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THE FIFTH KISS

Elizabeth M ansfield



A shocking declaration

The fist of Miles, Earl of Langley, smashed dowrerurning the
crystal decanter and causing Olivia to jump at trether-in-law's
sudden fury.

"How dare you sermonize about my character as &amas and
father! Confound your damned spinster meddling!"

Before Olivia had recovered, Miles had seized alhdrof her curls
and forced her to face him.

"What you need,” her brother-in-law growled, "is raan-a
husband-who'd handle you as a wench should be éa@uhie this!"

In a flash, the world was different. His lips predsto hers, she
seemed to be living through a storm or a tidal wdndhe instant
before she gave herself to the surging of her hlsbd thought: Does
one, could one, survive?



chapter one

The fog was remarkably thick even by London stasslaaind Olivia,
peering out of the window of her coach, could netckrtain at first
that the gentleman she suddenly spied there osttéet was indeed
the one she thought he was. She drew in her breatsuppressed
gasp and threw a quick, uneasy glance at her sisterwas dozing
beside her, her head nodding gently with the matibthe carriage.
Relieved to see that Clara was still asleep, Oliwraed back to the
window and pressed her nose against the pane.tiveegientleman
out there who was so brazenly embracing a lightskioked
shockingly like Strickland.

But he couldn't be! Oliviamustbe mistaken. The fog (a chilling,
enveloping mist that made one feel colder this &aty night than
snow would have done) had made of the nighttimeeettrof London
a cloudy nothingness, and even though the gentlevaarstanding in
a beam of light from the open door of the houseraehim—a beam
which cut a swath of brightness through the sowmeh-his outline
was nevertheless made indistinct by the thicknéghe fog. The
little scene being played out on the street justohd the carriage
appeared to be shrouded in gauze. In additiongémteman’s face
was obscured by the tousled coiffure of the womanwas so
unrestrainedly embracing. The two had evidently @mserged from
the house and were engaged in a shockingly forelwl. The
position was too intimate for propriety, and thewam was obviously
not the sort of creature a gentleman should be wébrat all. So of
course heouldn'tbe Strickland ... could he?

The coachman was inching his way through the naist gautiously,
and Olivia had ample time to stare down at the majuestion. He
seemed to be as tall as Strickland and his shalkebroad. If he
were not Strickland, his form was as like as a tv8ill, Olivia
cautioned herself, it was decidedly nasty-mindelerfto suspect for
a moment that Lord Strickland could be the soedrtibrace a doxy on



the street. She disliked Strickland intensely, boé was not so
mean-spirited as to assume that he would be litcelyehave in so
reprehensible a fashion. She must not permit Heis@imp to such
an unwarranted—

But she did not finish the thought, for the gentéenfifted his head at
that very moment and looked directly at the passamgiage. Olivia
gasped aloud and quickly withdrew her face fromlwedow, her
heart pounding and her fingers trembling in showkehagrin. lwvas
Strickland after all!

"What is it, Livie? What's the matter?" Clara askadddenly awake.

Olivia's breath caught in her throat. She forcesirale. "Matter?
Nothing's the matter. Why?"

"l heard you gasp," her sister replied.

"You must have been dreaming." Olivia patted hdepskister's hand
nervously. "Go back to sleep.”

"l wasn't really sleeping.. .just lightly drowsingwas sure..." She
shrugged and grinned at the slim young girl bedide "Well,
perhaps lWwasasleep. Your London hours are too much for me. .
Langley Park | would have been abed these pashiours."

"You really have become a country mouse, haven't you?" Oliv
remarked absently, glancing back through the ovatew behind
them and noting that the scene she'd just withesssdstill visible,
the embrace still revoltingly in progress. "l suspgu no longer care
for London at all.”

"Thai doesn't mean | don't care fgwu, love. I've truly enjoyed this
little visit with you and the family, you know th&ut—"



"But you'd rather be back in the country with ybabies."

Clara gave her sister a mock-shamefaced smile., ' ™M&suld. Mea
culpa. Guilty as charged. | admit it frankly—I hate beiagay from
them."

"But why, my dear?" Olivia asked, forcing herself to keep dyes
from the rear window of the coach. "You know theyleing
adequately cared for. You couldhavea better housekeeper thar
Mrs. Joliffe, and there's Fincher and Miss Elszetd—"

"Yes, | know. The staff is completely reliable. Netheless, the
children need their mother at their ages. Perrgnethough he's
almost seven, is too young to take a scolding withos feelings
being hurt. Shy though he is, he does seem tantalimischief. He's
apt to be scolded more than you'd expect, and, lsomd don't like

anyone to scold him but me. And little Amy is otityee and hardly
understands why her mother has deserted her."

Olivia threw her sister a scornful glanc®esertedjndeed! You've
sent them trinkets every day since you've comeid@ssisn't it about
time you began thinking of yourself? You havenineodown for a
visit since before Amy was born. Four years! Haiwam missed it at
all—the bustle, the excitement, the activity of Hon life—the
opera, the political dinners, the witty conversatithe shops and
bazaars, the cultural variety, the intellectuahstation—?"

"No, not a bit," her sister admitted without a tbwf shame. "I miss
you, of course, and Charles and Jamie. But as for ¢kt f find

‘cultural variety and intellectual stimulation' @& bf a bore. | know
thatyou,you little bluestocking, find these things exaitibut I'm too
involved in motherhood. I'm afraid."

Olivia frowned. "Yes, you've always been more mdthehan
anything else," she said with a touch of disapptdsaphocles had



once said that "children are the anchors of a mathie," and he was
quite right. Children weighed a woman down. She=tbher sister
devotedly, but she strongly objected to Clara'sgdigon in domestic
life to the exclusion of all other matters.

Of course, she had no right in the world to beaaitof her sister.

Clara was twelve years her senior, and when thethen had died
(Olivia was only two at the time), Clara had steppego her mother's
place with remarkable serenity. She'd raised helvevyear old

brother, Charles, her six-year-old brother, Jamed,her baby sister,
Olivia, with a tenderness and wisdom remarkable an

fourteen-year-old girl. Their father, a famous dahorevered and
respected for his brilliant Greek translations, hatlbeen brilliant in

domestic matters. He had been of no help at &laoa during those
years. Sir Octavius Matthews had always prefeiliedolitude of his
study to the companionship of his family. Clara had to deal with
the management of the household and the rearifgeosister and
brothers entirely on her own. Olivia should feellmog but gratitude
that her sister had always been the maternal type.

A sound of a muffled curse from the coachman infged her
thoughts, and the carriage came to an abrupt Wadilens, the
coachman, slid open the little window through whidte
communicated with his passengers and stuck his imed@eggin'
yer pardon, Miss Li vie... yer ladyship. There sed¢mbe a bit of 'n
accident up ahead. Now, don't be alarmed. Botheglst sit right
there nice and snug while | 'op down to see wiaéd'st."

Olivia cast a worried look over her shoulder throuthpe oval
window, while her sister lowered the window at bele and peered
out ahead of them. "I don't see a thing out theZé&gta remarked.

But Olivia could still see Strickland. Although bBad hischere amie
were now at quite a distance down the street, shkl @imly make
them out. The woman was now standing apart fromplaeamour



and, with his hands in hers, seemed to be tryimg#&x him back into
the houseGo in, blast youDlivia urged him in her thought§&o in
or go away! Do you want Clara to see ydbi?e slid over close to her
sister. "Are you sure you can't see anything uaabé

"No, nothing. But here comes Wollens now."

The coachman informed them that a carriage haddedllwith a
wagon in the fog and that the street was compldikigked. "But
they've righted the wagon an' steadied the 'ofidesy'll be out o' the
way in a minute or two."

Olivia threw another quick glance over her shouldeating with
irritation that the miscreant pair was still vigbWould Clara be able
to detect the gentleman's identity if she turnediad? Olivia rather
doubted it, but she nevertheless turned hastilk liacher sister,
determined to keep her so closely engaged in ceatien that Clara
would not be at leisure to look behind her. "I densh to imply that
there's anything wrong, exactly, with being the meoly type," she
said, deftly picking up the thread of their conatien before the
interruption of the coachman. "But one can carrgndstication too
far, you know."

Clara smiled at her indulgently. "Can one? And 2o |

Olivia blushed. She was an ungrateful wretch tbotze her sister's
loving nature. Clara had been the best sisteramtbrid, motherly at
a time when Olivia had needed mothering. Clara hadked to force
Olivia into her own mold, either. When Olivia hdtbsvn, quite early,
that she wanted to study Latin and mathematics hathbrothers'
tutor rather than music and embroidery with heregoess, Clara had
permitted her to sit in on Jamie's lessons. Cladartever tried to turn
her sister into one of those simpering misses wiawknothing but
the latest fashions in hairstyles and the femintineks to lure
gentlemen to their sides.



For ten years, Clara had unselfishly refused all ghitors for her
hand. She'd repeatedly rejected matrimony in aado her duty by
her younger siblings. But eight years ago, wherddialen deeply in

love with her Miles, Charles had insisted thatateept him. Charles
had reached his majority by that time and felt cletgby capable of
taking over the management of the family. Jamesalvaady at Eton,
and Olivia, although only twelve, was an intelligand independent
girl. So Clara had married and moved away to Landlark, her

husband's estate in Wiltshire.

But Olivia had not felt—nor did she feel now—anyseatment
toward her sister for marrying. It had really bedirto the good. Clara
had made for herself the kind of life for which skhas most suited,
while Olivia had been permitted to develop her mand personality
in her own way. It was a different way from hetai's. Olivia could
read Latin and Greek, she had an interest in pglitn literature and
in scientific developments, and she didn't waste tirae with
dressmakers, milliners, frivolous gossip and shaflotations. Clara
might call her a bluestocking, but as far as Olwés concerned, that
was just what she wanted to be. Better a bluestigckhan a
domesticated brood-mare.

Clara was quite aware of her sister's unspokepgrsaation, but she
merely smiled lovingly and put her arm around tleing girl's
shoulders. "Don't look down your nose at me, Id¥den you have
babies of your own, you'll understand."

Olivia's eyes flickered guiltily. "I wasn't lookindown my nose at
you, Clara, really. How could I? You've always beeyclosest and
dearest friend. But | shalleverunderstand you, you know, for | don’
intend tohaveany babies. There ao¢gherthings | want to do with my
life."

Clara had heard that declaration before and hadntemtion of
entering into a foolish debate on the matter. @livas too pretty and



spirited a girl to be passed over in the Marriagatiand Clara was
convinced that when a man of sufficient wit andraingame along,
Olivia would change her tune. Until then, all argagnhwas pointless.
"Be that as it may, my love," she said placidlyhtipe you won't be
put out with me if | leave for home tomorrow."

"Leave?Already?See here, Clara, you haven't been here a forthigt
"l know, dearest. But to the babies it must se&m & year."

Olivia had no answer. Nervously, she darted a glook over her
shoulder again. Strickland and his paramour wellettstre. With a
frowning glance at her sister, she sat up straighted her hands in
her lap and pursed her lips. "l don't suppose an#dcexpect your
children's so-consequenti@therto step in and care for them while
you're here in London."

Clara's eyes clouded. "Miles is so very busy with political
.activities at this season," she murmured apologkyi "You know
he has to be here in London at this time."

"Yes, | know. And he's so busy that he hasn't bbethéo see you
more than twice since you've arrived," her sisteswsered, unable to
keep the sharp edge from her voice.

Clara leaped to his defense. "Come now, OlividabeMiles knows
| came to town to see nmfamily, not to visit withhim. | know you
don't like Miles very much, but you mustn't finduflawhere none
exists."

"If neglecting you and your children is not a falitlon't know what
is," Olivia responded sullenly.



Clara studied her sister with her ever-patient igelnce. "/ don't
think he neglects us, and if I have no complaingge no reason for
youto provide me with any."

Olivia opened her mouth to retort, but she bit bdwekwords before
she could utter them. "I'm sorry, Clara. | didn&an—"

"No, of course you didn't,” Clara said with instdiotrgiveness,
squeezing her sister's hand warmly.

"It's just... that | shall have had you with me &wr short a time,"
Olivia apologized. "It's very disappointing."

"Yes, | know. But don't look so crestfallen. If yoan tear yourself
away from your cultural and intellectual pursudgad enough to pay
mea visit, | shall make it up to you. Besides, Pdrag been asking
for his Aunt Li vie, and Amy will forget you comghgy if you don't
come to visit her soon again."

Olivia nodded, gave her sister a somewhat forcedlesrof
acquiescence and looked away. Poor Clara! Sheavsarene in her
contented acceptance of the conditions of hethié¢ she seemed to
Olivia to be almost bovine! Olivia put a flutteringand to her
forehead. It was unkind to think of her sister aw-tike, but what
else was she to think when Clara was positiegygerto spend her
life buried away in Langley Park—a huge country pramouse far
away from civilization, with no companionship bwa demanding
children and a few aging servants—and never ugesirtomplaint
while her supposedly-doting husband spent his daysondon
without her?

And what was worse, Clara considered herself thet fiostunate of
women! She truly believed that she was the beloviéslof the most
wonderful man in the world—a man universally admiin®t only for
his wealth and titles but for his striking appeagrhis sharp wit and



his gift for politics. Clara, poor thing, had nob ankling of a
suspicion of what Olivia now knew to be true—th#r@'s life with
her husband was, at bottom, an utter sham.

Suddenly the carriage began to roll, and by the Wivia felt brave
enough to glance over her shoulder again she fdonder intense
relief, that Strickland and his paramour were naogkr visible. She
leaned back against the cushion with a deep sigank goodness
Clara had not turned round to discover for herdet her adored
husband, the so-brilliant, so-striking, so-gifteded Strickland, the
Earl of Langley, had been standing back there am direet,
brazenly—and with disgusting fervor—embracing & tar



chapter two

Olivia slept fitfully that night, troubled to theedths of her being by
indecision. On the one hand, she felt disloyal @0 $ister by not
revealing what she'd seen. On the other, she wadted by the

prospect of having to play the role of tale bearand-of such an
ugly, distressful sort of tale as that.

Besides, she knew herself well enough to undergstaighe was not
at all comfortable in dealing with matters of theaht. She'd had no
experience of love herself, and she knew nothingafried life, not
even as an observer. She was vaguely aware tHdttsken brought
up in an abnormal household. She had no recollectitver mother,
and she had difficulty imagining her father in tlmbe of a loving
husband, although she'd been told he'd been aatkwote. As a
father, Sir Octavius Matthews was a failure, notreah from a lack
of warmth as from a pervading absentmindednestaakaf interest.
It was as if his Greek studies absorbed so mudhsoémotions that
there was nothing left for his family.

It was not at all the case that Olivia felt negbelcor unloved. Her
sister had been a most affectionate mother-sutestaand her brother,
Charles, a wise and fond surrogate father. Evene)a®ilf-centered
and hedonistic as he was, treated her with plawfikction.
Nevertheless, Olivia realized that she had nev@emanced the
normal relationships which existed in a househoés$ioed over by a
happily married couple who showered each othertlagid offspring
with natural and loving attention.

Olivia had never felt sorry for herself and onlyelg yearned for a
more conventional existence. But she'd never missethg a real
mother as much as she did this night. How comfgritinvould have
been to be able to confide in a sensible, thoughtiature woman.
But the Mama of her imagination was too vague amdistinct a



person to offer advice, and Olivia got out of blee hext morning no
more certain of a course of action than she'd beenight before.

The morning was cold and wet, but the weather hadegtly not
daunted Clara. From across the hall, Olivia cowddrithe telltale
sounds of Clara's stirrings as she packed to le@ligia dressed
quickly and started across the corridor to ass@stlut some instinct
kept her from knocking at the dodPerhaps she thought as she
turned awayijt would be best to avoid Clara until I've made mp
mind about what to do.

Seeking some sort of help or advice, she wandeoech dhe stairs
and into her father's study. Although it was not gght, he was
already bent over the papers on his desk, hard cak wn his
translation of Thucydide®lelian Dialogue She crept up behind him
and planted a light kiss on the top of his headill"y¥u come to
breakfast with us, Papa?" she asked as he lookead! hgr, blinking
distractedly. "Clara's leaving this morning."

Sir Octavius looked at his daughter through hictmes, his eyes
foggily revealing his struggle to concentrate om Athenian envoys
in the book before him rather than on this unweleamerruption. "Is

she leaving already?" he asked absently. "I thosbhtintended to
remain for a few more days."

"She's been here over a week, you know," Olividarpd patiently.

"Has she?" He shook his head and lowered his aydiset pages
before him. "l don't know where the time goes."

Olivia persisted in her attempt to gain his at@mti"Leave the
Athenians for a few minutes, Papa. | want to talkdu."

"Yes, yes, but let me jot this down first. The Mels are sayindt is
natural in our position to indulge in imaginingBut 'imaginings'



does not truly reflect the quality of the Greekshbuld be more like
‘phantasies,’ | think. Look here,

child... what do you think? Shall | use 'phantdsregtead?"

"I think 'imaginings’ sounds perfectly clear. Buyou are unsatisfied
with it, why not try ‘fancies'?"

"Fancies?"He gazed up at her with a smile she could almasgeh
called affectionate. "That's vegood! Very good indeedFancie$’
He turned back to his paper and scribbled in thelwapidly. Then,
as if his daughter were not there, he went righteaaling.

Olivia determinedly perched on the desk in fronhmh. "Now that
you've found your word, Papa, can you not talk &?m

"Yes, of course, my dear," he said, not looking'¥ghat is it?"

"l was wondering, Papa, if you . . . thatiser. .. have you a liking
for Strickland?"

"Strickland?Clara's Strickland?"
"Yes, Papa. Clara's Strickland."”

"Well, of coursel like him. Fine fellow, Miles. Very clever on the
subject of tariffs and finance."

Olivia snorted impatiently. "I'm not speaking o§fiory politics, but
of—"

"Of course," Sir Octavius mused, lifting his head @hewing the tip
of his pen thoughtfully, "he's perhaps not expefsreek philosophy,
but if he gave it some real attention, I'm sulmit.really, Olivia, must
you sit justthere?You're crushing my papers!”



"Sorry, Papa." She slipped off the desk and sttarggd the pile of
closely written notes. "I wasn't speaking of m#nd. | meant his
character."

"Whose character?" her father muttered absentljingaeturned to
his papers again.

"Strickland's!Your son-in-law's!" she said in complete annoyance

"Oh, yes. Fine fellow. Already said so. Now herethis next line,
shall | say 'council’ or ‘conferenc&duncilconnotes a meeting of a
body of men who meet regularly— wouldn't you sayhilev
conference sounds like a more spontaneous assembla
'‘Conference,' therefore, seems closer to the fdcthjnk. Yes,
‘conference’ it shall be."

Olivia frowned irritably at his bent head. She ddobave known
better than to expect any help from him. Sir OctawWatthews had a
marvelous mind, but not for family matters. "Buuywill come to see
her off, won't you. Papa?" she asked as she wal&kdully toward
the door.

"Eh? See whom off?" he murmured.
"Oh, really, Papal!Clara! She's leaving right after breakfast."

"Well, Olivia, I'm at a crucial place just now." l&dn't look up from
the page before him. "Tell her goodbye for me. Ltmvéhe children...
good trip and all that." And he waved her away.

She closed the study door behind her and sighedfdtteer was a
strange sort. He was not a bit gregariolisirg people didn't seem
to interest him. Only dead Greeks engaged his niimdn at dinner,
the only time of day he joined the family, he sely@ver engaged in
conversation; his mind was still occupied with th@oks that had



engaged him during the day— tReetics or Plato'sRepublicor his
favorite History of the Peloponnesian W&he was foolish to have
expected to receive any assistance from him inirgalith real
problems. If Thucydides hadn't recorded it, if Aotte hadn't
codified it, or if Plato hadn't ruminated on itetlproblem had no
reality for him.

She had to turn elsewhere for advice, but she wesune where. The
logical choice should be Charles. He was the mastsible,
well-rounded member of the family, despite the fihett he was a
thirty-year-old bachelor and so promising a schdlzat it was
expected he would some day surpass his famoug f&healthough
his head was crammed with learniihgs feet were planted firmly in
reality. She should really talk 4wm. But something made her
hesitate.

It was Charles' unfailing, uncompromising honebt taused her to
pause. What if she revealed the story of Strickkamfidelity to
Charles, and then they decidsatto tell Clara? Charles would not be
able to hide the truth. He was so straightforwhed whatever was on
his mind would be reflected in his face. He wouldtb say nothing
to his departing sister but a simple goodbye, blaraCwould
iImmediately sense that there was something wrohgrl€s was as
transparent as glass. Olivia could not afford tande it. It would be
better to speak to her brother James.

Dear, pleasure-loving Jamie! He was not the sosttom one would
ordinarily turn for advice. Although he was the guate antithesis of
his father in that he wasll gregariousness, he was the mo
superficial and selfish creature in the family. Was so completely
occupied with his cronies and the relentless pticgyaleasure that he
came home only to sleep. He had realized early lkahad little
Interest in the subjects that absorbed the regteofamily, and he'd
left school as soon as he could. A substantialritdreee from his
mother made it possible for him to live a life adsdpation: sporting



and gaming with his friends. However, it occurredlivia that he
might be just the one to help her now. Perhapsdib®spated life had
given him the sophistication in worldly matters ttl@livia now

needed.

She hurried up the stairs to his bedroom and kribekéhe door. Of
course he didn't answer; he'd probably been up daié the night
before and was undoubtedly still deeply asleep.@bisbed open the
door and went in. The room was still dark, for dnapes were closely
drawn against the light, but through the darknessecthe sound of
gentle snoring. She went to the bed and shookhaslder firmly.
"Jamie, wake up," she said loudly. "I must talk/¢o."

Jamie shuddered, turned his head toward her andedpene eye.
"Go 'way," he muttered thickly.

"But | need your advice. Urgently. It's about Stland."
"Don't care if it's 'bout the Prince Regent! GoyWa

"Oh, Jamie, don't be such an indolent slugabadebtlyou!" And she
ruthlessly tore the comforter from around him, estpg him to the
cool air.

He shivered and groaned. "Give that back at onlce!lemanded,
huddling into a quivering ball. "I'm freezing!"

"Il give it back to you if you sit up and talk toe," Olivia bargained,
throwing open the heavy draperies and letting gtream of bleak,
grayish light.

Jamie groaned again, heaved himself into a sitpogition and
reached eagerly for his comforter. As soon asghdldd it about him,
he cast a bleary eye at the window. "What anodstars for an odious



day," he muttered. "By whose leave do you come ibgrgqito a
fellow's bedroom?"

"By my own leave," his sister declared, perchinglanbed. "I think
I've stumbled upon a family crisis, and | have me ¢o turn to but
you."

He raised a suspicious eyebrow. "Since when haeen considered
useful in a family crisis?"

"Never, as far as | know. But this is as good attmbegin as any.
Please, Jamie, don't be so sullen. I've never dony®u this way
before, have I?"

"No, you haven't. | must sapat for you." He looked at her with a
sudden frown. "What sort of scrape have you gotrsaltiinto, Li
vie?"

"Not I. It's Clara I'm worried about."
"Clara? | don't believe it! What's she done?"

"Nothing, you gudgeon. Clara would be the vixst one of us to do
anything amiss. It'Stricklandwho's put us in this coil."

"Strickland, en? Now what on earth—?" He leanedai@nhis sister
in sudden irritation. "Have you shaken me up likis fust to tell me
that he's submitted another of his damnable Toopgsals to the
Lords?"

"Good heavens, no! | wouldn't wake you for someghias
commonplace as that! This is much more... moreopais’

Jamie fell back against the pillow in surprise.rde@al? Now lam
nonplussed. Speak up, girl. You have me quite dgog.



"l wish you will take this a bit seriously, Jamlemay affect Clara's
entire future! | saw Strickland last night.. .ol ttreet . . . with a . . .
a .. .fancy piece!"

If Olivia expected her news to shock her brothikee, was doomed to
disappointment. His face remained impassive. "Wélé?asked, as if
expecting more.

"What do you mean, well?" she demanded.
"Well, whatelse?'

"Good lord, isn't thaénough!He waskissingher...right there on the
street!"

Jamie shrugged. "Thavas a bit of bad manners, | suppose, but
hardly see the matter as a family crisishigt what you woke me up
to tell me?"

Olivia gaped at her brother in surprise. "Of coutss! Don't you
think it's shocking!

"Not at all. All the men in London have fancy pieces."
"Jamie!' she cried, not believing.

"Theydo!" he insisted. "Perhaps not often, and some madea dfian
others, but sooner or later all of them—"

"Stopit, Jamie!" Olivia put her hands to her ears imro "l think
you're only saying these dreadful things to takmlry revenge on
me!"

He gave her a look of disgust. "Don't be suclhtle imnocent. London
Is full o—as you call them—fancy pieces. Why wotitetre be so
many if men didn't patronize them?"



"B-But . . . married men . . . w-with little children . . . like
Strickland?"

"Why not? Strickland is a prime candidate for asba. He's here in
London, alone, for almost half the year. Where eld®e to look for
female companionship?"

"If he wants female companionship, he can jollylwgel home to his
wife!" Olivia snapped, her voice trembling.

"Well, don't fire up ame. Ididn't have anything to do with it."

Olivia glared at him. "Well, whatever thether men of London
choose to do is of no concern to me. But Lord iad is our sister's
husband, and I'm at my wit's end as to what tolawit."

"Do about it? Whais there to do about it?" Jamie asked flatly.
"Do you think | should tell her?"

"Tell Clara! Whatever for? Keep your nose out of it and youutho
shut. That's my advice." With that, he slid dowrdemnthe cover,
turned on his side and shut his eyes. "Now, | lyap#| take yourself
off and let me sleep without further disturbance."

But Olivia hadn't moved. She sat staring abstragiatb the middle
distance, her brow furrowed in puzzled anxiety. Yoo really think
silence is best? That we should let our sistericoatto play the fool,
believing that her dear Miles is... above reproach?

"Clara's no fool. She knows all about it," Jamisva@red, his voice
muffled by the pillows.

Olivia jumped to her feet and stared at the lungeunthe bedclothes.
"Knowsabout it? Sheouldn't!"



"She would if she had any sense."

"Do you mean to say that she knows and meakbeptst?” Olivia
asked incredulously.

Jamie turned his head and opened his eyes withienpsaigh. "Yes,
my little innocent. That's whatny sensible wife would do. And so
will youwhen your time comes."

"Never!" she declared vehemently. "I wouldverpermit myself to
be.. .betrayed. | think all men adastardly and | shall never marry
any of them!"

She stalked to the door in a fury, but before sheged the doorknob
a horrible thought occurred to her. Slowly she édrriback to her
brother. "Jamie, you don't mean to imply tlyati.. ? No, | won't

ask."

Jamie broke into a loud guffaw. "Do you want to wnid | have a
fancy piece?" he asked challengingly, lifting hesal and grinning at
her mockingly. "Well, now—"

"No! Don't tell me! | don't want to know... now ever!" And she fled
from the room, slamming the door behind her.



chapter three

Charles sat at the breakfast table with his twtess looking from
one to the other with a brow wrinkled in puzzlemé&uamething was
amiss, he knew, although not one word was saichdacate that
anything at all was out of the way. Yes, it wastgurue that Clara
had decided to cut short her visit, but that deaislid not surprise
Charles; he'd suspected from the first that Clawalén't be able to
stay away from her children for an entire fortnigk, herdeparture
couldn't be the problem. As a matter of fact, Clacked completely
serene and untroubled. It w@divia's manner that had aroused his
suspicions.

Like most men, Charles harbored the illusion tleatMas inscrutable.
It would have irritated him beyond measure to kribat his sisters
could quite easily read his face. He would havenheterly dismayed
If he'd realized that Olivia had refrained from lsag his advice
merely because she'd feared that his thoughts liwthéce so clearly
reflected in his expression) would reveal themseteeClara.

If anyone had asked Charles, he would have saidsDlivia whose
facial expressions were transparent. Her largesrgfiecked brown
eyes sent out distinct signals of light and shaddvich revealed
quite plainly to anyone who knew her just what gfas thinking. In
addition, her fair, almost translucent skin gavedemce of the
slightest flush of emotion. Thus Charles, watcheyg from across
the table, was very much aware that something wasbling her
deeply.

Olivia, his "baby" sister, was Charles' pride amyl He had taken a
father's pleasure in her transformation from a olyudhild to a lively,
willowy, warm young woman—and a scholar's satistecin the
development of her mind from a willful, precociogmungster's to a
reasoning, free-thinking, well-read adult's. Thpeculiar family
situation had thrown the two of them together ntbee might have



been the case in an ordinary brother-and-sistatioakhip, and they
were in the habit of speaking to each other wiinkrand affectionate
intimacy. If something was troubling her now, whadn't she come
to him?

It was obvious that she was disturbed about somgtfihe color in
her cheeks was high (an unmistakable sign of anger)eyes were
clouded (indicating confusion), her remarks abstid¢revealing that
her mind was absorbed elsewhere) and her platggs entouched
(signifying that she was upset). But before Chadesld discover
any clue to the source of the trouble, Clara setrder teacup with
an air of finality and rose to take her depart@karles and Olivia
immediately followed her.

Their exit from the breakfast room was a signal servants that
the time of leave-taking had arrived. Immediat@lygreat bustle of
activity commenced: the servants scurried aboutegatg up those
bandboxes and packages that had not yet been |Gdmedd the
carriage; the outer door began to swing open and &h the two
footmen, the coachman and Clara's abigail rushexhthout, each
one convinced that one of the others would be iceta leave

something behind; and Clara turned from Olivia tafles and back
again, directing toward each of them a number ahimders,

admonitions and appeals for an early visit to LapdPark. At last,
the trio moved out the door and down the stonesdiefhe carriage.

They made an ill-assorted group as they stoodeabtittom of the
steps exchanging affectionate embraces in the ymiain. A passing
stranger would not have surmised that they weieaiely related,
so different did they appear in character andastattlara, the eldest,
looked every inch the wealthy country matron. Slaes wressed for
travel, her motherly form well covered by a velpslisse and a
large-brimmed bonnet which protected her from th&ments as
effectively as an umbrella. The bonnet also mandgesmphasize
the fact that she was the shortest in stature eftlinee. Charles



looked tall only in comparison with his sisters. ld®od only
five-feet- seven in stockinged feet, but his sligufe and his hair
(which was receding from his forehead in two poorisither side of
his head and was prematurely silvering at the teg)pisually gave
him a look of dignity and importance beyond histthyears. Today,
however, he hadn't bothered to put on a greatcodtaty so the
shabbiness of his coat, the disarray that the antbrain made of his
hair and the hunch of his shoulders against the e@de him look
more like an impoverished tutor than a gentlemasutiistance and
respectability. Olivia, the youngest, was only & thiler than her
sister, but she would probably have been the oae ahpassing
stranger would have noticed first. The elementstbasled her short,
dark curls into wavy tendrils that blew about hexd and whipped up
the color in her cheeks to an even brighter red tied appeared at
the table and, dressed as she was in only a momobg, that
imaginary stranger might very well have taken loetlie very sort of
woman who'd occupied her thoughts all morning— aubéul
courtesan.

Appearances notwithstanding, the thvesrerelated, and they faced
each other fondly as they said the final goodbY@sstow a kiss on
the lazy Jamie for me, and say goodbye to Papara@rdered as she
was helped aboard the carriage. Then the coadiffsktwn the drive
and turned into the street. Clara waved at themmdpy all the while,
and it was not until the carriage disappeared fvosw that Charles
and Olivia turned to go inside.

They ran up the steps quickly and shut the dooinkdethem, glad to
take shelter at last from the chilling drizzle. @bg, noting with

relief that the servants had all gone about thesiress, faced his
sister with firm decision. "All right, now, Livie,he accosted her,
putting his hands on his hips, "let's have it. Whimbubling you?"



Olivia, who'd been about to make for the stairmaysling for the
opportunity to indulge in some solitary reflectionher bedroom),
turned to her brother in surprise. "Whatever do y@an, Charles?"

"Something's been on your mind this morning. Noan'dry to deny
it, my dear. | can read it in your face. Are youngpto tell me what it
is, or do you intend to sentence me to spend theaanting all sorts
of imaginary and troublesome explanations whichl V@ave me
overwrought, distressed and too distracted to work?

Olivia cast him a rueful glance. "No, of coursednd,” she said,
taking his arm and walking with him to the downstasitting room
which he had long ago taken over as his privatystl intended to
tell you about it anyway, sooner or later."

The room was smaller than their father's study aodnearly as
cheerful. Sir Octavius' study had been appropsiaseld lovingly
decorated by his late wife. It was full of her lrigouches—sheer
draperies which let in the light, colorful florahiptings on the walls,
floral chintz upholstery on the chairs, ample bdwtges, a wide
fireplace framed with exquisite tiles from Hollarmshd a goodly
number of silver candelabra to brighten the wodaaBut the small
sitting room which Charles had adopted for his dwad not had the
benefit of his mother's delicate touch. The padeNalls and narrow
windows made the room gloomily dark, the wall detions
consisted of a pair of dingy portraits of once-faimoacehorses, the
inadequate bookshelves were crammed to overflowargl the
stacks of books and papers which could not belfitieo them were
piled on the tables, the chairs, the windowsillgl avery other
available surface, including the floor. In the ntidsf all this
untidiness—so large that it dominated the room sindular in its
meticulous neatness—stood Charles' desk. It wasras of constant
amusement to Olivia, for the desk was an islartdapiquility in a sea
of chaos. Charles' explanation was simple: he coatdwrite amid
disorder. When his desk became crowded, he sinilelg pverything



which was not in immediate use into one huge staxtk placed the
stack on the floor. When Olivia would point out hom that this
method of organization could not continue to sem& purposes
indefinitely, Charles would respond with a carelpssmise to "sort
through everything one of these days."

Charles closed his door and picked his way thrahghdisorder to

the fireplace, where he rummaged through the immthe mantel for
his pipe and tobacco. Olivia, meanwhile, brushedréindrops from

her shoulders, removed the books from the seatefdom's one
upholstered armchair, placed them on the floorsatdiown. Charles
crossed to his desk and sat down behind it. Afteoment of silence,
during which he puffed at his pipe vehemently unéld ignited the
tobacco satisfactorily, he glanced across the rabims sister. She
was sitting tensely in her chair, her eyes lowet@dhe fingers

clenched in her lap and her lips pursed thoughtf@he seemed, for
the first time in her life, to be almost afraidsjgeak. "Well, aren't you
going to say anything?" he prodded anxiously.

"l don't know how to.. .1 wonder..She looked uiat with sudden
purposefulness. "Jamaan'tbe right, can he?"

"Probably not. But, my dear, what are you talkibgwat? Has Jamie
done something foolish?"

"No, this has nothing to do with him. But ti&l say..." She shook her
head in troubled doubtfulness.

"Well? Whatdid he say? If that clunch has upset you with afi@s
tiresome pecadillos, I'll—"

"I told you this has nothing to do with Jamie. dfdy that he told me
... he said that . . . that all gentlemen have hadpme time or other,
something to do with . . . er . . . ladies of thestim company. Is that
true, Charles?"



Charles couldn't believe he'd heard her propeWhdt?" he asked,
blinking at her stupidly. "Did you saymuslincompany?"

"Yes. That's a proper expression, isn't it? Forer.. . . opera dancers
and doxies and that sort?"

Charles frowned and bit down hard on the stem®pipe. "Why on
earth" he demanded, "did he tell you a thing like that?ai\sort of
subject isthatto discuss with a delicately nurtured female?"

Olivia raised her brows in offended dignity. "Deliely nurtured
indeed! Really, Charles, what nonsense! | was utiteeimpression
that we could talk about any subject in the wobd you not always
tell me that I might pursue any topic about whiclhdd some
curiosity? You never said anything about its sulitsifor females."

"Perhaps | didn't,” Charles muttered, "but I.. ttlsa | meant only
scholarly subjects, of course. Any fool would know that sach!

Good lord, Livie, | didn't think you'd show an indst in a sordid
subject ofthatsort."

"And | didn't think, Charles," Olivia retorted inritation, "that you
would turn out to be arig. Of coursel'm interested in that subject.
Anybodywould be. Aren't you?"

Charles glared at her, puffing furiously at his eigNever mind
about me! This is not a subject fit for a lady, matterwhat | may

have said before! And Jamie was completely buftieleel to have
discussed such a matter with you."

"He didn't discuss it with mel. discussed it withnim."
"Don't quibble."

"It's not a quibblel'm the one who broached the subject.”



"You? But... why?" His brows came together in a neal frown.
"Has Jamie gotten himself into some sort of fixhat... a ... ?"

"No. Not Jamie."

"Thank goodness for that,” Charles sighed, leamiagk in relief.
"You mean you had merely atheoreticaldiscussion, is that it?"

"No, it wasn't," his sister declared bluntly. "Butwould like to
understand the theory before | tell you the sultgtaibo all
gentlemen have fancy pieces in their care?"

Charles, nonplussed, puffed at his pipe in soméustmm. He didn't
know how or what to answer. This was not the sbstubject he felt
comfortable discussing with his young sister. Hogrevhe had
formed the habit of responding to her questionsh windor and
forthrightness, a habit which had worked out welhe past. Perhaps
it would be best, he decided, to try to maintaiat ttradition. "
suppose naall" he answered with a shrug.

"Well, then, how manyo! Almostall? Half? Two in ten?"

"Really, Livie, this is most indelicate! Besidegw can | know? |
don't suppose anyone's ever studied the subjext.published
data—"

"Can't you guess?" she persisted.

"No, | can't. It's not a subject on which | feel quelif even to
theorize," he answered shortly. "Now, will you sttmese silly
guestions and tell me the 'substance’ of all this?"

"Oh, very well. But I'm beginning to realize th&iete are a great
many very interesting matters about which | amysagtiorant.” She
got up from the chair and went to the fireplacaygie@g to stare into



the flames before continuing. "l saw Strickland tbe street last
night... with a lightskirt. He was kissing her."

"Oh, | see"He gave his sister a penetrating glance. "You wefre
course, quite horrified. And rightly so."

She lifted her gaze from the fire to his face. 'Wrgouhorrified? He
is, as Shakespeare said, 'falser than vows masdie@™ She studied
her brother's eyes for a long moment. "No, yontehorrified! And
neither was Jamie. Does that mean, Charles, thatmgncondone
such behavior? Or that yogwurself.. ?" She paused, unable to finc
the courage to pursue the thought.

"No, it doesnotmean any such thing!" he answered promptly, givir
her a wry grin. "That's how | know that redt gentlemen so indulge
themselves."

Olivia gave a small sigh of relief. "I'm glad, Cles. Iknewyou were
too fine a person to... But then, isn't it shockihgt Strickland has
taken one?"

"Perhaps it is," Charles said thoughtfully, "bwtduldn't judge him
too harshly if | were you, Livie. | live a ratheromkish life, you
know. But Strickland is right in the thick of sotyigfacing all sorts of
stimulation and temptation, while his wife is milasvay in the
country tending her babies. It's not very surpgsiminder the
circumstances, that he should seek—"

"Not surprising for a man of his ilk, | suppose liv@ cut in coldly,

"but quite unforgivable all the same. Why, | wowldoner find an
excuse folyou—or evenlJamie—to take yourselves@here amighan

for Strickland!He has awife!"

"No one is asking you to find excuses for him, reyd It is, after all,
none of your affair.”



"Isn't it? What about Clara?" she demanded.
"What about her?"

"Shouldn't she be told?"

"Told?" Charles echoed in horror. "Whatever for?"

Olivia made an impatient little gesture with hen@ia’l don't know.
But | cannot abide the thought of her innocent atilon of thatrake!
He's making a complete fool of her!"

Charles fondled the bowl of his pipe as he studiedsisterwith
concern. "l can quite understand how you feel,d,ilaut you're fair
and far off on this subject. No matter how attaclged may feel
toward your sister, hanarriageis not your concern. It is a private
matter between man and wife. You are too youngiexperienced
to comprehend the complexities of such relatiorship

"Humbug!" his sister said cuttingly. "This is thiest time, Charles,

that I've ever heard you resort to ath hominemargument of that
sort! Too young to comprehend, am 1? If you ask tfme truth of the

matter is that you're tocowardlyto wish to deal with this problem.
These sordid personal mattersbarrass/ou!"

"Now who's indulging inad hominemarguments?" he promptly
retorted. "Let us try to discuss this rationalfyyou please. You are
arguing that Clara should be told so that Strictlaannot make a
fool of her, is that right?"

"Yes, | suppose you may phrase it so."
"Well, beforewhomis he making a fool of her?"

Olivia shrugged. "Before anyone who knows that ime’slved with a
doxy."



"And who knows it?"
"How can | say? Half of London, perhaps."

Charles shook his head scornfully. "Balderdash!Wdeld certainly
have heard some gossip if that were the case. ¢aminced that
Strickland is clever enough to manage his affaitk discretion."

Olivia glared at him. "Butve know it!"

"Yes, but Strickland can scarcely make Clara a iim@ur eyes, can
he?"

"No, | suppose not," Olivia admitted, returning hier chair and
slumping into it.

"Then your argument is overset," Charles concludachphantly.

"Not quite,” Olivia persisted, sitting up and leagiforward in urgent
concern. "/ managed to discover the truth, didh'l, who don't go
about in society a great deal. Then is it not labto assume that
some others may also have discovered it—and muadke neadily

than 1?"

"Yes, perhaps," her brother granted, "but untilritegiter is a subject
of gossip, there is very little harm being doneCiara. Does the
possibility that one or two people may know thehrjustify your
going to your sister with a tale that is certaigiee her pain?"

Olivia put her elbow on the arm of her chair argted her chin in her
hand. "No, of course not. You're quite right. I'mdoubtedly being
excessively foolish about this."

Charles smiled at her fondly. “"Not foolish, exactou're merely
permitting your distaste for Strickland's behavtor affect your
judgment.”



"Distaste?" Olivia raised her eyebrows and slowdger from the
chair. 'Distaste? That's much too mild a word, my dear Charle:
Much too mild a word. What | feel for Miles Striekid is complete
and utter disgust. No... more! An overwhelmilogthingl Yes, a
loathing ... a revulsion so . . . so sickening thsitall probably not
recover until I've had an opportunity to tell heractlywhat | think
of him!" Matching action to her words, she strodéte door, kicking
aside whatever books and papers were stacked akier

"Livie!" Charles exclaimed, shocked. "You're behmayi quite
immoderately."

"Yes," she said, pausing at the door and lookingkbat him
disdainfully. "l suppose | am."

“I'm sure | needn't caution you, my dear, agaimshgl anything so
foolish as speaking to Strickland about this," manished.

"No, you needn't. | wanted your advice abQlara. But as far as
Lord Stricklandis concerned, I'll follow mpwncounsels, thank you.
So you may keep your cautions to yourself."

“Livie, you can't mean that you—?" He lifted hinfdebm his chair,
but the door slammed behind her just as he'd rdisedelf halfway
between sitting and standing. He dropped back dotanhis chair
again with a grunt. "No, she wouldn't... sleelldn’tdo such a thing as
that," he assured himself aloud, and he puffedsapipe with deep,
reassuring breaths. After all, he knew his siss&e was not the sort
of girl to indulge in outrageous, headstrong, dhceived bouts of
mischief. And that was just what a confrontatiothwviiord Strickland
would be.

But he assured himself that Olivia was above surdtaonduct; she
was too self-controlled, too sensible. Therefdrere was no need to
follow her. He need do nothing but turn his att@mtio his work and



put the entire matter of his sister's explosioteafper from his mind.
It was nothing but a tempest in a teapot—that viaff e knew his
sister at all, she would have regained her equibiby dinnertime.

But Charles did not know his sister as well ashoeigjht.



chapter four

Miles Strickland, the Earl of Langley, was attemptto shave. One
would suppose that, having shaved himself sincgdush (and that
was a greater number of years ago than he would wwisount, his
lordship having turned thirty-five just a month lesr), he would find
no great difficulty in accomplishing so mundaneskt But with his
valet hovering uselessly at his right elbow (ovexgger to supply
shaving soap or to swab his lordship's face withneel at a moment's
notice) and his friend, Arthur Tisswold, leaningeowis left shoulder
(busily arguing politics with Strickland's refleoti in the shaving
mirror) Strickland was finding it almost impossikite complete the
chore. When he'd nicked his chin for the secone tine turned to
Tisswold in annoyance. "How many times mustelssureyou,
Arthur? We are in no danger of losing the governnerenville, to
Grey or to any other Whig. So you may take yourséifwith an
untroubled mind and leave me to complete my shak#fgre | do
my chin a serious injury."

"Don't see how you can be so certain," Sir Artimsisted stubbornly,
not budging an inch from his position—neither h@itral stance
nor his stand just behind Strickland's left should®&Now that
Parliament has given final confirmation of the Regg Prinny's
bound to feel free to let in some of his old frierid

Strickland had been hearing the same argumenttexpéar over a
year. In January of 1811, Parliament had passedRégzncy Bill,
and since then the political "sages" had repeatpdiylicted that
Prinny would appoint some of his old Whig croniesthe cabinet,
with Grenville, Grey, or his favorite, Sheridan Rrgne Minister. But
here it was, more than a year later, and with &aent's
confirmation of the bill in the Prince's pocket fapre than a month,
andstill the Tory, Spencer Perceval, remained as Primeskéinvith
his cabinet intact. The Whigs were growing angr&d more
disappointed with each passing day as the Prinemag to grow



further and further away from his old Whig assazsafNevertheless,
many of Strickland's Tory circle still trembled #te fearful
anticipation of a change of government. Couldrelyteee how the
Prince had withdrawn from his Whiggish friends? \\Waithis very
moment, Prinny was probably closeted in his sittogm at Carleton
House reading scriptures with Lord and Lady Hedfdine Toriest of
them all. Of what were Tisswold and the rest ohtts® afraid?

But Arthur continued to voice his concern. "Hetundto feel more
secure now that his appointment has been confirrAedoalition
cabinet is the very best we can hope for."

"Rubbish," Strickland said shortly, trying to cont@ate on the
dangerous cleft in his chin. "With Fox dead, whoam ©ie choose?
Certainly not Grey or the other Foxites—they'veagohized him
past repair. And I've already explained about Gier's stand on
Catholic emancipation—Prinny would never accept.tBa please,
Arthur, go about your business and let me be."

Sir Arthur Tisswold, older than Strickland by at$ a decade,
studied the younger man with admiration. It was eeful how
shrewdly Miles was able to evaluate even the mostpticated of
political situations. He would have liked to purgbe subject, to get
Miles' view of Grenville's position in greater diétabut it was
obvious that his friend was growing impatient. We&l frowned at
Miles' reflection in the mirror and passed a hamérohis own
chubby, smoothly shaven cheeks. "Don't see whyhaue to shave
yourself in any case,” he remarked peevishly. "&lseyour man
standing right there at your side, ready and vglim do the job. Why
don't you lethim shave you, as any right-minded gentleman wou
do?"

