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PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF MARY BALOGH

SIMPLY MAGIC

“Balogh continues her superb Simply romance series … with another exquisitely crafted Regency historical that brilliantly blends deliciously clever writing, subtly nuanced characters, and simmering sensuality into a simply sublime romance.” —Booklist 

SIMPLY LOVE

“This superbly written, emotionally wrenching story of two wary people resigned to loneliness but surprised by love is classic Balogh and one of her best to date.”—Library Journal

SIMPLY UNFORGETTABLE

“When an author has created a series as beloved to readers as Balogh’s Bedwyn saga, it is hard to believe that she can surpass the delights with the first installment in a new quartet. But Balogh has done just that.” —Booklist

“A memorable cast … refresh[es] a classic Regency plot with humor, wit, and the sizzling romantic chemistry that one expects from Balogh. Well-written and emotionally complex.” —Library Journal

SLIGHTLY DANGEROUS

“Slightly Dangerous is the culmination of Balogh’s wonderfully entertaining Bedwyn series…. Balogh, famous for her believable characters and finely crafted Regencyera settings, forges a relationship that leaps off the page and into the hearts of her readers.” —Booklist

“With this series, Balogh has created a wonderfully romantic world of Regency culture and society. Readers will miss the honorable Bedwyns and their mates; ending the series with Wulfric’s story is icing on the cake. Highly recommended.” —Library Journal

SLIGHTLY SINFUL

“Smart, playful, and deliciously satisfying … Balogh once again delivers a clean, sprightly tale rich in both plot and character…. With its irrepressible characters and deft plotting, this polished romance is an ideal summer read.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

SLIGHTLY TEMPTED

“Once again, Balogh has penned an entrancing, unconventional yarn that should expand her following.”—Publishers Weekly

“Balogh is a gifted writer…. Slightly Tempted invites reflection, a fine quality in romance, and Morgan and Gervase are memorable characters.” —Contra Costa Times

SLIGHTLY SCANDALOUS

“With its impeccable plotting and memorable characters, Balogh’s book raises the bar for Regency romances.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review) 

“The sexual tension fairly crackles between this pair of beautifully matched protagonists…. This delightful and exceptionally welldone title nicely demonstrates [Balogh’s] matchless style.” —Library Journal

“This third book in the Bedwyn series is … highly enjoyable as part of the series or on its own merits.”—Old Book Barn Gazette

SLIGHTLY WICKED

“Sympathetic characters and scalding sexual tension make the second installment in [the Slightly series] a truly engrossing read…. Balogh’s sure-footed story possesses an abundance of character and class.”—Publishers Weekly

SLIGHTLY MARRIED

“[A Perfect Ten] … Slightly Married is a masterpiece! Mary Balogh has an unparalleled gift for creating complex, compelling characters who come alive on the pages.” —Romance Reviews Today

A SUMMER TO REMEMBER

“Balogh outdoes herself with this romantic romp, crafting a truly seamless plot and peopling it with well-rounded, winning characters.” —Publishers Weekly

“The most sensuous romance of the year.” —Booklist “This one will rise to the top.” —Library Journal

“Filled with vivid descriptions, sharp dialogue, and fantastic characters, this passionate, adventurous tale will remain memorable for readers who love an entertaining read.” —Rendezvous
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THE CLIFFS OF THE SOUTH COAST OF ENGLAND were visible to larboard, the morning mists having lifted, though the clouds still hung low and heavy and the sea was slate gray and heaving. The Adeona, one of the ships belonging to the North West Company of Canada, was bringing furs to the auction markets of London.

The cliffs of England. Of home.

A clerk of the company, one of those whose task it was to accompany the furs across the Atlantic and to transact the company’s business in London, stood at the rail of the ship, one arm propping him against it, the other hand clinging to a taut rope attached to the rigging, his feet planted firmly apart for better balance, and tested the thought in his mind.

Home.

Soon he would set his feet again on his native soil, the very soil he had shaken from them four years before without a moment’s hesitation. As he had once said to someone in England, though he did not care to remember whom, he had liked the sight of the sea because it represented his escape from England. And he had escaped.

