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About this Novel
 
Two Men. One Choice.
When the handsome and charming Marquess of Oakham, Julian Wareham, turns his dark-blue eyes her way, Rosalie Curtis cannot believe her luck. Wealthy, titled and well loved, the marquess is a man who could secure not only her future but also that of her family. It seems impossible that he would look at her, a shy and insecure woman, quickly approaching her prime, but here he is, the answer to her family’s prayers. 
Yet no matter how handsome the man or how decent the match… there is another who also stirs her heart.
Peter Farrell was the first real friend Rosalie made when she came to live with her widowed and well-connected aunt, Lady Lynch. Handsome, broad shouldered and kind, Peter is the type of man that inspires her trust, even as rumours swirl of a dark and sordid past. Yet Peter lacks a title and the prestige that would catch a lady’s eye, leaving Rosalie dancing between two men with very different futures. 
Caught between society’s expectations and the needs of her family, Rosalie must make a choice, even if it means breaking her own heart…
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PART 1:

The Would-Be Spinster
 
CHAPTER 1
“It is absurd to believe that a year can pass in London with no man willing to bat his eye at a young and comely woman of some means. That two such years have passed, in succession, is not only absurd, it is insupportable.” 
There were several things wrong with Mrs Curtis’s statement, as far as Rosalie saw it. Still, she had no inclination to correct her mother. The woman viewed the world as she wanted it to be, and no neighbour or friend had ever been able to alter her vision to see things as they truly were. It was a trait that was shared by both of Rosalie’s parents and which, she suspected, was the glue that held their marriage, and their fragile pride, together. 
The weather was hot and stifling. In the fields, grass grew in tattered clumps in the dry, cracked earth. The leaves on the trees wilted from the heat, and all the beasts of the field were lying under the awnings of those trees, as if dead. Here and there, farmers and labourers went about their daily toil, each moving with a sluggishness that betrayed their suffering. Rosalie’s heart might have gone out to them, except she was more preoccupied with the conditions in the compact carriage that bore her down the dirt road. 
The Curtis family’s carriage was old and battered, a hand-me-down from a neighbour who might otherwise have had the vehicle hacked up for firewood had Mr Curtis not shown such an interest in it. The seats were uncomfortable. The cushioning on them had worn away to nothing but fabric over the years, and somehow there was never the time to have them re-padded. The windows were dull and dirty. They always provided a grey view of the outer world, and there was no way to open them. To travel in the thing for any length of time was to surrender oneself to the misery of whatever elements the world threw at one. In winter, the carriage seats were colder than an iced-over stream. During the rains of autumn and spring, hidden cracks in the woodwork let the damp seep in. Now, in the height of summer, the carriage trapped in the heat of the sun and caused Rosalie to bake. 
“I do not know what your father is going to say when we return home.” Mrs Curtis shook her head. Her eyes were fixed on the window, but she did not seem to be looking at anything in particular. She seemed lost in her own world of dissatisfaction. Her chest heaved as she drew in a deep breath then let it out in a long sigh. “To think that there is not a single decent young man left in London who might consider the daughter of a gentleman in possession of a growing trade.” Another shake of her head followed, and she seemed ready to let out another sigh when her eyes suddenly moved to her daughter. The woman leaned forward and swatted Rosalie’s arm, forcing her to pay full attention. “Have you even been listening to a word I have been saying?” 
Rosalie shifted her weight on her seat and blinked several times. “Of course I have, Mother.” A powerful need to yawn passed through her. Rosalie clamped her mouth shut to resist giving in to that urge. The last thing she needed was to have her mother’s foul mood exacerbate the situation. She straightened her back and looked at Mrs Curtis with a practiced expression of polite neutrality. It was the same face she had adopted when listening to many of the men she had been forced to meet over the last few months of parties, balls and social gatherings in London. 
Mrs Curtis’s eyes lingered on her daughter for a moment, her lips curling. It did not matter whether Rosalie was listening or not. She folded her arms and shook her head yet again. “I just know your father is going to be so disappointed to see us return like this, again. Goodness knows, it was hard enough for him to bear the first time around. It seems cruel to put him through it all again.” 
Rosalie’s lips drew thin, and she kept her thoughts private. She would have liked to note that she was hardly thrilled, herself, to have spent two useless seasons in London in search of a husband. She would have liked to remind her mother that she did not relish returning to her friends in Bradford-on-Avon and telling them that her plain personality, plain face and plain hair had once again failed to gain the notice of any man in London. She would have liked to tell her mother that she was tired of the constant pressure put on her to find a husband of means. That she was tired of being saddled with the responsibility of increasing their family’s wealth and prestige for the sake of her father’s business. She had many, many things she would have liked to have said, but there was no point in saying anything. The road ahead was long, and it was better to suffer the ongoing cycle of her mother’s grumblings than to risk a real argument breaking out between them. 
It did not take long for Mrs Curtis’s complaints and worries to become self-sustaining once again. She spoke in long soliloquies worthy of a Greek drama as she bemoaned their situation. No input or even acknowledgement of her words was required once she was started on her rant. She had always possessed an interesting ability to carry on a conversation by herself, even when no one was listening to her. Meanwhile, Rosalie let her attention slip away, her mind and eyes returning to the passing countryside. Once again, she became aware of the suffocating heat in the carriage, and she squirmed as she felt a film of sweat form over her skin. She looked forward to the prospect of a bath when she returned home. 
Only one thought brought Rosalie any solace as she ignored her mother and tried vainly to ignore the heat: however bad the heat was out here in the open country, it had to be ten times worse in the city they had just quit.
 
Unwilling to give up the hunt for a husband for her eldest daughter, Mrs Curtis had delayed their return to Bradford until late in June, well after the more eligible bachelors and connected families had abandoned London for the pleasures of the countryside. As the summer heat had begun to beat down in earnest on the capital, a stench had arisen that was almost intolerable to Rosalie. The sewage and filth that ran through the streets of London’s less desirable quarters baked under the sun’s oppressive glare, and the miasma of rotting refuse, waste and worse made Rosalie wonder how anyone could bear to remain in the city all through the year. She felt it was inevitable that any family who could escape the unbearable nightmare of summertime London would do so. 
The more Rosalie reflected on the repugnant horror of a depopulated and reeking summer in London, the more she was able to find peace in the stifling heat of the carriage. However, the more she reflected on the issue, the more she came to accept that it was not just the reeking odour of the capital that she was happy to be leaving behind. More than the bustle of bodies, more than the uncouth language, more than the stench and sewage and the noisome ruck that was London, Rosalie was grateful to be putting the business of looking for a husband behind her for another season. 
Of the three Curtis sisters, Rosalie was the least qualified to be the eldest. If the title of ‘eldest daughter’ could be awarded for some quality other than age, she would happily have passed the mantle on to her middle sister, Grace. Grace was more than qualified to lead the family into the arena of marriage. She had been blessed with soft porcelain skin, perfectly proportioned almond-shaped eyes with irises the colour of the cloudless sky, and flowing golden curls. As her body had begun to grow into that of a woman, her beauty had only intensified. Rosie felt sure that when Grace came of age and made her debut in London next year, her sister would be able to capture the hearts of a dozen men within a week. That was the kind of person needed to lead their family into marriage.
Rosalie let out her own, quiet sigh as she tried to make out her reflection in the carriage window. She could see only the faintest ghost of herself in the window pane, but it was enough. Truth be told, she knew well enough the various foibles of her physical beauty without having to see them. Her eyes were not the colour of a blue sky in summer. Her eyes were the quiet grey of a rainy autumn afternoon. Her skin had a ruddy hue, and her hair was just brown. Compared to her sister, compared to the elegant women of London’s high society, how was she ever to have caught the eye of a gentleman? 
“Of course, next year we are going to have to change your wardrobe.” Rosalie’s attention flickered momentarily back to her mother. Just how that woman was able to sustain a thread of conversation so long by herself, Rosalie could not even guess. Still, her own mind had provided little positive sustenance, and she begrudgingly returned to listening to what her mother had to say. 
“Did you see the cut of some of the dresses the women were wearing? The décolletage of their gowns… very French. It is not a style I could ever like or approve of, not the kind of thing a woman of modesty should wear of a Sunday. Even so, did you see the attention those women garnered from the men in the room?” 
Rosalie’s face wrinkled as she remembered the sight. Men had gathered like wolves around some of the most audaciously dressed women at London’s many functions and balls. No one dared call such women brazen, though. No, the women who walked about with fully half their chests on display were fashionable, modern and elegant. 
“Over the next few months, we must work to make you some new dresses that accentuate your own assets, dear. I do not want to see you ignored by other men simply because your ball gown rides an inch higher on the collar.” 
“Mother!” Rosalie’s eyes widened, and she sat up straight in her seat. She could scarcely believe what her mother was suggesting. Her own mother was now looking to display her like a piece of meat for men to drool over. She had not minded so much when she was being introduced to men in a polite manner, to make conversation, but Rosalie could not abide the thought of being dressed to provoke a man’s more carnal gaze. 
“Do not act so indignant, dear. We have spent two years, now, trying to find a man of suitable wealth who might accept you. If we are to be forced to tread this path again next year, then we must do more to entice men to consider you as a viable partner.” Mrs Curtis’s eyes suddenly seemed to be roving over her daughter’s figure in a way that Rosalie didn’t like. 
“Mama, I would rather wait three more years to find a husband than settle for some man who finds my best feature to be the cut of the neckline on my gown.” Rosalie took a deep breath, suddenly very aware of the way her chest heaved as she breathed in. The whole conversation embarrassed her deeply, and she was forced to return her attention to the world outside the carriage. 
“Now don’t you turn away and make yourself out to be more virtuous than I. Of course, I would not let you marry some cad who can’t keep his eyes straight in conversation. Still, you have to allow that a more daring look for you would not hurt in bringing you a little more attention.” 
Rosalie’s jaw tightened as she tried to rein in her indignation. “Can we not discuss this now, Mother? It will be a full six months before we next return to town. Surely your grand plans to wed me to some young lord or merchant can be put to one side, at least till we return home?” 
Mrs Curtis’s forehead furrowed as her brows drew together. She rolled her eyes in a deliberate manner and let her body slouch. For a few precious moments, silence filled the carriage. It was only for a moment, though. 
“You must promise me not to speak of our time in London to your father, nor answer any questions he may ask you when we return home.” There was a very subtle difference in Mrs Curtis’s face now. The difference between annoyance and serious concern was very slight, and it was the kind of facial cue only a daughter could recognise. 
Rosalie tensed as she thought of her father. “I promise I have no intention of breaking the news to him, Mama.” 
While her mother could be a bother with her endless plans and schemes to see her wed, Rosalie’s father was a different creature altogether. He desired to see Rosalie and all his daughters marry. More than this, he wished to see them marry well above their station, and to bring rich, new relatives into his acquaintance who might help him expand his woollen mill business. It was his driving vision to purchase up all the rival mills in Wiltshire and one day become the principal purveyor of fine woollen goods to London. He had notions of his mills becoming influential in London fashion and clothing. It didn’t matter to him that London fashion had almost no interest in wool; he insisted that fashions would change with the rise of his company. All he needed was an investor who would help fund his dreams. Having been unable to secure such a financial backer from among his friends and neighbours, Mr Curtis had put the burden of his dreams onto his three daughters. Their marriages, he determined, would provide the kind of sons-in-law who would help support his vision and see him become the great man of industry he yearned to be. 
Mrs Curtis sniffed and scratched the corner of her nose. “I do not know how your father will take the news. You had best be prepared for his descending into an intractable mood.” Her mother’s stone-coloured eyes drooped as both travellers fell into a despondent quietude. 
 
It was late when Rosalie and Mrs Curtis arrived back at their home in Bradford-on-Avon. Though it was the height of summer and the sun clung stubbornly to the sky till long past eight o’clock, the world had gone dark, and the waxen moon cast a silver light on the small, familiar town. As the carriage drew up to the door of their home, Rosalie noted the few lights emanating from inside the house. The only strong light came from Mr Curtis’s office. It was more than likely that Grace and Claire had already retired for the evening. Father would be sitting in the corner of his office. He would not be working. He would have a glass of wine or perhaps a brandy in hand and would be staring at his bookshelf, pretending to be deep in thought. One of the ways in which he tried to present himself as a man of business was by emulating the lifestyles of the very rich merchants. He did not know any such men personally, but he had a very strong idea of how such men lived and was quite certain they would stay up long into the night wasting good money sipping expensive alcohol and staring thoughtfully into space. 
Despite the sound of the carriage wheels crunching over the gravel path outside their home, no one stirred or came to the door to greet Rosalie or Mrs Curtis. The two women stole into the house like thieves, both hoping that they might avoid a meeting with Mr Curtis or anyone else. Though it was inevitable that Mr Curtis would hear all that occurred in London, both mother and daughter hoped for one restful night in their own beds before they had to deal with the consequences of another failed season in the capital. 
In the entranceway, Mrs Curtis quietly shooed away the maidservant who came to wait on them. In a hushed whisper, she begged her not to disturb Mr Curtis from his work. She bade her give them light and then take their things to the drawing room for sorting in the morning. The maid glanced fretfully towards Rosalie as she nodded her understanding. It seemed even the household staff were aware of what her failure to secure a husband would mean. Rosalie knew she should not put others’ happiness before her own. Even so, she could not help feeling a little guilty knowing how her disappointing second season in London would adversely affect all who lived with her. 
After months away from home, Rosalie was pleasantly surprised by how familiar and safe her own room felt. Despite having only the light of a small candle to guide her, she felt entirely at ease as she wandered the space. The comfort of home was the first truly good feeling she had felt in weeks, and she found her worries and fears ebbing away to a dull ache in the back of her mind as she crawled into her own bed and found sleep.
 



CHAPTER 2
Rosalie’s return home was met without ceremony. It was almost as though she had never left. At breakfast, no mention was made of London or her five-month absence. Both her sisters talked casually of the weather, their plans for the week and the chores to be done. Mrs Curtis gave orders to the servants and attended to matters of housekeeping, and Mr Curtis sat at the head of the table eating his breakfast in loaded silence. His eyes roved listlessly about the room as he ate his toast. Each bite was made with ferocity, his teeth tearing at the food as if he were a fox pulling apart a rabbit’s carcass. Without saying a word, he made his mood clear to everyone. Equally clear to everyone was the result of Rosalie’s second outing to London in search of a husband. 
Only when Mr Curtis had taken his coffee and stalked out of the dining room to his office did the atmosphere in the house clear somewhat. Mr Curtis was a creature of habit, especially when irritated, and his actions were as predictable as the flow of water in a river. The women sat silently for a few moments, listening to the sound of his footsteps receding down the hall. Though naturally heavy-footed, Mr Curtis had a way of making his actions doubly audible when roused to anger. His footsteps were like the beat of a drum, and the sound of his office door being slammed shut was loud enough to make Mrs Curtis jump in her seat. Even the click of the key in the lock could be easily discerned, and it was only when the women were sure Mr Curtis was safely shut in his private sanctuary that they began to speak freely. 
Grace, always the bold one, was first to speak. She leaned across the table, her voice a furtive whisper. “You have really gone and put us all in it this time. I bet you three shillings he will be like this for a month, and I do not want to spend the whole summer walking on eggshells in our own home.” She sat back in her chair and pouted. She looked at the half-eaten piece of toast she held in her hand and threw it casually back onto her plate before running her hand through her long, golden locks. When this was not enough to ease her mood, she turned to look out of the window at the garden. 
Claire, only fifteen years old and possessed of a measure of the same shyness that Rosalie suffered from, wound a lock of her chestnut hair around her index finger as she prepared herself to speak. “I don’t think it is so objectionable at all that you did not find a man to your liking. It is not right that couples should be bullied into a marriage before either is sure of their feelings. Certainly, I would not condemn myself to a husband I was the least bit unsure of.” Claire reached over and took Rosalie’s hand in hers. “I think you are very brave.” 
Grace rolled her eyes and let out a heavy sigh as she slouched further into her chair. “You’ve been reading far too many novels, Claire. They are rotting your brain. How do you even know Rosalie was busy turning down men she did not approve of? For all you know, she likely repeated her mistakes of last year and never spoke to a single gentleman all the season through.” 
“That is not true!” Rosalie spoke as loudly and as forcefully as she dared. Her eyes flicked to Mrs Curtis for support, but her mother just shrugged. 
“Rosalie made a more promising showing, to be sure. There were, to her credit, two young men who displayed a modicum of interest.” Mrs Curtis’s eyes drifted off to some unknown realm of fancy for a moment. Rosalie guessed she was imagining a happier scene, where one of those two young men had been bold enough to make a proposal. When the fantasy had passed, Mrs Curtis’s jaw visibly tightened. “Progress or not, it was still a poor showing. I am positively embarrassed to think of begging your father to finance yet another season in London for us, after this. He has already sworn never to waste good money on such endeavours again.” 
That admission got Grace’s attention, and her back straightened up at once. “You cannot mean that I will not get my debut? I promise I will not make light of the opportunity or treat London like a game!” 
Mrs Curtis offered a reassuring smile and patted the back of Grace’s hand. “I did not mean for you and Claire, dear.” She looked back to Rosalie, her eyes glistening with sadness. Rosalie knew her mother did not like to speak harshly of any of her daughters. All she had ever wanted was to see the three of them marry as well as her own more fortunate sister had done. Still, it was hard for her to be sympathetic when she was being so openly criticised. 
Taking her time to sip her tea, Rosalie tried to maintain an air of indifference. She did not wish her mother or sisters to guess how strongly their disparaging words affected her. “If that is the way it has to be, I will happily move aside for Grace. I am sure she will do far better in the company of London’s finest than I ever could.” She noticed the slight upward lift of Grace’s lips at that moment. “I am happy to stay at home and see what luck I might find with the gentlemen of our own neighbourhood.” 
Mrs Curtis snorted. “You will do no such thing. Until such a time as we can find a partner of suitable standing for one of you, I will not hear any mention of one of my daughter’s marrying some ‘local gentleman’. I will not see doors closed to us by one of you marrying beneath you.” 
Rosalie opened her mouth to speak but faltered. She wanted to counter that none of the local gentlemen could be considered beneath their family socially. Though it was an unmistakable truth, her mother would surely disagree, and Rosalie could not afford to put her parents in a worse humour. 
“Well Grace, you’ll have to consider making fewer visits to the village for the foreseeable future, then.” Claire had a slightly superior smile on her face as she spoke, but this vanished the moment Grace shot her a warning glare. Rosalie did not know what secret had just passed between the two sisters. Still, it was clearly a matter of some seriousness and not for their mother to know. She put the observation to the back of her mind, to be addressed later. 
 
It was only when Mrs Curtis excused herself to talk with her husband that the three sisters were able to talk as freely as they wished. Though each was possessed of a personality the antithesis of the others, the three were bound by the equal burden of their mother and father’s expectations. This unfortunate arrangement meant that, despite quarrels, differences of opinion and worse, there was always a sense of unity between the three. They had long ago learned to depend on each other when their parents’ expectations and warped worldview made their lives difficult. 
Stepping into the drawing room, far away from their father’s office, the three girls let out grateful sighs. Grace immediately capitalised on the opportunity to take the softest chair in the room, falling casually into it and letting her legs dangle over the arm. She could be the epitome of perfect breeding and sophistication when she wanted to be. However, as long as no one important was looking, she relaxed her manners. 
Claire, free-spirited and given to romanticism, sat on the window seat, her knees drawn up to her chest. She held a book in her hand, but her attention seemed to flicker between the pages and the playing out of the day outside. Rosalie noticed the lack of shoes on Claire’s feet as she took a seat by Grace. 
Rosalie had been teased, in the past, about her deportment when not in company. Unlike Grace, she could not turn off the niceties of propriety on a whim. She sat with her hands drawn over her knees and, on seeing a half-finished piece of embroidery on the side table, immediately put herself to work. She was the epitome of a good, well-bred girl. 
Even the styles of the clothes the three girls wore reflected their vastly contrasting personalities. Rosalie wore an auburn dress that had no frills or fancy work on the hem, neckline or sleeves. Once, before when she had worn it, Grace had joked that the thing looked like the habit of some French monk. 
Grace had an eye for fashion, and as soon as she could fill out a dress properly, took to wearing the kind of provocative gowns that were now proving so popular in London. Her mother had been forced to talk to her, more than once, about the décolletages she was given to wearing. Now though, with London fashions seeming to win out over moral decency, it was likely that Grace would be given licence to wear more of those risqué gowns she so liked. Even now, at home, with no company to impress, Grace insisted on wearing a morning gown that could easily have been mistaken for evening wear. It was white muslin overlaid with black lace netting. Little flowers had been stitched into the lace design. It was expensive work and not something to be worn when lounging about as she was.
Finally, Claire’s morning dress was a light, flowing, green dress that hugged her slightly thinner frame. She enjoyed light, airy clothes at all times of year and was usually the first to catch a cold in autumn. All in all, they made for a very odd trio, and it was well that few saw them like this. 
“So, tell me Grace, just what did Claire mean when she said you will be making fewer visits into town for the foreseeable future?” Rosalie did her best to keep her eyes down on the needlework she was engaged in. She did not wish Grace to suspect that the matter had been on her mind since breakfast. Grace would be more likely to talk openly if the subject was brought up casually. 
Grace let her head loll backward and she groaned. For a moment, it seemed as if this was all the answer she would give to her sister’s query. When she sat upright again, she shot Claire the same acrimonious look she had given her at the breakfast table. “It is absolutely nothing at all, and I know you are going to make a fuss about it if I tell you, which was why I wished it left private, Claire.” 
“I will make a fuss?” Rosalie tried to maintain a neutral tone, even though warning bells were already starting to peal in her mind. 
Grace chuckled and shook her head. “You are so transparent, trying to act uninterested. I may as well tell you the whole thing, though it really is a trifle. You have to promise me, though, that you will not mention a word of this to Mama.” 
Rosalie pursed her lips. The need for secrecy between them was nothing new, but it did not bode well for whatever Grace had to reveal. “I have not let you down yet, have I?” 
Grace didn’t answer her but began to spill her secret. “While you and mother were dithering around in London in search of a husband for you, Claire and I enjoyed another pleasant spring of Father focussing on his work and letting us run our lives as we saw fit.” 
“It must have been pleasant for you,” Rosalie admitted. She could not deny that she wished she had had the opportunity to enjoy a summer to herself without her parents breathing down her neck. 
“It really was,” Grace answered casually, not seeming to care for Rosalie’s thoughts. “To make a short story very short, I used the opportunity to reacquaint myself with Thomas.” 
“Thomas?” Rosalie’s eyes widened a little as she repeated the name. “Do you mean the Cooper’s youngest boy?” 
“Yes,” Grace answered in a very matter-of-fact manner. “He is working as a stable boy at the changing post.” 
Rosalie gave a cautious nod. “I see.” 
Claire had lowered her book now and glanced at her sisters. “What Grace is trying to say is she has been courting the poor boy all through the spring.” 
“Courting him?” Rosalie put down the embroidery at once and stared at Grace with what she hoped was a sufficiently severe expression. 
Grace snorted and continued to lounge casually in her chair. She didn’t even bother to look her sisters in the eyes, focusing instead on her own cuticles, feigning casual boredom. “Hardly courting. If you must put a name to it, I suppose you could call it… a harmless flirtation.” 
Rosalie took a deep breath. She didn’t feel she could get much from Grace on the issue, so turned her focus to Claire. “Tell me what this is all about, Claire. Spare me no details.” 
Claire turned around on the window seat, letting her bare feet dangle over the edge. “She’s been leading the poor boy about the village, hiding in blind alleys and whispering sweet nothings in his ear. He has earned a lot of ire from his masters for being absent from his post, thanks to Grace tempting him away from his work.” 
Grace chuckled. “That is not at all my fault. I have never forced him to accompany me out into the fields at any time. He was more than capable of telling me he had work to do. If he can’t prioritise his life properly, it is his problem and not my concern at all.” 
“You’ve been wandering out in the fields with him… unaccompanied?” Rosalie suddenly wished she had been firmer with her mother when she had extended their stay in London. 
“Yes! And I will tell you another secret, sister.” Grace smirked and leaned in close to Rosalie’s ear conspiratorially. “We are secretly engaged and plan to run away to Gretna Green before the summer is out.” Grace’s upturned lips irritated Rosalie. Even with the shock of these revelations, she was still able to tell when her sister was trying to bait her with lies. 
“Do not make light of this. Even if it is nothing more than a game or harmless flirtation to you, there is no telling how he might view it. What if he comes calling on Father, asking for your hand?” 
Grace laughed again and stood up. She took a few steps toward the centre of the room. There was an air of smug superiority in the way she held her chin so high, while looking down at them. “You are both such dramatists. I promise you, Thomas knows full well what we have enjoyed is just a passing fancy. He is too sensible to think, for a moment, that I would actually desire any kind of future with him. This is… merely the playing out of our childhood friendship to its natural conclusion; a simple flirtation and amusing diversion for us to enjoy before we go our separate ways in life.” 
Claire shook her head and opened her book once more. “I don’t know how you can be so casual in affairs of the heart.” 
“Well, that is because you haven’t encountered any type of love that wasn’t written in one of your pretty little novels. Just you wait till you are a little more grown up.” Grace walked over to her younger sibling and patted her on the head just as some patronising parent might. 
“I should remind you that you are not out in society yet, Grace. Don’t go pretending you are some authority on romance,” Rosalie chided. 
Grace did not seem at all concerned. If anything, she seemed as amused with Rosalie as she was with Claire. “The way I see it, I am far and away the foremost authority on romance in this house. Claire has no knowledge of any man who wasn’t a character in the pages of a book, and you have failed for two years in a row to even find a man willing to take interest in you…” 
The atmosphere in the room changed in an instant. Though the conversation had been quite serious, there had been that sisterly understanding that they were safe to speak at ease. Now, though, that air of safety was dispelled. Rosalie’s face bunched up at Grace’s last remark, and Grace herself seemed to realise too late the viciousness of her joke. 
“Rosalie… You know I was only teasing you. I didn’t—” 
Rosalie sighed and stood from her chair. “It is really no matter,” she lied. She took a moment to iron out the creases in her dress. As much as she wanted to run out of the room, she held her composure and made a more dignified exit. “I still have a number of things to unpack.” 
“Rosalie…” Grace said her name again but was unable to find any other plea or words to follow it up. 
“I won’t tell father or mother what you told me about Thomas Cooper. But, for your sake, you had best cut off this foolish ‘flirtation’ you are having.” 


Stepping out of the drawing room, Rosalie took several deep breaths in the corridor. She half expected Grace to come after her. She was simultaneously relieved and disappointed when the drawing-room door remained closed and neither of her sisters attempted to pursue her. She dabbed her eyes with the right-hand sleeve of her dress and bit her bottom lip as she focused on maintaining a regular and steady rate of breath. Only when she was sure she had control of her emotions did she let herself move on. 
Rosalie walked as if she was clockwork. Her body moved rigidly as if it was not her own to control—an automaton. She had to force her legs to propel her up the flight of stairs to her bedroom. Only there could she allow herself the moment of weakness she craved. 
As soon as she was inside, she closed and locked the door. Her shoulders slumped and she shuffled listlessly to her bureau. A plain oval mirror stood on her desk and she gazed at her reflection in the glass. As she had in the carriage down from London, she began to recount her flaws, starting, as she always did, with her eyes: the colour of a rainy autumn sky.
 



CHAPTER 3
After a full week at home, Rosalie found herself settled back into the familiar routine and rhythm of what she considered to be normal life. Her father still refused to speak to her unless necessity prompted it, but other than this, she felt as though she had never left. Doing chores, sewing, cooking and taking walks in the garden kept her mind busy and well enough engaged that she was almost able to suppress the memory of the last five months, living in a somewhat lacklustre rented home in the unfashionable end of London. 
Despite the acrimony that had come between herself and Grace on her first day at home, Rosalie resolved to reconcile herself to her sister and made a point of accompanying her on her trips into the town. She told herself such private walks together would be good for setting aside their differences and might help cure the rift that had developed between them, a rift no doubt caused by her long absence away from her family. 
Once again, the weather had turned out hot and unforgiving. The river Avon, which ran through the middle of the town, was flowing noticeably lower than it did most summers. Reeds and grasses that normally swayed happily under the water floated listlessly like dead fish on the surface. In the distant fields, men could be seen working with their shirts open or else wholly discarded. This sight seemed of particular interest to Grace, who exhibited no shame as she stopped to admire the view of the farmers going about their labours. 
Both sisters wore rather loose morning gowns. It was too hot for anything more extravagant. Even Grace had given up wearing her usual finery, in order to better cope with the oppressive air. Still, she maintained a spring in her step and radiated her natural beauty, despite the lack of ornamentation to accentuate it. 
“Father mooted something rather curious while you were off hiding in the corners of the house last night.” It was the first word either of them had spoken for at least a mile. Grace’s voice was halting and hesitant as she spoke. With neither having brought up the unpleasantness that had passed between them so many days ago, all words traded between them seemed to rest on a knife-edge.
“Oh yes? Is it a new scheme for attracting some visiting merchant to invest in his precious mill?” Rosalie forced herself to smile as she spoke. It was hard, but she wanted things with her sister to be easier. She had to show willing to put the past behind her. 
“No. He actually asked Mama if you had tried to call on Aunt Lynch while you were in London.” Grace’s warm blue eyes darted to her sister, eager to see her reaction to the news. She still seemed too nervous to keep her gaze on Rosalie for long, though. 
“He really brought her up?” Rosalie couldn’t deny this truly was news. “I can’t imagine Mama was best pleased. I am probably lucky I am only hearing about this second hand. What exactly did he have to say about her?”
Grace’s confidence seemed to build and she skipped a few paces ahead of Rosalie. Spinning about, she began to walk backwards, so she could look at her sister properly while they talked. Once she had something really juicy to say, Grace could seldom remain quiet. “It seems, after an evening drinking brandy and fretting over all he had heard about your stay in London, Father determined to write to our aunt, and he actually sent off a letter to her, without either reading it over or consulting with Mama first. I can’t even guess how much he must have drunk to believe that was a good idea.” 
Rosalie’s eyes widened and her lips drew thin. She could only imagine how this news would have gone down with their mother. With their moods already inflamed, this move by her father would have only added fresh fuel to the fire. “Did he say what was in the letter?” 
Grace shrugged her shoulders and swivelled about once again to face the road they walked down. “I am not sure that he even knows the half of what he put inside it. I think he was perhaps asking for advice in finding us poor girls husbands.” 
Rosalie nodded. “She made no reply, did she?”
Grace smiled. “No. He sent the letter shortly after you returned home, so it is doubtful she intends to respond… same as always. I think Father just wanted to admit to the lapse in judgement and get it off his chest.” 
Rosalie hadn’t noticed the moment when her shoulders had become so tense, but her body seemed to relax as Grace finished speaking. It was a good thing Aunt Lynch had not made a reply. Such a letter would have been sure to incense their mother and cause no end of trouble for them all. 
 
Aunt Lynch, or Lady Lynch, to use her proper title, was Mrs Curtis’s younger sister. Three years younger than Mrs Curtis, Aunt Lynch was not even out in society before her older sister married a promising young gentleman of business. As Rosalie had heard it from her mother, her aunt had never taken to Mr Curtis, declaring from the start that the man was all talk and no action. She quite brazenly attacked his dreams of expanding his family’s woollen business into an empire. Her parents had censured her for such outspokenness, and Rosalie’s mother had become more distant from her sister as they argued over her choice of husband. However, their sisterly bond had not truly crumbled until their aunt had married far more auspiciously than anyone could have expected. 
Aunt Lynch’s marriage to a young and dashing duke had caused quite a stir in London, at the time. Young Lord Lynch had been known to have his eye on a Lady Barrington at the time Rosalie’s aunt had arrived in London in search of a husband. With her older sister already married, no one had had any expectations for the young girl to do better in marriage than some gentleman merchant with a dependable trade. So when, against all expectations, she had managed to steal the heart of Lord Lynch away from Lady Barrington and set herself up as a woman of the peerage, Mrs Curtis’s sister immediately became the apple of their mother and father’s eyes. 
Mrs Curtis had insisted on remaining civil to her sister, never poking her nose in or making any comment on the deplorable way her sister had contrived to separate Lord Lynch and Lady Barrington. By all accounts, Rosalie’s mother had struggled for several years to maintain cordial relations with her sister and to not give in to envy at her younger sibling’s better situation. 
However, when Mrs Curtis began to write to her sister regarding her husband’s business, the great rift in their family had been forged forever. Mrs Curtis insisted she had never directly asked her sister for money, but from time to time she would petition her sister to speak to her wealthy husband about the possibility of investing in Mr Curtis’s woollen mill business. Lady Lynch had refused flat out to do such a thing. In a frank and mean-spirited letter, which Mrs Curtis had burned after reading, the Lady had reiterated her lack of confidence in Mr Curtis, accusing the man of being a dreamer with ambitions loftier than his reach and capacity. 
Since that day, the two sisters had communicated but rarely. They did, naturally, exchange terse letters once a year at Christmas, and Lady Lynch had sent longer, more thoughtful letters on the births of each of her nieces. Aside from these, however, the only time they had spoken was on the occasion of Lord Lynch’s untimely death, some years ago. 
To Rosalie, Lady Lynch was an enigma, albeit a slightly inconvenient one. Although she knew the woman could bear her and her sisters no conceivable malice, the mention of her name always sent their mother off in the worst of moods. Consequently, Rosalie could not think of her aunt without feeling her own engrained kernel of resentment at the woman. 
That her father had reached out and contacted the woman who had, for so long, belittled him and his wife was proof of the desperation Rosalie had driven her parents to. 
 
On reaching the town centre, Rosalie found herself too caught up in her own private thoughts to think too long on her sister. When she caught sight of some friends she had not seen in months, Rosalie was happy for Grace to excuse herself and go looking for fabrics at the local tailors. She barely even looked back at her sister as she walked across the street and embraced her friends one by one, noticing with delight the tell-tale ring one of them wore on her finger. 
For the next two-and-a-half hours, Rosalie was treated to all the gossip and news from Bradford-on-Avon. A lot had come to pass over the spring by all accounts. Of her three closest friends, one had married a local farmer, Mr Owen, another was expecting to hear Mr Ellis’s proposal any day now, and the third had garnered the eye of the rather handsome parish parson. Rosalie was amazed and quietly jealous of the success all three had enjoyed and appreciated her friends’ sympathy as she was forced to own up to her second unsuccessful season in London. 
“Are you finding yourself bullied out by the grander ladies of London?” the newly married Mrs Owen asked. The four were now drinking tea together in the town’s tea room, and all attention had turned to Rosalie.
“I can’t say it is at all pleasant trying to compete with such women. More times than I can count, I found myself standing next to a woman whose silk gloves were worth more than every stitch I had on my body.” Rosalie offered a brave smile and shook her head. “More than that, the gentlemen of London are all so…” she paused, as she tried to find the right word. “They’re so busy. First meetings are conducted in great haste, and you must rely solely on first impressions to get the measure of any man’s character. Most will only grant you a few minutes of their time before rushing on as if their coattails were on fire.” 
Mrs Owen nodded continually as Rosalie spoke of her troubles. “It must be hard. I was fortunate, with my dear Edmund, that we have been practically next-door neighbours since we were children.” The other two women muttered approvingly as they sipped their tea. 
“I do wish I might have been allowed to find a man from among the gentlemen here at home.” Rosalie let out a deep sigh and put down her cup. “I cannot say there has ever been any man from among my acquaintances here whom I have secretly yearned for or wanted for a husband. But just knowing the quality of the men in these parts, having seen them every day of my life and grown up with them sets me at ease. If any man in Bradford were to ask for my hand, I would know his character fully and could make an informed decision before giving my answer. In London, all the gentlemen blur into one, and they expect your good opinion from first introductions. The moment they sense hesitancy, they find themselves some bolder girl who is more inclined to dance with a complete stranger.” 
“I can’t imagine a more ghastly thing,” Mrs Owen said. She put down her cup and rubbed Rosalie’s back reassuringly. “Still, you have said your father is not likely to return you to London for a third season. Between the three of us ladies, I am sure we can find you an amiable man from amongst our acquaintances. One who has yet to realise how beautiful you are under those conservative dresses you are so fond of wearing.” 
Rosalie laughed. She did not mind it when her closest friends teased her for her choice of gowns; they had earned the right over the years, and their jibes never felt malicious. As she considered the prospect of her three closest friends working together to engineer a match for her, Rosalie couldn’t help but feel a little hope for the year ahead. There would be the autumn assemblies, of course, and Mrs Owen had already made her a promise of dinner at her new home with her husband. 
 
By the time the group parted, Rosalie had quite forgotten Grace. She wandered the familiar streets of her hometown with a smile on her face, taking in all the facets of the place that had remained the same since she was a girl. London and the wider world were for other people. Whether her parents wished it or not, Rosalie felt as if she had no business mingling in the capital or trying to move beyond quiet and peaceful Bradford-on-Avon.
As she turned a corner, her eyes alighted on the coaching inn. The whinnying of the horses in the stable caught her ear, and she suddenly became aware of a particular danger she had sought to guard her sister against. Looking up and down the street, she could not spy her sister anywhere, and in no time at all, her feet were marching to the coaching inn to inquire if her sister had been seen by any of the workers there.
The stablemen had seen her loitering near the inn about an hour or so ago and said she had disappeared shortly after. They pointed Rosalie in the general direction Grace had taken and suggested she might run into one of their boys on her travels, who had but lately been given leave to run an errand. Rosalie could easily guess just which boy they were referring to and knew full well that he likely had no errand in mind except to escort her sister into some quiet corner of the town. 
 
For fifteen minutes, Rosalie strode through the town at a determined and brisk pace as she searched to and fro. She tried to think of all the corners and darkened ways her sister could be hiding in and systematically checked each one, her mind filled with all the scandalous horrors Thomas Cooper might be trying to wreak on her naïve younger sister. 
As she turned her head to look along the river path from the bridge, she finally spied her sister. Grace was sat, hidden among some rushes, leaning casually on the shoulder of a man Rosalie took to be Thomas. Seeing her sister in such easy repose, seeming not even to care that she might be seen by a passing neighbour, sent a wave of righteous indignation through Rosalie, and she immediately made for the path. She looked back only once to ensure she was not being spied upon and then coughed loudly, several times. She had no desire to be forced to drive the boy away from her sister and was relieved to see her coughing fit startle both Thomas and Grace to their feet. 
Grace blushed to see her sister, but she then turned to Thomas and squeezed his hand. Seeming not to care that she was about to receive a scolding, she even leaned into his ear and whispered some secret to him. Rosalie tried her best to hold in her indignation and not shout at them both for their reckless actions. She stopped about a metre from them, her hands balled into tiny fists. 
“Grace, you’ll come away at once; we’re going home.” Rosalie’s words were spoken very deliberately and very slowly. She had not been in the habit of parenting her sisters before, but then Grace had never shown such a severe lack of judgement before. 
Grace offered an apologetic smile to Thomas and actually leant in closer to him and kissed his cheek before walking silently away. The boy gave her no parting words but grinned idiotically as he watched Rosalie escort Grace back up the path and into the town. 
“I do not know how you can call what I just witnessed a harmless flirtation,” Rosalie admonished her when they were far enough away. “Sitting alone in that man’s arms, in broad daylight, by the river! I am surprised the whole town hasn’t noticed the two of you carrying on together if you have been that daring in public.” Rosalie remained purposefully by Grace’s side. She did not trust her sister to remain with her and did not wish to lose sight of her for a second. 
“Really, Rosalie? You talk as if the entire town is constantly on the lookout for young men and women out alone.” She smiled at a passing neighbour and waved as though nothing at all were out of the ordinary before continuing. “I do not know if you have ever observed this phenomenon, but most folks have jobs and places to be and thoughts of their own to preoccupy them. The only people who might have disturbed us would have been the occasional boater, and they are far too conspicuous not to be seen coming.” 
“Well, I was able to find you easily enough,” Rosalie retorted with some pride. 
“You were looking for me, though. No one else in this town ever is.” Grace sighed and shook her head. “Anyway, if you are going to scold me, you needn’t bother. I was very firm with dear Thomas when I met with him today. I told him in no uncertain terms that we could not step out in secret as we have been doing and that our flirtation had to come to an end.” 
Rosalie’s brow knotted. To her frustration, she could no longer tell if her sister was speaking truthfully, teasing her or simply saying what she wanted to hear. “Your recumbent posture against his arm doesn’t fill me with any hope that he understood your message.” 
Grace chuckled and, in a move that surprised Rosalie, wrapped her arm around her sister. “Well, I might have deigned to grant him one last hour of innocent banter and harmless romance. It seemed nicer to end our little arrangement with a golden memory than with my leaving him alone and rejected outside the coaching inn, when he had worked so hard to come out and see me.” 
Rosalie looked at her arm held in Grace’s. She did not understand her younger sister at all. Still, she knew she could not control her. Resigning herself, she let her shoulders slump. “Very well. Purely for the sake of convenience, I will believe everything you are telling me. I will warn you, though: if I see you lurking alone with that young man again…” 
“I can well imagine the dire consequences you’ll have in store for me. I imagine they will involve going to our dear father.”
Rosalie studied her sister’s face. It still held a smile, but she also thought she detected a slight tightening of the muscles in her cheek. It was almost as though Grace were forcing her breezy and light-hearted mood. 
 
As their home came into view, Grace stopped in her tracks and peered towards the garden. “Rosie… I think we must have company. Look at that carriage! Have you ever seen anything so grand?”
Rosalie peered past the obscuring tree branches and hedges on the road and did, indeed, see an ornate carriage drawn up outside their door.
 



CHAPTER 4
Walking up to the grand and incongruous vehicle parked outside their door, Rosalie felt something like fear pass through her. The black lacquer of the carriage’s wooden frame reflected her own troubled face back at her, and she instinctively pulled away from it. Grace was far less intimidated and ran her fingers wonderingly over the panelling. 
“Grace, don’t touch the thing. You have no idea how much a carriage like that might cost. If you put so much as a scratch on the wood with your nails—” 
“Then I promise you Lady Lynch would not be best pleased.” The voice of the driver took both girls by surprise. He was a well-dressed man in a large, black coat that did not at all suit the season. Of a somewhat fierce aspect, he seemed to be busying himself with untacking the horses and did not bother to glance in the direction of the two girls examining his carriage. 
“Excuse me, did you say Lady Lynch?” Grace went wide-eyed, and an enormous grin appeared on her face as though the driver had just told her Christmas had been moved forward to tomorrow. 
“I did indeed, Ma’am; your aunt, if I am given to understand things aright.” The man sniffed, and his eyes narrowed as he scrutinised the two girls. “Yes, you have your aunt’s look about you both, somewhat; you especially so.” He pointed a finger to Grace. 
Rosalie bit her bottom lip and looked towards their front door. It was impossible to believe that Lady Lynch, Aunt Lynch, was actually here in their home. What made her appearance all the more baffling and simultaneously terrifying was the thought that she had to have come down from London as a result of reading their father’s letter. 
“Come on Rosie, let’s get inside at once. Who knows how much we have missed. Oh, I wonder just how Mama is taking this!” Grace pulled at her sister’s arm excitedly, seemingly delighted by the promise of the drama their aunt’s arrival was sure to create. 
As the girls entered, they could hear voices coming from the drawing room. Only two of the voices were at all distinctive. The first was Claire’s, who seemed to be talking in an enthusiastic manner. The words ‘thank you’ were being offered again and again. The voice that followed hers was unknown to both Rosalie and Grace and yet carried an air of familiarity with it. Rosalie could only assume that this was the voice of Lady Lynch, and she found her footsteps growing ever shorter as she moved to the drawing-room door. It was Grace who grabbed her arm and finally caused her to cross the threshold. 
The most peculiar sight greeted Rosalie as she entered the room. Sitting in her father’s chair was her aunt, a woman whose face, like her voice, was at once familiar and alien to Rosalie. The woman was almost the exact likeness of Grace, though slightly more mature. She had a round face, perfect blue eyes and a surprisingly good figure. She wore a blood-red dress with a low, square-cut neckline and white lace frills about the taffeta puffed sleeves. Lady Lynch was a woman of singular taste and fashion. More than that, however, the beauty of her youth had not suffered degradation over the years. Although Rosalie knew the span of years between her mother and her aunt amounted to only three, she could not believe it when comparing the two. Her mother, more rotund, more wrinkled and wearier, looked easily ten years the elder of the woman seated in the centre of the room. 
Both Mr and Mrs Curtis stood in the far corner, well away from their visiting relation. Mr Curtis stood somewhat awkwardly, his back slightly stooped and his eyes darting here and there as though hoping to make some escape as soon as the opportunity presented itself. Meanwhile, Mrs Curtis stood like a condescending statue, watching with unconcealed irritation as Claire busied herself on the floor opening a brown-wrapped package with utter delight. 
“I have been told, dear, that you are very fond of art and reading. It is a noble hobby for any woman of breeding to have and will prove invaluable to you in the years to come. The books you will find in this little offering are some of my personal favourites. I fully expect you to write me after you have read them to tell me your thoughts on each one.” Lady Lynch spoke in a loving tone, her eyes gazing down at her youngest niece with a maternal affection Rosalie had not expected from a woman so long removed from their lives. 
Their entrance into the room had not been subtle by any stretch of the imagination, and it showed Lady Lynch’s unflappable nature that she was so easily able to disregard their sudden appearance, in order to put all her attention and care onto her youngest niece. Only once the moment had passed between them both, and a sense of connection made, did the refined lady sit up in her chair and regard the other two girls who had entered the room. She clapped her hands together and gave them both a warm, inviting smile, which Rosalie liked but found a little disconcerting coming from a stranger. She considered that her raised guard might have come from too many years of listening to her mother’s stories about her dreadful aunt. Still, she could not quite warm to the woman sitting in their father’s chair as easily as Claire and now Grace seemed to be doing. 
“Well, I do not think we need introductions for either of you.” Lady Lynch put her hands on the chair and eased herself upright. The moment she stood, she spread her arms in expectation of a hug, something with which Grace immediately obliged her. Without a care for decorum or the chance of accidentally falling and injuring herself, Grace leaped over the footstool that was obstructing her way and threw herself into her aunt’s arms, as if greeting some long-forgotten friend. Lady Lynch didn’t seem to mind at all, and the two laughed as they held each other for a rather drawn-out time. 
When Lady Lynch did separate herself from Grace, she looked her niece up and down and prompted Grace to stand up a little straighter. There was an analytical, appraising look in the woman’s eyes which caused Grace to stifle an involuntary giggle. Finally, the lady seemed to have seen all she needed and turned to Mrs Curtis with an elegant smile, refined by years of practice among the best and most worthy people in London.
“Well, sister, I have absolutely no need to ask who this beautiful little creature is, who has bounded into my arms. This must, indeed, be Grace.”
Grace nodded dumbly, an enormous grin on her face revealing her perfect white teeth. Rosalie fancied that if her sister had a tail it would be wagging back and forth furiously by now, as her aunt petted her hair.
“Yes, you are a very fine creature indeed. On the few occasions your mother wrote to me with word of you all, she said that you took after me in looks. I, of course, was not willing to believe that anyone could rival me in terms of sheer natural beauty.” Lady Lynch paused, letting her words hang in the air for a moment, as though she wished to build up suspense. “However, I see now that I must accept my new title as only the second most beautiful woman in our family.” 
Lady Lynch’s honeyed words were designed to pander to Grace’s ego, and they worked magnificently. Grace had already been wearing the most absurd smile on her face at meeting her aunt. Now, though, receiving such thick praise from so grand a woman had caused her smile to stretch to the point that her lips might tear from the strain. 
For a brief second, Lady Lynch’s sky-blue eyes alighted on Rosalie, but she did not acknowledge her. Instead, she took Grace by the hand and led her over to her chair. Lady Lynch sat down again, and Grace happily took to the floor by Claire’s side. The two sisters really did look like excitable puppies at their master’s feet. 
Rosalie folded her arms and watched as Lady Lynch leaned over the side of her chair and delved into a large open box that had been brought into the room. No doubt she had come with presents for each of them, and it was now Grace’s turn to receive her aunt’s favours.
Lady Lynch seemed to groan as she bent over the side of the chair and showed difficulty in righting herself afterward. Rosalie wondered whether this was because of her age or whether the lady was simply putting on a show of difficulty. To her mind, from this one brief moment of meeting, much of her aunt’s manner seemed to revolve around acting and spectacle.
“Now then, seeing as my advancing years no longer permit me to wear the kind of jewellery and hair pieces that suited me so well when I was your age, my gift to you, dear Grace, is a collection of my favourite pieces, gifted to me when I was courting my dear husband, your uncle.” Lady Lynch reached to her sleeve and pulled out a white handkerchief, which she used to dab at her eyes. Rosalie was not certain if she had seen tears threaten to stain the woman’s cheeks, but she doubted it. The sense of performance from this grand woman was becoming more and more obvious to her by the second, even if her younger siblings were too caught up in inspecting their gifts to notice it. 
Grace was certainly too preoccupied with her gift to notice anything her aunt was saying to her now. As she opened the first of three lacquered mahogany boxes she had been given, her mouth opened, and she let out an audible gasp. Her chest heaved, and her face seemed to fluctuate between a delighted smile and a look of sheer surprise. “This… this is…” She could not get her words out and so simply held out the necklace in the box for the rest of them to see. 
“That is gold interlaced with a series of tiny diamonds to give it an added sparkle and a single sapphire at its centre.” Lady Lynch seemed to take great pleasure in finishing her niece’s words for her. She looked around the room, seeming to want to take in and savour the looks of the others as they all stared at the necklace. Mr Curtis was open-mouthed and close to drooling. Lady Lynch seemed to quickly guess the thoughts circulating in his head at the sight of such treasure. “I want, on no account, to hear of anyone telling you to sell these on. They will do you far more good accentuating your already radiant beauty than by being sold on for petty cash.” She flashed a warning glare to Mr Curtis as she spoke.
Grace nodded enthusiastically and hugged the necklace close to her as if it were some treasured doll. “Do not worry, Aunt Lynch. I won’t let anyone sell these.” 
“Good girl.” Lady Lynch leaned forward and patted Grace’s hair, once again bringing the image of a dog and its master to Rosalie’s mind. For a few minutes, the lady let herself lounge in her chair, watching as her two youngest nieces explored the treasures she had given them and giving long, contented sighs as they gave her adoring looks. 
Rosalie turned to look at her mother. It was evident she was by no means pleased with the turn of events. Though silent, her skin had grown pale, and her body seemed to be quivering with something close to a rage. Were it within her power, Rosalie fancied her mother would snatch up all the gifts Claire and Grace had been given and throw them out of the door, along with their unlooked-for guest. 
“You, then, are the contemplative, thoughtful one, always thinking through what is best and being a sensible and proper example to your younger sisters.” Rosalie turned her face back to the woman in the chair who claimed to be her aunt. 
“I am Rosalie, yes.” 
Lady Lynch stood once more and awkwardly moved around the two girls sitting by her ankles. She walked to Rosalie and put out her arms, looking at Rosalie expectantly as she did so. “Come then, I will not bite, at least not my own nieces!” 
Rosalie forced a smile to her lips at her aunt’s joke and walked hesitantly toward her. Their embrace was nothing like the one Grace had given. Rosalie barely let her arms touch the strange woman in front of her, and she backed away almost immediately. If Lady Lynch was offended by this, she didn’t let it show. Her well-rehearsed smile remained with her as she came to stand by Rosalie’s side. 
“I must say I admire you very much, Rosalie… Well, all of you equally, in fact. I can see you each have your own indomitable traits that set you apart. Little Claire is filled with creativity and wonder, Grace is brimming over with self-confidence, charm, and vivacity.” The lady sighed and tilted her head as she watched Grace take out more of the expensive jewellery from the boxes.
“And what of me, Aunt?” Rosalie found the title difficult to say, but she forced herself to do so. 
Lady Lynch gave a breezy laugh. “Why, in you I see prudence and good sense. Why else would you continue to stand so far off from me when entering the house? Your sisters are lovely creatures but both still too eager to trust a perfect stranger in their home.” 
Rosalie studied her aunt a little more carefully now, surprised that the woman seemed able to read her own thoughts so well. Did such an ability stem from an acutely sharp ability to read others, or could her aunt have more in common with her than she first assumed? Either way, she put the question to one side and focused on something far more important. “May I ask what brings you all the way down from London to see us? We certainly were not expecting a visit.” Rosalie looked to her mother, who had now sat down in the corner and had taken to fanning herself. 
Lady Lynch’s jaw tightened, and she leaned in a little closer, her voice barely above a whisper. “I think that should have been immediately obvious to someone as astute as you. Please do not disappoint your aunt and prove me wrong in my assessment that you are the smart one among your sisters.” 
Rosalie tried not to let her aunt’s words of praise inflate her ego too much. “If I were to guess, I would assume it has to do with a certain letter my father sent.” 
Lady Lynch leaned back and laughed heartily, putting a hand on Rosalie’s shoulder as she did so. “Ah, well done, child. For a moment, you had me worried that there might be nothing between those ears at all.” She stepped away then, moving past the footstool and her nieces to indulge in the comfortable chair once more.
Rosalie stood in place. She wanted to go over to her mother and check on her, but she could not. It was not simply the fact that doing so would draw attention to her mother’s unhappiness at seeing her sister again. No, Rosalie couldn’t move because she had fears of her own to attend to. Lady Lynch had confirmed that it was her father’s letter that had inspired her to come down from town, and that meant that Rosalie herself was the principal reason for her visit. 
“Aunt, I hope this will not seem like a rude or presumptuous question, but do you not have presents for Rosalie?” Claire had finally looked up from her books, pens and paints and was now staring at her empty-handed elder sister.
Rosalie’s mind came back to the room at the mention of her name, and she waved her hand dismissively. “It is no matter if she has not, Claire. I am a notoriously difficult person to purchase gifts for.” 
Lady Lynch let out another short but audible laugh that caught the attention of the entire room. Even Grace looked up from her inspection of a pair of ruby earrings she was holding. “My dear, of course I have not forgotten my eldest niece. I am not the kind of woman to play favourites with my own dear flesh and blood. No, Rosalie has a very special present indeed; it just so happens that her gift is not one that can be presented in a box with a bow affixed to it.”
 