The valet nodded vigorously. "That's what I've bdelin' his
lordship these past twelve years, Sir Arthur. teie him time and
again, 'Why must you stand there leanin' down theomirror,' I've



said to him, 'when you can be sittin' down, allenand easy, while

"Stubble it, Gaskin," Strickland said shortly. "Ybaven't been able
to persuade me to change my habits in all thesesysa don't think
because you've found an ally in Sir Arthur herat stou'll change me
now." He wiped the long razor blade carefully watkloth, pushed it
into the handle that doubled as a sheath, and Haht® Gaskin in

exchange for the towel. "I've been shaving mysakes| was a lad,
and | don't intend—"

A discreet knock on the dressing-room door inteedhim. "Come
in," he said in annoyance, patting his nicked dairefully.

Walker, the butler who ran his establishment her&ount Street,
put his head in the door. "There's a lady dowrsti@irsee ye, me
lord," he said, a look of disapproval quite plamios face.

"A lady?" his lordship asked, his eyebrows risingurprise.
"Yes, sir. Anunescortedady."

Strickland frowned. No ladybird of his acquaintarweuld be so
bold or so foolish as to call on him here. "Did ginee a name?"

"Yes, me lord. Miss Matthews, she said."
"Matthews?Olivia Matthews?" Strickland's brows rose higher.
"She didn't offer 'er Christian name, me lord. [@owish me t' ask?"

"No, no. It must be she. | wonder what the chit—astJtell her,
Walker, that I'll be down directly."

The butler withdrew, the valet turned and busieudalf with the
cleaning up, and Arthur picked up his hat and stitk a grin. "Have



you found yourself mewone, old fellow? | thought you'd takém
Delicieuse Binardunder your protection.”

"So | have. My caller must be my sister-in-law. drwder what the
blasted little bluestocking wants with me."

"A bluestocking, is she? You have my sympathiesthér remarked.

"Keep your sympathies for yourself, old fellow, fgou'll have to
meet her on your way out," Miles taunted.

"Eh? What's that you say?" Arthur's smile vanisimstantly. "Don't
wish to meet her at all! Never know what gay to those literary
females. If you don't mind. Miles, old chap, idke my leave through
the kitchen door. Can't abide ladies of excessiNievation, y'know.
Never could. If you ask me, ladies should nevemewe taught to
read."

Strickland gave a snorting laugh. "A sentiment Wwypbf a true Tory
mind. You're the archetype for the breed, Arthur—veaitable
pattern-card!"

Arthur Tisswold ignored the touch of irony and bavaeeply. "l take
that as a compliment, my lord, and | thank youifoMWhat better
breed is there in all the world?"

"What indeed! Well, good day to you, Arthur. Gaskiti show you
down the back stairs, if you're determined to edtne this cowardly
way from the attack of a mere slip of a girl. $#e you tonight, at
White's."

After the door had closed behind Sir Arthur and Waéet, Miles'
ironic smile faded. His brows drew together in a&zed frown.
Olivia Matthews was the last person in the worldwauld have
expected to pay a call on him. In all the eightrge# his marriage,



she had never done so. In fact, they barely maniageel civil to one
another. Miles had sensed from the first that tbeaptic little chit
disapproved of him. Whiggish and literary, she was ardent
reformer and had no patience with his Tory viewse Tact that he
was a force in the Lords and a man of consideratfleence in
governmental circles made no impression on the gjie judged all
Tories to be either self-serving knaves or thickdes fools, and he
didn't know—or care!—into which group she placeahhi

He, for his part, disliked her every bit as mucklae disliked him. He
found her to be officious, smug, pretentious, dretg, and so
unconformable as to be positively eccentric. The ltggad a rather
pretty face (and a graceful, even admirable, figureder the
puritanical clothes she chose to wear), but evéead of springy
curls and a pair of fine, intelligent eyes did modke up for her
sanctimonious manner and sharp tongue. He couldrstachd why
his wife was so attached to her (for Clara had la¢®iost a mother to
the girl), but he could not bring himself to shdwe slightest affection
for his sister-in-law. He hoped that she would fendjood, strong
fellow to wed—one who would handle her with thepgmopfirmness
and beat her into submission. But such an evetuafis not at all
likely. She would more readily marry a meek, scHgldespectacled
weakling who would instantly submit to her overlegr and
shrewish domination and find himself imprisoned anlife of
henpecked misery.

What was even more likely, however, was that thevgould not
marry at all. She'd been "out" for two seasonshadinot deigned to
accept any of the offers she'd received. The straagpature
obviously preferred to remain single, to pursueliteeof a literary
eccentric, and to leave herself free of the encamtes of wedlock
so that she might pay long visits to her sistelLamngley Park
whenever the spirit moved her. He positively abtdrer visits to his
country home. She had a way of staring at him deagpagly from
across the room that he found quite disconcerangay of arguing



politics at the dinner table with such passion Heatound his appetite
quite deserting him, and a way of suggesting chaingleis manner of
running his household that he found infuriatinghgddlesome. No
sooner would she arrive at the Park than he wanttldn excuse to
take off for London.

But never before had she sought him out here irdmglon house.
Her brother James had occasionally dropped bykdoas loan, and
Charles (who was a rather good sort despite higyith views) had
visited once or twice to discuss governmental msttebut
Olivia—what couldshepossibly want to see him about?

Good lord! Was iClara! Had something happened to Clara? No, th
was unlikely, for Clara had dropped him a note yestterday, saying
that she was returning to Langley. But.. .could Bhge had an
accident on the way? No, he reasoned... if thatdeae the cashge
would have been the one notified rather than thé#hdeses.

However, the possibility made him uneasy, and regcted up his
coat. Running quickly from the room, he pulledntas he clattered
down the stairs. He found Olivia in the drawing mgostanding
before the window and gazing out on the gray, tkishrouded
street. "Has something happened to Clara?" he dsksdy.

She turned round and faced him with an expresdi@oa disdain.
"My, my!" she drawled sarcastically. "Such sinceoacern for your
wife quite touches me. | wouldimostfeel impelled to shed a few
tears, except that | couldn't help but notice @i called at our
house only twice during her entire visit."

Miles gritted his teeth. The girl was infallible lver ability to set him
on edge. "From your tone of voice," he said coldlyis obvious that
you havenotcome to bring me tragic tidings. In that casemay as
well be comfortable while you come to the point. Woyou, dear
sister-in-law, take a seat?"



"No, thank you. I shall not be staying long."

"As to that, you may please yourself, ma'am. Bshduld like to sit
down, you see, and since | cannot do so while yands I'd be quite
obliged to you—"

"l have no wish to oblige you, sir,” she said, méweless crossing the
room to the sofa, "but $hall take a seat in order to avoid furthe
discussion of this piddling subject."” And she savd stiffly at the
edge of the sofa, as far from him as she couldephacself.

With a smirk of satisfaction, Miles took the armelapposite. "Now,
Olivia, you may come to the point. To what do | awe honor of this
visit? It must be a matter of some urgency to Hareeight you here
unescorted."

"My lack of escort has nothing whatever to do wité urgency of my
visit. | nevergo about with an escort in the daytime."

"Really?" He looked at her with a pitying smile.t "is my
understanding thagbroper young ladies are taught to refrain fron
going about unescorted any time. Surely your abigail could
serve—"

"l have no need, my lord, of instruction on ladglikehavior from
you.l am quite well looked after by my family, andhkeysee nothing
to disapprove of in my behavior, it is completetappropriate for
youto concern yourself with it."

"Very well, my dear. We shan't spend another monggstussing
your behavior. Can you tell me just what it is stall discuss?"

"Your behavior, my lord," she said bluntly.



His lordship's right eyebrow shot up, giving hisdaan expression of
icy disdain. My behavior, ma'am?"

Meeting his eye, Olivia felt a twinge of misgivingtrickland had a
glinty expression which could freeze her to the nmar His steely
gray eyes, under their heavy black brows, gaveirtipression of
being able to look right through her. His face \ag), the cleft chin
strong and his cheeks were etched with lines thapened when he
frowned. He had thick, unruly black hair which ve®t with streaks
of gray and which tumbled untidily over his foredleaven when he
was most carefully groomed (which at the momenivas not). His
face, in repose, might be considered by some todseher sister
always claimed—fatally attractive. A line of Shageare's flew into
her head!'Oh, what a goodly outside falsehood hath!"

Yes, she supposed he was handsome in normal ci@oces, but
when he was angered, as now, Strickland's faceahddcidedly

menacing aspect. It was no wonder that, in a rquartical cartoon,

the artist had characterized him as a hawk sitongthe Prime
Minister's shoulder and whispering into his eamc8i then, the
cognoscenthad been calling him th€ory Hawk and Olivia could

now see that the appellation was perfectly fittiBge clenched her
fingers in her lap and, forcing herself to keep haze steady,
answered him bravely. "Yes, my lord. Your own rémmsible

behavior."

Keeping his eyes fixed on her face, he leaned batks chair and
smiled sardonically. "If you are referring to thre frequency of my
visits to Clara this past week, may | remind yoyadir own words a
moment ago—if Clara sees 'nothing to disapprove ofy behavior,
it is completely inappropriate fgrouto concern yourself with it."™

Olivia flushed. "Your point, my lord, your pointeven though it is
not thatbehavior which brings me here."



"Oh?" He looked at her with a sudden air of interédy dear child,
while | admit to being consumed with curiosity abmust what it is |
havedone to occasion this unexpected visit, | shoillel to bring to
your notice that my point applies equallyaioy misconduct of mine:
it is completely inappropriate for you to conceouyself with it."

"Nevertheless," she persisted stubbornly, "I amvowed that itis
my concern... in a way."

"Well, then, go on, if you must,” he said with agin

Olivia's fair complexion gave mute evidence of dsicomfort—she
flushed again. "I've given a great deal of thought . . just how |
should say this, my lord ... but in the end | dedithat a simple and
direct statement would be best,"” she said, valianting to keep her
eyes steadily on his.

"By all means," he nodded, his lips curling witrslgght trace of
amusement. "A direct statement is always bettern th
roundaboutation."

"Well, then," she said firmly, taking a deep bredthsaw you last
night... from my carriage window. You were standorgthe street,
and you were . . . er. .. engaged in an intirratdunter with a . . .
female ..." Her voice petered out as she watchedeRkpression
change from amusement to stoniness.

There was a moment of icy silence, during whiclvi@lwas sure that
the beating of her heart could be heard all overttom. His steely
eyes never left her face, but his face took omtleacing, hawkish
look that had so frightened her before. "So," hd séien the silence
threatened to become unendurafléyou saw me. What do you
expect me to say now? Did you think | would makieaial? | haven't
the slightest intention of doing so."



"There would be little point in your doing so, noyd. | saw you quite
plainly.”

"Then what is it you hope to gain by telling mesthi

"The answer should be obvious. | hope to gain ywamise to... to
stop.”

He leaned back in his chair and regarded her colily/ nostrils
flaring. "Do you realize, my dear, that you are ulging in
black-mail?"

It was her turn to be surprised. "Black-mail? | d&mow what you
mean."

He sneered. "How innocent you look! Since you aieglthedeed
you must be familiar with the word."

"No... | am notat all familiar with it," she said, nonplussed. "I have
never heard it before."

"Black-mail, Mamselle Naiveteis an act of extortion—the word
comes from Scotland, | believe—in which the vic{imthis case, I)
is forced by the black-mailer (yegpu my dear) to pay a price
(usually quite high) in exchange for the black-mes promise of
silence on a private matter which would cause thetinv
embarrassment or difficulty if the matter were peliglknown."

Olivia stared at him openmouthed. "Why, that sounds&orrible!
Almost criminal!”

"Yes, does it not? Black-mail, my dear, is a loathe practice,
indulged in by the vilest of scurvy fellows who étetheir victims dry
by preying on their most intimate secret lives. yigangle the



promise of secrecy before their victims like a caan a stick, while
pocketing the most extortionate sums—"

Olivia gasped as the import of his words sank inerm she slowly
rose from her seat, her eyes blazing in fury. "Yxe suggesting that
l... I have come here to extartoneyfrom you?"

"| said aprice. The price need not be money. Yo come to offer
your silence, did you not?"

She stared down at him for a moment, but then drdpyer eyes to
the floor. "Well, I... Iwasgoing to promise not to tell Clara..." she
admitted, biting her underlip in embarrassment.

"And that silence was to be givenarchangdor my acquiescence to
your terms, am | not right?"

"“Terms?"
"Yes. That | 'stop’' my reprehensible behavior, Wdbat it?"

A wave of humiliation swept over her, and she sémkn on her seat.
"Yes!" she said in a horrified whisper. "That wag imtention." She
lowered her eyes in shame. "l suppose . . .dbasmakemea...a.

"A black-mailer." He smiled in wicked satisfactidiNot much better
than a common criminal."

But the smugness of his tone and the injusticasoiMords struck her
like a sharp slap on the face. She lifted her eywsfaced him with
renewed spirit. "l wouldn't say | am quite a criadinyou know. The
price | asked is not intended for my own enrichmémtd it is not

very high, either."



"Not very high?" he asked incredulously. "My dearl,git is
extortionate!"

"Extortionate?" She gaped at him astounded. "l asked that you
give up your . . . liaison . . . and never agaiteemto such a
situation."

"And you don't thinkhatis extortionate? My dear little black-mailer.
what you ask is a price far higher than mere mowviey.would extort
from me my very liberty."

"Your liberty?"
"My right to live my life as | see fit."

She blinked in complete bafflement. "Are you sayihgt . . . that
taking a mistress ... or having an affair with grem@ dancer ... or
whatever itis that you're doing ... is youight?"

"I am merely pointing out to you that you've coneréhto bargain
with me like the veriest blackguard... like the rsoest of
black-mailers."

"But..." His accusation made her choke with sudselft loathing.
Shehadcome to bargain with him—her silence for his aegaence.
It was undoubtedly an odious thing to do... to bargvith him by
flaunting her knowledge of his secret immoralityet¥she had not
done it to enrich herself. She had done it for sa&e of her
sister—his owrwife! And she was asking for nothing more than h
word... and the recovery of his own decency andamactitude.
Why, the purpose was really fbis own good Ehe looked up at him
with imploring earnestness. "Is it black-mail jistexpect you Jo-be
faithful to your own wife?"



"The conduct of my own life is my own business,"dmswered with
icy deliberation, "and not the concern of anyorse el and least of all
the concern of an interfering, prying, black-maglsister-in-law."

His response so revolted her that the last of feslings of
self-disgust fell away. How had he managed toh@uin the wrong
when it washe whose behavior was so reprehensibRying,
black-mailing sister-in-law, indeedbhe jumped to her feet. "Oh,
no!" she cried, her eyes flashing fire. "No, yountg@ut mein the
wrong! | admit you're a cunning deceiver. Oh, yesi are. A regular,
scheming flat-catcher, as Jamie would say. Anchbat fell into your
trap! But I'm not such a flat as you think me. PRgdh |
did—unwittingly—attempt what you call black-mail, utb my
intentions were only to protect my sister. You tanake me the
criminal herel am not the adulterer!"

He looked up at her, his eyes more menacing than amd he slowly
got to his feet. "And | won't fall intgyour trap either, my dear," he
said, his eyes narrowed. "My wife does not need pootection. Did
you really believe your little black-mailing schemmuld do any
good? Did you think | would permit my conduct to dietated by a
priggish, smug, sanctimonious little bookworm whashmore
effrontery than sense? You may think again, ma‘am."

Olivia whitened. "Are you saying that you intend d¢ontinue in
your... libertinish ways?"

He gave her a contemptuous smile. "Exactly so."
"Even though | am aware of what you're doing?"
"Even so. And you may tell your tale to whomsoeyar please."

"Even ... ?" She gaped at him, appalled. "Even t&lara?"



For the first time, his eyes wavered. But almosmadiately, his
expression hardened, and his steely gaze stedd@tflan her face.
"As to that, my girl, you may do whatever you wisHe turned his
back on her and walked to the door. | haven't lightest interest in
the activities of tale-bearers," he added, holdiegdoor open for her.

"And | haven't the slightest interest in the acid oflibertines" she
flung at him, stung. She crossed the room to tlwe dad faced him
once more. "But to care about my sister. And if | decide that itns i
her best interest, | shall tell hekactlywhat | saw! Good day, my
lord. You needn't bother to show me out. | can fimdway."

He inclined his head in a mockery of a bow. Sheaaded with a
brief and insolent curtsey, flounced down the aad slammed out of
the front door. He watched her go, a sneer cutlisdip. "Damned

busybody!" he muttered as he turned and stompedeugtairs.



chapter five

Olivia did not tell her sister what she saw. Nat ghe say a word to
anyone about her disastrous interview with herHaoin-law. She
kept her own counsel, turning the incident over evel in her mind.
But the more she thought about it, the greatertveasonfusion. On
the one hand, she was forced to agree with Strididaassessment of
her character; sheadbehaved like a meddler and a tale-bearer. S
felt a great sense of shame whenever she thoudpetr afnpertinence
in going to see him. On the other hahdy misconduct did not excuse
his. He was playing her sister false, and she woulc hi&ed to see
him suffer for it.

On the other handlamie had said that all London gentlemen behayv
in the same way. If that were true—if corruption swa&o
widespread—then Strickland's crime must be judged harshly; he
was merely behaving like the rest of his kind.

On the other handit was hard for Olivia to believe that Londor
society was so degraded. And even if it were, a-ofasharacter
should be able to rise above the foibles of higpdé Strickland
could not behave in an honorable manner, despie cthrrupt
behavior surrounding him, he was not good enoughédo sister.

On the other handher sister was convinced that Strickland was tl
best man in the world. Was it Olivia's place toGlatra straight—and
ruin her happiness in the process?

On the other handshe had used too many "hands" already. Her he
was spinning with these circular arguments. Shepaasing beyond
the bounds of logic and was fast approaching tka af unreason.
What did she know, after all, about marital intimaabout the love
between man and woman, or about the mores of m8irickland's
circle? She was quite out of her depth in thesaargtFor the first
time since her eighteenth birthday, she regrettéthaving permitted



her family to make more of her come-out. Perhdpsh)e'd agreed to
let them hold a huge ball (as Clara had wished vabuld have been
brought to the attention of thien and would have gone about mor:
frequently in society. As it was, the family hadcha small dinner
party in her honor, she had been squired abouat ¥drile on the arms
of a few innocuous young men, and the entire engarfhad led to
nothing. It was no wonder that she was woefullyoigimmt on matters
of love and intimate relations between the sexdserdfore, she
reasoned, her wisest course of action in regai@laoa s problem
would be to forget what she'd seen and—as Voltaight have put
it— tend her own garden.

Her own garden, she realized, was empty of appatgaxperience.
Olivia had not, until now, felt impelled to formade ties with any
young man outside the family. As she had explatoeuer sister so
many times, marriage was of no interest to her.dSheen quite
content to remain as she was, spending her dagsudying the
classics of literature and assisting her brothdrisnresearches. But
during her conversation with Charles on the matteStrickland's
infidelity, she'd begun to realize the extent of $leocking ignorance
in matters of sexual behavior. She found herselioas—and
curiously eager to learn a little more of the sabjeAs the
philosopher Spinoza had writtede who would distinguish the true
from the false must have an adequate idea of vehiatie and false.
Yes, she very much wanted to learn. But to ledra,must enter the
lists! She must participate in the hitherto-reprdsgame of courtship.
She must indulge in those social rituals which Imgodalliance,
flirtation and coquetry. If she truly intended ttisfy her curiosity on
this subject, she must begin to experience thasgsimerself. With a
sigh of submission she went to Jamie and hintedstia would like
to meet some of his friends.

Jamie was quite pleased at Olivia's apparent gitlgss to move
from Charles' sphere of influencehs,and he promptly arranged for



her to join him and a few of his friends on an eg@n to the theater
at Co vent Garden.

It proved to be a rather more enjoyable eveningn tishe'd
anticipated. Jamie had chosen his friend, Morleawd@ord, to be her
escort. He assured her in advance that The HoreohblCrawford
was a dashing young man, a great favorite with |tktes and
"complete to a shade." He turned out to be a patderyoung fellow
who, though not very tall, was well- built, dandyis his dress and
jovial and lively in demeanor. But he was annoyngiven to
offering the ladies in his company excessive, evalsome,
compliments, and after he had told Olivia that leges were
"speaking" and that she was the wittiest creaturiné world (after
she had merely remarked of the performance thadtoes were not
as stiff as their lines), she feared that his carmgpaould be very
boring indeed. However, his sublime confidenceishdwn ability to
charm her, his ready laugh and his unremitting goador had their
effect, and before she quite realized how he hawk dip she found
herself somewhat taken with him.

Mr. Crawford, on his part, felt himself challengeghe had shown
evidence of a cool reserve that he felt impelled ptnetrate.
"Besides," he admitted to her brother, "she's a mnogsual sort. She
don't mince when she walks, she don't giggle anshlvhen you pay
her compliments the way the other girls all do, ahd says what she
thinks straight out—quite like one of the fellowsnd," he added
with a hearty chuckle, "she's prettier than | expacyour little
sister—she don't resembleuin the least. She's perhaps not quite ¢
out-and- outer, but a very pretty little plum.”

When challenged, Mr. Crawford was quick to act. Tokkowing

week he called three times and succeeded in prayaibon Olivia to
ride with him in the park. This was followed by #mer series of
morning calls, culminating with the proffering of@mal invitation



to "Miss Olivia Matthews and Mr. James Matthews'attend a ball
being held by his mother in a fortnight's time.

Olivia, more in a spirit of curiosity than with angal enthusiasm (her
mind more set on advancing her general educatidave matters

than in pursuing a specific flirtation), agreedgtm But when Jamie
informed her that she would need to purchase adgualin for the

occasion, she balked. "I have no intention of dang such thing,"

she declared firmly. "I dislike those foolish, fogry gowns with

nothing on top. It would be the greatest wasteiragt effort and

money, for | would have no occasion to wear it @gain. No, Jamie.
Please tell Mr. Crawford for me that I've changedmind."

But Jamie refused. "It will do you no harm to le&aw to comport
yourself in a ballroom," he declared. "And it wamirt you to dress,
for once, like a modish miss instead of a frumuistvd."

"l do notdress like a dowd!" she objected vehemently, logkiown
at the puce-colored jaconet she was wearing abhtiment. "What is
wrong with my appearance?"

"Everything!" he answered cruelly. "That dress y@wearing is dull
in color, outmoded in style by years and years,iamoo broad in the
shoulders, besides being—"

"Never mind," she cut in, making a face at hingllte regret having
asked. This dress is completely suitable for mypses. | don't care
to spend my days poring over the page$hod Mirror of Fashioror
La Belle Assemblgast to familiarize myself with the latest designs
Nor do | wish to run up huge bills at some fashimaanodiste's."

Her brother hooted. "That, my dear Livie is quitaip. One only
needs to take a quick look at you to see that youat patronize a
fashionable modiste's!"



Miffed, she turned her back on him and stalked Bt later, she put
her head into Charles' study door and asked i§heeal that she was a
dowd.

"A dowd Who said yowere?"Charles asked, surprised.

"Jamie. He wants me to buy a ball gown so thatghinattend Lady
Crawford'sfete."

"Well, why don't you?"

She sauntered in and perched on a corner of his des, it's too
great a bother. There would be the expense setieh for a pleasing
pattern . . . choosing the fabric ... the fittings

Charles shrugged. "Well, please yourself, of cauféese matters
are quite out of my element. But as to the expense,

| would not letthatbe a consideration. Papa can afford it. We're ve
well to pass, you know."

"Are we?" she asked with sudden interest. "I'veenélrought much
on that subject, although I've always taken fonggd the fact that we
had sufficient income for our needs."

"More than sufficient. Papa's income may not bearable by the
standards of, say, someone like Strickland, bist sizeable. And in
addition, you know, you have a legacy from Mamd #ssures you a
comfortable independency for the rest of your lilgaresay you may
purchase gowns to your heart's content.”

That night she studied herself in her dressingetabirror with a
frown of concentration, and the next day she asBanhie to
accompany her to the modiste's establishment. $iaeeas the only
member of the family with any claim to knowledgefas$hion, she



needed his counsel. Flattered that theresmasethindhe could teach
his sister, Jamie readily agreed to help. They tspanentire day
together, during which he persuaded her to purchasenly a ball

gown but a walking dress, a dinner gown, a moriiress, a riding
costume, three pairs of shoes, a pair of long wavigning gloves, and
a Norwich silk shawl shimmering with silver threadsd as a final

surprise, he stopped at a jeweler's establishnmetiteoway home and
bought her, with his very own funds, a pair of lyveear! earrings.

Although the necessity of enduring several addaidiitings was a
nuisance, Olivia made no further complaint, for $lael to admit
(when she found herself greeting the arrival oheaew parcel with
eager excitement) that the results of these effartse rather
pleasing. On the night of the ball, she came doawssin her new
gown feeling quite foolishly nervous. The gown was particularly
daring by the current standards of fashion, buivals the most
revealing creatioshehad ever before worn. It was made of Persic
silk in the color of spring jonquils. It was cut@across the shoulders
and bosom, the neckline trimmed with rows of tieads. The waist
was high and gathered in the center, and the ®iiraway in soft
folds to the floor. (She loved the sweep of the gafn behind her; it
made her feel queenly as she descended the s&hiest)ad put on the
long white gloves and the pearl earrings, and sifr@ded the silver
shawl over her shoulders. Her dark curls had beeshled until they
glowed, and the color of her cheeks was high, leavealing her
inner excitement.

Charles and Jamie, waiting at the bottom of thiessta get a glimpse
of her, beamed. "Nowhatis something | like!" Jamie said proudly.

Charles puffed at his pipe with brotherly satistatt"You look like .
.. like . . ."he began, struggling for a simile.

Jamie glanced at him scornfully. "Searching for tisene of the
correct Grecian goddess, are you?"



Charles grinned. "For an appropriate quotation. dhly thing that
comes to my mind is Dry den, however, and it mesd paraphrase at
that."

"Well, go ahead and paraphrase it," Jamie saidtiemudy. "We shall
have to leave in a moment."

"Livie," Charles declaimed, lifting her hand to &isyou look like
another Helen who'll fire another Troy!"

Olivia giggled. Helen was said to be as tall and & Olivia was
small and dark. "What gammon!" she said, blushiBgt she felt
quite pleased with herself as she took Jamie'saadrwent with him
to the waiting carriage.

Morley Crawford greeted them at the doorway of@nawford house
in Upper Grosvenor Street and added to Oliviatssgisfaction by
revealing clearly that he was quite bowled over.sdy!" he
exclaimed, gaping at her in awe. "The other fellavit climb all
over me to claim a dance with you! You had bettenpse meright
nowthat | may have the first country dance, the supp@ce and a
waltz!"

James warned her with a wink not to dance withhost more than
twice and took himself off. Mr. Crawford pulled herm through his
and led her up the stairs to the ballroom, assurangll the while that
three dances with him would not constitaf@auxpas.They finally
compromised on two dances and his exclusive comfmarsupper.

The ballroom was crowded beyond belief, for LadawWiford was
one of those hostesses who was convinced thatlavhal not a
success unless it was rated a "dreadful squeeheremwere dozens
of young men present, most of whom took admirintgrod Olivia's
entrance. Her hand was sought forevery dance, argha passed
from one young gallant to the next, she discovehad she was



enjoying herself hugely. She found no partner whivgkvidual
qualities were at all remarkable, but the headisfeation of being
the reigning belle of the evening was enough taddear spirits

flying.

Only one small incident occurred to mar her pleas@n her way
down to supper on Mr. Crawford's arm, she was gdstby a
gentleman in a bottle-green coat who was workirggway up the
crowded stairway. "l beg your pardon,” the gentlersaid, more by
rote than with real regret. They were about to pash other without
further ado when he cast her a quick glance. Hssdit up in
appreciation for a fraction of a second, but int tmstant, they
recognized each other. It was Lord Strickland. d@sas he realized
that the striking- looking young woman he'd jostlads his
sister-in-law, his eyes grew icy and his expreshiamened.

"Good evening, my lord," Olivia said, smiling atmhwith satirical
politeness.

One eyebrow shot up as he looked her over with detachment,
taking in every detail of her costume from the is@s to the little

silver slippers on her feet. His eyes glinted saichklly, and she felt a
blush rise up from her throat to her cheeks. "Gewehing," he said
with a curt bow. Then, without another word, henad and went on
his way up the stairs.

There was something so insolent in his behavior sha was left
speechless. She continued to stare at his badkhentiirned on the
landing and disappeared from her sight. Her chdmrksed with

humiliation. How could he stare at her in that loig® measuring

way—and then not even take the troubleyteether properly? She
would have liked to slap his face! »

"Who was that?" Mr. Crawford demanded with a growl. "How
daredhe look at you so! I'd like to call him out!"



Since Mr. Crawford had made no effort to defend ln@mor while
Strickland was nearby, Olivia couldn't help but draused at his
belated and exaggerated gallantry. Her anger mktind dissipated
at once, and she broke into a peal of laughterll @ out?" she
asked, teasing. "For saying '‘Good evening' to me?"

Crawford was not accustomed to being treated sglynf
"Well, | ... | mean, it was his . . . hisne—!" he said defensively.

Olivia instantly realized that she'd offended hi.duel will not be
at all necessary, Mr. Crawford," she said swiftlyjng to placate
him. "The gentleman was only my brother- in-lawrd.&trickland."

He gaped. "Strickland? You don't mean... the famiaarg Hawk?"
"Yes, | believe he is sometimes known by that egith

"Good God! Ishe your brother-in-law?" He looked at her with
something very like awe.

"Yes, he's my sister Clara's husband," she saidinfyi to continue
down the stairway, a wave of annoyance at his alsvieeneration
washing over her.

"You don't say!" he murmured admiringly, following her down.
"Mama must be in transports. She hardly expectathboso large a
prize at her annual squeeze."

"Is he a prize?" Olivia asked, stopping and lookingkbat him in
surprise.

"Oh, yes, indeed! Rarely accepts purely socialtatians, they say.
Likes political gatherings or card parties, ttus sort of thing. But if
he's your relation, Miss Matthews, why was he stero you?"



Olivia waved her hand dismissively. "Oh, we jushiiget on. We
haven't liked each other from the first. Don't ttlauyourself over
him, Mr. Crawford," she advised, and she quickharured the
subject.

But all through supper, over the lobster pattibe, theese buns, the
French nougat, the little appboufflesand the champagne, Olivia
found herself dwelling on her brother-in-law's hliating stare.
What had his sardonic expression meant? It watlesd instantly
concluded that her change of style in dress anreximudly that
she'd placed herself on the Marriage Mart. WasabgHing at her?
Was his insulting expression saying that she walldays be a
priggish bluestocking, no matter what she wore@nlly she could
showhim...!

But show himwhat?What was it she would like to prove to him? Sh
could find no answer, and, to pull her mind frons tmost unpleasant
preoccupation, she focused her attention on herteshen supper
was over, she told Crawford that she'd had enof@igrealancing and
would rather sit down somewhere with him where tbeyld chat in
privacy.

Morley Crawford smiled a bit smugly at the suggmstiand he
murmured something into her ear to the effect tieatvas delighted
beyond words. He led her to the library, to a srealé in a secluded
corner of the room where a chance intruder wouldbaolikely to
notice them at once. He took a seat beside heteautakively slid his
arm along the back of the sofa behind her.

"l suppose, Mr. Crawford," Olivia remarked with hsisconcerting
directness, "that you've known a great many youogen."

Mr. Crawford was both surprised and flattered. d'Bour brother tell
you that?"



"No, although helid describe you as 'dashing.' | assume that ‘dashi
means that you've had . . . er. .. some expexiefth the ladies."

Crawford preened. "l daresay that I..." He shruggét becoming
modesty and looked down at his knees. "Shouldn'ttss, | suppose,
but | am reputed to have some...er . . . ability to makesetfy
agreeable to the fair sex."

“I'm not at all surprised,” Olivia said, lookingnhiover with cool
dispassion. "You have an obliging manner and a npéesdsing
appearance."

Both her words and her tone were sincere and homeasCrawford
found them somewhat discomposing. He'd never befhetea girl so
very frank and outspoken. "Thank you," he mumbledyiowing
perplexity. "You are... too kind."

"Have you often been alone with a young lady.t isswe are now?"
she asked, eyeing him speculatively.

"Well, | don't know if I'd sayoften" he ventured cautiously,
wondering rather dazedly where this was leadingt flom time to
time..."

"What did you talk about on those occasions?"

"Talk about? Why . . . nothing that signifies. Mere commonplaces

"Such as... ?" she persisted.

He shrugged again. "Oh, you know. All the usuahgki How
amusing the party is..."

"How amusing the party is?" Olivia echoed interdbte'l see. And...
?ll



He floundered about for an answer. "Oh... | migtk i they'd seen
Kean as Richard Second."

"Ah, yes. And then... ?"
“Then | might say... er... how charming they logk..

She cocked her head and grinned at him. "Were gomgdo say that
to me?"

"Well, yes"he said, a bit on the defensive again. "And | wdwve
meant it, too! Youlolook charming. Very lovely, in fact."

"And what do the other young women usually sayh&i?" she asked
curiously.

"They generally say, 'Thank you, sir."
"Like this? Thank you, sir."
"Well, they flutter their eyes a bit when they s&y

Olivia tried again. "Thank you, sir," and she farttd her lashes at
him.

"That's the way," he said with an approving grin.
"And then what happens?" she pursued.

Mr. Crawford was warming to his role as teachehéfl | usually
say, '"You have lovely hands." He picked up onesrthands and held
it in his.

Olivia stared at their joined hands for a momert thxen broke into a

laugh. "Oh, | see! How clever of you, Mr. Crawfolts aruse isn't
it?"



He dropped her hand at once and stared at hertathasse?"

"To take the lady's hand. | think it's quite detighly devious, Mr.
Crawford. You needn't be embarrassed. Here, takgaiin and let's
proceed."

He took her hand again with a cautious hesitarfés. Proceed?"
"Yes. What do you do next?"
"Well, I... I..." he mumbled, reddening.

"Please don't mind my curiosity, Mr. Crawford. I'most truly
interested. Just behave as you would do ordinarily.

"But...this is not quite ordinary, you see," heemibgd.

"No? Why not?"

"l... er... don't usually speak quite so... opengbout my intentions."
"No? Does speaking of these matters spoil thingsebow?"

"Yes," he admitted. "The.mood,y’know."

"I'm sorry. | should -have realized... | should édeen warned by
Shakespeare's Helena, for she says that we le@he®st fight for love
as men may do; we should be woo'd, and were no¢ neadoo But,

Mr. Crawford, if | promise to refrain from my shaok bluntness,
may we not proceed from this point in the usual wag restore the
mood? Here you are, seated in this secluded spbtaviady, her
hand tucked into yours. Now, then, what follows?yda kiss her?"

He made a slight gurgling sound in his throat. 48r8- times..."

"Then go ahead, please," she said, lifting her fades.



He blinked at her. "Do yomeanit? Now?"
She nodded.

His eyes lit up. "Well, if you'reertain..."He leaned toward her with
dramatic deliberation, but, as their eyes met,deered to freeze.

"What is it?" she asked in surprise. "Is sometlangss?"”
"l... can't\Not while you're staring at me."

"Oh, I'm sorry. What shall | do?"

"l think you should shut your eyes."

"Really? Why?"

"Don't have the foggiest, but... most young ladies

"Very well. Butdo get on with it," she urged, shutting her eyes ar
lifting her face to him again. He leaned down atahfed a gingerly
kiss on her lips. When he'd finished, she openeéyes and stared at
him. "Is thatall?"

Crawford's eyes were startled, and his expressveated that he'd
taken decided offense at her questi&dil?'"What do you mean?"

Olivia dropped her eyes to her hands. "l think pescted something
more . .. more ..."

"More exciting?"
llYeS.ll

He frowned. "Well, Iwarnedyou that we were not proceeding ir
quite the ordinary way..."



"No, of course not," she said, patting his handlsagly.

"And besides," he added, defensive once more, fawfedoesn't
ordinarily stop abne."

"Doesn't he? Do you mean you'd like to... do itia®a
He looked at her earnestly. "That is usually trecpdure.”

"Go ahead, then," she agreed, closing her eyedeamihg toward
him.

He squared his shoulders, set his jaw and—much malddy this
time—slipped an arm around her and kissed her ferilor.

She neither resisted him nor responded, and pooleiCrawford,

who had in the past been either wildly resisted@amly encouraged
for this type of effort, didn't know what to maké this strange
impassivity. He held her close until it seemedifjoto continue, and
then he let her go. She opened her eyes and regamewith a

steady, contemplative gaze. "Well, thank you, Mrawdord," she

said, nodding politely. "That was very ... intenegt' She got briskly
to her feet and started toward the door.

A bit shaken, he jumped up and followed her hastliyteresting?"
he croaked. "Never heard anyone describe a kissitasesting
before."

She looked back at him. "Oh, dear, | suppose | lgnduhave said
that. | should have said 'exciting,' shouldn't 1?"

"Well, wasn'tit?"

She shook her head. "I'm afraid I... didn't findat" she said gently.



His mouth drooped sulkily. "It was because ofladittalking about it,
| daresayToldyou that wasn't at all the thing."

"No, | suppose it wasn't."

"Of course not. Spoils the... mood, y'know."
"Yes, perhaps, but I think..."

"Yes?"

She walked slowly to the door. "I have the feelith@gt it was
somethingelsethat was amiss. Something more ... fundamental.”

"But... what?"he asked urgently, following her.

She paused, her brows knit thoughtfully. "I domoWw," she said at
last. "l only wish | did." With a deep sigh, she biim goodnight and
went to find her brother.



chapter six

Morley Crawford's self-esteem had suffered a blamd, as a result,
his attentions to Olivia ceased abruptly. Jamid, krmowing the
details of the episode, blamed his sister for fiegtthe poor fellow to
the quick” and refused to provide her with anotbfehnis friends on
whom to experiment. But fortunately for Olivia'searches into the
nature of love and passion, a few of the gentlewiarid danced with
her the night of the ball were brave enough to. ddlley made an
unpromising group, however, and Olivia, without lieg very
sanguine about her choice, gave encouragementlyoonie— a
rather plump and serious young baronet, Sir Wdltagidene. She
chose him because he claimed to be a scholar, lngersuaded
herself that the relationship had brighter prospétin the one with
Morley Crawford because she and Haldene had mdesests in
common.

It didn't take long, however, for her to discovéatt Haldene's
scholarship was more imaginary than real. His kedgé of Latin
was shallow and of Greek nil; his views of politwsre so naive as to
be almost silly; his reading was narrowly parochaid his
understanding superficial. Worse still, whenevegytlliscussed a
subject on which they disagreed, be would pontdica his position
with irritating doggedness. This combination of aenly and
stubbornness was not only inhibiting to true ietbal growth but
stained the rest of his personality like a dromkfin a saucer of milk.

As these qualities began to manifest themselvesjaOlried to
discourage Haldene's attentions. But Sir Waltesiped with the
tenacity of a leech. So great was his self-estbathie was incapable
of taking the hints that she dropped with incregsirequency.
Finally, on a rainy afternoon when he was payirgthird call in as
many days, Olivia took him into the sitting roomngrfly urged him to
take a seat on the sofa, sat down beside him ale Hion



flatly—although with all the politeness she coulshsnon—that she
did not wish him to call again.

His reaction was totally unexpected and shockirgthinew his arms
around her, crushed her to him and, muttering aoeumof incoherent
endearments, pressed his lips to hers. His grip likasiron, and
Olivia had to endure a seemingly interminable emdraefore she
was able to push him away long enough to catchbheath and
scream.

After Charles had angrily ushered him from the pses Olivia took

refuge in her bedroom to regain her composure h&ldebeen kissed
for the second time, and she'd found the experierae repugnant
than the first. If she were to draw conclusionsnfréhose two

examples, she would have to say that lovemaking svamost

unpleasant activity. But she knew from books andhfthe attitude of
the world that this was far from the truth. Thuse €oncluded, her
experimentation had led her farther afield tharidsheen before she
started. The secrets of love and passion, she atbciere too

complex to uncover by this sort of trial-and-emeethod. Until she

could find a way to pursue the experiment in allesmrdous manner,
she would put the whole matter aside.

She returned to her usual, secluded way of lifd, as the days and
weeks passed, the importance of the subject se¢onédminish.
Even her feelings of disgust toward her brotheflam seemed to
abate. By the time two months had passed, she liedsiieve that
she could finally face her sister with sufficiemuanimity to keep
from blurting out Strickland's repulsive secret.thVihe coming of
April—as spring made itself felt in the new greeowth on every
tree—she at last accepted her sister's often-reghegupeal to her to
pay a visit to Langley Park. But before she lefmeo she made
herself a stern promise to permit no word of Staoll's misconduct
to pass her lips during her stay with her sisteaWfer misgivings
may have lingered in Olivia's mind as the carriagproached the



Park were dissipated by the sight of the manor édbsough the
carriage window as the equipage turned into theezudrive. No
matter how many times she'd seen it previouslysshéelt a thrill of
pleasure at the sight of it. Langley Park was asrgid to be one of
the most beautiful of country estates, and theoreass apparent as
soon as one turned into the gate. The drive wasl With trees, but
every few minutes one could catch glimpses of thesk through
gaps in the foliage. The three-story building watam@e, square
edifice with a slightly projecting entrance frambyg high double
columns. The unusually tall windows and the imprkessolumns
that flanked the entrance made the manor appdgrdatl majestic.
Built in the Palladian style (a style Olivia usydklt was too massive
and imperial for a country house), the building veas perfectly
proportioned and so ingeniously scaled to suistireoundings that it
managed to combine both warmth and dignity in ited. With
respect to the house, at least, Olivia mused asathi&ge drew near
the entrance, her sister was a fortunate woman.

No sooner had the carriage drawn up to the doonwbkesister came
out and flew down the stone steps to welcome hiradooked
thinner than she'd appeared when Olivia had la&st Ber—so much
so that Olivia felt a constriction of her heartra first glimpse of her.
But Clara enveloped her in so joyous an embrace Ghaia was
given no suitable opportunity to remark on her esist altered
appearance. Then she was led into the huge entnafaghile Clara
chattered on gaily about the exciting plans sheldexfor her visitor's
enjoyment during her stay, not giving Olivia a matna which to
catch her breath. Immediately upon crossing thestiold, Olivia
was set upon by her nephew, who appeared out dier@and flung
himself into her arms with a glad cry of "Aunt L&di Aunt Livie!
You'vecome!”

Miles Peregrine Strickland, the someday-to-be d&dhl of Langley,
known in the family as Perry, was an unusual seear-old.
Although in appearance he somewhat resembledthisrfdis nature



was distinctly his own. Shy and highly strung, lkeaded to shun
strangers, to prefer indoor to outdoor amusemeamist@ find more
pleasure in the company of females of any age thdoys of his
own. He lived a great deal in a world of his owragmation, which
he permitted very few to share. His father was tenamd awesome
and often away from home. His mother was a sometwonepanion,
but she was often too busy with household mattedssten to his
chatter. Miss Elspeth, the governess, was a wikindience for his
fancies, but she often was shocked by the goryreatiihis stories
and tried to divert his mind to more "wholesome'tters. His little
sister was his favorite companion, for she listendth wide-eyed
fascination for hours on end to his tales of bloadigeds in
phantasmagorical places. But his Aunt Livie hapgexal place in his
heart. She was the only one who not omhderstoodhis tales but
entered into them with such enthusiasm that shechddtails of her
own contriving which blended perfectly with his ower presence
in the household promised happy hours of tale-spgand joke-
making that they two—and they only—could share.

"Have you met my first knight, Sir Budgidore?" tekead, pointing to
the empty air beside him.

Olivia did not blink or hesitate a moment. She gegha bow toward
the space indicated. "How do you do, Sir Budgidoshe said,
offering her hand for the imaginary knight's imaginkiss.

Perry laughed delightedly. "He's blushing,” he aed to his
mother. "Sir Budgidore thinks Aunt Livie is verygty."

At that moment, little Amy danced into the hallwand, running
right through Sir Budgidore, held up a pair of @agems to her
"Auntie Wivie." Only four, the entrancing little fjihad a great deal
of difficulty pronouncing her consonants, espegiaiér "s" sounds
which she made into "th," and her "r" and "1" saamdhich sounded
like "w"s. "We've been waiting awday!" the child exclaimed,



submitting contentedly to her aunt's embrace. Amish her light,
silky hair and huge gray eyes was the embodimena oy of
sunshine. Her disposition was like her mother's—aalreeable
placidity. And since her appearance radiated sudesess that no
one in the household had the heart to refuse anytthe asked, she
never had to shake herself from her customary tiityg She
showered affection on her mother, her father amayewne else with
equal warmth, but each member of the household lpadticular and
personal reason for favoring the child: Clara tkekn delight in the
similarity of their dispositions; Strickland mariex at her ability to
sit a horse (for even at the age of four she hisghdy surpassed her
brother in her ability to ride); Miss Elspeth fouhdr ability to learn
quite remarkable (for, like so many governesses s more apt to
see talent in Amy's ready obedience than in Persytange
unconventionally); and even Fincher, the staid iamghssive butler,
would relent and beam as he watched the tiny gelher spoon at the
tea-table with all the grace and finesse of a "ledy."

Olivia swept her sunny-spirited little niece interrarms and kissed
her cheek. Then, tossing her over her shoulderresdiehed down a
hand to Perry. "Come up to the nursery, you two.st become
reacquainted. And tell Sir Budgidore to come, tow/ith Amy
gurgling happily into her ear, Perry chattering gva®out how Sir
Budgidore had come into his life, and Clara follogvicontentedly
behind, Olivia climbed the stairs to the third-flamrsery and spent a
delightful afternoon in childish play. It was nattih the housekeeper,
Mrs. Joliffe, took the children away for their ewsmpn meal that the
two sisters were finally alone.

They made their way down to the second floor tovilaedt bedrooms
to dress for dinner. While they strolled down ttved hallway, Olivia
took the opportunity to ask her sister if all wasllwvith her.

"Why do you ask?" Clara countered, throwing hetesia quick look
and then dropping her eyes.



"You are becoming quite thin," Olivia said, awareacfudden sting
of alarm.

"Yes, isn't it delightful? One or two more monthsnay diet and |
shall be as slim in the waist as | was when Miles lavere married,"
Clara said, giving her sister a bright smile.