But she had said that perhaps it was from himself he wished to escape and that it could not be done. For wherever he went, however far he ran, he must inevitably take himself along too.

She had been right. He had taken himself to Canada—to Lower Canada to be precise, to Montreal. And since that had not by any means been far enough, then he had become a clerk with the North West Company, a group of merchants and traders in furs, and had taken himself off with a canoe brigade beyond Lower Canada, even beyond the limits of Upper Canada, beyond the limits of civilization.

Three thousand miles beyond Montreal he had journeyed. He had spent three years there, in the Athabasca country, with only a handful of other fur-trading men and the native inhabitants of the country for company.

He could have gone no farther without falling entirely off the end of the world, it had seemed, though some men had crossed the barrier of the mountains and reached the Pacific Ocean. And of course, it was true that he had taken himself every inch of the way. The only difference was that he had come to like himself a little better while that far away from home. While that far away from his memories.

But of course he could not escape memories as effectively as he had escaped from an island. They kept intruding. They were only as far away as his mind. And so he was coming back home for a few months. He might have stayed in the interior for years—most clerks of the company did, earning partnership by slow degrees and hard work. But he had requested, and been granted, a position in Montreal for a year. And because even there he could not be free of his past, he had requested, and been granted, the task of bringing the furs to auction.

And now he was almost back where he had started. Sometimes the mist and the water met so that he could no longer see the cliffs of southern England, but he knew they were there. And the Adeona was taking him very surely to London.

He did not want to be there. Or in any other part of England. Least of all in Yorkshire, where he had lived most of his life. But he would not go there. He would be working in London. There would be no time to make the ultimate journey home. And there was no point. There was nothing to be gained by going back there.

That particular episode in his life was long in the past. Long ago in his youth, when one could be expected to make mistakes. He had made one—more than one, perhaps—and he had tried to put it right. Tried until he had thought he was going mad. And failed. There was nothing he could do about it now.

It would be better to stay away from there. He was coming back to England. Surely that was enough. There was no need to worry the wound until it was quite raw again.

And yet it was that very episode from his youth that he sometimes thought would always prevent him from being entirely free.

He would not think of it. The sea was choppy. He looked down into its gray depths as the ship beneath his feet dipped and heaved. And he took off his beaver hat, which had been pulled low over his brow, in order to let the damp wind blow through his dark, overlong hair.

He probably would not have to go home to Yorkshire in order to see his parents. They would doubtless be in London to see him, and probably staying with Alex. Alex!Yes, for years before he left for Canada his sister had been the most important person in his world. She had married the Earl of Amberley after his departure and now had a son and a daughter. He longed to see them—and her, of course. It was surely worth coming home just to see Alex and discover if she had found the happiness she had never known as a girl.

She had never been allowed to be happy then. Neither had he. They had had the misfortune to have a father whose firmly held religious beliefs led him to eliminate all enjoyment from life, both for himself and for his family. And of course, there had been the dreadful quarrel between himself and his father, unresolved before he left and surely unresolvable now.

James Purnell sighed and looked up to the dimly visible cliffs of England again. Why was it that it was possible to hate and to love both at the same time? How was it that he could hate his father and reject all that he stood for and resent what his father had done to his life and to Alex’s and yet at the same time love him and crave his understanding and his approval? He was a man of thirty years, and yet he seemed to have a child’s need for a parent’s affection.

“James?”

A light and welcome voice broke in on his thoughts, and he turned to watch the careful and somewhat unsteady approach of a small, slim girl whose brown hair was neatly confined beneath her bonnet and whose shapely form was concealed behind the folds of a heavy cloak. Her lips smiled, and her cheeks were already rosy from the freshness of the wind. Her eyes were sparkling.

“Duncan knocked on my door to tell Miss Hendricks and me that the coast of England was visible,” she said, as he took her elbow in a firm clasp and guided her to the rail, where she would have something firm and safe to cling to. “And I saw immediately through the porthole that it was true. I simply had to come up on deck for a better look. England, James! I can scarce believe it.”