CHAPTER 5 
Despite their modest home already housing five people, not to mention servants, Lady Lynch insisted on staying with her family rather than seeking a room in the town. She claimed, with considerable emotion in her voice, that it would be cruel for her to deny herself even a single second of her nieces’ company while she was in the area and that she would even be prepared to sleep in the barn with the horses if it meant being close by at all hours. Of course, Mr and Mrs Curtis could not permit that, no matter how sorely tempted Mrs Curtis might have been to do so. Instead, they gave the lady Grace’s room and forced Grace and Claire to share the same bed for the duration of their aunt’s stay. That Grace did not utter even one word of protest to this arrangement served as a good indication of how taken she was with this refined new relative who had walked out of a fairy tale and into their lives. 
There was much to be taken care of when seeing to their guest’s needs. Though technically family, Lady Lynch was still of a far superior station to any of them, and it was important for her to be treated in the manner to which she was accustomed. Mr Curtis, certainly, seemed to fawn on his sister-in-law to an almost embarrassing degree. He ordered the servants out to get fresh provisions from the village: cuts of meat and bottles of wine worthy of their visitor’s more refined palate. Rosalie guessed that his desire to make her aunt feel welcome stemmed from his own single-minded ambition regarding his precious mills. In her head, she tried to guess how many hours it would take for him to drop a mention of the business into the conversation, angling for the lady to bite at the lure before reeling her in with his suggestions of investment. 
Between Mr Curtis’s waiting on Lady Lynch like some overeager butler, and Grace and Claire eagerly vying for her notice at every opportunity, Rosalie was well able to blend into the background and watch her aunt from a distance. She knew the woman had come down to Bradford-on-Avon because of her father’s letter, but she still could not discern just what the woman expected to do for her. Her aunt had spoken no more about the elusive present she intended to bestow upon her.
It was nearing eleven when Rosalie finally found an opportunity to quiz her aunt more fully on the meaning of her visit. Mrs Curtis had gone to bed early after complaining of a convenient headache that had come on suddenly. Mr Curtis had locked himself away in his study, no doubt to prepare some papers for Lady Lynch to peruse, which would prove to her the value of his trade and business. Meanwhile, Claire and Grace, despite complaints, were shooed off to bed by Lady Lynch, who sent them off to their room much like their mother had done when they were but girls. That her aunt had sent those two away and let her stay suggested to Rosalie that the woman also had an interest in orchestrating a more private conversation. 
As soon as the girls’ footsteps could be heard trudging up the stairwell, Lady Lynch closed the door to the drawing room and turned to look at her eldest niece. In the half-light of the fire, her smile was difficult to read. She wandered over to the small liquor cabinet in the far corner by the bookshelves and leaned down to inspect the contents. 
“I do not know about you, my dear niece, but I make it a point never to go to bed without enjoying a goodly dose of brandy, to help me doze off more easily. On these summer nights, with the temperatures so unbearable, one can be grateful for any aid that might bring on slumber more quickly.” 
Rosalie watched her aunt rummage inside the cabinet. “I do believe Father keeps some brandy in there, but I can’t be certain. I do not go in there myself.” 
Aunt Lynch straightened up, holding a large, round-bottomed decanter in her hand, which she looked over appraisingly. She didn’t seem too impressed with it as she pulled out the stopper and sniffed the contents. Even so, it did not stop her from pouring some of the contents into two glasses. 
Leaving the container open on the counter, she took up the glasses and walked across the room, offering the fuller glass to Rosalie. “Are you going to tell me your father does not allow you to drink, except at Christmas and certain parties?” 
Rosalie blushed. She felt certain her aunt was trying to mock her and she defiantly reached out and took the offered glass. “Not at all. I am trusted to drink when and as I like. I just have never had any interest in drinking brandy or other strong beverages.”
Lady Lynch gave a slight laugh and set her own glass to her lips. Rosalie watched as the dark liquid slid effortlessly down her aunt’s throat. The woman took a breath after her first taste and then swilled the glass. “I know people say brandy is a man’s drink, but I acquired quite the taste for it after my husband passed away. He left a lot of bottles unopened in our houses, both in London and in the country. It seemed a shame to let them all go to waste.” 
Rosalie bit her bottom lip and brought her own glass up to her nose. The smell of the substance was enough to warn her that the taste would not be to her liking. Even so, she imitated her aunt and forced herself to drain a quarter of her glass in a single gulp. Though she tried to match her aunt’s elegance, Rosalie knew she had failed. Her face scrunched up as the over-strong taste of peach burned her throat. She tried her best to retain an untroubled expression on her face but was incapable of doing so. Instead, she was forced to put her glass down on the side table and put her hand to her mouth as she fell into a fit of coughing. All the while, Lady Lynch watched her impassively.
“I suppose it is a taste that takes some getting used to.” Her aunt wandered across the room and took her seat in the same chair she had been found in when first Rosalie had first laid eyes on her. “I am glad we have this time to chat and to get to know one another, though. I said before, I seem to recall, that I do not choose favourites from my family. However, when reading your father’s letter to me, I really was most interested in meeting you and seeing what kind of woman you truly were.” 
Rosalie’s throat was still not recovered from the taste of the foul brandy she had been given, and she could not help but grimace at her aunt as she listened. She rubbed her throat in an effort to sooth the burning, before trying to answer her. “I do not know what kind of person my father painted me to be in his letter, but I feel you should know he was not thinking altogether clearly when he wrote to you. I understand he had perhaps been drinking a little too much that night.” 
Lady Lynch laughed and drained another quarter of her own glass with contemptuous ease. “Oh, I do not need you to tell me that. I can only imagine your father was as drunk as a sailor on shore leave when he wrote to me. Even putting aside his monstrously abhorrent script, I know well enough that he would not dare to write to me without some liquid courage spurring him on and drowning out the glares of my dear sister.”
Rosalie did not feel comfortable hearing her aunt talk of her parents in such an unguarded and disdainful manner. Much as her mother had been wont to criticise Lady Lynch for years, it did not seem right to Rosalie that this lady could do the same to them, certainly not when staying as a guest under their roof. “I can assure you my father is not in the habit of drinking often.” 
Lady Lynch shrugged, seeming to care nothing at all for Rosalie’s defence of her parents. “Whether he does or does not is of no concern to me. What I do concern myself with, however, is the well-being of my nieces when my dear brother-in-law and sister try to use them in their never-ending bid to find a man foolish enough to invest in your father’s infernal woollen mill fantasy.” 
Though still cautious and a little offended by her aunt, Rosalie could not help but smile to hear her speak of the woollen mill so disparagingly. “As I understand it, it was a passion of his even when he first met you,” she offered. 
Lady Lynch laughed again, only this time the sound seemed far more genuine to Rosalie’s ears. She shook her head and ran a finger over the rim of her glass as she gazed off into memory. “Ah yes. Your father is nothing if not persistent in his ambitions. It is honestly a trait I might have admired were it not for the fact that he chose the most appallingly poor business to try and turn into an empire. While I will never deny there will always be a place for wool, his notions of the great ladies of London trading their embroidered lace and muslin for woollen coats and shawls is quite ridiculous.” 
Rosalie found her hand reaching out for her own glass of brandy once again, momentarily put at ease by her aunt’s candour on a subject she had often thought beggared belief. “I will admit, it can be quite exhausting humouring him on the issue.” 
Lady Lynch nodded enthusiastically as the two began to find a natural rhythm with one another. “Oh, dear, before you try drinking that again, take a smaller sip this time, and try to leave the liquid on your tongue for a moment rather than forcing it straight down your throat. You might find that helps take the edge off it.” 
Rosalie did as she was told. Honestly, holding the strong liquor on her tongue was not much better, to her mind, than swallowing it down in one quick go. However, she did not find herself spluttering as badly on this second attempt. Her lips curled upwards ever so slightly at the accomplishment, and she placed the glass back down on the side table reverently. As she leaned back in her chair, she looked at her aunt with a furrowed brow. “You did not answer me about what my father said in his letter. I know I do not really want to hear it, but what kind of picture did he paint of me?”
Lady Lynch leaned forward, holding her brandy in both hands and fixing Rosalie with a steely look. “Your father painted a picture of a beautiful young woman, full of potential, whose chances of marrying well were being ruined by a mother and father whose only real aim was to beg their future sons-in-laws for money.” The woman let an irate breath out through her nostrils. “I highly doubt my sister’s skills at courting have come on any since she and I were girls, so I can only assume she has been filling your head with all sorts of bad advice in your two seasons in London. In short, dear, the only picture I gained of you, when I read your father’s letter, was of a poor girl struggling to find her own happiness while dealing with two incompetent and foolish parents. I can tell just by looking at you that you feel uncomfortable to hear them insulted so openly, but can you really tell me you have not privately thought all the things I am now saying aloud?” 
Rosalie found herself in the most unusual position of not knowing the correct way to respond. She was not fond of lying if she could help it, but she also did not believe in candidly complaining about her parents to other people. In the end, though, the soft, slightly roguish smile of her aunt coaxed her from her shell. “I can’t deny the last two seasons have been a chore and a burden. May… may I admit something to you in confidence?” 
Lady Lynch’s smile broadened just a little. “My dear, I have not had your mother’s ear since before you were born, and I would never get a word in edgewise with your father. I can promise you your secrets are quite safe with me.” 
Rosalie nodded and took a deep breath as she prepared to unburden herself. “Although I know my failure in London, these last two seasons, has very much disappointed both my parents, I feel it almost a reward that they have told me they will no longer fund me to go up to the city in search of a husband. The thought of being left alone to recuperate from these last two exhausting years is the most welcome thing in the world to me right now.” 
Something seemed to flicker across Lady Lynch’s features. Her countenance wavered just fractionally, but it was enough for Rosalie’s keen eyes to notice it. Had she said something to offend or dismay her aunt? 
“Well, dear, I hope you are not considering writing yourself off and allowing yourself to fall into spinsterhood. No matter how badly your parents may have berated you for your perceived failings, I can’t believe a woman as strong and proud as you would let yourself think that you are not worthy of a man’s attention.” Lady Lynch’s eyes were roving all over Rosalie’s face, and it was clear she was concerned by what she had just heard. 
Rosalie wondered whether or not to tell her aunt of the meeting she had had with her friends in the town that day, of her hopes that she might find someone local to marry, whom she already knew well. Something stopped her. She did not know if it was lack of trust in her aunt or lack of trust in the plan itself that motivated her silence. Still, she had to give some sort of answer. 
“I do not believe I will grow to become a spinster. I just do not think I have the kind of personality or beauty that would allow me to thrive in London. The ladies there can rival even Grace in beauty, and I find myself fading into the décor of the halls and assembly rooms whenever I attend events there. Meanwhile, the gentlemen my mother introduces to me never seem to pay me more than a moment’s notice before excusing themselves.” 
“Yes, but whose fault is that?” her aunt asked seriously. “Again, I am sorry if it is hard for you to hear me talk so bluntly of your parents, but your mother’s choice of husband does not instil confidence in me concerning her abilities to choose prudent partners for her daughters. I am certain your mother simply threw young men at you recklessly and randomly, without even thinking about whether or not you might be compatible with them, or knowing their true characters.” 
Rosalie had not considered this before, and she had to admit the thought gave her fresh pause. However, all this talk was beginning to frighten her, and she still had not come to the crux of the conversation, the one thing she had wanted to know since she had first spotted the black lacquered carriage standing imperiously outside their door. 
“Aunt Lynch, I hope this is not too rude a question, but what exactly are you doing here? You’ve made it abundantly clear that it is for my benefit that you have come all this way. But, I must confess, I do not have the slightest clue as to what it is that you expect to do for me.” 
The lady gave the same maternal smile Rosalie had seen when she was giving her gifts to Grace and Claire. She put down her glass and got up from her seat. Silently, she crossed the room and knelt down in front of Rosalie, wrapping her slender porcelain hands around Rosalie’s ruddier ones. She took a long moment to look into her niece’s eyes. At this close proximity, Rosalie could truly see how beautiful her aunt still was. An aspect of her youth had never been permitted to die off with age. 
“My dear Rosalie, my business in coming down to the country was so that I might take you safely away from your father’s clutches and bring you with me back up to London.” 
“Back to London!” Rosalie couldn’t help but raise her voice and she shot right out of her seat in alarm. 
Lady Lynch looked up at her in some confusion and rose to her feet more steadily. “Yes, you are to come and live with me in my house in Grosvenor Square. I am going to take it upon myself to introduce you to the kinds of gentlemen and society that your mother was clearly unable to. Beyond this, you will be able to conduct your search for a suitable husband without your father’s damned woollen mills or investment schemes wearing on you like a millstone.” The lady paused. “I can tell you, as well, that with my pocketbook and good sense, I will be more than capable of setting you up so that you could rival and outmatch even the finest young ladies of the court.”
 



CHAPTER 6
Without even being sure just how it had happened, Rosalie found herself sitting in a carriage, being transported away from her home and back up the bumpy roads and by-ways toward London. No sooner had her aunt declared her intentions to take her niece to her home, in search of a suitor, than Mr Curtis had had his eldest daughter’s things packed and ready for her to go. 
Mrs Curtis had made no attempt to try and stop her sister from abducting Rosalie, though it was clear she struggled to accept what was happening around her. She had entered into a kind of fugue since her sister had arrived at the house, operating in only the most basic fashion the entire time. More often than not, she kept herself hidden and out of sight, complaining of phantom headaches that beset her at all hours. Of course, everyone knew such complaints were very poorly made excuses to avoid spending any more time than was necessary in her sister’s company. It was, however, far better to go along with the convenient lie than face the awkward silences and tense expressions that passed between the two sisters when they were in the same room together. 
The only person who made any kind of objection at all to Aunt Lynch’s decision to take Rosalie to London had been Grace, and her protestations had nothing to do with any concern for her elder sister’s well-being. No, the only objection Grace cared to make was that Rosalie alone got to travel to London and live with Aunt Lynch, while she and Claire were doomed to stay on in quiet, rural Bradford-on-Avon.
Rosalie never quite heard what her aunt had whispered into Grace’s ear to quieten her during her moment of petulance. She guessed it must have been something complimentary because Grace came away from the conversation wearing an impossibly smug smile on her face. With the only person objecting to her leaving dealt with by words and means unknown, Rosalie quickly found herself bundled into the black lacquered carriage and spirited away from her home once again. Aunt Lynch had only been at the Curtis’s home for three days, and Rosalie had not even been back home a fortnight. 
For Rosalie, the only consolation to be had in any of the unexpected turns of events set upon her was that this latest long carriage ride was far more pleasant than the one she had endured coming down from London. The summer air was still just as hot and humid as it had ever been, but this carriage was far better equipped to help one endure. The glass windows slid down, allowing a rush of air to circulate through the carriage. The increased ventilation and breeze meant that Rosalie never felt uncomfortable with the heat. Meanwhile, the seats were so broad and well cushioned that she was quite certain she could lie down upon them and sleep her way through most of the journey should she be so inclined. She did not, however, try to do so. 
Lady Lynch spent much of the carriage ride staring out of the window at the passing countryside. This was a welcome departure from Rosalie’s mother, who had filled the entire journey back from London with an endless procession of criticisms, fears and worries that could not possibly be resolved in the middle of a carriage ride across the length of the country. Rosalie was not sure if her aunt was simply waiting for her to initiate conversation. However, as long as her aunt was willing to hold her tongue, Rosalie was happy to enjoy the silence. She did have much to think about, after all.
As the shape of the English countryside subtly shifted between low rolling hills and long stretches of flat plains, Rosalie found plenty of time to think of all the things she hated about the prospect of a return to London. Top of that list was the stench of rotting sewage and effluent that she had thought herself saved from. That smell was sure to be worse now the country was firmly held in the grip of summer, and Rosalie could only pray that the folk in Grosvenor Square were somehow protected from that hideous odour. If she had to live with that smell invading her nostrils day after day, she was quite certain she would resort to stealing from her aunt’s purse and engaging a postal carriage to take her out of the city and back home. 
Coupled with the prospect of the summer stink of London came the consideration that the city would now be emptied and devoid of the kind of eligible young men one was meant to meet during the parliamentary season. This kind of very obvious barrier to securing a husband was not something Rosalie could believe her sharp-minded aunt had simply overlooked in her planning. Therefore, she could not help but ask the question as soon as it formed in her mind. 
“Just how do you expect to find me a husband in London, when all the eligible young men will have returned to their country estates by now? Do you not have some country residence of your own we could go to, rather than returning to the city?” 
Despite having gone hours without talking, Lady Lynch did not seem at all fazed by the sudden burst of conversation, and neither did she take any offence at her niece’s tone. “My dear, the first mistake every girl coming to London in search of a husband makes is her assumption that the best men in England all retire to their country estates in the summer.” The lady spoke with an air of slight superiority to the subject of her remark. If nothing else, Rosalie was sure her aunt was confident that her words were the absolute truth. 
“Just why is it such a bad thing for a man to repair to the country in summer? It cannot be good for a gentleman to spend all his time in such a packed city all year round.” Rosalie stared at her aunt intently, eager to hear her justification. 
Lady Lynch sighed, turning her eyes toward the window. It felt like having to explain something as simple as addition to a child. “London is the beating heart of England, and it is in the commerce and trade at her docks where the wealth of this country is made. Not a great many people seem to recognise this, but the world is changing greatly. Old moneyed families, who spend their time cloistered in their country estates and living in the perpetual belief of their own self-importance, are declining. Their fortunes are dwindling, and more than a few grand homes are beset with damp and wood rot; their owners simply cannot afford to keep up the repairs. Meanwhile, in the city, those who work hard throughout the year are seeing their fortunes rise higher and higher. For the first time, we live in a world where society is no longer divided between the rich and the poor. There is now a middling-sort growing, and their wealth is starting to rise above even some of the landed gentry, whom young women are always so eager to marry.” Lady Lynch certainly seemed to know her economics. It was fascinating and strange to see a woman of such singular talent in spheres that were so often the purview of men alone. 
Rosalie was quiet for a moment, only continuing the conversation when she realised how oppressive the quiet had become. “And is it to one of the middling-sorts of men that you intend to marry me?” 
Lady Lynch frowned. “You make it sound as if I am dragging you up to London in chains to sell you to the first man we happen across on the streets. I do not intend to marry you off to anyone. All I intend to do is to put you in advantageous situations where you might meet such ambitious and hard-working men and where you will be able to take your pick of them without having to worry about the competition of other women squabbling for a partner.” 
Rosalie blushed and looked down at her feet in some embarrassment. “Forgive me, Aunt. I did not mean to be rude. It is just… after two years of returning to this city, I cannot say I have the stomach to go another long set of months in a fruitless endeavour.” 
Lady Lynch smiled and shook her head. “It is quite alright, dear. You have no way of knowing how influential I am in London, nor how many eligible bachelors I am able to steer in your direction.” The woman yawned and began to stretch. Despite her regal bearing, she slipped off her shoes and lifted her legs up onto the seat. “Now, it is a long road up to London. If you don’t mind, I think I shall try to get some measure of sleep before we arrive. Feel free to do the same, so long as you do not let your shoes muddy the cushions.” 
Rosalie did not dare lie down as her aunt did. Still, she took the time to stare at the woman, noting yet again how similar the older woman was in both looks and manner to Grace. The thought that her younger sibling could one day be as formidable as this woman was a thought that both amused and terrified Rosalie in equal measure. 
 
Despite trying her best to stay awake, the monotony of travel forced Rosalie to succumb to sleep on a number of occasions. Their carriage made no stops on its journey, the main driver swapping out with another servant whenever he became tired and needed a rest. In this manner, the carriage was able to make exceptional time as it wound its way eastward. It was only when the whole vehicle began to shake in a rhythm distinctly different to the one enjoyed on the country roads that Rosalie’s eyes opened and she looked blinkingly out of the window at the changed scenery around her.
There was nothing to see. The view from her window was of a brick wall. When they passed this, cross streets emerged, and Rosalie found herself looking out at a sea of people in all manner of garb, going about their business on the cobbled road. Without having seen exactly where it happened, Rosalie found herself returned to London. She tried to hold back the desire to breathe through her nose, certain that at any moment the stink she remembered, which always rose out of the Thames, would infiltrate her nostrils and cause her to gag or maybe even vomit. 
“Ah, awake at last, I see.” Lady Lynch was sitting upright in a composed and dignified position, watching as her carriage slowly navigated its way through the sea of people, carts and other vehicles trying to make their way about. “We are nearly at my house. Grosvenor Square is just a few turns away.” 
Rosalie made no verbal reply but just looked dumbly out of the window as they trundled along the last leg of their journey. She did, however, force herself to take a deep breath of the air in this part of the city. If she were to be living in this vicinity for the foreseeable future, she reasoned she should at least make certain that she could stomach the smell. 
To her great relief, the smell in this part of the city was nowhere near as rank as it had been in the little district where she and her mother had rented a home for the season. 
 
As the name implied, Grosvenor Square was a large, open square of land, surrounded on all sides by long rows of grand terraced houses. The houses were three storeys high, not including the attic and basement, and were the abodes of some of the most influential and affluent families in London. Subsequently, many of the homes were empty at the moment, as Lady Lynch’s rich neighbours had done what was expected of them by retiring to their estates in the country.
As Lady Lynch was helped out the carriage, she smiled at being returned to her familiar neighbourhood. She immediately took Rosalie’s arm, squeezing it excitedly. “Oh, I just know you are going to love it here, Rosalie. My late husband was able to buy our humble little slice of Grosvenor Square after some good fortune in his trade with the Americas. It has always filled me with joy living in this gorgeous centre of London. I think what I like best are the neighbours.” 
Rosalie raised an eyebrow and looked at the two abodes on either side of Lady Lynch’s home. Both houses seemed vacant. “Are they good people, your neighbours?” 
“Not at all, they are perfectly horrid,” her aunt said with a rueful smile. “They have never reconciled themselves to the fact that the woman living next to them is nothing but a poor country girl who was raised to prominence merely by her ability to captivate a man’s heart with her conversation and beauty alone.” She chuckled to herself and added, “It is quite fun to take in their envious glares when they think I am not looking at them.” 
Though it was narrower than her own home in Bradford-on-Avon, Rosalie found her aunt’s home very spacious for a terraced house. The house stretched a long way back, and the rooms on each floor were of ample size. Moreover, the luxury of each room was like nothing Rosalie had ever experienced in her life. As she wandered the drawing room, library, music room and more, she was enchanted by the opulence of her aunt’s living. Her breath was stolen by the ornate harp in the music room, by an exquisite landscape picture hung above the fireplace in the drawing room and by a peculiar marble statue of Grecian design that sat in the corner of the library. Rosalie could not help but feel as if she was in a dream. Despite all her misgivings about returning to London, this latest trip perhaps would not be so bad if it meant she could wake every morning in a place as grand as this. 
When she found her own quarters, the normally reserved and sensible side of her was momentarily quashed as she let herself fall gratefully onto the bed. The feel of the mattress, the soft feather pillows and the fine sheets was unlike anything Rosalie had ever felt before. It was a comfort she had never known, and she wondered how anyone who slept in such a bed could ever be made to rise from it in the morning. She herself spent over twenty minutes lying on the bed in perfect bliss, the time kept for her by the charming little standing clock on the bureau by her bedside. 
Getting back up was a real struggle, but Rosalie was able to rally herself with the thought that she could not leave her aunt waiting indefinitely for her to return to the drawing room. She had to thank the woman for bringing her here and give her opinion on the place. Before going down, Rosalie decided she would open her cases that had been brought up by the footman and place her clothes in their designated places. Unpacking would help affirm to her, just a little more, that this place would be her home for a time.
It was only as Rosalie lifted the first of her large trunks and hoisted it onto the bed that anything seemed at all amiss. When grabbing the handles of the trunk, she had prepared herself for a struggle in hoisting it over to the bed. Instead, the box lifted with a singular ease, and she was able to place it on the bed without any effort at all. She was quite certain she could handle the seemingly weightless trunk with one hand and even tried lifting it with just her right hand. This was immediately a cause of concern, as she knew she had packed all her belongings from home into the trunks she had brought down and had felt their weight before leaving. She remembered how heavy they had been, and it was impossible for them to suddenly have become near weightless. Confused, Rosalie immediately opened the trunk to see what mischief was at work. 
What she saw inside caused Rosalie’s eyes to grow wide. The trunk contained only three dresses. Pulling each one out, she realised that the three dresses that remained were all ones Grace had either given to her as a present or had always insisted that Rosalie looked very well in. Sensing a trick, Rosalie slammed the lid shut and ran downstairs to find her aunt. 
Lady Lynch was already in the drawing room, ensconced in a chair and reading a paper that had been fetched for her by one of the servants. She smiled serenely at Rosalie, either not noticing or not caring that her niece wore a most irritated expression on her face. “Well, did you enjoy poking around the house? I know it is vain of me, but I always enjoy hearing people’s thoughts on the place.”
Though she would not normally be as rude as to ignore someone’s question outright, Rosalie was too pent up at that moment to keep herself in check. She looked at her aunt with narrow and accusing eyes. “The trunks I brought down from home, the ones with my clothes and things inside—why are they all empty?”
Lady Lynch blinked twice as though she didn’t have the faintest idea what Rosalie was talking about. Then she clicked the fingers of her right hand as though having just remembered. “That is right, I never told you. I am planning to fit you out with a whole new wardrobe while you are living with me. You wouldn’t have had a need for any of the clothes you were going to bring with you from Bradford, so I asked your sister Grace to go through them and keep only the best dresses you own and to remove the rest. It made the journey up here far easier on the horses.” 
“She left only three dresses!” Rosalie blushed just a little as her voice echoed off the otherwise quiet walls. 
Lady Lynch raised an eyebrow and put down her paper. “Really, only three? I did not think your sister would be that discriminatory, or do you really not have any fashionable dresses in your possession?” She twirled a lock of her golden-brown hair. “Well, I had thought to take you to the dressmakers after you had enjoyed a couple of days settling in here. However, if you have truly been left with only three gowns, I suppose we shall have to go tomorrow and hope they have some dresses ready-made in your size.”
 



 




PART 2:

A Good Man
 
CHAPTER 7
Rosalie had been staring at her reflection in the full-length mirrors surrounding her for over three hours. She had been made to stand on a circular podium in the upstairs of a dressmaker’s in Bond Street, as a score of seamstresses and designers looked her over, took measurements and talked in hushed tones with Lady Lynch, who sat in the far corner of the room with a cup of tea. The owner of the shop stood behind her aunt, hunched over the woman’s shoulder as they pored over designs and options for dresses together. 
They had begun by talking of ball gowns and evening wear. The dressmakers were only now considering options for Rosalie’s new morning wear and walking dresses. They all seemed most excited, perhaps because they had never thought to receive so large an order for clothes in what should have been a slow time of year for them. Rosalie did not know just how much money her aunt was throwing into the work of outfitting her, but the sum must have been considerable. It made her feel somewhat frustrated. She knew her aunt meant well, and was demonstrating exceptional generosity, but it was a generosity that Rosalie had neither looked for nor wanted. She did not like the idea of feeling indebted to her aunt for this. Rosie believed that as far as possible, it was best to never be in anyone’s debt for anything.
Letting out a sigh of sheer boredom, it occurred to Rosalie that none of the dressmakers had come over to her for a good ten minutes. She had been left to stand on the round, wooden podium unguarded, and it seemed to her that perhaps she had an opportunity to escape. 
“Aunt Lynch,” Rosalie called out, turning on the spot to face the lady who was still recumbent with her tea.
It took a few moments for her aunt to respond. She seemed to be comparing two different dress designs and finally settled on the left-hand one before allowing herself to look up at her niece. “Yes, dear, what is it? The dress designs are coming along marvellously. By the time these fine artisans are through, you will be a whole new woman.” Her words caused a few of the designers to smile smugly. 
“Well, that is all very well,” Rosalie answered, “but is it necessary for me to remain perched on this box like some marionette? My measurements have been taken, and they have been studying my face and complexion for hours, now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they had recorded my every freckle and blemish.” 
The owner of the shop looked up and laughed. “I can assure you, Miss Curtis, we do not keep records of our customers’ freckles, and I have not noticed any kind of blemish of note on your pretty face.” 
Rosalie was not in the mood to be charmed by the man her aunt was paying to make her feel beautiful. “But you no longer need me standing on this platform, am I correct?” 
The man shrugged. “It is true we have all the basics we need from you, yes.” 
“Then why don’t you come and inspect all the lovely designs I have selected for you?” Aunt Lynch patted an empty wooden chair by her side. 
Rosalie pursed her lips at the offer. It did not seem any more enthralling than what she was already doing. “Actually, Aunt, I was wondering if I might be permitted to take a walk. I noticed a rather lovely park across the way from your home. If it is not too much trouble, I’d like your driver to take me there, and then maybe I could meet you back at Grosvenor Square when you are done finalising the order for my new clothes.” 
“Hyde Park?” The woman tapped the arm of her chair for a moment, her eyes taking Rosalie in as she tried to come to some decision. She seemed a little disappointed, from the way she pouted. “I suppose that if these designs really hold no interest for you, then I will allow it. Try not to be gone too long, however; if I come home and find you not there, I shall be most put out to have to send my footman after you. I do not wish to think of your getting lost or robbed.” 
Rosalie did not know if her aunt’s warning was given out of concern for her safety or to try and frighten her into staying put. Either way, she was resolved to leave. The visit to the dressmaker’s seemed interminable, and the chance of being robbed by some thug was a risk she would gladly take if it meant getting away from the place. “I promise to be no more than an hour. I just need some fresh air.”
Lady Lynch nodded. “Remember, Hyde Park is just west of my home. Do not stay out too late, and do not leave the park or wander around Knightsbridge.”


Fresh air in London was still distressingly hard to come by. No matter where one went in the city, there seemed to be some smell that infiltrated the nostrils. Still, not all odours were bad. The smell of fresh bread baking, at all hours, from the back of a shop was most welcome. However, to Rosalie’s mind, the scents that wafted about the city were more unpleasant than otherwise. Even in this more affluent part of the city, so close to the prestigious Grosvenor Square, there always seemed to be some kind of unpleasant stench rising from a hidden corner, and Rosalie was glad the city had wide-ranging green parks she could retreat to when the smells threatened to overcome her. That Hyde Park was just a short stroll from her aunt’s home was an added bonus, and she felt sure she would have come to know the park intimately by the time her latest stay in the city came to a close. 
Hyde Park itself was a charming place, complete with a river and reservoir. There were many paths one could walk along, and Rosalie elected the first one that took her fancy. As she walked, she took in the sounds of the birds in the trees and watched as a family took a stroll down one of the other footpaths that snaked through the park. She was enveloped in total serenity, enjoying having her own stretch of path all to herself. 
When she had come to London before, with her mother, Rosalie had not had the opportunity of indulging herself in the great parks of the city. Despite being a very good point for social meetings, Mrs Curtis had heard ill rumours about such places. They were reportedly the scenes of duels of honour, and highwaymen and ne’er-do-wells were reported to lurk amongst the trees. Mrs Curtis did not seem to take the intuitive leap of assuming such villains would not frequent the parks in the daylight. When she heard such frightful gossip, she was liable to let her imagination run riot, and she quickly became certain that London’s parks were too dangerous for her eldest daughter to wander in, even if the all of the other eligible women in search of husbands were seen to venture abroad in such places. 
Rosalie shook her head when she thought about her mother and her odd views on the world. Though she still did not know what to make of Aunt Lynch, she had to accept that the lady likely couldn’t do any worse than her mother in the business of sourcing a husband for her. A smile crept across her lips, and she took a deep breath of the park air, enjoying the green and verdant landscape all the more, having been denied it during her past visits. 
However, as Rosalie’s eyes returned to the path, they widened in shock. Two horsemen were galloping down the centre of the path. They were still some distance away, but they spurred their steeds to such a speed that the gap was quickly closing. Neither showed signs of slowing down. The large, black stallions bearing down on Rosalie were accompanied by the thunderclap of hooves and a regular snorting. 
Rosalie knew she had to step out of the way of the riders and their mounts. The two men were even waving their arms, gesturing for her to step aside before she was mown down. Rosalie tried to obey the order, but her legs had suddenly forgotten how to move. She just stood there, dumbly watching as the horses came closer, threatening to slam into her and trample her to death. 
At the last possible second, Rosalie closed her eyes. Shutting out the sight of those two maniacal riders was a reflex and one that might just have saved her life. No longer frozen by the terrifying sight, she was able to move her legs once more. She knew she had but an instant, and she threw herself to the left, hoping that she had hurled herself out of harm’s way.
Pain shot through the right-hand side of her body as she hit the ground. She did not immediately open her eyes. Instead, she curled into a ball, like a hedgehog, hands covering her face as the sound of hooves grew louder and then softer, retreating into the distance. Only when they were no louder than a murmur on the air did Rosalie dare to uncoil herself. 
She opened her eyes and sat up, turning to watch as the two riders continued to speed recklessly down the way, not even stopping to see if she was injured. Emerging from her dazed state, she stood hastily, her face contorting in pain as her right foot buckled under her weight.
“Cads! Utter, utter cads!” she called after the two riders, uselessly shaking her fist in the air as she limped after them. She was breathing heavily, and she tried to regain her composure by putting her hand on her stomach and forcing herself to count each intake of air. As she did so, she became more and more aware of the gentlefolk wandering the other pathways around her. Her outburst may not have been heard by the two rogues who had caused her fall, but plenty of others had heard. 
Flushing with embarrassment, Rosalie tried to ignore the groups on the other paths. She determined to strike back for home and the safety and seclusion those four walls would give her. She did not manage four limping steps, though, before being stopped by a voice. 
“Excuse me, Miss?” 
The voice that had called out to her was most certainly a man’s. However, as Rosalie turned about to look at her would-be rescuer, she found herself staring at a young girl who was running across the grass toward her. By her height, Rosalie guessed the girl to be little older than six or seven. She had a head of thick blonde curls that bounced wildly as she ran, and her bright yellow dress with a white ribbon made her look a little like a wheat sheaf. 
Rosalie looked a little beyond the bouncing, golden girl and saw a man following her. She guessed this man to be the girl’s father, and he must have been the one who had called out to her. Rosalie smoothed out her dirtied and torn dress, noting the grass stains on the knees, and she put on her brightest smile as the two strangers approached. She did not wish her frustration and anger towards the two aggressive riders to be directed to this sweet young creature approaching her. 
As soon as the girl arrived at Rosalie’s side, she took her hand as if they were already best friends and began to lead her away from the path. “You mustn’t linger on Rotten Row, Miss,” the child scolded immediately. “All the fast riders come down this path. The ladies’ path is this way.” 
“Is it?” Rosalie could not help but smile to be so immediately led and lectured to by the young girl. She was certainly a vivacious creature, and her sweet nature effectively dispelled all annoyance and anger that lingered in her mind. “I am sorry, I have never walked in Hyde Park before and did not know.” 
The girl turned about, her bright, emerald-coloured eyes looking at Rosalie with the utmost seriousness. “Well, a lady should not walk in an unknown place without accompaniment. It is a very good thing I brought my father out here today, or I would never have been here to help you.” 
Rosalie’s smile broadened into an amused grin, and she took a deep, cleansing breath as the last of her anger left her. She watched the curious little girl lead her by the hand, her other arm waving to the man who was now very close. 
“Father! This lady has hurt herself and is lost.” 
The man had been jogging briskly towards them but slowed now he was near enough to be heard properly. “Forgive me, Miss.” He doffed his hat as he came alongside his daughter. The wheat sheaf girl let go of Rosalie’s hand and wrapped her arms in a possessive manner about her father’s waist, her thick head of hair pooling over one side of her face as she stared intently up at Rosalie. “I saw the fall from across the way. Are you hurt? I hope my daughter was not a nuisance.” 
Rosalie stared at the man addressing her, taking in his face and looks with an intensity she did not normally show to the men she met in this city. Though hardly a relevant thought for that particular moment, Rosalie’s first impression was of how handsome the man appeared. He had dark black hair that was cut short, but which grew in thick curls from his head. His body was lean from exercise and labour, but his build was not hard-lined or bony. He had a soft, round face and eyes the colour of chocolate. He looked her over with an earnest worry, and Rosalie found herself feeling immediately safe in this man’s company. Just as she came to this conclusion, she became very aware that she had yet to give an answer to the man’s question. 
“Oh... oh, no, your daughter was most helpful in getting me off that path and gave me a fitting lecture for not knowing which roads to walk upon.” 
The man looked down at his daughter with some severity, lifting her chin so she was forced to look directly at him. “I hope you were not too rude in giving your pearls of wisdom.” 
Rosalie put out her hand, resting it on the gentleman’s forearm reassuringly. “No, no; it was not a complaint. Honestly, I am just grateful someone was willing to come to my aid at all. Those riders seemed to think nothing at all of the danger they put me in.” 
The man’s eyes glanced to the road she had left. The riders were long gone, but his lips still drew thin as he scowled in the direction they had fled. “I am afraid the great and the good of London are often bred to feel entitled to run roughshod over us common folk as they will.” He sighed and shook his head, returning his gaze to Rosalie and inspecting her stained and ripped clothes. “I see the fall has marred your dress. If you will permit it of a relative stranger, my daughter and I can walk you back home. I do not think it will do for you to walk alone in this state.” 
Rosalie blushed as she looked down at herself. Her dress really did look a mess, and her hair was loose and tangled by the fall as well. “I thank you, I would welcome the help.” 
The young girl detached herself from her father’s side and took Rosalie’s hand once more. “Where do you live?” she asked. 
“Not far from here; my aunt keeps a house on Grosvenor Square.” 
By the glances her kind rescuers shared with each other, Rosalie could tell they were surprised. In her somewhat plain gown, which could hardly have been called elegant even before it was damaged, she doubted she looked like the sort of lady to boast a residence on London’s most famous square. 
“Well, that is not far at all, then.” The gentleman seemed to recover well from the shock of Rosalie’s admission. “Can you walk? You seemed to be limping a little just now.” 
Rosalie bit her lip and looked down at her leg. She tried shifting the weight back and forth between her left and right foot, flinching ever so slightly when she put too much pressure on the one side. “It is a little tender, but not a cause for concern. If we could just take the journey slowly?” She looked at the father and daughter in apology. 
“Of course, there is no rush at all.” The man drew alongside her and put out an arm. “If you have no objection, please lean on me to make the journey easier.” 
Rosalie did so at once, feeling a deep sense of gratitude and even a slight thrill as her arm wrapped around the gentleman whose name she had still not been given. Realising this, she looked at him and bit her bottom lip slightly. “I beg your pardon! It has just occurred to me that I have no idea to whom I am so indebted.” 
The man laughed and ran his spare hand through his short black hair. “Oh dear, forgive me. You do not want to be travelling with complete strangers. It is Farrell, Peter Farrell.” 
“And I’m Abigail,” the little blonde girl added quickly, eager to introduce herself. 
“A pleasure,” Rosalie answered, being sure to give a grateful smile to the young girl, who was still holding her hand. “I am Rosalie Curtis.” 
The young Abigail grinned, revealing a set of pearly white teeth. Mr Farrell, however, seemed deep in thought. “Curtis? It is not a name I am familiar with.” 
Rosalie blushed. “Forgive me. I am the niece of Lady Lynch. I do not know if her name is known to you at all?” 
The muscles in Mr Farrell’s jaw seemed to tighten on hearing the name, Rosalie could only assume he was aware of her aunt in some capacity.
 