Olivia studied her sister sharply. "I don't see wiy should find it
necessary to reduce your waist. | find you quitestectory just as
you are."

"But youy my love, are not a man," her sister said, sligpam
affectionate arm around Olivia's slim waist.

"Are you starving yourself to plea&ricklan®" Olivia demanded in
irritation.

"Now, whoelsewould | wish to please?" Clara retorted promptly.

Olivia stopped in her tracks and faced her sigtgrily. "Did he dare
to call youfat?"

Clara laughed. "No, of course not." She continuedrd the hall,
leaving her sister frowning after her. "It was egi{i my own idea.
But do come along, Li vie. I've given you the camemm down at the
end of the hall. It has a view of the garden, amdlli/be able to gaze
down on all the spring flowers. Here we are. Mrsliff¢ has
unpacked your things, so you won't have anythindadut change
your dress. Do hurry. All this talk of dieting hasade me feel
completely famished."

Olivia could sense that her sister was being eeasiut she did not
press her further. They had always respected ether' privacy.

However, as the days went by, it became increastigar that Clara
was ill. Sometimes Olivia noticed that she woulddenly stiffen, as



If seized with pain. Some mornings she did notastof bed, and
Olivia would notice that Mrs. Joliffe ran in andtaf her mistress's
bedroom bearing teapots and medicines and lookimgj ih the face.
But if Olivia dropped in to see her sister as stictes, Clara would
sit up in bed with a smile and say, "It's only ieadache, my love. I'll
be up and about in an hour or two."

Olivia's days were spent with the children. In thernings she often
took Amy riding while Perry attended to his lessoms the

afternoons, she and Perry would immerse themseéivasgame of
pretense. He was King Othar with a round tablerofjlkts, among
whom Sir Budgidore was the favorite. Olivia tookethole of

Gorgana, the wicked enchantress whose evil desfgnsthe

overthrow of King Othar's court Perry would ingamsty outwit.

Sometimes, Clara would carry her embroidery frampeta the

nursery and sit with her sewing as she smiled ghily at their
foolishness. And Amy would perch on her little chand listen to
their dramatics with thefascination of a completelycritical,

worshipful playgoer.

Clara's plans for traveling about to see the neait@g of historical

interest, for visiting neighbors and for holdingermonial teas in her
sister's honor were for the most part abandondideagays took on a
pleasantly lazy contentment. Olivia found the peawtranquility of

the days surprisingly to her liking. She did notssnthe bustling
stimulation of London nearly as much as she thoagatwould. She
suddenly understood why her sister disliked beiwgyafrom her

home for long. There was a great deal to be sh&lrealized, for the
joys of domestic life.

But then Lord Strickland unexpectedly arrived. @liould hear,
even from the third-floor nursery where she wascensed at the
time of his arrival, the great bustle of servarbtg shouts of the
grooms, her sister's squeal of pleasure as hish@pd carriage drew
up to the door. Tremors of excitement spread thrahg household



from the kitchen to the stables as special menus planned, formal
uniforms were donned, horses were groomed, thendetargest
dining room opened, his lordship's suite of roormeda and the
children washed and brushed and dressed to gmneetQlivia was

convinced that there would not have been a gréadernfroyalty had

descended on the house.

Even Clara's normal placidity was affected by hesttand's arrival.
She became more animated and energetic than Qkdaever seen
her, bustling about the house making certain thatldrdship's
breakfast was kept warm, that his shirts were inuiaely
laundered, that the children were ready for himméver he asked to
see them, and that his every wish was instantly #adlessly
granted. Her extraordinary efforts in his behalfpsisingly, did not
seem to tire her. Her eyes shone, her step wag bfjle dressed
herself with more than her usual care, and, Olhoted, she even
rouged her cheeks— an artifice which Olivia hadendaefore known
her to use.

It was plain that Strickland was far from delighteéal see his
sister-in-law on the premises, and since Olivia weagually
discomfited byhis presence, she went to her sister's bedroom ¢
announced that she would return to London the diayt

"l won't hear of it," Clara said firmly, jumping fpom her dressing
table. "You promised to give menaonth and you've been here les:
than a fortnight.”

Olivia sighed. "But surely you don't want mew; with Strickland at
home."

"Of coursel do! It is not often that | have ndearesbnes around me.
Having you all here together is what | love abongthing."



"Strickland would not agree with you,"” Olivia sdicnkly. "You
knowwe don't get on at all well."

"Yes, | know. But I think it's foolish on both yoparts to hold one
another in dislike when you would each find muctadimire in the
other if only you would open your minds."

"Well, we won't, so there's little use in forcing to live under the
same roof. | really prefer to go, Clara."

Clara seemed to droop as she turned and walkedibdek dressing
table. "Please don't go," she said quietly. "Ine¢dyou here."

"Needme? | don't understand."

Clara stared at the reflection of her sister in hemor. "Please,
Livie... | don't want to explain it all just now.uB Miles will be
staying for no longer than a week. That is notrtaah to endure, is
it? And when he's gone... | shall tell you all."

“Tell mewhat,Clara?" Olivia asked. The alarm she'd felt whezidh
first arrived returned in full measure. "Is somathiwrong?" She
came up behind her sister and put a hand on her'Armyou ill?"

Clara patted her hand and turned to face her afjagt's not talk
about it now. Only promise me you'll stay."

There was nothing Olivia could do but agree. Tagéeher sister, she
asked no more questions and endeavored to putréidem out of
her mind. Her sister evidently wanted to enjoyfaerily's proximity,
and Olivia didn't wish to detract from her happme&/hatever it was
that troubled her could wait for another week.

For the next two days, Strickland treated his wifgiest with cold
but meticulous politeness. He inquired about haitheasked if she



found her room satisfactory and requested thatse&mel his best
wishes to her family when she wrote to them. Beyibrad, they said
little to each other but "good morning" and "goegm@ng," and they
took care to stay out of each other's way. The mnoshdurable times
occurred during their dinners together. Clara trialiantly to keep a
stream of conversation flowing, but her husband@nasyllabic
answers and her sister's lowered eyes and occhssaneastic
comments made her attempts pitiful failures. Thiéywauld then
lapse into awkward silence and were glad to estrapethe table as
early as possible. Olivia always took herself affbied soon after
dinner, hoping that Clara and her husband would bigeable to enjoy
what was left of the evenings in their own company.

Three days after his lordship's arrival, Oliviaureed from a walk
through the gardens to discover Miss Elspeth crediain a ledge
behind the stairs leading to the nursery, weepitigrly. "Good

heavens, Miss Elspeth," she asked in consternatwhatever is
amiss?"

"Oh, M-Miss Olivia," the young woman sniffed, trgro control her
sobs by dabbing at her cheeks with her soakingKeandief, "I'm
afraid | . . . I. . . shall be given my notice..although his lordship
didn't actuallysayl shall be given the sack, but..."

"The sack? Why? What have you done?"
"His 1-lordship s-says... I'm not fit to... insttid-Master P-Perry..."

"Oh, dear!" Olivia sank down beside the distraughterness and put
an arm around her shoulders. Elspeth Deering wawegt-faced,
soft-spoken, gentle young woman of twenty-six even who, now
that Olivia thought about it, was just the sort doive her

short-tempered brother-in-law to distraction. Fdspgth Deering
could be described in one word—wispy. Her hair, ¢lethes, even
her manner of speech seemed to trail off behind ihelittle,



left-behind wisps. A strand of hair would alwayg $tee of its pins
and need tucking in, or her sash would come undoretrail along
behind tier. Even her sentences would peter cailast direction or a
mire of contradiction.

Elspeth was the daughter of a now-deceased couitisty and had
been quietly reared and properly educated, butharacter had no
force. Her knowledge of literature was only adequitit her mastery
of the pianoforte commendable and her talent fewwdrg almost
remarkable. Clara was quite satisfied with her tiemoto her
charges, and the children, in their turn, were Vfend of her. But
Olivia had to admit that her background, while sbi¢ to educate a
girl, was inadequate for a boy who would be entgfiton in a few
years. She studied the governess's bent head dlgrri€iven
Strickland's impatience with weakness and vaailigtand his desire
to see his son properly prepared for his futureslohg, it was not
surprising that he'd wish to dispense with herisess She could
quite understand Miss Elspeth's alarm. "But hiddbip didn't
actuallysayhe would sack you, you say?"

"N-No, not in so many words... but he was highlglisi- pleased by
the course of study Perry is c-currently embarkaohu No L-Latin,
you know ... and no his-history ..."

"But Perry is onlysevenSurely it's a bit early for Latin and history.
Perhaps in two or three years, his lordship camdiutor to drill the
boy in those subjects—"

"Yes, that's just what L-Lady Strickland t-told hiBut heinsisted..."
"Insisted that she find a tutoow?'

"Y-Yes! Oh, Miss Olivia, what am | to... | mearwhere am | to turn,
that is, if... ?" Her voice grew faint and traileff in its usual wispy
way.



Olivia thought for a moment and then got to hett.fé¥ou are to
wipe your eyes and go about your business. | dbimk you'll be
sacked at all. If | know anything of my sister, shiends to keep you
on, tutor or not tutor. After all, there is stilldy to be educated. And
bothchildren still need you, even if Perry will be Inaylessons from
a tutor as well. So stop reddening your pretty gyes

The governess wiped her eyes with trembling fing®@iivia noticed
that the fingers were long and finely shaped amdl hler face had a
sensitive delicacy. She was obviously a young woroardeep
feelings, and Strickland was boor to have handled her so
thoughtlessly. For the thousandth time in threesdslye wondered
why her sister had fallen in love with— and marsesuch a
blackguard. She tucked up a fallen lock of MisspEtR's hair with
sympathetic gentleness.

Elspeth looked at her gratefully. "Are you certdnay willk-keep me
on, Miss Olivia? After all, his lordship may netshto have two of..

"l am fairly certain that his lordship has no intention of ggviyou
notice. But | shall speak to Lady Strickland on thatter at once.
Promise me you'll try not to worry until | speakytou again."

Olivia found her sister in the front hallway, hamgliher shawl to
Fincher as she smiled up at her husband lovinghe Pair had
evidently just returned from a stroll. Clara's dtseglowed from the
touch of the spring breezes, and her eyes lookpdi&athan they'd
been since Olivia had arrived. Amazed at the eféa@ had upon her
sister, Olivia realized once again how ignorant stes of the
mysteries of marital affection. Strickland was aviteoyn home most
of the time, was arrogant and demanding whew&gat home, and
yet a mere afternoon in his company had given hig this inner
glow! Whatwasthe magic that love produced that could so transfo
a woman?



She was about to steal away when Strickland saw Hastily
excusing himself, he quickly vanished into thedilyr Clara came up
to her sister with a smile. "You look as if youaeveighty problem
on your mind," she said airily.

Olivia hesitated. She hated to dispel her sistajgpy mood, but
she'd given Miss Elspeth her word. "It's the goess) Clara. You're
not going to give her the sack, are you?"

Clara's brows rose in surprise. "Give her faelk? Of course not!
What gave you such a ridiculous idea? Why, Mispé&lsis like one
of the family."

Relieved, Olivia took her sister's arm and walkethviner to the
stairs. "But will you be hiring a tutor for Perrithink he's too young
to be forced into serious study, don't you?"

Clara sighed. "Yes, | think so, too. But Miles igitg adamant. He
said thathehad a tutor at the age sik. Besides, he says that Perry"
head is too full of whimsicalities and nonsense'sheobably quite
right about that."

"l don't know," Olivia demurred. "I remember haviaghead full of
phantoms and fairy stories when | was his agenttdee the harm..."
But Perry was noher son, she realized. It was not her place
interfere, and she stopped herself abruptly. Ctaxad handle the
problem of her son's education without her sisteglp. But at least
she could go back and tell Miss Elspeth that hertjom was secure.

As the afternoon wore on, however, Olivia becameenand more
angry with Strickland, chaffing at the arrogant gowe wielded over
the household. She spent a part of the afternotimhveir nephew in
the schoolroom and found the boy un- wontedly seddide didn't
want to play their usual game and asked her indieadad to him



from a history book. "Father says | should banisiB8dgidore," he
said despondently. "He wants me to study abeaitpeople.”

She began to read, but when she looked up she sawakn't
listening. He was staring out of the window. Doweidw, he could
see the stable yard where his father was returinorg a ride with
littte Amy on the saddle before him. Perry's expras as he watched
was strangely empty and bleak. Olivia, standingdaekim, felt her
fingers curl into claws. Perhaps Perry didn't warplay King Othar
today, bushewould have liked to play Gorgana, the evil enclress.
There was someone down below upon whose head shid Wwave
liked to call curses. Or, better still, she wouédvld very much liked to
claw Strickland's eyes out!



chapter seven

Olivia realized, as she descended the stairs Yeatieg, that she was
more than half-an-hour too early for dinner, batsishe was already
dressed, it made little sense to stay cooped upembedroom.

Besides, she'd finished the book she'd been readlidgntended to

spend the time before dinner browsing about inlitrvary. She was

about to turn the knob of the library door whertrargge male voice

assailed her ears.

"Right in the lobby of th&€ommongl tell you! Saw it with my own
eyes!" the man was saying.

"Shot? Percevalshot?" came Strickland's voice. "That's the mos
unbelievable tale I've ever heard in my life. Whaldnt to shoot
Perceval ?"

Olivia froze. Were they speaking &pencerPercevel, théPrime
Minister? Was hedead!Why, that wouldbe... assassinatiollever
in British history had a Prime Minister been asseded.

"Fellow by the name of Bellingham," the strangecedsaid.
"Bellingham? Who the devil's Bellingham? One of {Edackeys?"

"No, no. Not a Whig plot at all. The fellow Bellihgm had been
iImprisoned by the Russians, and Leveson Gower,dvbeén our
representative there at the time, had done nofieingim. So when
this Bellingham came home from abroad, bankrupt ienad as a
marsh hare, he was looking for Gower's blood."

"Then why didn't he sho@ower?"Strickland demanded furiously.

"Couldn'tfind him!"



"Couldn't—!" He sputtered in an angry rage thatldooe heard
through the door. "Couldnfind him? So he chose tlieM. instead?
That is the most insane set of circumstances |ver éneard
recounted."

"Told you the man was unhinged."”
"And Perceval's dead? You'certain? Dead?"

"As a doornail, old boy. As a proverbial doorndihat's why you
must come back to Londat once\The government is in chaos, the
Whigs are pushing at Prinny already, and the p@rtgompletely
divided on the matter of a successor. Can you leavght?"

"Quiet down for a moment, Arthur, and let me thiRlerceval dead!
An assassinationlt's not something one can take in all at once."

There was a moment of silence, and Olivia could l&ackland's
tread as he crossed and crisscrossed the libcamy he couldn't tear
herself away. Neither could she enter and interaupinversation as
significant as this one. So she remained wherenst®eand prayed
that she would not be discovered.

"I'm afraid, Arthur," Strickland said after a losgence, "l can't go
back with you tonight. You'll have dinner with w$,course, and then
go back yourself. I'll follow as soon as | can."

"But, dammit, Miles, every moment may cost us &riGrenville
was going to see Prinny this veafternoon!"

"Don't panic, Arthur. The best Grenville will getl\Wbe a coalition,

and even that is doubtful. Lady Hertford is a stdwmory, bless her
Evangelical little heart, and Prinny hangs on harg word. She'll

see to it that Grenville's kept out of considematio



"But we needyou, Miles. You may be the very person the paaty c
rally round!"

Olivia almost gasped aloud. Strickland fBrime Minister? The
country would beloomed!

But his next words dispelled her fears. "I? Doe'tébfool! I'd make
the worst possible Prime Minister. You know how

| set up everyone's bristles as soon as | open oythmWe need
someone whose abilities are cohesive rather thasiv."

"But, Miles, you could learn—"
"No, Arthur. When you get back, try to rally thenoand Liverpool.”
"Liverpool? Good God, man, why Liverpool?"

"He's not our greatest talent, perhaps, but Castigr is as abrasive
as | am and would not find enough support. Nevétse
Castlereagh himself will support Liverpool, atiét support is what
we need."

"Yes, | see your point. But why can't you come wite? You can
maneuver matters so much better than | can.”

"l shall not be more than a day behind you. | ceake such abrupt
leave of my family at this time. My wife has notmewell, you see...
and there are some matters of estate business itth whmust
attend—"

There was a sound of footsteps on the stair, andaQirew away

from the library door hastily. Walking to the foot the stairs with

elaborate nonchalance, she looked up to see ler ssning down.

"Ah, thereyou are, Clara," she said innocently. "l just caloen and
. er...thought | heard voices in the lilgrar



"Yes, love, you did," Clara informed her. "Milessha visitor from
London, I've been told. Come along and let's maet'h

She was about to tap on the door when the two nmearged.
Strickland made his friend. Sir Arthur Tisswold,okvn to his wife
and sister-in-law, and the group repaired to tlaevdrg room to drink
some wine before dinner. "Tell the ladies your newsthur,"
Strickland urged.

Tisswold, with appropriate dramatic embellishmeetounted the
dreadful story of the Prime Minister's assassimatibhe shock so
upset Clara that she had to be helped to a chpiiligswold fanned
her face with a newspaper, Strickland made hekdrisip of brandy,
and Clara quickly revived. Her collapse had onetufmate
consequence: in the stir, no one noticed that tbesnof the
assassination was not as great a shock to Olivia stsould have
been.

When the shock waves receded and Clara had recbseficiently
to get to her feet, she led the way to the dinimgn, with Olivia
following and the two gentlemen bringing up therrdast before the
men entered, however, Arthur Tisswold pulled hiend aside.
"Who's the pretty little chit?" he asked in a ruimgl undertone.
"That's not the little bluestocking who came calat your quarters a
few months ago, is it?"

Clara had sent Olivia to hurry the gentlemen i @tivia had been
about to recross the threshold when she heard diheend of
Tisswold's remark and paused.

"Yes, | suppose so, since she's the only bluestigokith whom I'm
acquainted," Strickland responded.



"Why didn't youtell me she was such a taking little puss? | wouldi
have had to leave by the back stairs if I'd knowimsswold said with
a chuckle.

Olivia, who suspected that Strickland's responseldvoot be nearly
so pleasant to overhear, interrupted them at thiat o say that her
ladyship was waiting. Sir Arthur gallantly offeréer his arm, and
they went in to dinner.

The subject of the assassination occupied theughis and their
conversation all through dinner. After the ladagiosity about the
details of the madman Bellingham's wild revengetlo® English
government had been sated, they turned their etitetat the question
of poor Perceval's successor. The two men explainedvarious
choices available to the Regent in appointing a Remme Minister,
and Olivia took satisfaction in arguing heatedlyawor of the Whig,
Lord Grenville, much to Strickland's irritation an@isswold's
amusement. When she thought about it later, Ohaich to admit to
herself that, although the subject of the assassmwas grisly and
the prospect for the government grim, their dincanversation that
evening had been the most interesting she'd exemh&trickland's
company.

It was not until much later that night, after Tisdav had left for
London and the household had retired, that Olieigam to recall the
other events of the day. The political upheaval in Lam¢had made
her forget all about poor Perry's misery. Shedettnewed bitterness
toward her brother-in-law, whose arrogant decisisree made
without the slightest challenge. It was fortunabe England that
Strickland couldn't run the government in the savag he ran his
household, He had enormous power in both places,irbuhe
government he could only maneuver behind the scandswas
forced to face opposition and challenge everywheseturned,;
whereas in his household, he had only to give lders and he was
obeyed without argument. What was even more imgatn this



Instance, however, was that he was just as likelgdt what he
wanted from the Prince Regent as he was to getdysat home. He
would manage to maneuver the Regent into accepardjLiverpool

as Prime Minister almost as easily as he would gara force a
tutor upon his helpless son. If the British goveemtwas not too
great for Strickland to control, what hope was ¢hferr a little boy
like Perry?

She found herself too disturbed to fall asleep. t6bsed and turned
for what seemed like hours. Finally, she sat uplaralcandle. She
would have been soothed by reading, but she'd aotged to get
into the library to select a new book. Feeling wigleake, and
convinced that the entire household had by this taien asleep, she
got out of bed with the intention of running dowarthe library to find
a book. She slipped on a loose dressing gown osenightgown
and, in the dim light of the single candle and dyeng fire, looked
about for her slippers. But she could find only afethem, and,
impatiently, she gave up the search. No one watylito be about,
she reasoned, and she recklessly decided to shdairs in her
bare feet.

She flitted down the dimly lit hallway and stairsthwquick, light
steps, finding the corridors as deserted as skeeéceed. But when
she opened the library door and slipped insidedsgwovered, to her
embarrassment, that the room was occupied. Lordkttnd sat at
the library table, a small oil lamp lighting a nuentof ledgers and
papers spread out before him, a decanter of braildig elbow and a
half-empty glass in his hand. "Oh!" she exclainmtking out of the
door awkwardly. "I'm sorry. | didn't know—"

"Don't be an idiot, Olivia," Strickland snapped.wbn't bite you. If
you want something, come in."

Not having any experience with men who imbibed tegpspirits,
she failed to recognize that he showed some syngptamuddy color



in his face and a certain glitter in his eyes)ligiht inebriation. As for
the rudeness of his manner, she simply attributeéd his natural
temperament rather than the effects of the bdttle.sharpness of his
tone had its usual effect on her. She put up her ahd entered
defiantly. But he ignored the angry toss of herdhead the rebellious
set of her mouth. He merely took another swig @y from his
glass. She was awkwardly aware of her dressing gowirbare feet.
"l... couldn't sleep,” she explained. "I came ddama book."

"Then go ahead and get it." He gestured with lasgin the direction
of the bookshelves.

"l don't wish to disturb you, my lord," she saiéskating.

"You don't disturb me," he answered, turning baxchis papers, "so
long as you go about your business and don't steeré behind me
staring at the back of my head."

She drew herself up. "Yoflatter yourself, my lord. | don't stare at
you at all!"

She crossed the room as purposefully as bare fFetiged and
began to scan the shelves. But feeling his eyetherback ofher
head, she hastily pulled out a book without resdlging the title and
turned back toward the door to make a hasty exawéver, his
lordship had other ideas. With a malicious smile,put down his
glass, got to his feet and barred her way. "Lets what you have
there," he said rudely, pulling the book from heagp. He looked at
the book's spine, his smile widening to a IéérPractical Treatise
Upon Christian Perfectionie read. "Why, my deairll What need
have you forthis? | was under the distinct impression that you
alreadyachievedperfection."



She reddened, but she met his leering eye withalli@us look in her
own and snatched the book back. "Yes, | have.itsrdinic, my lord,
how this sort of work is always read by those wkedit least?"

He guffawed. "And ignored by those—Ilike me—who néeahost,
isn't that what you meanPouche dear sister-in-lawtouche."He
walked back to the table. "Well, go along, girl.rCidet me keep you
from your so-stimulating reading." He picked upliandy glass and
held it out to her in a mocking salute. "I suppbshould bid you
goodbye. | shall probably be gone by the time yme fin the
morning."

"Really?" she murmured with a touch of malice. "Whaity! We
shall all be devastated by despair."

He lifted his glass to his lips and eyed her ovee trim.
"Sharp-tongued little witch, aren't you?" He tookwig of brandy
from his glass and wiped his mouth with the backisfhand with
deliberate vulgarity. "It's a cruel blow to me, nigar, that you take
delight in my departure," he sneered, "but | shigll to bear it
bravely." Then, turning away, he added drily, ha&if himself,
"There'll be wailing enough from the rest of thausehold when |
leave."

The arrogant conceit of that last remark made teods. "Perhaps
not as much as you'd like to believe," she retovieidusly.

"What?" An eyebrow rose sharply. "What do you méan?

"Not everyone will be wailing, you know," she weor, unable to
control her tongue. "Youwonwill not be sorry to see you go."

His eyes darkened, his jaw tensed, and she savwcmagh satisfaction
that she'd made a hit. "Oh?" he asked, settingglass down



carefully. "Are you trying to suggest that theresisme conflict
between my son and me? | was not aware of it."

"No, | don't suppose you were," she taunted, tgytango.

"Just one moment, ma'am!" he commanded harshly,vhise
stopping her in her tracks. "If you have somethiogsay to the
purposesay it!l can't abide these womanish hints and innuendos.

"Very well, my lord, since you ask sacely. You have, with your
usual sensitivity and tact, managed to disparagebthy's studies,
uproot his routine, destroy his imaginary playmat&ken his good
spirits, and threaten to force upon him a tutor araburse of study
which are completely unnecessary and for whichsheompletely
unready. In short, you've made him utterly misezEbl

He stared at her. "What sort of jibberish is thigfPooted his routine?
Darkened his spirits? Made him miserable? Have st your
mind?"

"No, I've neither lost my mind nor my heart, boftwdnich faculties |
find no evidence oyour having used in dealing with your son."

Strickland clenched his teeth in fury. "By whaght" he demanded,
his eyes turning icy, "dgouventure an opinion about my dealing:
with my son?"

"No right, | suppose. Except that | love the boy."

"What damnable presumption!" He fixed her with akaf frozen
scorn. "And who argou, ma'am to wave your love for him in my
face?"

“I'm his aunt!"



"And I'm his father?' His fury changed his icy glare to an angry
heated flash that seared her throdgove!" he muttered mockingly,
turning away in disdain. "You're merely using therdv as an

exoneratior—a sentimental and mealy- mouthed excuse f
interfering in matters that are not your concern!"

She felt herself waver against the force of higrsctPerhaps bm

interfering where | shouldn't... but I've spent mdime in Perry's
company during these past few weeks than you'vbabityg spent
with him this pasyear! And therefore—"

"Confound you, woman, have done!" he burst out,elthg around.
"First you sermonize about my character dmisbandand now as a
father! Is there nolimit to your effrontery?" He slammed his fisi
down on the table with such force that the glapplexd over, and the
brandy seeped out on the papers and began sloghptdown to the
floor. "l don't need/outo moralize about my conduct, ma'am! Do yo
hear me?"

"Yes, | do hear you," she answered, a sudden aessd¢hat he might
be somewhat foxed making her strangely calm. "Amd smagine,
do the servants. Lower your voice, my lord. Anchdtaside, if you
please. Let me mop up that brandy before it rlnegéble and stains
the rug." She pushed him aside and, pulling a hexatikef from the
bosom of her nightgown, began to wipe up the spill.

"Hang the table, and hang the rug!" He came up behindahd
snatched the handkerchief from her hand, tossiagadpping square
of lace-edged dimity across the room so precipiyoinsit she gasped
In surprise. Before she could recover, he seizemhaful of her curls
and, with cruel fingers, forced her head arounthabshe faced him.
She gasped again, in shock and pain, finding Hestaing up into
his furiously burning eyes. "I want no help or agvirom you on any
matter—is that clear?" he demanded, spitting oshasord with
devastating precision.



But she couldn't answer him. She could neither nmrespeak. His
fingers held her hair in so tight a grip that tl@npseemed to pull
tears from the corners of her eyes. His arm wabkquigagainst her
back, inexorably forcing her body to twist arountt gall against
him.

"Is thatclear?" he asked through clenched teeth, his eyes hagigyan
and his mouth hard.

She made a frightened sound in her throat—a plgddiie moan
that begged him to let her go.

But he ignored it. "l hope you fully understandsthma‘am. | shall not
permit any more of your blasted, infernal meddlinige went on
ferociously. "You are not to concern yourself witly life... or with

the lives of the members of my family. Find youfsgmething

else—something in yowwnlife!l—with which to concern yourself...
instead of tampering with mine!" He glared downhat as if he
would have liked to crush her in his hands. "Danhmapinsterish
busybody!"

She stared up at him dumbfounded, noting the fegs, the taut
mouth, the angry muscle working in his jaw. Sheléow more tear
her eyes from his face than her head from his gréspshe was no
longer aware of the pain of her hair being pulfelde could feel only
a pulse beating wildly in her neck, and a constnicin her throat as if
her breath had frozen within. "Let me go," she leelgmp a choked
voice.

There was no sign that he'd heard her, althougéyais were fixed on
her face with an almost unbearable intensity. Hige, harsh and
threatening, lashed at her once more. "What yod,hée growled,
"is a man—a husband—who'd beat you dadily! Who'd bend
you over his arm, like this, and who'd handle yswaavencltshould
be handled—Iikehisl" She found herself being lifted forcibly from



the floor until her face was level with his... dmd lips were pressed
hard against hers.

How long she lay in his embrace she couldn't Téthe seemed to
freeze as her blood seemed to freeze. She feltame—only the

pressure of his chest against hers, his arm agansack, his fingers
twisting her hair, and his mouth on hers. Sherelther anger nor
disgust. Instead, she seemed to be living throumhessort of

cataclysmic experience—like a driving storm or adalti

wave—which, while it filled her with the terror aimminent

destruction, offered her also a sense of being tetelp, totally,

shockingly alive. And she thought, wildly, as onged in a storm
when surrounded by lightning and with the boomhafnider in the
ears, that she would come through it—she came through
it—somehowenlarged.

All at once, the fingers in her hair loosened, hadet her go. As soon
as her bare feet touched the floor, she fell baykrnst the table,
shuddering, stunned, and waiting for her whirlingib to steady

itself. He was staring at her with eyes as dazedshiocked as hers.
Then, muttering a curse under his breath, he svmimgelf around,

turning his back on her. "Let that be a warningaa, girl," he said

hoarsely. "Stay away from me!"

"W-Warning?"she echoed stupidly, still shaken.
"Stay out of my affairs!"

She stared at his back while, all unaware, sheedlie back of her
hand over her mouth which seemed suddenly to haee Bpread
with a burning and deadly poison. "Ga@dd" she thought in horror,
"this is mysister's husbaritiAn overwhelming feeling of revulsion,
which had somehow been kept at bay since the ricehent he'd
taken hold of her, came sweeping over her. "Yduackguard" she
whispered, appalled.



He turned to face her, lifting his hand in a gestsine couldn't read.
He seemed about to say something, but changedtaisand walked

unsteadily to the table, where he righted the glpgsked up the

brandy decanter and poured out a generous drirknihg on the

table with one hand, he lifted the glass with ttleeo—unable to hide
a slight tremor as he did so—and drank the brawayndn one gulp.

"Go to bed," he said quietly, not looking at her.

Without another word, she turned and ran to ther,doer feelings
churning inside her in chaotic confusion. Neverks| she was
sharply aware that his eyes were on her. At the,dde turned and
faced him again. "Yoware a blackguard," she repeated in the san
quietly horrified voice. "A decadent, villainous\dlish monster!”

Then she walked out, closing the door silently béher. Standing
alone in the hallway, she began to tremble frondheatoe. There
was no question in her mind that the words she'tsid to him were
completely justified. Hevasa monster. Then why, she wondered, di
she, herself, feel so dreadfully, frighteninglyk&ningly guilty?



chapter eight

Mrs. Joliffe tapped at Miss Olivia's bedroom doodahearing a
muffled "Come in" from within, entered briskly, #w open the
draperies and said cheerfully, "Good mornin’, Miss.

The brilliance of the springtime sunshine that bunt® the room and
spilled across her pillows made Olivia wince. Saieup with a groan
and shaded her eyes. "Is it very late, Mrs. Jdliffshe mumbled
sleepily.

"Almost ten, Miss Olivia," the housekeeper answevét a touch of
reproof.

"Ten?It couldn'tbe!" Olivia squinted at the housekeeper in digbeli

Mrs. Joliffe smiled indulgently. "Everyone's breagfed but you,
Miss. Not that I'm complainin', mind. It won't bebd o' trouble fer
Cook to fix you some eggs and a nice pot o' temoulldn't have
waked you at all, except that it's been more'n hears since his
lordship left fer London—"

"His lordship's... gone?" Olivia felt a flush ris¢p her neck as the
memory of the occurrences of the night before fémbdnto her
consciousness.

"Afore eight this mornin'," Mrs. Joliffe said. "Whavith all that
terrible business in London, had' go, y'seeTerriblebusiness, that,
wasn't it? Amassass-inationNever heard the like in all my days! Bu
his lordship gave me this fer you afore he depadadtl didn't know
but what it might be important. | already waitedrexth two hours,
and so | tho't | better wake you." She held oubt n

Olivia felt herself grow pale. She took the notnirMrs. Joliffe and
stared at it apprehensively. Most of her encountatts Strickland of



late had been more than a little upsetting. Whdttha man in store
for hernow?

As Olivia peered worriedly at her name scrawlea islanting hand
across the envelope, Mrs. Joliffe remembered sangettise. "Oh,
aye, | almost forgot. Here's your handkerchief, sVlisShe put her
hand into her apron pocket and pulled out the fyetundered
square of cloth and lace.

The bewildered girl gaped at her. "Mandkerchief ?"

"Aye. Gaskin, his lordship's man, did it up for yibis mornin'. itold
him I'd do it with the reg'lar washin', but he saidwas Lord
Strickland's orders that he should do it at once."

Olivia took it dazedly. "But, why?"

Mrs. Joliffe shrugged and went to the door. "Collday, Miss
Olivia. The ways o' gentleman ain't never beenrdeame. Never
been clear to me at all. Now, if you won't be needhie, Miss, I'll be
off to her ladyship."

Still shaking her head over the strange ways oftlgem®n, the
housekeeper left the room. Olivia studied the hanchkef for a
moment, thinking that the ways of gentlemen werangfe to her,
too—and then she put it aside. What an unfathompbtson her
brother-in-law was, to be sure. She turned hentte back to the
note. Why had Strickland written to her? The letteust surely
concern the scene they'd played the night befarewbat could he
wish to say about an incident which was best faegét Did the note
have something to do with Perry? "Would his lorddbe so cruel as
to order her to stay away from the boy? Or . .d ha written to her
about . . . Something Else.



It was the Something Else which had kept her aweltEthe night
that had caused her to sleep in nightmarish figfsdrfor a meagre few
hours and that had made her awaken in sluggisk-Haadedness,
miserable and crushed with the weight of a bargplagnable guilt.
The Something Else was the most troublesome pathefentire
occurrence in the library the night before. Tham®thing Else was
not the fact that her relationship with her sistetstband had gone
from bad to worse (although she couldn't deny thatrelationship
was a problem); and it wasot the battle that had been waged ove
differing viewpoints concerning Perry's happinesd hest interests
(although this was surely the most serious sitadtohave come up
between Strickland and herself). No, the Sometlitge was a
completely personal and probably trivial mattet #fee was ashamed
even tathinkabout: it was the fact that Strickland's kiss hpset her.
The kiss had been the third she'd experiencedit dnadl overturned
all her beliefs about love and passion—all the dihaby
inconclusive theories she'd so carefully manageattomulate.

The first kiss had been dull, the second mildlyoierg... butthisone
had been nothing short of shattering. Were theadrmms she'd felt
during this third experiencéypical of the feelings which kisses
inspire? Ighatwhat kisses wersupposedo do?

She rather doubted it. The experience had beerriglateningly
intense. Nevertheless, there had been somethihgundly exciting
about it, and she'd realized at once that it wagx@erience she
would want to seek again—a realization that haediher with guilt.
There was something decidedly improper about hawiegn so
stirred up by one's oworother- in-law.

Nevertheless, the fact remained that only Striaklaf the three men
who'd kissed her, had been able to stir her emstico

thrillingly—and by performing a physical act whidhad been
executed in more or less the same way in all tbases. They had all



pressed their lips to hers. Why was her reactiahecahird instance
so remarkably different from the other two?

Olivia was not so stupid as to ignore the fact tretfeelings for the
gentlemen involved had differed widelven before the act of
kissing.She had therefore theorized that those prelimifeglings
had adversely affected her emotional response ® Kisses
themselves. She had concluded that one reactekliss a the same
general way that one reacted to the man who peerme kissing.
She'd been indifferent to Morley Crawford as a naaud, her response
to his kiss had been one of indifference; she'dh Isightly revolted
by Sir Walter Haldene, and her emotions during dnisbrace had
reflected that.

But she hated and despiseétrickland, yet the feelings she'c
experienced whehe dkissed her were completely unrelated to he
feelings for the man himself. How coultatbe explained? And what
good were her theories now?

It was extremely puzzling. Was there somethingtiic8and's wide
and libertinish experience as a lover that maderhore expert—and
thus more effective—in kissing women? Would sheehgeit the
same ifanotherlibertine had embraced her? Ditlara feel what
she'd felt when Strickland embradeel? (Good heavens, if shud,
it wasno wondershe'd married him!)

But all the theorizing, all the worrying, all thegitation during the

sleepless hours of the night had provided no arswieey'd simply

multiplied the number of questions. At last shelceg up and, still

wrapped in a most distressful guilt, had fallenvilgasleep, beset by
dark, fearsome, half-remembered dreams of struggtirkeep from

drowning in a churning sea while a creature of cogaizable visage
clamped strong arms about her in an endeavor edhgrl her out or

to drag her under.



Now it was morning, and here she sat bathed inirtbengruous
brilliance of the sunlight which could not dispkétdark shadows in
her mind, all the while holding his note in her daand feeling too
cowardly to tear it open.

But eventually curiosity overcame timidity, and sbpened the
envelope. The crested notepaper within was cowertda sharply
angular, almost illegible, slanted scrawl which stww brought
Strickland's face very forcibly to mind. The noeghan” simply with
the wordOlivia—no other words of salutation had been added. |
then went on;Lady Strickland will not permit me to leave th
premises until | have penned, in her words, "a progpology" for
having quarreled with you last night Here, then.that apology,
although probably far from "proper.” Apologizing something |
have never learned to do with good grace. | do adhawever, to
behavior that was less than gentlemanly. My rect@ of the
occurrence is somewhat hazy, but if | manhandlediyany way, it
was the result of having dipp'd too deeply intolirendy before you,
barefoot and belligerent, arrived on the scene. Eosv it may have
been, you have my assurance that such behavioryopam will
never be permitted to recur.

As to the substance of our disagreement, on ther dilind (that is,

the dispute over the education of my son), | hathing further to

add to what I've already said. | trust you will raain question my
authority in this matter. Strickland.

Olivia read the letter in disbelief. Wathis supposed to be an
apology? | do admit, however, to behavior that wass than
gentlemanlyHow very decent of him! Less thaentlemanly His
behavior had not only been less than gentlemanly-kad been
positively depravedl How could he have written'if | manhandled
you", indeed! That evasion might be a satisfactory wayhim to
explain the situation to higife,but did he think it would foaDlivia?
And that weak excuse about being drunk! Perhapisaldembibed



more than he should have, but he'd not been drmkl his
recollection was not thieast bithazy. She was certain of that. She'
seen his eyes when he'd released her last nightd-bheh almost as
shaken ashel And she was certain that he remembered the en:
incident. He'dassaultecdher, that's what he'd done! And he'd been
full possession of his faculties when he'd dondfithis were a
"proper apology" he would hawmittedit.

She crushed the note into a tight ball and threwnib the
wastebasket. But a moment later, she hopped dogdyfpicked it up,
smoothed it out again and re-read every word. keriaer angrier
than her first reading had. She'd a good mind twstine thing to
Clara! Let heriseewhat a scoundrel she'd married!

But on reconsideration, she decided against itddfseshe wouldn't
show Clara the note. In fact, she was surprisetlShéckland had
seen fit to tell his wife avord about the incident. Why had he done it
And how much had he told her? Had he mentioned t
"manhandling?" She suspected that he'd told hey ahbut the
quarrel. Oh, well, it was for the best. What goazuid it do for Clara
to know that her beloved Miles was a libertine? Fhee impulse
that had probably guarded Strickland's tongue Had guarded
Olivia's in the matter of what she'd seen a few tlm®rago on a
London street... and it was the same impulse wivctld keep her
silent now.

She read the note through once more, shaking had he

bewilderment. Then her eye fell on the launderaatkearchief he'd
so scrupulously returned. For Strickland, she sspgpthis really
was a kind of apology. Perhaps he was truly ashameaheatt he'd

done. Well... no matter. He'd promised that it wlonéver happen
again, and she was certain he meant it. The d@ntirdent was best
forgotten.



Carefully, she tore the paper into dozens of tilgcgs and threw
them into the basket. That made an end of the emtidlhe matter
was disposed of. She only wished that she cou&haiy dispose of
her memory of it.

When Olivia came upon her later that afternoony&ilaas at her
desk in the upstairs sitting room, writing a lettr inquiry to
Strickland's business agent asking him to find itakle tutor for
Perry. When Olivia saw what she'd written, she dottkeep back an
expression of annoyance. "Do you always obey yasband's orders
so meekly?" she asked in obvious disgust.

"Most of the time," Clara admitted serenely, loakup at her sister
with a warm smile. "His orders are usually meanptomote the
welfare of the family."

"Are they indeed?" Olivia asked, her voice drippgagcasm. "Even
In this case?" Without waiting for a response, fithvenced away and
threw herself upon the loveseat near the window.

Clara sighed and put down her pen. "He told me alyowr
quartet*on this matter, Livie. And while | can'tlpéut agree with
your feelings—for Perry is suchlidtle boy—I must admit that the
child has an overly active imagination. PerhapseMiis right in
believing that the boy is too withdrawn from regalit

"Balderdash!" Olivia muttered unsympathetically.

"No, it's not balderdash. Perry really is—as Mildaims— too
closely surrounded by females. Miles says a boulshitave ananto
talk to," Clara argued gently.

"Then let hisfatherspend more time with him!" Olivia flashed back



"But you know that isn't possible. Besides, Milags—"

"Miles says!Miles says! | never would have believed, Clara, th
you'd turn out to be the sort of wife whose evesnmn is formed by
what her husband says!"

Clara laughed. "Don't be a spiteful cat, love. WMdés says is often
wise and good."

"Wise andgood" Under the circumstances, this was much too mu
for Olivia to swallow. "Your Miles is a damned—!"h& stopped
herself from going on by forcibly clamping shut heaws.

Clara looked at her sister with shrewd insight. ‘avIs it, Livie?"

She got up from her chair and came to sit dowrdedser sister. "Are
you still smarting because of the altercation withes last night?
Was heverydreadful to you? Please try to forgive him. | knlegvcan
be very rude, sometimes, but he truly means well."

"He doesnotmean well... at least, not always!" she burst onéble
to help herself. "Honestly, Clara, it makes im@l to hear you speak
of him in that.. .foolishly adoring way! Can't ybe his wife without
blinding yourself to his faults?"

"I'm not blind to his faults, Livie. Not at all.just view them from a
different perspective than you do. | know he hast$a—quite serious
ones. But they are not inconsistent with his bangan of strong
character... or a man of honor."

"Character? Honor?"Olivia looked at her sister with eyes strickel
with pain. "Oh, Clara...| canlet you..." She paused, hesitated, an
turned away. "What if | told you that... that | km&trickland isnota
man of honor?"



Clara put a gentle hand upon her sister's shoaliteturned her back,
looking at her with wistful intensity. "You've heathat he has a
mistress, haven't you?"

"Clara!" Olivia could scarcely believe what she'd heardowHlid
you...?Howcanyou...?"

"I've known for some time. But who tojebu Livie?"

Olivia lowered her eyes miserably. "l ..sawhim with her . . . one
night ... on the street.”

Clara lowered her hands to her lap, her fingerslimg slightly. "I
see. Was she... very beautiful?"

"l couldn't see her face," Olivia murmured, herstheonstricted in
pain. She took one of Clara's hands in hers anelezgal it in heartfelt
sympathy. "But | could see, even in that one glienpSher, that she
was a... a lightskirt."

"Could you?" Clara shook her head sadly. "Poor $4ile

"Poor Miles?" Olivia snatched her hand away from Clara in sudd
fury. "PoorMiles'?Clara, have you lost yomind?You are speaking
of a . libertine! A debauched scoundrel who hasbgaying you
false! And you say 'podvliles'?"

"Yes, my dear. For he has been forced to seekrthe af the very
sort of woman he cannot abide... and it's all nojtfa

Olivia blinked at her sister stupidly. "Clara, Irdoknow what you're
talking about.Yourfault? How can it be?"

Clara drew in her breath and then expelled itstoav, wavering sigh.
“I'm afraid this will be difficult for you to heamy love," she said
slowly, looking at her sister with a troubled frowtyYou are very



young and . . . inexperienced ... and we have ngy@ken of... such
matters. But there's a reason why 1 believeirnis that | told you the
whole."

Olivia felt her pulse begin to race. What dread&lé did her sister
wish to reveal that required so forbidding a prel@lsomething in
her sister's life was decidedly out of joint. Bighe was to be of any
help to Clara at all, she would have to be sensablg brave. She
faced her sister squarely and put her hands orltter woman's
shoulders. "Look at me, Clara. I'm no longer achiAnd you
yourself have always said that I'm not deficientintelligence. If
there's anything you think | ought to know—no matteow
painful—thentell it to me."

"Yes, love," Clara agreed, taking her sister's taesveen her hands
and giving it a long, loving scrutiny. "You are tguright. You're old
enough, and bright enough, and loving enough tdbtaee and
sensible about... about what | must tell you." &issed her sister's
cheek, dropped her hands back into her lap andasht against the
cushions. "You see, Livie, my dearest, marriageeitiaps the most...
intimate of partnerships. And Miles and | were,idgrthe first few
years, learning to become the most lovingly intenaft couples.”

"Wereyou, Clara?" Olivia asked wonderingly, trying vatlt success
to imagine her placid sister locked into Stricklznembrace, being
swept away on an emotional tidal wave...

"Oh, yes," Clara assured her, a nostalgic smil@rigrup the corners
of her mouth. "We were very contented then. BueraRmy was
born, I... | was not the same."”

"Not the same? Do you mean you no longearedfor him?"

"Oh, no, not that. | loved him as much as ever.iBoad been a very
difficult lying-in... and an even more difficult bieery... and mybody



was not the same. | was full of pain. | couldn'tcould no longer be a
true wife to him. Not in the fullest sense. Do yikow what I'm
saying?"

"Yes, | think so. You were ill, is that it?"

"Yes, | was ill... too ill to behave as a lovingfevto my husband, and
more seriously ill than | wished him—or anyone elde realize."

Olivia's eyes widened in shock. "Clara! Why didmt tell me—?"

"Wait. Let us not rush ahead with the story. We evspeaking of
Miles. | did not wish him to know about my illneg®u see. | didn't
want him to give up his political activities, tdlfthe house with
doctors, to treat me with pity... all the thingatteerious illness seems
to bring about. | didn't wardnyone'spity. So | told him only that |
had no more interest in... in those physical refetiwhich are so
basic to true contentment in married life. In otlwesrds, Livie, |
permitted him to believe that my love had cooled."”

"Oh, Clara!" Olivia sighed, much moved.

"Can you understand what that meant to Miles, mgreldoo you
have enough maturity to comprehend the difficufthie position?"