“Your first sight of it, Jean,” he said, smiling indulgently. “I can remember my first sight of Canada four years ago. I know just the excitement you are feeling.”

She smiled up at him before returning her wide-eyed gaze to the distant cliffs. “It has been worth it after all,” she said. “The dreadful food and the incessant motion and Miss Hendricks sick almost from the moment of our embarking.” She giggled. “She has not been much of a chaperone after all, has she, the poor dear?”

“But you have had your brother to watch after you,” he said.

She breathed in a deep lungful of salty air and closed her eyes. “I am so happy that Father said I could come with Duncan to join him in London,” she said. “I have always wanted to see London. Is it really the most exciting city in the world?”

James Purnell smiled again. “I have not seen many of the rest of them to make comparisons,” he said. “But I suppose it is exciting, if you like that type of excitement.”

“You have a sister here, don’t you?” she said. “And parents. You must be very happy about seeing them again.”

“Yes.” He gazed at the cliffs with dark, inscrutable eyes. “I was always extremely fond of Alex. She is five years younger than I. And my mother will be pleased to see me, I think.”

The girl wrinkled her nose. “Well, of course she will,” she said. “Will they be in London? I would dearly like to meet your family.”

He looked down at her. “I have no idea,” he said. “I may have to travel down into Hampshire to see my sister. She is married to the Earl of Amberley. He has a large estate close to the sea. We will doubtless sail almost within sight of their home.”

“She is a countess?” she asked, her eyes widening. “You did not mention that before. And your father is a baron, is he not?”

“Lord Beckworth,” he said.

“It must be wonderful to be someone of some importance in London,” she said. “To have entry to all the most fashionable gatherings. And this is the time of the Season, is it not?”

“June?” he said. “So it is. But your father is not precisely a nobody, Jean. Douglas Cameron, partner in the company, respected merchant. You will have an opportunity to enjoy yourself, never fear.”

“Perhaps,” she said with a sigh. “But he is not exactly high ton, is he? Far from it. I suppose you are. Or were. And will be again as soon as you set foot on English ground. You are very fortunate.”

“Yes,” he said.

He had spent his first year in the Athabasca country with Duncan Cameron, the girl’s brother. Naturally enough, when he had discovered his old friend in Montreal two years later, they had renewed their friendship. And he had become acquainted with Jean Cameron. He had not seen a great deal of her, as she had only recently finished her schooling at a convent, though her family was not Catholic.

Her presence on board ship had been like a breath of fresh air. Her spirits had not been dampened either by the tedium of the long days or by the indisposition of her chaperone, Miss Hendricks, a schoolmistress who was returning to England to keep house for a recently widowed brother. Jean Cameron had spent a great deal of her time with her brother and with him. She treated him almost as if he were another brother, but he was not sure he could see her as a sister. On several occasions he had resisted with some effort the urge to kiss her.

He must resist. A kiss to so young and strictly brought up a young lady would seem very little different from a proposal of marriage. And he was not in the marriage market. Not for her or anyone else.

They lapsed into silence. Jean seemed content to gaze her fill at the coast of England and to dream of the enjoyment the summer in London would bring. And James Purnell appeared to forget her presence beside him. His lean, weather-bronzed face grew hard and he gazed sightlessly at the cliffs that were so enthralling his companion.

He was thinking of another woman, yet another burden he had carried around with him for four long years. Madeline. Lady Madeline Raine. She had told him that he would take himself wherever he went. She had not also said that he would carry her around inside his head just as surely. Madeline with her bright, fair curls and eager, vital face. Madeline with her tall, slender, lithe form. Madeline, talkative and frivolous and empty-headed.

Or so he had always told himself, as if he needed somehow to convince himself that what he had felt for her had been nothing but a physical passion. Nothing serious. Nothing lasting. Only enough to haunt his every waking moment and his every dream for four years.

Though that must, of course, be an exaggeration. Pure sentimentality.

He needed to see her again. Perhaps it was to see her more than for any other reason that he was making this unnecessary journey. He must convince himself that there really was no substance to his dreams. He must rid himself of the obsession.