CHAPTER 8
The journey back to her aunt’s home took far longer than Rosalie would have liked. Despite her best efforts, she really struggled to walk at any pace on her injured foot, and she felt no small sense of embarrassment at swallowing up so much her rescuers’ day. Mr Farrell and his daughter showed no signs of frustration or annoyance and took great care to walk at the speed Rosalie dictated. Even so, she felt like a real inconvenience and apologised to them both on several occasions. 
Conversation on the painfully slow walk back to Grosvenor Square was led principally by the young Abigail. The innocent and starry-eyed girl talked a great deal on all manner of topics, switching from one to the other without rhyme or reason. In a single breath, she would express her annoyance at the riders who had knocked Rosalie down, then move seamlessly on to talking about the yellow dress she wore and how pleased she would be if she could make one just like it in green. She told Rosalie, with the authoritative certainty only a child could possess, that green dresses were the best for wearing out in the parks as grass stains would never be noticed. It was an amusing logic, and Rosalie was sure to nod along and praise the girl for her cleverness, intuition and knowledge. 
Mr Farrell remained relatively quiet throughout the journey, but Rosalie noticed his reticence intensify as they left the park and walked down the street that led to Grosvenor Square. She could feel the way the muscles in his arm seemed to seize up and grow rigid as they entered the square. He seemed to look around at the passing residents with a certain unease and something that looked very much like suspicion. She remembered the way he had looked when she had mentioned her aunt’s name and could not help but wonder if the two had met somewhere in the past. 
After directing Mr Farrell to her aunt’s door, Rosalie found herself reluctant to part with the pair who had brought her safely home. Although she was sure Mr Farrell likely had his own wife to return to, she was loath to be parted so soon from the first people she had met in London whom she could even remotely count as friends. She had spent the past two seasons in the city, and already this curious father and daughter had made themselves dearer to her than any of the acquaintances her mother had forced on her. 
“Can I persuade you to come inside?” Rosalie asked. She could feel a blush rising to her cheek and tried to check it. There was no reason to feel embarrassed in inviting a married and respectable man and his daughter into her aunt’s home. Indeed, after all they had done for her, it would be poor manners not to invite them inside. 
Abigail squeezed Rosalie’s hand a little tighter and looked at her father with a pleading expression. “Please, Father, can we?” 
Whatever objections Mr Farrell had to the idea seemed to melt at his daughter’s hopeful gaze. Just from first impressions, he seemed like the kind of father who doted on his daughter and was powerless to go against her if it meant disappointing her. “As long as it is no trouble to you, Miss Curtis. I suppose it might behove me to speak to your aunt to relay all that happened on your outing. I can imagine she would have some serious questions for you otherwise.” 
Rosalie nodded. “Excellent. I am sure my aunt will be most grateful to you and your dear daughter for having been of so much assistance.” As she spoke those words, Rosalie privately hoped that her aunt would, in fact, still be held up at the dressmakers. Some instinct suggested to her that this would be best, considering the odd reserve Mr Farrell seemed to show at the mention of Lady Lynch’s name. 
Not yet having a key of her own, Rosalie was forced to ring the bell and wait for one of the servants to admit her. Lady Lynch had eleven servants, in total, including cooks and carriage drivers, and it did not take long for one of them to answer her and admit them. The sight of her ripped, grass-stained clothing no doubt came as a shock, and the man who answered her seemed to avert his eyes skyward at the sight. “Welcome home, Miss Curtis.” 
Rosalie stepped inside, still holding Abigail’s hand, and looked about for signs of her aunt. She did not have to search hard, for a familiar voice from the stairwell assured her that Lady Lynch was most definitely at home. 
“What is the meaning of this?” It was the first time Rosalie had heard her aunt piqued. In her own way, Lady Lynch was like a calm lake. She did not suffer her still waters to be easily disturbed. However, the sight of her niece in a ruined frock and in such unexplained company seemed to be enough to send a ripple out across the surface of her emotions. 
Rosalie let go of Abigail’s hand and found herself instinctively placing herself between her aunt and the child. “Aunt, please do not be angry. I took a bad fall in the park, and this kind gentleman and his daughter gave me assistance in getting home.” 
“Assistance, indeed?” Lady Lynch marched down the stairs sending out a large echo with every thunderous footfall. She held a closed fan in her right hand, which she brandished like some dagger in the direction of Mr Farrell. “I dare say my poor niece’s fall is in some ways your fault. Tell me straight and at once just what you did.” 
“Aunt!” Rosalie could not believe the total transformation in the woman she had thought to be so cool-headed and collected. All of a sudden, it seemed very natural to her that Mr Farrell should have shown hesitation in coming inside. If this was the manner in which her aunt treated folks, it was a small wonder that she had any friends in the city at all. She glanced at Mr Farrell apologetically, noting that he showed no sign of defending himself. Instead, he took his daughter’s arm and seemed to be pulling her back towards the entrance. Abigail, sweet and innocent child that she was, simply seemed confused and upset to see her father shouted at. 
“Please, Mr Farrell bears no blame at all for my fall. I was walking across... Rotten Row.” She struggled to remember the name Abigail had used for that stretch of path in the park. “I was confronted by two riders who charged recklessly down the road. They did not stop or slow for me, and I fell when trying to flee their path. On my honour, I did not even meet this kind gentleman and his daughter until I had sustained the bruises and cuts to my gown you see here. They have been most kind in helping me walk home on my bruised ankle.” 
A long and awkward silence passed over the hallway. Abigail had slunk behind her father and now seemed positively terrified of stepping further into the house. Mr Farrell stood like some bulwark defending his daughter but also ready to receive any admonishment Lady Lynch chose to throw at him. Meanwhile, Lady Lynch continued to scowl at him, as though she were some protective guard dog staring down a robber. Even if Rosalie’s words had reached her, she seemed loath to give up her irritation and ire towards the man who stood in her home. 
“Was that truly the way of it, Mr Farrell?” 
That Lady Lynch knew the man’s name without introduction confirmed Rosalie’s suspicion that the two must be acquainted in some way. “Aunt, why would I lie about such a thing? If this man had harmed me in any way, do you really think I would take the trouble to invite him here?” 
Lady Lynch’s clear blue eyes glanced away for a moment as she checked her emotions. It was only for a moment, though, and then her eyes were on Mr Farrell once more. “Well, you have delivered my niece safely home; you have my thanks for that. Now, I must ask you to be on your way. Or were you looking for some reward for your labours?”
Mr Farrell seemed to bristle at that, for the first time showing signs of being insulted. He did not make any attempt to assert himself, however, and merely nodded with clipped politeness to the Lady. “No reward necessary, Lady Lynch; I was happy to be of assistance.” Turning his attention to Rosalie, his countenance seemed to soften. He did not look her in the eyes, likely embarrassed by the reception he had received. “It was very good to meet you, Miss Curtis. I hope your foot heals quickly and you enjoy your stay in London.” With a deep breath, he bowed and began to guide Abigail out of the house. The blonde girl made no attempt at making a farewell. The poor creature looked confused and terrified in equal measure and seemed eager to flee the house. 
As soon as father and daughter were out the door, Rosalie looked to her aunt with incredulity. She was not normally one to cause a scene, but she could not hold her tongue at her aunt’s seemingly disgraceful treatment of her rescuers. “What is wrong with you, Aunt Lynch? Those two people were most kind to me and deserve our gratitude for helping me as they did.” She could feel her breath coming in sharp bursts as her temper rose. Her fists clenched together, and she bit her lip as she tried to control herself. She could not do so, though. “I tell you, if you are not going to show them true gratitude for what they have done, I will do so myself.” 
Gathering her skirts, Rosalie marched to the door, opened it wide, and stepped back out onto the street. She glanced in all directions until she saw the slowly retreating forms of Mr Farrell and Abigail and at once began to hobble after them. In a torn and dirtied dress of low quality and running in some distress, she must have looked thoroughly out of place on this most prestigious of streets. She did not care, though, what kind of exhibition she was making of herself. There were more important issues at stake than her own pride or her aunt’s. 
“Mr Farrell, please wait!” Rosalie called out, gaining the man’s attention. 
Abigail held her father’s hand tightly and seemed uncharacteristically shy as Rosalie approached. The sight of the young girl hiding behind her father’s legs moved Rosalie deeply. “Please, accept my most sincere apologies for my aunt. I can’t even begin to fathom what madness came over her for her to treat you in so deplorable a manner.” 
“I am sure your aunt has her reasons,” Mr Farrell answered in a most ambiguous fashion. “You have nothing to reproach yourself for.” 
Rosalie shook her head, vehemently refusing to accept the man’s forbearance on the matter. “No. Please, I must make it up to you both. I cannot bear to think that this is all the thanks you receive for having helped me.” She wracked her brain for some way she could show her appreciation. “Could I beg you to forget my aunt’s rudeness and meet me at noon in one of the tea houses tomorrow?” She could see the reluctance on Mr Farrell’s face and added, “I really must insist on this, sir. I do not wish to be left feeling guilty for having let you help me this day.” 
Despite her plea, Rosalie felt the gentleman was about to refuse her. She could hardly blame him after the cold reception he had just endured. Still, Mr Farrell seemed to wrestle with the proposition and finally caved. “As long as it will not displease your aunt, we would be honoured to take tea with you, Miss Curtis.” 
Rosalie ran her fingers nervously through her tangled hair. “I cannot say it will please her, but I am firm on this matter, and I assure you I will be having words with her about her abhorrent treatment of you before this day is done.” 
Mr Farrell’s lips drew thin and he nodded. “Well, we shall wait for you at the entrance to Hyde Park tomorrow at midday. If you do not appear by half past the hour, I will assume your aunt had an objection to your stepping out with us.” 
Rosalie could feel a fresh flush of embarrassment sweep over her face as the gentleman answered her. It was irksome to think that she might still end up disappointing the pair. “I promise you, she will not object.” 
Mr Farrell nodded, but his face displayed no greater confidence in the planned meeting. “Well, for now, I suggest you get inside. You need to rest that ankle and find some new clothes. We shall look for you tomorrow.” 
It was a cool and standoffish farewell, but Rosalie could hardly blame Mr Farrell for his caution. She tried to smile as she watched the two continue on their way. She was able to gain some small measure of relief to see Abigail turn around and offer a cautious wave as they went. Only when they had turned a corner and disappeared from sight did Rosalie allow herself to walk back to her home, where her aunt was waiting at the door with her arms crossed. She had barely made it to the front steps before Lady Lynch began to scold her. 
“I had heard tell that you were meant to be the smart and cautious one of your sisters. Perhaps it was naive of me to trust your father’s judgement of character. Do you know how foolish you just looked running across the street as if the whole of London was on fire?” 
Rosalie scowled at her aunt as she pushed past her into the house. Despite her wild and tattered appearance, she held herself with pride. “I would not have had to put on such a display if you had only been courteous to the man who was so helpful in escorting me home. I swear you frightened his poor daughter half to death!” 
Lady Lynch closed the front door with an audible slam. “I am sure that creature is quite used to hearing her father attacked. Do not presume to lecture me on people you know nothing about. If you had spent any time in London’s upper strata, you would know Mr Farrell to be a man you should steer well clear of.” 
“Well, I have begged that man to take tea with me tomorrow to show my gratitude for the help he gave me today and to apologise for your treatment of him. So, if you have some grave objection to my associating with the man, I suggest you share your reservations now.” 
Both women gazed at each other in challenge, their faces very much alike when irritated. Lady Lynch, however, did not outlast her niece in displaying her irritation. As though suddenly deciding the effort of being angry was too much for her, the woman shrugged her shoulders and once more adopted that easy placidity she wore in general conversation. “No, I will not stop you from making your own mistakes. It is only through making mistakes that we grow. If nothing else, I should be pleased to see you have a definite backbone. I had worried part of your inability to gain a man came from some spinelessness or lack of conviction in your way. By all means, go and take tea with that man. I will be sure to pick up the pieces afterward.” 
Rosalie found herself quite outmanoeuvred by her aunt’s tactical retreat. She had expected more of a fight from her and even thought she might be forbidden from going out to meet Mr Farrell. Now that she was free to “make mistakes”, Rosalie felt suddenly vulnerable and had to force herself to maintain her nerve. “Well then, if we are done with this matter, I must change. I hope some of those clothes you ordered will be ready soon, now that my wardrobe has been reduced to only two items of dress.” 
As if no cross words had been spoken at all, Lady Lynch smiled with pride. “I have already seen to it all. A delivery of dresses will be brought to the house tomorrow morning. They represent the store’s stock of readymade clothing and are being altered tonight to your size. They will serve as a makeshift wardrobe until your actual dresses are made up by the tailors.”
 



CHAPTER 9
That night, Rosalie found sleep hard to come by. Despite having made a resolute promise to take tea with Mr Farrell and Abigail, Rosalie could not help but doubt herself and her decision. The gentleman had shown her great kindness in walking her home after her terrifying incident in the park, but it did not follow that he was honourable in all his dealings in life. As much as she did not wish to think ill of the man, Rosalie could not help but wonder how wise she had been in dismissing, out of hand, her aunt’s distrustful attitude toward him. Such a strong dislike had to stem from some foreknowledge of the gentleman, and Rosalie wondered what facts of the man’s past or nature she was not aware of. 
For her part, Lady Lynch had proven intractable when it came to giving any advice. Having once decided to let her niece make her own mistakes, she had held a stubborn silence on all matters regarding Mr Farrell. She did not speak his name at dinner or mention Rosalie’s meeting with him the next day. Instead, Lady Lynch had spoken a great deal on the clothes she had sourced for her and of the social engagements they would soon be attending, which would prove so useful for finding Rosalie a suitable husband. 
This attitude continued into the next day. At breakfast, Lady Lynch continued to talk amicably and animatedly on a variety of topics, not seeming at all bothered by the approaching hour of twelve. Rosalie wished she could mirror her aunt’s self-assured calm. She had more to lose in going out alone to meet Mr Farrell, however, so perhaps it was only natural her nervousness should be greater than her aunt’s. Lady Lynch, after all, was not the one being put at immediate risk. 
“Aunt...” Rosalie sighed and held off speaking a moment longer. They had been sitting in silence, in the drawing room, for some time now. She was certain Lady Lynch was forcing the silence to unsettle her and to play on Rosalie’s already fraught nerves. Even as she broke the quiet, she noted the slightly smug smile that spread on her aunt’s face. 
“Yes, dear, what is it?” Lady Lynch put down the book she was reading and gave her niece her full attention. “I suppose it must be time for you to think about getting ready to attend your social engagements of the day.” 
Rosalie would not let her aunt’s superior manner bother her. She had more important matters on her mind. She tried to remain humble and contrite, looking into her lap as she twirled her thumbs. “Is there some reason you do not want me to meet with Mr Farrell and his daughter today? I... I fear my pride let me dismiss your cautions yesterday, without giving you time to justify or explain yourself. It is obvious you have a great dislike of the man, and I would beg you to tell me just why I shouldn’t meet with him.” 
Lady Lynch took a deep breath and reclined in her chair. She took her time before speaking. It was possible she was searching for just the right words to say, but Rosalie thought it more likely that her aunt was simply savouring the moment. “Well, it is not much of an apology, but I will accept it.” She put her hands together, wrapping her fingers around each other as she regarded Rosalie. From the way her aunt looked at her, Rosalie felt as though she was some puzzle her aunt was looking to unravel. “I must disappoint you for now and refuse outright to give any further details about that man, beyond what you know already.” 
Rosalie’s eyes widened. It was not the answer she had expected, and her aunt’s queer attitude fed her frustration. “Is this some trick to fluster me, Aunt? Do you hope to prevent me from meeting with the man by hanging a sense of uncertainty over my head?”
Lady Lynch continued to wear the unreadable expression that Rosalie was learning, moment by moment, to despise. Her own mother was an open book, and she wondered how this sister of hers could have learned to be so artful in her expression or lack thereof. “I have told you, already, I think it is important you have time to make some mistakes of your own. No one learned to dance by watching coyly from the walls of the ballroom. You need to make a few missteps.” 
“Do you believe my meeting Mr Farrell to be such a misstep?” Rosalie could feel a headache coming on as she tried to pierce through her aunt’s riddles. 
“I told you, I have nothing more to say on the matter.” Lady Lynch picked up her book once more and began to search for her page. It was obvious, however, that she had no expectation of returning to reading. 
“If I were to arrange further meetings with the man, after today, you would continue to withhold what you know about him and his family, then, too?” 
Her aunt’s right eyebrow arched artfully. “Not at all. I am willing to let you make missteps when learning the social dance that is London, but I will correct you after making them. One way or the other, I will tell you all I know of Mr Farrell in due course. Just when that will be is up to you.” 
“What do you mean?” Rosalie asked exasperatedly.
“I mean you have yet to decide if you are meeting with Mr Farrell or not. If you remain here at home, I will tell you all I know of the gentleman at midday. If, however, you go out and meet with him for tea as you have promised, you will not hear any of what I know of him until this evening.” 
Rosalie shook her head. She felt like she was dealing with a child intent on playing a game. Deciding not to let herself be intimidated or tricked, she rose to her feet. “I should get ready to go out then. I need to decide which of those walking dresses, delivered, will look best on me.” 
“There was a fetching blue one that will look very well on you in the sunshine.” Lady Lynch did not seem at all perturbed by Rosalie’s decision to see her plan through. Somehow though, this came as no consolation to her. She desperately wanted her aunt to give some sign that would clearly tell her which path was the correct one. 
 
At half-past eleven, Rosalie stepped out of her aunt’s door, clad in a mint green morning dress that was very cool to wear and would not be unbearable to endure during the heat of the day. Her aunt was not wrong to suggest the blue walking dress. It was a perfectly charming item. Still, in her present mood, Rosalie disliked being seen to take her aunt’s advice and had chosen the mint dress as an act of stubborn rebellion. 
Rather than dally on the square or take her time in walking to the agreed meeting spot on Hyde Park Corner, Rosalie moved with great purpose and speed. She did not run, but she looked for all the world as if she were in a hurry. She had decided that it was important to arrive at the meeting spot ahead of Mr Farrell and Abigail. She did not like the idea of keeping them waiting, especially when Mr Farrell likely did not expect her to honour their meeting in the first place. Moreover, walking at speed to the meeting spot helped reduce the time she had to change her mind and course. Rosalie still felt pangs of doubt about meeting the man for this second time, and she did not wish to torture herself by halting and second-guessing herself on her way. She was out of the house, and she did not wish to look a fool now by changing her course and returning home. Such a thing would make her appear weak and too easily led by her aunt’s games. 
As she came to the entrance to the royal park, Rosalie was surprised to find her company already waiting for her. Mr Farrell stood dressed in a smart grey suit with gold-brocaded waistcoat, and Abigail wore a cream dress with red sash, her thick blonde curls suffered to remain loose. By the way the girl hopped and skipped about, her head turning every which way, Rosalie could guess that it was Abigail who had forced them to arrive so early at their meeting spot. She smiled to think that she had made such an impression on the girl. Still, one thing more had caught her notice as she watched Mr Farrell unobserved. Once again, he was out without his wife. She had not given Abigail’s mother much thought the previous day. Now, though, as she watched the pair waiting so patiently for her, she had to wonder just where Mrs Farrell could be. 
Rumination was pointless, and Rosalie resolved not to leave Mr Farrell waiting for her any longer than necessary. Crossing to the corner, she waved cheerfully to Abigail. In her last moment of privacy, she promised herself that she would not let herself be fearful during this meeting, nor try to overanalyse the gentleman and his daughter. If there were truly some reason why she should avoid them, she was certain it would reveal itself through the natural flow of conversation. 
“Miss Curtis, you are early.” Mr Farrell sounded impressed as he greeted her. It was more than likely her appearing at all that impressed him, rather than any punctuality she showed. 
Rosalie smiled and bent down to address Abigail. “Well, I did not want to leave you waiting for me. That would be very bad manners.” 
Abigail nodded and immediately took Rosalie’s hand in hers. “Are we to go for tea now?” 
Rosalie drew up to her full height and smiled at Mr Farrell. “Yes, I think so. Perhaps, sir, you can recommend a place? I am still not very well acquainted with this side of the city and would not know where to go for anything.” 
Mr Farrell seemed to have recovered from the surprise of seeing Rosalie make good on her promise, and he returned her smile. He looked about him for a moment then offered her an arm as they set out. “I know a charming and rather private little establishment not too far from here. It is perhaps not to the tastes of the most refined personages in London, but you are always sure to find a table, and the prices are reasonable.” 
Rosalie rather liked the gentleman’s practicality and let herself be led onward. 
 
The trio enjoyed a pleasant walk through close but pretty side streets and soon found the particular tea house Mr Farrell favoured. It stood on the corner of the street near a row of other shops. It was a comfortable enough space to enjoy tea, with cushioned seats and pleasant views from the windows. Abigail had been very quick to drink her own beverage before begging to go out onto the street and play with a group of other children she had spied. Mr Farrell gave in easily to his daughter’s request, giving only the proviso that she remain in his sight from the windows at all times. Rosalie had watched with amusement as Abigail charged out of the establishment to join the other children, looking back to the window once to wave at them. 
“Your daughter is a most precious creature,” Rosalie complimented. “She reminds me very much of my younger sister, Grace, when she was that age.”
Mr Farrell’s eyes were all to his daughter. “She is the greatest treasure and my proudest accomplishment in this life.” 
Rosalie’s eyes strayed from the golden-haired girl at play to study the man. Once more, her thoughts turned to the gentleman’s wife. Looking at his black hair and brown eyes, Rosalie could only assume Abigail took her looks from her mother’s side. 
“So, tell me, Miss Curtis, what exactly brings you up to London at so unusual a time of year? It is not common for people to make visits in the summer heat when the call of the country is so enticing.” 
Mr Farrell’s question had come before she had a chance to find out any of the facts she wished to learn about him. Still, she did not let herself become discouraged. It was quite flattering to have the gentleman show her so much interest. 
“In truth, I am here in London in search of a husband... Or that is at least my aunt and family’s intention.” It was most certainly poor manners to so openly admit her true reason for being in the city. Though it was always assumed that a single woman travelling to London was in search of a husband, it was never proper for the woman to admit to it. 
If Mr Farrell cared about such niceties of etiquette, he did not let it show on his face. His warm brown eyes rested on her, and he sipped a little more of his tea. “Your family have chosen entirely the wrong season for such a venture. All the richest and best men in England will now be dispersed across the country enjoying shooting and picnics and innocent frivolities on their estates.” 
Rosalie nodded and shrugged her shoulder. “I know it seems like a foolish endeavour. I, for one, did not believe in the enterprise either. Still, my aunt is very insistent that she knows best in these matters and holds that now is apparently the best time for procuring the interest of young men in search of a wife.” 
“Your family seems to place a good deal of confidence in your aunt’s opinion on such things,” Mr Farrell observed. 
“Well, she was able to win over the heart of a duke, in her time. If that does not give her some authority on such matters, I don’t know what else could.” 
Mr Farrell’s lips curled upwards in amusement, and his eyes seemed to study her more intently. “So, you are looking for a duke for yourself, then?” 
Rosalie laughed and shook her head. “Not at all. My aunt may have been so lucky, but I have neither her looks nor her artful manner in conversation and social etiquette.” She lifted her cup and took another sip. The tea was good. 
Mr Farrell tapped the table top twice with his index finger. His eyes continued to study Rosalie with interest, but she felt no fear or discomfort from his gaze. She could tell that the man was just trying to figure her out and was not looking at her with any kind of lust or unwanted designs. Why would he, after all? “Well, I cannot possibly make an informed comment on your chances. I do not make it a point to study the comings and goings of gentlemen in London. Still, I wish you luck in your search if a marriage is what you hope to find here.” 
Rosalie ran her fingers through her hair, brushing the loose curl of brown hair that framed her ear. “I never said it was my intention to find a husband, just my family’s fondest wish. However, if London still holds men, such as yourself, within her city limits, perhaps my chances of finding happiness are not as low as they might seem.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Rosalie blushed. She had not meant her compliment to sound quite as it had. It struck her that the remark was overly flirtatious in its own way, and her grey-blue eyes glanced nervously at Mr Farrell, as she noticed him shift uncomfortably in his chair. 
“You are very kind, Miss Curtis, but I am nothing special. I am merely a trader looking to provide the best for my daughter.” Mr Farrell took the teapot and busied himself by pouring more into both their cups.
Though she had already set the conversation on uneven ground, Rosalie found her natural curiosity getting the better of her. She felt certain that her next question could only add to the tension between them. Even so, she was unable to prevent herself from asking it. “Pray, what kind of woman is your lady wife? Whenever I glance at Abigail, I am given to wondering if she takes more after her than you in looks.” 
Mr Farrell took a deep breath, and his back stiffened visibly in his chair. When he answered her, he did so without looking directly at her. Instead, he looked down into his cup. “Abigail has her mother’s face, no question about that. There is very little of me to be found in her, except in the lessons and character I have tried to instill in her.” 
It was a cryptic answer indeed. What Rosalie noticed most was the way in which Mr Farrell failed to address the woman as his wife. The lady was assigned the title of Abigail’s mother. Other than this, he seemed entirely unwilling to give any information about her. Could it be his marriage was not one of happiness? Perhaps his reluctance to talk of the woman bespoke something darker in his personality, a clue to the distrust Lady Lynch showed him. She assigned such thoughts to the back of her mind, to be addressed when she returned home.
 



CHAPTER 10
By the time Rosalie was returned to her aunt’s door, the sun was only starting to sink in the sky. On these long summer days, it was hard to judge just how long she had been out, but the faint sound of bells suggested the hour to be near five when they finally stepped back into Grosvenor Square. The time had gone in a pleasant blur, the majority of the afternoon comprised of being led through a bewildering maze of streets by Abigail and stopping every so often to visit the young girl’s favourite shops. It was a punishing tour on the feet, but Rosalie was happy to suffer a few blisters on her toes. The only regret she had from the expedition was that she had not had opportunity to speak as often with Abigail’s father as she would have liked. The man held her fascination, and she dearly wished to know more of him. It was not just that she wanted to fathom why Mr Farrell was so reviled by her aunt. She found him to be pleasant company and felt more at ease walking by his side than she had with any man she had met in the past. It was almost a shame to reflect that he was married. 
Unsurprisingly, Mr Farrell made his farewells on the pavement, some doors from Lady Lynch’s home. Even Abigail, who had been clinging to Rosalie all day, seemed unwilling to follow her back to the house where her father had been shouted down but a day before. 
“Will we be able to do this again?” The girl’s question was made to her father, but Mr Farrell did not answer. He looked to Rosalie instead. 
Rosalie smiled at the girl and knelt down by her side. “I would love nothing more than to travel around the city with you some more. It would certainly provide me with all the exercise I need.” Her eyes moved up to Mr Farrell. He seemed pleased by her answer, which in turn made her wish all the more that he might agree to another meeting. Still, she had to be cautious. “Perhaps your father could give me your address, and I could write to you when I am next available to take a turn through the parks with you?” 
Abigail looked back up to her father. Rosalie hoped that the man’s nod of approval was not made purely for the sake of his daughter. “We are on 34 Harley Street. It is only ten minutes’ walk from here.” 
Rosalie had heard of the street before. Harley Street had been mentioned more than a few times by Mrs Curtis as a desirable street, on which resided young men of fortune. It was also, apparently, the address of several notable doctors and artists. It was ironic that the first man she connected with, who lived at a respectable address, would be a man her aunt disapproved of and who was likely already married.
“I shall hope to see you at your home very soon,” Rosalie promised. She was directing her gaze completely to Abigail, but her words were meant for them both and for herself as well. 
 
Finally, Rosalie was forced to return her aunt. There was only so long she could spend standing in the square with Mr Farrell and his daughter, putting off the inevitable. She returned to her aunt with reluctance, almost disappointed to think of what was to come once she entered through those doors. Soon enough, she would know whatever secrets and gossip Lady Lynch knew about the gentleman. After that, Rosalie knew her opinion of Mr Farrell would be irrevocably changed. She wanted to believe it otherwise. She would have been glad to believe that what objections her aunt had to the man would prove to be trivial. However, her aunt did not strike her as the type of person given to obsessing over small matters. Whatever she knew of Mr Farrell, it had to be sensational and likely not pleasant for her to hear. 
Lady Lynch was in the library when Rosalie returned home. Rather than try to avoid her aunt, Rosalie went straight to her, asking one of the servants to send them some tea. She imagined the conversation between them would last a while, and she wanted the exchange to be as cordial as possible. When she came to the library, she actually knocked on the door, rather than going straight inside. She took a deep breath, letting it out in disappointment when she heard a laugh coming from within. 
“Really? Are we going to discuss your time with Mr Farrell so formally? Are you by chance planning to admonish me for having suggested he was lacking in honour?” 
Rosalie shook her head and opened the door wide, walking in at a brisk pace and sitting down in a chair by her aunt’s side. Lady Lynch held an amused look on her face that Rosalie was fast beginning to despise. “It is a habit for guests to knock before entering a room is it not? You could have been writing a private letter or maybe...” 
“You were seeking to add some pomp to this little conversation we are about to have, when really I want you to think of this more as simple gossip between friends.” Lady Lynch’s smile remained on her face, making her look quite wicked in her own way. It would be far too big a stretch to call the woman evil, but she did seem to delight in moments such as this in a way that Rosalie did not like or agree with. 
“Well, I have called for some tea so we might talk properly. I have been out with Mr Farrell, as I said I would do. Now, you owe me a full account of exactly why you disapprove of him so.” Rosalie remained focused on business. She would not let this descend into simple gossip as her aunt so hoped. 
“Really? Do you not want to tell me all about your outing, first?” Lady Lynch seemed surprised, even disappointed, by this. She puffed out her cheeks and stared morosely at her lap. “My, you are as serious as your sister warned.” 
“I just do not want the focus of this conversation to be lost. If you will tell me all you know of Mr Farrell now, I will gladly tell you every detail of our walk through the city in return.” Rosalie felt she needed to offer this as an exchange. She did not fully trust her aunt to honour her promise to reveal all she knew of Mr Farrell without having some kind of incentive to do so. It might have been a ridiculous fear, but it was just the impression she had of the woman.
Lady Lynch raised an eyebrow. “Tit-for-tat.” Her chest puffed out then as she reached over and took her niece’s hand. “I am very proud of you, my dear. You are already beginning to learn the importance of information and equivalent exchange. It will serve you well in getting ahead in this city.” 
Rosalie did not know how she felt to be so complimented. It was not a trait she felt worthy of praise or even something to be encouraged. Still, she would not make that argument with her aunt now. “So, you will tell me what you know?”
“As if I would disappoint you. Though I do fear Mr Farrell’s story will not be to your liking.” 
Rosalie settled back into her chair, saying nothing more as she waited for her aunt to tell her the gentleman’s past. 
 
“Mr Farrell is the son of a very respectable doctor. Old Dr. Farrell was known as the doctor for the peerage. During the London season, Mr Farrell’s father was the one physician the dukes and earls would call on when in need. I recall that Dr. Farrell was even requested to attend the King on occasion. What drew people to him, aside from his excellent medical knowledge, was his manner. You could not hope to know a more genuine and caring man. When you were his patient, it was obvious that you were the centre of his world. You could not imagine yourself in safer hands, and you knew that his interest in you extended beyond the desire to be paid for his time.”
Rosalie frowned a little as her aunt began her tale. “It sounds to me like you are speaking from experience. Were you ever a patient of the doctor?” 
In that moment, a new emotion seemed to light on Lady Lynch’s face. As a woman of such composure and frivolity, the look of sadness that played across her face, the way her vitality seemed to quietly leave her, was quite heart-breaking to witness, and Rosalie almost wished she had not made the inquiry. Nevertheless, her aunt continued, heaving a sigh as she forged on. 
“I was never a patient of the good doctor. My own dear departed husband, however… he was. Dr. Farrell did his very best for my dear George. He exhausted himself trying to find a cure for the cancers that claimed him. When he could not cure him, he made every effort to make his last months and days as painless as he could.” 
As Lady Lynch took a much-needed breath, tea was brought in. It was a welcome and necessary interruption, allowing the woman to find her composure once more. As soon as she had her tea in her hand and had taken a needful sip, she was ready to continue once more. 
“You could not find a man more dedicated to his patients than old Dr. Farrell. He became one of the richest physicians in the entire country and was frequently gifted things beyond money for the miracles he performed. His son, Peter, was not so well known. He showed no interest in entering his father’s line of work, but became entangled, at a rather young age, with business dealings in the Americas. I forget the particulars, but the man made a few very wise investments and bought a few very important mills and plantations abroad, which now earn him a very handsome income indeed. Even with his father being one of the wealthiest physicians in the country, it did not take long for his son to surpass him in fortune.” 
Rosalie was astonished. To think that the man could be so accomplished and wealthy at his age without relying on his inheritance was certainly impressive. Lady Lynch, however, was now wearing a scowl as her story moved away from the man’s noble father. 
“As befits all young men of large fortune and tolerable looks, young Peter Farrell was the toast of the London elite and the object of many a young woman’s desire. The way he was headed, he was certain to receive honours from the King in due course, and it was not long before he found himself a place in the affections of Lady Georgiana Hargrave, the daughter of the Earl of Peterborough. Their relationship was something that was kindled in a slow brazier. Despite Lady Hargrave’s natural beauty and fine breeding, Mr Farrell seemed intent on keeping her waiting, for some time, for a proposal. Still, knowing how respectable a gentleman Dr. Farrell was, no one could believe his son to be in any way dishonest or a rogue. Everyone assumed he was taking his time to examine his feelings properly and to ensure his proposal was made after a correct period of knowing the lady.” 
“But am I to take it that something happened to change all that?” Rosalie found her chest tightening as they seemed to be arriving at the crux of the matter. 
Lady Lynch pursed her lips and nodded. Despite what Rosalie had thought, her aunt seemed to display no joy in relating the case of Mr Farrell, now that she had started it. Perhaps being forced to bring up the memory of her own husband had soured her mood. “As you are a girl who appreciates things spoken plainly, I will give you just the facts of what happened next, before weaving in what is largely rumour and conjecture.” 
“Please do,” Rosalie encouraged. 
“During the spring of 1805, seven years ago, Mr Farrell made a journey to Lady Hargrave’s house, a journey that was noted and recorded by her neighbours. There were ugly reports of shouting, and witnesses saw the man forcefully ejected from the property by Earl Hargrave himself. Neither young Peter nor his father could be drawn to speak on the matters discussed that day, but the Hargraves have never shied away from speaking of it whenever an opportunity arises.” 
Lady Lynch took another sip of her tea before revealing the final secret. 
“Mr Farrell had gone to the Hargrave’s home to admit to a romantic scandal he had been embroiled in and which had led to the birth of an infant girl. He had been insistent that the girl was his own daughter and that he had been sure to legitimise her by a marriage to a mother no one had seen or heard of before. Whatever else the woman was, she was likely of very low birth and not the sort of person a man such as he should have been fraternising with. What made the matter all the more shameful was the obvious realisation that the cad must have been in relations with this other woman during the long period he had been courting Lady Hargrave.” 
Rosalie had a lump in her throat, and she had to swallow back the entire contents of her cup to dislodge it. She had known from the first that her aunt’s tale would not make for pretty listening, but she had not imagined something quite so dire. “So the man was exposed as a cheat. Can anyone say for certain if the child was conceived out of wedlock? Could Mr Farrell perhaps have always intended to marry this serving girl, who bore his daughter?” 
Lady Lynch gave her niece a derisive look. “I know you wish to think well of the man for the kindness he has shown you, but don’t sully my good opinion of your intelligence by saying such ridiculous things.” She ran her finger over the rim of her cup before continuing. “Young Mr Farrell never brought the child’s mother up to town, and no one has ever seen or heard anything of her. Her name does appear in parish records that prove the union and the legitimacy of Mr Farrell’s young daughter. But, beyond that… it is as if the woman never even existed. The records indicate she died very shortly after her wedding to Mr Farrell, within a few short months.” 
“Do you think perhaps she died in childbirth?” 
“That is the official line,” Lady Lynch said. “Still, many believe the woman to be alive and kept in seclusion somewhere in the country. Mr Farrell has been known to make many secretive outings into the eastern parts of England from time to time, even though he has no roots or business connections in those counties. There were also irregularities with the recording of the woman’s death. Though it is marked in the register of the same parish in which they were married, no one recalls ever seeing the body, or can point to a grave site for the woman.” 
Rosalie shook her head. “Why would Mr Farrell invent such a death though? Surely it would have been better to simply honour the marriage agreement he had made with that poor girl?” 
Lady Lynch offered a sympathetic smile. “Oh, if only men were so decent a species as you believe them to be. Remember, dear, by having his wife’s death recorded, he is now free to marry again. It seems quite obvious, by the fact that he never speaks of the woman, that she meant nothing to him. I reckon he was hoping his fortune would prevail on some more eligible lady to take his hand after the unfortunate fracas he was embroiled in. Even if Lady Georgiana had rejected him, there were plenty of women who might have been willing to bear the title of ‘Second Wife’ to such a man. Women can be very willing to overlook a man’s misdeeds if his coin purse is big enough.”
“Did he find such a wife for himself?” Rosalie surprised herself as she asked this question. Despite all she had heard of the man’s misdeeds, she was still strangely eager to know if he was single or not. 
Lady Lynch’s face turned severe now, and she stared at her niece intently. “No woman has tried to claim the gentleman since then, and no one with any sense ever shall. Earl Hargrave and his family have been engaged in a long and protracted war with the Farrells ever since young Peter so embarrassed them and broke the heart of their daughter. By the end of his life, through no fault of his own, Dr. Farrell had lost the good opinion and patronage of all those families that used to speak so highly of him. Meanwhile, Peter Farrell found his business ventures in England fall on hard times as people refused to do business with him or invest in his ventures.” 
Rosalie nodded. She was by now leaning very far forward in her seat as she listened. “But the man still holds a house in Harley Street, and does not seem impoverished at all.” 
“That is the good fortune of having so much of his business concerns tied up in the Americas. None in that country care what extramarital hijinks the man committed in England. Honestly, it is a wonder to many that Mr Farrell even chooses to remain in London at all. He is a black spot on this city and unwanted in any social gathering. I sometimes wonder if he remains out of sheer stubborn bitterness. Better by far he takes his daughter out to the New World and finds a wife and fresh start for himself there.” 
Rosalie wanted to say something in the man’s defence, but she could not. Her aunt was infinitely the superior when it came to knowing the facts of Mr Farrell’s case. What difference would it make to declare that she had had a most pleasing afternoon in his company and thought him a perfect gentleman throughout? After all, cads and rogues of all stripes often had the ability to put on charm and sophistication in their efforts to garner favour from unwary women. 
“Well then, Rosalie.” Lady Lynch’s voice suddenly perked up considerably as she poured herself a fresh cup of tea. “I have told you the whole ignoble tale of your Mr Farrell. Now I will have the entire account of what you did with him today.” 
Rosalie’s body slumped. She had no wish at all to recall the afternoon verbatim. It was a meeting she was now eager to forget in light of the new information she had received.
 



CHAPTER 11
Discovering the stain that marred Peter Farrell’s name was a disappointment that changed Rosalie’s entire outlook on her business in London. In some subtle way, the discovery that a man she had deemed so honourable could have such a sordid past had disillusioned her about finding a truly good man for a husband. Certainly, Rosalie could not trust her own judgement and intuition when it came to the character of men in the city. This thought brought with it a change in attitude to her own Aunt Lynch. She no longer questioned and scrutinised the lady’s decisions and promptings and began to obey her commands like a marionette. Lady Lynch held Rosalie’s strings, and Rosalie found it no hardship now to let herself be pulled about and made to dance to her aunt’s tune. 
Over the course of a week, a collection of boxes was delivered to Lady Lynch’s door, each one containing items for Rosalie’s new wardrobe. The tailors had evidently worked hard to have the first batch of dresses ready in a hurry, and Rosalie found herself in possession of a good selection of clothes for various social occasions. The gowns were all gorgeous and made with the kind of care and attention to detail that Grace would have killed for. There were dresses of white muslin overlaid with patterned black bobbin lace. Other gowns employed rich taffeta on the sleeves to create puffed out crinkled rolls, and others still came with enchanting silken chokers to be worn about the neck. Even the more conservative morning and walking dresses were of a style and richness far beyond anything Rosalie had worn in her lifetime. In an assembly at the town hall in Bradford-on-Avon, Rosalie fancied she could wear even the meanest of the morning dresses bought for her by her aunt and still garner compliments from the ladies of her hometown. 
Rosalie found only one thing objectionable when trying on her new outfits. As she had feared, the cut of the dresses about her chest were all made to that bold London style that seemed to demand the exposing of flesh. There were, Rosalie was certain, women who wore dresses even more revealing and scandalous than she was now parading in, but that did not make her feel any less self-conscious as she stood in front of the mirror, trying to pull the fabric of her dress up to cover just a little more of her cleavage.
“Come now, Rosalie, I cannot have you dawdling forever in your room!” 
Lady Lynch’s voice rose imperiously from the hallway stairs, and Rosalie let out a frustrated groan as she looked herself over once more. She was wearing a curious dress that was somewhere between formal eveningwear and a day dress. It was the kind of gown that implied casualness and a lack of effort, while still presenting a refined figure. Once again, though, the cut of the dress about her cleavage was not to her liking. She smoothed out the cream-coloured cloth and then lifted the dress one last time before checking her hair was properly pinned in place. She took but a moment, not wishing to keep her aunt waiting. 
Aunt Lynch was, of course, the epitome of fashion, and Rosalie felt outclassed in every way by the woman whose looks had not been suffered to weather with age. Any gentleman might have thought her aunt an older sister, and she was sure many would likely find her a more attractive prospect than Rosalie herself. Still, this was no source of annoyance for Miss Curtis. She had no interest in competing with her aunt, or anyone else, in terms of looks. 
“You are looking particularly breath-taking today, Rosalie.” Lady Lynch stepped forward to inspect her niece, fingers lightly correcting the odd stray hair on the girl’s head and smoothing out parts of her dress. It did not take long for Lady Lynch to notice the way the gown had been pulled up about Rosalie’s bust, and she quickly corrected it, to her niece’s dismay. “There is no reason to be so modest. It is summer and hot outside... I am sure your skin will thank you for giving it the chance to breathe.” Her aunt made an interesting excuse for subjecting so much of Rosalie’s flesh to the public eye. 
“So, where are we going to today, Aunt?” Rosalie had thought her new-found obedience to her aunt would be welcomed by Lady Lynch. Instead, the question earned a frown from the grand woman. 
“We are going to a luncheon where, if we are lucky, we might happen upon some acquaintances of mine with their young sons. Many young men of lucrative occupation are still lurking about the city, and it is possible we might make some useful introductions. Even if we do not, simply introducing you to my friends will be a benefit to you. Our goal is to leverage invitations to houses and parties over the next few weeks. They will be far more intimate affairs than the balls and soirees you would have experienced during the London season.” 
Rosalie nodded, feeling a little like a soldier receiving his orders before a battle. “Are you working on the assumption that these more intimate gatherings will afford me greater chance to gain the notice of a suitable man?” She sighed as she considered the plan. “It makes sense, I suppose. I have far more hope of attracting a man if there are no other young women vying for his attention.” 
Lady Lynch frowned, and she put out her hand, squeezing Rosalie’s arm reassuringly. “One thing you need to learn is a sense of your own beauty. You are no less worthy of a man’s regard than any of the best-connected women in London. Your only barrier is your own lack of confidence and your belief in your own inferiority.” 
Rosalie gave a slight nod but made no verbal reply to her aunt’s words. As much as she wished to believe her, and as much as she felt her looks had indeed been accentuated by the fine new clothes she wore, Rosalie could not shake off the suspicion that her aunt was simply being kind to her with her affirmations. Only a fool relied on their own family to rate their beauty; family were naturally biased. 
 
The particular establishment to which Lady Lynch brought Rosalie was far grander than the cosy teahouse she had visited with Mr Farrell and little Abigail. Rosalie was not sure why this was her first impression of the spacious and well-lit room. She mentally scolded herself for letting her thoughts wander so easily to Mr Farrell. She had made a promise to herself to put the man out of her mind since discovering his background from her aunt. She did herself no favours by dwelling on the man, and she clenched her fists for a moment as she exorcised the man from her mind. He would likely return to her thoughts in time, but for now, she had to focus on meeting the well-to-do friends to whom Lady Lynch was so keen to introduce her. 
Although there were many empty tables in the establishment, Lady Lynch breezed past these, ignoring the pleas of one of the staff who was trying to seat them. Instead, she marched purposefully to a table by one of the windows. Two women of a similar age and appearance to Lady Lynch were already seated in intimate and excited conversation. Rosalie would never have dreamed of interrupting such a private discussion, and she felt her cheeks flush red as Lady Lynch immediately made herself known to the two women, forcing her way into their company by brute force. 
“My dear Lady Jane, I am so sorry to interrupt you, but it has been far too long since I have had the pleasure of your company. I could not stop myself from coming straight over to hear all the news.” 
The younger-looking of the two women, a lady with blonde hair that was just starting to turn white, looked up. To Rosalie’s relief, a warm smile spread across her face, revealing the first suggestions of wrinkles. Here was another woman whose bloom had not quite faded. The woman immediately ceased her conversation with her friend and stood, circling around the table in a great hurry. Lady Lynch extended her arms, and the two embraced like sisters. “My dearest Isabelle, it is so good to see you. Please, sit down and join us. I haven’t seen or heard of you in weeks. There were even rumours you had quit London.” 
Lady Lynch gave a smile that was at once genuine and thoroughly rehearsed. There was happiness in her look, but a happiness that was reigned in. “I am afraid I have been most reckless with my social duties of late, but I promise you it has been with good cause.” At this, Lady Lynch moved aside, allowing her friend to look on Rosalie. “This is my eldest niece, Miss Rosalie Curtis. She is staying with me as my permanent guest, and I have been quite busy preparing her room and acquainting her with the city.” 
Rosalie gave a slight and nervous curtsey. “It is a pleasure to meet you... Lady Jane, was it?” She blushed, wishing she had paid a little more attention. 
“Oh goodness, where are my manners! I so easily forget you do not know the faces of my inner circle.” Lady Lynch laughed good-naturedly. “Lady Jane Fitzroy is wife to the Earl of Markham and the dearest and most wonderful friend a lonely widow like myself could ask for.”
Lady Jane laughed in turn and drew closer to Lady Lynch, stroking her arm with a gloved hand. “Oh, dear Isabelle, you do me too much honour!” The two seemed thoroughly committed to a game of laying compliments on each other, and Rosalie simply smiled as the two friends sang each other’s praises. There was a sense of genuine camaraderie between the two, but she was equally sure the two friends were going above and beyond the call of duty in the way they doted on one another. 
“It is very nice to meet you, Lady Jane.” Rosalie curtseyed once again, feeling a little flustered. Though her own aunt was a woman of the peerage, she had not had cause to speak with women so far above her station before, and she feared a misstep in manners or in appearing too simple or unrefined to Lady Lynch’s friends. 


In the end, very little was required of Rosalie as she sat at the table with Lady Lynch and her friends. Her aunt was a master of conversation and dominated the proceedings. Her friend Lady Jane and the other woman, whose name Rosalie kept forgetting, listened with rapt attention to Lady Lynch, taking in everything she said as though it were gospel truth. In return, both ladies filled her aunt with the latest news, rumour and gossip. They seemed singularly eager to hear Lady Lynch’s opinion on all that had occurred in her absence. 
One piece of news related to a Miss King’s becoming engaged, rather suddenly, to a Mr Law. Rosalie could glean little useful information on either of these individuals, but her aunt seemed to look down on the match, declaring Miss King far too eager to rush to the altar with the first person to take an interest in her.
“And what of you, Miss Curtis?” Lady Jane’s attention suddenly swung back to her, and she eyed Rosalie with curiosity. The lady had green eyes which seemed to sparkle with barely repressed curiosity as she looked at Rosalie. “Is there any gentleman in your life, or one whom you have an eye on?” 
Rosalie took a deep breath, wishing she could have remained in the background of the conversation for the duration. She felt embarrassed talking about men with even her closest friends, and talking so openly with relative strangers, even if they were friends of her aunt, was not a thrilling prospect for her. Was she expected to admit that she had been two seasons in London unable to catch the eye of a gentleman? 
“My niece suffers from an appalling lack of options down in the country. Bradford-on-Avon is a charming enough town. But, with my dear Rosalie’s fine looks, she should not have to be shackled to her home county.” Lady Lynch jumped straight in with an answer that masterfully bypassed the more unfortunate truths of Rosalie’s situation. 
“Oh indeed! Your niece is an absolute vision, and it is a shame we have not had the chance to make her acquaintance sooner.” Lady Jane smiled and then bit her bottom lip as she seemed to wrestle with some decision. A moment later she put up her hands and clapped them together. “Indeed, why should I waste time? Isabelle, it has been some time since you last dined at our home. I have longed to hold some kind of party to pass the dreary summer time, and this seems the perfect excuse. I absolutely insist you and your lovely niece come dine with us this weekend.” 
The mission was accomplished. Lady Lynch had proven herself a master of navigating the channels of social interaction and had now earned Rosalie an introduction to a circle of London society to which she might never have been admitted through the efforts of her mother alone. With their main enterprise accomplished, Rosalie found herself made superfluous to requirements at the table. Despite Lady Jane’s insistence on wishing to know Rosalie better, she was quick to forget about her existence as conversation turned once again to the salacious gossip and rumour that passed for entertainment among these women of London. 
Rosalie sighed and turned to the window. The heat of the summer sun was magnified through the windows, and the ladies were forced to fan themselves regularly as they spoke. Beads of sweat clung to them all as they politely ignored the cloying weather. It took some fortitude to shrug off such temperatures, and Rosalie was a little envious of how marvellously her aunt and the other two women bore the heat. 
Taking a sip of her now cold tea, Rosalie’s eyes narrowed as a face she recognised moved past the window. Her immediate desire was to find some excuse to abandon her aunt and go after it. It was surprising to find herself so desiring the company of a man she had so misjudged on first meeting, and she tried to rationalise her continued interest in him as he walked briskly past, never noticing her. 
“I am terribly sorry, Aunt,” Rosalie burst out suddenly, interrupting the women’s tête-a-tête. “I wonder if I might be excused. I think I need some air.” Rosalie blushed, hoping she didn’t look too eager to break away from her aunt’s leash. 
“Oh, dear child, are you alright? Should we maybe call for someone?” Lady Jane looked to Rosalie with more concern than was warranted, and Rosalie at once waved her hand to dismiss her suggestions. 
“No, I am quite well... I just need a moment outside to recover my breath.” 
Lady Lynch’s eyes narrowed, and she pursed her lips. “If you need to, we could take our leave now.” 
“Please don’t, Aunt.” Rosalie batted aside the suggestion, almost desperately. “I do not wish to cut short your time with friends you have not seen in so long. I shall just take a small stroll through the streets and return when I feel recovered.”
Lady Lynch shrugged and then gave a smile. This particular smile was most definitely forced. “Whatever you think best. Just don’t stray too far and get lost.”
 
Under the guise of feeling faint, Rosalie was able to excuse herself without the hassle of making long-winded farewells. She had to fight an urge to rush to the exit, knowing that to do so would not only be unladylike but also quite suspicious. When she stepped out onto the streets, she looked furtively in every direction, looking for some sign of the gentleman she had spied from the window. She was lucky enough to find him moving at a brisk pace down one of the longer streets and was able to set off after him at a good pace. She earned a few confused glances from passers-by as she pursued the man, but she did not care. 
Rosalie was not sure quite what power had taken hold of her. It was not in her nature to chase after a man so brazenly. If either of her sisters had made such a spectacle, she would have been sure to scold them for it. None of these thoughts seemed to dissuade her from her course. She continued to march determinedly after the man until she was close enough to gain his attention. 
“Mr Farrell.”
 