"No, I'm afraid | don't," Olivia admitted. "Justdmuse his wife is no
longer . . . er..compliant... is not sufficient reason for a man—if he
is a man of honor—to turn intorakd"

“Then you know nothing of men, my dear. Miles isxan of strong
desires, of full-blooded passions. He couldn't ustded why | had
suddenly cooled to him. He was furious... yet he as proud as he
was angry. He never again spoke to me about themkle's been as
scrupulously devoted to me and the family as he ewes. He's not
permitted my name to be dragged into scandal. ¥ehist have had



a great need to find an outlet for his passions!tGau feel for him?
Still loyal to his marriage, he would not permitriself to indulge in a
relationship with a woman of his own class—althotlgdre are many
men who are not so fastidious, and many women wiooldv
welcome his attentions. If he's found himself atrass from among a
class of women he would normally disdain, | canimad it in my
heart to blame him."

Olivia lowered her eyes and bit her lip. Perhapssister didn't blame
him, but Olivia couldn't help budespiséhim. A man need not be the
slave of his passions. If he had any sort of cltarabe would have
endeavored to control his passions and eschew the of
self-indulgence of which Strickland was guilty. Eviéhe'd been led
to believe that his wife no longer loved him intthay, he was still
married. Honor and loyalty should have taken precedence o
desire. How can he have believed himself to be a ofahonor
otherwise?

"l see by your expression that you don't agree wid)" Clara said
with a sigh. "But, Livie, you have much to learnoab marriage.
When a wife deserts her husband's bed, she hantsnlmany ways.
She deals a blow to his pride, to his self-estderthe essence of his
manhood. Don't you see?"

Olivia considered the matter. "But, Clara, if tieatrue, why did you
lie to him? Why didn't you tell him that you werealhd that as soon
as you were well, your lives could return to thegaintimacy that
you'd had before?"

"Because, my love, | knew that | woubgverbe well. Never again."

Olivia's heart stopped for a moment, and her fatedo "Clara!" she
gasped. "Clara... no!"



Clara reached for her hands and held them tigldn'tDook like that,
Livie. Hold on to yourself. heedyou to bestrong.That is why I've
told you all this. | don't have very much more tjnyeu see. And
although I've tried to arrange things so that rmikawill continue to
thrive after I'm gone, I'm very much afraid thdtdven't succeeded
very well. There are parts of the family's struettinat may fall to
pieces. And only you, my dearest Livie, can be tedion to keep
things together."

Olivia stared at her sister in white-faced hort@vhat do youmear?
You don't have much more time to...lkwe? But... it can't barue! It
mustn'tbe true!"

Clara didn't answer. She merely sat quietly, logkdown at the
hands folded in her lap and waiting for the shoek/&s to pass. But
Olivia couldn't face the fact at firdeerhaps this isn't happeninghe
told herself. Perhaps it was only a terrible dreamgy she would
waken and find the whole scene disintegrating theomists where
all dreams disappear. Or perhaps Clara was mistaRerhaps
another doctor . . . another medicine . . . "Olar&l' she whispered
brokenly, "are yowsure... ?"

But Clara's eyes were fixed on hers, level, steadwavering, and
she knew there was no escape. How could she hawesleblind not
to have read the message in back of those couragges? How had
she not guessed her sister's tragedy—a tragedylopawg right
before her eyes? How could she have permittedister $o carry this
shocking burdemlone&? With a cry, she lifted her arms, and the tw
sisters embraced, letting the tears flow in sorrowgrief, and in
relief that the burden could now be shared. So thigygied each other
close, painfully close... as if they were hangimgte each other for
dear life.



chapter nine

Clara had only one wish—a most urgent desire te dut the few
months remaining to her in as normal a manner aglhess would
permit. She wanted to avoid tension in the houskl&ite wanted no
shadow to cloud her children's eyes when she pleythdthem. She
wanted no pity or unwonted attention from the pe@sbund her. To
that end, she made Olivia promise to tell no ormutiber illness. No
one—not her father, not her brothers, not StriatJatotanyonewas
to be informed. Only Mrs. Joliffe (who had guessddng time ago
that her mistress was seriously ill), the doctod &livia were to
know the truth. Olivia was not at all certain ttias secretiveness was
for the best, but despite a nagging reluctance,dgthes her sister
wished.

Olivia would never forget as long as she lived éngazing courage
her sister demonstrated as she passed her daysegitiing serenity,
never acknowledging her pain, rarely taking to bed, always
welcoming the children's company and taking pastrimich as she
was physically able) in the activities of the hdudd. For Olivia,
watching her with aching heart, it was an inspoat-a
demonstration of the enormous gallantry which the&n spirit can
sometimes muster in time of stress,

In order not to arouse suspicion, Clara did notnpeOlivia to
overstay her visit. At the appointed time, Olivedurned to London.
But she came back as often as Clara permitted Hort svisits,
especially when she knew that Strickland wouldwayafrom home.
It was only in Olivia's company that Clara couldare her rigid
self-control and permit herself to speak truthfalbout her pains, her
problems, her fears and her desires for the fuatiteer family. The
two sisters became closer than they had ever leemain of their
iImminent separation making the pleasure of beirggtteer more
poignant and meaningful.



On the first of her return visits, Olivia was susgd to see that the
advent of the new tutor had not made a significkifiérence in the
daily routine. Mr. Cornelius Clapham was a studigusing man
whose eyes, behind their silver-framed spectadbesi a warm
twinkle. A little below average height, the tutorasvquick and
nervous in his movements, his step was sprightiylasilong fingers
constantly twitched as if from an excess of enefdthough his hair
was scraggly and his lips thin, he had an agredabéelit by a ready
smile, and everyone seemed to have taken a likingm. Olivia,
who had so violently objected to a tutor's presendee household
that she was prepared to detest him, had to athatithis presence
seemed to be doing Perry no harm.

Mr. Clapham took over Perry's schooling during dfternoons. He
was a patient, indulgent teacher, and Perry wasagar pupil. Olivia,
on paying a visit to the schoolroom, was pleasatidoover that the
tutor had no objection to the presence in the whass of Sir

Budgidore. The teacher even addressed a numbes cbimments to
the invisible knight, asking him to impart bitstaktory in his ear or
to repeat the declensions of the Latin verbs thastst Perry had
confused. "Sir Budgidore is better at history thaierry confided to
Olivia proudly, "though I'm catching up to him iratin. Don't you

think Papa will be pleased at how well I'm doind.-atin?"

Olivia assured him that his Papa would be proual psacock, but in
her heart she was not at all convinced. She hadrriewown Lord
Strickland to unbend enough to pagyonea compliment, so she
very much doubted that his son would have thefaatien of a kind
word from his arrogant father.

However, Strickland evidently had been right akibet tutor. Perry
was certainly thriving under his tutelage. Oliviasvhumiliated to
realize that she'd made that scene in the librang+eeen subjected
to that unnerving embrace—all for nothing. His khigh had been
right, and she'd been an interfering fool.



Olivia came away from the schoolroom very favorabipressed by
Mr. Clapham's scholarship and his handling of ttik Ifellow. He
was a hatural teacher—affectionate, patient, kngwaind kind. "He
even has a touch of humor, though it's a pedadrycsort,” she told
Clara later. "At least you have nothing to worrypabon that score.
Perry is in good hands."

Clara smiled in agreement. She had gone to bedaktiok to spend
a restful afternoon, and she now leaned back aghiegillows and
studied her sister with a teasing glint in her égm Mileswaswise
in this matter, wasn't he?" she asked triumphantly.

"Not necessarily," Olivia demurred. "He was morekluthan wise. If
his agent had not found such a good specimen iCMipham, the
entire situation might have been quite different.”

Clara sighed. "How can | convince you to change yminion about
Miles?" she asked wistfully.

"Why does my opinion concern you? What differenae it make to
you whether | approve of your husband or not?"

Clara cast a quick look at her sister's face ard tbhoked away. "It
makes a difference to me. A great deal of diffeeerichad hoped
that..." But she fell silent and turned her headyaw

"What had you hoped?" Olivia asked curiously.

"Nothing. Never mind." She looked back at her siatigh her quick,
soothing smile. "I'm glad you find our Mr. Claphaonyour liking."

"Yes, | do like him. In fact, | think | should liki® encourage a match
between him and Miss Elspeth. Wouldn't they makentlost perfect
pair?"



Clara shook her head and smiled in disparagem¥pti'te not the
sort to be a matchmaker, Livie. You haven't theckra

Olivia drew herself up in offense. "How can you shgt? What's
wrongwith my matchmaking?"

"Your match is too obvious, don't you see? Peoplétdake to each
other in such neat, comfortable patterns."

"Don't they? Why not?"

"I don't know. The strangest sort of people attesath other. No one
can say why. But our Elspeth, who is just the rigge for Mr.
Clapham and has enough in common with him to miakpgear that
they would beideally matched, is the only person in the whol
household who holds Mr. Clapham in dislike."

Clara was quite right. Miss Elspeth had turned ap riose at Mr.
Clapham the moment she laid eyes on the tutorn8her said a civil
word to him, despite the fact that they both splkatgreater part of
their days on the third floor in the children's girmThe moment the
tutor would appear in the schoolroom doorway fa &fternoon
lessons with Perry, Miss Elspeth would snatch upyArhand and
scoot from the room, leaving a trail of hairpinseoforgotten scarf.
Like a cook who can't abide having another chehim kitchen,
Elspeth couldn't bear the presence of the manedhwés arival. It
brought a bitter taste to her mouth to realize shat had to share her
Perry with thisusurper.She could see no good in him at all. To he
he was a nervous, fidgety, pretentious, encroadbong and the less
she had to do with him the better.

As for Cornelius Clapham himself, he was completetiifferent to

Miss Elspeth's view of him. His mind was on hisstass, his own
scholarship and the child in his charge. The ce&xlittle governess
who dressed them in the morning, supervised thealsnand took



them out to play did not interest him in the ledktanyone had
suggested to him that Miss Elspeth could be a patewife, a
potential lover or even a potential friend, he vdbbhve gaped in
amazement. For he had his eye on another fematelgnit the first
glimpse of Miss Olivia Matthews he had completelstihis head and
heart.

He knew, of course, that Miss Olivia was quite abbis touch. She
was a lady of quality, high-born and rich. He wasohody, without

rank, title or wealth and with nothing to recommédmich but a fairly

prepossessing appearance, an honest nature and adjacation. He
had no property to his name and no prospects af le®eg much

better off than he was at this moment. A lady o$dMatthews' sort
would never even deign to notice him.

But a man could dream. And in his dreams, Oliviathaws played a
leading role. Her face hovered over his desk whednt over his
books, it shimmered in the sky when he gazed othhefvindow, it
smiled over his bed when he stared up at the gailuring the night,
and it haunted his dreams during his sleep. He imaagher sitting
with him before a fire, listening to him as he rdemt the lyrics he'd
written in her praise. He dreamed of her in a brggavn, standing
before the vicar of a church, gazing fondly at hsrhe took his place
beside her. He fancied himself embracing her assteod high on a
crag, the wind blowing about them and the starsnosa down on
them. But never by word or deed did he reveal ymaa that she was
the soul and substance of his waking dreams anskehbi®t life.

Olivia's comings and goings were observed by MapGam with an
interest more intense than that of anyone eldeaitmbusehold. When
she returned to London his life lost its color. Wiske came back to
Langley Park, his spirits soared. During the réshat spring and the
summer that followed, poor Cornelius Clapham's @&mnet were
lifted and depressed too frequently for his good Qlivia came and
went a dozen times. Her visits to Langley becanmg frequent, for



during that period Strickland was often away froomie. Ever since
the assassination of Perceval in May, the goverhmdrondon had

been in turmoil, and Strickland's presence wasiredquEven though
the Prince Regent had appointed Lord Liverpoohtogost of Prime
Minister in June (after a month of indecision, pestination and
confusion), the appointment had really pleased dgb8trickland,

who had been instrumental in pushing the Regehistdecision and
in forming the cabinet, felt it necessary to béhand during the early
days of the new ministry. Clara had said nothindp¢o husband to
give him a moment's concern, and he therefore pdrhis life in his

usual manner. This was what Clara wished him tardepite of the

fact that she missed him greatly. So Olivia postetb Langley Park
whenever she heard Strickland was in town, homrmje her sister
some comfort.

Olivia instinctively rebelled against Clara's stahbb insistence on
secrecy, especially as the summer wore on and '€lacadition

worsened perceptibly. But Clara was adamant, anaieét her have
her way. She did her best to make the time happyhéo sister,

arranging for the children to spend time with theother during the
hours when Clara felt relatively well, taking theut on picnics or
excursions when their mother was ill, keeping ttmeasphere of the
household as cheerful as she could and supporéngister's spirit
when it weakened. It was a taxing and difficultégirand often, when
she fell wearily into bed at night, she wept hdrgetleep.

When the strain became unbearable—as it did frame tito
time—she would go to the stable and take out Stmzks most
spirited gelding for a brisk gallop. Nothing was smthing to her
spirits as flying across the fields on the backtlted magnificent,
glossy-coated horse. Strickland had named him leegasvas an apt
name, for the creature did indeed seem almost wiagée galloped
with graceful ease over hill and field. Olivia hlagen an indifferent
horsewoman until this summer, but now she seemedd® by
instinct. On Pegasus' back, she could feel thehrhybf his



movements, her body relaxed, and she learned tce moth the
motion of the animal. It was remarkably invigoratito speed across
the landscape, feeling the wind beating at her, fagaring its whistle
at her ears and seeing the trees whipping by iluradb green. For
those few moments, she could stop her thoughtshduivorries and
surrender to the sensation of motion—pure, natuiedth-defying
motion.

She had no idea that, while she indulged hersdHighone pleasure,
she was being observed. At first from the schoaotreandow, then
from the stable loft and finally from behind a hedpat divided the
two broadest fields, Cornelius Clapham watchedwitdr adoration.
It was on horseback that she looked most like thik af his
dreams—her eyes shining, her cheeks rosy from thi¢ wf the
breeze on her face, some strands of curls escipimgbeneath her
little riding hat and flowing back from her face.was a sight that
took his breath away.

As time went on, the watcher grew bolder. He todkding place

behind a tree not far from the stables. From tlere&ould see her
when she was starting out or just reining in, alcmed in slower
motion than he'd been able to see her from his ethigtage points.
Whenever he noticed, from the schoolroom windowat tHiggins,

the groom, was saddling Pegasus, he would set Rerisome

engrossing task and steal out to take his placeddins tree.

On an afternoon in late summer, when Olivia wasvidrg near the
stables after a rather longer gallop than usualheaadjust tightened
the reins to indicate to Pegasus that it was torstaw down, she was
abruptly distracted by a glimpse of a white facerpg out at her
from behind a tree. In fright, she gasped andadlyehaving been
tightening the reins, gave them a jerk that putteal sharply on the
horse's bit. The unsuspecting animal neighed loat/reared up on
his hind legs, throwing his rider off his back amdking a dash for



the safety of the stable. Poor Olivia flew throulga air, landed in a
painful heap on the ground, and fainted.

When she drifted back into consciousness, herdustreness was of
a wet cloth being applied to her forehead. Thenlsderd a voice
whispering near her ear in a tone of agony, "Mikgi& Miss Olivia,
speakto me!"

She blinked her eyes open. "Mr. C-Clapham? Isyba®"

"Oh, thankGod™ he sighed in relief, pulling her to him in a clsyn
embrace.

Her mind was only slowly beginning to return to it®rmal
awareness. She realized that she was lying onrthend, that there
was a painful bruise in the region of her left and shoulder, and
that the tutor was inexplicably cradling her upfmso in his arms.
"What happened?"” she asked confusedly.

"It was all my fault,” the tutor said, looking dovat her in abject
misery. "l frightened the horse."

Olivia shut her eyes and tried to remember whapbaed. "No...it
was | who frightened the horse," she said slowlyvds startled by
a... a face."

"Yes," the tutor muttered. "Mine."

Her eyes flew open. "Yours? But, Mr. Clapham, whatevere you
doing?"

The fellow bit his lip in shame. "l was... watchipgu," he admitted.

"l don't understand. Why?"



Mr. Clapham was twenty-eight years old but had n&een in love
before. What little he knew of love came to himnfré&reek drama
and Roman verse. But from that reading he had tisénct
impression that love grew out of just such dramatienes as this.
Fate had dealt him a unique opportunity for a maneénntimacy
with the woman of his dreams, and he was not atmbat the chance
go by.Carpe diemHorace had advised. This was his opportunity
seize the day, and seize it he would. "Can't yoesg®" he asked
looking down at the girl in his arms with a meariuigntensity.

"No, | cannot," Olivia said with a touch of asperity, feeling sudlye
quite uncomfortable and wishing to be helped toféet. She pushed
at his enfolding arms so that she could sit up.

But Mr. Clapham had decided to seize the day. Hisl lon her
tightened, and his eyes glowed with longing. Befgre knew it, he
lifted her tightly against his chest and kissedwan fervent ardor.

Olivia made a furious sound in her throat and gfled)to disengage
his hold on her. But the tutor's grasp was strotiggr she'd expected.
With a painfully throbbing shoulder, and a heall stvimming from
her fall, she was not capable of resisting so tenaan embrace. She
could feel the trembling of his arms and the rdqmdting of his heart.
Although she was furious with him and annoyed aséléfor having
fallen into this fix, she was aware of the urgentyis embrace and
the tenderness of his kiss. It moved her somehow.

But when he lifted his head, she pushed him folgeway from
her. "Mr. Clapham," she exclaimed, "have you |laginsenses?"

His heart was hammering in his chest and his bpamchding in his

ears. He'd gone too far to retreat nowoMeyou," he declared, and
he reached for her again, his chest heaving iattesnpt to catch his
breath.



"Don't youdaredo that again!" she snapped forbiddingly. "Stap th
nonsense and help me up!"

"But... didn't youhearme? | said | love you!"

"Rubbish! Are you going to get to your feet andohele up, or must |
shout for the groom?"

Turning quite pale, the tutor scrambled up andduklper to her feet.
She stood up unsteadily, wincing with pain and nplher bruised
shoulder and arm. "Are you very much hurt?" he dsadicitously.

"Don't touch me! It's no thanks to you that mgckisn't broken!"
"Forgive me, Miss Matthews. | never meant—"

Olivia softened. "No, of course you didn't." SteoKed at him
curiously. "Whatevepossessegou—?"

Her matter-of-fact manner was quite disconcertimg, he plunged
ahead heedlessly. "l told you. | love you."

She glared at him impatiently. "And | saigbbisH How can you love
me? We've barely exchanged a dozen words."

"But that doesn't signify. I've loved you from th#rst moment | laid
eyes on you."

Olivia ceased massaging her arm and stared atrhamtonishment.
"Have you really? How very strange. We're not efvesmds."

"Must people be friends to be in love?" he askeuvildered by the
unexpectedly analytical turn in the conversation.

"I don't know," Olivia said with a thoughtful disgpsion. "I had
surmised that one must develpmesort of amity orapprochement



toward the loved one before one could claim to feeth an
envelopingemotion. That is why, Mr. Clapham, | don't takésth
declaration of yours at all seriously." She brush#&der skirt and
began to walk toward the stable.

He stared after her, nonplussed, and then rantoh cg with her,
falling into step beside her. "I... | wish, Miss taews, that you will
not dismiss my feelings for you on that basis,"da&d in some
desperation. "l don't think anyone really knotwsw love comes
about. Why, Catullus wrote hate and | love. Why 1 do so | do no
know. But | feel it, and | am in torment."”

Olivia snorted. "Intormen® Now, really, Mr. Clapham, this is too
silly. Please don't spout Catullus at me. I'm innmood for foolish
guotations. The emotion that you feel is concoctgidbf the air. It is
based on so insignificant an acquaintance thanhot be worthy of
the name of love. Take my advice, Mr. Clapham, &ordet the
matter entirely."

Mr. Clapham, deflated and depressed, cast herkadbwoebegone
despair. "l suppose you'll wish me to pack my baigs leave,” he
murmured sadly.

She stopped and turned to him. "Leave? Why wowldsh you to
leave?"

"Won't you ask her ladyship tismissme?"

"No, of course not. Unless, of course, you intenpdrsistin peering
at me from behind trees and quoting love poetimyéo Do you?"

He hung his head. "Not if you don't wish me to."

"l don't. So, please, go back to the schoolroonryRe undoubtedly
wondering what's become of you. If you have thessdrthink you



have, you will get back to your work and put tmsident completely
out of your mind."

The incident lingered in Olivia's mind, howevertémthat night, as
she lay abed waiting for sleep to come, it occuteetler that she'd
experienced her fourth kiss. Was there anythirggtearned from it?
The kiss had not been dull, like Morley Crawfordst, revolting, like
Sir Walter Haldene's. It had been urgent and teaddrthrobbing
with feeling. And it had been obvious, from theotlg breathlessness
and a certain look in his eyes when he'd releasedttmat he'd been
deeply stirred by it. She, however, while she'dnbeeiched and had
not disliked the experience, could not say she'd been stiitkd.
embrace had not affected her at all in the wayxBand's had. What
wasthere about Strickland's kiss that so differeanfithe others? It
was a puzzle.

But Olivia didn't dwell on the puzzle for long. 8kland's return to
Langley Park shortly thereafter sent her back todom before she
even saw the tutor again. And by the time shemetlito the country,
her sister's illness had so far progressed thataOtiould think of
nothing else.

By late September, it was so plain that Clara wowldast the month
that Olivia realized it before she heard the dodstararning. Clara
could no longer leave her bed and was so heavillated with
laudanum that she slept most of the time. Whendsthevake, her
eyes were foggy and her words slurred. Olivia, theaken at the
prospect of her sister's passing and terrifiechefresponsibility of
carrying the burden of the aftermath on her owrxpesienced
shoulders, sent the head groom, Higgins, to Lortdofetch Lord
Strickland to his wife's bedside.



In the meantime, Olivia kept a constant vigil at sister's side. One
evening, when the last rays of the setting sunafelbss the pillow,
lighting her sister's face with a late-summer amglew, Clara

opened her eyes. "Livie?" she asked, her voicengénothan it had
been in days.

"Yes, love," Olivia said, her heart jumping up enseless hope. "I'm
here."

"Isn't it a lovely evening?" Clara murmured, heegylear and lucid
again. "So cool."

"Yes. The sunset takes your b-breath away." Ot to keep her
voice steady and to control her unreasoning ela@iceeing her sister
so like her normal self.

"Help me to sit up so that | can watch it,” Clarglored.

Olivia's first instinct was to object, for Clarachso little strength that
any effort exhausted her. But Olivia forced herselfemember that
at this late date her objections would be pointl&® immediately
bent down and lifted the thin shoulders, pilingthe pillows behind
her sister's back and propping her upon them.

"Oh, Livie, it is breathtaking,” Clara sighed, looking out of th
window eagerly. Before their gaze, the oranges m@us slowly
turned to purple. At last Clara said quietly, "lomt be long, you
know, dearest. Not for the sunset, and not for me."

Olivia's unreasoning hope withered, and she prelsedjuivering
lips together to keep from crying out. Her sisteaahed for her
trembling hand.

"Don't be afraid, love. My mind is quite well prepd. | only wish
that | could see Miles. Isn't it dreadful how onanis to have one's



cake and eat it too? | long ago decided that ltaeemt him to see me
this way."

Olivia frowned in guilt and indecision. "Are yaure,Clara?"
"Yes.It's better this way."

Olivia cast her sister a look of dismay. Had sheediilne wrong thing
to have sent for him? Would Clara hate her foiSit®uld she warn
her sister that her husband was at this very moroeriiis way to her
side? "Clara, |—"

"Hush, Livie, let me speak. It has been such aorifibr me to do it of
late, and now, suddenly, | feel strong enough. &sesomething |
want to say to you."

Olivia sat down on the bed beside her sister aokl her hand. "What
is it, Clara?"

"l want you to promise me... that you will watcheovmy family...
and love them."

"But of course | willl You don't have to ask me tHa&livia assured
her.

Clara peered at her urgently. "You mpsomise Livie! They will
need it so. You must promise to...to love theati!"

Olivia could not keep back her tears. "Don't c-ancyourself,
Clara. You have m-my word."

Clara nodded, but she clutched her sister's haed gghter. "There
are somanythings you must watch. Amy.. .she gets what shetsva
so easily—she may become quite spoiled. And Perry sweet,
unworldly Perry ... he must learn to live in thaln@orld. You mustn't
let him go off to school without the proper defeniséle's so



vulner—" The words died on her lips, and her eyefdenly lit up

with a glow that startled Olivia by its joyful anation. She turned
quickly in the direction of her sister's gaze. &iand stood in the
doorway.

He was staring at his wife, his eyes strickenchieseks like chalk and
his lips compressed. "Clarahat?"

"Miles! Oh, Miled" she cried, reaching out her arms.

He strode across the room and knelt beside heelned|oping her in
his anus. Olivia, completely unnoticed, tiptoednirthe room and
closed the door gently behind her.

For the next few hours, she kept a vigil outsiagedbor, but no sound
Issued from inside. She lingered about the hallwashing to be on

hand if she were needed but reluctant to intertbpt encounter
within. When Mrs. Joliffe appeared with the suppeay, however,

Olivia permitted her to tap on the door, but Stiackl's rough voice
ordered her away. Later, however, the housekeeasparmitted to

enter with her ladyship's medicinal draught. Whiea smerged, she
told Olivia that his lordship had suggested thargone go to bed.

Olivia undressed and lay down on her bed but cduldieep.
Somehow she knew that her sister would not lastitjiie. Memories
of Clara in their younger years floated through hend—Clara
taking her on her first outing to the Pantheon Baz&lara laughing
with her over the antics of a gosling in the p&lgra bent over yards
of Florentine silk as shestitched the finishingdoes on Olivia's first
party dress. And over it all, Olivia saw Strickl&dace as it had
looked on his arrival, stricken with fear and agdbig he really love
his wife after all? Olivia shook her head, confoeddHow ignorant
she was about things that really mattered.



There was the sound of coach wheels on gravelslaadvoke with a
start. She'd fallen asleep. Her room was so dakshe knew the
hour must be very late. A carriage was moving aft@y the house
and down the drive. Who was leaving at this hot@ fiew to the

window and caught, in the faint light issuing fraandownstairs

window, a glimpse of the doctor's curricle justdrefthe darkness
swallowed it up. Her chest constricted in terror.

She threw a robe over her gown and tiptoed dowin#iigo Clara's
room. There was no sound from within. With noisgleaution she
turned the knob and opened the door. Inside, byigheof a single
guttering candle she could see her sister's forrereal by the
counterpane. She stood frozen for a moment asnheeaess of her
sister's death sank into her heart. But when tis¢ $ihock of loss
ebbed sufficiently to permit her to think of otheasher than herself,
she became aware that someone was kneeling adl¢éhefshe bed. It
was Strickland, his head lowered on the countergauteburied by
one arm, the other thrown across his wife's bodw igesture of
unutterable agony. His shoulders were shaking witbked and
silent sobs.

Until this moment, Olivia had not been completetyizinced about
Strickland's feelings for his wife. His strickercé&a when he'd arrived
earlier, had really moved her, but later she'd rabered a line from
Macbeth:to show an unfelt sorrow, is an office which thlsé man
does easyBut now she was ashamed of the thought. In hef,gat
least, Strickland was not false. Here, without amass of other eyes
on him, his pain and despair were as nakedly redeahd as clearly
apparent as a bare black tree against a fieldaw s®livia, fighting
back her own surge of anguish, backed from the ranthsilently
closed the door, leaving her brother-in-law tolhiter grief.



chapter ten

Even weeks later, when she was able to review \tkatg after the
funeral with some dispassion, Olivia blamed Stackl more than
she blamed herself. She had really tried her Bést.had meant well.
After all, how could she have foreseen the deviastagffects that a
series of unexpected events would have on theyanmelkpecially on
her nephew?

The fault, she told herself, was more Stricklamioks hers. She had
tried, after her sister died, to submerge her onef @nd to care for
the needs of others. When her father and brothadsréturned to
London after the funeral, she had remained at lsgnghark. She had
tried to keep the household on an even keel. Sthériea to make the
atmosphere cheerful, to encourage the childrenlay, go urge
everyone to cease whispering and to speak in ndonak...even to
laugh. But Strickland had interfered in every pbkesway, as, for
example, in the matter of the draperies. He hadedkimendrawnin
every room he entered. She, on the other handinseded that the
servantopenthem to let the sunshine in. No sooner would Eied
leave a room when Olivia would order that the drisgsebe opened.
No sooner would Strickland enter when he would otdem shut.
The situation became positively ludicrous as theasgs ran about
opening and shutting draperies to obey the cortt@yi orders they'd
received— and always displeasisgmebodyno matter what they
did.

Strickland himself had been like a dark cloud haggiver the house.
He made no attempt to hide the blackness of hisdrewen from the
children. He spent most of his days in the darkditedry, ignoring
the children, shouting angrily at the servants, nsing all
companionship, neglecting to respond to his messfiges London,
and drinking himself into a stupor every night. et a trail of
resentment and chaos wherever he went, and Okli@dmpletely
incapable of dealing with the wreckage in his wake a result, the



servants became more and more sullen, the atme@sphare and
more gloomily tense and the bewildered children enand more
unhappy.

The children were confused by the absence of tmeither, and
Olivia had to deal with their confusion all by helfs Ferry did not
speak of his mother at all, nor did he cry. He ssmho close in on
himself, to withdraw, showing the world only a Etiwhite face and a
lost, uncertain look in his eyes. The look pier€diia to the heart,
but she didn't know what to do to dispel it. Amyndared about in
bewilderment, asking repeatedly, "But wheaw hathmdaone?"
Olivia tried to explain, but Heaven was, to theldhia baffling
abstraction. Could her Manseeher from so far away? Olivia sat
down with the children and gave them a long, cédiseftonsidered
explanation. Amy listened intently, her large eyde in awe. After
her aunt finished, some round, fat tears rolledrdber face, and she
seemed to accept—with at leasimedegree of equanimity—the idea
that her mother was watching over her from somewieithe sky
and would always do so. But Perry, Olivia suspectgds not
comforted.

Weeks passed in this precariously ominous climiateias almost
inevitable that a crisis would occur. And it didpeoevening in
mid-October. Miss Elspeth had tapped at Perry'sdoed door to tell
him that his supper was ready, but she heard rmonsg. After a
moment, she went in. The room was empty. She sedtbinough the
entire third floor, even going so far as to enhdt. Clapham's
assistance in the search, but there was no Pebsy tound.

When she informed Olivia that Perry had disappeddédia guessed
at once where the boy had gone. Following hemnogstshe ran down
the hall to her sister's bedroom, with Miss Elsplellowing close
behind. There, standing at his mother's dressioig,ther hairbrush
in his hand, stood the unhappy child.



Miss Elspeth sucked in her breath (for his lordgiap ordered that
no one be permitted to enter the room) and madetasnatch the
boy out of there, but Olivia, with a gesture oftramt, motioned for
the governess to wait. She went up to him and klwslin beside him,
gently taking the brush from his hand and repladintPerry, love,"

she said soothingly, "your supper is waiting. Dgo want to have
your soup while it's hot?"

The boy gave an almost imperceptible sigh and mbadediently.
Olivia had a sudden desire to see him cry.. .oushar stamp his
foot in refusal. Why was he so compliant? What happened to the
child's spirit?

At that moment, Lord Strickland loomed up in theoploorway. His
eyes, darkly forbidding, swept over the boy, theddimg Olivia and
the governess hovering anxiously over them. "Whatyau doing in
this room?" he asked in tight- lipped anger.

"N-Nothing," Perry stammered, his body stiffeningfight.

"Really, my lord," Olivia said in some impatience, "thened need to
take that tone—" She hoped that her mild defianaeldvshow Perry
that his father was only a man—not a monster—amdesae who
could be reasoned with.

"I gave specific orders about this room!" Stricidasaid darkly.
"Now get out of here at oncdll of you!"

Perry turned ashen and backed slowly to the dasreyes fixed on
his father's face and wide with terror. Olivia veggpalled. She rose
and, turning to the frightened governess, toldjueetly to take Perry
upstairs. "Il be up in a moment," she assureddseMiss Elspeth
took Perry's hand and scurried to the door. Ofmilawed the pair to
the doorway and watched them leave. Then she clbgedoor, put



her back against it and faced Strickland furiouSkow can you
speak to your own child in that way?" she demanded.

"l was speaking tgou ma‘'am. Evidently you didn't hear me. | aske
you to go."

"Well, obviously Perry thought you were shouting hain." She
boldly took a few steps forward, determined to peesein this
attack. "Don't you caranythingabout your son's feelings?"

Strickland ground his teeth wrathfully. "You areimyp it again,

ma'am. | thought | had made myself clear on aniezadiccasion
(when you presumed to comment upon my management/ con)
that | do not wish any interference from you!"

"But | mustinterfere. Can't you see that the child ignisery? Are
you so deeply mired in your own grief that you hagesympathy for
your children's?"

His eyes flashed furiously at her for a moment, thied fell. "Perhaps
| am. But they are children. They will soon forgéthile | must carry
this... this lodestone of guilt to my grave." Heked up at her with
eyes burning with resentment. "And, dammit, ity@i who are to
blame!"

"I?" she asked, astounded.

"Yes,you! You and your interfering ways. If you htald me that my
wife was ill and had let mpreparemyself and the children for the
blow, we would all be in a better state," he saitth Wwitter venom.

Olivia felt her chest constrict. "But Clasaid—"

"l don't carewhatClara said. You had no right to withhold such new
from me."



A pulse began to beat in Olivia's throat. How coh#&l place the
blame ather door? She had often asked Clamto keep her iliness
secret. Was iher fault if Clara had chosen to face her illness aton
"l... I could not refuse to respect my sister's wishes," sheeargn
self-defense.

"But you couldtake it upon yourself to stand between a husbadd ¢
his wife, is that it?"

She was stung with a sudden wave of anger. Whabobsdusband
had he been anyway? Faithless, selfish, far avealy rome most of
the time... and now, when it was too late, he clhogday the role of
husband to the hilt. "How can you blammee for stepping between
you? You were not very much of a husband to begfin,\as far as |
can judge,” she said in a choked voice.

"Who are you tqudge?"he snapped back. "What do you know of th
matter? You, who are nothing but a call®pinster...with no
knowledge of marriage except what comes from thiewed pages
of your father's books."

She winced. "You do know how to be cruel, my loYdu needn't
throw my lack of experience in my face."

"But | must it seems. How else are you to learn the conseggent
the actions you've taken in your damned ignorance?"

"But I... I only did what my sistesiskedme to do!" she cried.

His nostril flared in an icy sneer. "Don't hide behthat lame excuse!
You could have made yooindecision, instead of allowing yourself
to be led by the pathetic urgings of a dying wonveimo had
mistakenly convinced herself that her best couaetar be unselfish.
Unselfish!ls there anything more selfish than someone wéistsmon
martyrdom? Why didn't you use the mind God gave?yAny fool



would have known that a husband and wife needdukettogether
during such a terrible time."

The memory of her sister's face as it had lookeénngtrickland
arrived at her bedside flashed across Olivia's midra's joy had
been unmistakable. Yet she'd said only a momerdréehat she
didn't want Olivia to send for him. Good God, wascRland right?
Was Clara's unselfish sacrifice a mistaken one? fautshe,Olivia,
abetted her sister in that mistake?

Agonized tears welled up in her eyes. If she hdldoied her own
Instincts, Strickland might have been able to slvarfgis wife's last
days. He might have eased Clara's torment... anadvan. Olivia's
throat burned in pain and guilt. "I'm... sorry. h-should have
thought..."

"Yes, you should have," was the terse, cold reply.

There was a moment of silence. Strickland turnetivealked to the
bed, staring down at the pristine neatness ofat®is, which only
emphasized the terrible emptiness. Olivia stoodclwag him,

overwhelmed with her guilt. How deeply had he basunded by
being kept in the dark about his wife's illnessdAow great was
her—Olivia's—responsibility for that wound?

Nevertheless, she reminded herself, he was notothlg one
wounded. The entire family had suffered over Céadeath— and
perhaps Perry most of all. In all this display efifity, bitter
recrimination and guilt, were they forgetting they®

"My lord," she said tentatively, "I agree that..h&ve made an
unforgivable mistake. But | don't think I'm mistakabout Perry. He
doesn't deserve—"



"Damnation,"he spat out, wheeling around, "don't you ester®? Is
there nothing which will keep you from this evetiag
interference?"

This sudden vituperation made her jump. "Wh-What?l lonly..."
she stammered.

"You only want to throw my inadequacies in my faééell, | don't
need you to do that, my dear. | can do it quitd aelmy own."

"l didn't mean—"

"Yes, you did. Yowalwaysmean to put me in the wrong. You've trie
to show me in the past that | didn't know how toableusband, and
nowyou want to show me that | don't know how to bather. Very
well, ma'am. You've shown me. But what abypo&l Take a look at
yourself my dear. You've been a meddling busybody fronfitise
You've brought trouble and contention with you wénesr you've
come on the scene." He turned away from her irudisgHave done,
woman," he muttered savagely, "and leave me alone!"

Stunned, Olivia clapped her hand to her mouthifte she cry that
sprang to her throat, and she ran from the roomh&tesaid words
like these to her before, but this time they strbhek to the soul.
Before, they had been merely angry words, spokdnarheat of the
moment and not very deeply felt. But this time thesre wrung out
of the depths of him, and they struck her on tlesHrwound of her
guilt with the ring of truth.

Trembling, she stumbled to her room and crawled lr@d. All night
long, she wept. Early the next morning, she patiezdhings and left
the house. A stableboy was prevailed upon to takéhe curricle and
drive her to Devizes where she would catch the todilondon. As
she looked back at Langley Park from the rear wawndd the
carriage, her tears began to flow again. If thatsleowvas to be put in



order... if the children were to be helped overnrtihess... and if
Strickland was to recover from his bitter griethe task would have
to be done by someone else. Heeddling interference-if indeed
that was what it was—was at an end.



chapter eleven

Miss Elspeth Deering, governess to Lord Stricklauetiildren, could
bear no more. In the four months since Lady Staic#tls passing, she
had watched the goings-on with quiet dismay, betdstold herself
that it was not her place to say or do anythingjsié could do was to
care for the needs of the children and try to sethtkir fears. But her
efforts had not been enough. Without Miss Oliviatters had gone
from bad to worse. And this latest crisis was,Her, the last straw.

She paced about her little bedroom, nervously shiogtback the
wisps of hair which had come loose from the kndhatback of her
head. She was troubled to the core. She knewtlikatas not the sort
to perform decisive actions. In all her life, shelkken a
drifter—floating along with the tide of events wailt in any way
taking control of them. She had done her fatheddibg when she
was young, and then, when he'd died and she waswoed, an aunt
had found the post at Langley Park for her. Shenlexér been forced
to make decisions for herself. Now, for the fitgte in her life, she
was faced with a situation which called out fori@tt a situation
which seemed fraught with danger—not for herself fmxr her
charges, Perry in particular. If she didn't takettera in her own
hands, the poor little fellow might be completehdone.

Hastily, she pulled out from her chest of drawer®w necessary
garments and stuffed them into a small, shabbyégatalise which
her father had used to carry his Bible and sernaiasnto and from
the vicarage. It was too small for her needs, towts the only piece
of luggage she owned and would therefore have t&d@he busily
crammed a clean petticoat, a pair of warm stockirags extra
handkerchief and a few other essentials into thieers of the bag,
her mind reviewed the events of the past few mowikis renewed
agitation.



She realized now that things had not been so vadyvthile Miss
Olivia had been among them, although at the tineg ttad seemed
gloomy enough. But at least the young woman hadt ke
household in some semblance of peace and orden. NMiss Olivia
had had a quarrel with his lordship, during whiabdording to Tilda,
the upstairs maid, who'd claimed to have "overHetirel altercation
and repeated the tale to the scullery maid whadlitdo the Cook,
who'd ladled out the news, along with the soug\veryone else on
the household staff) he'd called Miss Olivia a nieddbusybody.
Tilda had reported that his lordship had been mioasty cruel. If the
story was true, it was no wonder that Miss Olivadl ldecided to go
back to London. Who could blame her?

But since that day the atmosphere in the housdaddbeen grim.
The children were miserable, the servants sullehdisorderly, and
Lord Strickland himself almost impossible to apmina

Through it all, Miss Elspeth had endeavored toldhilee children

from the worst of the confusion. In this, she hae tvaluable

assistance of Mr. Clapham. Although she still deddi the tutor

personally, she had to admit that he was devotedliective of the

children, especially Perry. He seemed to care icharge as much
as she, and he did his best to keep the boy bejtodpied with

pleasant things. She herself spent all her wakiogrhwith the

children, soothing them when their mother's abseveswhelmed

them, inventing games to keep them amused, maleniic that

their health, their eating habits, their cleanlsv@sd their outdoor
exercises should not be neglected. She noticedhdator, too, kept
his eyes on them both, almost as aware of thegisnas she was.

Therefore she was particularly incensed when, yasterday, Lord
Strickland peremptorily gave Mr. Clapham the s&tik.lordship had
paid an unexpected visit to the schoolroom anddised that Perry,
with Mr. Clapham's approval and encouragement, stilsplaying

with his imaginary companion, Sir Budgidore. Hiedship had fallen



into a fury and, right before the horrified eyedaf son, had told the
white- faced tutor to pack his things and take leifnsff the premises
within a fortnight. "You have a fortnight and nateomore day to find
another post, do you hear?" Lord Strickland hadeded. "And in the
meantime, you areot to permit my son to indulge in these idiotic
imaginings!"

Elspeth and little Amy, overhearing the commotidrad come
running from the nursery to the schoolroom doonrjsst as Lord
Strickland had lurched out. He brushed by Elspeth svperemptory
order to "stop gaping, and get back where you lggtoBut before
Elspeth turned to do as she was bid, she cauglmpsg of Perry's
stricken face, and her heart had dropped downrnstues.

Her alarm for the boy's state of mind proved tguséfied. Later that
afternoon, she found Perry sitting beside his erbpty; staring down
at the pillow with a forlorn face. "Sir Budgidors dying," he told
Miss Elspeth tragically. "Do you suppose he willigoto heaven like
Mama?"

Poor Miss Elspeth was dumfounded. What was thefgignce in
Perry's mind of Sir Budgidore's possible demisa?ibinean he was
dispensing with his imaginary playmate because isfduilt over
causing Mr. Clapham to lose his post? Or was themething even
moreforbidding in this development? She knew that L&tdckland
would expect her to tell the boy that there wa#iyrea Sir Budgidore
and therefore that he couldn't die... but she h#de'heart to say so.
"What makes you think Sir Budgidore is so sick® akked gently.

"He told me," Perry said, his underlip tremblinge'sides, you can
see how he looks. He can't even get up out of béellboked at Miss
Elspeth in hopeless misery. "With Mama gone, andtAivie, too . .

. and soon Mr. Clapham ... | don't know whom | ktadk to when Sir

Budgidore dies."



"But you still have me.. .and Amy," the governesgygested
earnestly.

"Yes. But Amy is so little you know... and reallgebn't understand
about important things like the Round Table. Andi yre so busy
with her most of the time—"

"Not too busy for you, love, if you need me," thevgrness said
tenderly. "Besides, you can't bertainthat Sir Budgidore won't get
better."

"How canhe get better? No one here knows how to make rety"'w
Perry said despondently.

It was then that Miss Elspeth got her inspirati8he knew at once
what had to be done, and she knew #hethad to set about doing it.
"Do you think you can take care of Sir Budgidore dofew days...

until I can fetch Miss OliviaBSheknows how to make him well,
doesn't she?"

Perry blinked up at her uncertainly, almost aftaitet himself hope.
"Oh, couldyou fetch her, Miss Elspeth? That would be thg #eing,

wouldn't it, Sir Budgidore?" He bent over the paldo hear the
knight's answer and then gave the governess aitentanile. "He
says he feels better already."

Thus committed to take action, Miss Elspeth setualpeaking her
plans. She would go to London herself and conviMs Olivia to

come back. She would make Miss Olivia see thatyReemotions
were stretched to the breaking point. His sensiiaeire could not
endure another loss of someone to whom he had gattached. At
this painful time of his life, he could not affotd lose either his
imaginary companion or the tutor whose devotionhtm was

unguestionable. Elspeth, in her determination tteat the poor,



troubled boy from stress beyond his endurance alvast to take the
first decisive step of her. life.

When her valise was packed, she put on her wanvasen shawl

"and her best bonnet and left her room. She chettkeddjoining

bedrooms to make certain that both children wezepmhg soundly,
and then she marched courageously down to theefrtnd of the
third-floor corridor and tapped at Mr. Clapham'ssddAfter a long

moment, it was opened. The tutor peered out irgadtimness of the
hallway from behind his spectacles, blinking in mige. "Miss

Elspeth? Is there anything wrong?"

"There's something I... | must discuss with ydumean, | know this
Is a bit shocking, but may | come in for just &'".Her voice trailed
off in its usual, indecisive manner.

"Yes, please do," he said, stepping back and pinmiber to pass
into his room. He noted with some surprise thatvehg attired for the
outdoors and carried a valise. "Are you goavepy?"

"Yes. That's why | had to.. .that is, | must ask yo watch over the
children while I'm gone, no matter what..."

Mr. Clapham frowned at her in confusion. He hadagisvfound the
governess to be a muddleheaded sort, unable tk syda proper
clarity. He took the valise from her hand and urped to a chair.
"You must forgive the confusion here, Miss Elspdthe already
begun to pack my books, you see."

She looked around the small room with interest.I&tenever visited
him before and was surprised at the spartan appssaraf his
quarters. Her own room was quite pretty, with flogee dimity
curtains at the window and some framed paintingtherwalls. Mr.
Clapham's room, however, was smaller than hersqaitd bare of
decoration. He'd covered two walls with a numbeingprovised



shelves on which he'd stacked a great many boaksthle room

contained only the most necessary of furnishingssall, crowded
desk in one corner, a commode with a plain bowl@taher near his
bed, and the one chair on which she was sittingth@rfloor was a
box which he had evidently been filling with theolks he'd piled on
his bed. She suddenly felt quite sorry for him. rHest have led a
lonelier and bleaker existence than she'd suspetibdt's quite all
right, Mr. Clapham. | don't find much confusion &er but | don't
know why you're packing so soon. Lord Stricklanid sefortnight..."

The tutor sighed. "Yes, but | thought | might adlyge now as later."

"Oh, no, youmustn't" Elspeth cried. "You must promise to stay a
long as possible. Perry will be heartbroken, yooviknif you..."

The tutor frowned unhappily and sank down on thee bieknow. But
he may as well become used to it. And | may as begjin to look for
a new post as soon as | can.”

"But I'm going to London to speak to Miss Oliviacaib you, you
see..."