For he was no more free to love than he had been four years before. Free to marry, perhaps, if he so wished. But not free to love.

He would free himself of her, at least. It was necessary to see her. To see that she was six and twenty years old now, past her prime, her beauty and vitality doubtless faded.

 And he doubtless would see her. She was Alex’s sister-in-law, Amberley’s sister. And still unmarried, according to Alex’s last letter, though she had been betrothed the summer before to an officer of the Guards, wounded at the Battle of Waterloo. The engagement had been broken, however—typical of Madeline and her shallow nature. Except that perhaps she was not really shallow. Perhaps he had just made her so in his mind so that he would not love her.

Her twin brother, Dominic, Lord Eden, had married, Alex had announced in that last letter. But not Madeline. He wished she had married her officer. He could have forgotten about her then.

Perhaps.

“Will you be going to any balls, do you suppose?” Jean Cameron asked.

He looked down at her wistful face and smiled. “Not if I can avoid them,” he said. But he felt again the tenderness for her youth and eagerness that he was finding hard to resist. “But if I do have an invitation that cannot be refused, I shall take you along with me—if you wish it and your father permits it, of course.”

Her face lit up so that once more he had to hold himself aloof, prevent himself from bending forward and brushing her lips affectionately with his own. “Oh, would you?”she said. “Would you really, James?” Her eyes focused on a point over his shoulder. “Duncan,” she called. “Come and hear what James has just promised. Oh, do come.”

James Purnell looked back over his shoulder and raised his eyebrows in a rather rueful expression at his stocky, sandy-haired friend.



LADY MADELINE RAINE was sitting in a window recess in the drawing room of the Earl of Amberley’s house on Grosvenor Square. She was holding her two-month-old niece on her lap and gazing down into the child’s open eyes. Her twin brother, Lord Eden, the father of the child she held and of its twin, who was sleeping in his own arms, sat with her. They were a little apart from the other occupants of the room and participated both in the general conversation and in their own private one.

“What a fascination babies are,” Madeline said. “Have you noticed, Dom, how a baby will always be the center of attraction in any room?”

“I have noticed that you have no eyes for anyone but Olivia,” he said with a grin, “and occasionally Charles. You have scarcely glanced my way, Mad, even though we have not seen each other for almost two months until today.”

“How foolish,” she said, smiling back at him. “You know I am always glad to see you, Dom. There is always something missing when you are not close by. I am so glad you and Ellen came to London after all. I feared you would not come this year with the children so young and with this newfound delight of yours in the country.”

“Well, you know,” he said, “the chance of bringing the children to town for the admiration of Mama and Edmund and Alexandra and you was quite irresistible. Not to mention Ellen’s father, who has made no fewer than three whirlwind visits into Wiltshire already to assure himself that his grandchildren are growing and Ellen recovering her health. And of course Ellen wanted to bring Jennifer back to town to her grandfather. You must not forget that Ellen is the stepmother of a marriageable young lady, at the grand age of six and twenty. When Charlie died at Waterloo last year, he left Ellen a widow with responsibilities—Jennifer is only eight years younger than she. She is here for what remains of the Season.”

“Whatever your excuse,” Madeline said, “I am glad. She has green eyes, Dom, like you and me. Olivia, I mean.”

“You have been enjoying the Season?” Lord Eden asked. “You are in good looks, Mad, as usual.”

“It is quite shameful, is it not?” she said. “This is my ninth Season, though last year did not really count, as I was in Brussels for most of the summer. One of these days, I swear, I am going to take to wearing caps and carrying my embroidery around with me.”

Lord Eden grinned and glanced down at his son, who stirred before settling back to sleep again. “Anyone special?” he asked.

Madeline’s eyes sparkled back into his. “Well, of course there is someone special,” she said. “Isn’t there always? Actually, Dom, he is no one new. Jason Huxtable is in town and I am quite in love with him.”

“Colonel Huxtable?” he said, eyebrows raised. “Your old beau from Brussels? I thought you had rejected him.”