CHAPTER 12
Despite having called out to the man, Rosalie found her face becoming hotter as Mr Farrell turned about in some confusion. She was out of breath from so brisk a run to catch up to him, and she could only guess at what thoughts would run through his head as he caught sight of her. Winded and flushed as she was, Rosalie was sure she could not make a good impression. It came as no surprise that the man frowned as he saw her. 
“Miss Curtis? Can I help you? Is something the matter? On my honour, you look like you’ve just been pursued through the streets by a rabid dog.” 
Rosalie was not sure if she was grateful for the man’s blunt honesty, at that moment. Her eyes darted away from his, and she squirmed under his analytical gaze. “No, I am quite well, sir, and certainly not being pursued by any dogs to the best of my knowledge.” She smiled somewhat awkwardly and took a deep breath as she realised she would have to admit the truth to him. “I was taking tea with my aunt and her friends when I spied you from the window.” 
Mr Farrell blinked twice as though he were suddenly unsure of what was before his eyes. A smile then crept over his features and he drew closer to Rosalie. “You saw me from a window and then proceeded to run through the streets after me? I must admit I am quite flattered you’d go to such lengths just to orchestrate a meeting.” 
Rosalie felt like he was teasing her, but she could hardly say she did not deserve it. Her actions were most unusual, both for herself and for any well-mannered woman. She was not even sure what madness had driven her to such a pursuit. Why could she not have let him pass and accepted that their meeting was not to be? 
With no answer to Mr Farrell’s question forthcoming and needing to catch her breath, Rosalie could only stand dumbly before him, taking deep breaths as she recovered herself. Mr Farrell seemed to understand and drew alongside her, taking her arm to save her from further scrutiny by the curious onlookers who had watched her run through the streets after him. “Perhaps, Miss Curtis, I could escort you to someplace you might sit down and you can tell me how London has been treating you since last we spoke. I know Abigail will be most keen to have news of you.” 
Rosalie nodded and allowed Mr Farrell to steer her down the street at a more leisurely pace. For a minute or so she was silent. She had recovered from the run, but embarrassment kept her tongue pinned inside her mouth, and she had to conquer this feeling before she could speak properly once more. 
“I will admit, I miss your daughter’s company and would be grateful if you could pass on my best wishes to her, along with my apologies for not having called on you both sooner.” Rosalie looked down at her arm, interlocked with his. It sent a slight thrill through her, and she could not tell if it was excitement or fear that fuelled her reaction. 
“I will be certain to pass on those kind sentiments. I will confess, though, I had not thought you would truly look to visit us. I hope I do not sound at all judgemental when I say this, but I had presumed your aunt would have forbidden such a thing.” Mr Farrell’s voice was measured, but there was a definite sharpness to his tone that Rosalie did not recall from her previous meetings. 
“I honestly do not think my aunt is capable of telling someone what they can and cannot do. However, she has furnished me with fresh knowledge that gave me pause whenever I considered calling on you.” Rosalie stopped herself there, her eyes moving nervously to Mr Farrell’s as she tried to gauge his reaction. Perhaps she should not be talking to him of the things she had learned of his past. However, something inside her wanted to bring the matter to him, wanted to see his reaction and allow him the chance to defend himself. 
There was no hint of surprise on Mr Farrell’s face, and Rosalie felt certain that he was all too aware of the rumours and gossip she had been told regarding his past. The muscles in his jaw seemed to tighten. Some of the colour in his cheeks drained, and his gaze became fixed firmly on the path ahead. Even if her words had not surprised him, they had garnered a reaction, and not a favourable one, by the looks of things. A silence passed between them, and Rosalie watched with apprehension as the man struggled to process her words. 
“I do not think it would be wise or prudent of me to ask for the specifics of what your aunt has told you. I make it a point not to engage in any discussion of my past, or of the rumours that surround it.” He spoke with a certain authority and determination that dismayed Rosalie. 
“I will not presume you would wish to discuss such things with a relative stranger such as myself.” Even with the summer heat still bearing down strongly upon them, she felt suddenly cold. Despite what she had just said, she had really hoped Mr Farrell would oblige her with some explanation for all she had heard about him. 
“I am grateful for that.” Mr Farrell’s conversation was clipped and brusque. Rosalie wondered if he was even happy to be speaking with her at that moment. 
Not allowing herself to be put off by the wall the man seemed eager to put up between them, Rosalie pushed on. “You were most kind to me on my first day here in the city. You went above and beyond to look after me, and I view you as a friend, despite all I have heard.” She gripped his arm a little tighter, the action causing Mr Farrell to turn and look her in the eye. She held his gaze seriously. “I try my best to judge a person by what I see with my own eyes, and not by the gossip of others. I can’t pretend to know all of your past... I can’t even truthfully say I am thrilled by the gossip that surrounds your name. However, you seem to me to be a good person, and I do not wish to deprive myself of your friendship because of your past.” 
Once again, Mr Farrell took his time to digest Rosalie’s words. He seemed to be a man who took great pains to deliberate on his words before speaking, no doubt a trait earned from years of having to deal with curious folk wanting to wheedle out the truth of the rumours that dogged him and his daughter. Finally, he offered a most awkward smile. Rosalie tried to discern just what was wrong with it. She could not decide if it was a smile filled with sadness, or whether it was a forced smile he put on to hide his agitation. “I cannot deny it would be pleasant to have a friend in the city. On top of which, I could hardly deprive Abigail of the chance to grow closer to her new favourite person.” 
Rosalie smiled to think she had earned such a place in the golden-haired child’s eyes. It was, however, somewhat disappointing to think that Mr Farrell’s only guiding influence here was a concern for his daughter’s wishes and desires. “Of course, I would not wish to force you to accept my friendship purely for the sake of your child. As dear a creature as Abigail is, I …” 
Mr Farrell stopped walking and turned to face Rosalie. His expression was grave, but a sigh dispelled that, and suddenly his entire being seemed to soften. “I did not mean to give you the wrong impression, Miss Curtis. I am truly grateful to you for giving me the benefit of the doubt when it comes to friendship. If I seem at all reluctant, it is because I wish that my past did not have to continually dog me as it does.” 
Rosalie nodded. She almost dared to suggest that Mr Farrell could help his cause by being open about his past and presenting his side of the story. However, she held her tongue. It was, after all, possible that the truth of his past was exactly as the rumours painted it and forcing him to admit such would not do him or their uncertain relationship any good. Instead, she chose to trust his assurance that he actually did want to forge some kind of acquaintance with her. “I am sorry if my words seemed harsh, sir. I just... I find you hard to fathom out, in light of all I have heard of you.” 
Mr Farrell nodded, his lips drawing thin as he ran a hand through his hair. “I can appreciate the concerns you may have about continuing to associate with me. I do wish I could allay your fears by freely telling you all you wish to know of me. I fear, however, that it is not a thing I am able to do, at least not so soon into our acquaintance.” 
“You mean to say I must earn your trust?” Rosalie asked. 
Mr Farrell sighed and shook his head. Now he really did seem agitated. “No... that is not what I meant. It is complicated to explain, and I am not even sure I could do so without going into all the details I am loath to share.” 
Rosalie nodded and let out her own sigh in an echo of his. “I do not even pretend to understand this all, but I will trust you. As I have said already, I shall endeavour to judge you by your actions and not by the hearsay of others; not for things so far in the past that your daughter is not even old enough to know of them.” 
“Thank you, Miss Curtis. You have a good heart.” 
Though Rosalie felt she had accomplished something meaningful through her talk with Mr Farrell, there was only so much she could do with the time allotted to her. As the gentleman paid her the compliment, Rosalie found her eyes darting nervously down the street in the direction of the public rooms where her aunt was taking tea. “I hope you will forgive me for this, but I really must return to my aunt now. I told her I was stepping outside for some air.” 
Mr Farrell frowned, and he let out a long breath as he looked in the same direction. From the look of dissatisfaction etched upon his brow, Rosalie could tell she had said entirely the wrong thing. The man took a step back from her, the distance he created seeming to suggest a fresh division brought between them. His Adam’s apple moved, and his lips drew thin. “I would offer to walk you back, but it seems that might cause trouble for you.” 
“I am sorry if you are insulted at all. My aunt is ….” 
“Is only looking out for her own reputation and yours. I know it is not advisable to be acquainted with me. Certain folk in the city could make life difficult for you, if you were to be seen in my company. Perhaps you should think again, before looking to forge a friendship with me.” His warning was made earnestly, but his eyes seemed to glaze with sadness as he stared down at his shoes. Rosalie could not help but feel for him. Regardless of what he had or hadn’t done in his past, he seemed to have suffered greatly at the hands of London society. 
“I will not let my aunt dictate whom I can and cannot speak to,” Rosalie said, trying to muster as much determination into her voice as she could. 
Even this did not seem to improve the gentleman’s mood, and he looked at Rosalie seriously. “My situation has left me more scrutinised than most figures in London. I cannot accept your meeting me in secret or without your aunt knowing. If you were to be found doing so, the consequences would not be pleasant for either of us.” 
Rosalie nodded. Even without the complexities of Mr Farrell’s situation, it was not wise to become embroiled in a secret rendezvous. She had admonished Grace for as much when she had caught her sneaking about Bradford-on-Avon with her stable boy. “Well, I can promise that I will, at the least, speak to her, although I can give no assurance of what the outcome might be.” 
Mr Farrell nodded and gave her a wan smile. “I do not know just how Lady Lynch will react. She has certainly always given the appearance of being very dedicated to her social standing. Still, it is gratifying to think that you are willing to go to such lengths to ensure a continuation of our friendship. I honestly cannot say I have done enough to deserve such dedication.” 
Rosalie smiled and put out a hand, resting it on his forearm. “You have behaved as any gentleman would, with me... which is more than can be said of other men I have met in this city to date. I cannot say what good will come of talking to my aunt, but I assure you I will try.” 
 
Rosalie walked back to the tea rooms alone. She walked at a slow pace, wanting to give herself a chance to regain her composure after her run and the difficult conversation with Mr Farrell. It was slightly disappointing to find him unwilling to provide any details or even a defence against the rumours laid against him, but she was determined not to let this influence her own opinion of him. She would do her uttermost to persuade her aunt to permit her to call on the man and to make good on her promise to see little Abigail again. It was not, however, a conversation she looked forward to. 
When she returned to the public tea rooms, where her aunt was waiting for her, Rosalie discovered Lady Jane and her other friend had gone. Her aunt remained seated in her place, sipping quietly on her cup of tea as she looked out of the window. Rosalie took slow, cautious steps to the table, unsure whether to bring up the matter of Mr Farrell immediately or to wait until later in the day, hoping for a moment when she had the time to fully deliberate over what she wished to say. 
“I am sorry if I was gone longer than I meant to be.” Rosalie offered her apology bashfully as she sat down. “I hope Lady Jane was not put out by my sudden exit.” 
Her aunt’s bright-blue eyes turned to her niece. The smile she normally wore was gone. It was replaced by thin lips that made her look older than she normally did. “I do not think it troubled her in any way. How was Mr Farrell when you saw him?” 
Rosalie took a sharp intake of breath. Her aunt never failed to surprise her with her sharp eyes and mind. She had been sure Lady Lynch had not even been looking to the window when he had passed by. “I... I am sorry if you are disappointed by my choice to talk to him.” 
Lady Lynch’s back was stiff, and she seemed tightly wound as she stirred her tea. “I have given you all the information at my disposal regarding the gentleman. I would hope you used this latest meeting to confront him on the matters I brought to your attention. Did you?”
Rosalie looked down at the tablecloth. “I did make an attempt to coerce him into defending himself against the matters you brought to my attention. Mr Farrell was unwilling to make any useful statement on the matter.” 
Lady Lynch, at last, smiled. Her mood lightened considerably as she shrugged her shoulders and brought her cup back to her lips. “Oh, I would not feel at all bad for failing to coax the truth out of him. Others before you have laboured hard and long to persuade the man to give some kind of definitive statement on his shadowy conduct and the circumstances of his daughter’s birth; newspaper men, former associates, church parsons and the like.” 
“I wish to continue my acquaintance with Mr Farrell!” Rosalie spoke all of a sudden, the words coming so quickly from her mouth that she was not sure they would even have made sense. Certainly, the look her aunt gave her was one of complete confusion. 
Lady Lynch continued to hold her cup close to her lips, a dainty finger running over the rim of the china cup. “May I ask you why you wish to continue an association with the gentleman?” 
Rosalie was surprised by the question. It was not that it was an unreasonable query. What surprised her was her lack of certainty in how to answer the question honestly. “The man helped me, in a situation where no one else would help. More than this, I genuinely believe that Mr Farrell is too much maligned. I will not suggest he has not deserved some of the censure thrown at him... but the quarrel and objections against him are seven years old now. How must it feel for his poor daughter?” Rosalie found herself becoming quite passionate as she spoke, and Lady Lynch put her hand on her niece’s arm to silence her. 
“Well, I can see you clearly have strong feelings on this matter.” Her aunt leaned back in her chair and looked around at the other tables. Most were unoccupied, and it was unlikely any had heard Rosalie’s rousing defence of Mr Farrell. The woman took a moment to think, and when she next spoke, her words were haltingly slow. “I suppose... It is summer, and Lady Hargrave and her family will be in their country estate by now. They are the guard dogs who keep a vigilant watch on any who associate with that gentleman. With them gone, I suppose you can meet Mr Farrell with some impunity. It helps, too, that you are new to London and can always use your own naivety about him as a defence, should anyone question your association with him.” 
Rosalie’s eyes widened in surprise. “You are allowing me to call on Mr Farrell and his daughter?” 
“On two conditions.” Lady Lynch leaned forward, two fingers held up to make the point. “Firstly, you will do your uttermost to be discreet in your meetings with the man.” 
“I believe that will not be a problem,” Rosalie answered. Mr Farrell seemed as alive to her reputation as her aunt, and she felt confident he would take pains not to sully her reputation. “May I ask what your second stipulation is?” When it came to her aunt, Rosalie had quickly learned to always check the woman’s motivations. 
Lady Lynch rose from the table, done with her tea. She looked down at her niece with some seriousness, as she put her hand on Rosalie’s shoulder. “We will be beginning a program of visits with my friends over the next few weeks. Lady Jane will open many social doors for you and will thrust you into the path of a number of those eligible young men I promised to introduce you to. Seeing as how your fascination with Mr Farrell seems to be an incurable illness, I will let you see him. However,” Lady Lynch’s grip on Rosalie’s shoulder seemed to tighten just a little in that moment, “I need to see a real effort made by you with the young men I will be introducing you to. Your father suggested you show little initiative or even interest when speaking to eligible men of good standing. I am hoping that by offering Mr Farrell as a carrot, you will put in a better showing for me than you have for your parents.” 
Rosalie pursed her lips but nodded. She did not like to be treated like some cart horse in need of an incentive to walk forward, but she did not wish to say anything that might jeopardise her chances of seeing Mr Farrell and keeping her promise to little Abigail. “I believe I am able to agree to those terms, Aunt,” she said at last. Before rising to follow Lady Lynch back onto the streets, Rosalie drank down the last of the tea in one grateful gulp. The conversation had left her throat quite dry.
 







PART 3:
A Man to Marry 
 
CHAPTER 13
Although Lady Lynch had imposed two conditions on Rosalie’s association with Mr Farrell, the woman was quick to add a lot of caveats and additional rules and restrictions to their bargain. Rosalie was unafraid to note that her aunt was being most unfair in altering their deal after it had been struck. Aunt Lynch did not seem to take any offence nor show any remorse, however. Indeed, she had actually smiled at her niece’s complaints and noted that it was her right to alter their agreement as she saw fit as she was the one with all the cards in her hand. If Rosalie did not like any part of their bargain, she was quite free to call it off, and Lady Lynch would be sure, in turn, to forbid her from visiting the home of Mr Farrell. It was low cunning Lady Lynch was using, and her aunt seemed to revel in it. Rosalie became quite certain her aunt saw the entirety of social movements in the city as some game to be played for amusement.
One of the many new conditions Rosalie had to abide by was to agree not to visit with Mr Farrell until the first dinner party at Lady Jane’s was brought to a conclusion. This seemed most unnecessary to Rosalie, but her aunt had been most vehement on the matter, citing once again the importance of the carrot and the stick. According to her own warped view of things, Rosalie could not be trusted to perform admirably at Lady Jane’s party unless the reward for attending the function had not yet been given. Although it was never expressly stated in words, Rosalie knew that this meant her aunt would be looking for any excuse to renege on her promise to allow her to visit Mr Farrell at his home. If Aunt Lynch thought, even for a moment, that she had not done her best to secure the interest of the eligible men at the party, she would most certainly see to it that any possibility of meeting with Mr Farrell and Abigail would be curtailed.
Getting ready for an evening out never felt right in the summer. There was something off-putting about dressing up in broad daylight and leaving the house before the sun set, which spoiled some of the ambience and the magic of a night out. There was something alluring and magical about stepping out into the darkness and being greeted by the faint glow of candles and lamps. It was these things that set the mood for an evening out. Stepping out to a bright-blue sky, with the sun still high, sapped all the mystery and warmth out of the occasion, and Rosalie found it very hard to manufacture any kind of excitement for the night ahead. 
At her aunt’s insistence, Rosalie had forced herself into an elegant dress that was perhaps a shade less ornate than the richest ball gowns she had seen in the past. Still, it was captivating and richly decorated in its own way. It was a white gown made of very fine muslin and heavily embroidered around the hem. Strips of Nottingham lace ran in two parallel lines from the top of the back to the bottom of the dress, making her figure much more stunning from behind, she thought. The sleeves were very short and had similar lines of lace running down them in an echo of the pattern on her back. The cut of the dress about her chest was not too objectionable, although Rosalie could not be sure if this was because the cut was a modest one or her own opinion had been altered after days of wearing dresses that conformed to her aunt’s design and vision. The very notion that she was becoming accustomed to wearing things she would not normally choose for herself caused something of a stir of fright in Rosalie. 
To finish off the ensemble, Rosalie had sleek white gloves that ran to her elbows, and her hair was crowned with a golden tiara borrowed from her aunt’s collection of jewellery, along with a rather plain necklace of the same gold to go about her neck. Rosalie was not accustomed to wearing jewellery. Not only was it a luxury her parents could not really afford to give their children; there was still the idea that an excess of jewellery suggested a certain wantonness in a woman, and so Rosalie had always thought to leave such accessories alone. She put such qualms behind her, however, for this night. For tonight, she was whatever her aunt wanted her to be. 
Their host’s home was only a stone’s throw from Lady Lynch’s own residence. It lay on Grosvenor Street, just at the corner of the square, and so the use of a carriage, on such a fine evening, was unnecessary. This came as another source of disappointment for Rosalie, and she let out a wistful sigh as she and her aunt stepped out onto the street and began to walk at a leisurely pace across the square. 
“You seem somewhat dissatisfied with things? I hope you are not bored by the prospect of dining with my friends tonight.” Aunt Lynch threaded her arm about her niece’s. She was dressed in a gown of deep red, much like the one Rosalie had seen her wearing the first time she had ever laid eyes on her. Lady Lynch seemed to enjoy wearing bold colours, her usually vivacious manner lending her some kind of licence to dress daringly. 
“I am quite fine, Aunt,” Rosalie assured. “It is just all a little anticlimactic: walking across the street to your friend’s in full evening wear, the sun still shining brightly down upon us. I much prefer stepping out to an event on a cold and dark night, the stars and moon twinkling and the lights from the houses inviting you in with their warmth.” 
“Yes, very picturesque.” Lady Lynch did not sound at all interested. “The sun will go down by eight o’clock, and we should have no cause to return home before eleven. I am sure you will get your moonlight and stars before the evening is out. Let us not forget our purpose in coming out in the first place. It certainly has little to do with ambience.” 
“I know, Aunt,” Rosalie answered somewhat wearily. “I will be sure to make myself available to any young men at the dinner and will endeavour to pay them my full attention.” 
Lady Lynch nodded. “Very good... though do not try to engage with them all at once. If you find a man who is to your liking, don’t be afraid to make him the object of your attention for the evening. It would be far better for you to make a very good impression on one man than a mediocre impression on five.” 
“Will there be many men present, there?” Rosalie asked. She had not paid the least attention to the guest list before now. Suddenly, she felt a little nervous at the prospect of having a number of unknown men and women to interact with. 
“Lady Jane has put this evening together as a kind of favour to me and to give you a suitable debut to our wider circle. With so many single ladies now returned to the country, I imagine you’ll be the one lone female in a sea of hungry men of means. I am certain my friend will have seen to it that the few other single ladies in town will either not have received an invitation for tonight, or will all be more than usually plain girls who will not compete with your beauty.” Lady Lynch puffed out her chest in pride as her back straightened a little more. She was very eager to congratulate herself on her great work, even though it seemed to be Lady Jane who had been pulling all the strings for this gathering. 
Despite only living across the street from her friend, Lady Lynch had orchestrated their leaving so that she and Rosalie arrived just a little after the other guests had been permitted to enter. She had manufactured excuses to explain why they should be waylaid. The object in arriving so fashionably late was two-fold. On the one hand, Lady Lynch confessed she hated being left bored at parties while waiting for the other guests to arrive. More importantly, though, their late arrival would help set Rosalie up as a centerpiece and ensure all eyes in the room were forced to take her in and to acknowledge her. This may have been a boon for her aunt, but Rosalie herself would much rather have arrived earlier and forgone a grand entrance. 
On arrival at the door, a servant admitted the two ladies and let them know that the party was currently gathered in the first-floor drawing room. He needn’t have wasted his breath as there was already a good deal of noise and laughter to be heard from upstairs, and Rosalie felt a knot growing in her stomach as she prepared herself for the evening ahead. She had vainly hoped that the guest list for this gathering might be quite select, no more than three or four persons. By the sounds emanating from above her, this did not seem to be the case. 
As she looked up the flight of stairs and felt the colour drain from her face, Rosalie heard Lady Lynch talking to her. She looked at her aunt glassy-eyed as her nerves truly set in. If Lady Lynch was aware of how she was feeling, she did not let it show in her expression or her words. She busied herself looking over her niece’s dress one last time, then leaned in to kiss her cheek, her lips brushing close to Rosalie’s ear as she did so. “Please do make sure not to make any mention of a certain gentleman tonight, not under any circumstances.” 
Rosalie found her nervousness effectively dispelled by her aunt’s final piece of advice. She was surprised her aunt thought she would go about declaring her association with Mr Farrell so freely amongst strangers. She followed behind her aunt then and began to ascend the stairs, paying attention to the pictures hanging on the walls and the various marble busts and other sculptures that were standing on pedestals along the corridor. 
The noise from the drawing room intensified, and a loud roar of laughter bellowed from behind the closed doors as the two women waited for the servant to admit them. The man held the door handle for a few seconds, obviously waiting for the laughter in the room to abate so he could introduce the newcomers with greater ease. 
At last, the door opened, and Rosalie forced herself to put one foot in front of the other and enter the large and ornate drawing room. 
 
Sitting on various plush chairs, standing about by windows and leaning on the grand fireplace mantle stood a collection of the finest and most well-groomed individuals Rosalie had ever seen in her life. She was more aware of the clothes on display than the people who wore them. The elegance and tailoring of the gowns and suits were beyond compare. Not a single thread was out of place, and every shirt, every dress, every jacket looked as if it had been made specifically for this one evening. She tried her hardest not to be intimidated by the magnificence of her company and reminded herself that she was dressed exactly as they were, thanks to her aunt. Even so, Rosalie felt something of a fraud who might at any moment be found out by these great people whose company she was not fit to keep. 
“Lady Lynch and Miss Curtis.” The servant made the introduction to the room, and all eyes moved to the newcomers. The men stood a little taller and gave polite bows as Rosalie and her aunt came fully into view, Rosalie offering a curtsey. 
“My dear Isabelle, it is so good of you to join us.” Lady Jane glided across the room as though she were a cloud. You could not even hear her feet connecting with the floor.
Lady Lynch extended her arms, her gloved fingers meshing with the blonde-haired lady’s as they smiled warmly at one another. “You did not think I would miss an opportunity to visit my dearest friend in London?” The two kissed each other on the cheek before Lady Lynch pulled away and left Rosalie in the centre of everyone’s view. “We would have been earlier, but my dear niece was fretting over what to wear. I do believe she is most eager to make a good impression.” 
Rosalie blushed. Her aunt truly had invented a devious reason for being late. She could not contradict her, however, without appearing impudent and so offered a vaguely apologetic smile as she waited for her aunt or someone else to introduce her properly. 
Lady Jane seemed to be well aware of her function in Lady Lynch’s plan and immediately moved from her friend, kissing Rosalie just as intimately as she had her aunt. To the assembly, they must have looked like firm friends already as the woman took Rosalie’s arm and pulled her further into the room. 
“Yes, everyone, you must meet Miss Curtis.” She led Rosalie to a group of men, the oldest of whom Rosalie had to assume was Lady Jane’s own husband. The woman continued to conduct the introductions on Rosalie’s behalf. “Miss Curtis has come up from Bradford-upon-Avon to stay as a permanent guest of her aunt, Lady Lynch. I think it is perfectly sweet of the girl to wish to know her extended family so well.” 
“Oh indeed,” Lady Lynch agreed, coming closer. “Living alone has its own unique charms, but it is wonderful to find myself in the company of family again.” She sounded quite genuine in her words, but Rosalie was convinced her aunt was putting on a show. 
“Indeed, that is a very kind thing you are doing for your aunt. I can’t think of many young women who would give up the pleasures of the countryside for the stifling heat of the city in summer.” One of the younger men was already paying her a compliment. Rosalie smiled, failing to take in the man’s face as she felt quite overwhelmed by the attention she was receiving at that moment. Still, even if no man talked to her for the rest of the evening, Aunt Lynch could boast of having achieved more in one evening than her own mother had over two seasons in London. 
This was the first time Rosalie had been the centre of attention among a group of eligible young men, and also the first time she had been complimented by such folk; that is, if she excluded Mr Farrell. 
 
For the two hours prior to dinner’s being served, Rosalie found herself the talking point of the whole assembly. Her ears burned as she heard her name spoken in every corner of the room. Lady Lynch was busy talking about her with a pair of young men who stood by Lord Fitzroy’s side. Meanwhile, three other men seemed to be discussing her with some interest in the far corner. Rosalie was thankful for not having to speak with any of these men herself. Instead, she was invited to sit with the two other young women in attendance. Both girls were exceptionally pretty, but married, and thus of no great interest to the single men present. As Lady Lynch had predicted, her friend had seen to it that Rosalie was the only single young woman in the party. This made her feel quite vulnerable, though the two married girls she sat with did an admirable job of keeping her nervousness to a minimum. Speaking to the men in the room was also easier with these two young women present, and Rosalie soon found herself listening to a few of the assembled bachelors telling stories of themselves and their businesses, all while commenting on how fetching she looked in her dress.
Only one man in the assemblage remained unknown to Rosalie before the party sat down to dinner. She had garnered his name through the general introductions and conversation but had not had opportunity to hear the man speak for himself. He was, she was told, the Marquess of Oakham – Julian Wareham. He was a tall man of somewhat slender build and had a noble bearing that suited his rank. He had a head of light brown hair that was like summer wheat and which he had suffered to grow quite long. With the rest of the men all having exceptionally short and dark hair, this alone set the Marquess apart. Though he made no effort to introduce himself to Rosalie, she noticed his eyes alighting on her a good deal. There was a certain intensity to his gaze. His green eyes stared at her boldly, never retreating whenever their eyes locked. His lips curled in the slightest of smiles, but he made no effort to leave his position in the farthest corner of the room. 
The Marquess spent a good deal of time speaking to Lady Jane, and Rosalie noticed when one of the married young women, who had been sitting with her, drifted over to engage him in conversation. He seemed to be an object of fascination for all the women in the room, married though they were. He had to be quite a character as laughter and smiles always seemed to follow his words. As Rosalie understood from her new acquaintances, the Marquess was a bachelor, but, unlike the other young men who surrounded her, he did not seem overly concerned with making an impression. 
 
As the evening drew in and darkness finally fell, Rosalie found herself quite content in the company of Lady Jane and the rest of her aunt’s friends. Finding herself the centre of attention was not as unpleasant as Rosalie might have assumed. Unlike the parties she had attended during the London season with her mother, there was no need for her to exert herself in order to make conversation with any of the fine folk at the table. All of Lady Lynch’s friends treated her as if she were some exotic curiosity; all were eager to learn of her life in Bradford, her sisters and her own passions and interests. If, at any point, Rosalie wished to fade out of the company’s view, all she had to do was eat a little of what was on her plate and the others would leave her well alone, until she put down her cutlery once more.
Of course, along with having to reveal all the minutia and details of her life, Rosalie had to pay attention to the gentlemen when they spoke of their lives in London. As she listened to their stories, Rosalie understood far better why her aunt had elected to bring her to London out of season. 
The men were all engaged in trade and kept their offices in London. Most remained in the city at the behest of their fathers and were subsequently robbed of their friends and company, while the vast majority of gentlefolk made their annual migration back into the countryside. Such small parties as the one Lady Jane was putting on were a meagre source of entertainment for such shackled gentlemen, and this made them far more eager to capitalise on any new company. Indeed, over the course of dinner, Rosalie found herself receiving multiple offers of company if ever she wished to explore the city. Two of the men even spoke of calling on her at her aunt’s home, if such a thing was agreeable to her. 
The only gentleman of the company who did not jostle for Rosalie’s attention was the strangely quiet Marquess. Rosalie did not know what to make of him. He did not seem at all uninterested in what she had to say. In point of fact, he seemed by far the most attentive of the young men at the table. It was his somewhat intense stare that suggested to her that he was carefully listening to her every word. She noticed he afforded all other speakers the same courtesy. He listened to the other men as they shared their exploits and was sure to make the occasional comment that kept him actively engaged in the conversation, even if he was only on the periphery of it. 
What was most enlightening for Rosalie, when examining the Marquess, was not how often he spoke but how often others chose to speak to him. After a short time of studying the ebb and flow of the conversation, Rosalie realised that the women in the party always seemed to direct their conversation in the Marquess’s direction. They were not inattentive to the other men, but his words and thoughts seemed to hold some special fascination for them. Even her aunt did not seem entirely immune to this behaviour. More than once, Lady Lynch made a special effort to seek the man’s good opinion and seemed to covet his compliments on her clothes above those of other men.
It was just as the hour was approaching midnight that Lady Lynch made her farewells to her friend. Most of the other gentlemen and guests had already left, allowing the two women to congratulate themselves on a most promising debut for Rosalie. For her part, Rosalie was unsure just how she felt the night had gone. It was certainly a far more pleasant experience than she had anticipated, but she still felt a wave of relief to know it was over. 
As they stepped out into the slightly cooler night air, Lady Lynch wrapped her arm around her niece’s and leaned in conspiratorially. “Well then, my dear, I am most interested to know what you made of the young men presented to you this evening. They certainly seemed most interested in you.” 
Rosalie bit her bottom lip, unsure just what she was meant to say. “All, perhaps, except for the Marquess.” It seemed like a suitably neutral answer and one which didn’t commit her to having a strong opinion on any of the men she had met that evening. 
Lady Lynch laughed, the sound loud and echoing off the silent houses as they walked across the square. “Oh dear! So, it is Lord Wareham who has most caught your eye is it?” Her aunt shook her head as a cat-like grin set on her features. “Well, I suppose it is to be expected. Lord Wareham was by far the most handsome man there present, and I dare say this liking gives some comparison with your fascination with your Mr Farrell.” 
Rosalie blushed and pursed her lips, feeling teased by her aunt. “I did not say I liked the man, simply that he paid me the least attention over the course of the evening.” 
“Yes, and quite clearly this has left an impression on you. Now I feel as if I truly understand the type of man that fascinates you.” Lady Lynch held herself even taller than usual, radiating a sense of victory and triumph. 
Rosalie took a deep breath, unsure of whether to point out her aunt’s ridiculousness, or to let her have her moment. “Just what type of man is that, then?” She did not know if it was wise to play to her aunt’s odd ways, but she was still curious to hear just what the woman was thinking. 
“Why, you like men of mystery, of course.” Her aunt patted her arm almost consolingly, as though this were some sickness she was bearing up with. “You hold a candle for Mr Farrell because he has a dark past which he refuses to speak of and which you hope to unravel. And now, Lord Wareham has captivated you by being the only man to show some reserve tonight, when talking with you. Oh, dear Rosalie, I do not envy your situation. If only your stipulations for an ideal man could be as shallow as his eye colour and face.” 
Rosalie could feel her body tensing as her aunt spoke. She was surprised at the effect the woman’s words had on her, especially when she had just assured herself that her aunt could not possibly know anything of her heart. It bothered her greatly to consider that there might actually be a kernel of truth in her aunt’s words. Perhaps it was the mystery surrounding Mr Farrell that fascinated her most. Similarly, although she would not declare herself as enamoured of Lord Wareham, his own mystique had obviously made an impression on her. She felt as if she should say something to counter her aunt, but no words came to mind. 
“Well, moving our business swiftly onwards, I shall be sure to try and keep myself abreast of Lord Wareham’s movements over the next few days. It will be absolutely no chore, as I am more than usually fond of the young man myself.” 
Rosalie frowned. Was her aunt admitting an attraction of her own to the man, despite their difference in age? Not that it should have mattered, of course. 
Rosalie reminded herself that Lord Wareham was little more than a stranger to her. If she were to have come away with any feelings for any of the men she had spoken with that night, she ought really to have trained them on the men who had been kind enough to pay her attention and who had fought for her interest over the course of the evening. 
Just as she was trying to quash the unusual thoughts that sprang to mind as she considered Lord Wareham, Rosalie found her aunt adding one last barbed remark that made her blush. “So then, now that you have found a new man of mystery to ponder over, are you still in a rush to see Mr Farrell?”
 



CHAPTER 14
Seated in her room, preparing for another day of being paraded about by her aunt, Rosalie found herself staring off in the direction of Lady Jane’s home. As she looked across the square, she bit her bottom lip. She was irritated, and she couldn’t decide who was to blame: her aunt, herself or Lord Wareham. 
Ultimately, Rosalie decided to lay the blame on her aunt. Although she had no proof to bring to bear on the matter, she felt certain that Lady Lynch had tricked her in some way. Simply by having planted the suggestion that Rosalie might have felt some interest in the Marquess of Oakham, her aunt had created a false attraction in her heart. However, even Rosalie’s justifications for her fascination with Lord Wareham did not excuse the fact that she had seemed to form some unreasonable interest in him. This interest was all the more maddening to Rosalie for two reasons: firstly, the fact that the man had done nothing to earn her interest was rather galling. More importantly, however, was the very notion that she had been in some way duped by her aunt, which grated on her acutely.
As she arranged her hair, Rosalie tried to lift her spirits by considering that today’s picnic in Saint James’s Park would give her a chance to rid herself of her interest in Lord Wareham. As she understood it, he was certain to be attending the little afternoon venture, and this would give her ample opportunity to question the man at her leisure. She was quite certain that an hour or two in his company, drawing him out into real conversation, would reveal his mysterious facade to be nothing more than a plain and boring personality hidden behind a handsome face. 
“My dear, I hope you are not going to keep me waiting indefinitely. As thrilled as I am that you are taking great care and concern with your appearance, I am not especially used to being held up.” 
Rosalie smiled at her reflection. She could well take her aunt’s jibes today. Turning to the door, she called down the stairs, “That is because you live alone here, with no one to keep you company. That is why you asked me to come stay with you here, is it not, or should I tell the company we’re meeting that you really brought me to London in a bid to show my mother you are a more competent matchmaker than she is?” 
Rosalie smiled as she heard a definite chuckle from the stairwell. “My, it seems more of my sparkling wit and vivacity has rubbed off on you than I would first have thought. If only your dear mother could hear you talking back to me! Why, I dare say she would not know whether to be appalled or impressed by it all.” 
Rosalie sat a little straighter in her chair. As strange as it was to admit it, she was quite happy to be complimented this way. She had, indeed, grown quite a bit, to her mind. Her decision to stand up to her aunt regarding Mr Farrell had been quite a turning point in her life, as far as she viewed things. 
The shy, retiring girl who had spent two unfruitful seasons in London would never have done such a thing. Just thinking of this gave her a feeling of strength and reminded her, as well, of her promise to call upon that gentleman and his precious daughter when the opportunity arose. 
 
Dressed in a light and airy cream dress, Rosalie rushed down the stairs with a spring in her step. Her aunt did not try to dampen her spirits and seemed actually quite pleased with her niece’s attitude. This, in her view, was all for the ultimate good. If she could cure herself of her unexplained interest with Lord Wareham, keep her aunt in good spirits and secure a time to meet with Mr Farrell, then she would have had a most productive day. 
The carriage was already waiting for Rosalie outside the front door, and she quickly bundled herself inside, intent on getting the day underway in a timely manner. Lady Lynch entered the carriage in a more dignified fashion, shaking her head as she shot her niece a rueful smile. “Ah, to be young. I may have retained all the looks of youth, but I am afraid my bones and joints are already betraying me.” 
Rosalie smirked. She had the distinct feeling her aunt was putting on a show of rheumatism and did not believe, for a moment, that the woman suffered from any stiffness of the muscles. “Are you trying to make me feel even better about myself today, Aunt? Because it is not necessary.”
“Oh,” Lady Lynch took her seat and leaned forward. “Has your new wardrobe inflated your ego so much already?” 
“No. I just do not need to feel superior to anyone else around me is all I mean to say.” 
Her aunt leaned back and tapped the roof of the carriage to signal the driver to begin their journey. “I take it, then, that you are feeling up to the challenge of trying to poach Lord Wareham from the sea of bachelors in the city?” 
“Again, no.” Rosalie was not sure if she enjoyed correcting her aunt so often or not. “I do not intend to poach anyone today. My program will be to speak to the man and see if he has anything useful or interesting to say about himself. Last time we saw him, his so-called ‘mystery’ came only from his unwillingness to offer much of himself in conversation. I am quite certain that, when cornered and forced to give account of himself, I will find him far below my expectations of what I would deem suitable for a husband.” 
“I see.” Lady Lynch’s face, a moment ago so full of humour and enthusiasm, became suddenly serious. “Are you actually hoping that you will be able to find fault with the man? Is this so that you can allow yourself the luxury of keeping your sights set on Mr Farrell?”
Rosalie’s eyes widened, and she immediately sat forward. “I have never claimed to have my sights on Mr Farrell. I have never claimed to have my sights on any man.” 
“Maybe not,” her aunt countered. “Still, if you truly have no desire to throw yourself in the direction of Mr Farrell, why are you so keen not to allow yourself any kind of feeling or interest in Lord Wareham?” 
 Once again, her aunt proved herself of keener mind than Rosalie gave her credit for, and she found herself shifting uncomfortably in her seat as she was scrutinised by that woman’s piercing, blue eyes. When she gave no answer to her aunt’s question, the woman pressed on. “Do you see yourself having some kind of future with Mr Farrell? When you take into account all I have told you of his situation, do you think of yourself as marrying into that ruined name and household?” 
“No, indeed I do not. I told you before I am only interested in extending the olive branch of friendship to that man. I know full well his past and his unfortunate position as a social pariah would make it quite impossible for me to form any kind of attachment to the man.” Rosalie felt her cheeks flush. All her anticipation and good feelings surrounding the upcoming picnic were gone. Instead, a strange lump seemed to catch in her throat. 
Lady Lynch turned her head languidly to the window, staring out at the city as though she had lost all interest in the matter. She took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. “Very well, then. I would have hated to go back on my word and deny you that visit you requested, for fear of your falling into an inadvisable romance.” 
The rest of the journey to the park was spent in silence. When at last they arrived, Rosalie found herself with no stomach for the rolling fields, the herds of cattle roaming the grassland or the small crowd of gentlemen and ladies who had gathered on a nearby hillside and who were waving cheerily at her and Lady Lynch as they walked briskly across the path. Her aunt, of course, was more than capable of holding her emotions in check and waved back at the gathered crowd with a cheerful smile that belied the tense exchange they had had in the carriage. Rosalie followed slightly behind her aunt, suddenly eager to draw as little attention to herself as she could. 
“Miss Curtis, you are looking very well today,” one man complimented her immediately. 
Rosalie knew that she did not look at all well, anymore. She might still be wearing a fetching dress, but her face was anything but pretty at that moment. Her lips were pursed and her brow furrowed in irritation. She had never gained the knack of hiding her emotions from others. 
“You think she looks well?” Lord Wareham, who sat in a most reclined posture on a blanket, turned to the other gentleman with an easy smile on his face. “I would say that with her face bunched up like that, Miss Curtis is suffering from a bout of hay fever. I will, however, concede that she looks very well despite it.” 
The company laughed at the Marquess’s playful joke, and Rosalie tried to offer a slight smile to him as she and her aunt joined the company and sat down. 
 
For a time, Rosalie was forced to entertain, in conversation, those same kinds of shapeless, forgettable men who had made the bulk of Lady Jane’s party of a few evenings previous. There was nothing altogether wrong with these people, but Rosalie found herself rather put off by the attention such men were giving her. It had not been so at the party, but now her mood was one that could not stomach listening to vain men talking about their business endeavours and fortunes in a bid to impress her. As she sat there brooding, nothing could be of less interest to her than the men sitting around her. Still, she had made promises to her aunt, and she had to listen as politely as she could, which meant nodding quietly to everything that was said to her. 
Lord Wareham, once again, seemed to circle on the periphery of conversation. A number of the women in the party had sat near him purposefully, Rosalie assumed. Still, none of these girls seemed able to draw him into conversation. Rosalie was not sure if it was her imagination or something else, but she thought she caught the man looking at her a great deal more than he had done at their previous meeting. However, just as on that previous occasion, he stared at her with an intensity that caused a flush to rise involuntarily to her face. For a while, it seemed as though all the man was going to do was stare pointlessly at her. Then, almost out of the blue, the Marquess stood up, rising so swiftly it drew a stop to all other conversation. 
“I wonder, Miss Curtis, if you would perhaps wish to take a stroll around the park. My legs have gone numb from being sat down so long. If you like, I can test your knowledge of all you have learned of the other gentlemen here. I dare say you know their entire year’s business dealings and transactions down to the last penny, the way they have been wittering on.” A murmur of laughter came up from the ladies, along with a less enthusiastic set of laughs from the other single men. Lord Wareham looked to Lady Lynch at that moment and offered her a refined smile. “I trust, Lady Lynch, that if I promise not to treat Miss Curtis in the same manner I treat you on our outings together, you will not object to my escorting her through the park.” 
Rosalie frowned at the man’s odd choice of phrase and looked to her aunt, who waved a hand as if shooing the man away. “You are awful, Wareham, really.” She laughed and then looked at Rosalie. “I dare say she is in capable hands in your company, so I see no great objection.” 
Lord Wareham walked smartly over to where Rosalie was sitting and offered out a hand. It occurred to her that she had not actually given any affirmation to say she wished to accompany the Marquess on his stroll through the park, but she put out her hand all the same and let him help her to her feet. Lord Wareham extended an arm which Rosalie dutifully took, and he began to escort her away from the picnic blankets and down the footpath.
 