"You're going to see Mis®livia?" the astonished tutor asked
"About me?"

"Yes. Well, notonly about you of course, but... I'm sureshe can he
you, too, if she..."

Mr. Clapham made a nervous, impatient gesture lwglthand. "Miss
Olivia won't be able to help me. She won't evaant to, after I..."
Herehis voice petered out just as hers was wont to do.

"But why not?" Elspeth asked curiously.

"Never mind. | don't think she... thinks very higlof me."



"But of course she does. That is, | always belietret she quite
approved of ... at least, | had the impression .tHat

"Had you really?" the tutor asked, his eyes brigimg. "Had she ever
saidanything to you in that regard?"

"l can't remember anything specific, of coursehalgh | certainly
believe that there were several occasions wharon@or two times,
surely, when she remarked... I'm not sure of hacewords, but..."

The tutor sighed. "Well, it doesn't matter. But,sBlElspeth, | don't
quite understand why you should wish to take itrupourself to go
to Miss Olivia in my behalf."

"It's not entirely on your behalf, you know. In faio be quite frank, it
Is only in the smallest part in your behalf. | mgstfor Perry's sake...
and Amy's too, for things in this house are becgnuite unbearable
and are bound to affedtoth children... although Perry's situatior
seems to be the most urgent, if one only looks m$oeyes, you
know..."

"l see." Mr. Clapham eyed her dubiously. "And yewgoingalone?
Without anyone's permission?"

Miss Elspeth nodded, biting her lip worriedly. "Yésust.l shall try
to catch the night mail coach at Devizes... ifl parsuade one of the
grooms to drive me there..."

"But it's dreadfully cold this evening. The skyvery threatening,
Miss Elspeth. It may evesnow"Mr. Clapham pointed out.

"Oh, | shan't mind the weather. My shawl is verynva. and they do
say that the mail coaches are so very crowdedjsoheund to feel
warm in the crush of bodies, don't you agree? Arahef it should

snow, the mail coach usually gets through. But ymst promise to



keep a close watch on the children while I'm gdfre Clapham. This
Is the most important task of all. May | count @mu§¢"

"Yes, of course. It is very good of you to takestbhpon yourself. |
quite admire you. And | shall do my very best totehaover the
children, so long as his lordship doesn't comengpaader me away."

"Oh," Elspeth cried in dismay, "you don't thinkhe wouldn't
possibly... would he? But he rarely comes up te flwor, and we
must hope that..."

With the rest of her thought unspoken, she goromm fher chair and,
squaring her shoulders resolutely, went to the .dboe tutor jumped
up, picked up her valise and the reticule she'ddiben and handed
them to her. Wishing her Godspeed, he accompareeddwn the
hall and watched until she disappeared down thersta before he
returned to his room, shaking his head with misgsi She would
lose her reticule before reaching Devizes, he sedjiand she would
be robbed of the rest of her possessions befochirepLondon. She
was too bubbleheaded to carry out such a planaAsdg he could
judge, Miss Elspeth Deering was incapable of takiegself to the
stablewithout mishap. She would never be able to caffra drip to
London, not in a hundred years.

But Elspeth Deering arrived on the doorstep of Matthews

residence in Brook Street before eight the follagummorning without

suffering a mishap greater than losing one of h@veg. The butler
answered her knock wearing an expression on hes tfaat said as
plainly as words that the hour was far too earlpegaying calls. "I
wish to s-see Miss Olivia Matthews, p-please," Elegold him as
bravely as she could while shivering with cold #&mght.



"None of the family has as yet come down to brestkfahe butler
said reprovingly. "You certainly cannot wish me dsturb Miss
Matthews so early."

"N-No, of course not," Elspeth said, looking abbet desperately,
wondering where she was to go on this freezing mgrwhile she
waited for a more appropriate hour to pay her call.

The butler, seeing her shiver again, softenedugpsse there would
be no objection to your waiting inside," he said aeached for her
valise.

She followed him into the entryway and down a shatlway. There,
at the side of the stairway, he motioned her tiffatall-backed chair
and placed her bag beside it. "You may sit here,5did coldly and
left her.

She sat down meekly, pulled off her one glove adefd her hands
in her lap, uncomfortably aware of having blunderiadat an
awkward hour and wondering at the reception Miswi®would
give her. Soon a step on the stairway set her In@anmering. An
elderly gentleman came into view as he turned filoenstairway and
strolled in her direction. She recognized him ateoas Sir Octavius
Matthews—she'd caught a glimpse of him at his deargh
funeral—and she jumped up and dropped a quick eurtSir
Octavius' eyes brushed her face without interesteasalked right
past her. "Good morning," he murmured absentlyticomg without
a pause down the hall and disappearing into a pesybrway. His
indifference to the presence of a stranger in haiwlay was
completely unsettling. Elspeth began to fear tlet should never
have come. Perhaps she should run out of this pladdly back to
Langley Park before...

But her thoughts of flight were aborted by the awpace of the
butler with a breakfast tray. The smell of friedrheeminded her that



she hadn't eaten for many hours, and she wondetieel butler was
bringing the tray to her. But he did not glancehier direction.
Instead, he paraded down the hall to the roomvitiich Sir Octavius
had gone. A moment later he emerged without the drad, still
paying her not the slightest heed, marched batketmether regions
of the house.

This lack of attention to. her existence was exélgmnnerving. Her
pulse began to race uncomfortably and her indectigiew. Another
heavy step on the stair, however, kept her frornener place. This
time, a younger gentleman appeared, rounding thensty in his
turn. It was Miss Olivia's brother, Charles Mattlsewhose high
forehead and keen eyes had excited her admirati@mwhe'd seen
him at Langley Park. She felt her pulse race ewastef and hoped
desperately that he would ignore her as his father But Charles
stopped in his tracks and stared at the unexpeas@dr sitting so
stiffly in his hallway, his eyebrows raised inqagly. "How do you
do, ma'am?" he asked politely. "Are you waitinggomeone?"

"Y-Yes, sir," Elspeth said, getting up awkwardigdabobbing
diffidently. "I've come to s-see Miss Olivia, pleds

"Oh, | see." The young man smiled at her reasslytingm her
brother, Charles. | believe I've seen you befdrevds at Langley,
was it not?"

Elspeth blushed and her hand flew to her forehedatush away a
wisp of hair that had fallen over one eye. "Yes, Matthews. It is...
most kind in you to remember me. I'm Elspeth Degrgoverness to
Lord Strickland's children, you see, and I..."

Charles waited politely for the lady to finish hesntence, but not
another word was forthcoming. "But why are youirggttout here in
the hallway, Miss Deering?" he asked when he redlshe would say
no more. "And why has no one taken your shawlihktijou must be



frozen! Come in to the drawing room where theréasn sure, a nice
fire. You can warm yourself while | fetch my sister

"Oh, no, sir, don't do that! That is, I'm sure ya®... very kind ... but
| would not wish to disturb ... | shall be happywait for her right
here..."

"No need for that, Miss Deering," Charles said raéteother brief
pause. "If you'll not permit me to call her, you shat least let me
make you comfortable while you wait. Please leteseort you to the
drawing room."

"Oh... thank you, sir, but I'm quite comfortabl¢hat is, | would not
wish to put you out..."

Charles looked at her in some bafflement. Therh wghrug, he said,
"Very well, then. Miss Deering, if you're certalrete's nothing | can
do for you, I'll take myself off." He made a littk®w and continued
down the hall. Suddenly he paused and turned badtlet. "l say,
have you breakfasted? Because if you haven'telitebghted to have
your company at the breakfast table."

Elspeth, who had sunk down on her chair as soo@hasles had
turned away, jumped nervously to her feet againelfW've not

exactly breakfasted,"” she murmured awkwardly, "®uentleman
who sat next to me ... on the mail, you knowwas kind enough to
give me some bread and cheese... and I'm notdestliall hungry . . .
although | do thank you for your . . . quite oveeihing kindness...
and | don't wish to keep you from your..."

"You have offered me a great many thanks for vitte | my dear,”
Charles said in amusement, studying the young wocoaiously.
"You can't pretend that a bit of bread and chessani adequate
breakfast on a day like this." The girl was a gjeareature, he noted.
Her conversation was somewhat disjointed, but @saslas touched



by the frightened look in her eyes, the rednedseofupturned little
nose, and the way her fingers nervously twistedoherglove as she
spoke. "Oh, come along with me, do! Here, let nke tgour shawl. If
nothing else, you can do with a cup of hot tea aonwyou."

Without permitting her to resist, he removed thavdhfrom her
shoulders and threw it over the bannister. Theingaone icy little
hand in his, he pulled her forcibly behind him ithhe morning room.

When the butler appeared with another tray and dooer sitting
opposite Mr. Matthews in apparent familiarity, ms&nner to her
became more deferential. She was supplied with neggs, hot
biscuits, ham slices, toast, jam and jellies thae sould have
consumed in a week of breakfasts. Through all tis,Matthews
kept up a stream of polite conversation, pausinyg tlmurge more
food on her, intending to set her at ease, butbshebecame more
uncomfortable than before. What would Miss Olithank when she
came down and discovered that her brother-in-lg@\gernessvas
sitting at her breakfast table, being treated &kéhonored guest and
taking up her brother's time and attention? Inesmt Charles
Matthews' urging, she could not make herself datea She was too
fearful of what Miss Olivia might say when she digered that the
reliable Miss Elspeth had deserted her post ana bt all this way
to London for the express purpose of complaininguabthe
gentleman who employed her.

She had not so very long to stew in apprehensmmiviiss Olivia
soon appeared in the morning room doorway. Sheetamidntly not
been told that a guest was present, for she wasrtadis in the
newspaper she was holding in her hand. "l say, |IEharshe
remarked without lifting her eyes, "have you sebis? They've
arrested Leigh and John Hunt, simply because of tiley wrote in
the Examinerabout the Prince last year. Of all the dastardly—"



She looked up from the paper to find herself starimto Miss
Elspeth's very frightened eyes. "M-Miss Olivia—"etlyoverness
stammered, starting from her chair.

"Miss Elspeth" Olivia gasped in immediate alarm. "What are yo
doing here? Goodord, has something dreadful happened
Langley?"

"N-No... no!" Elspeth said quickly. She hadn't metmnalarm Miss
Olivia unduly. She was doing everything wrong. Shast say
something reassuring. "Nothing seery dreadful ..." she said
awkwardly, belatedly realizing that reassuring Midsvia was just
the thing she oughtot to do. Her throat choked up, and her worc
became mired down in indecision and confusion. dtdgrself out of
the fix, she did the only thing she could think thie only thing she
ever did in times of stress—she burst into tears.



chapter twelve

When Olivia was finally able to extract from theepéng governess a
passably intelligible account of the happeningkaatgley Park (her

efforts at communication with Miss Elspeth consaiidy hampered

not only by the girl's natural incoherence but nafes' repeated and
irritating warnings to "stop badgering the poortthishe knew she

had to leave for Langley at once. But all sortsngfediments, both

natural and man-made, seemed to loom up to bawder

The situation was very much like a nightmare—the gbnocturnal
adventure in which the dreamer has an urgent e tadparticular
and distant place and is prevented from gettingetbg all kinds of
phantasmagorical obstructions. In this case, hgereass to take
herself to her nephew's side seemed to grow magentiras one
obstruction after another appeared to block her. Wagt, there was
Charles. He refused to let her question Miss Elspattil the
governess had been taken to the ..drawing rooma|led in the wing
chair near the fire, given a sip of brandy and pibech to overcome
her bout of tears. Miss Elspeth's tears gave Olhasgfirst indication
that she was about to become involved in a nigrgm@&harles
insisted that she should not question the governedgg Miss
Elspeth's crying had ceased, but since the youngrgess would
burst into fresh lachrymal outpourings each timads said or did
something kind (and Charles was behaving more kitwdthe young
woman than Olivia could bear), Olivia despairecdwoérseeing Miss
Elspeth dry her eyes.

The second obstacle was her own reluctance tonrétutangley
Park. According to the disjointed report Miss Elpgave, his
lordship was still in residence at Langley and siwo inclination
to return to London. Olivia didn't know if she hte courage to face
him again. Her feelings of guilt for having withbdefrom him the
truth of her sister's illness had not abated, lert dislike of his
arrogance, his arbitrary domination of the liveshafse around him



and his Tory views of the world had not abatedegitAlthough she
could not forget her sister's entirely differenéwiof his character,
and the tenderness and pain in his face when lwefte do her
bedside, she still clung to her habitual, unchaggevulsion toward
him. Yet sometimes she found herself thinking om hwith a

dawning, if reluctant, admiration. This confusirangict of feelings

was complicated by her memory of a shatteringijtilind completely
disturbing embrace which she could not manage dseefrom her
mind. To have to face him again was not a pleasingpect.

But this obstacle would have to be overcome. Haess last words
to her had been a plea to watch over the famili?elfry needed her,
she had no choice but to go to his side. As theu@dMliss Elspeth
painted of the unhappy boy pierced her consciogsn@divia's
determination to return to Langley hardened. Theas no question
but that she must leave at once.

No sooner had she made up her mind, however, wigamghtmarish
iImpediments began to multiply. Even Nature hersedpped in to
make difficulties for her. All during the previougeek the frosty air
and the heavy skies seemed to presage snow, b fiake had
fallen. Now, however, at the very moment she detidemake her
departure, the snow began to fall. By the time gwtmanteau had
been packed, the roadway was covered with a blasfkehite. To
leave for Wiltshire in these circumstances wouldehaeen foolhardy
indeed, for it was obvious that the roads wouldthbe impassable.
There was nothing for it but to wait until the stohad passed. But
the snow did not abate that day, and Olivia grithext teeth in
frustration as she sent a housemaid to ready the dedroom for
Miss Elspeth.

The wait for the snow to cease falling seemed esdlall that day
and during the interminable night that followedjwal seemed to
hear her sister's voice asking her to watch oweclhdren. Why, she
asked herself repeatedly, had she let her pride—&tndkland's



rudeness—drive her from their sides? She slepflyp@ad fitfully
and seemed to hear Perry's weeping as a backgrouad her
dreams.

To her relief, the morning dawned clear. Tellingdedf that the
nightmarish feeling that had haunted her sincgytwerness's arrival
would soon be at an end, she hurried downstainst & the
coachman and succeeded in convincing him thatahésrwould be
adequately clear by noon and that they could eesdlgh Langley by
eight or nine that night. To her chagrin, howewdiss Elspeth
appeared at the breakfast table looking heavy-tidaéad ill,
reluctantly admitting in response to Olivia's qimshg that she had,
indeed, caught a chill. "But | don't refine onabtmuch, Miss Olivia.
| shan't permit a slight indisposition to deter fnmm the journey."

"A slightindisposition?" Olivia asked suspiciously, putteaband on
the governess's forehead. "You are feverish, ifljodge."”

"It's only the slightest flush," Miss Elspeth irtsd, edging away
from Olivia and throwing on her shawl, determinegtove that she
was quite capable of proceeding with their plai® You think we

shall be able to depart shortly, or shall we havevait until the

afternoon when ... er ... the sun has had a chtance er...?"

Olivia, guiltily aware of the young woman's wate&yes and flushed
cheeks, nevertheless tried to ignore the probl&ve Shall be on our
way by noon," she said firmly.

But Charles stepped in and put his foot down. "N owt depart at
noon, my girl," he declared. "In fact, you'll natmhrtat all today.
Miss Deering will return to bed until her fever famsnpletely abated.
To go outdoors in this cold while one is feveristoud be
disastrous."



"Charles is quite right,” Olivia agreed reluctantlyou must go back
to bed. But Charles, why may | not leave anyway8sMiIspeth can
follow later, when she has quite recovered."

"But ... to travel all alone ... is it quite thertg to . . . ?" Miss Elspeth
asked weakly.

"I've traveled alone any number of times," Oliviecthred. "l don't
see why | can't do so now."

To Olivia's intense relief, Charles made no obgattand the carriage
was permitted to depart for Langley at the appdirtteur. She sat
back against the squabs, wrapped the lap robe d®yuegs and
permitted herself to hope that the nightmare waasadrawing to an
end. Because the first few hours of the trip wemeventful—the
roads having been made passable by the warmthedduih and the
tracks of the numerous vehicles which had passed tem—she
was soon lulled into complacency. She would shoatyive at
Langley Park, ready and able to take her poor neplader her
protective wing and do battle for him. But in themer of most
nightmares, just when one believes that all th&afdit obstacles that
can possibly appear have already done so, anatleaears up ahead.

As the carriage journeyed farther and farther ftmmndon, the traffic
grew thinner and the roads more difficult to traupbn. The snow
deepened as they moved westward, causing the horséswy their

pace. The trip, which normally would have takennmare than nine
hours, now seemed endless. By the time dusk fed|liNg, the

coachman, began to realize that, since they wesad} several
hours behind schedule, they were not likely to hdleir destination
that night. Fearful that the cold night air wouldrt the soft snow icy,
he suggested to Olivia that they stop at an innhfemight.

Olivia objected stubbornly, for she was impatiemtetscape from
what felt like a deepening mire of delay. But as tight darkened,



the road grew slick, and she could feel the hotsasves slipping
against the ice. Reluctantly, she agreed to penmitoachman to pull
into the nearest innyard.

The Hare and Horn was a coaching inn, a convestepping-place
for the feeding of stagecoach passengers but netrior the nicety
of its overnight accommodations. The innkeeper eyegidiia
suspiciously and demanded his money in advancgast only the
appearance of Wollins at the door— for the coachwasman elderly
retainer who, because of his dignified demeanorvegiticut livery,
gave the innkeeper pause—that saved Olivia froratgralisrespect.
"Watch yer tongue when ye speak to my mistress,ttdachman told
the innkeeper severely, "or ye'll deal wi' mydistyer beak."

"Well, 'ow wuz | t' know she's a lady?" the innkeepsked in injured
innocence. "Wut sort o' lady is it don't 'ave aanaith ‘er?"

Olivia colored and ordered her dinner with coldadih@ss. In truth,
she had never wished for, and didn't employ, agaalior her own
service. She had always been too independent tofatisassistance
in putting on her clothes or dressing her hair. 8 couldn't blame
the innkeeper for looking askance at a lady who waseling
unaccompanied. If she had anticipated spendingitiig at an inn,
she would have brought one of the housemaids weith h

However, the admonished innkeeper immediately minge ways
and served her an enormous, if tasteless, dinoeering over her
with deferential obsequiousness. He then led hariedroom which
he claimed was the best in the house but which svasll and
dank-smelling, with a ceiling so slanted that ooeld not stand erect
on the far side of the bed. She uttered no wombofplaint, however,
for her eye fell on a soft feather bed covered vaitgoose-down
comforter which was so inviting that it made up &t the other
deficiencies. She shut and locked the door andryweathe bone,
quickly stripped off her outer garments and slippe#d bed. To her



chagrin, she found the comforter smotheringly waypat if she
attempted to throw it off, she was frozen by thiel @r of the room.
No amount of poking at the small fire was suffitiém warm the
room in the slightest. Surrendering to the inev@abhe crept under
the stifling quilt, gritted her teeth and prepatecndure a sleepless
night.

Toward dawn, she fell into a heavy sleep, wakindind the sun

already high. With a cry of annoyance, she jumpeatl ad bed,

banging her head solidly against the low ceilingz&d and smarting
with pain, she nevertheless dressed hurriedly anddownstairs to
learn from the innkeeper that her coachman wasimglihe horses
around the innyard to keep them warm—and had begmy o for

more than an hour. Impatient to start out, she niadéhe door, but
the innkeeper pointed out that he had set out akbast of

steak-and-kidney pie, bacon, poached eggs, mu#iimé hot tea
especially for her. With a sigh, she sent him autirtform the

coachman that she would drink a cup of tea an@d&dyrto leave in a
moment. Hastily, without sitting down, she tookwalow of the

steaming brew and scalded her tongue. When shstatlimbed into
the carriage, with a lump swelling on her headt@rdongue burning
painfully, she wondered irritably what next woulef&ll her on this

nightmarish journey.

But no other obstacles appeared until she walkiedtive hall of the
manor house at Langley Park later that afternogou“may inform
his lordship of my arrival, Fincher," she said ke tsurprised but
obviously pleased butler as she threw off her pelend tossed it to
him, "but I'll pay my respects to him later. | wanot see Perry at
once."

Pulling off her gloves, she ran across the hugé¢ toalard the

stairway. But as she might have guessed, theldgjr@atest obstacle
appeared to bar her way. At that moment the libdagrs opened and
Strickland himself emerged. "Wellyell," he said in his usual,



sardonic style, "what have virere?Can it be Miss Olivia Matthews?
This is quite like a scene froithe Prodigals Return."”

Olivia glowered at him in chagrin. He seemed tomoop before
her—one more manifestation in the series of nighsha
impediments to obstruct her path to her nephewds. e stood
towering over her in his shirt sleeves, his nedkclapen, his face
unshaven, his entire aspect dark and forbidding. f8h tortured,
frightened, foolish and worried; she had a paihintp on her head
and a scorched tongue; she was aching in body @ntand in no

mood for arguments. "l shall be available to cosgewith you later,
my lord," she said grimly, "but at the moment I kvigou will stand
aside. | want to see Perry, and | shall pemoitone—not evenyou,

my lord—to prevent me!"

Strickland blinked at her explosion of temper atepped backward
in surprise. Preventyou, ma'am? Why should | want to do that
Whatare you talking about?"

"I am talking about you, sir. | refuse to listen aaother of your
speeches about my meddling and interfering. | Imaveatience for it
now."

"But | haven't said anything about—"

"No, not yet. But I'm certain you are forming a egle in your mind.
If you are, I'd be greatly obliged if you'd keepoityourself until later.
In the meantime, | merely wish to point out thhal/e a perfect right
to visit my sister's children, whatever you—"

"But I've never said yobhaven't' the astounded Strickland said.

Olivia was taken aback. "You haven't?"



"Of course | haven't. Have you ever heard me sayybu couldn't
see the children?"

She stared up at him suspiciously. "Well, themh.you will let me
pass—"

He stepped aside and bowed low, motioning towasedsthirway in
ironic mimicry of a footman. "Go right ahead, myade Make
yourself quite at home. This is Freedom Hall to ,ybassure you.
Freedom Hall."

She gave him one long glance of amazement andastrhpn to the
stairs. At the first landing, she glanced back wées standing where
she'd left him, looking after her with an expreasid surprise still on
his face. But when their eyes met, his look charig@&she of mocking
amusement. He made another bow, more satiric bwafirst. She put
up her chin in annoyance and continued hastilyhepstairs.

Neither of the children was in the schoolroom, et sound of Mr.,
Clapham's voice brought Olivia to the doorway ofr{?e bedroom.
She paused on the threshold to watch them befaensde her
presence known. Amy was sitting at the window, Imgjca slate on
her lap and concentrating on forming letters withhsintensity that
her tongue was sticking out of a corner of her mas if it were
trying to aid her fingers. Mr. Clapham was seatetha side of the
bed, reading aloud to a stipine Perry from Goldsisitlistory of
England. Perry, however, staring up at the ceiling, was neatly
listening. His eyes seemed to be focused on songetar away, and
the droop of his mouth gave pathetic and mute edeeof his
bewildered unhappiness. The governess had not eratgd in her
description of his precarious state of mind. Oliwis very glad she'd
come.

"Gorgana, the enchantress, awaits you," she anedumdth a
mischievous laugh. "How can you remain cooped ue redoors



when I've transformed the whole outdoors into awsnovered
fairyland just for you?"

"Aunt Wivie, Aunt Wivie!" Amy squealed in delight, dropping hel
chalk and hopping out of her chair. Perry's headew, his mouth
dropped open, and he stared at Olivia in disbedbfle the tutor, his
eyes wide in adoring relief, got awkwardly to heetf. Amy flew
across the room and was enveloped in a warm hiwen Ohivia went
to the bed and sat down beside her nephew. Thediayp, peered at
her for a moment, and then fell against her wittdesperate
eagerness, hugging her tightly and burying his hedkr shoulder.
"l thought you... weren't coming," he said, choked.

Over the boy's head, Olivia looked across at thertther eyes
guestioning. He made a shrugging motion, as ia{g 4 don't know
what'swrong with him."

She nodded and looked down at Perry. "Let me tajeod look at
you, Perry, love," she said, determinedly cheetisimy has grown
so much in the short time I've been gone, | carcebacredit it. What
about you? I'll wager you've grown a whole inch."

"You've been gone &ong time," he corrected, releasing her an
looking at her reprovingly.

"Yes, you're right. It seems like an age, doedfi'tAre you sick.
Perry? Is that why you're in bed?"

"l don't..." Perry began but finished with a snsagjh.

"He hasn't felt well enough to get up these last days," the tutor
explained, "but the doctor says he's quite weéit dubit tired out."

"Papa said | could stay in bed for today, but | nget up tomorrow,”"
Perry added wearily.



"Does somethingpurt you, Perry? Your head? Or your stomach?"

"Just something in here." The boy put a hand owclinest. "It feels so
heavy sometimes. Miss Elspeth said it's only thgrmes, and |
shouldn't mind it. She went to fetch you, you knomhen Sir
Budgidore fell ill."

"Yes, she did. And here | am."

His underlip began to tremble. "Sir Budgidore digol) know. You
didn't come in time."

Olivia pulled him into her arms and cradled hisdhea her shoulder.
"I'm so sorry, love. We shall miss him at the Rodiadble. Perhaps,
tonight, after supper, we can hold a dedicatioemeny—dedicate
one of the seats at the Round Table to be forallmdcthe Budgidore
Chair in his honor. Would you like that?"

Perry lifted his head and looked at her with brgimg eyes. "Oh,
yes, lwould.Why can't we do it right now?"

Mr. Clapham cleared his throat. "Lord Strickland loadered that we
. er...refrain from playing the Round Tagéme, you know."

"Oh, don't worry about that,” Olivia said with nextof- fact
cheerfulness, smiling reassuringly at her neph&wetything will
be—"

"Er ... Miss Olivia ... | wouldn't . . ." Mr. Cllnam said, his voice
frightened.

Olivia serenely smoothed her nephew's hair from foighead.
"There's not the slightest need to be concernadehd to speak to
his lordship on the matter myself. This very dayfact."

"Do you indeed?" came a sardonic voice from thendag.



"Papal!" little Amy chortled cheerfully, toddling tthe door and
taking his hand. "Aw we going to wide?"

Strickland, standing in the doorway and regardirsgsister- in-law
with glinting eyes and upraised brows, merely ghltis daughter on
the head. "Not today, little one. There's too msisbw on the path.
Besides, | gather that your Aunt Olivia wishes &wvéd a chat with
me."

Olivia, startled, felt her heart begin to race. SYkbdowish to have a
talk with you, my lord. But not just at this momeént

"This is avery good time,he said meaningfully, the glare in his eye
an unmistakable order.

Olivia had had quite enough frustration. Her hetldl ached, her
tongue still burned, and her heart was hammeringein chest in
fear—a fear that she wanted desperately to hide Rerry's alarmed
scrutiny. She put up her chin bravélyater, sir, if you don't mind.
The children and | have a great deal to talk abait"

His lordship's lips tightened, and the muscle is jaw worked
angrily. "Now!" he barked.

Perry started, and his whole body twitched in féaon't have a row,
Aunt Livie," he urged, his voice trembling. "I d4alb have to play
Round Table. It's all right. | don't want P- Pap#&¢ angry with you."

Olivia pulled the boy into a protective embracerglg up accusingly
at Strickland. "Your father isotangry with me. Are you, my lord?"

Before he could respond, Perry gave a choking"ss, heis! | can
t-tell! He's going to send you away again!"



"l shall do no such thing," Strickland exclaimetlirgy. "What sort of
monster do you think I am?"

Perry's face came up from Olivia's shoulder. H&éalbat his father,
his face strained and suspicious. "l think | feigk sagain,” he
murmured.

"Here, love, lie down," Olivia said soothingly, satbing his pillows

and easing him down on them. "Your father didn‘amt® upset you.
We aren't going to have a row, and he isn't gaingeihd me away.
Isn't that right, my lord?"

Lord Strickland looked from one to the other ingdist. "Of course
that's right,” he muttered. Then he fixed a medmningye on Olivia's
face. "Nevertheless, | would like to exchange a¥eawds with you,
ma'am.”

Perry sat up fearfully. "But not to have a row,"gleaded, instantly
alarmed again. "Do you promise?"

His lordship's brows drew together thoughtfully.ddn't have rows
with everyone | speak to," he said, coming up &ldd and frowning
down at his son. "What makes you so afraid wetleharow?"

Perry looked up at him, his mouth quivering. "Well. know you
don't I-like me to play R-Round Table... but Aumtike says it will be
all right to play... so therelsoundto be a r-row, isn't there?"

Olivia squeezed the boy's hand. "Only a differesfagpinion, love. It
needn't be a quarrel.”

"Quite right," Strickland said curtly. "There is necessity at all for
quarreling." He looked at Olivia with a marked dmuiion of
hostility. "Very well, ma'am, finish your visit witthe children if you
wish. But we shall continue our... er... differeredeopinion later. |



shall expect you in the library before you changedinner, if you
please."

The tone was cold, but Olivia realized that heatlema concession.
Had he been upset by the boy's obvious alarm?dsked up into his
face but could find no answer in his impassive ld@s you wish,
my lord," she said, turning her eyes back to hehee.

There was a moment of silence, and then Stricklafidhe room.
When the sound of his footsteps had died awayyReghed deeply.
"l suppose we won't be able to have the ceremamry all," he said,
his voice dull and hopeless.

"The one for Sir Budgidore?" Olivia asked. "@jfursewe will."

"Really?" Perry looked up at her, scarcely ablpaamit himself to
hope. "Won't Papa tell you not to permit it?"

Olivia's eyes glinted and her fingers clenched.uifather," she said
with a missionary's zeal, "will do nothing of thats"

The firmness of her tone relieved him. He sat uhwigrin and gave
his aunt a quick hug. "Then let's do it now," hgadat eagerly. "Right
now!"

"No, dearest. | don't think now's the time."
"Why not?" His face clouded again. "You said—"

"Yes, but tonight will be better. Right now, youdsfimy are going to
dress in your warmest clothes, your mittens and goloshoes, and
we're going out to play in the snow."

"Oh, how wovewy," Amy gurgled happily. "Get outloéd, Pewwy,
and wet's find Tiwda. We can ask hew to dwess osee!"



After turning the children over to the housemaid owlvas
temporarily caring for them in Miss Elspeth's aluser©livia walked
out of the room, having promised the children tinair afternoon
would be glorious, "all sparkling and brilliant afrdsty... and we'll
make great big footprints in the snow, and tossvbradis, and have
all manner of fun." She was followed out by Mr. gitam. Once in
the hallway, he approached her shyly. "1 can'ytall how relieved |
am to see you, Miss Matthews," he told her.

"Yes, | know, Mr. Clapham. Thank you for the exestl care you've
evidently given the children."

He shrugged modestly. "Shall | get dressed and ttadw@® outside?
Perhaps you'd rather go downstairs and see hishigrd

"No, thank you. I'll play with the children myselfintend to see his
lordship now, while the children are dressing. Vdon't you take a
rest for the afternoon?"

"Very well, then, ma'am. If you're certain | wob& needed, I'll go
ahead with my packing."

"Packing?"

The tutor's smile faded. "Didn't Miss Elspeth tgdlu? I've been
discharged."

"Yes, she did. But you are not to pay any attertioothat. Everything
Is going to be fine from now on. | shall see tb it.

He looked at her dubiously. "I...don't think so,sBliMatthews. His
lordship was quite definite, you see, when he shcke. You will

have quite enough to...I mean, | wouldn't wishylou to . . . er . ..
come to points with his lordship enyaccount.”



"It will not be on your account but on Perry's. Aaslfor coming to
points with him," Olivia responded, her jaw firmbet, "it's about
time somebodyook him on. It's not a good thing for a man tedhis
own way about everything. It makes him a tyrant."

She went quickly down the hall to the stairway,edetined to face
the tyrant before her courage deserted her. The ltudked after her
with admiration but nevertheless quite doubtfulhef success. "A
tyrant he is," Mr. Clapham muttered to himself assent down the
hall to his room. "l wish her luck with him. Sheiked it."



chapter thirteen

She paused outside the library door to, as hehératamie would
say, gird up her loins for battle. She felt ill-guued for the
encounter, for the lump on her head was distralgtipginful, and the
strain of the past three days was beginning to stsa in the tremor
of her fingers and the nervous twitching of a mestlher cheek. She
struggled against an almost overpowering temptatigaarn and flee,
but she knew she could not. Too much depended psuteess in
this skirmish. So she tapped on the door and ehtere

Strickland was sitting at the far side of the robefore a window,
reading a letter. The draperies had been openg&dvids enough to
provide him with a beam of light in which to se&eldimness of the
rest of the room contrasted sharply with the brigitt of light in

which he sat. He had to peer intently into the shadto make out
who had come in. "Oh, it's you," he muttered, thngmhe letter
upon a chairside table and getting to his feetdith't expect you
quite so soon."

"I'd like to come to an understanding as soon &sipte, my lord,"
she said with more assurance than she felt.

"Good," Strickland said, striding across the roammconfront her..
"Therefore, | suggest that you listen to me cahgfab that your
understanding will be complete. You're my late \gifeister, and as
such you're always welcome in this house. The amidhold you in
great affection—as evidently you do them—and I've wish to
suppress or subvert that relationship. Howeverustmemind you
again that Perry is my son, and | will brook ncenférence in my
management of him. It iswho will make the decisions relating to his
nurturing, his education, his pastimes and whatelse concerns
him."



"Yes, of course,” Olivia interjected, taken aback the cold
objectivity of his tone, "but—"

"Don't interrupt, please. We've both given our veotiat we shall
have no row. You need merdigten.l have only this to add. You, my
dear, must accept my decisions without question rafréin from
undermining those decisions in your conversatioiis the boy and
with those | employ to care for him. | hope my miegns quite clear
and that | shall have no need to repeat this spedtie future."

"But... may | not everdiscusswith you those decisions of yours
which | believe to be in error?" she asked, aghast.

"I have nothing further to say." He went back t® lgchair and
resumed his reading of his letter.

Olivia gritted her teeth in rage. "You canrggriouslyexpect me
to—" she began, following him across the room.

He didn't even look up from his page. "That id &lhve to say to you,
ma'am.”

"But on the matter of the Round Table game... dmal tutor's
discharge..." she insisted urgently, trying to eamher fury. "Surely
we candiscuss—"

"I'm afraid I've said all | intend to." He stood,ugossed to the door
and held it open for her. "Good afternoon, my déaope you and
the children enjoy your romp in the snow."

Olivia was so infuriated she could barely breatBke thought a
blood vessel in her neck would burs©Odooh! she exploded,
stamping a foot in frustration. "You airapossible!"



"Yes, | suppose | am. You are, of course, free icu$s my
shortcomings whenever you like. Although at thement'm quite
busy."

Speechless, seething, and completely at a losstalked across the
room and swept out past him, not even favoring\Wwith so much as
a glance. Her stormy exit had not the slightegtatfbn him, however.
He merely closed the door quietly behind her.

She wheeled about and stared at the closed doarddeedhe! He'd
treated her as if she were a mere hireling—a mandasit in his
employ whom he could order about at willl The wétgrant" was
too good for him! She trembled in helpless impognganting to
scream, to kick the door, or, better still, to kigkn!

The sound of clumsy but eager footsteps on thesstaught her ear.
The children clambered down the stairs, barelyaestd by Tilda,
dressed and impatient for the outdoors. With enosredfort, Olivia
pulled herself together, put on a smile and wenneet them. She
would have to postpone making a decision about wietshe would
do in regard to their father. Whatever her nexp stas to be, it was
something that would have to wait.

Later, stumbling through the snow after the chihdrevhose
high-pitched laughter struck the cold air like ting bells (a sound
that was as healing to her spirit as it was tor#heDlivia found that
her mind was unable to refrain from reviewing thatest
confrontation with her dastardly brother-in-law.wwas she to keep
him from stubbornly and autocratically strippingorft his son
everything in the child's life that made him fealppy and secure?
Certainly another confrontation would be useledt wiich a tyrant,
she realized. In all their previous altercationse'd come away
decidedly the loser. What could she say or do tadalwsing again?
Perhaps she had to find a more promising way towdigahim than
confrontation.



But every encounter with Strickland seemed to become
confrontation. How could she make him listen to Wwe&hout falling
into disagreement? While she dodged snowballshiedisnowflakes
from the children's reddened cheeks and rescued #omy snow
drifts that proved to be too deep for her, Oliviaiseid probed for an
answer. Shéiad to discover what it was in their relationship the
made them antagonistic from the outset.

A soft ball of snow, well aimed by her nephew, #pled squarely in
her face at the precise moment when a sudden insigick her
mind. While the boy cackled in mischievous glesde his aunt gasp
in surprise, topple back and sputteringly ejectautinful of snow,
she—even while blinking and choking—found herselfiimg over
this new ideaStrickland saw her as an enemy!

Olivia had always been aware that her brotheramdaln't like her...

that he thought of her as an eccentric and old4staildluestocking.

She was also aware that he was infuriated at whatdged to be her
interference in his family life. But it had not agced to her before
that her brother-in- law might very well look updmer as a
foe—perhaps even a venomous and bitter one. Tlaesiteck with

the force of a revelation!

After all, she had accosted him on more than ormgion with
accusations of very serious crimes: adultery fa, @md the abuse of
his son for another. It was perhaps not very ssirggithat he viewed
her with belligerence whenever he saw her. He might well have
felt a need talefenchimself against her attacks by attacking hersn h
turn.

Picking herself up from the snow, brushing off hskirts and
scooping up a handful of snow to prepare to chased&phew with a
retributive counterattack, she smiled to hersethwatisfaction. She
had come to a bit of understanding which would Hedp to find a



way to approach her difficult brother- in-law. Ale had to do was to
convince him thashe could become an ally instead of an adversal

But how? Their past encounters had widened thadyrevide barrier
which had existed between them from the first. ifyoshe could
make him see that the past must be forgottenttibatmutual dislike
must be ignored, and that their differences mugilieaside for the
sake of the children. Her eyes misted over as siteh&d the two
innocents cavorting through the drifts, pelting reaather with
handfuls of snow and chortling in the happy, caefmanner that
should have been thausualspirit but was all too rare for them. If
only she could convince Strickland that they muhlstrive for the
same goal—the happiness of these two motherless tot

"Aunt Livie, let's build a snow fort," Perry calleaut, his breath
visible in the frosty air.

"That's a wonderful idea," she said with enthusid$tow do we do
it?"

"l don't know. We must shape the snow into blockike-$tones, you
know—and set them one on the other."

"Yes, that sounds like an excellent plan,” his agreed.
"Do you think we should clear a space first?"
Perry considered the matter. "Would that be a hege task?"

"Quite huge, | think." Suddenly her heart gavdtielieap as she was
struck with an inspiration. "What we need is sonbieally strong
and clever to help us. A strong, grown man."

"Do you think so? Shall I call Mr. Clapham?"



"No," his aunt said, looking toward the house spsorely. "You
start to shape the blocks, Perry... and get Aninetp you. And | shall
go into the house and call for someal assistance."

"What do you mean, Aunt Livie? Whom will you call?"

"l think, love," she said with a broad smile, "thahall call the very
bestperson for the task. Your father."

Perry seemed to freeze. "Oh, | don't...! Never maught Livie. We
don't w-want to disturb Papa.”

"We won't disturb him, love. I'm certain hdikie to help you with the
fort."

Perry eyed her dubiously. "Would he? | don't.nkiso. Besides, he'd
get angry if | did something wrong..."

Olivia knelt beside him and tightened his scarfudaldos neck. "Are
you afraid of him, Perry? There's not the least need to ¢ kypow.
He's not a monster. He magemangry sometimes, when he has
great deal on his mind, but he doesnédanto be cross with you. If
you remember that you're his first-and-only somwl, éat he loves you
very much, you won't need to feel alarmed if hends@ bit."

Perry thought over what she'd said. "Do you retilpk he would
like to build a snow fort with me?"

Olivia smiled and got to her feet. "l shouldn'tdieall surprised. But
let me go in and ask him, and then we shall se¢ whahall see."

She walked briskly into the library without knocgincarrying his
greatcoat over her arm and his beaver in her Hémtboked up from
his newspaper, startled.



"Will you put on your coat and come out with me&?dPerry has need
of you."

He looked alarmed. "Has something happened todi@"the asked,
starting from his chair.

"No, of course not. We just need your help. Welayipg in the
snow, you know. I've brought your—"

"You wish me to come and play in the snow?" Heestaat her in
revulsion. Play in the snow? | think, Olivia, that something has
addled your wits."

"l refuse to let you goad me into quarreling witbuy my lord.
Here—I've brought your hat and greatcoat. Pleaséhpm on. Perry
wants to build a snow fort, and he needs some INgpone but his
father will do for it."

He eyed her suspiciously. "Perry askedrfe?"
"Yes," she lied. "Does that surprise you?"

"Yes, in fact it does. | don't remember his eveeksey my
companionship before."

"Perhaps he was afraid you'd refuse him—as yodairey now."

"Hmmm." He frowned at her sullenly. "You are noggasting, are
you, that I'm so forbidding that my own son—?"

She bit her lip. Didn't henowhow forbidding he was? But following
such avenues of thought would result in anotherrqand she had
another intention entirely. "No. my lord, of coumset," she said,
looking down at the floor to keep from meeting éyes, "although
you havebeen known to be short-tempered..."



He snorted. "Withyou perhaps. You'd set the temper ofantto
boil! But I've not been especially short-temperethwerry. At least,
not that | can remember."

"But you've been short with people in his presera®l that, you
know, can be enough to frighten a child."

"Rubbish. Nothing about me to frighten anyone. yP&as always
been too timorous—I'd noticed that from his eatldss/s. Spends too
much time with women. Why, even litthemyruns up to me with less
trepidation than her brother."

"All the more reason for you to spend more timehwviite boy. How
will your son know how to be a man without a propeample?"

He fixed his eye on her again, as if wary of hetinves. "Are you
trying one of your interfering tricks, ma'am? | leou are not going
to force me to repeat what | said to you earlier."

"In what way can my asking you to join us outdooesinterfering?
Come, sir, let me help you on with your coat."

He peered at her cautiously, but she smiled upratlith ingenuous
innocence. After a moment, he shrugged. "Il hedpself, thank
you," he muttered and pulled the coat from hermgras

She wanted to jump in the air and clap her handsumph. He was
going to do as she asked! "Thank you, my lord,"shd, barely able
to contain her urge to grin.

"You needn't look like the cat with the canary,"ddeled grumpily. "I
had intended to go outdoors for a walk in any chseed some air to
clear my head."



She didn't answer but stood meekly watching ashihe@at on his
greatcoat and clapped his beaver on his head. &mdetd him his
long scarf, which he wound round his neck, and tvalked down
the hall to the drawing room and out the tall doeading to the
terrace. As the brilliant sunlight struck his ey8sjckland winced.
"Good God, it'sblinding! | shall have to stand here a moment ar
become accustomed to the light."

"That's because you've been sitting about in dadkenrooms for
much too long," Olivia taunted unsympathetically.

He glowered at her and determinedly walked on.

She caught up to him and touched his arm. "Mayyl ssanething
before we join the children, my lord?"

"What is it now?"

"l... er... think it extremely kind in you to agré@ come out to play
with them, but..."

"But?" he asked, steeling himself.

"Bui—and | hope you will not interpret this as irfexing— | would
like to suggest that, during this afternoon witarth you refrain from

. er.. lecturingPerry about anything. Let's just have a bit ofepu
playtimefor a change."

"Lecture?Why would | lecture him?"
"Well, you do have a tendency.. .that ibaldnoticed that—"

"Are you suggesting, ma'am, thdetturehim—and by iecture' | am
certain you mean 'scold'—every time | come in contath him?"

"Not everytime, perhaps."”



"Thank you!" He stomped across the terrace and down tiess
Olivia hurrying to keep apace. "You are havinglelightful time,
aren't you, ma'am? Meddling and interfering antiotzing to your
heart's content. Very well, you may have your wapall not lecture
the boy. Is there anythinglseabout which you would like to caution
me?"

"Yes, therds something..."

He stood stock still and faced her. "I might havweown," he
muttered. "Well, go on!"

"You might try to . . . er. .smilejust a bit, you know, my lord. You
have a tendency to glower."

"Glower?"
llYeS.ll

He glowered at her. "It's no wondémyonewould glower if he had
to hear someoney lordinghim with every sentence she spokdol
have a name, you know."

Olivia blinked at him in surprise. "You wish me.taallyou Miles?"

"Why not? You're my sister-in-law, after all, nodnse toadying
governess."

"Very well, my |... Miles. But yowvill be pleasant to Perry, won't
you? Even if he doesn't do things quite as you&l im to?"

Strickland sighed. "Yes, my dear, | shall smildoh't know why you
think it necessary to instruct me in how to playthwimy own
children—I have sometimes done so in the pastkyow." He gave
her a sardonic look. "l suppose you can't helgkihopof me as some



sort of monst.er, but | assure you, Olivia, thilaave managed a smile
on one or two occasions."

"Have you really?" she retorted, breaking intoia.giThatis almost
impossible for me to believe." Laughing, she rahabfead of him,
anticipating quite accurately that his responselavdne to pelt her
with a barrage of snowballs.



chapter fourteen

Olivia would not have permitted herself to drearatta day which
had begun so badly could end so well. She wenetbthat night
happier than she'd been in months. She knew tlmaetbing very
important had occurred that afternoon—that, duting time the
family had played together in the snow, a turnimgnp had been
reached. Olivia was convinced that family life aigley Park would
now begin to improve.

It had been a remarkable afternoon. When Strickleadljoined the
children in the snow-covered field at the back ¢ house, his
manner had at first seemed stiff. But Amy had weled him with
her eager warmth, and soon he was tossing his t&ugtihe air and
letting her fall into the snowdrifts gurgling witilee. Perry had hung
back warily, eyeing his father with cautious intstrand accepting his
offer to assist in the fort-building with hesitatioThey'd worked
together rather silently at first, Perry tensednrexpected scolding.
But Strickland had been almost pleasant, patiestdgking the snow
blocks which Perry had fashioned and giving his aoroccasional,
awkward smile. At last, encouraged by a lack dftion, Perry had
been emboldened to make a suggestion as to thiteatare of the
entrance to the fort. His father had looked at tiith surprise and
said the idea was "absolutely inspired.” It wasbpldy the first
compliment the boy had ever received from hisaaltsire, and his
eyes had glowed with pride.