“Well, I have changed my mind,” she said. “He is quite the most handsome man in London. He has made me an offer already.”

“Has he indeed?” he said. “And?”

She laughed softly. “And nothing,” she said. “I turned the question. I am not at all ready to give my answer yet. Though I think I might accept him before the Season ends, Dom. The single state sometimes becomes tedious.
Geoffrey is being a little troublesome, too.”

“North?” he said. “He is smitten with your charms, too?”

“Silly, is it not?” she said. “We have been friends forever and now suddenly he has begun to see roses in my cheeks and stars in my eyes and other nonsense like that. Poor Geoffrey. I really do not know how to cope with a friend turned lover.”

“Madeline,” Ellen, Lady Eden, called from across the room, “are you tired of holding Olivia? You must not feel obliged, you know. Shall I take her?”

“Oh, please let me have her for a little longer,” Madeline said.

But her attention had been effectively diverted. Her other brother, with his daughter on his lap busily trying to undo the buttons on his waistcoat, was laughing at his wife.

“Do you realize how often you have asked that question during the past year, Alex?” he said fondly. “How am I to know beyond the shadow of a doubt if James will come or not? I can only say, as I always do, that he wrote to say he was coming and that there is no reason to suppose he will not.”

“But it was last autumn when we heard from him,” the Countess of Amberley said with a sigh. “So long ago. Anything could have happened since then. But your letter also said that he was coming, Mama?” She turned to her mother, who was seated beside her.

“It is too bad of him to be coming here as a common tradesman,” Lady Beckworth said fretfully. “He could have come home as a decent gentleman instead of shaming us all this way.”

“Oh, Mama,” Alexandra said, laying a hand over her mother’s, “let us be thankful that he is coming at all. If he comes. Four years seems to have been an interminable time, and for a while it seemed that he might never come home again. Will he have changed, I wonder?”

“I will not set my hopes on it,” Lord Beckworth said. “It is doubtful, Alexandra, that James will have changed at his age. The manner in which he is returning—as a tradesman, to break his mother’s heart—proves my point.”

The countess glanced unhappily at her husband, who smiled back at her with his eyes. “I am longing to see him,” she said. “Oh, Edmund, do you think he will come? And don’t smile at me in that odious way. Caroline, sweetheart, don’t put Papa’s buttons in your mouth. I am afraid you will swallow one of them.”

“So am I,” the earl said, laughing and disengaging his button from his daughter’s mouth. “They are made of silver.”

“I am looking forward to meeting your brother, too, Alexandra,” Ellen said. “You have told me so much about him. And I am sure he will come if he told you he would. He would have written otherwise, would he not?” She stooped to examine the toy brought for her inspection by Christopher, Lord Cleeves, the earl’s son.

Lord Eden, smoothing a hand over the soft down on his child’s head, was examining his twin closely. “Well, Mad,” he said, “and what are your thoughts on the subject?”

“What subject?” she said, and flushed deeply when he merely raised his eyebrows. “I have no thoughts, Dom. It is nothing to me.”

“Madeline,” he said, “this is your twin, remember?”

“Well, then,” she said, suddenly finding it necessary to examine her niece’s fingers with minute care, “I will be glad if he comes. I will be glad to see him. And then finally it will all be over, and I can concentrate all my attention on Jason. I am quite in love with him, you know.”

“You were quite in love with Purnell,” he said, “but quite against your will, I remember. You did not choose to love him, as you seem to have chosen to love Huxtable. And you did not forget him easily, did you? Or forget him ever, for that matter.”

“I never loved him,” she said quietly, looking up into her brother’s eyes. “I hated him. I disliked him. I feared him. I didn’t love him, Dom. Not at all. It was an obsession. And nothing will have changed in four years. I want to see him again, that’s all. I need to see him again so that I can prove to myself that it was a foolish obsession of the past. And I want happiness, Dom. I am tired of being alone. I want children, like you and Edmund.”

“All right,” he said. “Don’t upset yourself, Mad. I was not teasing you. I want you to be happy too, it may surprise you to know. And I remember Huxtable as a thoroughly worthy character.”