CHAPTER 15
Until they had wandered a good few yards away from the group, the Marquess chose to remain silent, and so Rosalie was forced to content herself with studying his face once more. He was even more handsome now that she saw him up close and in the light of day. His patrician features, the chiselled jaw and high cheekbones, made him look like some noble hero of Greek antiquity. His blonde locks seemed to add to this fanciful image Rosalie was building of him, and it struck her that he could quite easily be Hercules or Adonis reborn. 
“Forgive me if I kidnapped you from the party rather abruptly,” the man said, after they had made some distance from the others. “I feared that without my intervention, you might well have lost your mind listening to those men flaunting their wealth and circumstances.” 
Rosalie found herself smiling for the first time since she had stepped out of her aunt’s carriage. “Honestly, I am indebted to you for saving me as you have.” 
Lord Wareham nodded and continued to steer Rosalie down the footpath. He stared at the horizon with a contemplative look on his brow. When he turned, his eyes seemed to bore into her, and his gaze carried an intensity she had never felt from any other man. “If it is any help, I know how challenging it can be to have yourself paraded around as an object for sale, or to have a hundred and one relatives or interested parties all vying to play cupid, to find you a suitable marriage partner.” 
Rosalie bit her bottom lip and looked back up to the others, noticing that her aunt was watching them as they walked together. The smile the Marquess had earned from her remained on her lips. “Is it really so obvious that this is my purpose in being in the city?” 
Lord Wareham laughed good-naturedly and shook his head. “You have come to London out of season, so not many would guess you are searching for a husband. I might not have guessed it, were it not for the tell-tale signs your aunt and Lady Jane gave off at the party the other evening. It seemed more than coincidental that they were sure to invite only their unmarried male acquaintances to dine and to ensure that all the women were spoken for but the one newcomer to the city.”
Rosalie laughed and shook her head. “I suppose, now that I consider it from that angle, it was perhaps lacking in tactfulness.” She studied the man’s face again, finding more and more that she liked about it. “Does your position as a Marquess help you sniff out desperate individuals such as myself? I hazard you must find a lot of single women trying various arts to win your attention.” 
“Indeed, I do,” he answered. “Still, of all the ways the women of England have tried to capture my heart, I must confess I find your method the most pleasing.” 
Rosalie’s brow knotted in confusion as she glanced at the man. “I was not particularly aware of having done anything to try and capture your heart.” She noticed the slight lift at the corners of his lips. 
“That is precisely what I like about your method. It is quite a fine thing to find myself in the company of a lady confident enough in her own self that she will not try to put on special airs or false personalities in order to impress me.” His compliment felt most gratifying to Rosalie, and she found herself looking away from him to hide that irksome reddening on her cheek that she could only assume was becoming more notable by the second.
“In all honesty, I think I am guilty of having tried to deceive you.” She looked down at her fine walking gown, running her hand along the fabric. “My aunt has been most efficient in providing all the right aids with which to help me garner a gentleman’s attention. These clothes were all tailored to her design. I am sure that if you saw me in the sort of clothes I might normally wear, you would find me very unnoticeable and unremarkable. With this in mind, it is perhaps not quite true to say I have done nothing to try and garner your interest.” 
“I don’t know about that. Clothes are not the making of a woman, and it is important to look underneath.” 
Rosalie’s blush grew even more intense as she tried to decipher how she should interpret Lord Wareham’s bold words. “I shall assume you are referring to my personality and not something more inappropriate.” What was she saying? Rosalie had never before spoken so daringly to any man. The feeling brought up a thrill inside her that she had not felt before. 
The Marquess grinned back at her, his own face seemingly undisturbed by the turn their conversation had taken. He seemed to take it in his stride, and Rosalie felt goose bumps rise on her skin as he made a show of perusing her form appraisingly. “I most certainly was referring to inner beauty, though I am not averse to admiring physical beauty when I see it.” 
Rosalie tried to resist biting her bottom lip or to be seen to be taking in too deep a breath at his implied compliment. He certainly had a way with words, and she found it almost unbelievable that she was the subject of his admiration. Almost reflexively, she tried to find some excuse or reasoning for the man’s attention to her. “I am sure I am quite plain,” she said. “I am just fortunate that at present there are no other unmarried ladies to whom I can be compared.” 
Lord Wareham raised an eyebrow, the smile on his face becoming more benevolent. He stopped and turned about, directing Rosalie’s gaze back to the hillside. “If you look at the company we have been enjoying these last hours, I count five other women I might use to draw a comparison with you. I do not see how the wedding bands on their fingers should deter me from recognising their beauty when I see it. Mrs Finch, who sits near Lady Jane, is most fair; a beauty of elegance and swan-like refinement with that long neck of hers. Mrs Combes possesses a most healthy glow to her and round saucer eyes that seem to look out with wonder on the world.” 
Rosalie was interested to see the attentiveness Lord Wareham paid to the individual charms of all the women in their company. At the same time though, it left her feeling somewhat jealous. “And with such beauties surrounding you and vying for your company, just how do I compare? Is my one redeeming feature the lack of a wedding band on my finger?” 
Lord Wareham steered Rosalie about and continued to walk. “You must forgive me, Miss Curtis, but I think it is better to leave you in suspense on that matter for now.” 
“Why ever so?” Rosalie tried to keep her tone light-hearted, but she was honestly a little disappointed to not receive an answer from the man. 
The Marquess flashed her a smile that was both captivating and teasing. “Obviously, it is so I can keep you in suspense and have something I can use as leverage to persuade you to meet with me again the day after tomorrow.”
Rosalie laughed and looked at him in mock horror. “Bribery! To think a man of your standing in society would stoop to such nefarious means to secure an audience with me. I should be appalled.” 
“Maybe you should,” he agreed, the smile not leaving his lips as he ran his free hand through his blonde hair. “Still, I am hoping you will, in fact, be flattered that I would go to such great lengths to ensure I have the opportunity to see you again.” 
Rosalie could see just why the other women in their party seemed to compete for this man’s company. Aside from the fact that he did not seem to put any energy into boorishly boasting of his life’s achievements and honours, Lord Wareham certainly knew how to charm a woman’s ear. “Perhaps I am a little flattered, though maybe more confused than anything else. We barely spoke on our first encounter.” 
“I did not wish to overwhelm you when you had other men vying for your attention and company. More crucially, I wished to get a measure of you.” He was surprisingly frank. 
Rosalie unconsciously found her body drifting closer to his side as they walked, their voices now reduced to a conspiratorial kind of whisper. “May I know just what you learned of me, on that first meeting, or are you going to hold back that information, as well, to bribe me with in the future?” 
Lord Wareham laughed and stroked his chin, making a show of debating the issue. “I suppose I should be kind and grant you this little trifle.” His gaze became more serious as he locked eyes with her once more. “I wished to see what kind of unmarried woman you were. In my experience, there are only two kinds of single women in London. The first is the desperate sort. These are women for whom finding a husband is their only priority and interest, women who will throw themselves at the first passable-looking man who shows them any form of regard.” 
“I hope you have not found me to be in that category,” Rosalie said. 
“Certainly not. While I can easily gather that you have been brought to London to search out a husband, it is quite clear that you are unwilling to compromise your own ideals or desires in order to achieve a quick and easy marriage.” The man took a deep breath. “Such behaviour makes you something of a rarity among the women who travel to London, and I cannot help but wish to know you better.” 
“You have a talent for answering questions, Lord Wareham,” Rosalie replied. “Somehow you manage to turn your every answer into a most pleasing compliment. I can see now why so many of the married women here seem eager to abandon their husband’s side for the opportunity to talk to you instead.” 
“Perhaps,” Wareham replied. “I hope, however, that you do not think I give such compliments lightly.” 
Rosalie pursed her lips at that remark and failed to answer. As she looked ahead of her, something caught her eyes and caused her to stiffen. She did not know if the Marquess had noticed it, but she had to assume he had. His gaze followed hers to a nearby herd of grazing cows. A milkmaid was sitting on a stool, milking one of the herd and giving a mug of the warm liquid to a young girl with bright blonde hair. The girl and her darker-haired father were unmistakable to Rosalie, and she found herself suddenly unsure what she should do. A sensation of guilt threatened to overcome her, along with a powerful wish not to be seen on Lord Wareham’s arm by the gentleman and his daughter. 
Wareham’s eyes naturally followed Rosalie’s to the pair standing by the cows. He took a sharp intake of breath and squeezed her arm in a manner that Rosalie assumed was meant to be reassuring. “Perhaps it would be best if we turned about and re-joined the party.” He spoke in a low tone but quickly corrected himself, as a reassuring smile forced its way to his lips. “I do not think it would be wise to keep you to myself for too long. Your aunt is a formidable woman, and I would not wish to trespass on her good side by abusing the privilege of walking you about the park.” 
Rosalie bit her lip and turned her head away from the unmistakable form of Mr Farrell and Abigail. She felt like some night-time thief scuttling about, trying to remain unseen. Still, she did not wish for Mr Farrell to see her with the Marquess, and an equally strong part of her did not wish Lord Wareham to learn of her association with Mr Farrell. She did not answer him verbally, but wheeled about and allowed herself be led quietly back down the path. As they walked silently, she concentrated on not turning back towards Mr Farrell. 
Silence reigned between the two as they made their way back towards their merry group of picnickers. Before they were close enough to be spied by Lady Lynch and the rest of the group, however, Lord Wareham once again drew Rosalie to a stop. Daringly, he took her hands in his as he turned his whole body to face her. His emerald-green eyes gazed into hers enquiringly, seeming to search out the answer to a question he had not even asked yet. “Before we return to the party, I must ask if you would permit me to call on you the day after tomorrow, as I requested. I promise to give you a full account of all your attractive qualities should you agree to see me. I can also promise a pleasant adventure through London’s most exciting districts, places I am sure your aunt would not think to take you in search of a husband.”
Rosalie had been quite distracted by her confused feelings after sighting Mr Farrell. Still, the Marquess cut through her ruminations like a knife through an envelope. All of a sudden, she became completely entranced by the sensation of the handsome man’s fingers entwined with hers, his eyes boring into hers as though she were the sole object of interest in the world to him. “I would be honoured. I shall ask my aunt as soon as we return to the party.” 
Wareham laughed. “No need to rush. I shall speak to her myself, before you depart. In such matters, it is better manners for the suitor to ask permission of the relatives.” 
“Are you my suitor, now?” Rosalie asked, a girlish smile spreading across her face as she easily returned to her innocent flirtation with the man. 
“Well, that is entirely up to you, Miss Curtis.” Lord Wareham certainly was daring. Their first walk out together, on only their second meeting, and Rosalie felt as if she was somehow the man’s entire world. It was an intoxicating feeling, and she revelled in it. Her earlier determination to find fault with the man, in order to disappoint her aunt, had vanished. Rosalie had not even noticed the moment when her desire to distance herself from the Marquess had disappeared. 
 
On returning to Grosvenor Square, Rosalie noticed the look of amusement on her aunt’s face. Lady Lynch had been unusually silent on the journey home, not making any mention of Lord Wareham or revealing what had passed between herself and the man when he had cornered her for a private word as the party had begun to disperse. Rosalie knew exactly why her aunt was holding back. She wanted to force Rosalie to make a confession, to admit that she had taken a true and genuine interest in the man, just as her aunt had predicted she would. As they walked up to the drawing room and the lady’s servants hurried to make tea, Rosalie gave in to her aunt’s wishes. There was no sense in prolonging her agony, especially when her aunt had won the right to crow the moment Rosalie had accepted Lord Wareham’s invitation in the park.
“I am going to assume that Lord Wareham asked your permission to escort me around the city the day after tomorrow?” Rosalie tried to keep her voice even and casual, not wishing to suggest there was anything special or noteworthy about the matter. 
“Yes, he did indeed.” Lady Lynch took her seat and settled down. She seemed to take an inordinate amount of time adjusting her position in the chair and fluffing a cushion, obviously stalling for time to increase Rosalie’s anticipation. 
“So, did you give him permission?” Rosalie knew she was sounding impatient but no longer cared. She could not play her aunt’s games, so reasoned she may as well give up trying. 
“I told the man I was quite heartbroken that he would wish to undertake such a pleasant day out without also begging me to join him. I demanded to know, at once, if my age was finally catching up with me and if my beauty no longer captured his heart, as it had in the past.” Lady Lynch wore a cat-like smile on her lips, and Rosalie found it impossible to tell whether the woman was speaking truthfully or just playing further games with her. 
“Did you really say such shameful things, Aunt?” 
“Of course, I did.” Lady Lynch answered defensively, actually frowning at her niece, as if insulted. “These are not the Dark Ages. I may have no inclination to find a gentleman to replace my dear late husband, but that does not mean I do not appreciate the occasional compliment thrown my way. Lord Wareham has always been quite liberal in providing such flattering remarks, and I am quite loath to think I might see you robbing me of such attention.” 
Rosalie found herself slightly unsettled to think of her aunt flirting so blatantly with a man half her age and an object of interest for her niece. She tried not to get sucked into her aunt’s odd behaviour and pressed to the only part of the conversation that mattered. “But did you agree to let me step out with him?” 
“Well of course I did,” Lady Lynch said at last. “Once Wareham assured me that his fascination with you is born out of the striking resemblance you bear to me in my youth, I was convinced to accede to his wishes. Still, I hope for your sake that his words had no real truth to them. Otherwise, you must be sure to keep him well away from your sister Grace as she is the very essence of me in my youth.” 
Rosalie pursed her lips, feeling as if she was being toyed with by her aunt at every turn. Now the woman was actually trying to arouse her to jealousy. “I am sure your forcing him to compliment you made him say something he did not mean... I would not be so proud of earning such praise through coercion.”
Tea was brought in, and Lady Lynch gratefully took her cup from the servant, not seeming at all moved by her niece’s criticism of her. “You really must not be so mired in your own sense of piety. It doesn’t suit this new century. Lord Wareham has a good reputation, but he is quite open and generous in his praise of others. I have always found his flirtations quite charming, actually. He does wonders in building the confidence of others who might otherwise be lacking in self-esteem.” 
Rosalie frowned to hear this. Of course, she was quite aware that the man enjoyed a good rapport with other women, from studying his exchanges with them in their last two encounters. Even so, such innocent flirtations as he might give other women were one slight black mark against his name. It was quite unfair. She had gone out that day to find a blemish on Lord Wareham’s character which she could use as an excuse to cast thoughts of him from her mind. As things had transpired, she had found her blemish on his character but also found much that she liked in the man. She liked his daring personality, the way she herself felt impulsive and a little reckless in his presence. 
Almost out of nowhere, Rosalie suddenly leaned forward and looked at her aunt with conviction in her eyes. “As my next meeting with Lord Wareham is not until the day after tomorrow, I would like to make my call on Mr Farrell and his daughter tomorrow.” 
Lady Lynch blinked, and she seemed to deflate slightly at her niece’s words. “Really? I had hoped your time with Lord Wareham would have cured you of your interest in that man.” She took a somewhat agitated sip of her tea and shrugged her shoulders. “Seeing as nothing seems to cure you of your fascination with Mr Farrell, I will allow it. To be clear though, I am only doing this for my own peace of mind. I am quite tired of that man creeping into our conversations. I can only hope your next meeting with Lord Wareham will help banish your lingering regard for that erstwhile gentleman.
 



CHAPTER 16 
A sense of trepidation overtook Rosalie as she walked down Harley Street, looking for the correct address for Mr Farrell’s home. Although she was very insistent on following through on her promise to the man and his daughter, Rosalie found herself dragging her feet as she left her aunt’s home. She had made excuses to delay her leaving all through the morning, and after she had stepped out of the door, she had reminded herself several times that there was a good chance Mr Farrell would not be at home. It confused her that she both wanted to see him and didn’t, simultaneously. Her feelings towards the man were even more ambiguous and confusing than those she held for Lord Wareham. Indeed, her fascination with that other gentleman had only served to further muddy the waters of her emotions, leaving her wishing that she lived in a world where she had met one or other of the gentlemen and not both. 
After she had rung the bell beside the large black door to Mr Farrell’s property, Rosalie stepped back and looked up to the windows. She half hoped to find no signs of occupancy from within. However, within a moment, a small head crowned with a tangle of golden curls was pressed to the glass and the figure started to bang on the glass excitedly. Rosalie smiled up at Abigail. It was not a contrived or false smile. The girl’s innocence and vivacity would always earn a true smile from Rosalie. Still, the realisation that Mr Farrell was at home and that she would now have the opportunity to speak to him alone and uninterrupted had her nervous. 
She had expected a servant to open the door to her, but instead, it was Mr Farrell himself who answered the call. He blinked twice at the sight of her. He looked out onto the street, his eyes sweeping down both sides. Rosalie knew what he was doing. With his tattered reputation, he was making sure that no one of note saw her standing in his doorway. This cloak and dagger response was somewhat depressing to see, and Rosalie took no joy in being seemingly smuggled into the man’s home. 
“Miss Curtis, you came!” 
As Rosalie crossed the threshold and Mr Farrell closed the door, she found herself assaulted by young Abigail, who threw herself recklessly into Rosalie’s arms. “I promised you I would call, did I not?” 
“You did.” Abigail clutched at Rosalie’s right hand and immediately began to pull on her arm. Clearly, the young girl already had an itinerary planned for her. 
Rosalie looked to Mr Farrell, uncertain if she should resist the young girl’s pull or not. It felt wrong for her to indulge Abigail’s whims and pay Mr Farrell no heed at all. As ever though, the man was the epitome of a doting father and just smiled encouragingly at Rosalie. 
“I believe my daughter is going to give you a very thorough and informed tour of the house. Please only go as far as you are willing to go with her. I will tell the servant to make some tea in the meantime.” 
 
Rosalie was led on an uneven and strangely paced tour of Mr Farrell’s home. Though she was essentially following Abigail in order to indulge the young girl, Rosalie found herself quite fascinated to take this intimate peek into the life of the mysterious Mr Farrell. As she looked at the bookshelves and the works of art that lined the walls, Rosalie could not help but feel each artefact was some clue as to the man’s true character. The bookshelves were lined predominantly with books on medicine and the human anatomy, most likely relics of Mr Farrell’s father. There were a few works of fiction on display, but the rest of the books all seemed to be related to history and geography. A good few books seemed to involve the Americas, and Rosalie remembered that this was where Mr Farrell had made the bulk of his fortune. 
In the drawing-room, a beautiful pianoforte sat in a far corner, and Abigail was quick to show off her skills at playing. She was somewhat clumsy with her fingers and could only manage slower, simpler tunes. Still, for only seven years old, she had some talent, and it was likely she would be quite accomplished by the time she matured into adulthood. Rosalie sat next to the eager child as she played, offering encouraging smiles every time Abigail’s eyes drifted to her. It was quite obvious that the girl was hoping for praise, and Rosalie was more than happy to boost the young girl’s ego. 
Still, as Abigail muddled through her repertoire of memorised pieces, Rosalie could not help but let her eyes wander away to take in the rest of the room. One thing caught her eye in particular, as she scanned the space: a small portrait that hung inconspicuously in the corner. The subject of the painting was a woman with blonde curling hair quite similar to Abigail’s, but with brown eyes instead of the child’s green. The eyes of the subject seemed to stare out from the canvas, watching the child as she played. The resemblance between the woman in the small portrait and Abigail was striking indeed, and Rosalie was left with a distinct feeling that she was looking at none other than Abigail’s mother, the mysterious serving girl whom Mr Farrell had married and who was rumoured to have died shortly after delivering Abigail into the world. It was not a particularly brilliant work of art. There was something amateurish about the portrait, and Rosalie wondered if perhaps Mr Farrell himself had been the artist responsible. 
Rosalie was so struck by the image she quite failed to notice that Abigail had stopped playing. Her mind was filled once more with mounting curiosity about the truth regarding Mr Farrell’s scandalous falling out with Lady Hargrave and her family. Her aunt had hinted that Mr Farrell’s relations with a servant had been emotionless and base in nature, but the presence of this crude portrait seemed to suggest some definite feeling on the part of the gentleman. Rosalie could not imagine Mr Farrell taking the time to have the woman painted, nor displaying her image in his home if he had cared nothing for her.
“Miss Curtis, did you like my playing?” Abigail pulled on Rosalie’s dress, trying desperately to win back her visitor’s attention. 
“Yes, it was very good,” Rosalie answered somewhat failing to mask her distraction. “Tell me, Abigail, who is the woman in that picture there?” 
Abigail turned her head to look at the picture and shrugged her shoulders straight away. “I don’t know. Stay here. I am going to find some of the stories I like to write, and you must see my own paintings too.” 
Rosalie was disappointed that the child had not shown even the slightest hint of interest in the portrait. It must have been a by-product of her youthful exuberance, but Rosalie wondered how the young girl had not looked at that picture before and not noted the similarities that lay there. 
As Abigail shot out of the room in search of more things to show her guest, Rosalie stood from the piano stool and walked over to the picture. She stared at it closely, taking in all the aspects of the woman’s face, wishing she could fathom out her story from the brush strokes. All that sprang to her notice, though, was the brown eyes of the woman. 
“From days past, when I tried to foster some creative talent in myself. It is not a very good piece, but it was one of the best things I was able to produce.” 
Rosalie jumped as the voice of Mr Farrell reached her ears. She put a hand on her chest as she tried to recover from the shock. She was not easily startled, but she felt as though she had been caught rifling through the man’s private letters. She felt a definite significance in the portrait, and she shifted uncertainly on her feet as she looked at the gentleman. “I am sorry. I was quite curious about the picture. It seemed so different from the others.” Rosalie did not dare to share her suspicions surrounding the woman in the painting. She knew Mr Farrell guarded his past and his previous marriage jealously, and she did not wish to incur his anger by wading into the hidden recesses of his past where she was not permitted to venture. 
As he moved to Rosalie’s side, the man ran a hand through his short dark hair. Standing close to him like this, Rosalie tried not to let herself draw comparisons between Mr Farrell’s appearance and that of Lord Wareham. Weighing the two men against each other was an ugly and slippery slope she wished to steer well clear of. 
“That woman was a servant in our home. Her family had been staff to my family going back two generations, and we grew up together almost as siblings. It was quite an adjustment when our childhoods were put behind us and she became a servant to me. I asked her to sit for that portrait in the days when I was trying to impress Lady Hargrave. I had hoped to become more proficient before I attempted to paint Georgiana.” 
Rosalie could detect a hint of disappointment in the man’s voice, and it was immediately apparent to her that the man had been left deeply scared by the loss of the lady he had been courting. She felt sorry for him, even though the rumours she had heard suggested he deserved the punishment meted out to him. Her eyes glanced back to the servant in the portrait, her own mind painting a picture of Mr Farrell’s past from his words. 
Could it be that growing up with this servant had lead Mr Farrell to harbour a certain regard for the girl? Perhaps the lines between servant and master had been blurred and a terrible mistake had been made in one moment of weakness. Certainly, if the woman was a long and trusted member of the household staff, it explained how he was able to conduct his affair without his father being aware of it. Rosalie tried to master her speculations, however. She had already privately criticised her aunt for following blindly with popular rumour and speculation regarding this gentleman. She could not let herself become drawn into inventing a past for the man, although it was hard not to do so when Mr Farrell offered so little of his background except for snippets here and there. Strangely, revelations such as he had just given made her feel both closer and more distant from him. It was as if he was permitting her to glance into his soul but through a fogged lens. 
Before she had a chance to pursue more information regarding the woman in the portrait, Mr Farrell cut off the topic. “So, tell me, how did you enjoy your time in the park yesterday?” 
To have the focus of the conversation turn so sharply to matters Rosalie had hoped could be kept secret came as a shock to her. If nothing else, it made her appreciate Mr Farrell’s wish for privacy regarding his past. Her eyes glanced down at her feet, and she tried to rush out an answer. “It was a very pleasant day. It was one of my aunt’s planned excursions to parade me before the single men of the city like a cut of meat at Smithfield.” 
Mr Farrell frowned as he stepped away from her and took a seat. “I am surprised to hear that. You seemed quite happy on the Marquess of Oakham’s arm when I spied you.”
To have the tables turned and to be suddenly the focus of Mr Farrell’s inquisition was most uncomfortable for Rosalie. She followed him to a chair and took a seat opposite him. The single servant on the property silently brought in tea, which Mr Farrell took to pouring himself. 
“It was more pleasant than I had anticipated, I will admit. Lord Wareham was very good in helping to extricate me from the group of young men who were plying me with information on their business ventures and family fortunes.” Rosalie hoped this admission would pass off her acquaintance with Lord Wareham as a trivial thing. For some reason, in Mr Farrell’s company, she was quite eager not to suggest her feelings for the Marquess to be any greater than those she might feel for any other new friend. Why was that? 
Mr Farrell handed her a cup of tea and leaned back in his chair, his face contorted into a slight frown. “Lord Wareham is very much a man favoured by women. Some men have begrudgingly called it a singular gift that he has. If you have been fortunate enough to have garnered his interest, then I would say you are having a successful time in your search for a husband.” Despite the words seeming innocuous enough, Mr Farrell’s tone suggested a note of frustration, exactly what Rosalie had been seeking to avoid. However, there was also something else there she had noticed. 
“You must be quite well acquainted with the man to have recognised him from the distance we stood from you.” 
Nodding, before taking a sip of his tea, Mr Farrell replied, “Yes. I was lucky enough to be acquainted with the man before the birth of my daughter.” To his credit, Mr Farrell did not seem disparaging of the man himself. “Lord Wareham was a frequent caller at my home when I was busy setting up my business in the Americas. While there are many to who I am indebted for my thriving enterprise, Lord Wareham and his father, the Duke of Oakham, were instrumental in helping me make good connections with some prominent American families.” 
“I had no idea. Lord Wareham never mentioned it.” Rosalie had never considered the two men might be acquainted. Really though, it should not have come as so great a surprise. London was a large city, but its upper echelons seemed tightly knit as a community. It stood to good reason that Mr Farrell should be aware of the Marquess and vice-versa. 
“I do not see why he would choose to bring it up walking you around the park on a beautiful sunny day. Bringing me into the conversation at such a time would seem quite bizarre, to my mind at least.” He was trying to be humorous, but it didn’t really succeed in lightening the mood. 
Rosalie let out a sigh. This conversation could not have been more awkward, and she wondered once again if she should have stayed home and not come out at all. At that moment, Abigail burst back into the room. Rosalie looked at the girl with a measure of relief. The irrepressible child brought the piano stool over to Rosalie’s side and at once began to show her sketches she had drawn and stories she had written. Mr Farrell’s face seemed to settle to a gentle smile again, and the awkwardness surrounding the discussion of Lord Wareham and of the mysterious portrait was momentarily dispelled. Rosalie focused her attention on the child, enjoying praising her creativity. She told the child about her youngest sister, Claire, and Abigail seemed thrilled to hear that she had traits in common with Rosalie’s family. She even asked if Rosalie would consider bringing her sisters up to London, so that she could meet them as well. 
After a good hour of watching Rosalie entertaining his daughter, Mr Farrell stood from his chair. He had been watching them both quietly for a time, only speaking when his daughter asked him a specific question. Rosalie felt a little saddened to see him so standoffish, and she fully expected this to be her last visit to the family. He seemed quite uncomfortable with her presence in his home, and she did not wish to continue her acquaintance with him if her friendship was unlooked for. Even as she thought this, though, she did not like to think that Mr Farrell had so little regard for her. 
“Perhaps you should clear your stories and drawings away. Go and do some more in the other room; I would like to talk to Miss Curtis for a little while, before she has to leave.” Mr Farrell ruffled his daughter’s hair as he pushed her back, hurrying her along.
“You will say goodbye before you leave, won’t you, Miss Curtis?” 
“Of course I will,” Rosalie promised with a smile. 
“And you will be sure to visit us again soon, so I can write more stories for you to read?” Abigail stood in the doorway swinging on the handle as she looked hopefully to Rosalie, her green eyes sparkling. 
Mr Farrell laughed and shook his head. “Stop trying to manipulate our guest to make promises she may not be able to keep. Go on now.” 
Abigail pouted and slipped out the room, forgetting to close the door behind her.
Left alone with Mr Farrell once again, Rosalie felt a sense of nervousness run through her at the prospect of returning to the earlier matter of Lord Wareham. Her eyes glanced uncertainly to Mr Farrell, a slight relief passing through her as she noticed the soft smile that remained on his face even after his daughter had left the room. 
“I am sorry for sending Abigail away, but I have to return to the matters we were speaking of earlier.” He sighed and then bowed his head. “I am sorry if I seemed at all petulant when we talked of Lord Wareham. I will admit your kindness to me and my daughter, since your arrival in London, has been most welcome. It has been a long while since anyone has wished to associate themselves with me. It has been a source of new joy and hope for me, and I fear I am guilty of coveting your company. Lord Wareham, though perhaps being somewhat over-familiar with a host of women, is an honourable man. If you have found yourself enamoured of him, I should be happy for you both.” He took a deep breath and looked to Rosalie somewhat forlornly. “Essentially, I just wish to apologise if I was unreasonable with you before. It was wrong of me, and I hope it will not colour your overall opinion of me, Miss Curtis.” 
Rosalie stood from her seat and drew up to his side, putting a hand on his shoulder. She was not smiling; she could not quite manage to smile yet. “You are a good man, Mr Farrell. I do not blame you if you were insulted by my snubbing you in Saint James’s Park. It was wrong of me to try and avoid you. I cannot fully explain it, but it was not from any shame at being associated with you. It was...” She paused, trying to find her words. “It is a complicated thing.” 
Mr Farrell nodded. “For what it is worth, I appreciate that knowing me, choosing to be even a friend to me, is a difficult thing. I very much appreciate the effort you are showing. It is honestly a gift above and beyond any kindness we might have given to you.” His eyes did not have the same intensity as Lord Wareham’s. His brown eyes were warmer, yet slightly sad. “I would say this one thing to you, Miss Curtis. As much as I enjoy your company and visits, do not throw away your chance of finding a suitable husband for yourself. I do not know what Lord Wareham would think if he knew you were visiting me here. Should I even ask if your aunt knows of your being here?” 
Rosalie nodded. “I promised you I would make her aware of my intentions... Although I will admit I had to make several promises in order to secure the meeting. My aunt knows just how to manipulate situations to her own benefit.” 
“Well, Lady Lynch is a most formidable woman.” Mr Farrell sighed. “You will always find a warm welcome here, but please do not feel obliged to continue visiting... I would caution you as well against making promises to Abigail. I am sure you mean to honour your word, whenever you say you will come back to visit her, but I do not wish to see her disappointed if one day you are unable to visit us anymore.” 
Rosalie had a lump in her throat and nodded. “I understand, although I certainly hope to return here soon.” 
 



CHAPTER 17 
The next day, just as she was preparing for her excursion with Lord Wareham, it struck Rosalie that she must now be a true lady of London. That she had gone from one day to the next in the company of two separate men suggested to her that she was finally living the dream in search of which so many young women came to London. And yet, despite seemingly having gained the attention of both Lord Wareham and Mr Farrell, she found herself feeling guilty and confused, rather than elated and proud. If her mother were with her, Rosalie knew she would be told to put her qualms and worries behind her. Mrs Curtis would counsel that it was perfectly permissible for a young single lady to garner the admiration of multiple suitors. Indeed, at this early stage in her acquaintance with Lord Wareham, it was bordering on foolishness to believe that she was doing him an injury by having met with Mr Farrell the day before. She felt even further exonerated when she reflected that she had no official intentions towards Mr Farrell. Still, a feeling of uneasiness remained. She had a knot of guilt in her stomach, and it seemed to tighten every time she thought about the two men.
The planned meeting with the Marquess was to be entirely different to her stolen visit with Mr Farrell the previous day. Lady Lynch was most insistent that her niece put on her best face and dress for the occasion. As she put it, “Your walk with the Marquess will be noted by many. He is a highly recognisable man, on account of his handsome features. Moreover, he is desired by all the women in the city, not to mention a few fathers who look to make him their son-in-law one day. By walking out with Lord Wareham, publicly, on the streets, you are making a declaration of intent, and it will be important for you to walk proud, tall and beautiful.”
Rosalie had frowned at this. “Just who am I making this spectacle for? I thought the very reason for my being in London over the summer was that there was no competition to be had from the other ladies. For whom, then, am I peacocking, aside from Lord Wareham himself, of course?”
Lady Lynch laughed and shook her head. It was the kind of derogatory laugh the woman always gave whenever Rosalie said something that might be considered foolish or quaint. “My dear child, I am not dressing you up to compete with other women. I am doing it so that you may gain the attention of even more men. Young gentlemen of business will be looking as you step out together, and it is more than likely that a few will be interested to know the name of the comely girl who has caught Lord Wareham’s interest.”
“So, instead of hoping I might capture Lord Wareham’s heart, you intend to simply widen the net of interested parties for me, by means of this walk?”
Lady Lynch’s smile disappeared from her face, the humour she found in her niece’s confusion suddenly gone. “You know, that is a somewhat hurtful thing to say to me after living so long under my roof. I am given to wonder if you believe I have a heart at all. I had thought it obvious that I would wish to see you united and happy with the Marquess. All I am seeking to do here is to proceed with a little caution. You know the man to be a charmer with the ladies, and his title and fortune mean that he can have almost any woman he chooses. With that in mind, I am only looking to create opportunities for you should Lord Wareham’s regard for you turn out to be less than we would have hoped. Are such precautions really a crime?”
Rosalie shook her head. There was no use in arguing with her aunt, and it was clear that, in her own way, Lady Lynch felt she was helping. Even so, Rosalie was not best pleased, and she only gave in to her aunt’s wishes in order to satisfy her own desire to look as fine as possible for Lord Wareham. If other gentlemen should happen to look her way, that would be no concern of hers.
For the meeting with the Marquess, Lady Lynch had picked out a duck-egg-blue dress for her niece. It was more of a morning gown than a promenade dress. However, with the heat being what it was, it was far better to be in a light and airy gown than to be sweating and chafing under multiple layers of petticoats.
Lady Lynch also asserted that the dress brought out more of Rosalie’s own natural beauty, declaring that anything more extravagant might put her in danger of seeming insecure in her own body. “You do not want the Marquess to feel you are trying over eagerly to garner his good opinion. Often times, the best way to secure a man’s interest is to show relatively little consideration as to how he might view you.”
“You mean it is to prevent my seeming too eager or pressing on the matters of courtship. An understandable consideration.”
Lady Lynch nodded as she began to fuss over Rosalie’s hair. “Yes, you certainly do not want to seem desperate to make yourself a bride. More importantly, however, it will encourage the Marquess to believe that he must do more to earn your hand. Nothing dulls a gentleman’s interest so quickly as a woman dressed and made up to her finest form. Once they have seen that visage a scant few times, they are liable to lose interest in a courtship. For many men, it is the courtship and uncertainty of the chase that is the most pleasing aspect of romance, and they will grow bored once they believe they have sampled all you have to offer. One must always tantalise and spur the questing gentleman onward in his hunt, never letting him see or know all there is to know of you until after you have forced him to stand at the church altar.” 
Rosalie frowned as she listened to her aunt. “Was your own courtship with Lord Lynch made in so calculated a manner?” she asked.
Lady Lynch seemed to freeze in place for a moment. When she recovered, her voice was noticeably quieter. “Of course it was,” she admitted. “That does not mean to say, though, that our relationship was any less meaningful as a result. I was very much in love with my husband. That I used various sensible steps to garner his devotion to me does not cheapen what we had together.”
Rosalie blushed a little and turned to face her aunt. “I am sorry if I insulted you. I didn’t mean to suggest that there was anything at all wrong with the way in which you courted your husband.”
“Save for the fact that you would not choose such a path yourself.” Lady Lynch obviously felt a keen sting from Rosalie’s words and seemed suddenly to withdraw herself from the situation. She stopped fussing over Rosalie’s hair, even though it was clear she was not finished. She reminded Rosalie very much of how Grace used to be when she was a young girl, always pouting and falling into a tantrum if someone said something she did not like. Rather than attempting to apologise further for her poorly chosen words, Rosalie chose to remain quiet, deciding it would be far better to effect a reconciliation after her meeting with the Marquess. Hopefully, her aunt would be in a more agreeable mood then and likely to have forgotten the words spoken here.
 
When the hour of her meeting with Lord Wareham finally came, Rosalie made a short and perfunctory farewell to her aunt, who had settled in the drawing room with a cup of tea and a book. It was somewhat of a relief to her when Lady Lynch offered her best wishes for the meeting. The woman’s voice still carried a note of hurt, but it was clear she was still interested and invested in her niece’s future and wanted to see her do well.
Rosalie had agreed to meet Lord Wareham at the corner of Grosvenor Square nearest to Hyde Park. It was also the corner furthest from Mr Farrell’s residence, and Rosalie could not help feeling she had selected the spot subconsciously, so as to put as much distance between that man and the Marquess as possible. Indeed, when she thought about what direction their walk should take, she knew in her mind that she wanted to step in any direction that would lead them away from the door of Mr Farrell and Abigail.
Unlike the gentleman who had helped her on her first full day in London, Lord Wareham did not arrive early at their agreed meeting point. In point of fact, he arrived at precisely the time they had agreed upon. In some respects, this was a disappointment to Rosalie, and she had to work hard not to draw a comparison between Lord Wareham’s actions and those of Mr Farrell. She reminded herself that the Marquess was likely far more pressed for time than Mr Farrell and, in all likelihood, had to have attended to several matters of business prior to his coming out to meet her.
 
One thing which Rosalie could easily admire about Lord Wareham was his impeccable dress. Though he always seemed to be clad in the most fashionable and form-fitting clothes, she liked to believe that he had put some special effort into his attire just for her benefit. His good looks and his exquisite suit made him stand out easily from the crowd, and Rosalie spied him approaching even when he was still some distance away. 
“My Lord, may I just say you are looking very well indeed, today.” Rosalie let her eyes wander approvingly over him, drinking in the rich, blue hues of his short-tailed jacket and waistcoat.
Lord Wareham smiled, flashing his brilliant white teeth as he did so. “May I extend the same compliment to you, Miss Curtis? It seems we must have a similar eye for fashion for we have inadvertently dressed to match.”
Rosalie looked down at her own pale-blue dress and blushed ever so slightly as she realised their colours matched. It would have been the easiest thing in the world to claim credit for the happy accident at that moment, but it was not in her nature to lie. “I am afraid my aunt must take the credit for this coincidence, if, indeed, it can be called such. It was she who picked out the dress, and I can imagine she already knows your favourite colours.”
Wareham laughed and put out his arm for Rosalie to take. “Lady Lynch is a most observant woman, hence the reason many in London’s upper strata feel the need to keep her in their inner circle. She can be invaluable when it comes to seeking out the particular weaknesses, foibles or sordid secrets of a person. Still, I am impressed that you would own up to the trick so readily.” He grinned at her then, that same cheeky and playful smile that both enthralled her and set her wonderfully on edge. “I can only assume that you are not really keen to ensnare me as a future husband, then, since you are so eager to brush away my attempts to compliment you. A pity.”
Rosalie found herself once again flustered by the direct manner in which the Marquess spoke. He seemed quite happy to openly acknowledge that they were stepping out with each other with a view to romance. Lord Wareham’s manner was bold and had a curious ability to bring Rosalie out of her usual shell. Her lips widened into an amused smile at his words. “I would not be so melodramatic, sir,” she chided in a playful manner that mirrored his. “As I have been given to understand, from my own observances as well as the confessions of my aunt, you are more than capable of stealing the heart of any young woman in the city. I can hardly believe that the opinion of one insignificant girl from the country can really mean so much to you.”
Lord Wareham was quiet for a moment and his smile, while still evident, seemed somewhat strained as he thought through his answer. “Perhaps I am more interested in the opinions of this so-called ‘insignificant girl’ simply because she speaks so honestly. Garnering the good opinion of other women, whose fathers harangue them day and night to speak with me, is hardly fulfilling.”
Rosalie found this verbal sparring between them quite enjoyable, and her reply was made with an amused smile on her lips. “Well, sir, when it comes to my father, I am harangued to throw myself at any and all gentlemen who might show me even the slightest modicum of interest. If he were overseeing my stay here in London, he would likely have ordered me to grovel on my knees to any of the young men I met at that first party at Lady Jane’s residence. He would have had me beg any one of them to take me as a bride, there and then.”
Lord Wareham laughed again, the sound a pleasant, percussive lilt on the summer air. “I see. And if you do not mind my being inquisitive, which of the men present on that evening would you have abased yourself before?”
Rosalie chuckled. “I cannot be certain, but I can inform you that you would not have been my first choice.”
Lord Wareham’s mouth opened wide, as he made an exaggerated show of shock. “My goodness, what a deplorable thing to say to a gentleman who has taken the time to escort you around the city! May I ask just why you are so certain that you would not have picked me?”
“Well, you have already complimented me for not pandering to your ego. I just naturally assumed that saying anything that might be deemed a slight offence to your pride would be well received. Is it not working?” She asked teasingly. “Would you prefer I come over all doe-eyed and declare that I could not possibly have chosen any other man but you from that assemblage?” Rosalie gave the Marquess an almost triumphant look at having won the war of teasing words they were playing.
Lord Wareham dropped the pretence of being shocked, then, and it seemed to Rosalie that his body drew slightly closer to hers as they walked. “No, I must confess I find myself quite enchanted by your acerbic wit. But please, do treat me gently. I feel my constitution can only take so much teasing in a single outing, and we have but barely begun our walk together.”
 
Rosalie found herself relaxing ever further into Lord Wareham’s company as they walked together. With his easy manner and open and engaging personality, it was very easy for her to shake off her qualms and the reserve she normally held when dealing with any new acquaintances. He seemed to have perfected the art of complimenting a lady without seeming either disingenuous or desperate for her good opinion. He had none of that awkward reserve and distance which Mr Farrell so often displayed, and Rosalie was forced to admit that her time in Wareham’s company was far easier to enjoy. That the man had no deeply held secrets or rumours hanging over him allowed Rosalie to enjoy his company without any sense of guilt or fear. At least, that was almost the case.
As had happened at the picnic, and again at Lady Jane’s dinner party, Rosalie found herself noticing, from time to time, the way in which the Marquess spoke with other members of her sex. Over the course of their walk, they would chance upon couples known to him and always it appeared to her that Wareham’s attention was trained on the women they chanced upon and not the husbands who accompanied them. There was nothing particularly harmful in the way Lord Wareham addressed these other women. If he appeared at all overfamiliar towards these women, it was not noticed by their husbands. It forced Rosalie to wonder if her own liking for the man had perhaps made her somewhat possessive and inclined to look unfavourably upon any kind of well-meaning compliments or words he might trade with others of her sex. Besides, even though he might have complimented the women they happened upon on their travels, Lord Wareham’s attention was always quickly turned back to Rosalie herself.
The pair walked along the banks of the Thames, lingering on a bridge as they watched the river slowly flowing out towards the sea. They silently took in the pretty sights of the many vessels that plied the waters, holding hands silently as they admired the view. Wareham then took her to many of his favourite haunts in the city, places of far less refinement than the teahouses her aunt so often frequented. These were proper London taverns, the kinds of places where the everyday labourers, dockworkers and their ilk would spend their evenings, after a hard day’s work. Rosalie suspected that any other lady might take offence at being led to such mean and low establishments. Still, she appreciated Wareham’s decision. It suggested a lack of pretension to his character and a willingness to look beyond his own social station; to see himself as an equal to all mankind. It further reassured Rosalie that the Marquess did not, and would not, in any way look down on her for being of a meaner class than he. At both of the inns where they stopped, Rosalie was pleased to discover that Lord Wareham was a well-known and respected figure. The proprietors of both establishments seemed to offer him private corners away from the common rabble, but Lord Wareham dismissed these offers, unwilling to take favours merely for having been born into privilege.
 
After a long day of walking about the city, talking intimately and at length on a number of topics, Rosalie found herself brought back to her aunt’s door. She almost failed to notice their location, and it was only when the Marquess came to an abrupt stop, and nodded towards the entrance, that she even realised that they had returned to Grosvenor Square.
“Can I take it from your surprised expression that you have lost track of time in my company?” Lord Wareham joked.
Rosalie blushed to be so found out. In all likelihood, he was simply teasing her. However, there was a ring of truth to his words, and Rosalie could not help but feel embarrassed. “Ordinarily, I would try to find some witty retort to offset that ego of yours. As it is, I will own up to not having realised that we had returned to Grosvenor Square.” She pursed her lips as she tried to discern the correct path forward. “Please, will you consider coming in for a cup of tea? My aunt will be sure to quiz me on all that has happened today, should I return alone. I must confess I am not quite up to that challenge.”
Lord Wareham laughed and looked up towards the window. Already Lady Lynch’s form could be seen there, the woman looking down on them both with a smile. “As much as I would dearly love to be your knight in shining armour in this matter, I feel I can be of no assistance. I have several urgent matters I must tend to this evening.” There was a look of disappointment on his face, one which Rosalie felt mirrored her own.
She tried to rally herself and put on a brave smile. “That is perfectly understandable, and I’m sure I shall be able to bear up to my aunt’s interrogation one way or the other.”
Lord Wareham ran a hand through his sandy blonde hair and let slip a wistful sigh as he gazed into Rosalie’s eyes. He seemed deep in some private and difficult contemplation. “No doubt, your aunt wishes to know if you are succeeding in capturing my heart.” He stepped forward and took Rosalie’s hands in his. For a brief moment, she just looked at his fingers delicately caressing her knuckles. “Well, I think it might be too hasty a step to declare my undying love at our third meeting. Still, perhaps I can go so far as to ask you now if you would like to make these outings together a frequent occurrence.”
Rosalie’s eyes widened in surprise. Although she had indeed felt Lord Wareham to have shown interest in her over the course of the afternoon, she had thought his light-hearted teasing simply an act of kindness or part of his more general manner towards all women. That he was now asking her to consider further meetings suggested something far more serious, even if the manner of his delivery was still that of a roguish jester.
“You are quite serious?” she asked hesitantly. “I know we have joked and teased each other all afternoon, but I pray that you do not make jests on this issue.” 
Lord Wareham smiled reassuringly and leaned in just a little closer, so that, for a brief moment, Rosalie thought he was going to kiss her. When he did not do so, she found herself disappointed. “I can assure you my attention to you has not been paid idly. Although I will own to having teased you a little today, I do genuinely enjoy your wit and vivacity. You are so unlike the other girls of the city. Rest assured, I am serious when I ask you to consider making these outings a regular part of your week’s activities.”
Rosalie felt a strong desire to look up to the second-floor window to see if Lady Lynch was still there watching. Despite her strong regard for the Marquess, she felt that she needed guidance on how to answer him. A part of her felt just the slightest twinge of hesitation, wondering if perhaps accepting Lord Wareham’s invitation would make her seem too keen or eager for his attention. Despite the enjoyable day she had spent in his company, she found herself second-guessing the depth of her regard for him. She knew instinctively that this wavering of her mind came from her feelings for that other gentleman, the one she was not permitted to think of. Still, her aunt was not there to help her, and she had to give the man an answer.
“Very well,” was all she was able to say. She stared down at her feet and blushed. She knew that she had taken too long in her answer and tried to think of some way to pass off her hesitation, so as not to cause offence. “I mean, I am sure my aunt has plenty of other eligible and fine young men for me to turn my attention towards, but I dare say she will permit me to dally in your company some more in the future.” She hoped her attempt at a joke would not seem untoward.
“Oh, it is quite all right,” the Marquess smiled. Something in his stiff manner suggested that he was all too aware that there was something more to Rosalie’s hesitation than a desire to make sport of him. “Your aunt knows my address. If you do feel you would like to walk the city with me again, you have but to call on my home. That is, of course, if you can work to fit me in around your visits to Mr Farrell.”
Rosalie’s eyes widened, and she felt her whole body stiffen, as though she were turning to stone before him. She couldn’t even begin to sum up the powers of speech necessary to ask how the Marquess had heard of her association with Mr Farrell. More than that, Lord Wareham’s words had the suggestion of a threat that actually sent a chill down her spine.
As Rosalie tried to avert her eyes from the Marquess, Lord Wareham’s hand reached out, cupping her cheek and forcing her to face him directly. “You do not have to explain. The man has his charms, and, despite the reputation that dogs him, he has the ability to act the part of a true gentleman when needed.”
Rosalie bit her bottom lip. Despite Lord Wareham holding her in place, she forcibly resisted. She turned away from him and fled up the steps to the house. “You must forgive me,” she said at the last. She could feel her cheeks burning with embarrassment. She could not leave the man at her doorstep, not without answering his original question first. “If you truly wish to take me out into the city again, perhaps we could do so the day after tomorrow?”
Lord Wareham continued to wear a calm, easy expression, appearing to think nothing at all of her association with Mr Farrell, or the panic she showed at being found out. “I look forward to it,” he said.
Rosalie nodded and tried to force a smile. “I look forward to it, too,” she replied. Despite her earlier admission of not wishing to return to the house and facing her aunt, Rosalie seemed suddenly very keen to be away.
 



CHAPTER 18
As soon as Rosalie was in the house and had closed fast the door behind her, she shook off all pretences of calm and ran up to the second floor to find her aunt. Lady Lynch was clearly surprised to see her niece charging along the corridor at such speed and wore an awkward, confused smile. “Well, my goodness. I know Lord Wareham has a certain way of infiltrating the minds of young women, but I did not think that you would be so eager to recount your adventures with him today. Am I being too optimistic in hoping that he has already asked you the all-important question?”
Rosalie drew to a halt by her aunt’s side, taking a few deep breaths as she tried to calm her mind. “Of course he didn’t ask me to marry him. Do you really think he would jump to such a life-changing decision on only our third meeting?”
Lady Lynch shrugged her shoulders casually. “Truthfully, from the way you came running inside, I had to assume it was something important. I simply chose to err on the side of optimism. Is there anything so wrong with that?”
Rosalie had no time for her aunt’s antics and cut straight to the heart of the matter. “Lord Wareham is aware that I have been meeting with Mr Farrell. Just how is that possible? Did you… Did you give him any hint on the matter?” 
Rosalie’s words seemed to have an impact on her aunt, and the amused smile on Lady Lynch’s lips instantly disappeared. “Of course I said nothing to him on the matter. What on earth would either of us gain from his knowledge of your association with that man?”
“Then just how would he have come to know of my meeting with Mr Farrell? Is this city really so driven by gossip that one’s every move is noted and bandied about like a penny in a market?”
Lady Lynch moved to Rosalie’s side and put her arm around her. She rubbed her niece’s shoulders sympathetically and began to steer her in the direction of the drawing room. “It seems you are finally starting to understand what it means to live in London. Particularly at this time of year, with so many away in their country estates, people search for any sliver of gossip they can find. It is somewhat inevitable that you were noticed visiting that man. Who knows, perhaps your friend Mr Farrell even let the matter slip himself.”
Rosalie let out a groan of frustration. It was bad enough that the Marquess knew of Mr Farrell and her association with him. She did not need her troubles added to by having her aunt, once again, looking to condemn the gentlemen out of hand. “You are so quick to judge Mr Farrell? Just what could he gain by letting others know of our friendship? The last time I saw him, he even encouraged me to call on him less, in order that I might help my chances of finding a suitor. Just why would he now choose to act against his own words?”
Lady Lynch visibly pouted. It was obvious from the silence that she had no rebuttal to her niece. In spite of her desire to demonise Mr Farrell, her aunt obviously knew when to back down. Rosalie would not allow her aunt to cast suspicion on him without first presenting suitable proof.
After a moment’s pause, the lady set upon a different train of thought, bringing the conversation back to Lord Wareham himself. “Returning to the more important issue at hand, did the Marquess make any kind of suggestion that your acquaintance with Mr Farrell was objectionable to him? From the way you both appeared, when I spied you from the window, you looked to be in good spirits.”
Rosalie pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes for a brief second. As she opened them again, she looked uncertainly at her aunt. “I do not know what to tell you. Lord Wareham obviously knew of my acquaintance with Mr Farrell before he met me this morning and chose not to mention it until the very end of our day together.”
Lady Lynch nodded, her eyes narrowing and her expression seeming to show some signs of comprehension. “It is more than likely that the Marquess deliberately waited until the end of your meeting, in order for you to enjoy your time together as fully as possible, without there being awkwardness created between you.”
Rosalie’s brow creased into a frown, not understanding her aunt’s logic. “But why would he choose to do such a thing? If my acquaintance with Mr Farrell truly bothered him, then surely he would have wanted to address the matter at once.”
“Perhaps that might have been his course of action if the two of you were long-time acquaintances and very much in love. This was only a third meeting, remember? It would be unreasonable of him to raise objections to your circle of acquaintances after so short a period of knowing you.” Lady Lynch seemed to have recovered her usual demeanour of certainty and poise, and Rosalie had to accept that her aunt had likely fathomed out the situation better than she ever could have. Still, there was one thing which still confused her.
“If Lord Wareham was determined not to appear at all controlling or possessive of me, why would he then choose to bring up the matter of Mr Farrell at all? He must have known full well that I could have taken no pleasure in it, so I can only conclude his words were calculated simply to tease or else cause me undue distress.”
Seeming to have worked out the riddle Lord Wareham had set, Lady Lynch was suddenly a picture of calm and relaxation. She did not even bother to answer her niece straight away. As they had now come into the drawing room, she took a moment to sit down and make herself comfortable. She even turned her attention to one of the servants and ordered tea to be sent up to them. Only when she was fully comfortable did she continue. 
“If I understand the situation correctly, the Marquess had a pleasing day in your company. Certainly, he seemed in high spirits when I caught sight of you both. Perhaps it was never his intention to divulge to you that he knew of your acquaintance with Mr Farrell.”
“So then why would he so suddenly blurt out the revelation like that?” Rosalie asked, her voice cracking with frustration at her inability to follow her aunt’s logic.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Lady Lynch chuckled to herself and seemed to hold off the explanation purposefully in order to enjoy her niece’s confusion for a few moments longer. “If my guess is correct, and they usually are, I would assume Lord Wareham has found himself developing a deeper liking for you on this outing than he anticipated. Perhaps as he came to realise his feelings for you, he could not help but bring up the matter of Mr Farrell. Most likely he is simply growing jealous.”
Rosalie found herself blushing at the thought that Lord Wareham’s outburst had come from an unchecked desire for her. Although the portents of his words were still very grave, she felt a curious sense of satisfaction and pride at the thought of being the object of Wareham’s desire. She worked hard to dispel that feeling, however, so that she might concentrate more fully on the issue at hand. “You believe that he is encouraging me to rid myself of my association with Mr Farrell.”
 