At that point, Olivia had taken Amy inside, for thieild was almost
frozen. She'd not gone out again for more thanaam,deciding to
permit father and son to spend time alone in edlcbr's company.
She'd come out to find them happily and busily waglon the almost
completed fortress. Strickland had helped his sonbtild an
elaborate, curved structure with little open spanese walls from
which a boy could shoot cannonballs of snow at apgroaching
"enemy," and containing half-hidden little alcovaswhich a boy



might take shelter from the wind or hide himsetinfr "spies." The
two of them had barely noticed that it was alreddsk, and only the
promise of steaming cups of chocolate could peestiaeim to come
into the house and leave the finishing toucheshferfollowing day.

Until he had fallen into an exhausted sleep, Plagn't stopped
chattering about his fort or his eagerness to naethis work on it
the next day. "Do you really think Papa will help tomorrow?" he'd
asked repeatedly, too insecure from past unhappitmeaccept this
new and pleasant feeling as a sign of good thimgsme. Olivia had
tried hard to reassure him, but she was almostdatarself, to hope
for too much.

Nevertheless, she had gone down to dinner in a gloaptimism.
Determined to do nothing to spoil what had beenieagld that
afternoon, she'd decided to be scrupulously catefavoid topics of
conversation on which she knew they differed. Sthese included
politics, the pastimes and manners of kfaait ton most poets, all
novelists, and almost all their common acquaintasbe was hard
pressed to find anything to talk about. Most ofrtiesal was passed in
silence, but the success of the afternoon had held & beneficial
effect on her spirit that even the silence seenweddve been
congenial.

As she snuggled into the pillows that night, slghed in relief and
self-satisfaction. "Clara," she whispered just befsleep overtook
her, "I think we shall pull through after all. Re=sasy, love. Rest
easy."

But sleep did not come as easily to Lord Stricklamok were his
thoughts nearly as sanguine. Though the afternndhe outdoors
had done much to ease his sickened spirit, he Igaeled deal on his
mind to trouble him. First was his relationship witis son. Olivia



had, by hints and innuendo, made him aware thabdlyewas not
comfortable with him. While Clara had been aliv¢had not seemed
necessary for him to develop a closeness withdmshas own father
had always been a shadowy and distant figutasmchildhood, and
he had continued that pattern wikhis son. But he had had an
affectionate mother and an independent natureharméd noheeded
his father's attention. With Clara gone, howevés,don's situation
was different from his own. Perhaps the boy needefhther's
affection to make up for the loss of his mothdsist Strickland was
not at all certain he knew how to go about showirag affection.

Strickland was not a bit comfortable worrying odemestic matters;
he had never before needed to concern himself thiém. His
attentions had always centered on his politicaVaiets. His wife had
run the household so expertly that he'd never giigemanagement
much thought. He'd taken care of the businesset#ttate, but the
nurturing of the children and the household caessleen lifted from
his shoulders. Now they were his with a vengealRoethe first time
in his life, for example, he'd had to concern hilingéh the servants.
There was a feeling of discontent among them. Higty Gaskin,
who had never enjoyed what he referred to as 'lmimdlhad already
complained that he did not get along with the lated had begun to
ask impatiently "when your lordship intends to retto Lon'on." The
butler, on his part, had muttered abbig dissatisfaction with the
valet, whom he described as "insufferably 'ighhia instep, m'lord,"
and suggested that he "consider me second cousiaptace th'
chap." Mrs. Joliffe had complained to him about gipstairs maid a
wench called Tilda, who was "gettin' ideas abowsdig if ye was to
ask me, yer lordship, ever since she's been taki@ o' the little
ones." And then there was the matter of the twttiom Strickland
would have to replace.

All these matters would have been a great nuisahdbhe best of
times, but now, when he was trying to recover lkysiléorium after
the devastating blow of his wife's death, thesdleras seemed an



intolerable burden. He'd never realized before hawh his wife had
done to make his home a comfortable, untroublasyesfor him.

Then, on top of all the rest, there was the proldéms sister-in-law.

Olivia was an irritating, impudent, presumptuoug,dbut there was
no question that the children were happier whenvel® present in
the household. She had overstepped her boundverakeccasions,
particularly in the matter of keeping his wifeladss secret from him,
but he had to admit that she meant well. Her retusafternoon had
brought a breath of life back into the house thainéhe had found

enlivening. Much as he hated to admit it, the giald pluck, a
redoubtable spirit, and an unmistakable touch afrmh In fact, there
had been a moment this afternoon, when they hsideimerged into
the dazzle of the sunlit snow, when he'd had anxpewedly

powerful urge to...

But he would not permit himself to finish the thbigHis wife had
been gone for less than six months—he would noltiher memory
with such thoughts. Of course, he couldn't helpemivering the
strange request Clara had made before she died-hehgtto look at
Olivia with her eyes. "You two have so much more in common th:
you dream," she'd urged, "and there is so much efgbu can give
the other to fill the emptiness—" But he hadn'tHet go on. He'd
wanted only to talk to her about themselves—to &sk her
forgiveness for having been so stupid and so blihw. Clara had
given her forgiveness long before he'd asked for it

Looking back on it now, he wished Iad permitted Clara to talk
about her sister. There was something more sheited&o say that
he'd prevented her from expressing. Of coursepiilevhave been
better for Clara to have said those things to @lerself. It was
Olivia who dislikedhim, not the other way round. He'd never ha
much liking for the bluestocking sort in generalit the had no
particular dislike for his sister-in-law. She, on the othand, had
always managed to find fault witiim and didn't hesitate to expres:



her disapproval in the most outspoken fashion. Whg, day in
London when she'd accused him of adultery, she'@ven had the
grace to be embarrassed. What other female would had the
temerity, the lack of discretion, thed manner$o speak to him on
such a subject?

He chuckled, remembering it. She'd held her healigio and her
back so rigidly straight; she'd tried so hard tpegy worldly—and
had only succeeded in looking vulnerable and dkidlf his urge to
throttle her hadn't been so strong, he would haaught her
adorable.

But again his thoughts were circling dangerous gdoiHe had to
take care. He'd been keeping himself isolated dolosg, he was
perhaps too vulnerable to the attractions of aavibyoung girl. It
hadn't escaped his mind that, once before, he'thisdorgotten
himself that he'd taken her into a quite- pass®eatbrace. He hadn't
understood then—and he didn't understand now—tbece=t wells
of his psychdrom which that momentary passion had sprunghat t
time he'd sincerely believed he disliked the giHat night he'd been
rather unnerved by the depth of his response tertiiwace. He really
must make certain that such an incident did nouioagain. As a
matter of fact, there was something decidedly uirsgin having the
girl take up residence in his house now that Cleaa gone.

Good Lord!He sat up in bed with a start. Where had his boaen
sleeping? There was something decideaigroperin her residing at
Langley Park now! The tongues of the ladies of tbe would
certainly be set wagging if they got word of thiscanventional
household arrangement. Whatever had her family tieeking of to
permit her to return to Langley unescorted? He iniglve expected
such indifference from her father—Sir Octavius wa$ aware of
anythingwhich had occurred after the fall of Rome—I&harles
should certainly have known better.



Well, he himself could easily rectify the situatidre realized, and he
lay down on his pillows again. He need merely séda female
relative to take up residence with them. All he tkmdo was decide
which relative to invite.

After more than an hour of cogitation, Stricklanddhlimited his
choice to two females. One was his aunt, Mrs. Elag@ardew, a
childless widow living in Derbyshire. She was agkr mannish
woman, stubborn and opinionated, whom he utterbjiksid. The
other was Clara's cousin, Hattie Burelle, a spinstadvanced years
who was small, thin and took the most negative vidfwevery
question. Strickland found it difficult to decidénieh of the two was
the more intolerable. Neither of them, he surmisexld be likely to
refuse an invitation to reside in the luxury of géey Park for a time,
but neither was likely to add any joy to the houdeéhin the end, he
chose his aunt Eugenia because he knew her welfjarto make the
request without embarrassment. Without waitingimwn, he got out
of bed, sat down at his desk and penned a noterto h

Thus it was that, a few days later, Olivia wastidrby the arrival of
an antiquated traveling coach bearing a formidalsgor. Mrs.

Cardew bustled into the house, her shocking, dgeddaair covered
by an enormous feathered hat, bearing in her arlagga fur muff
and a jewel case. She was followed by three he&aalgn footmen,
and she immediately took the house by storm. "@limy dearest
child, how good to see you in such high bloom. Yoheeks are
positively glowing," she began, her hoarse and nséinvoice

booming through the hallway.

Olivia, having just come in from an outdoors exaumswith the
children and Strickland (an activity that was novhappy, daily
event), urged the youngsters to kiss their great-aud hurry upstairs
to shed their outer garments before coming doweapall the while



glancing wonderingly at Strickland who was welcogiithe new
arrival in more cheerful spirits than Olivia woulthve believed
possible.

"l hope you've put me in the blue bedroom, Mildss'Aunt Eugenia
was saying, giving her hat and muff to the butlet keeping her
jewel case to herself. "I cannot abide any of tedrboms on the
north side—drafty barns, all of them. As you sé& brought only a
few of the barest necessities with me, not haviagj $ufficient time
to do anything but toss a few things into the baas trunks | had at
hand—" Here she paused only long enough to sighal
overburdened footmen to take her things upstas.you shall have
to send someone for the rest of my paraphernalisoas as my
housekeeper sends us word that she's completghtheng. | hope
you won't mind if, in the meantime, my dinner drieaks the proper
formality. I've brought my jewel case, of courset & number of my
best shawls, my turbans, my blue Persian silk gamthany number
of other items of importance had to be left behimd¢he rush. And
speaking of dinner, | hope youintend to keep cguimburs and serve
dinner at an early hour. | dislike having to wait flinner until eight
or nine, you know, as one does when in town. Ores go bed with
the food still undigested in the stomach, and ik@safor all sorts of
discomforts and for bad dreams as well. CountryrsioMiles, my
dear.. .1 shall insist on that! And, Olivia, | hopeu don't make a
practiceof having the children down for afternoon tea. t8e make
an exception today, of course, but not as a dailhgt Tea is quite my
favorite time of the day, you know, and children, matter even if
they are as delightful and agreeable as Stricldarty have a
tendency to cavort about and make noise. Theirepess at the
tea-table does seem to make the occasion quitelfdigachaotic,
don't you agree?"

"Well, no, | don't, Mrs. Cardew. You see, | feel—"



"You must call me Aunt Eugenia, as Miles does, ragrdl am not
the sort to stand on strict formality in mattersadfdress. Formality
has its place, but we are goingomfamily are we not? And excessive
formality among family members makes life so diffic don't you
agree? Butlo come upstairs with me, my love, and help me ttheset
in. Miles, you may go about your business. Olival & shall deal
famously and shall manage without you, you know."

She took the girl's arm and led her forcibly to $tedrs, continuing to
ramble on ceaselessly. Olivia had time only to Ibakk helplessly at
Strickland, but since he met her pleading look waitle of sardonic
amusement, she found small comfort there.

Eugenia kept Olivia with her for almost an hourjmaining a steady
stream of observations and opinions of how a cgumiuse should
be run—from the appropriate time to serve breakfashe times of
day one should visit the nursery. The more sheesgbke more Olivia
felt the necessity of biting her own tongue, fogEnia's ideas were
almost all in direct conflict with her own. Butwas not until Aunt
Eugenia let fall a chance remark that "it was gaibeut time that
Strickland sent for me," that Olivia's patiencemred. 'Sentfor you,
ma'am?" she asked, stiffening.

"Why, yes, my dear. And very proper that he shdwdde done so.
Running a house like this can scarcely be the poavof a mere child
like yourself. It will be my place to take sometioé burden from your
little shoulders."

Olivia excused herself abruptly and, with teethtiyg clenched to
keep herself from bursting into tears, flew dowmstto the library.
Breaking in on Strickland without so much as a lknon the door,
she confronted him accusingly. "If you've been ssatisfied with
the running of the household that you felt it nseeg to send for
reinforcements she cried, "you could at least have had thetesyr
to warn me!"



"But I'm not at all dissatisfied with the runningtbe house," he said
calmly, getting to his feet.

“Then why on earth did you send for her?" the bewildered/i®Ii
demanded.

Strickland rubbed his chin, a bit nonplussed dwotw to answer. He
had not anticipated the necessity of explainingisohot-tempered
but naive sister-in-law the impropriety of theimtimuing to reside at
Langley as they did when Clara was alive. "l er . . .ofteninvite
relatives to visit the Park," he said lamely.

"A likely tale! Clara told me many times how much you deslik
visitors while you're here. She said you have s@hmsociety in
London that you consider Langley yawtreat. And, if my memory
serves, she told me also that your Aunt Eugenreotsa relation of
whom you're especially fond."

"Perhaps I'm not terribly fond of her. However V@i | did send for
her. You will oblige me by making her feel at hotfne.

"Make her feel ahomé& When she tells me that we may not have tl
children down foteal When she expects to be dressing for a count
dinner wearing a turban and the fandigmond® When she thinks it
improperto visit the nursery except for an hour beforecheon?"

"Good heavens, has she already suggestedhal?" Strickland
asked, feeling half amused and half chagrined.

"Don't play the innocent with me!" Olivia snappé&¥ou must have
known what to expect when you sent for her to ke the running
of the house."

"Take over the running of the house? You mustiag.| never—"



"She told me that quite distinctly." Olivia drewrkelf up, took a
deep breath, lowered her voice an octave and, ialranst perfect
imitation of his aunt's voice, repeated her woalkim. "Running a
house, my dear, can scarcely be the provincecbild like yourself.
It will be my place to take some of the burden from yditite
shoulders."

"Olivia—!" Strickland said, appalled. "I promise yd neverasked
her to—"

"Then whydid you send for her?"

He felt his neck redden, and he sat down in hig ¢beling deucedly
awkward. How was he to explain to this little ineatthat what he'd
done was necessary? "It's rather embarrassingplaiexmy dear,"
he began.

"Is it, indeed?" she asked scornfully. "l don't edwy. You've told me
often enough that you don't like my so-called medgd|/Well, you
needn't feel embarrassed, my lord. | doms¢dan explanation. It is
all quiteclear!"

"Cut line, girl," he interrupted disgustedly, "andme down from
your high ropes. You don't have the slightest mouby 1—"

"Don't I? | am not such a fool as you think meahsee quite well
what you had in mind. You could not, in good coasce,bar me
from the house, so you took this paltry means ageption against
my interference.In this way, your Aunt Eugenia can control my
behavior—isn'thatyour plan, my lord?—while you will not have to
bother about me at all.”

"Humbug! Don't be such a little ninny. Let me—"



But a knock at the door interrupted them. The Ibystile: his head in to
announce that a carriage had just arrived at tbe loaring not only
the governess, Miss Elspeth and Miss Olivia's lgtiCharles
Matthews, but another lady. In the greatest--sseprOlivia and
Strickland both hurried from the room. The threavéiers stood
smiling in the hallway. Charles was holding Missidth's arm in
his, but before Olivia could take note of this sga detail, she
recognized the third member of the party. "Coudattie, of all
people—! What orarth—?"

Strickland blinked at the elderly little lady whtoed leaning on her
cane and looking about her with a mouth pursedisapgpbroval.
"CousinHattie?"he echoed in a choking voice. His eyes met CHarl
for a moment as a gleam of understanding explodeah uhis
consciousness. "Charles! You... yolunch! You haven't gone and
brought usanotherone?" And he threw back his head and burst intc
roar of laughter. The entire assemblage—the bu@lkvja, Charles,
Miss Elspeth and Cousin Hattie—gaped at him. Ndy aid the
reason for his merriment escape them, but the nopppteness of
such hilarity from a man who still wore a black @and on his coat
shocked them to the core. As his eyes moved framrstartled face to
the next, he found that their expressions only exto double his
hilarity. Helplessly, he laughed and laughed, dredwatchers could
only shake their heads in bewilderment and telindeves with a
sigh that poor Lord Strickland had taken leaveisfwits.



chapter fifteen

Later, just before dinner, Charles was introduceidits. Cardew and
suddenly understood what it was that had made roighér-in-law
laugh so uproariously. He, himself, though not givi® such
uninhibited mirth, was hard pressed not to guffavivirs. Cardew's
face. But it was not until after the lengthy dinn@hen the ladies at
last left the gentlemen to their port, that Chales able to discuss
the subject with his host. "It was very good of y&irickland, to
concern yourself with Livie's reputation by invigim female to stay
here," he said, broaching the subject at once.

"Not at all, | should have thought of it before. \é&n't permit Olivia

to become the subject of gossip just because sheod enough to
wish to look out for my children. I'm completelygrizant of the fact
that | stand very greatly in Olivia's debt. Having dragon of an aunt
in residence is a small sacrifice to make in return

Charles grinned. "Miss Cardawa bit dragonish, isn't she? And nov
I've added my cousin Hattie to yomenage."

Strickland laughed and sipped his wine. "Yes, warsk! Although |
must admit, Charles, that your bringing her hecioled me with the
first real laugh I've had in months. Whatever mgdeso suddenly
think of providing us with a chaperone? You've menverried about
such matters before."

Charles' smile faded as he studied the ruby-coldicrdd in his

wineglass with thoughtful eyes. "No, | never hakmie's always
seemed like a baby to me... at least until vergm#yg. It was Jamie,
you know, who thought of this chaperone business."

"What? Your hedonistic little brother James?"



"Yes, indeed. He knows more about proper condusbarety than all
the rest of the Matthewses put together," Chadesitted.

"Good for him!" Strickland said, toasting him absentiawith the
raising of his glass. "Perhaps we shouldlaskhow to rid ourselves
of one of them," he added with a touch of ironyh&ive no wish to
housetwo chaperones, but | certainly haven't been ablaitdk tof a
way to send one of them packing. Both ladies sexitake it for
granted that they are to remain ... and | cann@oiod conscience
suggest that one of them leave."

"No, | don't suppose you can."

Strickland refilled his glass and frowned intd'@ne of them shall be
nuisance enough, but to have to enchoth..."

"I'm sorry, Strickland. Truly I am," Charles apoiped.
"Oh, | don't blame you, Charles. Not at all. Itsiy sister | blame."

"You meanLivie! But you just said how much you'nedebtedto
her!"

"I know, | know. But my indebtedness doesn't magedny easier to
bear. You have no idea, Charles, how troublesoraecah be. She
has an uncanny talent for cutting up my peace."

Charles looked across the table at Strickland wnt#rest'Has she?"

"Need you ask? She's lived wibufor all of her life. Certainly you
must know her better than anyone."

"She's never been tieast bittroublesome at home."

Strickland's expression was anything but believitigever been
troublesome?mpossible!Why, here at Langley she's been turnin



the household upside down! She's completely upsetamtine by
coaxing me to go out with the children every aftenm (not but that |
don't admit it's done a world of good for my redaship with my
son), she challenges every decision | make in dedar their
upbringing, and she even has been nagging at ne¢dio the tutor to
whom [I've given notice... anthis after she'd made vociferous
objection to my hiring him in the first place!"

‘That was very presumptuous of her, | must saydriés murmured,
pretending to an engrossing interest in his wireglaut keeping a
fascinated eye on his brother-in-law.

"Presumption is a mild word for her. The chit cam dtermagant
when her temper is aroused. You should hear tibeatinner table! |
only wish to consume my meal in peaceful contengotatut every
evening she finds something to quarrel over. It bamanything at
all—from my opinion of Madame de Stael to the irs¢he price of
corn. You should have heard her ripping up at nedfiernoon for
inviting Eugenia here!"

"Well, you see, she doesn't knavhy you've sent for your aunt to
stay. Nor does she understand wWhkg brought our cousin Hattie."

"No, she's quite naive in these matters, isn't $lsa¥, Charlesyou
wouldn't undertake to explain things to her, wogddi? I'm not very
adept, myself, at dealing with such young innocénts

"Yes, of course | will. | should have spoken to About these things
before, but she's so clever about most subjects tlavays takes me
by surprise to realize she's ignorant in mattdses these. But | shall
have a talk with her. There are one or two othettera l'd like to
discuss with her as well."



Not long after the gentlemen joined the ladieshim drawing room,
Cousin Hattie excused herself and hobbled off w, ilee journey
from London having quite exhausted her. Stricklandth a
meaningful nod to Charles, bore his aunt off tolitvary for a game
of vingt-et-un leaving the brother and sister alone. Olivia didive
her brother a moment to collect his thoughts. "Whatpossessed
you, Charles," she demanded, jumping up from tfeea®soon as the
door had closed behind Strickland, "to bring Couattie here for a
visit. Here of all places... and when ydknew | would be too
preoccupied with the children to trouble myself otlee amusement
of guests!"

"l had the same motive for inviting Hattie that pnated Strickland to
invite hisaunt" Charles said calmly, leaning back in a wing chali
taking out his pipe and filling the bowl with tolzacfrom a pouch he
always carried with him.

"What motive?" Olivia asked, startled.

"Your reputation.” Charles paused to light his piged then leaned
forward to explain to her bluntly that the worldwned upon those
living arrangements in which a man and a woman weoe not
married to each other took residence under one roof

Olivia stared at him. "What nonsense!" she excldirae last, her
voice suffused with disdain. "Do you mean that bgthu and
Strickland decided, quite separate from each othat] have need of
a chaperoneNhy, the house is full of chaperones! There's Mr
Joliffe, the housekeeper, there's Fincher, andrdoné servants, to
say nothing of the governess and the children—"

"Servants and children are not considered apprtapdaaperones,”
he informed her. "Not by the ladies and gentlemieth®ton, at any
rate."



"Good heavens, Charles, this is quite unlike yéau know and /
know that Strickland would never . . . er .misuseme. Therefore,
what does it mattewhatthe ladies and gentlemen of tlha believe?"

“In the first place, my dear girl, it mattevery muchwhat theton
believes about my sister! Reputation is a pricglesgl to a woman.
To anyoné Didn't Publius say thaa good reputation is more
valuable than riches?"

“If you are going to spout quotations at me, Clsgtleshe said
impatiently, taking an angry turn about the roohtdn think of one
or two myself. How abouReputation is often got without merit anc
lost without fault ?"

"I don't wish to bandy quotations about, my de#&larles said
imperturbably, leaning back in his chair and pugfaway at his pipe.
"The fact remains that your good reputation is esaleto your

future, whether you like it or no. Now, as to tleeend (and, | admit,
more delicate) point—that of Strickland's 'misusipgu—how can
you be certain he would not?"

"Charled That's adreadfulthing to say! Miles is not the sort of mar
who..." Suddenly, remembering her discovery of Bliedultery and
the details of the embrace that night in the Ifprahe blushed a fiery
red.

"Exactly!" Charles said knowingly, reading his sr& face with ease.
"You yourself once described him to me dibartine."

"l was mistaken," Olivia declared promptly. "Pleakmn't think of
that,ever againMiles wouldnevertake advantage of my presence i
this house, chaperone or no chaperone.”

"How can you be so certain of that?" her broth&edsobserving her
closely.



"I'm just certain, that's all." She dropped herseffem his face and
sat down on the sofa. "Besides, he doesn't ekeme."

"l would not be so certain @hat, either, if | were you," Charles said
enigmatically.

Her eyes, questioning, flew to his face. "Why da gay that? Did he
saysomething to you about me?"

Charles shrugged. "Not exactly. It's just a feelihgve."

She felt a twinge of disappointment. If her brothad an inkling that
Strickland felt some affection for her, she woul/é liked to hear
his evidence to support that theory. But no angaifon of his
comment was forthcoming, so she pushed her disappent aside
and remarked scornfully, "Oh, pooh! You know nothmore about
these matters than | do."

Charles responded by giving her an unexpected andwide grin.
"I've learnedsomethingabout these matters since | saw you last," |
announced. "I've learned enough to become betridthed

She blinked at him. "What? Whatever are you balbkabout,
Charles?"

"I'm speaking oflove my dear. A certain young lady will be
announcing, before very long, her betrothal to ymother Charles."

Olivia could scarcely believe her ears. "Betroth¥da?"

You needn't sound so amazed, my dear. One woui#d tram such
an 'undesirable' that no lady with the sense toecionfrom the wind
would haveme."

"Oh, Charles, | didn't mean—!" She jumped up ankkedihim from
his chair, catching him round the waist in a beay.liAre you telling



me thetruth? Are you really to be married? But when ditdapper?
And whois she? Do | know her? Is she lovely? Does she tleberve
you?"

Charles took her arms from round him and led hénesofa, smiling
broadly as he pulled her down beside him. "Hush, goose. One
thing at a time. Now, let me assure you that | onbpel am
deserving ofher, for she is the sweetest, kindest, most lovab
creature I've ever known. And yes, my dear, youkher, for it was
through you that | found her."

Olivia wrinkled her forehead in puzzled concentmati”l cannot
think whom you might mean. | remember introducirguyto my
friend, Miss Shallcross, but you took no noticénef at all."

"It's not Miss Shallcross. It's Elspeth."

"Elspeth?" Olivia gasped. "Elspetbeering? Perry and Amy's
Elspeth?"

Charles chuckled at her amazement. "My Elspeth,'how

Olivia was speechless. How could this have happeisde had left
Miss Elspeth in London only a little above a weghk'aCould a man
like Charles have fallen in love in so short a tn&he studied his
face intently. There was no question that he lodeite happy. In
fact, she didn't remember when she'd seen himdoakell. His back
seemed to be straighter, and his eyes shone. "Q&rleS," she
breathed when she'd recovered her breath, "I HooWw what tasay\
I've always believed that Elspeth is an admirableng woman... but
| neverdreamed—"

"That she would be youwsister one day? No, | don't suppose yo
could have guessed." He grinned at her mischievoushthtdigh
anyone with half an eye could have noticed howtsmit was when



she walked into the house that morning to fetchlyack to Langley.
It was love at first sight, you know."

"Was it really?" Olivia asked curiously. "l didmotice it atall." Here
was another example of her amazing ignorance inensabf the
heart. She felt a vague frustration. When wouldeshexlearn about
love?

Charles, complacent and expansive, spent the radixhbur telling
his wide-eyed sister about his wedding plans. HEtspad insisted on
returning to Langley Park as soon as she was wellgh to travel,
unwilling to leave the problem of Perry's emotiostte on Olivia's
shoulders alone. But she'd promised her ardent ltra¢, as soon as
Perry was in a better frame of mind, she would @enotice. Then,
when Lord Strickland had found a suitable governesgplace her,
she would be free to marry him. Until then, theywdokeep their
betrothal secret. Charles could only hope that @hre process
would not be long. "I shan't be able to containpayience for more
than a few weeks," he confided to her sister, 'lsgple | can count on
your assistance in freeing the girl from her oliigyas as soon as can
be."

Olivia, as she became accustomed to her brothexs,nfound
herself more and more delighted at the prospectChbéarles’
forthcoming nuptials. She assured him of her suppibh the utmost
sincerity and wished him happy with glowing entlassn.

A little later, Lord Strickland put his head in tdeor to say that his
aunt had retired for the night and that he was atwdo the same.
"Eugenia has asked me to wish you good night. Il sgd my
civilities to hers and leave you both to ydete- a-tete.”

"l believe ourtete-a-teteis quite concluded,"” Charles said, rising
"Shall we all go upstairs together, Livie, my déar?



"You go ahead, Charles. If his lordship can spaeammoment, there
Is something | would like to say to him before tinea"

Strickland came into the room, giving Charles astjoaing glance as
the two men passed each other. "Is something wrdrgasked.

"l don't think so," Charles said, giving him a reasng wink. "Good
night to you both."

When the door had closed behind Charles, Strickleowined down
on Olivia quellingly. "I hope you do not intend tenew your attack
on me for inviting my aunt to stay with us. I'veané quite enough on
that score."

"No, | don't. Quite the opposite, in face. Pleasd®wvn, Mile's. My
brother tells me that | atmeholderto you for inviting her. I... | feel
that | must apologize for what | said to you earlie

"There's not the slightest need for apology, myrdelhe said,
nevertheless taking the chair opposite hers. 'teqgympathize with
your feelings. My aunt is a managing female, tGine."

"Yes, but you must let me express my regret at otpurst. | was
very foolish and . . . naive. Please accept mykban. . belated
though they are . . . for inviting her. The actwh@ thoughtfulness of
my position that | didn't. . . er..."

"Didn't expect of such a monster as | am?" he Hieds a slight
suggestion of his ironic smile making an appearatdbe corner of
his mouth.

She felt herself flush. "I wasotgoing to say 'monster."



His smile widened. "I shall not dare to ask whati yeeregoing to
say. Let us leave well-enough alone." He got upleetped her to her
feet.

"But | do thank you sincerely for what you did,'eshsisted earnestly
as they walked from the drawing room to the stairs.

He raised an eyebrow at her, suspicious of her atedohumility.
"Even if you havawo 'companions' to contend with—one of whon
has already indicated that she will attempt torfete with your plans
and your schedules and so forth?"

Olivia paused at the foot of the stairs and pub@pchin. "As to that,
my lord—"

"My lord, again?" he teased.

She ignored the interruption. "As to that, | hopea will come to my
support when your aunt—or my cousin, for that nratieies to take
over the reins."

"No, my dear, | will not. | shall endeavor to avall such female
altercations, even if it means hiding in the stab&0o be warned."

She tossed him a look of scorn. "Coward! | mightehknown you
would choose a craven's role."

"l confess it openly. Call me coward if you wishut lof you believe
that using that epithet will drive me to promisauyto put myself in
the midst of these women's wrangles, you've comlylahistaken
your man," he declared, his grin wide and his urmatimetic manner
apparently unshakable.

She stamped her foot in irritation. "Very well,.d8ut | warn you, |
shall not be overridden by those two... harridans. They bwyour



guests, but | shall not let that fact deter méndlldight them... every
step of the way!"

He met her challenging look with one of wry amusetmél was
certain that youwwould ma'am," he said drily. And, with a friendly
nod, he bid her goodnight and went callously upstaés to bed.



chapter sixteen

But Olivia did not have to quarrel with her two hapanions" at all,
for the chaperones, having taken an instant distilkeach other, were
too busy bickering between themselves to pay mutdntsoon to
Olivia and her doings. Not an hour would go by wheigenia would
not make some pronouncement which Hattie would teedlealways
take eggs and lightly salted lamb for luncheon é&ua would state,
intending to order Olivia to so inform the cook.

"One should never eat eggs or meat for luncheomtiéd would

counter, her thin lips pursed in disapproval anddyes fixed on her
omnipresent needlework. "At that time of day, thbgcome

putrescent in the stomach and one suffers fromiaéaorruption. |

always eat a great deal of fruit and cheese foattegnoon meal."

Eugenia would redden and her impressive bulk wetad slightly to
quiver. "Balderdash!" she would exclaim in her mdise voice. "I
have been eating eggs and meat for all these yawatany digestion
is excellent. One needs eggs and meat for the pbaence between
the radical heat and the radical moisture of thaybo

"Radical heat? Radical moisture?" Hattie would t&ackn
disparagement. "There's not a medical man in thelevlof
Christendom who still believes such antiquated let#idabble."

"My doctor believes in it, antde has been an advisor to Princes
Caroline herself!" Eugenia would exclaim.

And so the argument would lengthen, involving ladl theories they'd
ever heard in regard to nutrition and medicine, iactluding all the
royal personages whose names could be draggedsupfmort their
claims. Meanwhile, Olivia would quietly inform tlveok to go ahead
and prepare the menu that she and the cook hadagnglecided
upon.



While Aunt Eugenia and Cousin Hattie argued abbet meals,
Olivia and Strickland took the children on theiilgautings. While
the chaperones debated about the propriety of dimduyoung
children at the tea-table, the children were alyeauesent,
unmindfully drinking their chocolate and eating ithgelly
sandwiches. While the two elderly ladies bickerbdut what card
games would be most entertaining for the familgradinner, the rest
of the members of the household had already disgexs do what
they wanted.

Olivia managed, during the next few days, to retiaely. She had a
great deal to think about, and the thinking wast loese in the
privacy of her bedroom. The most immediate probheas the status
of the tutor, for his fortnight of grace was ragidbming to an end.
Strickland had listened politely to Olivia's argurtee in favor of
retaining him on the staff, but his lordship haddenx@o decision on
the matter. Beyond her favorable assessment dfithies scholarship
and her feeling that Perry was attached to hinyi®tould think of
no other justifications for keeping him on. Sheydmdped that Perry's
need for a sense of continuance and stability wda@dsufficient
reason for Strickland to countermand his earlietusin.

She also thought about Perry's progress. The kabjosathe terrified
look that she'd seen at the back of his eyes whefd $irst arrived,
and he seemed to be more comfortable in his fatpeg'sence than
ever before, but he was still rather silent andharidwn. Olivia had
never heard him stand up to his father. The boyre@r—even in
the smallest way, like making an objection to wegrihis
goloshoes—rebelled against anything his father saigim. It was
Olivia's secret goal to build up the boy's spuwittie point where he
would have the courage not only to rebel but tatibeng enough to
face his father's wrath without backing down.

Another subject that occupied her mind was herherit betrothal.
She remembered with remarkable clarity that Claad told her,



"You're not the sort to be a matchmaker, Livie. Yloaven't the
knack." Clara had been quite right—she had no tafematters of
the heart. Never in her wildest imaginings woulé slave believed
that her brother would be attracted to Miss Elspdti that there was
anything wrong with the match; Elspeth Deering wagntlewoman
with a sweet nature, well-reared and well-educaB was in no
way foolish or vulgar. But she hadn't the sharprnefssind that

Charles had. She was always so indecisive, so yaguacillating in

her thinking that at times one could not even fellhat she said.
Often her sentences verged on incoherency. Howdcauhan like

Charles—a scholar and a writer, a man capableaiive thought

and exact expression—become enamored of a womarswivispy

a mind? She wished Clara were here to explainheto

"People don't take to each other in such neat, axdatfle patterns,”
Clara had said. And she'd been right alibat, too. But then, how
did people "take to each other"? What made them leaone
direction and not in another? Charles had met dozdreligible
ladies in his adult years. Why, of all of them, 8idpethattract him?

Olivia had gone so far as a&skCharles that question. He had bee
her teacher in so many subjects, perhaps he caddht her
something about the subject in which she was nmefstient. But he
had only shrugged and replied that he didn't ki@l remember is
that her nose was red with cold,” he'd said. "gush a very small
nose, and it was so red it looked clownish. Thexetlsis young
woman in our hallway, her feet planted togethertioa floor in
perfect decorum, her hands in her lap clutchingngle glove, a
proper but horridly dowdy hat sitting bravely orr head... and that
silly red nose making a mockery of all that rigiddarespectable
propriety. In ordinary circumstances, | suppos@uls have laughed
and gone about my business. But that morning,igie ef that cold
little nose touched me. | had the most overwhelndasire to... to
protecther. To take care of hatways.Isn't that strange? The feeling
has never left me since."



Olivia had been moved by the story, of course,ibbad not been
particularly instructive. A pathetic little red rsseemed an
imprecise explanation for love... and a woefullgdequate motive
for marriage. Olivia could think of only one otherason for her
brother's attraction: Miss Elspeth's beauty. Olivaal noticed from
the first that Elspeth had a lovely face. But tlealty was hidden
behind the distracted expression, the wispy hatl #ue helpless,
fluttery manner. Charles, sensitive and perceptnael managed to
penetrate through the superficial disguise to dvelly core. The red
nose had drawn his attention to the less-obviduscéibns behind it.

But was physical beauty the secret of love? Wasall one needed
in order to feel drawn to another—the attractioradfce?It could
not be, for she had found Morley Crawford as hanusa fellow as
any she'd met, yet she'd never felt the slightetination tolovehim.
There must be something more to it.

Again she had to put the puzzle aside. The suiyastoo complex to
yield an answer on the basis of vicarious expege®ooks didn't
help her; her brother's experience didn't help 8be realized that,
until she felt the emaotion firsthand, she woulderavuly understand
love's secret nature.

Meanwhile, there were things to do and think alwlich were of

much more immediate importance. She had to findate save Mr.

Clapham from discharge, she had to find a replanéfioe Elspeth,

and she had to find a way to convince Elspeth teecdown to dinner
with the family. Elspeth had always taken her meatls the children

and, wishing to keep her betrothal a secret umgilgroper time, was
reluctant to change her custom. "It will give teeret away entirely,"
she protested when Olivia had first invited her.nat/other reason
could you find for making such a . . . you know..change in our
customary... ?"



"But | don'tneedto find a reason,” Olivia had insisted. "I've ajwa
felt that you should dine with the family. There anany households
in which the governesses are treated more like lyathan like
servants.”

"Oh, no, Miss Olivia. | don't think you can be righ've never
heard..."

"And you must stop calling nissOlivia, Elspeth. Charles calls me
Livie, and so must you."

"Oh, dear, | don't think | can ever become used'to.

"Yes, you can," Olivia assured her firmly. "Yousk surprised at how
easily you'll become accustomed to it."But Elspetis too shy to
agree toany of Olivia's suggestions. The astounding and enaemc
change in her life was too recent for her to bee dblface all its
ramifications with equanimity. She adored her Gmrlwith
enraptured awe, and she could scarcely believéhthiived her and
wanted to make her his wife. It was enough fortbeahink of their
moments together ... of their strange meeting the quick growth
of their mutual affection... of his sudden propaskmarriage. She
would sit in the schoolroom gazing absently atdpposite wall, a
slight smile on her lips and a flush on her chee&Bying every
moment of that miraculous week in London. (Podielitmy had to
tug on her sleeve to get her attention.) Those mesavere enough
for now. She couldn't yet cope with more.

But Olivia was determined to make Elspeth take filace in the
family, and since Charles was planning to returhdondon in a day
or two, Olivia hoped to prevail upon Elspeth tonjaghe family at
dinner before Charles' departure. She didn't tehmk could succeed
unless Mr. Clapham would also be invited to dime] that was the
difficult nut to crack. How could she convince Lo&drickland to



invite Mr. Clapham tadine with them if she couldn't even convince
him tore-hirehim?

But circumstances soon took the matter entirelyobber hands. The
fact that Charles and Strickland were getting andasly set off a
chain of events that were to have unexpected rapgians in the
pattern of life at Langley.

Charles presence was good for Strickland. In threethdays of
Charles' visit, the two men rode together in themmgs, played
chess in the afternoons and had long talks ab@ubhdppenings in
London and abroad in the evenings. It had beemg@ \ehile since
Strickland had paid attention to political everasd it was Charles
who rekindled his interest in the outside worldr e first time since
his wife's death, Strickland began to think abaitiming to his
political activities. The talks brought the brothaén-law to a closer
affection for each other than either of them had bhafore. In the
warmth of that closeness, Charles revealed toklnd his anxiety
concerning his young sister. "She's almost twemig-gou know," he
said, shaking his head in perplexity. "I know hard to realize that
she's a full-grown woman already, but there it is."

"Yes, but why does that concern you?" Stricklariaedswith interest.

"It's her lack of attention to her future that wesr me," Charles
admitted, puffing away at his pipe. "She has madesarious
attachments to any man in all these years, anddmiinced that the
fault lies in the way of life I've permitted her follow. In London,

she does not go about a great deal in societykgow. And now..."

He hesitated, not certain if he should go on.

"And now she has buried herself here at Langleyrder to take care
of a pair of children not her own, is that what yeere going to say?"



Charles gnawed at his pipe stem unhappily. "WeB, y suppose it is.
| can't help wondering when she will set about lemdor herown
future."

As both men lapsed into silence, Charles felt ihepleio reveal that
he'd taken a giant step to altes future, which was why the subject
of Olivia's had begun to trouble him. "I'm aboutht® married, you
see," he admitted.

"Married? Are you indeed?" Strickland respondediiga“So that
explains it."

"Explains it?" Charles echoed.

"The glances I've seen cast between you and MgseH. Itis she
whom you intend to wed, is it not?"

"Yes, but..." Charles let his pipe fall from his atle in amazement.
"How can you possibly havguessed?"

"It was not difficult. I've seen you run up to tharsery. And I've
noticed you gazing at her when she comes downaomé the
children. And Miss Elspeth herself has never beebatter looks.
Smelling of April and May, the pair of you. | sugped that
something was brewing between you. It took onlyrystatement
about marrying to make everything fall into plaBeit tell me, old
fellow, why on earth do you keep your good nessret?"

Charles repeated Elspeth's reasons, but Stricktauntd them silly
indeed. The logic of his comments struck Charles@sd, and
shortly thereafter he went looking for his betrathe urge her to
consider making the announcement public.

Strickland, meanwhile, found himself quite troublddy the
conversation. He wondered guiltily how long he doabntinue to



accept Olivia's help with his children. Charles baén quite right to
be concerned about her—she was indeed putting srdawn life in

her devotion to her sister's children. The girlllygaught to be

pursuing her own goals—she had a right to chilafemer own.

But he couldn't encourage her to leave... at l@astnow. In the first
place, the children were still recovering from kbes of their mother,
In addition, the tutor was about to go, and MisspEth would soon
follow when she married. With all these losses,dhiédren should
not be asked to endure the loss of their beloved Alivia as well.

He sighed in chagrin, wondering why life was beamgniso
oppressively difficult of late. If he had a morengeous nature, he
supposed, he would urge Olivia to leave Langley astdrn to
London to pursue her own life. But he could notldeeh a cruel
blow to his children at this time. Besides, Olitierself would resist
such a suggestion—she was too attached to theeditiks to consider
leaving them now.

He consoled himself with the thought that Oliviasveaill very young
and unusually innocent for her age. She had maarsyehead of her
to concentrate on her own life. In the meantime,&uld spare some
time for the well-being of his motherless babestltast his feelings
of guilt from his consciousness and concentratedhioughts on his
more pressing problems. One of them was the suuati the tutor.
Olivia had been very persuasive in her reasonsvisihhing him to
reconsider the discharge. Perhaps the girl was. figfe tutor's crime
had not been so very heinous, after all. He'd eragmd Perry in his
tendency to daydreaming and imaginary wanderingfs,tbe fellow
had been satisfactory in other respects. Stricktemald go up to the
schoolroom at his next opportunity and tell théof®lhe'd changed
his mind. As much as he disliked dealing with thesity problems of
household management, he would take care of it. dHiklren's
welfare had become, since his wife's passing, hestmpressing
responsibility, and he had no intention of shirking



The following day was a significant one on the ndkr of events at
Langley Park. It was Charles' last day before leg¥or London and,
as far as Mr. Clapham knew, the last day the tutrld spend on the
estate. In the minds of both men was a determimatiaise the last
day to accomplish a desired goal; for Charles,aswo convince
Elspeth to announce their betrothal to the famigfobe the day
ended; for Mr. Clapham, it was to say a farewelMies Olivia with
such fervor that she would remember him always.

Fortunately for them both, the day was unusuallg fair winter, and
Lord Strickland sent word up to the third floortha would ride with
both the children that afternoon. This left Missidth free to spend
some time with Charles—to walk arm in arm with hawver the
snow-edge paths through the winter-faded gardensChMpham was
also free to act omis plans to arrange a last encounter with Mis
Olivia, if only he could find a way to lure hertiwe third floor before
Perry returned from his ride.

Before Strickland left for the stables, he met @lion the stairs. He
told her briefly that he'd decided to keep Mr. Glam on. Olivia was
so delighted with the news that she refrained fgwmg Strickland
her usual warning about Perry's sensitivity tofatker's criticism of
his riding prowess. (It had been she who'd encad&jrickland to
ride with the boy, convincing him that Perry's laok skill in
horsemanship could be overcome by a bit of pareptoval. Each
time he took the children out to ride, Olivia foutte opportunity to
remind him that Amy's talented horsemanship shooldbe overly
praised or used to shame her less-gifted brotS8&rgkland, relieved
to have been spared the oft-repeated lectureedthurriedly down
the stairs, while Olivia turned upward, wishingthe first to break
the news to Mr. Clapham that his position was saved



She had not gone up more than a flight, howeveenndhe was
confronted by a red-faced, infuriated Eugenidhére you are,
Olivia," she declared, her bosom quivering withtagn.

"l have been looking for you this past age. Do know what your
demented cousin has told me? She wantbeadyoomiDid you ever
hear of such brazen effrontery bedroom! She says that hers is to
drafty, as are all the others on the north sidd,ramother room will
do for her butmine.You mustspeakto her, Olivia, for she has pushec
me beyond my patience!"

It took Olivia the better part of an hour to setthe squabble. She
showed her pursed-mouthed cousin every availaldeoben in the
house, but Hattie found fault with each one of thérwas not until
Olivia hit on the happy idea of offering her themo Charles was
about to vacate that the crisis was avert&that room,” Hattie
acknowledged in sour satisfaction, "is at leastspssed of a
sufficiently large fireplace. But you mustn't tlat Cardew woman it
is larger than hers, or she'll try to have it frora!"

That matter settled, Olivia made her way to theostloom. Mr.
Clapham was pacing back and forth in frustraticavimg already
given up all hope of seeing her alone. When heoglised that it was
indeedshewho stood smiling in the doorway, he gave her suglad
greeting that Olivia was startled. "l don't see why are in such high
spirits, Mr. Clapham," she remarked, "for you da yet know my
news."

"My spirits have nothing to do with your news, nma/ahe said, a bit
breathlessly. "It'youy yourself, who's cheered my spirits."”

"Oh? Why is that?"

"l have been wishing to see you... to say somettungu before I...
that is, on this, my last day."



"But it isn't—" she began.

"Please let me say it while | have the courage dmged in nervous
eagerness. He took a step toward her and graspleddrohands.

"Mr. Clapham, whaare you doing?" She tried to pull her hands free

"Do you remember that day you fell off your horséf®' asked,
looking intently into her eyes.

"l would rathernot remember,” she said with asperity, struggling 1
free herself. "And | hope, Mr. Clapham, that youn'tlintend to do
anything so foolish as—"

He winced. Her tone was not encouraging, but a kihthysteria
drove him on. "l know it's foolish, but | can't pat. Don't you know
. . . haven't you ever realized how much you how often I've
dreamed of . . . ?"

"Please, Mr. Clapham, release my hands at ongeulpersist in this
idiotic behavior, you'll ruirevery thing!"

"Everything | care about is ruined anyway! Nothiager today, will

mean anything to me. It was only the promise dirajgse of you that
gave my days their color. It was only the dreanmgoof that gave my
nights their balm. Oh, Miss Olivia, I..." Carried/ay on the crest of
his romantic longings, he swept her into his arthet me have one
moment more to remember!" Shaking with excitemeatpulled her
against him and kissed her passionately.

She pushed against his chest with the flat of laedk with all her
strength, but he was like a man possessed. Sheswaghtly

enveloped that she couldn't move or breathe. Shéagdo scream in
vexation. She'd tried so hard to keep his postifor and now he was
creating a situation in which it would be impossibd keep him in



their employ. Despite her annoyance, however, sieeaware of his
rapidly beating heart and trembling arms and cdulwip but feel a
sense of power to have been able to cause a ntamgdetely to lose
control of himself. He must have found her as hadwas Charles
had found Elspeth. For a fleeting moment, the thoptpased her.

But this behavior was really the outside of enoudld grip was

becoming quite painful, and if she couldn't takeeap breath very
soon, she was very much afraid she would burst.nWdkere

anything she could do to make him break his holé? &ms were
pinned quite helplessly against his chest, butski&l move her foot.
Perhaps if she kicked him...

But before she was able to translate thought toradbhe loosed her
abruptly. She saw that he was gaping at the dograglyast. She
turned quickly and found herself staring into $iand's stunned and
darkly furious eyes.

"My 1-lord, I..." Mr. Clapham stammered.

"l beg your pardon," Strickland said, his voicepiag and icy. "l had
no idea the schoolroom was being used as a mgatng for lovers.
If I had, | would have approached with a loudettela"

"Miles!" Olivia exclaimed, outraged.

His eyes, which had been fixed on the tutor's wiaiteface, traveled
slowly to hers. She felt herself flushing hotly endhis frozen
scrutiny. "Sathisis why you pleaded his cause with such fervor," I
said nastily, his hands clenched tightly, as iweze trying to hold
himself back from some rash act of violence. "Whdnd you tell me
the truth, ma'am? | would have been perfectly mgllio advance the
cause of true love."

"Oh, Miles, don't be idiotic," Olivia snapped. "MElapham only—"



"There's no need to explain anything to me, my .deam not your
guardian.”

"You don't understand, my lord," Mr. Clapham sardvely. "What
you s-saw . . . was entirely my f-fault. | ... Inapletely lost m-my
head—"

"Yes," Strickland said in his most sardonic stylend quite
understandable, too. Miss Matthews is the sortaeing lady who
seems taencouraganen to do so, isn't that right, ma'am? | seem
remember a time whennhyself...but that is quite beside the point
Am | to wish you well, ma'am? Is a betrothal in dfeng?"

"Really, Miles, must you persist in this tauntingl?. Clapham has
explainedthat there is nothing between us," she said gngril

"Oh, hashe? That is not what | heard him say. And thaeidainly
not what Isaw.If my eyes did not deceive me, | would Say that¢h
was agreat deabetween you."

"Your eyesmay not have deceived you, sir," she said, embsech
and infuriated, "but youbrain seems to have done so. This . .
incident... has been nothing but a horrible misgear"

"l don't see why you should say that, ma'am," arsiship said, a
sneer disfiguring his face with chiling malevolenc'There is
nothing horrible about the 'incident' that | catedmine. It's all rather
amusing, in fact. First your brother becomes bk&dtto my
governessand nowyou seem to have an attachment for tajor.
Tell me, my dear, would your brother Jamie cargiio the group?
We have an upstairs maid who might suit him veril.We

She stared at him in horror, and then swung hed haiously to his
face, slapping him with vicious rage across theekh&he sound
reverberated from the walls with terrifying loudse®livia gasped,



her distended eyes taking in the blotchy red papreading on his
cheek. Appalled at her own behavior and devastatdus, she burst
into tears, brushed rudely past him and ran oth@foom.

Strickland remained looming in the doorway. Hiseneas quite
gone, leaving behind only a look of threatening awen The tutor's
eyes dropped to the floor. "You've c-completely judged the
m-matter, my lord," he said, not able to conceslitmer quailing.

"Take yourself out of my sight!" Strickland growlemabt wishing to
hear another word.

The tutor drew himself up. He'd made a mull of gtleng—his
relationship with Miss Olivia, his prospects foettuture, everything.
But he would make his exit from this house with soanred of
dignity. "Very well, my lord," he said as steaday he could. "I shall
collect my things and leave the premises at once."

His lordship was staring somewhere in the midd&tadice, his eyes
blank, but at the tutor's words he brought themkbiato focus.
"What's that you said?" he asked abstractedly.

"l said that | shall be off the premises at ontleg'tutor repeated.

"Who said anything about leaving the premisesAti8and barked.
"You will go nowhere, do you hear me? She wants yotemain,
doesn't she? Well, if she wants you hé&exe you'll stay!"



chapter seventeen

It was Charles, with his calm reasonableness, wiaily managed to
straighten out the tangle. After he'd learned te&its from his
weeping sister, he sought out Strickland and, Iiygusonsiderable
patience and repeating the facts as logically asipke, eventually
convinced his stubborn and angry brother-in-lav @lavia was not
in any way attached to the tutor. However, whewi@liearned from
Charles that Strickland intended to keep the tatgrshe burst into
tears again.

Olivia, using Charles as a go-between (for she caodt bear to
discuss the matter with Strickland face-to-facejforimed his
lordship that, under the circumstances, she woind ft quite
impossible to visit the schoolroom in future if MOlapham remained
on the staff. He hadwice lost his self- control, she informed hel
brother-in-law, and she would not subject herselfhie humiliation
of a possible third experience of that kind. Redadly, therefore,
fully aware that Perry was fond of the tutor, slkeeertheless had to
recommend that Strickland let him go after all.

It was this message which truly convinced Stricélltirat the girl was
sincerely indifferent to Mr. Clapham, and it wag nathout a small
touch of wicked satisfaction that he informed thi@it that he was to
leave the premises after all. He handed Mr. Claplaatetter of
recommendation which, in its praise of his schdlgrsand his
affectionate handling of his charges, guaranteath would be able
to find another post, but his lordship pointed drity to the tutor
before leaving him to his packing that he had Ibekieep his
affectionate handling of thethermembers of the households wher
he would in future be employed more strictly in che

With that last sardonic admonition ringing in hee Mr. Clapham
left Langley Park, his emotions a mixture of bitiess and relief. The
recommendation insured that he would find a satiefst post, for



which he was profoundly grateful. But as far wemen were

concerned, he swore to himself that never woulgdrit himself to
become emotionally involved with one again. Platol bbeen quite
right about love being a grave mental disease; deldvnot soon
again permit himself to be reinfected.

Dinner that night was a disappointing affair. Adlgtln Charles had
succeeded in convincing Elspeth to join the farailythe table, his
announcement of their forthcoming nuptials to Coudattie and

Aunt Eugenia did not cause an outpouring of godt #&ugenia, in

obvious disapproval of so unconventional a betiptieanarked that
she wished them well, of course, but added that tshould not

expect a sanguine acceptance fromttimeAn unequal match, while
sometimes considered acceptable by the less egattambers of
countrysociety, is much frowned upon tawn,|'m sorry to say."

Cousin Hattie, pursing her mouth in disagreememmediately
responded. "What utter rubbish! I, for one, am e@uilelighted,
Charles, to see that you have the character toeghe difference in
your stations. If all men looked farharacterin their betrotheds
rather than wealth and social position, Londonetgcivould be all
the better for it,"

At this point, Olivia leaned toward her cousin katb assure her that
Elspeth was every bit as well-born as Charles; eyhak the same
time, Strickland informed his aunt Eugenia coldigttany society,
town or country, with an ounce of discernment wonklcome into
its circle persons of such obvious value as ChahesElspeth. The
betrothed couple looked gratified by this sinceededse, but the
spirit of jubilation, which they had every right éxpect to flow over
the assemblage at such a time, was quite missitigia Cand
Strickland were at pains, all evening, to keep flowking at each
other or exchanging words; Hattie and Eugenia wasejsual, quite



at odds; and Charles and Elspeth had to be cottgaize across the
table at each other and sigh.

Shortly after dinner had ended, Strickland excubadself and
retired. Gaskin followed him into the bedroom, &itickland told
him to go to bed. The valet, already disturbed bg tack of
occupation, left with ill grace, but Strickland ditleven notice. He
threw himself down on his bed without removing dimrygy but his
coat in excessive perturbation of the spirit. Theeng in the
schoolroom had disturbed him more than he'd bekntakadmit to
himself. But now, several hours later, with the terasettled and the
tutor dispatched on his way, Strickland still fettaken. There was
little question in his mind about what had upseb.nHe had found
Olivia in a man's arms, and he'd feturderous.He didn't know
which one of them he would have liked to murdet, imiknewwhy
he'd wanted to kill. It had been naked, unrestdiin®lentjealousy.

For the first time, he had to admit to himself thia¢ girl meant
something more to him than he'd supposed. He hdxtubdy

thought of her as an irritating nuisance inflictagon him by
marriage. But somehow, at some moment in the fhettfeeling had
changed. He could not have told when or how, betettwas little
guestionnowthat he was strongly attracted. How Clara wouldyka
if she knew! She'd said many times that he andi®ad more in
common than he realized. Clara had even predithedl last night,
that. .

But no, it was foolish to dwell on it. Clara hacebeso ill. In her right
mind she would not have been the sort who woulde haghed to
control people's lives from the grave. In any cdhkés attraction
toward Olivia was not to be encouraged. The giviobsly disliked

him completely. In every way she indicated her pisaval of his

habits, his viewpoints, his politics and his ch&&acShe thought of
him as a jaded Tory libertine, and he supposedwhatjust what he
was. How could an idealistic, radical little blussting have any



interest in a man who stood for everything shedatel, even worse,
who was too old for her in both age and experience.

Perhaps, if things had been different—if he hatmet her and could
have consciously attempted to make a favorable asgoon on

her—he could have managed to win her affection.cbi@d have

charmed her with his easy manners and assured siecould have
made light of their political differences and disgged the difference
in their ages. It would not have been an imposde&—he'd won

admiration from young girls before. But he and @likiad fallen into

the habit of disagreement. There was too mucheir fhasts which

had set them at odds. He could never win her now.

Besides, the girl deserved better. She was youdgrarocent; she
should have a fresh-faced, clean, openhearted ymargto love
her—one who was not encumbered with memories df Ipas or
jaded by the vestiges of past dalliance. And sheulghnot be
permitted to bury herself away from society for kmog, or she might
be too late tdind that deserving young man. It was not good fotder
remain here at Langley... and it was not good ior dither.

But how could he convince her to leave? She feltstasng a
responsibility for the children's welfare as he. dgen if he forced a
quarrel upon her and drove her away, she would fammpelled to
return to the children. She would return from timéime in any case.
And each time she came, he felt certain that hem®@ss would create
an ache in his insides as strong as the achetret this moment, an
ache which would only emphasize the already pailoiogliness of
his life. What he needed was someone to act adfar hetween
himself and his sister-in-law—someone who woulcland care for
the children too. Obviously, neither Eugenia norvi@ls cousin
Hattie would be satisfactory. It had to be someee like Clara
herself. Good lord! What he needed waswifa!



Of courselThat wagt! He had to marry again. A new wife could tak
over where Clara had left off. It would be the aeswo every
problem. But the thought was repugnant to him. @ face a
relationship of such intimacy with a woman he didave? The
answer, he told himself sternly, wgess.Even with Clara, the last few
years had not been particularly satisfactory, haythad managed.
He would manage again.

Finding a wife would be no very difficult matterh@re were a
number of London ladies who had flirted with himtive past when
he'd appeared at social events without Clara orafms They had
made it clear that they would have welcomed hisadeghen.Now
that he was free to remarry, his ad-vances woul@lbéhe more
welcome. He was too wise in the ways of the wodtlta realize his
value on the Marriage Mart. He had titles, wealih, acceptable
appearance and a certain measure of prestige. Wavegust the sort
of superficial qualities which most women wanted.Wwbuld have no
trouble at all.

As he began to think of the various eligible ladrekis circle, he fell
asleep. He dreamed that Perry and Amy were ledaimgip a rugged
mountain path, higher and higher until it becamegaaously steep.
Above him was a ledge which promised a haven @tgaHe lifted
Amy up to it without much difficulty, but Perry waso heavy.
Terrified that he would drop the boy, he shoutedhip. Two arms
reached out over the edge, lifted Perry from hesgrand disappeared
from his view. He reached up and grasped the adgeap the road
beneath his feet crumbled away. Hanging by his faver a deep
ravine, he tried desperately to pull himself up Buind himself
unable to heave his enormous weight. The veiled loéa woman
leaned over the ledge and peered at him. "My hatadke myhand"
he begged, reaching out to her. She laughed arspheptat. "Trust
me," the woman said in Clara's voice. "Let go aslkidll lift you." He
did as she bid and found his body floating free apdjhtless in the
air beside the ledge. With his free hand, he rehébeher veil and



snatched it away, revealing the face of Olivia,meuth a sneer. She
laughed cruelly and let go of his hand. At that reairhis body felt
heavy as lead, and he began to fall head over mtelthe ravine, the
sound of her laughter following him down....

He awoke with a start. His candle had burned odthe& room was in
blackness. The constriction of the waistband of hreeches
reminded him that he had not yet undressed. Wedrdy pulled

himself up and unbuttoned his shirt, aware thatealirig of

depression seemed to have settled into his bomespdin was less
sharp than the grief he'd been experiencing duhegpast months
but was somehow more oppressive. The weight ospirg seemed
to exude a threat of permanence—a pervasive hessvihat he knew
had settled in to stay, if not forever, then astdar a long, long time.

Charles left the next morning after whispering arnway to his
betrothed that, if she didn't settle her busines$ @turn to him
before the month was out, he would return and deagbodily from
the premises. He left behind him a household gleortian it had
been when he'd arrived. Eugenia and Hattie wereagad in a
bickering war that was carried on throughout thg dad Olivia and
Strickland seemed more strained and distant witth edher than
they'd ever been before. It was only in the preseidahe children
that they pretended to friendliness.

Olivia did not find this state of affairs at all ber liking. Before the
arrival of her brother and the two "chaperonesg'lsid been well on
her way to achieving a comfortable kinship withékiand. They had
even laughed together. If only that fool of a tutad not instigated
that dreadful scene. Charles had assured her thakl&d was
convinced that she'd spoken the truth when sheddisat there was
nothing between herself and the tutor. Then why Staskland still
so distant? Was he still smarting from the slapdspeen him?



Whenever she remembered that slap, the palm ofidradt burned.
She did not know what had come over her. He had loderiatingly
scornful in his remarks, of course, but the sitwratie’d come upon
was certainly deserving of scorn. Her reaction Ibaein unwontedly
violent, and she was at a loss to explain it. Enxng about her
relationship with Strickland always seemed to baudght with
unexplainable tensions and excitement. Why couttleyf develop a
peaceful, friendlyapproachement®hy couldn't she see him at the
table or pass him on the stairs without this steasgreleration of the
pulse and constriction of the chest? Was it gaitifaving struck him
so angrily on the face? Should she apologize?

For a few days she mulled over the problem, blastt after another
dinner during which the only conversation had b#en irritating
exchanges between Eugenia and Hattie, she fetiahd stand it no
longer. She went to the library where Strickland,l@very evening,
been secluding himself and knocked at the dooitdd\to enter, she
found him packing a number of ledgers and papéuosancarrying
case. "What is this?" she asked in surprise. "Are packing?"

"Yes," he said, not pausing in his work. "I hacemded to inform you
before you retired for the night. | am leaving foondon in the
morning."

Olivia felt her heart sink. "But...why? Has somathhappened?"

"No, nothing out of the way. | have some businedslte care of that
I've been putting off for too long. And | want tad a new tutor for
Perry. And there are a few other matters which ragtehding."

"But what about the children? Won't they be distartby your
absence?"

"No, | don't think so. | spoke to them about istafternoon, and they
were quite complaisant, especially when | promiseering back an



armload of surprises for them. Amy was quite eagdysuaded to
part with me as soon as | promised to bring héraad of red beads."

Olivia had to smile. "She's developed quite a mas$or beads of

late. She loves to put three or four strands artnensheck and admire
herself in her glass. Beads will be the very thiogher. But was

Perry equally agreeable?"

"Yes, he was. He says he'll surpmeewhen | return by showing me
how much his riding has improved in my absence."

"l hope you're not pushing him too hard in hismgliMiles. We don't
want him jumping over fences before he's ready,lVi®lsaid,
frowning.

"You needn't worry," Strickland answered mildly.'vd warned
Higgins to keep a close watch on him when he goés o.

"Mell, you seem to have taken care of everythi@jiVia muttered in
some asperity, "and without consultingeat all.”

He looked up at her with eyebrows raised. "You soas if you
disapprove, my dear. But | don't understand yodnBDiyou yourself,
not two weeks ago, suggest that | return to Londod use my
influence to obtain the release of Leigh Hunt friomprisonment?"

"Yes, but you told me in no uncertain terms that yelieved he
deservedo be imprisoned for insulting the Regent in pfint

"l said, ma'am, that thRegentbelieved so. I, myself, believe tha
Prinny was mistaken to have taken the nonsensergsusly."

"Then youwill help him?" Olivia asked, gaping at Strickland witl
pleased surprise.



Strickland gave a quick, snorting laugh. "You #atine, my deatr, if
you believe my influence with the Prince is so styol shall,
however, speak to his highness if the opportunigesa. | may even
pay a call on Hunt in the gaol. But beyond thatah promise you
nothing."

Olivia felt a surge of pleasure. When she had fiistussed the plight
of the much-abused Hunt brothers, Strickland hashlmmpletely

indifferent. "They have abused the freedom of thesg' he'd said,
"and | have little sympathy for them." Had she nggthto convince
him to take a more moderate view of the matterAdCsloe have had
an influence on him after all? "You promise a grel, Miles. I'm

very grateful."

Strickland shrugged. "I'm not going to London foe tsake of the
Hunts, you know. And it is extremely unlikely tHatan doanything
for them. So your gratitude is completely misplated

"l quite understand that you're not making sudipeentirely on their
behalf, but—"

"I'm not making itat all on their behalf."

Olivia met his eye challengingly. "I hope you am making the trip
because ofme Miles."

"Now, why, my dear, should | dthat?’

She looked down at the floor. "I remember, whenr&laas alive,
you always used to take to your heels the momarived.”

He glanced at her quizzically and then turned éadible and began to
fiddle with his papers. "You exaggerate, Oliviag' $aid brusquely.
"And even if | did so then, you surely cannot bedi¢ would do so
now. | hope you realize that I'm quite sensible offtut that you are



making a considerable personal sacrifice to staye heith the
children, and | shall always be grateful to you ifpeven if | seem
remiss in expressing that gratitude. And | woultinuo off and leave
you in sole charge of them if it were not neces$ary

"l see. Then it is not because of me that you'regiy

"No, of course not. What reason have | given yosuspect such a
thing?"

"Well... youare angry with me, aren't you?"

He looked over his shoulder at her in surprise.t"Ball. Why
should | be?"

She flushed. "I ... $lappedyou ..."

He blinked for a moment in bewilderment and thensbout in a
laugh. "Yes, you did, didn't you?" He rubbed theeaiin painful
recollection. "It was, as my pugilist friend, Jegedackson would
say,“a right smart blow."' And one that | completely desd."

"No, no! | should never have—"

"You most certainlyshouldhave, my dear." He came up to her in tw
long strides and lifted her chin with his handwds unforgiveably
rude, and no young woman of spirit could have begmected to
ignore it. Don't ever apologize, girl, for the dparf fire you have
within you. It sets you quite above the ordinam know."

Olivia stared up at him in astonishment. He hadenesaid such a
thing to her before. Her heart seemed to sweldagier chest in
pleasure. His eyes were fixed on hers with a colngelf enigmatic

gleam, and she wondered with a little thrill ofradaf he intended to
kiss her as he'd done once before in this very r@oimot surge of



blood rushed up to her face as she realized widmshthat there
would be nothing she'd like more than having hineegvher into his
arms as he'd done before.

But he did no such thing. Instead, he seemed tat rea her
unmistakable blush with a shudder of self-reprétd. dropped his
hand from her cheek and turned away abruptly. "Rlong to bed
now, my dear," he said in a flat, matter-of-fact@o"I'll never finish
going through these papers if we stand here spgakinsense."

So the bubble inside her burst, her pulse regulasstf, and the

ANoyful feeling in her chest dissipated like pereirsprayed in the
wind. He was going away; that was the only redligt had come

from all these words. And the fact of his going wia@re depressing
to her spirit than she'd ever expected. "Yawespoken a great deal
of nonsense, Miles," she said glumly as she wetitgt@loor, "but you

haven't told me the real reason why you're goingyatv

"You'll know in due time." He kept his eyes on th&pers he was
stacking into a neat pile.

She paused in the doorway. "l wouldn't be at alpssed if your
reason is to make a cowardly escape from the coynplayour aunt
and my cousin. If thais your dastardly plan, my lord—if you are
leaving me to cope with Hattie and Eugenia all bysetf—I shall
concoct a most devastating revenge. | shall fimeyato coax them to
live with youforever afterand then | shall run off and leave them t
you!" And with that parting shot, she left him ts Ipacking.



chapter eighteen

Olivia and Perry were perched atop the stone whitkvdivided the
upper South slope from the lower South field, wetghAmy trundle

a toy wheelbarrow about on the winter- faded gréks.boy and his
aunt were having one of their frequent "serioudkstalt was an
unusually balmy day for early March, and Olivia haecided to
permit the children to spend part of the afternwotihe open air, for
they had just endured several weeks of cold andedemg rain.
While Amy's goloshoes squelched through the sogggsgbehind
her little red barrow, Perry and Olivia swung tHems in the air and
held their faces up to drink in the sun's faintmt. "If | were truly

Gorgana,” Olivia said, "I would devise an enchanseell which

would make every day just like today."

"If | were Gorgana,"” Perry argued, "l would malsnibwevery day. |
lovethe snow."

"Really?" Olivia asked, turning to study him. "WHy?

"Because it's such great fun. You can play innt emake snowballs
and build forts—"

“Like the fort you and your father built during tteest snowfall?"
"Yes. That was the best snow fort | ever saw, wasmunt Livie?"
"The best. Did you like building it?"

"Oh, yes, more than anything!"

"And did you like having your father help you wit@"

"Yes, | truly did." The boy pouted suddenly. "l Wwike was at home.
When will he be home, Aunt Livie?"



"Soon, | think. And you'll show him how well youeariding, and
you'll tell him all you've learned about the Plajgaets, too."

"And even the Tudors," Perry added proudly. "I hdpe comes
before | forget. Do you know, Aunt Livie, when | sva little boy, |
was afraid of Papa?"

"Were you, dearest?"

"Yes. Very. He seemed to be so huge, you know. thieegiant on
top of the beanstalk. And he always seemed soarggyy, t00."

"Did he indeed?"

"l suppose he seemed so because | was smalleBheit's all right
now that I've grown."

“I'm glad. It doesn't do to be afraid afiyone Perry, love. There are
noreal giants, you know. Not on top of beanstalks or amgre else."

"I know." Perry sighed philosophically. "There ane monsters,
either. Or ghosts. Only in people's minds, likeEidgidore."

"Do you mean to say that yamderstandhat Sir Budgidore was only
imaginary?"

"Oh, yes. lalwaysunderstood that. It's just that | could see hiont s
of. Almost real, if you know what | mean."

"l do, love. Do you miss him now that he's gone?"

"Not very much. After we had that ceremony for hilmstopped
thinking much about him. Do you suppose he's gonine special
place where Mama has gone and that theybo#imwatch over us?"



Olivia put an arm around his shoulder and hugged. liNo one
knows the answers to such questions, dearestt'8ldvely to think
so."

Perry's father had been absent almost six weeksn whes
conversation took place. It had been a time ofidemable change for
Perry. Olivia had been quite concerned for the Wdig. tutor had
gone first, and Olivia had noted that Perry hadrezkto be very
upset by Mr. Clapham's departure. She readily symyed with the
boy's feelings, but after a bit of thinking she de¢p understand what
had been the real cause of the boy's distressy, Pdraken by the
events of the past year, had developed a tenderaing to routine.
He liked everything to stay the same. He clungh® familiar—to
peoplehe was accustomed to andstthedulefie had come to expect.
Change was threatening to him. Change meant loss.

Olivia, mulling over the matter, knew that Perrywanot be able to
live a life without change. No one could. Thingsl geople changed
all the time; there was no way to prevent it. Thae Perry would
have to learn to accept it. For that reason, Olined to shake him
from routine. Some days she would tutor him in dtisdies at the
scheduled hours, but often she would surprise hirmoatling off the
lessons completely. Sometimes she permitted histetep late, and
sometimes she woke him early enough to watch theissu
Sometimes she and Elspeth and Amy spent the et#yevith him,
and sometimes she encouraged him to spend alnsoshtite day on
his own, to devise his own ways of passing the.time

It was not until Elspeth left for London, howevérat Olivia could
determine how well her plan was working. For selvavaeks,
Elspeth had been training the maid, Tilda, to tadweplace. Tilda was
only nineteen, and she had not received the kinedoftation that
Elspeth had, but she was warmhearted, cheerfuhaddad several



years of schooling at a charity school in Leicestee where she'd
been raised. She could read remarkably well, ard\sbte in a fine
hand. If she could not give Amy lessons in musidm@awing, it was
not a great problem. Music and drawing mastersdcbelhired later.
And when Perry's new tutor would arrive, he couwddoubt instruct
Amy in those subjects in which Tilda was deficiehitie primary trait
which Olivia and Elspeth agreed was needed in thempess who
would replace Elspeth was loving warmth, and thitalpossessed
in good measure.

Elspeth longed to return to London, but she wouladly have
postponed the gratification of her desires indédigiif the children
needed her. Olivia, however, did not think that iadefinite
postponement of Elspeth's departure would helghiidren to learn
to face the vicissitudes of life. About two weelen Strickland's
departure (Olivia having noted that both Perry @&y seemed
reasonably content inhis absence), Olivia convinced Elspeth that
was time for her to take her leave.

To Olivia's great relief, Perry bid the governes$soad goodbye
without the slightest sign of inward distress. Ty had, in fact,
taken a strong liking to Tilda because of her gaeemanner and easy
laughter and was thus able to say goodbye to HEspéout pain. It
was the placid, easy-goifgmywho surprised Olivia. The child did
something she had never done before—she threwihéosen on the
floor of the nursery and screamed, "I want my Edthp | want my
Elth- peth" She kicked her chubby legs up and down and pednc
her little fists on the carpet, wailing and weepiagously.

"But she's only gone to marry Uncle Charles," Pexplained to his
hysterical sister calmly. "She'll be back to seé us

But his assurances were of no avail. Olivia toak from the room,
and the two of them waited until Amy's tantrum lsaént itself. Then
they reentered, and Olivia, lifting the still- satdp child to her lap,



carefully explained that Elspeth was soon to beabat instead of her
governess. "Won't it be lovely to have two aunstaad of only me?"

"W-Wiw she bwing m-me thome beads when she c-corbatk?"
Amy asked, wiping away her tears with the backesfliand.

And so the crisis passed, the children accepted dlered

circumstances of their lives without any other sigif emotional
impairment, and Elspeth went off to London to bermed. Olivia

was unable, of course, to attend the wedding, leifesarned all the
details of the affair from the various letters skeeived from the
participants.

Charles sent a letter filled with ecstatic exagtens of a joyful,
flawless, ideal ceremony; no bride had ever bedmesaitiful and no
wedding vows had ever been more meaningful. El&petite was all
breathless effusion. Olivia read both letters todi@aperones as they
sat at the dinner table. But while Hattie and Eugeet to bickering
over the relative merits of a large wedding ovanall one, Olivia
pulled from her sleeve a letter from her brothends and silently
reread it. Jamie had written her favorite accoditbhe wedding—the
only account which gave her a clear and truthful petirthe event.

It was just the sort of scrambled affalamie had writterthat only
our family can contrive—a kind of frenzied misaduesn from the
start. Elspeth arrived without warning quite laté¢ might, and
Charles, with his newly awakened sense of proprietyuld not
permit her to spend the night under our roof forarfeof
"compromising” her. Nothing would do but that | gl find a
suitable hotel for her. But, of course, he didramivher to stay at a
hotel for one night longer than absolutely necegsapb a special
license had to be arranged. One needs the signafuaibishop for a
special license, you know, so Charles applied tih&a "Of course 1



am acquainted with a bishop," Father declared aaghiched into a
long tale about a chap he knew at Eton who'd lalistinguished
himself in the clergy, etc. etc. But as you migivenexpected, Father
didn't quite remember the bishop's name! It tookurbo of
reminiscences and pulling out of old schoolbooki®rgethe name
was positively identified. The next day, Charlestve search of the
eminent clergyman only to discover that the felhad been dead for
more than a dozen years!

It was Lord Strickland who came to the rescue. ki@ @harles have
been thick as thieves of late, you know. He todkemsainto his own
hands and procured a special license within a ddg/s completely
up to the mark, old Strickland, whatever you mayktbf his libertine
qualities, Livie, for if it weren't for him, the &® wedding business
would have been a disaster. The best thing thatleygened to this
family was Clara's marriage to him—and you may takkeword on
that!

In any case, with a special license in hand, we-&lather, Charles,

Strickland and I—climbed into Strickland's carriaged drove to the
hotel to pick up the bride. We found her waitingfedy, all dressed

in her governess's Sunday best— a gray kerseynoeva gnd the

dowdiest bonnet I've ever laid eyes on. Well, Bard took one look
at her and announced that we must all have tearbefe set out for
church. Before we knew it, he'd hired the hoted'stIprivate parlour

and had ushered us to our places round a well-ladartable. Then,
assuring us that he would be back before we'dHfedgshe repast, he
took himself off.

Within the hour, he returned, carrying a hat boxethhe presented
to the bride with a charmingly humorous flourishh&i Elspeth
beheld the flowery confection inside, she promptiylged in what |
later learned was her habitual way of dealing wlife—a burst of
waterworks. But when she saw herself in the glaser new bridal
bonnet, her eyes truly shone. | must admit, Liti&, it was not until |



saw her in that hat—a straw concoction with a dpeke and a row
of flowers around the crown—that | realized whatdratty thing she
IS.

When we arrived at the church, the parson was nosvimeevidence.
Strickland, of course, was the one who went to fiiml But by the
time he returned with the parson in tow, Father daéhppeared. He
was nowhere to be found. After searching the pfacemore than

half-an-hour, | discovered him in a tiny room—asdg really, like
an ambry—behind the vestry, sitting on an overtdripail and

reading avidly a yellowed old manuscript he'd soovelscome upon.
It was all | could do to pry him away from his dsery—he swore it
was fifteenth century and "quite revealing of tharmyes in Latinate
style which had come into being after Thomas a Kefde had to
be reminded that his eldest son was about to beiedaand that he
himself was expected to give the bride away!

The ceremony itself passed uneventfully, Fathetihgathe bride in
with proper, if absent-minded, dignity, and yournthle servant
standing up for Charles in—if | may be permittecs&y so—grand
style. But after the ceremony, Father delayed &tern to the house
(where Cook must have been tearing her hair out thesruination
of the wedding feast she'd been preparing for thst phirty-six
hours) in order to explain to the parson that a mseript of such
scholarly value as the one he'd discovered shootidh@ so carelessly
stowed in an unused storage space. A lengthy dispusof
fifteenth-century clerical Latin ensued until Skitend interfered,
distracting Father with a promise to provide funidsrestore the
manuscript to its original condition. He took Fatlsearm in his and,
while asking his advice about whom to consult alloeirestoration,
managed to maneuver him out of the building.

Thus your brother was married, after which ordealall returned to
the house and merrily consumed that part of thedmgddinner
which had not been burned or dried out during te&ayl.



Looking back on it, | must admit that the day haerbenormously
entertaining. | only wish that you had been theyeshare in the
festivities.

Olivia slipped the letter back into her sleeve andled to herself.
Her brother's letter had brought the wedding vividl life for her. It
was quite like her family to make a muddle of thexialing in just that
style. Charles had always been a sensible, fe¢taground fellow,
but love must have made him into the head-in-tbeats sort. As for
her father, however, he could be counted on to raajandly number
of absent-minded blunders. And Elspeth, with hadyetears, was
eccentric enough to fit right in. It was only Skiend whose behavior
was unexpected. He had been more thoughtful andl tkian she
would ever have supposed, even though Jamie hadnbstaken in
assuming that she still thought badly of him. &taod could be
selfish and stubborn at times, but he could be esetoo. It had
been many months since she'd thought of him as @astedsh
libertine. In truth, this evidence of his kindneéssher family during
the wedding was only one of a number of signs whlatwed him to
be, as Clara had once told her, a man of character.

The man of character had been gone six weeks whemqut a word
of warning, his carriage drew up at the door. ItswWallowed by
another equipage as grand as Strickland's— a tngvebach with
shiny blue panels and brass fittings and bearicigst upon the door
which indicated that it carried behind its curtaingindows one or
more members of a decidedly noble family. The irapree equipage
drew the attention-* Aunt Eugenia, who remarkedHgttie that
Strickland had returned with a gaggle of guestap-df-the-trees,
from the look of them," she announced gleefully, i@se pressed to
the window of the upstairs sitting room. "Two genten and two . . .
no, threeladies . . . and all dressed in the first stylelefance. How
delightful. We shall have a bit of excitement &t la



"We shall have noise and confusion, that's whatstall have!"
Hattie responded acidly. "Nothing but noise andfesion."

While the guests were climbing from the carriag@syia was up in
the schoolroom where she, Tilda and the childrerevemgaged in
learning the rudiments of watercolor painting. Sal/eours had been
happily spent in dabbing dripping colors upon largete sheets of
paper and evaluating the effects. There had beea mifiort, much
failure and much laughter. Amy had dabbed morercmoher face,
hands and apron than on her painting; and everotiners were
significantly besmirched. In the midst of this afidog but
begriming activity, word reached Olivia that higdship had just
arrived and was asking for her.

With an eager cry, she jumped up and ran to theastg the two
overjoyed youngsters at her heels. Warning Tildatake the
children's hands on the stairway, she flew ahealdesh down five of
the six flights of stairs, her heart hammering @light. She had not
the slightest premonition of the sight that wasulho meet her eyes.
"Miles, you'reback!" she clarioned as she rounded the bend of 1
staircase and came to the top of the last flightay didn't you wr—?
Oh! Goodheavens!"

There below her was what seemed to be a crowdrafggtrs, all
looking up at her quizzically. She had a quick iegsion of gleaming
jewels, waving feathers, luxurious furs. Elegarglgwned ladies
were handing their outer garments to Fincher asmbeed among
them. An impeccably dressed gentleman was handieghos beaver
while another was shrugging out of his greatcoici®and, who'd
evidently been introducing Aunt Eugenia and Coudattie to his
guests, had turned round at the sound of Oliviaisevand was
looking up at her. "Ahthereyou are, Olivia," he said in greeting.

Standing among his fashionable friends, Strickleated the most
elegant of all. Olivia had not before realized guibw handsome he



was. He was taller than any of the others, andhipeessive width of
his shoulders was emphasized by his caped greaitsaft brown
wool. The greatcoat hung open, casually revealimgodish town
coat of dark-brown superfine which Olivia had nelvefore seen him
wear. To add to the unfamiliar stylishness of gearance, she
noted that he'd had his hair cut in a new and ratlshing style,
although the gray at his temples had become admié merceptible.
He looked every inch a gentleman of marked disonct

The impressive stylishness of his appearance suddeade her

conscious of the shabbiness of her own. She remechipeth horror

that she was wearing an old, faded muslin gown hvisbe'd

carelessly stained with watercolors, and her hdisg, almost of

their own accord to her hair which she surmised waeously

tousled. But her eyes never left his face. Histpand rather distant
smile widened to a grin. "Well, aren't you goingsay anything?
Have you forgotten how tepeakn my absence?"

She smiled back at him, feeling unaccountably '4hyit's very good
to have you back,” she said awkwardly, wonderingpdeately
whether it was necessary to continue on down tiessb make her
greetings or if it would be very shocking to tumdarun upstairs to
hide.

Her problem was solved by the appearance of thelrehi They

paused for only a moment at her side, for it tooly the first glimpse
of their father to send them scurrying on downdtagers. Amy leaped
from the fourth step right into her father's arntslevPerry rushed on,
tumbling against him and hugging him enthusiadiicabout the

waist. If Strickland was annoyed by this unusuzgityaof behavior,

he made no sign. He buried his face in his daughtexck while he
lifted his son up to his shoulder with his othanafor a moment sur
rendering to his joy in the reunion. Olivia feltritbroat constrict at
the sight of it.



But Eugenia would not let the moment pass withoatiment. "Have
you nomannerschildren?" she chided. "Such untrammeled wildne
will not do\ Miles, dear boy, put them down at once and lemthe
make their bows."

But Strickland, meanwhile, had taken a look atrtfi@ces. "Good
Lord," he exclaimed in amused surprise, "what's thatvgosmeared
on your faces? You look like a couple of red Indian

The guests had crowded round and were exchangidglgent
smiles. Olivia, shamefacedly remembering the pedecorum with
which the children were made to greet their fathben Clara was
alive, ran down the steps and took the childrenmfrdner
brother-in-law. "I'm sorry, Miles,” she said in arehthless
undervoice. Then, looking up embarrassedly atdlced staring into
hers, she explained, "We've been working with veaters, I'm
afraid. | shouldn't have permitted them to come mloww this
besmirched condition. | hope, Miles, that you'lrgiwe me for
causing you embarrassment before your friends."

"You needn't worry, my dear," Strickland said, grimg at her. "l've
already told my friends that my sister-in-law is@rmginal.”

"No need for embarrassment oar account," said a familiar voice,
and Olivia looked up to see Arthur Tisswold stagdiearby. "They

are only children, after all." And he took her s hand from

Perry's clasp and bowed over it.

"You're quite right, Arthur," Strickland said, tdung Perry's hair.

"You're quitewrong,” Cousin Hattie contradicted in her scornful
cracked voice. "Children should be expected to beHike little
adults when they are brought into adult companiglalought to take
them upstairs at once."



Tilda, who had been waiting on the stairway, bobbed started
down. But Strickland put up a restraining hand. ‘tiéed to stand on
points, Cousin Hattie. It's all my fault, you knowdidn't send word
of my arrival. Now that the damage is done, we mayell make
everyone known to each other.”

"If you please, Miles," Olivia suggested quietlytHink it would be
better to wait until later to perform the introdiocis. The children
and | would be more comfortable if we could havenedime to
change. Let me take them upstairs. I'll bring tldwn in time for
tea—which can't be very far off—and you can maleaitroductions
then."

"Very well, if that is what you wish,"” he said arndrned to a
strikingly beautiful young woman standing at hif.1&hall we go
into the drawing room in the meantime? I, for omeuld be grateful
for a warm fire. Lead the way, if you please, Attiigenia. Come
along, Leonora. And let me take your arm too, L&#lard. Arthur,
old man, will you instruct the footman to serve goat?" Smoothly,
with a word for everyone, he guided his guests afn@y the stairs
and toward the drawing room.

Olivia, deeply humiliated by her overenthusiastiehévior on
hearing of Strickland's arrival and by having petedi the children to
be seen by a houseful of guests in all their lid the children up the
stairs. Ignoring their questions about why theyldot talk to Papa
and where he could have hidden their presentdushed them over
to Tilda with strict instructions to dress thentheir best and to have
them ready by tea-time. Then she ran down thedakr own room.
One look in the mirror confirmed her worst fears-e-8foked aight!
Her hair had fallen over her forehead in shockiisgray, a streak of
green paint had spread itself across the bridgeephose and onto
her cheek, and her dress—a shabby old thing tonbegh—was
speckled with orange and purple spots across thenband down the



front. Even Tilda in her soiled apron had lookettdye What must
Strickland's guests have thought of her? What imelkive thought?

She remembered that he had called her an "origiv\hat had he
meant by that? If he intended to imply that she arasccentri¢ her
appearance had certainly supported him.

But she had no time for further reflection. Sheppleid off her dress,
washed her face in the basin and pulled on a prasengown. She
brushed her hair vigorously, attempting to achiaveemblance of
neatness, although she knew that strands of cotsvgpring free of
the smoothly brushed waves as soon as she walkag fa@am the
mirror. Then she jumped up from her dressing tableé went up to
inspect the children.Their appearance, she knew, was mot
important than hex own. The guests would wish tcetmieord
Strickland's children, not his sister-in-law.

In all this time, she'd kept herself from dwelling the guests. But
questions concerning them kept niggling at her mivho were
they? Why on earth had Strickland invited them?nitde realize
how the need to entertain them would steal timeyaftam that
which he would ordinarily allot to the children?éfe was something
strange about this state of affairs, and althoinghh&d no idea of the
answers to her questions, she had a dismayingdettat there was
somethingforebodingabout the presence of the guests. Somethi
was going to happen, and she had a strong premofiiat she would
not like the happening at all.



chapter nineteen

Olivia thought the children looked perfectly splehdTilda had

dressed Amy in a white dimity gown belted with adaiblue satin
sash and tied in the back with an enormous bowié\flantaloons
peeped out below her flounced hem and their rufftedtoms

revealed only the tips of her tiny laced half boB®rry looked almost
manly in his brown coat (very like his father's3Jweret waistcoat of
antigue bronze and pale beige smalls with bucklésesknees. Even
his boots were like his father's, the leather giegmand little tassles
swinging from the tops. "You are bdtleautiful,"she crowed, folding
them into an embrace. "Why do you look so unhappy?"

"We want to sed’apa.. to see what he's brought us from Londor
.and toplaywith him," Perry pouted. "We dorike to talk to guests.”

Amy nodded agreement. "Don't like gueths," she edho

"Nonsense!" Olivia said briskly. "They are yourtfat's friends, and
if helikes them, it is very likely you will too."

"Will youlike them, Aunt Livie?" Perry asked dubiously.

The question caught her up short, and she realizad she had
already, without even having been introduced tothtaken them all
in decided dislike. "Of course | will like them,” she said
mendaciously, but she couldn't meet his eye.

Instead, she turned quickly to Tilda, complimenting governess on
her achievement in so quickly washing and chantfiaghildren and
even managing to makeerselfpresentable. "You are taeasure
Tilda," she said affectionately as she hurriechtodoor. "Now, wait
for five minutes—until his lordship will have hacdthance to present
me—and then bring the children downstairs."



The guests had moved from the drawing room toatgeldownstairs
sitting room where the tea things had been set@uisin Hattie was
already seated behind the teapot dispensing the with unsmiling
efficiency when Olivia entered. Strickland immedigtcame to his
sister-in-law's side and took her to meet his guédtere were not so
many of them as Olivia had at first supposed. Besigir Arthur,
whom she already knew, there were only four: Lordl dady
Gallard, a middle- aged couple whose manners weoemkcertingly
formal; Miss Leonora Oglesby, Lady Gallard's sistdhe
breathtaking beauty whom Olivia had noticed befaard Mrs.
Oglesby, the mother of Lady Gallard and Miss Ogfealdowager of
imposing size and equally formidable manner. Oféhgre group,
only Sir Arthur gave Olivia a smile. The rest o#édmolite greetings,
but their eyes seemed to view her as some softrarige creature
whom they would rather not know.

The children, however, were greeted with many svaled a number
of gushing compliments. "Oooh, the lititkarlings!" squealed Lady
Gallard.

"Miles, they are delicious" Leonora Oglesby said, her voice
melodious with enthusiasm.

"l could eat thenup\' her mother gurgled, opening her arms to ther
"Come to my arms, you precious babies, and lesgueezgou!"

This last effusion was, for the uncomfortable ctald the last straw.
Eyeing Mrs. Oglesby with suspicious fear, theyaated to the safety
of Olivia's skirts. Amy hid behind those skirts,epeng out at the
assemblage with one frightened eye; Perry mereiicloéd at them
with one hand while standing close beside his aratt and brave so
long as he could feel her close by. All the attesrgdtthe guests to
coax them away from their protector were unsuccésifwas only
when their father set chairs for them—at a suffiti@distance from
the strangers to encourage them to let Olivia g@t-they finally



emerged and accepted their cups of chocolate fn@n great- aunt
Eugenia.Strickland's face gave no clue to Oliviarof displeasure he
may have felt at the shyness of his children, bseeémed to her that
there was a feeling of relief all around when tiveye at last excused
and returned to the schoolroom. However, Olivia vknéhat
Strickland could not be pleased at their performeaanad that, sooner
or later, he would takber to task for it. She wondered how long i
would be before thatontretempsvould come to pass.

That evening she dressed for dinner with a pefoleptheerlessness.
None of her dinner gowns seemed to be at all coabhp@aeven to the
traveling dresses the newly arrived ladies had worthe tea-table.
She pulled out the jonquil-colored silk dress she@n to the
Crawford's ball but soon decided it was not appabeifor a country
dinner. Eventually, she settled without enthusiamma dark-blue
Norwich crape with a high, round neck trimmed watlsmall lace
ruffle, long sleeves puffed at the top and a pratbyw of
gold-embroideredleurs-de-lisemphasizing the high waist. Next tc
the jonquil silk, this was the prettiest dress @n vardrobe, and she
hoped (without much confidence) that, when compérede elegant
creations in which the visiting ladies would no dbbe draped, it
would not appear to be too dreadfully dowdy.

Dolefully, she examined herself in her mirror. Frtime top of her
short and unruly curls to the soles of her well«watippers, she
looked the eccentric. Why couldn't she have had$imiglond tresses
like the lovely Miss Oglesby, or wear stylish gowhke the
mint-green Tiffany silk Lady Gallard had worn? Qdi\s dress was
too dark to be striking and too plain to be fashlde. She may not
look quite a dowd, but she appeared to be just whatwas—an
eccentric bluestocking. Strickland may have terimedan "original,"
but she knew what he meant.

She went down to the drawing room a bit early, hgpio find a
private moment in which to discuss with Fincher tbeating



arrangements for the dinner. But, pausing on thestiold of the
drawing-room doorway, she saw that Strickland hadeded her. He
stood just opposite the door, on the other sideadbng sofa,
obviously going over with the butler a diagram bk tseating
arrangements. She was about to cross the roormtthgm when the
sound of voices from the corner of the room atléiistayed her.

"Any fool can guess what he intends," Eugenia vegsng in what
was meant to be a whisper. "Why else would he avigd her...
and her family as well?"

"It's you who's the fool," Hattie responded acidlihere are a dozen
reasons other than the one you've suggested wbiudt account for
a man's wishing to fill his house with guests."

"Not in this case," Eugenia said with authority.€"$1 brought not
only the girl and her sister, but thetheras well. Why would he do
that, unless he had serious intentions? It's pémna pikestaff!
Strickland plans tanarry the Oglesby chit!"