Lady Lynch shrugged. She seemed to be losing interest in the matter now that she had come to her conclusions. “Do not underestimate the simple role male jealousy is likely to play in this. However, Wareham has more justification to warn you off Mr Farrell than he would any other man. It would not do his reputation any good if his intended bride-to-be were in close acquaintance with Mr Farrell. A lot of people would raise objections.”
Rosalie nodded meekly, biting her bottom lip as she tried to think through all the implications of this. “So, you believe Lord Wareham spoke only out of jealousy? You don’t think his words had any more dire meaning?”
Lady Lynch raised an eyebrow and leaned forward in her chair, giving Rosalie a concerned look. “My dear, the situation could be considered quite dire indeed. It is highly unlikely that the Marquess himself saw you with Mr Farrell. It is far more likely that he heard of it from some third party. That alone implies my entire circle of friends is also aware of your dealings with the gentleman.”
Rosalie had been so caught up in her concern for Lord Wareham’s opinion she had not even considered how others would view her friendship with Mr Farrell. Hearing this gave her fresh pause. She needed to consider not only herself and her reputation. She also needed to consider the effect this would have on her aunt’s social standing. “Will your friends make trouble for you on this matter?” Rosalie asked, hardly wanting to know the answer.
“I have been a mainstay of London society for many years now,” Lady Lynch answered, somewhat imperiously. “You might even call me a gatekeeper to London’s elite circles. I am more than confident that no one will bring me to task for your having made one bad connection during your time here.” She paused then, her eyes narrowing as though in warning. “That being said, I will warn you, now, that I will not be divulging all I know of your business with that fellow to my friends. I fully intend to exonerate myself by declaring I have no knowledge of your having met the gentleman, and I fully expect you to co-operate in this matter with me. Is that understood?” 
Rosalie had come to know various shades of her aunt’s personality in the short time she had been with her, but this aspect was by far the most intimidating. It was clear that Lady Lynch coveted the social status she held in London above almost everything else and she was not going to let anything or anyone tarnish what she had built for herself, not even her niece.
“I understand, Aunt Lynch.” Rosalie looked down to the floor, unable to look her aunt squarely in the face. It came as a relief to her when the drawing-room door was suddenly opened and a servant entered carrying a silver tray with teapot and cups. Rosalie took these few moments to reconsider her position. Her stay in London was entirely dependent on Lady Lynch’s continued charity. She could easily imagine herself being sent back home to Bradford-on-Avon if she proved herself too great a liability or an embarrassment to her aunt. This knowledge, coupled with Mr Farrell’s warnings of what might befall her should she insist on continuing her association with him, contributed to her reconsideration of her position. Lord Wareham was not only a nobleman but a man possessed of wit and intrigue. She was quite enamoured of him and felt no desire to deny this truth. Although far too prudent to declare herself in love, she was quite willing to accept that Lord Wareham represented the first real chance of a happy and fruitful marriage. There could be no such happiness with Mr Farrell, and there was little she could do to change that. Were she to choose Mr Farrell, it could threaten her entire family’s future, and her first responsibility was to them. A marriage to the Marquess would open many doors and opportunities for her sisters. When she considered this responsibility to her sisters, alongside her own liking for the Marquess, there was only one thing to be done.
As soon as the servant had finished pouring the tea and left the two women alone to their conversation, Rosalie took a deep breath. She held the handle of her porcelain cup tightly as she spoke. “I promise you, Aunt, it has never been my intention to hurt your reputation in any way. I cannot say I will ever fully approve of Mr Farrell having to continually suffer at the hands of those you call friends, but I am sensible that you can do little about this and that I really do know far less of the situation than I would like.”
Lady Lynch had been stirring her tea and looking down into her cup as she listened to her niece. “Does this mean that you are finally going to follow my advice? Am I to understand that you are going to put an end to your furtive meetings with Mr Farrell, now you see the dangers that association poses for you?”
Rosalie hesitated for a moment, with a lump in her throat; a lump that threatened her ability to speak clearly. She took a tentative sip of her tea, then spoke in a voice that didn’t seem her own. “Yes, Aunt Lynch. That is what I mean to say. After today, I will never call on Mr Farrell again. But, with your permission, I would like to write to the man and his daughter one last time.” Her aunt opened her mouth as if to speak, but Rosalie denied her aunt the chance of making any objection by quickly continuing. “I know you would prefer it, by far, if I were to simply cease any contact with him immediately, and give no reason or explanation to him. But, Aunt, please remember that he did me a great kindness on my first day in the city. Regardless of his past, he has treated me with nothing but consideration and kindness. Surely you can agree that, in this instance, I should be able to extend him the common courtesy of a proper goodbye?”
Lady Lynch made a strange, rumbling sound as if struggling to cough or suppress a cry of annoyance. She did not seem at all happy with this one request. Even so, she could hardly refuse, when it meant extorting a promise from her niece never to have contact with Mr Farrell again. 
 “Very well, Rosalie. I will grant you this one last foolish indulgence, after which I expect to hear no more of Mr Farrell or his daughter. I trust that after this, we can set ourselves wholly to the task of expanding on the pleasing progress you have made with the Marquess. Believe me, girl, if you should be so fortunate as to secure his heart, I am certain that you will thank me, one day, for what I am making you do here.”
Perhaps her aunt was right. Rosalie had already accepted that she had a strong liking for Lord Wareham. Should she be so fortunate as to have her budding feelings accepted and returned, it was more than conceivable that she could grow to accept the importance of forgoing her friendship with Mr Farrell. However, in the present moment, the lump in her throat remained, and Rosalie felt sick at the thought that she may have betrayed Mr Farrell and Abigail with her decision.
 
For the remainder of that day, Rosalie was given total privacy and the rare use of Lady Lynch’s office in which to write her final message to Mr Farrell.
It was not an easy letter to write, and Rosalie found herself laying down her quill more than once and rolling half-finished drafts into paper balls in her irritation. Try as she might, she could not find the right words to say that would justify her actions and give her peace of mind and confidence that she was doing the right thing. Equally important was her desire to stress to Mr Farrell that this decision had not been made lightly. She wanted him to know that she still held him in high regard, and, were it not for the circumstances set against them, she would never consider passing up on the opportunity of deepening their friendship. No matter how she tried, the words never seemed to come quite to her satisfaction. 
One draft, in particular, was worse than the rest. She had been quite unguarded while writing, and the words and sentiments poured out on the page surprised her as she read them back. 
“It seems monstrously unfair that the short time we have spent together has been coloured so greatly by how others view you. I must confess that the deeds of your past have played greatly on my mind over these last weeks, and I wish that you might have trusted me with the truth of the matter, or at least your account of the events in question. I desire so greatly to think as well of you as I did when you and your daughter first came to my rescue in Hyde Park. You were a knight in shining armour to me, and your deeds and actions forbid me from ever thinking you capable of the crimes others have laid at your door. Nothing could have prepared me for my aunt’s reaction when she saw me in your company that first day. Although girlish and naïve of me, up to that moment, a part of me was enraptured by your kindness and attention. I remember thinking, even then, that I would be extremely lucky to marry any man of your quality...”
It was at that point that Rosalie threw down her quill and was forced to rise from her chair and walk away from the desk. What she was saying, what she was confessing, was close to a declaration of love. She could not allow herself to write of such feelings for Mr Farrell, not when she had the attention and interest of a Marquess. As she stared at her own words, Rosalie told herself she was perfectly happy with Lord Wareham’s affection. She had always prided herself on being a woman of sense, and nothing was more sensible than an advantageous marriage to a duke’s son. So why, she asked herself, knowing all these truths, did she still find it so difficult to write the letter? 
The answer was simple: a part of her heart had grown too fond of Peter Farrell.



CHAPTER 19
Over the next three days, it became clear to Rosalie that her aunt had entered a new phase of operations. As long as a romance with Lord Wareham remained a distinct possibility, all outings that could be cancelled without causing offence were cancelled so that Rosalie could devote more of her time to the Marquess. During those engagements that could not be avoided, Rosalie was instructed to distance herself from the young men in their company, unless of course, Lord Wareham should be present. In this eventuality, she was to stick to his side as faithfully as his own shadow. Rosalie found no hardship in obeying either of these orders. Her regard for Lord Wareham had continued to grow over the past few days, and she certainly had no interest in any of the other men who tried to solicit her company.
For the first time since coming to London as her aunt’s pet project, Rosalie found herself quite content to obey the edicts of her Aunt Lynch, since they married so nicely with her own perceived wants and desires.
On the matter of Mr Farrell, it seemed that all in Lady Lynch’s circle were nothing but keen to ignore the matter. No one made reference to it in conversation, either to Lady Lynch or to Rosalie, and it seemed as though the whole issue was being treated as some unfortunate accident to be politely forgotten.
What saved Rosalie, in the matter, was her ignorance when it came to the city and its people. Folk accepted that she could not have been expected to know of Mr Farrell’s nefarious past, and she was, therefore, able to earn herself a pardon for having fallen into his company. Rosalie knew she should be content with how matters had turned out. However, it was the very lack of conversation or acknowledgement of her dealings with Mr Farrell that left her feeling uneasy. The attempts by her aunt, by her friends, and even by Lord Wareham to ignore the issue simply brought the matter into sharper relief for her.
Beyond the matter of Mr Farrell, there was one other issue that marred Rosalie’s time with Lord Wareham. It was an issue she had noticed during her first few meetings with him and which she was disappointed to see continually displayed during her more recent encounters with the man.
 
Sitting in the corner of a crowded room, with Aunt Lynch at her side, Rosalie drew in a sharp breath and tried not to give any indication that her sights were trained on the other end of the hall, where Lord Wareham was in conversation with the wife of one of his many friends. Despite the pretty young bride hanging on to her husband’s arm, dutifully, Rosalie noted the way she seemed devoted to Wareham, taking in his every word, laughing at his every joke as if it were the funniest ever told. Rosalie could not deny that Wareham was captivating in his speech. She could even accept that it was not unreasonable for the woman to enjoy his conversation and banter. Nevertheless, something about the scene bothered her. Too often had she been forced to watch women, both married and unmarried, fawn on him. 
Feeling a weight suddenly pressing on her arm, Rosalie was forced out of her contemplation and looked to her aunt, who now lent conspiratorially into her. “You do not seem best pleased, right now. I would have thought this party would see you at your most content, what with Lord Wareham being in attendance.”
Rosalie turned her eyes to Wareham again, her face twisting into a frown as the woman he spoke to once again burst into laughter and playfully extended a hand to lightly shove the Marquess. The woman seemed more than happy to behave in an over-familiar manner with him, and neither Wareham nor the woman’s own husband seemed to bat an eyelid.
“I have been thinking about something you said,” Rosalie replied, after a moment’s reflection. “When we met with the Marquess for the second time, during that picnic, you implied that you were quite fond of him and mentioned that he always seemed to pay you pleasing compliments.”
Lady Lynch looked across the room to Lord Wareham. Rosalie thought she detected a certain wistfulness on her aunt’s face as she looked at him. “Oh yes. Lord Wareham is certainly a charmer. His silver tongue alone could enrapture almost any woman. Couple that with his handsome looks and title, and he really is the ultimate threat.” Lady Lynch let out a sigh, and Rosalie wondered if, in some measure, she too had been brought under the Marquess’s spell.
“I do not know if I like that part of him,” Rosalie admitted. She had to summon up her courage when she spoke, fearing her aunt would scold her if she displayed signs of dissatisfaction when it came to Lord Wareham.
“Is that so?” As so often happened in their conversations, Lady Lynch’s voice suddenly and inexplicably took on an amused tone. It was as though she could anticipate the entire dialogue between them and knew in advance all that Rosalie would say. Perhaps she did. Lady Lynch sat a little straighter, using an air of business-like solemnity to full effect. “If I were to make a calculated guess, I imagine it is the fact that right now his silver tongue is being enjoyed by another woman that has you so riled.”
Rosalie hated her aunt’s ability to read her so well, and she almost wished to deny the fact. However, listening to the laughter of the married woman Wareham was indulging set every one of Rosalie’s nerves on edge. Jealousy and uneasiness threatened to overtake her. “Perhaps I would not mind if it were not for the fact that this seems so frequent an occurrence. At almost every social venue, or even when we walk out together, we seem to run across some couple Lord Wareham knows, and always I find him paying pretty compliments to the lady as she, in turn, seems to forget her husband and flirt with him, as though she were still a single woman. It seems to be the way of every woman in the city.”
Lady Lynch nodded. She put her hand over her niece’s and patted it reassuringly. “My dear, on this matter you must learn simply to develop a thicker skin. Lord Wareham is an extremely confident man and easy with his compliments to others. At worst, they amount to nothing more than innocent little flirtations. He would not risk his name and reputation by engaging with any of these women. Indeed, it is likely the very fact that these women are married that allows him to feel safe and secure in offering his compliments and taking notice of them. Likely he feels safer in their company, knowing that they will not misconstrue his compliments as something more.”
Rosalie swallowed. In many respects, her aunt was right. Nearly all the women she had observed Wareham behaving so daringly toward were either married or already engaged. In all important respects, such flirtations could very easily be seen as harmless as they could go nowhere and were so often conducted in public and in plain sight of the ladies’ husbands. As she thought uncomfortably on this, Lady Lynch chose to continue dispensing her advice.
“I know that in the country people like to cling to the rigid moral code laid down by preachers in the pulpit, but things are different here in the city. We are living in the nineteenth century, for heaven’s sake, not the Dark Ages. People are far more tolerant when it comes to expressing their feelings for one another than they once were. If you think Lord Wareham’s behaviour shocking, simply trading a few innocent compliments here and there, you would likely fall into a faint if I told you of the legendary gossip surrounding some other members of the peerage.”
Rosalie understood that her aunt was trying to put Lord Wareham’s actions into perspective. When considered next to the crimes of passion of which Mr Farrell was said to be guilty, Wareham’s over-friendly banter with other women could scarcely be considered more than a trifle and not worth her indignant reaction. 
“You know, if it will help you to feel any better, you should consider that you are the first young woman in whom Wareham has shown enough interest to openly court. I can guarantee that any jealousy you feel towards these women is felt doubly by those same ladies. More than a few of them only settled on their husbands after begrudgingly letting go of their feelings for the Marquess, and they likely all resent your success. Surely you can put aside your qualms when you think of that.”
Rosalie could not deny that there was a certain pleasure to be had in believing herself superior to these other women in Lord Wareham’s mind. It was not enough, though, to lessen the sting of seeing him continually seeking the attention of these other women.
“Of course, you could always set your mind at ease by rising to the challenge of preventing Lord Wareham’s attention from drifting elsewhere. After all, you can’t expect him to stand alone in the corner of the room and not seek company. Neither is it right that he should forever be the one to instigate conversation with you. Why don’t you just go over there and bring the man’s attention back to you?” It was as much an order as it was a question, and Rosalie recognised the truth of her aunt’s words. Though she was enamoured of Lord Wareham, and believed him to share the same regard, it was unreasonable to expect him to put all the effort into their supposed courtship.
Rosalie did not answer her aunt verbally but stood up and walked across the floor, trying to avoid making eye contact with the other single men who patrolled the room like sharks, and who still seemed to hold to the idea of stealing her interest. 
Lord Wareham, it appeared, was aware of her presence in the room and excused himself from the couple he spoke with when he noticed Rosalie walking toward him. As he did so, the young woman he had been entertaining pouted and shot Rosalie a jealous look.
Rosalie gave a somewhat perfunctory smile as she drew beside the Marquess, unable to hide the slight annoyance which lingered in her expression. She gave him a polite nod and took a deep breath. “You seem to be very much enjoying yourself this evening, sir.” Her tone was almost accusatory. “It seems that no matter where in this city you go, there is always some woman or another who knows you and desires your ear.”
There was an edge to Rosalie’s voice. She didn’t mean there to be, but she was unable to hide it. Lord Wareham could not have failed to noticed her annoyance, but he seemed undeterred by it and gave her his usual, radiant smile. “My, my! Is it possible, Miss Curtis, that you have some objection to the company I keep?”
Rosalie was silent for a moment, unsure as to whether to be honest with Wareham or not. It was just possible that the truth might harm their budding courtship. But, on consideration, that seemed an acceptable price to pay when looking to ensure she would find the right sort of husband. Even marriage to a Marquess could prove intolerable if his attentions and desires were always focused elsewhere. “I have been taking in all that you have said to me, and all that you do, but I cannot help but notice the extra attention you appear to give to the other women of your acquaintance.” Possibly, for the first time in her knowing the Marquess, Lord Wareham seemed to falter. He glanced back at the woman he had been conversing with, Rosalie’s words taking on greater weight when it was immediately noticeable that the lady was still staring forlornly in his direction.
 “Surely, Miss Curtis, you do not believe that I have any kind of design on women such as her?” he blustered. “If I am in any way over complimentary or too familiar, it is only the product of my general nature and nothing you should fear. I can assure you that I refrain from engaging the single ladies in the city in such conversation. I feel more at ease among the married ladies. With them, there is no way in which my manners can be misconstrued, nor read as anything more than simple banter and friendliness.”
Rosalie took a moment to digest his words. His answers were very much like the views expressed by her aunt. The fact that all the women he spoke to so intimately were married seemed, at least in his view, to excuse him entirely. Perhaps it was simply the culture of the city, the morality of London being that much more relaxed and tolerant of dubious behaviours and excesses. It seemed that the only true crime among the social elite was in causing offence to those of a higher social station than oneself. This seemed to be the true crime of which Mr Farrell had been pronounced guilty. Even if he had fathered his daughter out of wedlock, Rosalie wondered if he would have been so maligned if it were not for the fact that his actions had hurt Lady Georgiana and earned him the ire of her influential father.
Lord Wareham spoke again, interrupting Rosalie’s thoughts, when she failed to give him a direct answer. The way he leaned in towards her now brought her attention fully back to him and was enough to dispel the thoughts of Mr Farrell which had momentarily taken over her mind. “I can see this is an issue that bothers you, and it was certainly not my intention to appear fickle in my attention towards you, particularly when I know you have done so much to distance yourself from the other men of the city for my benefit.” While he had not specifically mentioned Mr Farrell by name, Rosalie felt that he was definitely alluding to him.
“I am glad you understand my position,” she answered diplomatically.
 “I do, Miss Curtis, and I think your honest words do you great credit. Although I had never noticed it, I can see how you could have misconstrued my manners and actions. It pains me to think that I have caused offence or left you in doubt of my affection and high regard for you. Although unorthodox, perhaps it is time for me to make clear to you, and to the world, my intentions in a way that no one could mistake.”
Rosalie’s eyes widened in shock as the meaning of Lord Wareham’s words became clear. In the presence of the whole assembly, and with several ladies looking on in envy, Lord Wareham stepped back from Rosalie and bent down on one knee before her. Rosalie gave a panicked look toward her aunt. Lady Lynch appeared just as surprised as Rosalie by this sudden turn of events but was far quicker and more accomplished in recovering her faculties. She nodded encouragement to Rosalie, her eyes seeming to prompt her niece to focus her attention on the Marquess.
Of course, it was not just Rosalie and her aunt who were caught off-guard by the unfolding events. The entire room had been brought to a standstill, and everyone fell silent as they watched expectantly. The men wore knowing smiles, while the expressions on the ladies’ faces seemed to vary greatly, some appearing disappointed, others angry, and still more simply confused by the Marquess’s sudden and unexpected move.
In many respects, the sight of Lord Wareham on bended knee did more to unsettle Rosalie than provide those feelings of happiness or joy she really ought to have experienced at such a moment. Wareham took his time, looking around the room before speaking, as if checking that the entire audience was ready for him. “Miss Curtis, over the last few weeks you have enchanted me with your keenness of mind, your singular beauty and your unspoiled goodness. You are a marvel and a wonder to me. Although we have only known each other for a short time, I feel I must obtain an answer to my desires before some other man should threaten my happiness and steal your heart. With that in mind, would you consent to make me the happiest man in London, nay the whole country, and agree to be my wife?”
These were words Rosalie knew she should have longed to hear. For weeks now, she had put herself to the task of winning Lord Wareham’s heart and knew that she desired his affection. Yet, being asked so suddenly, and in front of so many people, to marry him was enough to banish the feelings she held. Instead, all she could focus on were the eyes of the others watching her, their expectant glances variously positive and resentful. Something about the proposal being made so publically bothered her greatly, and she found herself completely unable to enjoy the moment.
The silence in the room held as both Lord Wareham and the assembled crowd looked to Rosalie for an answer. The more she focused on the eyes of the spectators, the more she struggled to answer the question. Her face was growing hot and flushed, and she bit her lip as she tried to summon the words to say. Unprepared as she was, there was no hope of her saying anything so eloquent as Lord Wareham, although, in all likelihood, she would be forgiven for keeping her answer simple. Rosalie closed her eyes and took a series of deep breaths. The Marquess’s proposal had come earlier than she could have ever anticipated and was being offered in a way which she truly did not care for. Even so, the important thing was that she had secured a proposal from the one man in London her family had permitted her to like.
Rosalie’s eyes were closed, yet she felt someone reach for her hand and caress her skin tenderly. It was a most intimate touch and one which brought her fully back to her senses. She opened her eyes to look down at the Marquess. He looked up at her with hope in his eyes and a smile on his face. As always, his confidence triumphed, although Rosalie thought she noticed a slight quivering as he held her hand in his.
 “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Rosalie!” Lady Lynch broke the hush in the room. “I am sure you are trying to savour this moment, but please, do not leave us in suspense!”
The crowd erupted into a somewhat forced chuckle as all the onlookers tried to fill the void Rosalie had created through her silence. She knew Aunt Lynch was working to buy her time, making her delay appear not at all suspicious. She could, however, wait no longer. She forced a smile, trying to put all the spectators from her mind, and focused only on Lord Wareham himself.
 “Of course I will marry you.” She spoke in a deliberate and slow manner, her voice quiet enough that some of the gathered spectators could not be quite sure if she had spoken. The Marquess had heard it, however, and immediately rose to his feet, wrapping his arms around Rosalie in an embrace before lifting her off the floor and spinning her around. This action took her completely off guard, and she let out a squeal. What happened next somehow seemed to make the whole ordeal worthwhile.
As Lord Wareham brought Rosalie back down to the ground, he leaned in and kissed her. It was not at all a chaste kiss. His lips pressed against hers with a certain urgency and hunger. It was Rosalie’s first kiss, and it took her as much by surprise as the proposal itself. It felt wonderful, and, for a moment, she was able to even forget the spectators in the room as she let herself enjoy the sensation of her first kiss with her fiancé.
 



CHAPTER 20
One of the strangest expectations that befell Rosalie, as a newly engaged woman, was the common belief people held that she did not need to see her fiancé. In the days following her very public acceptance of Lord Wareham, Rosalie noticed a sharp decline in the hours she could spend with the Marquess each day. She had thought being newly engaged to the man would entitle her to even more time in his company. Instead, her engagement had made her something of a celebrity, and she suddenly found herself inundated with invitations to meet, dine and speak with other members of London’s upper echelons to whom she had not yet been introduced.
When these invitations first arrived, Rosalie thought she was entitled to decline the vast majority of them. She had, after all, completed the task for which she had been sent to London and felt it was no longer necessary to go out of her way to accept every invitation thrown at her. Her aunt quickly dispelled that belief.
 “It astounds me, my dear, that you can display an intelligent keenness of mind in some moments and still be as naïve as an infant child when it comes to matters of courtship,” Lady Lynch complained when they were both sitting in the carriage, taking their first journey out of the city to the estate of a Lord Colborne, a close family friend of the Wareham family. Here was another new personality thrust out of nowhere into Rosalie’s life.
“Now that you are engaged to such a man as the Marquess, you will find your life to be a somewhat open and public one. Right now, people are inviting you to their homes out of curiosity and to stem the boredom of summer by finding out as much as they can about Wareham’s country bride. However, do not fall into any delusion that this state of affairs will change. From here on, knowing and befriending you is the same thing as knowing and befriending Wareham himself. Any family who wishes to do business with him or attempts to make use of his connections will now look to you as leverage.”
Rosalie couldn’t help but grimace at her aunt’s words and heaved a deep sigh of disappointment. “I suppose you are right,” she owned. “I mean the very reason my father was so keen to send me back up to London was so that I might bring home a man he could tell all his business dreams to. So, why shouldn’t everyone else in the world feel free to abuse my engagement for their own ends?”
Lady Lynch grinned, seeming to enjoy hearing Rosalie disparage her father as she did. “Well, I can assure you, the vast majority of these contacts you will be making will be far more useful and far more pleasant company than your father and his idiotic wool schemes. Indeed, I will be interested to see just how the Marquess reacts to your father. I can well imagine Lord Wareham either dismissing Mr Curtis’s schemes out of hand or else throwing sums of money at your father simply to silence him on the issue.” The woman seemed to highly enjoy her private imaginings, although her smile did waver slightly when she saw her niece’s unamused expression. Lady Lynch coughed then and returned her focus to the issues that were truly bothering her niece. 
“If it is any consolation, I am sure your husband-to-be is equally frustrated to be parted from your company. I promise you though, that for every meeting you have to make alone without him, there will be another party or celebration where you will be able to hang on his arm the entire evening. Just think how good that will be.”
Rosalie smiled just a little; the prospect was somewhat enticing, though she could not fully envision it. She shrugged then and looked out of the window, taking in the sight of the grand home ahead of them that was growing larger by the second. “I know it is perhaps selfish of me to complain. I should think more about my long-term happiness with the Marquess than the particulars of our engagement.” Even as she owned up to her errors, however, Rosalie found her mood would not shift from the melancholic haze that had engulfed it. 
When the carriage arrived at the grand and imposing monolith that was the home of Lord Colborne, Rosalie paused to take in the view of the extensive grounds and the many windows of the property. Conceivably, such a home could house the entire population of Bradford-on-Avon, with each family given their own bed room. In her life, Rosalie had only seen such grand homes from the outside and always from a distance. Considering now that her future life would probably be spent in such grandeur, she took the time to really examine the place, trying to picture herself as the mistress of such a home. She tried to guess how many servants were employed in such a property, what their different roles were, and to what extent the lady of the house was expected to oversee their work. Even imagining it was enough to make her head spin, and she knew she would have to rely on her aunt more and more, in the future, to help her adjust to the kind of lifestyle that would be hers as Lady Wareham.
The two women were met by a livery-clad footman, who helped them out of their carriage and led them to the grand entrance. Lord Colborne’s steward then greeted them and escorted them through the long corridors to the drawing room, where the rest of the guests were already enjoying drinks. Rosalie was out of step with her aunt, far less eager to join the company of Lord Colborne’s party and far more desiring to study the various paintings, statues, tapestries and other statements of wealth that hung from the walls of the grand hallways. She fancied that the contents of one stretch of the corridor in this house could probably be sold for enough money to buy a comfortable house in her hometown, with money left over. Although each painting and statue which lined the corridors was perfectly pleasing in its own right, there was something off-putting about the corridor as a whole. There was too much beauty here, too many works of art vying for attention at once, so that Rosalie did not know just where she should look. If nothing else, she hoped that Lord Wareham’s country estate did not adhere to the same extravagance as this.
 
The company gathered in the drawing room were of the same sort that Rosalie felt she had seen many times in London now. There was an assortment of men who all owned profitable and important businesses and alongside them their dutiful and demure wives.
One thing that Rosalie liked to do when meeting a lot of new people at once was to select one woman in the company who seemed agreeable and to stick to her for the entire evening. It was far easier and allowed her to avoid the difficulty of trying to remember too many names at once. To this end, after general introductions had been made, Rosalie attached herself to a Mrs Porter, married just a year and the same age as herself. She seemed pleasant enough in her own way, with the kind of gossipy nature that seemed to be inherently bred in women of the city. More importantly, the woman seemed to know Lord Wareham. When first introduced to the lady by her husband, Rosalie was told it was because of Wareham that she and Mr Porter had been married at all. This intrigued her more than a little, and she strove to find out all she could of Mrs Porter before the day was out. Of course, Mrs Porter was far more concerned with asking Rosalie all about herself and, in particular, the details of her courtship and engagement to Lord Wareham.
 “I must say, you are something of a wonder to all the women of London. I cannot tell you how many of us have, at some point or another, fluttered our eyes at the Marquess. He does have an intoxicating quality, would you not agree?”
Rosalie blushed and looked down into her teacup. She did not know why she was being so demure. As Lord Wareham’s fiancée, she, of all people, should have been able to admit to her feelings for the man.
“Yes, he does. I must confess that I did not even realise the full extent of it until I was already courting him.”
Mrs Porter appeared to be looking off into the distance, her eyes glazed over, suggesting that she was reflecting on some past memory of her own. “It was the cleverest ruse to come courting in London during the summer. To think that all it would take to ensnare Lord Wareham’s heart was nothing greater or more special than striking for him when there was no other competition to distract him.”
Rosalie tried not to be insulted by Mrs Porter’s words but felt very definitely the implication that she had won Lord Wareham’s heart through trickery and not through any powers of her own personality. “Should I assume, Mrs Porter, that you yourself cast your eye on my fiancé in times past?”
“Oh yes, indeed!” The lady didn’t even try to hide her feelings on the matter, treating the issue as nothing at all. However, she did seem to note the uncomfortable expression on Rosalie’s face and immediately put out a hand to reassure her. “Ah, you must not worry, my dear. I do not hold your engagement against you, though I shall likely always be a little envious of your achievement in conquering the man’s heart. I am afraid you will be hard pressed to make any friends in the city who did not at one time or another harbour a liking for the Marquess.” 
Rosalie nodded and took another sip of her tea. A question was forming in her mind, one she almost did not wish to ask but could not help herself from doing so. “I hope you will not think me impertinent for asking this, but what was your relationship like with the Marquess when you held out a hope for his hand?”
 
At this, Mrs Porter let out a wistful sigh. It was clear that the memory passing through her mind at that moment was still very precious to her. She spoke almost dreamily, not even registering Rosalie’s presence as she spoke into the distance. “The man was wonderful to me when I first came up to London for the season. I was a bag of nerves and fretful worries and found it hard to gain the attention of any man in the gatherings and parties I was sent to by my parents. Lord Wareham, however, noticed me in spite of my great shyness and took the time to talk with me and build my confidence. He was the most attentive man I had ever met. In his company, I could swear I found myself an entirely new woman. I was able to say things to him that I’d never dreamed of saying to any man before.” She paused for a moment and blushed as she looked at Rosalie. “Forgive me, I am not sure it is polite for me to be saying these things to you, of all people.”
 
Rosalie took Mrs Porter’s hand in an attempt to reassure her. Really, she did not want to hear any of the woman’s admission at all, but something told her that she needed to know fully the man she was marrying. “Please, Mrs Porter, you do not need to worry about any form of reprisal from me. After all, it was I who asked you the question in the first place, and I would be most grateful to you if you could answer fully. I assure you I will not think worse of you for it.” 
Mrs Porter glanced in the direction of her husband, who was currently in conversation with their host. Seeing that he was not paying them any attention seemed to help the woman summon up her courage, and she continued to speak in a low whisper. “The way I would talk with Lord Wareham, it was almost as though we were already lovers. In private conversation, we would exchange many teasing and flirtatious comments that I am certain would have worried my mother and father were they to have heard them. At no other time have I ever shared such words with anyone, not even with my husband. Mr Porter is a lovely man, but our courtship was far more traditional and far less exciting than those moments I shared with Wareham.”
Rosalie was troubled by what she was hearing. Mrs Porter’s tale appeared to be almost a mirror of her own: a young, impressionable girl from the country enamoured by the sudden and unlooked-for attentions of a man as handsome and prestigious as the Marquess. Even more unsettling was the way in which she and Mrs Porter had been encouraged to act and speak with the man in a manner that would not normally be their own. Indeed, when Rosalie examined the way she had been talking and flirting with the Marquess, it reminded her greatly of her sister’s relationship with the stable boy. Rosalie remembered now, with perfect clarity, the way she had admonished Grace for being too forward and familiar with a boy to whom she was not engaged. And yet, Rosalie reflected, she had behaved just as poorly as her sister and betrayed her own nature in some measure. “It sounds to me as though you should have gained Lord Wareham’s proposal. What came between you both in the end? How come you are not Lady Wareham?”
The memory Mrs Porter was sharing was beginning to have a profound effect on her. Her body was starting to tremble, and her eyes were glistening with tears. Rosalie felt bad for forcing the woman to revisit memories that clearly caused her pain, but she had to hear the whole story. “Please try to answer,” she begged. “I need to know fully the man I have promised to marry.”
Mrs Porter nodded and took several deep breaths to calm herself. Despite coming into the conversation with a somewhat poor impression of Mrs Porter, Rosalie was thankful for her honesty and willingness to address her questions. “The last time I saw the Marquess, properly, was at a soiree held by the Earl of Wessex. I remember Wareham danced with me twice that night. I hoped that gesture was a sign that he was close to offering his proposal to me. As the hour grew late, the Marquess found occasion to spirit me out of the grand hall and into the gardens. There was no one about, and we were able to speak in the usual and tender manner I had become so accustomed to. He did not make a proposal there and then, as I had hoped, but we actually shared a kiss, indeed, more than one. It was in the middle of a maze of hedges. I had let myself be totally swept away by that moment, and, although I received no proposal that night, I assured myself that the Marquess would call on my home soon and that we would be together.”
Rosalie struggled to accept what she was hearing. Her own emotions were getting the better of her, and she knew it could only be a matter of moments now before someone noticed the unhappy faces of herself and Mrs Porter.
By now, though, Mrs Porter seemed in no further need of coaxing to divulge her story. Rosalie guessed that being able to speak of it might have offered the woman some kind of relief from a burden and memory she had long been holding within herself. “It was three days before I heard anything from Lord Wareham. He wrote me a simple letter informing me that he had been unexpectedly summoned back to the country in order to assist his father with a matter of urgent business. He expressed his regret that he would not be able to see me again during the London season and suggested that the chances of our meeting again were slim, particularly when I returned to the country. He told me that I was a very dear person to him, but he did not wish to see me wasting my chances of gaining a good husband by waiting for his return. He encouraged me to be bold and put my best foot forward.”
 “And you simply accepted that ending to your romance?” Rosalie asked, somewhat aghast.
Mrs Porter seemed to find some new resolve as she looked to Rosalie bitterly. “It was my only stay in London. I did not have the happy circumstance of a well-connected aunt who could keep me in the city all year, and I could not have asked my parents to grant me more time in London. Once Lord Wareham was gone, that was it. I had to make my time in London worth something. I used everything I had learned from my time with the Marquess to aid me. I very quickly began to court Mr Porter, a romance that I will admit did not hold the same intensity as I shared with Lord Wareham. Still, my husband is a good man, and I have never had cause to regret accepting him as my husband.” 
As Mrs Porter rounded off her story, she now regarded Rosalie with greater curiosity, her voice quietened to a whisper. “Just what are you asking all these questions for? You have been lucky to secure Wareham’s heart. If I were you, I would not concern yourself with his past and just consider yourself most fortunate to have won him. Or, could it be you enjoy hearing how other women before you failed to win the man’s heart?” With that, Mrs Porter stood abruptly and walked purposefully across the room to her husband’s side. 
At that moment, Lady Lynch looked across to Rosalie, a concerned expression on her face. Rosalie wondered if her aunt knew of Mrs Porter’s previous romance with Lord Wareham. Aunt Lynch prided herself on knowing all the gossip that passed through London society, after all. Still, there were more important things to think on than the breadth of her aunt’s knowledge. Her conversation with Mrs Porter had opened up more concerning questions: was this the only occasion Lord Wareham had toyed with a young girl’s heart? And, of all the women he could possibly have chosen to marry, why did he so suddenly choose her?
 



CHAPTER 21
Rosalie did not share her concerns about Lord Wareham with her aunt. Mrs Porter had not, in the strictest sense, told her story regarding the Marquess in confidence, but Rosalie could guess the woman would not want the matter to come out. More importantly, though, Rosalie had the distinct feeling that Lady Lynch would shrug off the matter, even were she to have been told of it. Rosalie had learned well enough now that her aunt did not truly care for the actions of any person in London, so long as it did not come to the public attention and harm their prospects. So what if the Marquess had toyed with the hearts of other women before meeting Rosalie? Lady Lynch would say nothing truly wrong had been done. On top of this, there was one last matter that seemed to stand in Lord Wareham’s favour. It was the only factor currently keeping Rosalie from speaking out her concerns. For some reason, Lord Wareham had chosen to propose to her. She had no idea why he had chosen to do so, nor why he had made the decision so quickly. There had to be something about her that made her stand apart from the women he had flirted and toyed with in his past, and there was no denying that this meant something to Rosalie. She was not as eager to marry the man, now she had spoken with Mrs Porter, but she was not yet prepared to give up her engagement to Lord Wareham.
Of course, not saying a word of her concerns or fears meant that the arrangements for her engagement and wedding were coming on at a pace. Lady Lynch had already written to Mr and Mrs Curtis, taking great pleasure in announcing her success in partnering her niece to so eligible a bachelor as Lord Wareham. Rosalie could well imagine the delight her father felt on reading the news, which must have been met with equal disappointment by her mother. Mrs Curtis surely would be feeling inferior to her sister now, not that she needed more reasons to do so. It was understood that the whole of her family would be looking to engage transportation to London as soon as they had wrapped up their affairs and business in Bradford. Once they reached London, they would all be meeting with the Marquess and then travelling as a group to his country estate to meet with his father. 
Despite a week having passed since their engagement was announced, Rosalie still found her fiancé difficult to pin down. She had not had any time to speak to him discreetly on the matters shared with her by Mrs Porter, something she felt very strongly had to be addressed before she could walk down the aisle with him. She was not exactly keen to address her concerns with the man, but she also felt that talking with him would help to bring her some peace of mind. Knowing Wareham to be a more than competent speaker, Rosalie was certain he would be able to placate her fears and concerns about his past should she bring the issue to him. 
As it was, the Marquess continued to claim he was overrun with business, which kept him from calling for more than an hour or so at a time. Such brief visits were not conducive to heartfelt and delicate conversations, and so Rosalie found no good opportunity to take him aside and tactfully ask him about the matters that troubled her. If he had noticed any change in her manner, he did not see fit to address it with her, and so Rosalie was left to deal with her concerns in silence. 
 
Without even meaning to, Rosalie found herself walking towards Hyde Park, retracing the steps she had taken on her very first walk in London. At first, she was not even aware that she was doing so. It was only as she strayed to Hyde Park Corner that she was overcome by the memory of little Abigail excitedly waiting with her father to show her the city. She sighed at the memory: a happier time, a time of innocence before she had been made to see the corruption, intrigue and manipulations that seemed to run through London like the great River Thames. 
As her thoughts leaned further into thoughts of Mr Farrell and his daughter, Rosalie felt a curious desire to turn about and travel back through Grosvenor Square towards Harley Street and the gentleman’s home. Only one thing stopped her from making that change of course. She did not really care that she had promised her aunt she would sever all contact with the man; what really concerned her was the threat of being seen. Rosalie had learned just how easy it was to be spied on by unwanted eyes, from her previous excursion to the gentleman’s home. Were she to be observed visiting Mr Farrell’s residence now, Rosalie knew it would likely cause outrage in her aunt’s circle. 
The thought of seeing him had now been put into her head though, and Rosalie found it next to impossible to silence that part of her that urged her feet to move in the general direction of Mr Farrell’s home. 
Unable to stop herself, unwilling even to do so, Rosalie devoted her attention to thinking of ways in which her calling on Mr Farrell might be permissible. Surely, in an exceptional circumstance, she could manufacture a just cause to visit him. There was also the possibility of conveniently running into the man on the street. Mr Farrell, though a social pariah, had never shown any inclination toward hiding himself away. It was perfectly possible that she could manufacture an accidental encounter with the man if she lingered near to his home and was prepared to keep a patient vigil. 
Rosalie surprised herself with her willingness to engage with the venture she was planning. It was by far the riskiest thing she had ever done in her life and threatened to jeopardise her engagement and good standing among the fine people of the city. However, with her feelings towards the upper classes of the city dimming with each passing day, Rosalie found the risks oddly acceptable. This, in itself, was confusing and disappointing for her, as she reflected that she was, at that moment, happy to gamble away her happiness with Lord Wareham just to see Mr Farrell for a few moments. Why she wanted, needed, this meeting so badly, Rosalie couldn’t even say. 
Rather than risk crossing Grosvenor Square, where her movements were most at risk of being noted, Rosalie took a long and winding path to Harley Street, avoiding the most affluent streets where she could. She did not know just how she would find it possible to linger on the street for any length of time without arousing curiosity, but she determined to face that problem when it came. As luck would have it, the sight of wild blonde curls bobbing down the street in a series of skips provided Rosalie with the opportunity she had prayed for. 
“Abigail?” Rosalie called out rather loudly to the retreating form. She looked up and down the street to check that no one had noticed her cry out. As far as she could tell, no one seemed to care, save for the child up ahead who turned around inquisitively. 
“Rosalie!” With enthusiasm in her voice and a joyful smile on her face, Abigail Farrell ran down the street at full speed, opening her arms wide as she ran into Rosalie. 
The force of the impact actually winded her a little, and Rosalie had to take a breath as the child clung to her, burying her head in the folds of her dress. “Abigail?” She repeated the child’s name questioningly. Though it was clear the child was glad to see her, something in her manner seemed awkward and strange. It was hard to put into words, but Abigail seemed almost too glad to see her, too intense. “Gracious, is everything alright?” Once again, Rosalie looked anxiously about as she rubbed the girl’s back soothingly. 
“I... I’m just so glad to see you!” was all Abigail would say at first. Her speech was broken with intermittent sobs. “Father told me I was not allowed to call on you and that you wouldn’t be coming back to visit us in future.” 
Rosalie sucked in a breath. 
Of course, Mr Farrell would have had to explain things to Abigail after she had written to him last. She remembered vividly that last letter she had sent to his home, declaring her hopeful intentions towards Lord Wareham. She had been so certain of her course then, so sure that Wareham was the right choice for her. 
“I am sorry if I upset you, Abigail.” Rosalie ran her hand through the child’s hair, trying her best to calm her. “I promise it was nothing against you or your father.”
Abigail looked up at Rosalie. Her green eyes were clouded over with salty tears that trickled down her cheek. She sniffed as she tried to stop her nose from running. “I know. You’re marrying a man, and he doesn’t want you spending any time with us.”
Rosalie felt a pain in her chest as the little girl looked up at her. She felt almost guilty about what she was doing. “I… I am marrying a man. His name is Wareham. I am sure you would like him if you met him.” She had no idea why she said this. Perhaps she wanted simply to offer some excuse for why she had done what she had done.
“I already don’t like him!” Abigail declared forcefully. “If he is telling you that you cannot be friends with me or my father, then I hate him the same as I do all the other people in the city.”
Rosalie was dismayed. She had not seen this side of Abigail’s character before, thinking her only to be the sweet and kind young soul she had first met on King’s Road. It had not occurred to her that the child was old enough to see just how she and her father were treated and maligned by their neighbours. In her case, particularly, it was an injustice. Abigail could not help the circumstances of her birth, and she had done absolutely nothing to be shunned. “Maybe I should walk you back home.”
Abigail nodded. “I would like that, and I know father would like to see you too.”
“You really think so?” Rosalie asked. Despite the optimistic appraisal Abigail gave, she couldn’t quite believe that Mr Farrell would indeed be pleased to see her.
Abigail didn’t answer but took Rosalie’s hand and began to walk her down the street in a most determined manner.
 