The words struck Olivia with the force of a physiglaw. Of coursé
Every question that had been nudging at her mind swadenly
answered. It affit! Everything fell into placeStrickland was going to
marry Leonora OglesbyShe drew in her breath in an audible gas
her eyes flying to Strickland's face. He, too, badrheard his aunt's
last words, and the sound of the gasp from thevdmpdrew his eyes
at once to hers. For a long moment they staredddt ether without
moving. Her lips trembled and her knees felt suddareak. Is it
true? her eyes asked, their message unmistakable.ltHédecolor
drain from his cheeks and, painfully, he looked yawa

That was all the answer she needed. For a montemtieared she
would drop to the floor in a swoon. She saw hinetak involuntary
step toward her, as if to try to catch her, buttslod& hold of herself



and turned away. She had never behaved missisfdyehand if she
had any strength at all, she would not do so now.

Somehow she managed to get through dinner. Peajdessed

remarks to her, and somehow she answered thermdiing time at
the table she tried to remain unnoticed, so thatsluld surrender to
an enveloping cloud of depression and wallow in imésery, but

Strickland seemed intent on bringing her to theraitbn of the others.
He related to the guests that, while in Londord gehe to visit Leigh

Hunt in the Surrey gaol at Olivia's behest. "Dgoti want to hear
what happened, my dear?" he asked her from adredslble.

She mumbled an incoherent response which he tao&rfassent,
and he proceeded to tell the others how she'd medgoor Mr. Hunt
dying of ill health in some pestilential hole, ingamed and kept from
all contact with friends and relations, all for ey written some
foolish slurs against the person and charactdreoPtince. "But he is
not hidden away in some slimy cell, Olivia," he sadjiling at her
mockingly. "He has aoom\Yes, indeed, a quite comfortable room
with rose- covered paper on the wall, blue paintinghe ceiling, and
all his books around him. And hsanohas been brought in, too! All
true, | swear it. He is permitted to have visitarainy time of the day
or night, and he receives a steady parade of thém. will be
interested to know, Olivia, that the notorious L&yton came to see
him just as | was leaving. Hunt is free to do histimg while
incarcerated, and, more shocking still, he is peeahito edit the very
newspaper in which his diatribe first appeared.slthoes our Prinny
punish the man who defamed him. What do you thirtkat, eh, my
little libertarian?"

Every eye turned to Olivia, waiting for her respgn$he tried
desperately to snatch her mind back from its midera
wool-gathering to concentrate on the present moniemhink, my
lord," she said with as much spirit as she couldteny "that if the
Prince has seen fit to give Mr. Hunt so much offreedom while



inside the gaol, he might just as well have gone allvilag and let
him have itoutside."

Lord Gallard immediately defended the Prince bynailiag that the
Regenthadto make an example of the Hunt brothers, whildhirt
Tisswold surprisingly defendedlivia's position. A lively discussion
ensued, during which neither Strickland nor Olita@k any part.
Strickland merely leaned back against his chairfexad his eyes on
her with a small smile of approval lingering at tb@ners of his
mouth. Olivia tried proudly to outstare him, butr heyes soon
fluttered to her hands folded in her lap. She spgentest of the time
ignoring him—she kept her eyes lowered and her molased and
let her misery swallow her up. In that way, with@aakding another
word to the conversation, she lived through thermtnable dinner.

As soon as she could escape, she fled to her rBlemmind was
awhirl with chaotic feelings which she couldn't erstand, and she
forced herself to sit down and think about what hagpened with
some degree of calm. It was quite plain that theudint of
Strickland's possible remarriage had completelyetilesl her. But
why? Why should sheareif Strickland was seeking to marry again’

The first and most obvious answer had to do wighctildren. A new
wife for him meant a new mother for them. Would aman like
Leonora Oglesby be a kind and loving mother? Sldenloareason to
believe otherwise, but she had to admit that stieafelistinct—if
unreasoning—dislike for the lady. And if the chédrhad a new
mother, what wouldlivia's position be in regard to them? Woulc
she—shouldshe—remain here to protect them?

Her stomach began to churn and her head to acleda$llown on
the bed and threw an arm over her tearful eyeswvduld be
iImpossible for her to remain here at Langley aS@rckland took a
new wife—too awkward, too stultifying, utterlympossible.She



would be miserable in such circumstances. The paunld be too
great to bear...

... Butwhatpain?Why?Why would the addition of another woman tc
the household cause hpain? She had accepted the presence
Eugenia and Hattie easily enough. Why not Leonaiasby? Or any
other woman Strickland might choose?

She winced as an image of Strickland in the commdraynew wife
burst upon her inner eye. She could see him qletlg, walking
down the stairs on a sunny spring morning withwiitowy, blond
wife, his arm about her waist and her gaze fixedhanface in
dewy-eyed adoration. She could see him at the fasatable, his
new young wife standing behind his chair, handimg b plate of
coddled eggs and York ham and then planting adaskis brow as
she leaned over to serve him (just as she'd ormeGkara do in the
dim past). She could see him with his Leonora, nogpvith the
children through the snow-covered South field,cBtand pelting his
new wife with snowballs until she fell, laughingito a drift and
pulled him tumbling down on top of her. These visignade Olivia
feel decidedly ill.

She sat up with a cry. All at once the reason fer disturbed
emotions burst with crystal clarity on her mindeStanted all these
experiences forherself She wanted the troublesome, irritating
libertine, Miles Strickland, to martyer!

She ran a trembling hand through her tangled ctitsv had this
happened? When had her antagonistic feelings to®aidkland
taken this unexpected turn? She remembered therkibe library
that had so disturbed her... the discovery of Haveew of his
character... the day she had coaxed him out toiplthe snow... the
evening, not so long ago, when he'd told her tleatdpirit set her
"quite above the ordinary." All these were memondsich had



suddenly become as precious as jewels. And theyeskto represent
road-markers on a course which led to . . . GoadLa . was ilove?

She got up and began to pace about the bedrooon@) hervous
strides.Could she have fallen in love with him? It hardly seeme
possible. He was scarcely the sort of man who simgldined would
some day win her affections. He was stubborn, opmted and
quarrelsome. He was fifteen years older than she.wds the
notorious Tory Hawk whose politics she'd alwaysedttd. And
worse than all the rest, he had been her sistasbamd... and an
adulterer. Was it possible that love could havetleser all those
deterrents and managed to lodge inside her?

No, it couldn't be, for the feeling she had was pmonful, too
unpleasant and too completely humiliating. If laeuld make one
feel so miserable, who would seek it out? Why waqaddts sing of it
or young girls pray for it? This feeling couldn lmve—it was only a
sort of emotional disease.

And yet she'd read of many whom love had made alierVirgil's
Dido . . . and Catullus . . . Ophelia, Launcelatis€élda,., . .Dante . . .
and Isolde . . . and a host of others, real arttbfial, who offered
testimony to love's pain. So could this diseasteasfspirit be love
after all?

Well, whatever the name and whatever the diagnsisesyvas certain
of the path to the cure—escape. She had to leavgléyaPark. She
understood enough about her condition to know $iat couldn't
endure seeing Strickland wed—to Miss Oglesby antgone else. As
quickly as she could, she must prepare the chilfireher departure
and for their new life.

As her resolve grew, during the next few days,dhiédren became
more difficult. Each time they were brought inte ttompany of the
houseguests, they retreated behind Olivia's skiMts.amount of



coaxing, no honeyed words, no promises of mouthéfilsugary
sweetmeats succeeded in tempting the children proaph the
visitors. It was as if they suspected, by someddl instinct, that
Miss Oglesby and her family had an ulterior motiwe wishing to
embrace them, and they hung back.

After three days of frustration, Strickland invitetiss Oglesby and
her mother to join him in a visit to the schoolrgdroping that there,
in their own special surroundings, the children miftgel freer and
more relaxed. The visit proved to be as unsucckasfall the other
encounters. Amy backed away from all contact wiih visiting
ladies and clung to Olivia as if her life dependadthe attachment.
And Perry, after making a polite bow, resumed kit &ind kept his
eyes glued to the storybook he was reading. Evera@lurgings to
Amy to "sit down with Miss Oglesby and show her hgowu write
your name on the slate,” or her suggestion to Rerfyead to Miss
Oglesby about how Dick Wittington came to Londoall bn deaf
ears. Strickland, his mouth stiff with suppressedayance, took the
ladies downstairs. Shortly afterwards, Olivia reeéi word that his
lordship wanted to speak to her at her earliesteoience.

She found him staring out of the library window tae slowly

greening fields which stretched out below him in osthly

undulating swells to the edge of the home woods.tiiées, still bare,
were casting long afternoon shadows on the lawthastill-wintry

sun moved toward the west. The light in the roons dian and the
atmosphere redolent of tension and gloom. "You $&ntme, my

lord?" she asked, trying to make her tone briskcaregrful.

He turned from the window and regarded her withiazjcally raised
eyebrow. "Have we returned may lordagain? That is a sign that I've
incurred your displeasure. What is it I've done'am&"



"Nothing at all. My use of formal address is notsign of my
displeasure—only that I've put up my defenses targjuagainst
yours,"she said with a hesitant smile.

"What makes you think I'm displeased with you?"

"l have a distinct feeling you are about to deligee of your famous
scolds," she replied with alacrity.

"What rubbish! Why should | scold you? You're notmg errant
schoolgirl, and | am not your father."

She looked at him suspiciously. "Are you tryingeét me that your
message saying that you wished to speak to me yaearliest
convenience' doesn't signify a warning to me toypumy guard?"

"Did the message sound as peremptory as that?nladichean it so."
He came across the room to her, his lips curling raluctant smile.
"What a disconcerting wench you are, my dear. Yaags succeed
in making me feel like a heartless brute." He pddsea moment and
regarded her with some misgiving. "Perhaps sbauldput up your
guard, for Idohave something of a rather unpleasant nature ttosa
you."

"Oh, dear," she murmured fearfully. "Then perhajpls better sit
down." She perched uneasily on the edge of theeskeahair. "Very
well, you may proceed, my lord. | am... quite ready

He began to pace about the room. Then, pausinggpbaed his
mouth to speak, hesitated, and clamped it shuhagasuming his
pacing, he muttered a hoarse, "Damnation!" undebreath.

Olivia, although decidedly apprehensive about thiestance of this
interview, was nevertheless a bit amused by higooisweluctance to
proceed. "If you do not come to the point, awbn Miles, | shall



positively faint away," she said, teasing. "Yoursitetions and
mutterings are frightening me to death."

He gave an appreciative little snort of laught#&tes, you're right."l
shall plunge in without roundaboutation. But | msay first that you
don't deserve... that | don't wish you to thingh, damnation!”

"Goodness! Now you trulare frightening me. This is something
morethan a desire to scold me about the children'seds; isn't it?
What is it?" She looked up at him, her brow wrinkled irarah.
"Please, Milestell me!"

"Very well, then, here's the substance in a nultsShéé dropped into
the chair facing hers. "I must ask you, Olivia,léave Langley at
once."

Olivia's breath caught in her chesteave?Why? Has something
happened at homd-ather—?"

"No, no. It's not anything in London. The problesmright here."
Seeing the lack of comprehension in her eyes, htodos feet again
and began once more to pace about. "How can | iexples without
seeming to be completely lacking in gratitude fibyau've done for
us? To have to repay your generosity . . . yourifeae . . . with
this—!" He paused before the fireplace and stared dowm the
flames. "Don't you see?" he said more quietly. "thidren are too
attached to you. How can any other woman hope nothégir regard
while you—?"

"Oh! | see!You are speaking of Miss Oglesby.” Olivia's voicas
suddenly cold. "Has she asked you to send me away?"

"No, of course not. By what right would she—?"

"She is to be youwwife, is she not?"



He shook his head. "It is not a settled thing.Jehaot yet made an
offer."

"But you intend to do so?"

There was a moment of silence, during which Staiellcontinued to
stare at the fire. "l...don't know. Not if the ahién resist her as they
have been doing."

"And you think itmyfault that they resist her?" she asked, unable
keep a tremor from her voice.

He wheeled about, strode across the room and plikechair close
to hers. Without taking his eyes from her facegresped her hands
In both of his. "There is no question of fault, vd," he said, his
voice choked. "Don't you understand? The childoae lyou! How
can theyhelpit? How couldanyone—?" Abruptly, his gaze on her
face wavered, and he lowered his eyes to his btidtsy can they
possibly learn to accept someone else when yoneaethem?" He
paused, his grasp on her hands tightening as asomfort
intensified. "I . . . we . . . the children camdpect you to stay here
indefinitely, you know. So they must be forced &arh to live
without you. Don't you see?"

Forgetting that she had determined, herself, te@ ta@lave of the
children at the earliest opportunity, she leanedatd him and said
softly, "I am willing to stay as long as they newd, Miles."He cast a
quick glance at her face, his expression, foretifig moment, almost
hungry with hope. But before she could be certdia'cs read it
correctly, he looked down again. "Don't be a fgal, They will need
mothering foryears.You're a budding young woman. You have yot
ownlife to live. You have a right to children of yoown!"

Olivia's pulse began to race. What was Stricklayiohg to tell her?
Had he brought Miss Oglesby back with him lier sake? To set her



free from the burden of his children? Could he ©generous abat!
"I've never planned to have children of my own, édjl' she said
gently. "I have no interest in looking for a husBaif that's what you
mean by pursuing my own life. | had always intenttedevote my
life to scholarship, to helping Father and CharBag.while Amy and
Perry need caring for, it seemed more importamédo—"

He jumped to his feet and glared at her in disg®in't spout those
bluestocking platitudes at me, Olivia. They are thauthings of a
silly child, not of an intelligent woman."

That sort of remark had always been the responséefish men
who believed that women were incapable of intellakpursuits. She
rose and faced him with sudden hostility. "Don‘dwpyour Tory
platitudes ame my lord. They are the mouthings of a narrow-mehde
coxcomb, not of a sensible gentleman."

"Confound it, Olivia," he said through clenchedhtegrasping her by
the shoulders in irritation, "you always managedbup my bristles!
Can you seriously pretend that a lovely, vibramsicible creature
like you can escape matrimony? And do you thinkould, in
conscience, permit you to remain here in Langlakjng care of
someone else's children like a blasted, pathgpiernes® Forget
your foolish, bluestocking pretensions. Forget yseif-imposed
obligations to children not your own. Go out in therld and find
your true destiny!"

Breathlessly, she stared at him while a whirl aftcadictory feelings
stirred inside her. If he truly believed that sheswhe lovely, vibrant,
desirable creature he'd described, why dithe'toffer to be her
destiny? Was he offering her Spanish coin, to nieebelieve that
he'd brought his Miss Oglesby here Far sake rather than for his?
Angrily, she shook herself loose from his graspafl’ she accused,
her voice trembling with suppressed tears. "St@pgmding that it is



my destiny which concerns you! It's yoawn destiny that is your
concern ... your destiny and Miss Oglesby's! tgrt it?"

He kept his eyes on her face for a moment longdrtaen turned
away. "What difference does it make?" he askedhdmsionate anger
spent.

"Very little, | suppose,” she said, trying to spa@asre calmly. "I shall
leave in any case. | just want the truth from you."

"The truth, my dear," he said with a sigh, "is tivat cannot go on in
this present arrangement. It's unhealthy for allof

Although she herself had come to the very samelgsion just a
couple of days before, she could not now admittthé of it. Her
emotions seemed to have taken control of her tarityleei mean we
cannot go on in this present arrangement becauseavigh to wed
Miss Oglesby. I quite understand, my lord. You hasenuch right to
pursueyour life as | have to pursue mine."

He threw her a quick glance over his shoulder bed tvalked to the
window. "Weall have to pursue life... even if we'd sometimesepref
to hide away in corners and let it pass us by."

She stared at his back silhouetted in the windowhieylight of the
setting sun. Was he speaking of her... or of hifad&lit there seemed
to be little point in continuing to quarrel. "l.sbuppose | may stay
until tomorrow afternoon, so that | can say a p-f@oper goodbye to
the children . . . ?" She pressed her lips tigtagether to keep them
from trembling.

"Don't ask foolish questions. You may make whateresangements
you wish." The words were curt, but the voice waarke.



"Very well, then. | shall go and start my packingbace." She went
quickly to the door. "I hope you will believe, Mdethat | . . . | ...
wish you h-happy," she said softly.

He nodded his head. She stood motionless, hopimghkl turn and
face her once more—that by some miracle of thesfagewould say
something . . anything . . that would change or alleviate the achin
emptiness inside her. But he neither moved noresparkd she quietly
left the room, perceiving for the first time, andwterrifying dismay,
that in spite of what he'd said, she was leavindifeebehindher.



chapter twenty

Olivia's return to the house in Brook Street wasaase for sincere
rejoicing for everyone in the family, but it wastiong before she
recognized that, although she was held in greattfin by each one,
none of them had any real need of her. Many oathiities that had
been her responsibility—like deciding on the weekénus, copying
manuscript pages for Charles or making certain lieatfather took
time from his books to eat his luncheon—had be&enaver by
Elspeth. And the household had fallen into so cotalile a routine
in the months of her absence that she almostKelah intruder.

This state of affairs was far from comforting. Addy crushed by the
pains of unrequited love and her very real conogar the happiness
of her beloved niece and nephew, she could baregpkup a
semblance of equanimity before the family. Befamgl, she became
aware that Jamie was watching her with wrinkledwbiend that
Charles and Elspeth were whispering about her ealgri

There was only one thing for her to do. She hdadke herself in hand
and begin to, as Strickland put it, pursue heridgsbhe had to force
herself to get out in the world. For that, of cayrshe needed to seel
the advice of her brother JamM/ith some eagerness, he informe
her that Morley Crawford had been inquiring after with persistent
interest. With her permission, Jamie advised henfr that he was
free to pay a call on her, and within a week Cradfbecame a
frequent visitor to the house on Brook Street.

Olivia tried sincerely to find enjoyment in his cpany. But she
succeeded only at those times when he escortei tiee theater or
the opera. There, for a few hours, she was alierget herself... to
lose herself in the artificial world of make-beleevAnd she also
found it a relief to be occupied, even if the oatign was as
mundane as freshening her wardrobe or planning riscipé
amusements. But Morley Crawford had neither matagrdchanged



in the months since she'd last seen him, and it aviiicult to
maintain a sincere interest in his rather commamlaboyish
conversation.

Morley, however, had found Olivigreatly changed—and all for the
better. She seemed to have become even prettien t
before—slimmer and more mysterious. Better stile 10 longer
disconcerted him by saying outlandish things andkinga
unconventional suggestions. She was quieter, mes&ained and
more willing to let him take the lead. Once morefélé head over
heels in love. And this time he was determinedarcher until she'd
agreed to become his wife.

It soon became plain to Olivia that Morley had @asi intentions,
and, on reflection, she admitted that there wasstandt possibility
that she might one day accept him. There was vthy élse she
could do. Strickland evidently had been quite Hgher
"bluestocking pretensions" had been foolish. A ladyntellectual
pretensions was looked on by all the world as dueecentric. Even
so formidable a bluestocking as Madame de Staeh whs a
Baroness wealthy enough to set herself up in gsérid, holdsalons
and entertain all the famous writers and thinkdrshe time, was
laughed at behind her back. If a woman didn't vigslgrow into a
dried-up old maid, hiding away in the parental ledhudd and
growing more and more pitiful with time, there wasthing for her
but marriage. And if a girl didnfoveany of her suitors, what matter
Olivia wondered how many of the young ladies ofistyc had
married without love, merely for the reason tharéhwas nothing
else for them talowith their lives. As for herself, if sHeadto marry,
she supposed The Honorable Mr. Crawford would mailse
conformable a husband as any other. He was easg-gad likeable,
his character was open and honest, and he hathbusand a year.
Many girls would call him a "catch." If Morley Crdord was her
destiny, so be it.



At Langley Park, Strickland was findirfgs pursuit of his destiny
more difficult. Sending Olivia away had done littke bring about a
closer relationship between his children and thenao he was
considering as his next wife. Their encounters vesatiff as ever.
He'd tried bringing Perry and Amy, singly or togathto her when
she was alone, and he tried it when she was in anynwith others.
He'd tried taking them all riding together. Helddrshowing Leonora
up to their bedrooms to tuck them up at night. Noies efforts had
resulted in any perceptible growth of warmth. Hd bae remaining
hope: Amy's forthcoming fifth birthday.

He arranged with Tilda and the cook to hold a ldiaghluncheon. It
would be held in the large downstairs sitting roarnere everything
would be carefully arranged to delight and entartae children. On
the appointed day, Strickland sent Lord Gallard amthur out to
ride, relieving them of the sort of afternoon theyuld find
unbearably dull—and at the same time relieving ¢hédren of
having to endure their stilted presences. He cliedke room
carefully before inviting the participants to matkeir appearance.
As he'd ordered, one side of the room was cledrédmture so that
they could play at ringtoss and spillikins. On tteer side of the
room, a table had been set up for the luncheowatt cheerfully
decorated with gaily colored confetti scatterecoakr it (an idea of
Tilda's) and had as its centerpiece a huge distd giligh with
bonbons The entire room had been decorated with banneds :
streamers, and every surface held dishes of swattnaed cakes.
Strickland was quite satisfied that the atmospbétbe room was as
festive as possible. He could only hope that it laamain so after
the party had begun.

Leonora, at first, tried her best, and so did hethr and sister. They
played at spillikins with enthusiasm and made mplelasantly silly

chatter over luncheon. Strickland, sitting nexPtry at the festive
table, making tantalizing jokes about the presémé$ were to be
brought out for the two of them, was not discouchiggthe results of



his efforts. Amy was looking quite cheerful, andrriyehad even
exchanged some words with Leonora's mother. Bet #&my had
unwrapped her new doll (which didn't interest hieal§ and Perry
had glowed with joy at receiving a real pocketkmjtete suitable for
carving wood, a climactic incident occurred to $poerything.

Leonora, determined to succeed in attracting thiiday girl to her
lap, held out a brightly painted top. "Here's sdnirgj elsefor you,
Amy, my little love," she said, her melodious voisegary with
temptation. "Come here to me, and you shall haveail for your
very own."

But Amy had spied on the wrist of that outstretchadd a bracelet of
garnet stonesBeadth" she breathed, her eyes eager. "What pwe
beadth!" She slid off her chair and ran toward laranwith arms
outstretched.

Leonora could not let the opportunity go by. Sheoged the child in
her arms, lifted her to her lap and again offehedtop.

"No, thank you," Amy said politely, "I wike the bdth."

Leonora didn't quite understand. "Are you sayingads?What
beads?"

"Thethe,” Amy said, reaching out for the bracdtr hand flew out
to grasp the glittering stones, making contact wtm just at the
moment when Leonora realized her intention. Withhasty,

instinctive jerk, Leonora pulled her hand away,stag the delicate
catch of the bracelet to break and the trinkeatbffom her wrist to
the floor. At the same time, she dropped the tdpchlvrolled across
the table to Perry's place. "Oh!" she cried, diseoted. "My

bracelet!"

"Shame on you, child!" Aunt Eugenia scolded.



"l wantit!" Amy said, sliding off Leonora's lap and scialmg on the
floor for it.

"Then mayl have the top?" Perry asked politely. But no ons w
paying any attention to him.

"Amy, get up from the floor and return Miss Ogle'sbigracelet!"
Strickland ordered firmly.

Amy was sitting on the floor holding the gold-s&ires and looking
at them admiringly. "Ato!" she said with a pout'tH mybirfday, and
| wantthem!"

"Spoilt little imp!" Cousin Hattie muttered, notdking up from her
needlework.

Perry, having heard no refusal luf request, picked up the top anc
carefully wound the string around it. Meanwhile obhera's mother
had risen from her seat and come round the taldtata behind her
daughter's chair. "Oh, my lord," she said eagerling her daughter
a meaningful poke in the back, "let the chilaveit. They are only
garnets, after all."

Leonora nodded in agreement. "Yes, Miles, pleasehér birthday."

"On no account may she have it We must not encouragé si
rudeness."

"Quite right, Miles," Eugenia agreed, and for onoerejoinder came
from Hattie.

Strickland strode over to his daughter, leaned damdhforcibly took
the trinket from her grasp. Amy glared at him, asted and
outraged. "But wantit!" she wailed.



"One does not get everything one wants, my girg"tbld her,
handing the bracelet to its owner, "even on obiethday."

Amy was not accustomed to denial. She burst intstfated tears and
threw herself face down on the floor. "I docéire! | want the pwetty
beadth! Iwantthem!" And she began to scream and kick her hee
her fists pounding furiously on the floor. Strickthstared down at
her dumfounded, never before having witnessed dheradantrums.
Leonora, horrified, bit her lips and mutely held the bracelet for
Strickland to reconsider, while the others watctidscene aghast.

Perry, in the meantime, was paying not a whit ¢érdton to the
scene being enacted on the other side of the tAblg's tantrums
were not new tdnim. Completely absorbed in his top, he spun it o
on the table and watched with delight as it cardeal®ng the edges
of the plates in its path across the table.

"Pleasetake—" Leonora was saying as the top spun offtabée’'s
edge right into her lap, giving her a shockingtsaarwell as a rather
painful prick on her upper leg. She jumped up wittry, glanced at
the place from which the missile had come and samwyPhis arm
stretched across in his effort to stop it, in aitws that suggested
he'dthrownit at her. This, in addition to the shrieking bétlittle girl
at her feet, completely undid her already frayedv&® "You horrid,
dreadfulboy!" she cried angrily. "You did that gurpose!"

"Perry!" Strickland barked, appalled.
"But | didn't!" Perry exclaimed, retreating to his chair. "l wal/e-"

To Strickland's horrified eyes, it seemed as if tbem was in
complete chaos. Amy was screaming. Mrs. Oglesbyl@asng over
her and begging her uselessly to stop crying. Bageas urging him
in her booming voice to give the tot a good spagkimhile Hattie
was muttering that whippings never did anyone abgood. Lady



Gallard was berating Perry for making mischief whiis sister was
So upset. Poor Leonora looked as if she would breakears at any
moment. And Perry's face was set in stiff, angnedi as if an
explosion was about to break from that directioweah. "l have had
enoughof this!" Strickland shouted in disgust. "Amy, gtahat

caterwauling and get up from the floatronce!"

Amy just kept on screaming. Strickland was compyets a loss.
What was he tao with this hysterical child?

Tilda, who had kept in the background during théirenscene,
stepped forward and came to his side. "Miss Obaigs that children
won't stop their tantrums when people fuss over ¥mbest, she
says, to leave 'em alone in their rooms 'til thgyitoout,” she told him
quietly.

He looked at her appreciatively. "Very well thenldd. Take her out
of here at once. I'll be up later to deal with her.

Tilda knelt down, scooped the child up under omengt arm and
carried her, yowling and kicking, from the room.

The silence that followed their exit was thick wigmsion. "Perry,"
Strickland said, turning to the second culprit igidly suppressed
anger, "you will come over here aagologizeto Miss Oglesby!"

Perry's chin set firmly, and his hands clenchea twb tight fists. "I...
I'm sorry, sir, but Iwon't! I'm not a dreadful boy! | didn't throw
anything, .".and | w-won't apologize. Ifkewho's dreadful!"

Lady Gallard gasped, Leonora dropped down in hair ch despair
and Strickland flushed red in chagrin. "Young maoyr conduct is
inexcusableBut | will give you one last chance. Will you ds Isay

or shall | be forced to... take measures?"Perry mgefather's eye



bravely, although his lips quivered slightly and knees began to
tremble. "No, sir, Wwon't," he said, his back stiffly erect.

"Very welll You may go to your room and wait there until huoto
you."

Strickland watched as the boy marched firmly frdra toom, his
shoulders back and his head proudly high. All ategrhis anger
seemed to melt away. The boy had always seemanhttob shy and
spineless; this was thiest timePerry had ever stood up to his father
Perhaps the boy had more pluck and character te@nshpposed.
There was no question in Strickland's mind thattikel had behaved
abominably, but he couldn't prevent a bit of falhpride in the child
from creeping into his chest.

After the boy's departure. Lady Gallard rose froen dhair. "I... |
think I'd like to take a bit of air while the sumnstill warm," she said
tactfully. "Would you care to stroll in the gardengh me, Mama?"

Mrs. Oglesby, after a fearful glance in Stricklandirection, nodded
and followed her elder daughter from the room. Hisgeabout to
give voice to her reactions to the scene just gajadt a restraining
hand on her arm. "We should take a bit of air, bagenia," Hattie
said meaningfully, getting stiffly to her feet. Earga, after a glance at
Leonora, blinked, nodded, and followed Hattie duhe room.

Leonora, who had been sitting with her eyes dowrerad her hands
clutched nervously in her lap, looked up at Stackl penitently. "I...
I'm so ashamed. | am not adept with children. lendsnow how to
speak to them, or—"

"It's not your fault. | should never have subjected to—" he began.



"Please don't...! It was as muchy suggestion as yours to come
here." She lowered her eyes, and the tears slidh dww cheeks. "It
won't work, will it, Miles?"

He was silent for a long moment. "No, Leonora.u&ry sorry..." But
in truth he felt relieved.

When at last he climbed up to the third floor, ateru hour later, he
found that all was silence. He knocked first atr{?erdoor, but no
answer came. He opened it and found it empty. Andre shouted
for Tilda, but the governess was as surprised dlsdid’erry was not
In his room. They both turned immediately to Amyg®m. The
birthday girl was discovered to be standing on airchefore her
dressing-table mirror, preening before it in adtniraof the several
strings of colored beads which she'd hung abouh&ek. There was
no sign, other than a dirt-streaked face, thatis$te2d a tear. Her eyes
were clear and content and her manner calm.

But Strickland was too preoccupied to puzzle olierchild's abrupt
change of mood. "Where's your brother?" he askesorely.

"He'th gone to Wondon," Amy said, gazing rapthhat reflection.
"Londorf? What are yotalking about?"
"He thaid he hath to find Aunt Wivie and bwing loaxck."

Strickland and Tilda exchanged alarmed glancesd"did he say
how he intended tgetthere?" Strickland asked.

"He'th going towalk until he cometh upon a hay-wagon— wike Dicl
Wittington."



"Oh, good God! Tilda, run down and tell Higginsstaddle Pegasus!
Tell him I'll be down in five minutes. And as fooy, Amy, my girl,
get down from that chair before you break your n&@u are not to
leave this room, is that clear?"

"Yeth, Papa," she said, climbing down with pladmdience.

"Just remain right here until my return. | shaléa few words to say
to youlater."

There was no sign of Perry along the driveway. Bvieen Strickland

had galloped out through the main gate and hacgemwn the road
toward Devizes, all the way to the horizon, he iske a sign of him.
It was not until he'd ridden over the hill that tiscerned a small
figure trudging gamely eastward, and he was abiedathe a sigh of
relief. When he'd almost come up to him, he broughthorse to a
stop, slipped down and, leading the horse by thesrevalked

quickly along the road until he'd caught up witmhPerry looked up,
saw his father, put his chin up and, wordlesslyt ks walking.

"l hear you're planning to go to London," Strickdaremarked, falling
into step beside his son. "Yes, | am."

"It's a longish way off, you know."
"I know."
"It will soon be dark, too."

Perry cast his father a mulish glance. "I dadte. I'm not going
home! You'll only make me 'pologize to that.. .tlety you brought
home. And | won't! Noever!"

"But suppose no wagon goes by. Dick Wittington &duit of luck on
that score, you know."



"Then I'll walk!"

"But you'll have to sleep under hedges—"
"I don't care."

"And eat nothing but berries—"

"I like berries."

"And it might take you weeks amvieeks."
Perry's step faltered. "W-would it?"

"I'm afraid so. However, if you agree to come hamité me, | would
be willing to ride to London in my carriage andctetAunt Livie for
you. With four horses, | could be there in lessithalay."

"Would you do that?" the boy asked in surprise.
"Yes, | would."

Perry stopped and considered. "Would you give ywsard to go
tomorrow?"

"Yes, if you wish me to do so."

"All right then. I'll come home with you. But onlf/you don't make
me 'pologize."

Strickland rubbed his chin. "As to that, Perryhink you should
reconsider."

"No, | won't reconsider!" the boy said stubbormgsuming his walk
eastward. "l didn't do anything but spin the talit off the table by
accident.And she called me 'dreadful’ for it."



"l don't think she meant to say that, you know. Andue gentleman
IS never rude to a lady, even if she says thingg #re quite
provoking."

Perry paused again and looked up at his fatheisagply.
"But you'vebeen rude to ladies. I've heard you shout at Aiune—"

"Have you? Well, | was very wrong to do so... aind dertain that |
must have apologized later."

"Oh." He bit his lip in thought. "Very well. I'lpologize."
"Good boy! Shall we ride back, or would you rativedk?"

"Let's ride, please. | didn't want to say so, bytfeet feel as if they've
done enough walking for today."

Suppressing a smile, Strickland tossed the boy titosaddle and
climbed up on the horse behind him. Turning thenahiaround, they
began a slow amble along the road toward home | Wil really go
to fetch Aunt Livie tomorrow?" the boy asked unaenty.

"I've given my word. But | can't promise that shaljree to come
back with me, you know. She may not wish to come."

Perry turned his head around to scrutinize hisf&tace. "Why not?
Doesn't she love us any more?"

"She lovesyou Perry, very much. And Amy, too. I think, however
that she doesn't much care foe."

"Oh, | don't think you can be right abotitat, Papa,” Perry said
reassuringly. "It wasshe,you know, who told me you are not &
monster."



"Did she, indeed?" his father said drily. "That was/\Jend of her.
Did you believe that was?"

Perry leaned forward to pat the horse's mane. "Oubé. When |
was smaller. You seemed so huge, you see... alikeshe giant on
top of the beanstalk. And you were angry all theeti."

"I see. Then I'm very glad your Aunt Olivia toldyd am not a
monster."

"So am I. | would have been afraid to really talkyou if she hadn't.”

Strickland tightened his hold on the boy, feelimgganazing surge of
fatherly affection. "What do you meameally talk?" he asked
curiously.

"I mean what Aunt Livie calls 'serious talk." Abatlioughts and
feelings and things of that sort."

"Are we having a serious talk now?"

"Oh, yes. Do you like it?"Strickland felt a constion in his throat.
"Yes," he said huskily. "I like it more than anytbi"

Perry nodded. "So do I." Contentedly, he leaned laaxci snuggled
into the curve of his father's arm as, slowly asdqefully, the horse
plodded homeward.



chapter twenty-one

It was after dark when the carriage drew up athibse in Brook
Street, and Strickland alighted feeling as nenangsuspenseful as &
schoolboy. But he didn't ask to see Olivia. He dgke Charles.

He was shown into his brother-in-law's untidy stuatyd Charles, in
delight at seeing him, jumped up from his desk atuhmbling over a
pile of books, rushed over to seize his hand. "Vihats you back to
London, Miles?" he asked, slapping Strickland higaoh the back.
"Though whatever it is, I'm glad it's brought yoeré&."

"You may not be so glad when | tell you why I'veren" Strickland
warned.

"Oh?" Charles studied him curiously. "Well, sit dgwld fellow, and
tell me what it is.”

Strickland removed the books and debris from tloer's easy chair,
while Charles leaned against his desk and pullé¢chsupipe. "Do

you remember the day when you told me your conceaimsut

Olivia's future?" Strickland asked.

"Yes, | do. It was the day | confided to you myemtion to marry
Elspeth. Why do you ask?"

"You see, Charles, | have been thinking about @bviuture myself."

Charles' eyebrows rose, but he lowered his eyeperidnded to be
absorbed in filling the bowl of his pipe. "Have y&uhe asked mildly.

"Yes. And I've been wondering... what you would abgutmeas a...
a suitor for her."



Charles flicked him a quick look. "I would say, agdurse, that it was
entirely up to Olivia. She's a girl of very indeplent mind, as you no
doubt are aware."

"Of course | realize the final decision must besh8ut do you think |
should ask her in the first place? Don't you tHinktoo old for her?
Too dissipated . . . too cynical . . . too deucediworthy?"

Charles grinned. "Such unwontédmility, Miles! | hadn't thought
you capable of it. Can you have fallen so deeplpwe as althat?"

"Completely over my head, if you want the trutim &Imost out of
my mind over it." He looked up at his brother-invlavith a sheepish
smile. "Well... what do you think?"

Charles tossed his pipe on the desk and got téeéis "l think, old
man, that you should ask heraaice!l've beerexpecting..but never
mind that. Come along, and I'll take you to herlirdwing an
affectionate arm about Strickland's shoulder, hepglfed him
eagerly out of the room and down the hall.

Olivia was sitting in the library with Morley Crawfd, who had
come unexpectedly that evening to pay a call. Disfsad with the
progress of his courtship, he'd hoped to come tdoetter
understanding with the girl he intended to mariyey had chatted in
a desultory manner for some time, but at last Madnizd boldly taken
a seat beside her on the sofa. Moving as closertapossible, he'd
reached for her hand. "What lovely hands you have'd murmured
softly.

Olivia had almost laughed aloud. She had a quic&liection of the
evening, many months ago, when she'd heard hintremse very
words. It had been a ruse... the first step towmardmbrace. She also



remembered how her outspokenness and leasing hbdr@ssed
him the last time, so she kindly stifled her termeto giggle. "Thank
you, sir," she said and, recalling his instructiarfsthat long-ago
night, fluttered her lashes at him.

He found the gesture irresistible. "Oh, Olivia," besathed and
gathered her into a passionate embrace.

Olivia did not resist. She had not let him kiss pesperly the last
time. Perhaps this time he would be more succesfshe were

really going to agree to wed him, she supposedasfét to learn to
enjoy his embraces. She relaxed against him arskdlber eyes,
trying to surrender herself to the "mood" he'd otald her was so
important. But her feelings remained unstirred, aftdr a while she
decided that this would not do. She contit marry him. Perhaps, if
Strickland had never kissed her—if she had not eapeed the

exhilaration that could occur when one's emotioesewnvolved in

the kissing—she could have convinced herselfttiaiembrace was
quite satisfactory. But under the circumstanceg, stuldn't fool

herself.

She pushed at his chest, and he lifted his headey#s were misty
with passion, and his breath came in quick gaspivia, my own
dearest—"

"Please, Morley," she said, covering his mouth viaén fingers. "I
must talk to you. You must not go on with this—"

He kissed her fingers tenderly and withdrew hedhdDon't talk yet,
my love. Only let me..." With eager enthusiasmphéled her close
and kissed her again.

It was at that moment that Charles burst in withcEand in tow.
"Livie, my dear," he chortled, "look at who has—gdsod\"



Morley, red as a beet, leaped to his feet.
"Miles?' Olivia cried, aghast.
Strickland winced. "Noagain?'he muttered.

“I... I'm terribly sorry," the humiliated Crawforstammered. "I don't
know wh-what... I'm afraid | quite |-lost my head."

"It's a symptom that seems to afflict many youngnmeho find
themselves in proximity to Miss Matthews," Striakteremarked
drily.

"Please don't be nonsensical,” Olivia pleadedhgisiwhat are you
doinghere, my lord? Has anything happened to the @nflr

"No, my dear. There's nothing I've come to tell yloat is important
enough to have interrupted your . . . er.."

"l beg to differ, Miles," Charles cut in firmly.t'seems to me your . .
. er ... mission igeryimportant. I'm certain that Mr. Crawford will
not object to leaving you to your discussion, witlu, Crawford?
Come along, old man, and let me offer you a drihkrandy in the
drawing room. You look as if you could use it." Wan iron grip on
Morley's arm, Charles led the unhappy fellow inekdy toward the
door.

Morley threw a helpless look over his shoulderisdeloved, but she
was not even looking at him. Muttering a sheepisbdnight, he
permitted himself to be led from the room.

When the door had closed behind them, Stricklangetlito Olivia
with an expression of wry amusement. "Am | to wysiu happythis
time, my dear, or was thialso an instance of an unfortunate
mischance?"



"Don't be infuriating, Miles. Morley is just a.riénd."

"Is that what he is? In that case, girl, it seems to mé sbhmebody
should instruct you in the proper manner of enieirig friends.
There is a limit, you know, to the amount of .er.. ..friendshipa
well-bred young lady should permit.”

"Are you quite finished with your jibes, my lord? @wust | endure
this sort of treatment for the rest of the evening?

He held up his hands in surrender. "My apologiea,am. Perry
warned me about my tendency to be rude to ladfesgbt myself."

"Perry warned you?" she asked, puzzled.

"Yes, my dear. Itis on his behalf that I've colde.wants you back at
Langley, you see. In fact, wal want you back."

Olivia felt her stomach knot. She sank down on Huofa in
considerable perturbatiorD®d you?"

"Yes, we do. However, there is a problem to overedinst.”
"You mean Miss Oglesby, | suppose. | don't think—"

"l do not mean Miss Oglesby. She and | have agreed thahwdds
not suit. She has returned to her home with heryaio, my dear,
the problem is that my aunt Eugenia and your cotliattie are
leaving us, and—"

"Leavingyou? Are theyeally?"

"Yes, indeed. You will never credit it, but they'@tecided to take up
residencetogether.Hattie intends to dispose of her London roon
and move in with Eugenia as soon as arrangementsecenade."



"Miles, you'rejoking They fight with each otheronstantly!"

"Yes, isn't it amazing? Apparently, there's notharther one of them
enjoys so much as a good quarrel."

Olivia broke into a peal of laughter. "What a faidus circumstance
for yaw, my lord," she said when she'd recoveredheath, "to have
rid yourself of both of them at once."

"Yes, but therein lies the problem. If there are am@perones in
residence at Langley Park, it will not be at aber for you to come
home—"

"Home?'she echoed, a bit breathlessly.
"Not at all proper," he repeatedjrless..."
"Unless?"

"Unless you married me, of course. It would beibidmt solution to
all our problems. And would make everyone ecsthyichappy
besides."

She gazed up at him, almost too shaken to spealkVaid it make
youhappy. Miles?"

"More than anything,” he said softly, taking a seeside her. "Of
course | realize that I'm quite old..."

She clasped her hands tightly in her lap to keemtitom trembling.
"Yes, | know," she murmured, her eyes demurely lede

"And an incorrigible Tory..."

"Yes, you are."



He leaned a little closer. "And a disreputableriibpe..."
"Quite so."

His face was disconcertingly close to hers. "YoownOlivia," he
murmured, "therés something dangerous in a man's finding himse
In proximity to you. | am beginning to lose my heag self!"

She was aware of only the slightest movement opdnisbefore she
found herself locked in his arms, his lips on hétser head seemed
suddenly to be swimming in dizzying joy, while a&bus little
bubbles of excitement started a dance in her blddckre was
certainlysomethindghis man knew about the nature of kissing that t
other men who'd embraced her did neérhaps he ought to give
instruction she thought fleetingly, but immediately afterwaad
thought deserted her,

and she surrendered her entire being to the healightl of the
embrace.

The sound of a rattling doorknob drove them ap@ith a whispered
"Damnation!" he leaped to his feet in time to sa®i& coming in the
door. "l say, Livie," Jamie was saying, "what haxwe done to
Morley—? Oh, StricklandYouhere?"

"Obviously," he responded tersely.

Jamie stuck out a welcoming hand. "Good to see Yot brings
you to town? Has Liverpool got himself into a fix?"

"I've come, you jackanapes, to make an offer tor wster. And |
would be eternally grateful if you would take ycelfoff and let me
get on with the business."



Jamie's mouth opened in gaping surprise as heddodm one to the
other. "Oh?" he inquired, not quite sure what t&enaf the situation.
Then, with a shrug, he turned back to the doorryWeell, I'll go. But
| wouldn't waste my time over it, Miles, if | wey@u. She don't like
you above half."

When the door had closed behind him, Stricklandmes his seat
and grinned at herDon't you like me, my love?"

"Not very much," she murmured, playing with a battm his coat,
"although | must admit that your kisses are qui&a®rdinary."

Then, her smile fading, she held him off with orentbling hand.
"Do you truly love me, Miles?" she asked, her eyes searching
face. "It scarcely seems possible. You've alwayd gau dislike

bluestockings."

"l do. All but one." And he kissed her again toyedhe point.

"But, Miles," she persisted when she could spea&inag'what
brought you to menow? Why didn't you speak of your feelings a
Langleyinstead of sending me away?"

"Because, my dear girl, | was convinced that yoought me a
monster.You've called me that a number of times, you knibwas
not until Perry revealed to me that you'd said $ n@ta monster that
| had the courage to declare myself." He smiled datvher with a
sudden touch of hesitancy in his glance. "You hawrswered me,
ma'am.Will you come home with me?"

"Oh, my dear, you've thrown me into the greatesintul!" she
responded, moving away from him in an effort tmkhi'l don't know
whatto do." She could see a glimmer of fearful paimguinto his
eyes, and, tenderly, she lifted her hand to his.fd@dolove you, you
know. Quite desperately. But... we are so differgou and I. We
shall be so much at odds..."



That she loved him was all he needed to hear. Ngteise had any
iImportance. "Not so very much," he assured hehingohis cheek
against her hand. "Only about politics. I've quotg¢ my libertinish

activities behind me. And as for the political dinces, | think we
shall quite enjoy debating parliamentary actions.”

But not allher doubts were resolved. "Then there's... gmyit, you
know."

"Guilt?"

"You weremy brother-in-law, after all. Doesn't this makauyeel . .
. somehow . . . traitorous?"

"To Clara, you mean? She will be rejoicing, | thinkle took her
gently into his arms again. "She predicted this idwappen, you
know."

Olivia gazed at him wide-eyedDid she, Miles?"

He smiled down at her. "l thought, when she saithdt the illness
had affected hemind.But she was quite lucid about everything els
so | must conclude that she was expressing hefdali@gs."

"Oh, Miles!" She threw her arms about his neck in a complete
uninhibited rush of happiness. "Then | have notretsg to say but
yes!"

She lifted her face to be kissed again, but agsnopening of the
door interrupted them. Strickland again got to feist, his face a
study of amused irritation. Sir Octavius paddedisa,spectacles low
on his nose, a sheaf of papers in his hand andaqualexpression on
his face. "Livie, have you seen nButhyphro?There's a quotation
concerning the definition of holiness which | mugkh; Strickland
Paying us a visit, are you?"



"No sir, not exactly. I've come for a very spe@alpose. | want to
ask your permission for your daughter's hand."

"What? Her hand?" Octavius asked absently as helevad about
the room picking up books and putting them down.

"In marriage, sir. | wish to marry your Olivia."

"Oh? Well, old fellow, you'd better adler. | don't know anything
about those matters. Can't fix my mind on frippgrigu know. Ah!
Hereit is! Could haveswornl put it on my desk." He began to look
through the pages for the desired quotation.

"Then may | assume, sir," Strickland persistedat;tif she agrees, |
have your consent?"

Sir Octavius looked up from the page. "To marrydaughter? Yes,
yes, | suppose so." Suddenly his brow wrinkled grekring out
blankly from above his spectacles with puzzled eyesmuttered,
"That's strange! | had the most peculiar feelingdomoment that
you'd asked me that very same question some timelagyou think,
Olivia, my love, that | might be becoming absentidad?"