With Abigail leading her to her father’s door, Rosalie felt confident that she could call on Mr Farrell without arousing suspicion from prying eyes. If anyone were to ask her business, she could simply claim to have met Abigail and wished to ensure the child arrived home safely. Even with these excuses shielding her from criticism, Rosalie still found herself looking furtively up and down the streets as Abigail led her to her home. The child set a fast pace, and Rosalie found herself wishing she would walk just a little more slowly so that she would have time to consider just what she would say to Mr Farrell. How was she meant to tell him that she was uncertain about her decision to marry Lord Wareham, or explain her need to confide in him all her fears and worries? 
Before Rosalie could even fathom what her first words to the man would be, Abigail drew to a halt outside her door and knocked three times. It did not take more than a moment for the door to open, and Rosalie found herself staring into the eyes of a bewildered Mr Farrell.
“Miss… Miss Curtis, just what are you doing here?” The man looked up and down the street before ushering his daughter and guest inside. It was clear that he was just as worried about Rosalie’s reputation now as he had been when he had cautioned her not to call on him. It seemed even now he was concerned for her welfare.
Rosalie glanced around the hall as she entered the house, immediately noticing a change in Mr Farrell’s home. Though the man had just asked a question, she found herself completely distracted by the wooden containers that stood in piles around the house and the lack of any decorations along the walls or furniture about the place. “Mr Farrell, are you moving?”
The man did not answer immediately. His gaze drifted to one of the sturdy boxes, and his eyes seemed unable to meet Rosalie’s.
“Father said we are moving to America,” Abigail answered.
By the tone of her voice, it was clear the girl took no pleasure in the decision and appeared almost as upset now as she had when she had hugged Rosalie on the streets.
“Is this true?” Rosalie found herself hurt by the sudden news. She had no justifiable reason to be angry with Mr Farrell for not having informed her, not when her last letter had effectively severed all contact between them. Nevertheless, she found it upsetting to think that the man would make such a move without informing her of it, in some way. It was almost terrifying to think that he could simply have vanished from her life without her ever knowing. 
Peter Farrell shifted his weight back and forth, seeming a little disconcerted by the looks he was receiving from his daughter and Miss Curtis. “It was a practical decision,” he insisted. He straightened his back, and his eyes began to harden in a way which did not suit him. He was not the kind of man who could feign false pride or haughtiness.
“You mean for your business ventures, then?” Rosalie remembered that the bulk of his trade was based in the Americas, and it was not unreasonable for him to relocate if it meant the more efficient management of his business. However, the timing of this decision, so perfectly coinciding with her engagement to Lord Wareham, could not be overlooked. “Is that really the only reason for this move?” Rosalie asked.
Mr Farrell looked down to his daughter, a troubled look passing over his features as his brow furrowed. “Abigail, would you be so kind as to make some tea?” It was clearly a ploy by her father to move his daughter out of the way, and the child stood stubbornly in place, unwilling, it seemed, to be ushered out of the conversation.
“It’s all right,” Rosalie assured her. “I will still be here when you get back. Your father and I just need to share a few words alone, that is all.”
Abigail did not seem at all certain of Rosalie’s promise. However, something in the charged air seemed to prevail, and she gave a solemn nod that suggested wisdom beyond her years. “I’ll bring some tea to you in the drawing room in a little while, then.” She moved away at a snail’s pace, glancing backwards on several occasions as though hoping to catch some of the conversation she was missing out on. 
Mr Farrell did not utter a word until his daughter was well out of sight. Taking a deep breath, the man gestured for Rosalie to follow him up the stairs as he led her towards the drawing room. Rosalie followed in silence, lamenting the bare and barren look of the house.
“I understand congratulations are in order. I have it on good authority that you were successful in winning Lord Wareham’s heart. I wish you both happiness and long years together.” There was something monotonous and unfeeling in the man’s tone, and Rosalie knew at once that he did not truly mean what he said. 
“In truth, my engagement is one of the reasons I have sought you out this day.” Rosalie bit her lip, realising too late that she had confessed to something she likely should not have done. 
Mr Farrell turned to look at her, an eyebrow arched. “You sought me out? I was under the impression you had merely chanced upon my daughter in the streets and she had corralled you into coming here.” 
Rosalie blushed and looked down to the floor, her fingers winding fretfully about. “It was my intention to visit, but I was fortunate enough to spy Abigail on the streets. It was just a happy coincidence.” 
Something in Mr Farrell’s manner suggested a certain disbelief, or maybe his aloof and distant nature stemmed from a different source. Rosalie had given the man plenty of reason to be cautious of her of late. “Your aunt and fiancé cannot know you’re here. Even given her generosity in the past, I find it impossible to believe Lady Lynch would let you call on me alone and unchaperoned while engaged to a man such as Lord Wareham.” 
“She does not know I have come here,” Rosalie admitted with a little more boldness. She recognised that if she were to make any headway in her conversation with Mr Farrell, she had to speak plainly and let the man judge her propriety, or lack of it, as he wished. “I needed to see you, however. Everything has been moving so fast these last few days, and I am finding myself questioning my decisions at every turn.” 
Mr Farrell stopped as they approached the drawing-room door. His face looked pained, and Rosalie could tell her presence was upsetting him deeply. It was almost enough to make her abandon her plan and excuse herself, but she had to see this matter through to the end. “I will, of course, try to help you in any way that I can,” the gentleman assured. “I do warn you, though, your coming here will likely do you far more harm than good. I am not even certain what I can do for you.” He opened the door, then, and Rosalie stepped inside. 
This one room had been left mercifully untouched. None of the furnishings had been boxed or sold on to new owners. It was an island of comfort in a house of emptiness. Straight away, Rosalie noticed the picture hung in the far corner: the woman with the blonde hair and brown eyes. That portrait unsettled her anew as she considered Mr Farrell’s own past, but she reminded herself that she had not come to bring up those matters. 
Mr Farrell closed the door and locked it, ensuring that Abigail could not burst in unannounced at some inopportune moment. “So then,” he said with a heavy sigh, “how may I assist you?” 
Rosalie tore her eyes away from that mysterious portrait and took a seat, one which faced away from the cursed item. She slouched forward in the chair and chewed her lip as she struggled to decide where she should begin. 
“I do not know if I should marry Lord Wareham,” she announced in some haste. 
Speaking the words out loud was surprisingly cathartic, and she felt as though a load had been taken off her back, just by the admission. 
“I see.” Mr Farrell seemed most uncomfortable to have heard this revelation. 
He moved to a chair and sat down. For a few moments, he seemed to struggle to find a comfortable position before giving up and standing once more. He seemed agitated, and it was heightened by Rosalie’s words. 
Seeing as the man was not asking any of the probing questions Rosalie had expected to be asked, she began to offer up the information freely to him. “I thought myself completely enamoured with the man for weeks leading up to his proposal. However, throughout my courtship with the Marquess, a doubt and a fear have been building inside of me, and I cannot shake them from my mind. And with my aunt’s having orchestrated the match, I feel I have no one to turn to.” 
Farrell studied her now, quite intently. His expression seemed to have altered subtly. His eyes looked at her with a kind of wistful sadness, and he seemed almost to be struggling against some impulse. He made two attempts to speak but faltered both times. When at last he found his words, that cooler temperament seemed to have returned to him once more. “Just what fears are these? As I mentioned before, the man was a friend of mine for some years before the...” he trailed off then. “I can speak for the man I knew in my youth, but I do not know if I can speak for his present habits and tendencies.” 
Rosalie did not care. Just speaking her mind and fears was a liberating experience, and she would confess her fears to Mr Farrell, even if he could do nothing to reassure her. “When I have observed the man, I have always noticed how well liked he is, particularly by other women. Although I am assured he has done nothing wrong, he seems to enjoy close, almost intimate relationships with many women I have met of late, and they all seem to dote on him, without exception. I have tried to assure myself that what I feel is nothing more than simple jealousy... but I cannot shake the feeling there is more to it. Tell me, in your dealings with the Marquess, did he ever seem over-familiar with the women of your acquaintance?” 
Mr Farrell seemed to struggle with answering the question. He ran his hand through his hair and paced to the window, seeming to wish to hide his expression from Rosalie at that moment. “If the man was ever guilty of any wrongdoing, it has never come out, and I have heard nothing of it. That being said, I can attest to the fact that he has always been liberal in his associations, and it is possible that his unguarded spirit might have been misconstrued by some as genuine interest. It was always his way, and he paid such compliments to girls of low rank as well as high.” He turned to Rosalie then, his chest swelling as he looked on her. “Do... do you have any particular evidence that leads you to worry as you do?” 
Rosalie had refrained from mentioning Mrs Porter’s tale with anyone who might spread the matter around and so defile that poor woman’s name. Still, something about Mr Farrell seemed to inspire complete confidence in her, and she knew instinctively he would breathe no word of this conversation to anyone. “I have already spoken with one woman who believed herself truly in love with the man. They even shared a moment in a garden hedge maze, if you can believe it... It is not enough to truly condemn the man in the eyes of society, but my observations and concerns lead me to fear that I am just the latest woman to take his fancy in a long line of other girls.”
Mr Farrell nodded, his hands now moving to stroke his chin as he pondered her words. “If you are uncertain of the man’s regard for you, you are, of course, fully within your rights to call a halt to the engagement, even just long enough to confront Wareham with your concerns. Certainly, were I in your position, I would not...” He tailed off suddenly, gripping the back of the nearest chair and hunching over it as though in the throes of some pain. He turned his face to the side almost ashamedly.
“Mr Farrell? Peter, what is wrong?” Rosalie got up from her seat at once, walking over to the man and putting a hand on his shoulder, instinctively looking to comfort him. 
He shrugged off her hand and took a step back. “Please don’t,” he whispered. “You must forgive me Miss Curtis, but I am in no position to advise you on your nuptials with Lord Wareham... Suffice it to say, I... I cannot provide an impartial voice in this matter. I am sorry.” 
Rosalie blinked in surprise. Despite the man’s attempt to distance himself from her, she pressed forward and took his hands in hers. “What do you mean, sir? Please, tell me what is troubling you.” 
For a moment, he remained still and silent, his eyes gazing down at the way his fingers were bound up with Rosalie’s. He let his thumb stroke the back of her hands with some tenderness, but then recoiled once more. “Miss Curtis, I cannot lie to you on this. You have been the one person to look past the rumours and past that hound me constantly. Your kindness towards both myself and my daughter has impressed me from the very moment I met you. You are by far the most beautiful creature I have ever met, in both body and soul. I had thought, when you sent your last letter, I would be freed of my feelings for you... but the knowledge that you’d remain in London, close by with your new husband, has tortured me these last weeks, so that I had no choice but to make arrangements to flee to America.” 
Rosalie skipped several breaths at Mr Farrell’s sudden and heated declaration. She had spent so long fretting over her regard for him that she had not even considered how fierce his regard for her might be. In a moment of pure impulse, she pressed forward, her lips seeking his with an urgent need that was greater than any desire she had felt before, even for Lord Wareham. However, Mr Farrell showed more restraint and turned his face to the side. 
“I am sorry, I should not have burdened you with my feelings like that... It... It was wrong of me.” He unclasped his hands from hers then and retreated from her. Rosalie watched in pained disappointment as he paced the room in an agitated manner. He seemed to linger for a moment near the portrait on the wall, his eyes glancing to it as he neared it. “There is nothing I can do for you, Miss Curtis. Lord Wareham is the sort of man who can provide you with a future and life you deserve. Please, whether it is pity or gratitude from the one kind deed I performed for you, you should not look to me to make you a husband. Even just being in this house risks your honour and standing.” 
“No!” Rosalie found the man’s words anathema to her now. He blinked in surprise at the fierceness of her declaration. “Mr Farrell, you have done far more for me than one kind deed, and no matter what rumour says of you, I know you are not the man society paints you to be. You dote on your daughter with so much love and affection. You have treated me with the kindness of a true gentleman. You have even been willing to give up your friendship with me just to protect my own honour. You have told me you love me, and yet you still denied me when I attempted to kiss you, from a desire to protect me. How can this man I have come to know and admire be the same man who betrayed the woman he was courting and bore a child with a serving girl he cared nothing for? It is not who you are, and I feel like my mind is ripping in two trying to understand the truth of things.” 
Mr Farrell seemed to be trembling now. Once again, Rosalie felt very strongly that he was resisting something, keeping something from her. 
“What is it, sir? Just what is it that forces you to accept the scorn and accusations of your peers? Why will you not tell me the truth of things?” 
At that moment, a gentle knock was heard at the door. “Father? Miss Curtis?” The voice was fractured and fraught. Clearly, Abigail had been standing outside the door for several moments and must have overheard at least some of the exchange that had passed between Rosalie and her father. 
The way Mr Farrell looked at the door in that moment was telling. His whole being seemed to fill with worry at the sound of his child’s voice. “Everything is fine. Please, Abigail, just give us a moment. I promise I’ll let you come in presently.” 
“Ye... Yes, father.” Abigail sounded positively terrified, and Rosalie felt for both the child and her father in that moment. She waited for a moment, listening to the sounds of tiny footstep retreating down the empty passage. 
Mr Farrell straightened up and the vulnerability he had displayed, just moments ago, was gone. Once again, he was the protective father and insular figure who would not open up. “Please, Miss Curtis,” he said in as quiet a voice as he could, “There is no point in prying the truth of matters from me. Knowing that you refuse to believe the stories spread about me is perhaps the most wonderful thing you could have given me, and I fear that faith you put in me deepens my feelings for you all the more... But I cannot tell you the truth of things, however dearly I might wish to.” 
“But why?” Rosalie asked, her voice cracking with emotion. 
“Because even if I told you the truth, I could not do so to the rest of society. I have to accept the villainous role placed on me by Lord Hargraves, but that does not follow that you should as well.” 
Rosalie stood her ground, struggling not to let her emotions overtake her and reduce her to weeping. “Maybe I am prepared to bear the ire of society to know the truth and be with you,” she said firmly.
He gave a wan smile and shook his head. “Miss Curtis, it is a life you do not know. Were you to marry a man with my sort of reputation, it would tarnish your family’s name, tarnish your sisters’ chances of marrying well. Beyond this, you would find yourself without friends and universally despised. I am honestly touched that you believe yourself willing to accept such an existence for me... but I am not worth it, and I do not wish you to choose me now, only to realise too late the price that comes with being with me.” He paused and his chest swelled as he took a deep breath. “Please, marry the Marquess if you feel it is right for you to do so. If you cannot marry him, then find a man you can love elsewhere. Whatever else you do though, try to forget me. I sail to the new world with Abigail at the end of the month. Once I am gone, please treat me like a ghost or figment of the imagination.” 
Rosalie felt a tear trickle down her cheek. Her lip quivered and she felt her whole body grow cold. Just as she was about to give up and take her leave, though, a thought entered her mind. “Please,” she begged, “may I say goodbye to Abigail properly? I do not wish her to think my leaving is her fault, or for her to blame you for it.” 
Mr Farrell nodded. “I shall bring her to you momentarily for you to say your goodbyes. Once you have spoken to her, I think it would be best for you to leave.” 
Rosalie gave the man a long look, committing his face to memory in case this truly was the last time she was to see him. She looked, too, at that picture on the wall, the one she felt so strongly was the key to this whole matter regarding the man and his supposed relations with a serving girl long ago.
 



CHAPTER 22
It was disheartening for Rosalie to reflect that she had come away from her visit with Mr Farrell with even more confusion and doubt besetting her than that with which she had entered his home. His declaration of love, in a moment of weakness, the suggestion that he was still withholding some vital secret from his past, coupled with Rosalie’s own conviction that the man was not capable of the crimes of which others accused him, all added to the concerns she already carried. 
That night, she feigned a headache to avoid having to take dinner with her aunt. As Lady Lynch made no snide comment or remark on the matter, Rosalie felt confident that her visit to Mr Farrell had gone mercifully unnoticed, on this occasion, or else the channels of gossip had simply not brought the matter to her aunt’s ears. Only time would tell, but, for the present moment, Rosalie was simply relieved to have an evening to herself, sequestered in her room, to think through all the matters that jostled for her attention. 
Two men flickered through her mind as she lay on her bed, staring blankly up at the ceiling. However, one took a far more dominant position in her thoughts than the other. Despite being engaged to Lord Wareham, Rosalie found her mind straying towards Peter Farrell far more often as she lay in quiet contemplation. When she did think of the Marquess, it was only to consider her fears about his character, or to hold the man up against Mr Farrell for comparison. In the eyes of society, and according to the accepted stories and reputations of both men, Lord Wareham was by far the superior man. However, when Rosalie put accepted reputation aside and concentrated on what she herself had seen and observed of the two men, she had to own that Peter seemed the more honourable. The only trouble was Mr Farrell seemed resigned to wearing the badge of shame that London society had handed to him and seemed stubbornly determined to keep Rosalie from the truth. Even if he said he did it to protect her, his decision irked her greatly, and she felt a new resolve to uncover whatever she could about his supposed servant wife. 
Sitting upright, Rosalie took a deep breath. The night was once again warm and muggy, and she moved to the open window, leaning heavily on the windowsill as she looked out onto the streets below. As she idly watched a few shadowy figures coming and going across the square, a church bell tolled the hour of nine. It was still considerably early. 
With her mind buzzing like a bee’s nest under attack, Rosalie reluctantly accepted that sleep would prove fruitless that night. To alleviate some of her annoyance, she counted the chimes of the bell, whispering the numbers one after the other as she tried to remember just which church’s bell she was hearing at that moment. As she thought on this, her mind seemed to pause. She was still concentrating on the bells and the names of the nearby churches, but now she was thinking, too, of the records kept within the halls of such buildings. The parish registries of births, deaths and marriages had all the information she could possibly wish to know. 
She had been assured, already, that Mr Farrell was believed to have recorded a fake name in the registrar of marriages and deaths, to account for his mysterious wife, but that didn’t mean there were no other clues Rosalie could follow. 
Her eyes narrowed as she thought back to that first time she had seen the portrait of the woman who bore such a striking resemblance to Abigail. Mr Farrell had not given Rosalie the lady’s name when he spoke of her. However, he had said one thing that might at last present some kind of clue to the identity of the woman in the portrait. He had said that she was born into serving his family. Though it was not a completely unheard-of practice, it was not exactly common for servants to work for generations for one family, and this made the woman just a little unusual. Conceivably, if Rosalie used just a little deduction and dug into the names in the parish records and maybe those of taxes, she could find the name of the woman who had grown up alongside Mr Farrell as a servant in his home. 
Rosalie felt herself waking up, her mind sharpening and her body tensing as though readying for action. She could not congratulate herself on her plan just yet, however. The business of looking through the parish records could hardly be effected secretly and would likely take so much time that she was sure to be found out if she were to go searching through such archives herself. With this in mind, there were only two people she could conceivably ask to help her in discovering the identity of the woman in the portrait. Just how her two sisters would feel about being asked to undertake so secretive a task, Rosalie could not even say. 
 
The morning Rosalie’s family were set to arrive in London was also the first day, in some time, when Rosalie found herself with almost exclusive access to her fiancé. It was the first time in days that she had been in Lord Wareham’s company for more than an hour, and she could not say the return to such close proximity to him was a natural thing. Lord Wareham himself seemed little altered from the last time she had seen him, but all she had learned of his curious affair with Mrs Porter left Rosalie suspicious. When he complimented her now, she could not help but wonder just how rehearsed and honed by practice his words were. When he daringly tried to kiss her, or wrap his arms about her in an intimate fashion, she found herself tensing as she remembered Mrs Porter’s confession concerning the kiss she had stolen from him in the hedge maze. 
It did not take the Marquess long to see that something was amiss, and shortly before the hour of her family’s arrival, he made an excuse to steal a moment alone with his bride-to-be. Lady Lynch had gone to her room, to finish readying herself to meet her sister, and Lord Wareham was quick to draw close to Rosalie’s side. 
He sat next to her, taking her hand and stroking it soothingly, while looking into her eyes searchingly. Rosalie found herself more afraid than comforted by that look. The Marquess was no fool, and she feared what he might learn or guess from a simple study of her features. “Something is troubling you, my dear Rosalie,” he said as a matter of fact. “I fear I can guess what it is that has you on edge, though I dearly hope I am wrong.” 
Rosalie drew in a breath and tried to stop herself from showing any outward signs of concern. She attempted to adopt the kind of haughty quality her aunt was so good at displaying whenever she was annoyed or vexed. “Well, perhaps you could enlighten me, and I will, in turn, tell you if your assumption is correct, or false.” 
Wareham grinned at this, perhaps mistaking her words for some flirtatious challenge. He let his fingers run along the back of her hand in a way that at once thrilled and concerned her, and Rosalie tried her best not to let herself be distracted by the man, nor to fall so easily for his charms as she had done in the past. “You are disappointed that since our engagement I have been noticeably absent from your side. You feel like I am taking you for granted now that we are engaged and are worried that I have lost interest in you now that I have won you.” 
Rosalie took objection to having been “won” by the Marquess, not wishing to see herself as some trophy for him to display at his fireside. She tried to reason with herself that he was only using a figure of speech, but still, it irritated her. She bit her lip, trying to decide whether to confront the man about what she had learned from that other woman he had once known, or else let him believe what he liked about the state of their union. She was sorely tempted towards the latter, but she could not overlook the fact that he was her fiancé. She owed him the opportunity, at least, to account for his actions. 
“I will admit, your absence has been a sore point for me over the last days,” Rosalie began with some hesitation. 
“Though they also say absence makes the heart grow fonder.” Wareham continued to smile his usual, easy smirk, but even this seemed to stiffen as he noticed the lack of humour in his betrothed’s face. 
“Yes, I have heard that line before, though I do not pretend to understand how anyone can truly believe it. There is another matter, though, that has somewhat soured my mood of late. As you’re my fiancé, I will assume I can tell you anything and know that you will not begrudge me for being honest with you?” 
Lord Wareham’s face seemed to drain a little of its colour, and he now looked to Rosalie with a seriousness she had never seen him display before. “Yes… Of course. I will hear whatever you have to say.” 
Rosalie nodded, and her eyes looked slightly ahead of Wareham so as not to be intimidated by him as she spoke. “I entered into a conversation with a Mrs Porter, the other day, a woman who seemed to have had quite a deep and meaningful relationship with you, in the past.” 
The muscles in Wareham’s jaw seemed to tighten, and his nostrils flared at the words. He was now very still and very serious, not at all the essence of frivolity and confidence he usually seemed. “I remember her well and very fondly. She was a woman not unlike yourself when I met her, new to London and somewhat overwhelmed by the city. It was an honour for me to help ease her into society and help her acclimatise to the nuances of London life.” 
Rosalie felt disappointed that her husband-to-be seemed to so readily try to dismiss the matter. Surely, he had to have guessed she knew more of their relationship than what she had said. “In particular, Mrs Porter confided in me that she had once thought you in love with her, a belief born from the somewhat bold advances you made, in a garden, during one of your friend’s soirees.”
The Marquess had now relinquished his hand from Rosalie’s and stood up. He walked over to the mantelpiece and leaned heavily on it. His face was turned inward toward the unlit fire, so that his expression was hidden from Rosalie’s view. She could not help but suspect he did this deliberately. It would be harder for her to discern truth from lies if she could not see his face. 
“I am surprised Mrs Porter would share such a story with you. I am bound to say it smacks of jealousy on her part and a desire to spoil what we have together, out of spite. I am inclined to believe that whatever story she has woven for you is likely exaggerated. I will admit that my desire to help integrate her into London life might have appeared to her as interest on my part, but it was never my intention to mislead her. It was that night when we took a walk in the gardens that she made an advance to me, perhaps believing I had taken her out into the quiet and seclusion of the garden for some kind of romantic tryst. I was frankly stunned by her actions and, to my shame, did not there and then admonish her. She was a friend to me, and I did not wish to embarrass her or cause her upset during a party, with so many people about. However, after that night, I realised that I needed to distance myself from the lady and let her find a man who could truly make her happy. I withdrew to my home in the country and wrote to her urging her to forget me and find a man who could love her as she deserved. I did not make any mention of my own feelings in that letter, as I did not wish for her to feel embarrassment at having misread our relationship so completely.” 
Rosalie listened attentively. She felt extremely hot and uncomfortable in her seat as she tried to discern whether Wareham was telling her the absolute truth in this matter. Certainly, his version of events had a ring of plausibility to it, and Rosalie could not discount his testimony as a lie. She was conscious, too, that the time they had alone together was quickly running out and that her aunt would soon return. “Do you swear to me that is all there was to this? Mrs Porter was simply unfortunate to have mistaken your kind attention to her for love? Can you say that no other woman has been similarly confused by your attention?” 
Wareham straightened up now and looked at Rosalie directly. His green eyes seemed to bore into her, as though trying to overpower her suspicions through sheer force of will. “I know I am a person of freer speech than most. I am more willing than most to compliment a woman, and indeed men too, when I feel the need to do so. I do not worry myself with how others might interpret such praises. This trait, as you seem to have observed, has won me a lot of respect and admiration from many quarters. I do not, however, make it my practice to abuse those friendships I enjoy. Besides, if you want any kind of proof that I am not a rake or rogue toying with the hearts of London’s fairer sex, you have only to look at yourself. If I were really only interested in illicit love affairs, or abusing my status as a bachelor, would I have so readily given myself to you?” 
Rosalie had to admit the man had a point. She still did not understand just why the Marquess had asked for her hand as he had. The action was not in keeping with a man who looked only to enjoy the thrill of the chase when it came to romance. It showed a real desire to settle and start a family, and Rosalie could not ignore that. “I’ll believe you, Julian.” Rosalie rose to her feet and stood by his side. Though still somewhat uncertain of what to believe, she held his hand and offered him a kiss on the cheek. A touch of his usual smile returned to his face. It was good to see, as Rosalie did not wish to appear unhappy with Lord Wareham, or he dissatisfied with her, on the day her parents were due to meet him. 
Before he could say anything further, the door opened, and Lady Lynch breezed in, a smug smile forming on her lips as she observed the two lovers stood so closely. “I would apologise for interrupting your tender moment together. However, as this is my house, I feel you are both at my pleasure, and so I can feel free to come and go as I please.” 
Despite the awkwardness that still hung over them both, Rosalie and Lord Wareham smiled at Lady Lynch’s jest. The Marquess, being the more accomplished showman, was even able to laugh at it. “Your bold forthrightness does you great credit, and I certainly would not have you feeling unable to wander the rooms of your own home because of us.” 
Lady Lynch gave an appreciative nod. “Well, thank you for indulging me so. There is, however, a serious reason for the interruption. A carriage has just pulled up outside the house, a dreadful hired thing. I do believe, Rosalie, it is your parents and sisters.” 
 



CHAPTER 23
The meeting between Lord Wareham and Rosalie’s family went almost exactly as Rosalie had expected. Mr Curtis was very eager to meet and know his future son-in-law and wasted no time at all in making Lord Wareham intimately aware of his business in wool and in laying out for the man his exciting and bold plans for the industry’s future. 
Mrs Curtis, for her part, seemed thoroughly enamoured of Wareham. It helped that the man made sure to shower her with compliments, praising her beauty and skill on having bought up three remarkable and enchanting daughters. They were the kind of compliments that the others in the room did not take too seriously, though Mrs Curtis seemed more than happy to believe them.
At times, the tension between Mrs Curtis and her sister seemed to threaten the proceedings, but both women seemed able to rein in their acrimony. Lady Lynch, although proud at having succeeded in finding Rosalie a husband, did not brag about her feats as openly and often as Rosalie had feared she would, and Mrs Curtis, for her part, did not confine herself to the corner to sulk over her sister’s triumph. A good first meeting, all told.
That night, after the Marquess had made his farewells and the family had gone to bed, Rosalie found herself at last in the company of her two sisters. As the house had only two guest bedrooms, both Grace and Claire were obliged to share Rosalie’s room and bed. It had been a long time since the three of them had slept together like this, and it reminded Rosalie very much of their childhood and the halcyon days when they would sneak across the corridor at night to play games in each other’s room until finally sleep found them.
Claire lay on her back, luxuriating in the sensation of the soft bed beneath her. Rosalie had almost forgotten what her bed at home was like, and to hear her youngest sister praise the wonderful sensations of the soft mattress and sheets made her appreciate all she had been given by her aunt. However, while Claire seemed thoroughly enamoured with Rosalie’s room, Grace seemed to be the only one not enjoying herself.
Grace had spent considerable time sitting by the window, staring out of it into the blackness of the night. Rosalie could see her sister’s face reflected in the glass and noted the way she seemed to scowl. Sitting upright on the end of the bed, Rosalie stretched out a hand and poked her sister playfully in the side. “You seem awfully quiet. Please don’t tell me you are pining for a certain young man I advised you to stay clear of.”
Grace turned, her crystal-blue eyes narrowing as she heaved a sigh and shook her head. “No, it is nothing like that. That young man is now engaged, as a matter of fact. I guess I am just tired and agitated from the ride up here.”
Claire lifted her head, a grin evident on her face. “I find that unlikely. Grace was talking non-stop the entire way here, telling me exactly which shops and famous establishments she wished to visit while in the city and making guesses as to the kind of man your Lord Wareham might turn out to be.”
Rosalie frowned, not understanding Grace’s furtive avoidance of her. It was not in her nature to lie, and she had never shown any inclination towards hiding her thoughts from her sisters in the past. That she chose to do so now was concerning, indeed. “Is something wrong?” Rosalie stood up and moved over to the window wrapping her arms around her sister and resting her chin on her shoulder.
Rosalie could feel Grace’s body heave as she took a deep breath. “I don’t know if you want to hear it.”
Rosalie tightened her grip on her younger sister. “Of course, I want to know. We’ve never had secrets before, you and I.”
“That is only because Claire always tells us what the other doesn’t know.” Grace’s hands moved to hold Rosalie’s then, and her eyes turned to look at her. “If you really must know what is troubling me, it is your fiancé.”
Claire sat up now and leaned forward, expectant of something juicy and interesting. “Oh? Were you taken in by his charming manner and looks? I swear Rosalie, you have found a man right out of the greatest love stories I have ever read.”
Grace snorted. “Your fascination with fiction, Claire, is going to land you in trouble one day. You need to live in the real world. From what I’ve seen of the Marquess so far, I can’t say I am fully convinced by him.”
Rosalie was stunned. She had fully expected both her sisters to be eating out of Lord Wareham’s hand, and she certainly could not have predicted that Grace, of all people, would have been the one to doubt the man. “Please, hold nothing back. Tell me what it is that you don’t like about him. “
Grace lifted herself off the windowsill and began to pace the floor. “I know you would ordinarily see this as my trying to tease you, but Rosalie, I swear this is my genuine impression. Throughout our meeting with that man, today, I kept noticing the way he would cast his eye over me; you too, Claire, though you never seemed to notice.”
“Grace, that is a terrible thing to say and completely conceited of you!” Claire seemed riled and defensive. Rosalie was gratified to see her younger sister trying to defend her feelings. However, after all she had observed and seen, herself, of the Marquess, she found herself eager to hear more of Grace’s observations. Although she had always thought Grace to be too bold and too self-assured in matters of romance, it seemed that her younger sister was possessed of a wisdom, in courtship, far beyond what Rosalie could have guessed, if she had already picked up on those concerns that had been so long building within her.
“Please, do not feel you have to hold back, Grace. Honestly, I think I already know a little of what you mean and would be grateful if you were to set my mind at ease by telling me truthfully and honestly all you observed of the Marquess.” Rosalie walked over to Claire and sat with her, holding her hand to reassure her that she was not at all insulted or concerned by Grace’s words regarding Lord Wareham.
Grace pursed her lips, and her eyes seem to veer away from her two sisters. In spite of her decision to speak honestly and truthfully, it was clear she took no real pleasure in it. “I feel like I’ve seen Lord Wareham’s type before. You see it in a lot of men if you look hard enough. They have a kind of wandering eye that can never be satisfied or remain in one place for very long. I noticed it the minute he laid eyes on me. He kind of looked me over as though judging and appraising me. I almost felt like I was a battlefield to him or some kind of puzzle which he wished to work out.” She shook her head and looked at Claire once more. Her younger sister was clearly very much confused and seemed almost fearful of the frankness in which the matters were being discussed between them. “I assure you he looked at you, Claire, as much as he did me. Almost as if we were untamed horses at a sale.”
Rosalie tried to keep the spirits up and squeezed Claire’s hand just a little harder to show that she was unaffected by the dire portents of their conversation. “I have felt for some time that Lord Wareham would likely find your greater beauty alluring to him. I must confess that I even braced myself for his attention to be diverted to you, on your arrival.”
Grace took in a deep sigh. 
It was not often that she could be embarrassed, but she had no intention of stealing the regard of her sister’s betrothed, and it was clear she felt some shame in the matter, even if she was not to blame for it. “I don’t understand you, Rosalie” she declared. She crossed her arms almost in annoyance. “If you knew that Lord Wareham would behave this way to me, and have guessed before now that he has a wandering eye, just why have you agreed to marry the man? I refuse to believe that with all of our aunt’s assistance, you are unable to procure the interest of any other gentlemen in London. What is it? Is it his title? Is that what you covet? I had not thought you so callous in matters of the heart. I mean, I know you were always one for propriety and believed in marrying well, but I at least thought you would try to put love over wealth when it came to choosing a partner.”
Rosalie blushed, and her eyes were unable to meet those of her younger sisters. For the first time, it occurred to her that Grace truly was the most adult of the three of them, despite being over four years younger than herself. Still, Grace had not fully understood Rosalie, and she was not going to let either of her sisters think that she had chosen the Marquess purely from a desire to be mistress of a grand estate. “It is nothing like that at all!” She stood now and walked briskly across the room, standing level with her sister and looking her firmly in the eye to let her know that there was no lie or deceit in her words. “When I first met the man, I truly thought his intentions and kind words to me were true and honest. He was incredibly charming and paid me the kind of attention no man before has ever dared show me. I make no excuse for having failed to see his true form, but I do not want you to think that I chose him out of purely selfish desires.”
Grace’s sky-blue eyes studied her sister’s duller grey ones for a moment. When she was satisfied, the accusing look she held vanished from her face, and an embarrassed blush appeared on her cheek. “Forgive me, it was wrong of me to think you would be like that.”
Rosalie hugged Grace. It was good to be able to hold her sisters close to her in that moment and know that they were both on her side. “I understand why you might think as you did. In all honesty, the truth of things is not much better than if I had chosen the man for his money alone. At least, if that were the case, I would not look such a fool as I do now.”
Claire crawled across the bed and held on to the corners of the bedpost as she looked to her older siblings with some concern. “Then what are you to do? Mother and Father have come up all this way, and I doubt our aunt is going to be pleased, should you choose to refuse him now.” The youngest of them thought for a moment, humming to herself, as she tried to come up with some solution of her own. “I mean is it really so terrible that he has this so-called wandering eye? As long as he is true to you, in your marriage, and has not shown any signs of…”
“… My goodness, what are you suggesting Claire?” Grace was incredulous. “You were the one always reading those fanciful tales of true love. I did not peg you to be the sort to suggest Rosalie settle for a man whose mind and attention is always flitting to others.”
Claire seemed to coil up like a snail retreating into its shell. “But Wareham is a Marquess,” she said. “It is unwise at the best of times for a woman to renege on an engagement once she has accepted it. With Wareham’s status, however, I am sure he could manufacture ways to make our lives exceedingly difficult if Rosalie were to refuse him. Think of the embarrassment it would cause him.”
Grace turned a nose up at her younger sister, seeming unable even to look at her at that moment. “Well, if you’re worried about your own prospects for the future, then I guess I truly am the better sister.” She looked to Rosalie then and put a hand on her shoulder in a pointed display of solidarity. “I am happy to put my future on the line for you, Rosalie.”
Rosalie batted her sister’s hand away. “Please, Grace, I do not need this to turn into some competition as to which of you is a better sister to me. There is more I must tell you about my time here in London.” She took a deep breath, knowing that her next revelation would be even more stunning to her two siblings than what she had already revealed. When she opened her mouth to speak, she did so hesitantly, and she could feel her throat drying as she admitted the truth. “There is… another man, besides Wareham.”
Both her sister’s eyes grew wide in shock. A smile like that of some proud cat spread over Grace’s features, while Claire clapped her hands gleefully. She reflected that, really, this was what she should have expected of them both. To Claire, these revelations must have seemed more captivating and enchanting than any of the best novels she read, and Grace was surely savouring the satisfaction of seeing her older sister struggling in matters of love, when once she claimed to have more authority on the subject.
“Both of you, this is no joking matter,” Rosalie chided.
Grace laughed and threw herself onto the bed, making a show of getting comfy among the pillows and the soft downy mattress. “I am sure it isn’t,” she replied in a mock serious tone. “However, as serious as it may be, I’m afraid Claire and I are going to enjoy every moment of this.” She waved her hand as though she were the King himself. “Proceed with your tale. Tell us about this mysterious third party.”
Rosalie could feel her cheeks growing hotter, and her fingers balled into fists. “You’re insufferable, Grace; you know that?” Though her face showed real irritation, there was a part of her which relished this sort of playful teasing, and she could not hold it against her sister. She paced the length of the room once again, summoning up her nerve and preparing her mind for what she had to say. She then cast both her sisters a sideways glance and warned them, “Please do not ask me any questions or make jokes about what I am to say until I’m quite finished. It is hard enough talking of these matters, and I feel I will never get to the end of them if I am interrupted or made to feel too embarrassed by it all.”
Grace altered her over-relaxed position, sitting up and paying the kind of attention a schoolgirl would in lessons. She nodded at Rosalie encouragingly. “I promise you, I will not make any jests at all.”
“You know I won’t either,” Claire added.
Both sisters were as good as their word, and Rosalie was able to tell them the full story of all that had transpired during her time in London. She held absolutely nothing back. She told them of the near-fatal collision with the two riders in Hyde Park and her chance meeting with the bright and wonderful little Abigail and her kind and attentive father, Mr Farrell. She spared no details, nor tried to defend her aunt, as she told them of the harsh words that woman had thrown at her rescuer when he delivered her home and of the rumoured past she had learned about him from her. To this she added her observations of the man and her firm belief that he could not have committed the kinds of crimes of passion he had been accused of.
Between her faithful recounting of all that had passed between herself and Mr Farrell, she made sure to explain just how she had ended up believing herself in love with Lord Wareham and had come to accept him. Speaking aloud of how she had coveted his flirtatious comments and attentive manner, she felt quite ashamed of herself, especially when she confessed that she had always noticed the way other women acted around him and, more crucially, how he acted around them.
Rosalie felt quite drained by the time she had finished telling all she had to tell. Her legs were worn out from pacing the floor. She took a seat in the vacated window seat and glanced nervously to her sisters, as she awaited their judgement. Though they had both been true to their word and remained silent throughout her account of what had happened, they were fully entitled to their opinions, and Rosalie braced herself for their criticisms.
“Are you are telling me you have no idea just who this mysterious woman from Mr Farrell’s past is, other than what you gleaned from that one portrait in his home?” Claire’s question suggested that her youngest sister did not judge Rosalie at all for her actions during her stay in London and was far more consumed by the mystery surrounding Mr Farrell’s murky past.
“No.” Rosalie had been caught off guard by the question. As she looked to her sisters’ eager faces, and realised that they were both willing to help her, she focused her mind. “Well, in point of fact, I do have one clue to follow if I’m to find the truth that Mr Farrell is hiding from me.”
Grace stood up, jumping to her feet like a soldier ready for action. “If there is anything either of us can do to help, consider it done. It sounds like this Mr Farrell is the sort of man your heart truly craves, but I do not believe I could give my blessing without knowing the truth behind his past. Though he sounds wonderful on the surface, I must know that you are not being tricked again by some other ne’er-do-well.”
Rosalie wanted to interject and defend the man at once. She held her tongue though, as her sister’s caution came from her deep love for her, and she simply wished to protect Rosalie from making another mistake, with a different man. “I am certain if we can find the truth of the matter, it will reveal Mr Farrell’s innocence, but I assure you I will not go running after him until I know just what it is that he has been keeping hidden all these years.”
“So, how do you intend to uncover the truth?” Claire asked.
Rosalie looked at both her sisters, encouraged by how excited and determined they both seemed to be in their desire to help her. “I know that the girl in question was more or less born into service to Mr Farrell’s father, the late Dr. Farrell. Conceivably, if we can find her name in parish records and learn the name of Dr. Farrell’s steward, we should be able to find out just who she is and perhaps stand a chance of finding her.”
 



CHAPTER 24
The Curtis family had only two days to enjoy London’s delights before they were expected to travel south to Lord Wareham’s family estate in Sussex. This did not give Claire and Grace much time to find what they needed for their sister, but it was a better start than Rosalie would have had by working alone. Claire was the person most able to wander at will through the city. Her passion for reading books was not greatly shared by her parents or Lady Lynch. She was, therefore, able to find time to slip away from her family on the pretence of visiting the many bookstores and public libraries of the city. The only barrier she had was in not knowing the city well and her parents’ fear that she could easily get lost. 
This, however, played well into the three sisters’ plan as it meant Rosalie could volunteer herself as a guide for her younger sister, thus freeing herself to join in the hunt for the mysterious woman in Mr Farrell’s picture.
The parishes of London being quite small, there were a large number of churches in the city in order to account for the larger volume of people living in the capital. Assuming the young girl from Mr Farrell’s past had been born in London, which was more than likely, it would not take long for her name to be discovered through a careful and considered perusal of the parishes’ older records. The challenge, however, came in knowing just what name they should look for, and which parish to start with. 
Rosalie had never known the name of Mr Farrell’s steward and so some extra detective work was needed in order to discover it.
In the end, it was Claire who lighted upon an ingenious means of discovering the truth of that man’s name. To speed up their search and ensure that they did not have to move between multiple places, she looked to the records of deaths recorded in London, as these carried with them occupations. The parish records were extensive and painstakingly written, carrying a wealth of information on those who had died. They included not only names and gender, but the occupation, address, and cause of death. Claire volunteered to do all the digging herself. Rosalie was, by now, well known in the city and could not effect the kind of search she wished to undertake without attracting some kind of notice. Claire, on the other hand, was a brand-new face and able to search for records without anyone batting an eyelid or passing comment. This did not stop Claire from inventing some convoluted and ingenious excuse for her search, pretending to be some orphan in search of her parents. Despite the seriousness of their search, Rosalie had laughed at her sister’s fanciful nature and her desire to turn their expedition into something even more daring and full of intrigue than it already was.
Of course, while it did not take two people to read the books of the parish, Rosalie dearly wished she could help her sister. Forced to idly wander the streets outside, doing circular laps so as to avoid being seen loitering was exhausting and did not allow her to feel at all productive or useful. Considering that this was her search and her heart that was on the line, Rosalie felt guilty that it was her sisters who were having to put in all the work. It made her more grateful than she could possibly say for their existence. With their help, she felt the equal of any task set before her. It was a humbling and novel thought. In the past, she had always assumed herself to be the responsible one of the three of them. She was the eldest, and it was up to her to look after her siblings and to make sure that she was there to help them. She would never have guessed that it would one day be herself that needed to be rescued and cared for by them.
The useful part of wandering in a circle about a church was that Rosalie knew exactly how much time had passed since her arrival and how long Claire’s search had taken. They had arrived at the church just before the hour of eleven, and she emerged again approximately ten minutes after the bells tolled the hour of two. Rosalie caught sight of her sister lingering on the steps, enjoying the warm sunshine on her face and breathing in deep the London air. Knowing that the city’s peculiar aroma must be new to Claire, Rosalie could only assume that the air inside the chapel had been musty. As she came closer to her sister, she could even see the dust that had brushed off onto her clothes while poring over old and likely untouched tomes. However, it was the expression on Claire’s face which Rosalie looked to most. Her clever younger sister wore a proud and triumphant smile, and Rosalie knew at once that she had found exactly what they were looking for.
Unable to keep up the pretence of a quiet and sensible walk, Rosalie picked up her skirts and ran to the church entrance, clutching her sister’s hands in hers as she looked to her for an answer. “Well, did you find anything? You did, didn’t you?”
The smile on Claire’s face grew wider, and she nodded firmly. “Yes. The records here are marvellous and have absolutely everything I could have needed to be one hundred percent certain that I had found the person you are looking for. Her name is Harriet Donne, and she was born, as you guessed, right here in London, at the home of Mr Farrell. You said your gentleman friend’s father was a doctor, did you not?”
“Yes. Yes, I did,” Rosalie answered eagerly.
Claire nodded. “Excellent. As near as I can tell, it was Dr. Farrell himself who helped deliver the infant. The child was even born in his home, if you can believe it.”
Rosalie clapped her hands and then hugged her sister tightly. “You are a wonder, Claire, you really are.” As she drew away from her, Rosalie bit her lip as she considered their next move. “But where do we go from here? I put so much time into considering how to learn the name of Mr Farrell’s mysterious woman that I scarcely even put a thought into what we should do after we discovered it.”
Claire’s smile held, and her chest seemed to swell with even greater pride. “I believe that should not be too great a problem. I was most thorough when looking through the records. After finding Harriet Donne’s birth, it occurred to me to check the register of deaths, too. As grim as it may be to say, her father’s death was a boon for our endeavour as the register of deaths also records home parishes for the deceased and gives Mr Donne’s home address outside of London. Assuming that the Donne family still live in that part of the country, it is possible that we will either find Harriet or else suitable directions to her location from there.”
Rosalie was awestruck by her sister’s attention to detail, and she hugged Claire once again. As she held her tightly, she spoke into her ear. “So where does Harriet live, exactly?”
Claire took a step back. “That is the best news of all. Their family home is in a small Sussex village, not more than ten miles out from Lord Wareham’s estate, I should think.”
Rosalie could hardly believe her ears. That the person with all the answers to her questions regarding Mr Farrell should live so close to her fiancé’s estate was a coincidence that bordered on the miraculous. “That is incredible. About the only thing I can think would account for such a stroke of fate is that Mr Farrell’s family were once close to Lord Wareham. It is conceivable that old Dr. Farrell sourced his steward with help from Wareham’s father.”
Claire shrugged. “Difficult to say, and not important to your overall purpose. If you want to find out the truth of Mr Farrell’s past from this woman, we must now consider how we are going to spirit you away from Lord Wareham’s estate without his knowing. We must also consider just how you intend to approach her, should you be fortunate enough to find her there.”
Rosalie tried to rein in her excitement and nodded, as she once again committed herself to her purpose. “You are right. For now, the best we can do is get back before we are greatly missed. I do not think our excursion here was noted by anyone, but it is best if we do not tarry here.”
After having secured what they needed to find Mr Farrell’s mysterious servant, there was nothing to be done but to await the journey down to Lord Wareham’s estate in Sussex. 
All three sisters were forced to show politeness towards Lord Wareham and to behave externally as though nothing at all were wrong. There could be no indication that Rosalie had doubts regarding her engagement to the man, nor that she was looking for proof to exonerate Mr Farrell from his crimes so that she might be permitted to transfer all of her affection to him, as she so desperately wished to do.
The three of them bided their time. Grace was able to demonstrate to both Rosalie and Claire Lord Wareham’s worrisome tendency towards overfamiliarity and his flirtatious manners in a way which settled, once and for all in Rosalie’s mind, her feelings for the man. Despite his promises to her and his belief that he was doing nothing wrong, he seemed incapable of changing his stripes. With Grace, he was very liberal with his compliments, and on more than one occasion, actually tried to talk to her in some measure of privacy. He did not seem to realise that all he said to her was being faithfully relayed to her sisters, and his unguarded comments to her were not at all pleasing for Rosalie to hear. She determined that, regardless of the outcome of her meeting with Harriet Donne, her relationship with the Marquess would have to end. She could not permit herself to marry a man who seemed unable to devote himself fully to her and who seemed to justify his behaviour by the fact that he had never been caught doing anything wrong in society’s eyes. It would be a blow for her parents and would likely see an end to the patronage she had received from Lady Lynch, but that did not matter. As long as her sisters continued to love and support her, Rosalie was willing to defy anyone and everyone in pursuit of her own happiness.
 
When the Curtis family took the journey down to Sussex and the seat of Lord Wareham’s father, Rosalie was forced to take the journey in her fiancé’s carriage unaccompanied. Lord Wareham was once again attentive to her and traded the kind of pleasing words and comments that had once drawn Rosalie to him. Throughout the journey, she listened to those words and considered how they all seemed so rehearsed and generic in quality. She had never noticed it before, but she could see now how his compliments on her wit or her beauty could be so easily applied to any girl. She wondered, privately, if he could even give specifics or evidence to support the praise he gave her. She did not care to test her theory. Rosalie had to accept that her heart and mind belonged to another man, and there was little point to her trying now to admonish Lord Wareham for his ways. After all, was not her crime as bad as his? She was now travelling to Wareham’s home to meet with his parents, on the pretence of becoming family to them, knowing full well that she fully intended to reject him. Were it not for the simple fact that Lord Wareham coincidentally lived very close to the mysterious Harriet Donne, she would have been sure to have broken off the engagement ahead of this visit.
When, at last, Rosalie arrived at Lord Wareham’s family estate, she could not help but chuckle privately to herself at the sight. She remembered how repulsed she had been when she had seen the home of the other lord, and she had despaired at how garish the homes of rich landowners could be. Lord Wareham’s home was no different – far too grand, far too many rooms, the gardens far too neatly tended. As she looked on the property, Rosalie was somewhat pleased to consider that she was not at all sorry that she could not be mistress of this home. Beyond the house itself, Rosalie found herself less than enamoured with Lord Wareham’s father, the Duke of Oakham. The man had a most lecherous quality about him and, unlike his son, did not have the silver tongue or good looks that made such an attitude slightly more bearable. As Rosalie observed the man, she found him to be an absolute terror to the female staff in his home, and she reflected that Wareham’s habit of flirtatiousness had to come from watching and learning the behaviour of his own father. It allowed her to feel a little more sympathy for the man she would have to let down, but not enough to change her mind on the subject. 
At dinner that night, Wareham’s father made an interesting and revelatory speech to mark the happy occasion of his meeting Rosalie. The old man rose from his chair somewhat awkwardly. He had quite a paunch and seemed a little unsteady on his feet, something Rosalie suspected stemmed from his having drunk whiskey since they had sat down at the table. The man did not have much hair, but he ran his hand through the few fine off-white strands as he cleared his throat.
“Well, friends, I must say I am delighted to have you here in my home at last and to know that my son is finally marrying.”
Lord Wareham seemed to shift his weight uncomfortably in his chair and pursed his lips. He seemed anxious to speak, or rather to prevent his father from speaking. However, he could not interrupt the man and so was forced to quietly endure this moment.
“In some small way,” the man continued, “I like to think I am responsible for bringing about this happy union. It feels like only the other day that I took my son aside and said to him firmly, ‘You must get yourself a wife. You can have no more of this dillydallying between women. Yet another season in London has gone by and you have once again allowed every eligible young girl to slip through your fingers. I told him straight that he had to put the pleasures of bachelorhood behind him and to stop tormenting all those poor young women who so desperately clamoured for his attention. I am so pleased you have taken my words to heart, boy, and that I did not have to cut off your allowance in order to make you do the right thing.”
The assembly seemed positively embarrassed by what they were hearing, and no one seemed able to look at anyone else directly for a moment. The women blushed, Mrs Curtis pursing her lips and giving her sister a pointed and disapproving look. For perhaps the first time, Lady Lynch seemed at a loss for words and unable to save the conversation through her usual clever banter and quick wit. All she could do was laugh awkwardly, to try and excuse the duke’s comments as some kind of joke or exaggeration. Rosalie, however, could well believe the duke when he said he had implied he might cut off his son were he not to choose a wife. It gave an answer to that puzzling question of why Lord Wareham had been so eager to ask for Rosalie’s hand when other women far better than her had failed to gain his interest in the past. It was not that she had any special quality the man coveted. Rosalie was simply the first woman to come along that attracted his interest after his father had laid down his ultimatum. It seemed as though Lady Lynch had been right all along: the best time to go down to London and attract a husband was out of season. It had ensured that when the Marquess was forced to seek a wife, Rosalie was unfortunate enough to be the only woman around.
Once the duke had finished giving his insensitive and embarrassing speech, the company was relieved to take their meal. Stilted conversations began to flow and with the utmost politeness. Everyone at the table seemed eager to pretend that nothing untoward had been spoken and to act as if they were all having a wonderful and pleasurable evening as new family.
It was as the hour grew very late, and Rosalie was retiring to her room, that she was stopped in the corridor by her aunt. Lady Lynch was dressed for bed and, without her usual make-up and adornments, looked surprisingly brittle and weathered. She wore a somewhat guilty expression on her face and her usually proud eyes did not meet those of her niece. Rosalie was unable to smile as she approached the woman. She did not even offer her a greeting. Instead, she waited for Lady Lynch to speak her piece.
“No doubt tonight must have been taxing for you. The duke’s words were… unfortunate, to say the least. Please remember, however, the man had been drinking, and I’m sure he would not have said such things were he in a state of full sobriety.” Lady Lynch tried to offer an encouraging smile. Even with all her artifice, she was unable to make it look sincere.
Rosalie let out a sigh. She could not tell her aunt all that she had planned with her sisters. She knew that Lady Lynch could never approve of her still holding feelings for Mr Farrell or wanting to clear his name. Even so, she knew her aunt had done what she had thought best for her, and she owed it to the woman to be honest regarding her feelings, at least as concerned the Marquess. “I know you mean well, Aunt. I know you brought me up to London in order to help me find a man you believe I deserve. It is honestly touching that you have done so much for me and wish to see me marry as well as you did. But I’m not made for your society. I do not like these grand houses. I do not like choosing friends according to their status and prioritising them according to their wealth. This world you have brought me into... it is your world, not mine. Although I truly appreciate all you have done for me, it is not the kind of world I wish to live in.”
Lady Lynch seemed to tremble, as though cold. Her bright-blue eyes were clouded from tears that had not been permitted to spill, and her lip quivered as the faux smile she wore slipped away. Rosalie was not sure what kind of admonishment she would receive for her words and was braced for the worst. She was relieved and surprised when her aunt reached out a hand and stroked Rosalie’s cheek in a tender manner. “You really are a piece of work, my dear. When I first met you, I felt certain that your inability to find a husband after two seasons stemmed from your mother’s inability to connect you to the right people, or else it was the fault of your own shy manner. I see now there’s nothing shy in you at all. You merely have your own vision for your future, which you quietly work towards. I will not pretend I understand it or endorse it, but I must accept that I cannot control it. You really are my niece, after all. When I was your age, I knew exactly what I wanted and that was to become a true lady of society. Nothing was going to deter me from that, not my humble birth nor the expectation that society put on me. I believe no one can deter you from your chosen path, either.”
As always, Lady Lynch had proved herself a master of reading others and seemed to know that Rosalie’s heart had left the Marquess. Rosalie could not help but wonder just how much else her aunt had guessed or discovered for herself. Perhaps she knew full well that Rosalie’s heart was still with Mr Farrell. Whatever the truth, she was surrendering her control of the situation. She was not giving her blessing to Rosalie’s decision but allowing her to make it, all the same.
Rosalie took a deep breath and drew closer to her aunt, hugging her warmly for perhaps the first time. “I do not know if this will mean much, considering everything that has happened, but I am glad we have had this time together and that you have become more than the shadowy woman my mother always refused to speak of.”
As Lady Lynch returned the embrace, Rosalie could feel the tears falling from the woman’s eyes and on to her shoulder. “It means a lot,” she said. “Having no daughters of my own, you and your sisters are the most precious things in the world to me. I suppose I’m still learning how, but helping the three of you find happiness is my greatest joy. If that means my own name and standing must take a few hard knocks, then so be it.”
Rosalie drew back from her aunt, her own expression turning guilty now. “I suppose my refusing the Marquess will seem somewhat impudent of me. I really do not wish to have your name tarnished, nor to have you or my sisters suffer for it in the future.”
Lady Lynch smiled again, seeming to regain once more her proud and confident demeanour. She straightened up and lifted her chin. “My dear girl, I will have you know my good behaviour and hard work down the years has made me an almost indispensable part of London society. If they were to throw me out now, they would create a void in their parties and soirées that they could never adequately fill again. I am confident that whatever you choose to do, I will be forgiven for it. I am sure I can use some of that goodwill to aid your sisters in the future, too.” The woman turned then and began to walk up the corridor towards her room, but stopped once and looked back. “I’ve noticed for some days now that your feelings for the Marquess have cooled. Just why have you waited until now to make your decision on the matter?”
After their tender moment of honesty, Rosalie wondered if she should tell her aunt exactly why she had decided to come up to Sussex. She took a deep breath and then shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose I wished to see just what I would be losing were I to turn Lord Wareham down. I know there are advantages to marrying into wealth, and there was always the possibility that I would find myself liking his family and home.”
Lady Lynch chuckled. “Well, the duke is certainly a difficult man to come to know. A friendly word of advice: if you are intent on withdrawing your acceptance of Wareham’s proposal, I would not do it here in this house.” With that last piece of advice given, Lady Lynch withdrew up the corridor.
 



CHAPTER 25
It was at breakfast the next morning that Grace instigated the next phase of their plan to find the elusive Harriet Donne. As the company took breakfast quietly, each one seeming eager to ignore Wareham’s father, who was obviously suffering the effects of too much fine whisky and wine, Grace quietly suggested that she wished to see the neighbouring town and perhaps do some shopping while she was there. Mrs Curtis seemed reluctant to agree to the idea at first, declaring that there was no time for such frivolities when there was a wedding to be planned. However, Lady Lynch proved useful at that moment, as she suggested that the girls be allowed some time to themselves and to become better acquainted with the area that would be their home for much of the year, in future. Once again, Rosalie found it impossible to tell if her aunt knew just what she and her two sisters were planning. It was possible that the woman believed their eagerness to escape the house came only from a desire to put some distance between themselves and Lord Wareham, perhaps to help Rosalie prepare for the arduous task of breaking off her engagement when the time finally came.
The Marquess himself seemed somewhat dismayed at losing both his fiancé and her two sisters for the day. He even suggested that he might join them on their expedition and give the three of them a proper tour of the area. This reasonable request panicked Rosalie as she tried to think of some plausible reason to reject it. However, clever and resourceful Grace was able to keep the man at bay by suggesting the three of them wanted time together, alone, as sisters before Rosalie was snatched from their side. Wareham assured them he had no intention of stealing Rosalie from them but withdrew his offer of companionship, after extorting a promise from Grace that he could accompany them on their travels the next day.
The three girls took the journey into the village in Lady Lynch’s carriage, and as soon as they stepped out, at the entrance to the parish church, Claire was quick to give Rosalie the directions she had found to the Donne family home. Rosalie carefully memorised the route and then walked off alone, leaving her sisters to enjoy what pleasures they could in the village. Both Grace and Claire had offered to go with her all the way, and to support her when at last she confronted Harriet. Rosalie, however, would not have it. She did not know if this meeting would give her everything she wished to know regarding Mr Farrell and his past, but she felt very strongly that it was something she had to hear by herself. Certainly, if her faith in the man had been misplaced and all that was whispered about him were true, she did not wish to endure the embarrassment of having her sisters there to hear it.
She walked determinedly down the various twisting streets until she came to a row of plain and rather shabby-looking houses on the edge of the village. Remembering her sister’s instruction, Rosalie walked up to the house on the left-hand side, and knocked on the door. She could hear movement from within and felt her breath catching in her throat as she prepared herself for what was to come. She held her hands behind her back, fingers fidgeting and winding about each other nervously. She reminded herself that it was perfectly possible that the Donne family had long ago quit the town and that her entire quest would come to a disappointing halt here. In a strange sort of way, a part of her would have been grateful if that were the case. The part of herself that remained uncertain of Mr Farrell wished to escape the meeting altogether, in order to avoid the disappointment that would come were Harriet to confirm her worst fears.
When the door opened, Rosalie was left in no doubt that she had come to the right place. The woman who answered the door, with her blonde curls and fair, rosy cheeks, reminded her at once of Mr Farrell’s daughter, Abigail, and also of the portrait that hung unassumingly in his drawing room. When Mr Farrell had said that he had failed to capture the essence of the woman he had painted, Rosalie could see that he had told no lie. The woman before her was a true beauty, and Rosalie could easily see how any man could have fallen into temptation with such a woman. Though a rough approximation, the portrait of her in Mr Farrell’s home did not do her justice.
As Rosalie opened her mouth to speak, she realised that she did not have the faintest idea what she should say. If she jumped straight to the heart of the matter and told the woman she was here to discuss Mr Farrell, it was perfectly possible that the door would be slammed in her face. At the same time, she could not think of any reasonable excuse as to why she should be calling at this woman’s door. In the end, all she could do was ask the most important and most pressing question first. “Excuse me, are you by any chance Miss Harriet Donne?”
The woman took an inordinately deep breath and seemed exceedingly nervous as she looked at Rosalie. She did not even answer verbally but just nodded her head, with her eyes trained on the ground. When she did finally speak, her voice was but a whisper. “I… I am surprised you came all the way here; surprised that you found me, at all. I am glad you have been able to, however.”
Rosalie’s forehead creased in confusion. “You know who I am?”
For a brief second, Harriet’s eyes looked up at Rosalie directly. Just as in her portrait, they were a kind of hazel brown and not the vibrant green that Abigail possessed. “Yes. You are Miss Rosalie Curtis, are you not?”
Now it was Rosalie’s turn to nod dumbly, words failing her at the surprise of being known by the woman she had come to see.
“Please, won’t you come in? I do not have much to offer you by way of hospitality, but I can make some tea and offer you some bread and butter, if you would like.” Miss Donne opened the door wider then and took a step back, indicating that Rosalie should step inside. Rosalie obeyed without delay, eager to discover the truth she had come searching for and to learn how it was that her visit came as no surprise to Harriet Donne.
Although Harriet’s home did not appear to be much from the outside, the interior was surprisingly warm and cosy. The stone floor was covered over with a warm rug, and the furniture was of a quality one did not immediately associate with serving folk. Rosalie was encouraged to sit on a plush cushioned chair as Harriet busied herself at the fire, checking that her kettle still had enough water and coaxing the hearth to light. The girl’s nervousness was readily apparent by the way she seemed to stumble over simple tasks. It took several attempts before she could get the fire going, and her hands seemed to tremble as she worked.
Not wishing to torment the girl or to cause her undue stress, Rosalie leaned forward and put a hand on Miss Donne’s back. Harriet flinched, at first, but then turned to Rosalie with a troubled look on her face. “Please, you do not need to fuss over me or see to my comfort. I’ve come here to ask you what you know of Mr Farrell. I don’t know if you can help me, but I need to know if the rumours regarding him are true and, if they are not, why it is that he refuses, so fervently, to clear his name.”
Once again, Harriet looked down at her feet, then over to the kettle and then back to Rosalie. Already she seemed a little upset, and her body seemed to quiver more now than it had a moment before. “Quite right,” she whispered. Moving away from the fireside, she took a seat opposite Rosalie. She placed her hands in her lap and then fell silent. At first, Rosalie did not know what to make of this and wondered if perhaps the girl were waiting to be asked questions. However, after a minute or so, Harriet spoke. “I suppose I should start by telling you how I know who you are, Miss Curtis.”
Rosalie nodded encouragingly. “I can only guess that you are in frequent contact with Mr Farrell. I’m bound to say that factor alone creates more questions in my head than it delivers answers.”
Harriet pursed her lips. “Yes, I am in frequent contact with Peter.” 
Rosalie took a sharp breath as the woman spoke Mr Farrell’s first name so casually. She had, of course, assumed that the two were close, but having it confirmed in this way raised her hackles, and she found herself feeling a sudden resentment towards this woman, even though she did not yet know her story. “May I ask just why you communicate with him so much? You… Are you perchance his wife?”
“No, absolutely not. Peter is... Well, he is exceedingly dear to me. I assure you, though, that our regard for one another is far more like that of a brother and sister and not at all what I fear you suspect.”
Rosalie could see her confrontational words had set Harriet even more on edge. If she was not careful, she knew she might end up scaring the girl to a point where she could get no answers from her at all. “Please forgive me. It was rude of me to say such a thing. I am just struggling to understand exactly who you are and why it is that Mr Farrell is keeping you hidden here.”
Harriet looked at her fingers, fidgeting as she answered in a halting manner. “Everything Peter has done has been for my protection, mine and my daughter’s.”
Rosalie leaned forward at the mention of a daughter. She knew that Harriet could be talking of no one else but Abigail. “You are Abigail’s mother then. Is…” Rosalie thought for a moment about her next words. She had almost asked if Peter was the father, but as she considered all she had heard so far, she felt this could not be the case. “Mr Farrell is not Abigail’s father, is he?”
Harriet shook her head very slowly. Her shoulders rose and fell as her body shuddered, and the very next moment, she broke down in a flood of tears. Rosalie almost did not know what to do. In that moment, all she cared about was finding the truth from this woman, and it was somewhat inconvenient to have her falling apart before her eyes. However, Rosalie had enough sympathy within her to move over to Harriet’s side and to put an arm around her. As a stranger, she didn’t know what good this would do, but she was relieved to find that Harriet’s convulsions did settle somewhat as a result of that touch.
 
“Forgive me,” Harriet was able to say, as she seemed to master her faculties once again. “This… This is not an easy conversation for me. If you can believe it, that was the first time I have even admitted to anyone that Abigail is my daughter. I… I do want you to know the truth, though, and I must ask that you indulge my weakness.”
Rosalie withdrew her arm from around Harriet’s shoulders and returned to her seat. “Please take your time. No one will interrupt us, and I am happy to give you as long as you need to tell me your story.”
“Thank you, Miss Curtis. I can see why Peter has taken such a strong liking to you.” Harriet rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. The whites of her eyes were now visibly red and sore with the skin around them slightly puffed up. It was clear, though, that Harriet sought to struggle through her feelings, and Rosalie was grateful to the girl for what she was doing.
“Peter and I grew up with each other from the youngest age. My father was old Dr. Farrell’s steward and enjoyed a good friendship with his master.
Dr. Farrell practically insisted that I live under the same roof as him, so that I could be near to my father, and showed no qualms or objection to my befriending his son during my youth.
For the longest time, Peter and I did not see each other as servant and master, and it never seemed to occur to us that one day I would serve him as a maid. It was most gratifying when I did begin working for him, as he never stopped treating me as a sister. He even took the time to introduce me as an equal to a number of his friends and acquaintances. In all honesty, I never truly felt as if I worked for him or his father, and, because of the way he treated me, I saw myself in many respects an equal to the men he introduced me to. It sounds stupid saying it out loud, but it was a testament to how well I was treated, both by Peter and his father, that I felt so comfortable among my social betters.
Caught between the life of a servant and a lady, I unwittingly found myself falling into bad decisions as I grew older. Peter’s so-called friends had made fortunes in the world of business and were universally charming, and they paid me a great deal of attention. Peter did not realise this, but more than a few of them exchanged messages with me in secret, or stole odd moments alone with me in Peter’s house, when the opportunity arose. Were I a true lady of London, I’m sure Peter or his father would have paid notice to this and objected. As it was, with my being a servant, there was nothing particularly unusual about my being alone in a room with the gentlemen, and it was expected that my conversations with such folk would tend to nothing more than business. Older and wiser as I now am, I truly wish this had been the case.”
Rosalie was surprised by how self-deprecating Harriet was. Despite the dire nature of what she was saying and the shame of her actions in her youth, Rosalie found herself developing a kind of begrudging respect for the woman. It took a certain measure of strength to own up to one’s mistakes as she was doing, and even more to acknowledge them openly to another person. Though she didn’t mean to hurry the conversation along, Rosalie was eager to get to the bottom of the mystery. “Am I to assume that these ill-advised friendships with men of business led to some kind of affair?”
“Exactly correct,” Harriet affirmed. Whereas beforehand, her emotions had left her shy and retiring, she seemed to have built up some strength as she told her story and now seemed possessed of a certain confidence, or perhaps it was stubborn volition driving her to confess her past sins. “My father died when I was nineteen, and I was left with no guiding figure or watchful eye to look out for me. It was a dark time for me, and although Peter and his father showed the utmost kindness and care toward me, I found my grief eased far better by another man.”
Rosalie felt a lump in her throat and tried to swallow it down. “Someone used your father’s death to make advances to you?”
Harriet turned her head towards the fire. All emotion was now gone from her, banished to some corner of her mind. Perhaps she could not say the things she was saying without distancing herself from them and treating the past as a historian would have a great battle or calamity. “Yes. I cannot say if the man’s choice to comfort me was motivated purely from a desire to abuse my trust. I like to think that in some small way he genuinely did wish to help ease my pain at my father’s passing. Whatever the truth of his motivation, however, I found myself giving more than I should of my time, my heart, and even, I am ashamed to say, my body to him. I know there is no excuse for what I did, but I want you to know that I thought myself in love and believed wholeheartedly that the gentleman to whom I had formed an attachment believed himself in love with me, also. The day I came to him and told him I was with child, I remember believing that after he had conquered the initial shock of the news, he would be genuinely happy for what we had created together and would see to marrying me at once.”
Rosalie frowned. In many respects, she could understand just how Harriet had made those girlish mistakes that had marred her life. She sounded as if she was once a true romantic, just as her own sister Claire was, and she could easily believe this woman to have fallen prey to some rake through nothing more than his honeyed words and attentive looks. That was how it had been for her, with Wareham, after all. “And just where were Dr. Farrell and Peter during all of this? I know you say they cared for you, almost as they would have for a sister, but just how were you able to carry on a secret affair under their roof?”
Harriet shook her head vehemently then. “Please do not misunderstand me. Both Peter and his father bear absolutely no blame for what happened to me. They were neither neglectful of me nor did they leave me too much freedom. Please remember that old Dr. Farrell was a much-respected doctor and frequently out of the house on call to his patients. Meanwhile, Peter was only just beginning to see dividends from his business in the Americas. That, along with his courtship of Lady Georgiana meant that I was frequently alone in the house. I will spare you the particulars, but the man I believed myself in love with would visit during these hours alone, or else I would find an excuse to meet him privately.”
Rosalie was glad that Harriet did not give any further details regarding the specifics of her time with the cad who had wronged her. Rosalie did not care to know and kept her mind focused on Mr Farrell’s part in this curious affair. “So then help me understand the rest,” she continued. You found yourself pregnant with this man’s child. I can surmise that when you told him the news, he did not ask for your hand as you had hoped, but what happened next?”
“When I told the man of my condition, he baulked. If you can believe it, he actually fled from me, running as though I was a beast trying to devour him. I was so stunned by his reaction that I could do absolutely nothing, and for two weeks it was as though all emotion in my body had been drained and I was just a shell walking the earth. It was during that time that Peter began to notice that something was amiss. He began to ply me with questions, to discern just what had altered my spirit. He, of course, believed that my melancholia stemmed from some unprocessed grief regarding my father’s death and was thoroughly stunned when at last I confessed all to him. After the treatment I had received from Abigail’s father, I expected Peter to disown and distance himself from me, as my lover had done. He had every reason to do so, but he surprised me with his kindness and brotherly devotion.
At first, he tried to coax the identity of the father from me. I believe he wished to seek out the man and bring him in irons to our door; to force him to marry me and accept responsibility for all he had done. I, however, would not furnish him with the man’s name. Despite being abandoned and betrayed by that man, I still had enough foolish devotion and youthful optimism to believe that he would come around in the end. I held out a naive hope that once he had conquered the initial shock of what he had done, he would come seeking my forgiveness and do the right thing by me. In time, as I realised that this hope was a vain one, my decision to keep private the father’s name came from more practical concerns. Though it is not the kind of thing people talk about in polite society, we all know the abuses a person can get away with when their crimes are directed towards the lower classes. At the end of the day, I had to accept that I was an orphan serving girl, of little to no consequence, and could never have given satisfactory proof to the courts to prove my child’s true parentage.”
“But what of Peter? Surely, with his influence, he could have brought the man to account?” Rosalie was now truly appalled by all that Harriet had been made to suffer and found that her own personal interest in the girl’s tale was being superseded by her concern for the woman herself.
“There was really nothing Peter could have done, although he never understood that himself. The truth of the matter is that the man in question, the man who had wronged me, was of a position and consequence far exceeding Peter’s own. I knew that his status would shield him from all attacks Peter might make against him.” Harriet heaved a great sigh and immediately continued. “I decided to withdraw to the country for seclusion during the pregnancy, and Peter joined me. He made excuses to his father, whom we had not informed of the matters surrounding the case. Peter said that he was away on business, and for several months he looked after me as faithfully and carefully as though I were his own flesh-and-blood relative. We neither of us knew just what we were going to do regarding the child. Nothing can prepare you for the feelings that come when you become a mother and see your child for the first time. The day Abigail came into this world, I realised that I could not bear the thought of her being declared a bastard in the eyes of society; nor could I give her up to the parish on the pretence of being an orphan. The moment I saw her, I knew I wanted her to be protected and loved and cared for. It was then that I… I-”
“You prevailed on Peter to take the child as his own,” Rosalie finished on Harriet’s behalf, guessing the end.
“I know it was selfish of me, but I could not do otherwise. The moment I saw Abigail looking up at me, I just knew I had to give her the kind of life she deserved. When Peter came quietly into the room after the midwives had left, I begged him to say that the child was his own. I knew he was courting Lady Georgiana and even suggested to him that the two of them together could pass the child off as their own should the woman prove open to the idea.”
“And Peter simply accepted this? Despite having done nothing wrong, he agreed at once to declare Abigail as his own to all of society?” Rosalie could scarcely believe what she was hearing. In a way, his actions were well in keeping with everything she knew of him. In spite of his loving her, he had never been selfish and always insisted that Rosalie looked to a so-called better man to give her happiness. That kind of devotion to others, that stubborn selflessness, well matched the man Harriet was describing in her story.
“If you can believe it, Peter needed very little persuading on the matter. Just as he saw me as a true and dear sister, he looked to Abigail with that same familial devotion from the very first moment and agreed with me at once that she should not have to suffer for being born out of wedlock. He assured me that he would speak to Lady Georgiana and begged her to consider taking Abigail as her own daughter. Enamoured as he was with the woman at the time, I believe he genuinely thought that she would agree to such a thing.” Harriet looked down at the floor once again, guilt seeming to return once more to her features. “When entirely honest with myself, I knew the chance of her accepting another woman’s child as her own was small indeed. However, by that point, I was desperate and clung to any lifeline that would see my daughter brought up right and proper.”
Rosalie shook her head. Though she admired Mr Farrell for what he had tried to accomplish for Abigail and for Harriet, his wisdom was sorely lacking. “I believe I can surmise the general points of that conversation. Lady Georgiana had been hounding Peter for years, and I can imagine his suggestion did not sit well with her.”
“Exactly,” Harriet agreed. “When he first spoke to her on the matter, she threw him out of her house in less than half an hour. I do not believe he was even able to tell her the whole story behind Abigail’s birth. Certainly, she could not have been aware of who I was, else I am sure she would have come after me and seen to it that we both received the kind of punishment she felt we deserved for having embarrassed her. Peter had enough sense and prudence to keep my name from her and even the fact that my child had already been born. Lady Georgiana was left believing that Peter had betrayed her with another woman and was making excuses to keep the child, while still gaining her hand. I suppose I cannot blame her for thinking so. There are not many men in the world who would choose to take on a daughter who was not their own and risk their reputation as Peter did. He is a rare breed.”
“So then Mr Farrell invented a fake wife for himself? Did he not, at any point, simply think to marry you?” Rosalie was still trying to wrap her mind around the curious relationship Harriet shared with Peter. Though it was now abundantly clear that there was no physical intimacy between them, she still found herself slightly jealous of the relationship Harriet shared with the gentleman.
At that moment, Harriet smiled at Rosalie in a most curious manner. It was a smile that was both benevolent and kind, friendly and warm. “Peter would never have married me, and nor would I ever have asked him to do so. I have said already, have I not, that our regard for each other was always of a familial sort. I could not have made him happy as a wife, just as he could never have made me happy as a husband. Although I wanted the very best for my Abigail and was willing even to sacrifice Peter’s own honour and standing to get it, I did not wish to ruin Peter’s entire life by denying him the chance to find happiness with a woman he could truly love.”
“But you have ruined his life!” Rosalie insisted. “By his accepting responsibility for your daughter on your behalf and creating all these lies, the man has made himself a figure of the utmost contempt in London. Lady Georgiana and her family have seen to it down the years that his reputation could not recover, and he has had little to no chance of meeting any woman who could possibly love him as a result.”
“I do not think that is true at all,” Harriet answered back. “You, Miss Curtis, have gone out of your way to discover the truth about Peter, refusing at all turns to accept the lie he has been forced to live. I understand you are even engaged at present, and so I must ask just what motivates you so fervently to clear Peter’s name, if not a desire you hold for him yourself.” Harriet stared in defiance at Rosalie. “Peter writes to me, often, with news of Abigail and has made me acquainted with the whole history of your time together. I have prayed, ever since your first meeting with him, that you would come to love him and accept him in spite of the cloud that hangs over his name. I prayed every day that the two of you might find happiness together. I carried that faith even when Peter wrote to me to say that you had been taken in by another man... and now, here you are.”
Rosalie scowled at the woman. “Were it not for Abigail’s sake, I would brand you a true villain. Honestly, I believe Peter has been treated as poorly by you as he has by every other person in his acquaintance.”
“But you understand, don’t you? You understand why I had to do what I have done? Abigail cannot be permitted to pay for my mistakes.” There was a look of desperation in the woman’s eyes now, a seemingly earnest desire for a vindication of her actions.
Rosalie stood looking down on Harriet, as though in judgement. “You have been played a very poor hand in life and have suffered greatly at the hands of others. I know, truly, that blame here lies as much with the man who rejected you as with your own folly. At this moment, though, I cannot forgive you for what you have done to Peter and to me. You have been the cause of so much heartache and confusion for me over these last weeks and months. It galls me to think that I nearly gave up my love for a true and decent man because of the lies you have forced him to take on as truths in his life. For now, I must go.”
Harriet moved uncomfortably in her seat but looked up to Rosalie with some optimism at her last words. “Do you intend to find Peter before he sails out to America?”
“If that is at all possible, yes,” Rosalie replied. “I can only assume, as he has made you intimately aware of all other matters regarding my time with him, that he has furnished you with the details of when he is travelling. Would you provide me with that information now, please?” she spoke in a most perfunctory manner, trying to keep her frustrations and anger with the woman in check. 
“Of course,” Harriet agreed. She stood up and practically ran to her bureau. Opening it up, she snatched a whole pile of letters and thrust them willingly into Rosalie’s hand. “This is every letter and correspondence I have had from Peter over these last weeks. It will provide you with all you need to know regarding the specifics of his leaving. I must warn you, though, that he is due to sail any day now, and you do not have long to reach him. I do not know what you intend to do regarding your fiancé, but time is against you, here.”
Rosalie nodded and hurried to the door. She turned back to look at Harriet one last time. A shadow of a thought had come to her mind, and she looked again at those brown eyes that did not match her daughter’s. She asked one last question. “The man who wronged you and left you in your predicament: he would not, by any chance, be Lord Wareham?” She studied Harriet, remembering that Peter Farrell and Lord Wareham had been friends in the past.
As she had done frequently during the conversation, Harriet looked down at her feet, giving Rosalie all the answer she needed. Considering all she knew of the Marquess’s manner and foibles, it barely came as a surprise to Rosalie. As she thought of the man’s irrepressible tendency towards flirtation and ready eagerness to fall in love with seemingly any woman, and considering his meadow-green eyes, she wondered how she had not seen the resemblance between the man and Abigail sooner. Realising, then, that Harriet had kept this from Peter caused her anger to boil up anew, and she found she couldn’t take another minute in the woman’s company. “I very nearly married that man,” she said darkly. “Your silence on all fronts has nearly cost me my own happiness as well as that of the man you profess to love as dearly as a brother. Honestly, I do not know if we will meet again. If we do, I hope you prove yourself a better kind of sister to Peter than you have in the past.”
Harriet gave no answer to that, and Rosalie did not have the time to indulge her further.
 
Once out of Miss Donne’s house, Rosalie sped through the streets like a woman possessed. She clutched to her breast the series of letters Harriet had given to her. She would be sure to read them all in detail once she was out of Sussex and en-route back to London. First, however, she had to find her sisters and arrange some form of transportation. Knowing all she did now, she had absolutely no qualms about leaving Wareham’s side without explanation. After what he had done in his past, and concealed from the world, he was not worthy of the courtesy.
As soon as she arrived on the main street of the village, Rosalie looked in all directions for signs of either Grace or Claire. There was not much to the village, and she quickly spied the two girls loitering outside the window of a fabric shop. Immediately, she picked up her skirts and ran to them, calling out their names loudly and garnering a lot of attention from the villagers passing by.
Grace and Claire turned sharply and gave each other concerned looks as Rosalie hurried towards them. They both abandoned their window shopping and moved towards Rosalie, surprised to be pulled into a three-way embrace by their elder sister. Rosalie held them tightly in her arms and spoke in a most relieved voice, tears springing from her eyes as she did so. “Peter is innocent,” she declared. “The man I love is innocent!”
As happy as both sisters seemed, Grace quickly tried to shush her older sister, looking about her with furtive caution. “That is wonderful news, really. But you don’t need to share it with the entire village. Now tell us, just what did Miss Donne say?”
Rosalie shook her head. “There is no time,” she insisted. “We need to get back up to London at once. Peter and Abigail will be catching a boat to the Americas any day now, and I cannot miss him.”
Claire looked uncertainly to Grace, but she wore a determined expression as she listened to Rosalie’s plea. “We have money on us, enough at least to engage transportation back to London. Claire, give me the contents of your purse, now.”
Claire obediently did as she was told and handed over her amply filled purse to her sister. Grace then inspected the money they jointly held. “Hmm. It’ll be enough.” She then looked up at Rosalie with the utmost seriousness. “I’m with you to the end of this, but are you absolutely certain this is what you want? If we flee from here right now, without any word to the Marquess, or to Mother and Father, you know what that will do to our reputation.”
Rosalie took a deep breath and nodded. “That is exactly why neither of you will be coming with me. Your names are going to be tarnished enough from what I am about to do, and, for that, I apologise truly and sincerely. However, you will only make matters worse for yourselves if you are seen to be colluding with me in my plans. Get me as far as the staging house here in the village, if you can, and then I want you both to return to Lord Wareham’s estate. Tell everyone that I slipped away from you while you were both shopping, and that you have not seen me since. I do not want either of you to give any indication that you know where I am or what it is I am about to do.” Claire seemed to understand the importance of what Rosalie was saying, but Grace seemed hurt, and Rosalie hugged her sister once again in reassurance. “I need you to do this for me, Grace. I do not want to enter into the next stage of my life thinking that I have injured either of you or set your own futures at risk. Now please, just do as I say. There isn’t much time for arguing.”
Grace, at last, accepted her sister’s words, and the stubborn expression on her face melted into a somewhat wistful smile. “When all this is over, I want a detailed letter from you telling me everything.”
“I guarantee you will have it,” Rosalie assured her.
 



CHAPTER 26
Throughout Rosalie’s long journey back up to London, she read quietly and diligently through each of the letters Peter Farrell had written to Miss Donne. After she had read through each one once, she went back to the very start and read them through again. The letters painted a marvellous picture, for her, of the man’s true mind and quality. His capacity for love and his infinitely caring nature were verified through each perfect pen mark on the page. The letters were always comprised of two parts. The first sections informed Harriet of her daughter’s health and happiness, and the second parts spoke of his own life and mind. In these latter sections, Peter’s words tended to speak of Rosalie herself. He praised her extensively, noting her goodness, kind temperament and willingness to know him as a person and not to judge him by what others said about him. He made it clear, as well, that he would not look to inform her of the truth regarding Abigail’s parentage or his own innocence in regard to the crimes laid against him. He reasoned, in his missives, that it was better for Rosalie to fall in love with some other man and that, though he wished with all his heart to be with her, he did not believe she could be truly happy living with a man whose own reputation would no doubt spoil hers.
The journey back to the capital was a long one, and even reading and rereading Peter’s private thoughts and sentiments only served to pass so much of the time. During the rest of the journey, Rosalie found herself looking anxiously out of the window, willing the horses that pulled the carriage to greater speed, wishing there was some way she could be by Peter’s side sooner.
From what she had learned from the last of Peter’s letters, he and Abigail had been but two days away from sailing to the New World. Rosalie knew she would be arriving on the very morning they were due to sail. Fortunately, his letters stated that the ship would not be leaving till afternoon, and Rosalie hoped this would give her plenty of time to find the man and confess to him all the feelings that lay inside her.
As her journey wound on into the night, Rosalie tried to gain some respite through sleep. She might have managed the occasional hour, but she woke often, and her mind proved far too alive to permit restful slumber. She considered that by the time she found Peter, she would have been in the same clothes for almost two consecutive days and not washed for the same length of time. She knew she would likely look a mess when she found him, and, though she knew Mr Farrell was the last person likely to care about such things, she could not help but wish she could present herself better to him.
Oddly, the issue of Peter’s moving to America played least on Rosalie’s mind. She had accepted, from the very moment she had abandoned her family in Sussex, that choosing to be with the man meant choosing a whole new life for herself in another country. Knowing now exactly why Peter refused to clear his name to society, Rosalie could not ask him to change his ways for her benefit. He accepted the brunt of London’s scorn for the sake of Abigail, and Rosalie was prepared to accept that same judgement for the sake of both the child and Peter himself. Were he to accept her, Rosalie knew that their best chance at happiness lay in new lands where they bore no reputation and where the ire of London society could not easily reach them.
When, at last, the great city came into view on the northern horizon, the sun was just beginning to rise, and the buildings in the near distance were bathed in an orange glow. It was a heart-warming sight, and Rosalie knew now that she was in no danger of missing Peter’s boat. As the light improved, she dug out the letters she had been gifted by Harriet and checked once again the particulars of the ship on which he was to sail. Peter had stated in his letters that he and Abigail would board early in the day to ensure that the possessions they were taking with them were safely secured and to give Abigail time to adjust to the particular rocking motion that came with travel by boat. Rosalie knew nothing about etiquette when it came to ships. She did not know if she would be let on board without a pass, nor how much the passage to the New World would cost her if it proved necessary to buy a ticket in order to go aboard. Her sisters had provided her with an ample sum of money from their purses but she could only assume that the passage to America was more expensive than the sum she had on her person. 
Rosalie had to tip her driver a considerable amount to take her to the exact dock where Mr Farrell’s boat lay. The driver had to make enquiries to discover the location himself and added three extra shillings to the fare for his trouble. It was extortion, but the driver seemed aware that Rosalie was desperate to reach her destination on time and knew that he could exploit her without her making too much of a fuss. For all she cared, he could help himself to the entire contents of her purse and all her worldly possessions if it meant she got to Peter in time to tell him all she needed to say.
The bells of the church tolled the half-hour after nine as Rosalie’s carriage trundled to a halt at the waterside. As soon as she caught sight of the ship on which Mr Farrell would be leaving, she paid her driver and rushed over to the gangplank where one of the crew sat in a slovenly manner at a makeshift desk. The fellow yawned, and his weathered brow creased as he observed Rosalie running towards him. He clambered from his chair and moved to block access to the ship, putting out a hand to stop her.
“Miss, The Faithful Queen does not leave for another five hours yet. There’s no need to be rushing to get aboard. Do you have a ticket or a pass?” The man looked at her curiously. She doubted he could be impressed, considering her current state.
“I am sorry if I appear overeager.” She spoke somewhat breathlessly. “I do not have a ticket, but I must speak with one of the passengers who is boarding today. His name is Peter Farrell, and his daughter Abigail should be with him, too.”
The seaman wandered back over to his desk and flicked open a little brown book that lay there. He seemed in no great hurry. “Ah yes,” he said, after studying the pages. “Both the gentleman and his daughter are aboard and will be settling nicely into their quarters by now.”
Rosalie breathed a sigh of relief and immediately brought out her purse again. “I do not know how much it is to travel to America, but this is all I have. If that can’t grant me passage, will it at least be enough to let me come aboard and see the man and his daughter before they set sail?”
The sailor frowned as he looked at the small purse, opening it up and dropping its contents onto the desk. “‘There’s nowhere near enough here to grant you passage,” he said, in a matter-of-fact voice. “Still, so long as it is all well with the captain, there’s no reason why you cannot have a word with our passenger before he departs. I can tell by the mad look about you it must be something important.”
“Yes, it is the most important thing in the world,” Rosalie insisted.
The man smiled and shook his head. “Well, in that case, it would be wrong of me to take your money over it. Let me get someone to fetch the gentleman. Can you give me your name so he knows who is running after him in such a stirring fashion?”
Rosalie ignored his little joke, unable to find anything humorous in the situation. “My name is Rosalie Curtis. I’m sure if you tell him that, he will want to see me.”
The sailor chuckled. “So long as you aren’t his missus that he’s running away from.”
“Nothing of the sort,” Rosalie declared.
The man simply laughed again.
For a few agitating and fretful minutes, Rosalie was forced to wait on the shore for someone to give her leave to come aboard. She understood that if Farrell did not wish to see her, she would be denied access, and she prayed that his stubborn belief that she would be better off without him would not cause him to reject her now.
As she paced back and forth, her eyes noticed a figure come to the side of the ship and lean down over the railings to look at her. It was Mr Farrell, and Rosalie breathed a sigh of relief to see him. She looked at once to the man who had restrained her, but he appeared to have lost all interest in her as she seemed permitted to go aboard. Picking up her skirts, Rosalie ran noisily up the gangplank and onto the vessel. She stumbled with her footing as she came onto the deck, but that hardly slowed her at all as she ran straight into Peter’s arms. She did not care, at that moment, that he would have no understanding of how she had come to be there; nor did she want to give any kind of explanation. All she wanted was to feel her arms wrapped around him and to know that she had reached him in time. She clung to him tightly, as though the act of holding him would be sufficient to ensure that he could not leave her.
To Rosalie’s great relief, Peter Farrell made no attempt to reject her. After a moment of bewildered confusion, which seemed to leave him paralysed, he returned her embrace. He put his arms about her and rubbed his hands up and down her back soothingly. Rosalie began to cry from a mixture of sheer relief, happiness and still a lot of fear.
 “What on earth are you doing here?” Peter whispered in her ear. “Do you have any idea what you risk by seeing me off like this and so publicly? Your fiancé -”
“Lord Wareham is not my concern any longer,” Rosalie declared firmly. Though she wanted very much to remain in Peter’s arms, she withdrew and looked at him with a steadfast expression. “I cannot marry that man, any more than I could anyone else on this earth. I am in love with you, Peter Farrell, and I’m willing to accept any judgement or reprisal others may throw at me in order to be by your side.”
Peter looked about at the sailors, many of whom had stopped their work and were listening intently to their conversation. “Rosalie, I am about to sail to America. I can’t stay here in London anymore, and Abigail deserves the chance to grow up in a place where she won’t be snubbed for being kin to me.”
Rosalie sniffed as her emotions threatened once again to overtake her. She put her hands around his and smiled at him warmly and lovingly. “I know that Peter,” she replied. “I know how much you will do for Abigail, and… I know now all that you have done for her in the past.” She studied his confused expression and summoned up the courage to tell him the truth. “Please do not judge me harshly for having done this. I found Harriet Donne, and I learned from her the whole business that you have kept hidden all these years and which you refused to tell me for my own sake.”
Peter’s eyes widened, and he looked about furtively as though worried that some unseen party could be listening in. He then closed the distance between them and spoke in a whisper. “Harriet? How did you find her? What did she say to you?”
“She only told me what I needed to know in order to make the right choice for my happiness. Please do not be angry with me for having sought her out. I promise you, unreservedly, that I will not speak a word of what I know of your past to anyone. I know why you are willing to bear the rumours spoken against you: it is to ensure that Abigail has the advantage of being seen by the world as a legitimate child. It is a wonderful thing you are doing for her, and I will not try to interfere with that noble enterprise.”
“Then you know now why we cannot possibly be together. It is one thing for me to ensure Abigail has all the advantages in life that I can give her, but it is quite another for me to ask you to suffer the same fate as I.” Peter looked at Rosalie sadly, heaving a sigh and clearly expecting these words to be words of parting.
Rosalie cupped the man’s cheek in her palm, gently pulling his face close to her so that she could kiss his lips. Unlike the last time they had almost kissed, Peter did nothing to resist her. 
Rosalie closed her eyes as their lips met. It was the most wonderful kiss. Better than anything she had ever felt or imagined! His lips were soft, and Rosalie’s senses failed her. She felt her knees weaken, hardly caring as she felt Peter’s arms supporting her. The kiss was full of finesse and fiery intensity and carried much more promise than those few kisses Rosalie had shared with Lord Wareham. With Peter, Rosalie could feel true passion. She was everything to him, and the kiss communicated that adoration and devotion. Rosalie felt Peter’s hand run through her hair, then caress the nape of her neck. The other hand pulled her closer to him, the press of his body against hers promising safety and comfort. This moment with Peter was better by far than any sensation Rosalie had ever felt. She felt whole and perfect.
Even the boorish cheers of the ship’s crew around them did nothing to spoil it. Rosalie barely paid them any heed when, at last, she drew away just a few centimetres and whispered to him. “Peter, do you not see? You do not need to ask me to do anything. I am here because I want to be, and I’m choosing to spend my life with you because it is what I want more than anything. If that life is to be in the Americas, then so be it. If loving you as a husband means loving Abigail as my own daughter, I readily and fully commit myself to that, too. You are not asking or forcing me to do anything. I have made my choices myself, and I have burned my bridges with Lord Wareham. Please, do not send me away now in the belief that I will find a better man than you elsewhere.”
Peter took a breath and glanced over the rails at the sights of London. His eyes then drifted back to Rosalie, and a smile spread across his features. “You have nothing at all on you. You will need clothes, at the very least, for the journey.”
Rosalie put her hands over her mouth as she let out an involuntary cry of pure joy. “Does this mean… Are you are allowing me to come with you? Are you asking me…?”
“Yes. Rosalie Curtis, I am asking you to come away with me to America and to be my wife. If you will have me, I know I will have been blessed beyond all reason.” Peter took her hands in his, gripping them tightly as he bent down on one knee in the traditional manner.
This proposal was every bit as public as the one that Lord Wareham had made to her, but Rosalie did not seem to notice or care about any of the people who watched her now. The only person in the world who seemed to exist on that boat was Peter himself, and she unashamedly collapsed to her knees and wound her arms about him once more, as she kissed his lips over and over in answer.
A chorus of cheers and whistles erupted from the entertained crew before a shriller and more excited voice called out above the noise. “Rosalie!” Abigail, who must have been waiting in one of the cabins, appeared now before them, her face erupting in delight at the sight of her father and Rosalie together. She seemed more than approving of the situation as she ran into their arms, the three of them embracing each other tightly.
Who knew how long a time passed? However, as the bell tolled the hour of ten, Peter seemed to regain some of his senses and looked to the two most precious women in his life with new conviction. “Abigail, Rosalie is going to come with us to America and be your new mother. You know you are the most precious thing in my life, and I need to know that you will be happy with this.”
“Of course I am happy!” Abigail giggled. “Rosalie, I promise I’ll be a good daughter for you.”
Rosalie stroked the girl’s hair as Abigail clung naturally to her dress, as easily as if they had known each other for years, as easily as though they were flesh and blood. “I know you are already the best daughter in the world,” she assured her.
Peter’s chest puffed out with pride, and he looked at his daughter seriously. “If you wish to be a very good daughter to your new mother, then take Rosalie to our cabin. I need to have a word with the captain and see if there is any chance that we can source some clothes from a nearby tailor before this ship sails.”
Rosalie and Abigail both watched as Mr Farrell stepped away and immediately began making the arrangements for Rosalie’s passage with them. As with all things he did, he moved with great purpose and conviction, wanting nothing else but the happiness of his daughter and his new fiancé. Although Rosalie reflected that she should have been in some small measure scared by the prospect of what she was about to do, she found herself at peace and content. She did not know what life in the Americas would hold for her, nor the reactions she would receive from her parents regarding this inexplicable and sudden move. Still, she knew her heart, and she knew without fear of contradiction that she was doing the right thing.
 




Epilogue: 
A Letter
 
Dearest Rosalie,
I am sure you are wondering just how I found out your address ahead of your writing to me yourself. For this, you have to thank our youngest and brightest sister, Claire. I do not know quite how she has gained such a knack for finding information, but she really can be relied upon to supply one with virtually anything one could desire. I will assume by now that I can no longer address this letter to Miss Rosalie Curtis, and I’m smiling as I write on the envelope, for the first time, Mrs Rosalie Farrell. I hope your wedding and your marriage are proving everything you wanted them to be, and my only regret in all this is that I was not there to witness the occasion. Of course, this puts the burden on to you to write me a most detailed and full account of all you have done since leaving for the Americas. 
For now, I am sure you are eager to know what news there is from home, after your sudden leave-taking.
Needless to say, Father was furious. He was certain that the Marquess would have given him all he needed to expand his woollen operations and bring to life his dream of creating a new swathe of fashions in the capital. I can fully picture your rolling your eyes at this, but I am afraid he has taken the matter very badly and has declared that he will not speak to you again should you ever return home, nor write you in America.
Mother had a somewhat nuanced reaction to things. On the one hand, her eldest daughter running away to the Americas with a man of ill-repute, leaving behind her a wealthy and seemingly honourable fiancé, was a most terrible crime and embarrassment for the family to deal with. However, as you have done nothing so reckless in the past, she has been able to pin the blame for your actions solely on Aunt Lynch. In a strange sort of way, I believe Mother is enjoying this and almost seems to crow over our aunt’s corrupting influence. She makes a point of telling us frequently how much better off we were when our aunt had nothing at all to do with our lives. With this in mind, I believe Mama will ultimately forgive you for what you have done and come to accept your marriage in the near future.
Regarding the Marquess, he proved less than gentlemanly when he discovered that you had fled from his home. Here in London, your name is now being bandied about as the most exciting and sordid piece of gossip ever to grace the capital. You are now held up as a cautionary tale, an example of what comes from making bad acquaintances. I fear that your standing in England will never recover, but I am quite confident that you and your husband will not need ever to return to these shores or be at all concerned by what cretins and idiots say about you both.
If you are reading this letter observantly, you might have noticed that I am talking about London as though I am a resident of the city. Well, I am pleased to say that in fact I am living in the great city now, having taken over the room you occupied in our aunt’s home. Unfortunately, when the truth came out about your leaving, it was impossible for Claire and me to feign total innocence. Father and Mother both seemed to guess that you must have had help in arranging your escapade. To protect Claire, I told them that it was I who helped you steal away from Sussex and reach the boat that Mr Farrell was taking. As a result, Father has banished me from his sight, and I am now living by the generosity of our dear aunt. Mother and Claire write to me often, but I am told it will be some time before Father will allow me to return home.
Aunt Lynch herself has come away from this whole fracas better than I would have anticipated. Indeed, whenever I make note of that fact, she always fixes me with a knowing smile and tells me it is the payoff for years of faithful service to London society. With you now gone and married, I believe she is now turning her attention to finding me a husband. I have told her on several occasions that I need no such help and have been quite candid in telling her that I have been more than successful in winning young men’s hearts in the past. She seems insistent on the matter, however, and I am not going to be the one to spoil her fun. Certainly, her patronage could prove useful on one matter. Lord Wareham, unable to hurt you far away in the Americas, seems to be doing all he can to injure me and my name here. So Lady Lynch’s choice to vouch for me is a welcome shield against that man’s attacks on my person. Please, do not be troubled by this. I am more than capable of handling that man and anyone else who seeks to belittle me through mere rumour and gossip.
I know you are only just settling in to your new life and circumstances, but I cannot wait to hear from you and for you to tell me in full detail just how you were met by Mr Farrell on that boat and what wonderful adventures the two of you have had together, since leaving England. Waiting with very little patience for your reply,
Your loving sister,
Grace Curtis
 
The End
 
Dear Reader, 
Did you enjoy my romance novel? If you did, I’d love to invite you to read the next book about Grace, Rosalie’s younger sister, and Lord Blackmore. Tall, with short dark hair and the chiselled features of a Grecian statue, George Blackmore is blessed with a regal bearing that makes him instantly desirable to the ladies of London – and to Grace… 
Would you like to be informed as soon as the next volume in the series is published? Then sign up here to my mailing list. I will send you a short message via email as soon as the next books are ready to go. Subscribers will receive a chance to read them for free. 
 
Happy reading!
 
Yours,
Rosie Wynter
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