“Anyway,” she said quietly, “perhaps he will not come. Olivia is getting restless, Dom. What shall I do?”

He laughed. “I think only Ellen can do the doing,” he said, turning to smile at his wife, who was approaching them. “Perhaps Olivia can have a meal in peace for once, if Charles continues to sleep. He is quite ferocious when he is hungry. It is going to be difficult to persuade this one that a prime gentlemanly virtue is allowing a lady to go first.”

Madeline reluctantly gave up the baby to her sister-in-law and watched the two of them leave the room. She sighed inwardly and glanced at her twin, whose attention was focused on the baby in his arms. She had still not quite adjusted her mind to the fact that Dominic was married and the father of two. And seemingly perfectly happy and domesticated.

They had been restless together for several years and like each other in their enthusiasms and tendency to fall in love routinely and out of love before any marriage could be contracted. And then he had met Ellen when she was still married to his best friend, and married her himself only months after her husband was killed at the Battle of Waterloo. Ellen was perfect for him. And he was happy, and therefore she was happy.

But sometimes there was a dreadful feeling of loneliness. A loneliness she hid, as she had always done, in increased activity and gaiety. This was perhaps her busiest and brightest Season yet.

But she loved Jason Huxtable. And she would be happy with him. He was a man and not a boy. The year before she had betrothed herself to Allan Penworth and broken off the engagement in the autumn. But that was excusable. He had been wounded in battle and she had nursed him back to health. They had both mistaken their dependence on each other for love.

This was different. There was no dependence on either side. They were both strong and independent individuals. It was real love. She had drawn back from accepting Jason’s offer only because she had made so many mistakes in the past. But she would accept him before the
summer was out. She was six and twenty. If she did not marry soon, she never would. And she would hate to go through life without the experience of marriage and motherhood.

She wished James Purnell were not coming. It was not fair. It had taken her months, perhaps years, to recover from his leaving. It was not fair that he should come back now to throw her feelings into turmoil again.

And why should there be any turmoil? There really had been nothing between them except a mutual dislike and a strange, inexplicable attraction.

If only she had not hated him as well as disliking him, perhaps she could have forgotten him more easily. But the manner of his leaving had caused intense hatred, an emotion she had been unfamiliar with and unable to cope with.

They had met, by accident, out of doors during a summer ball at Amberley Court in Hampshire, and he had kissed her. They had danced together to the distant sounds of the music from the ballroom, and he had kissed her. If it could be called a kiss. It had been far more than that. He had made love to her in all but the ultimate way, and she had given herself to him, even for the ultimate consummation.

She had loved him during that moment of total madness. All dislike and distrust had faded, and she had offered herself to him. She had even told him that she loved him. She had humiliated herself that much.

And he had put her from him, sneered at her, told her that it was lust only he felt for her, and told her to leave him if she knew what was good for her. She had gone and never seen him since. He had left Amberley that same night and sailed for Canada a few days later.

She had been totally destroyed. It had taken her months to put herself back together again, to regain her spirits and something of her old self-esteem. And she had come to hate intensely the man she had loved as intensely for a few insane minutes.

She wished he were not coming back.

“When is the very soonest he could possibly be here?”Alexandra was asking of no one in particular, having found it impossible to concentrate on any other topic of conversation for longer than a few minutes.

“About now,” the earl said, smiling gently at her. “Or if not him in person, then a letter from him. You should have some definite news soon, Alex.”

She smiled apologetically at him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I am becoming a bore, am I not?” She turned to her mother-in-law, the Dowager Countess of Amberley. “Do tell me about the opera last evening, Mother. You must be very happy to have Sir Cedric Harvey back in England again. You missed him last year when he was away in Vienna, did you not?”

Perhaps he would not come, Madeline thought. Perhaps she was living through all this agony for nothing. Perhaps he would not come. Perhaps he would never come.

Would she be able to bear never seeing him again?
Never in this life?

She caught her twin’s eyes steady on her and flushed.
Sometimes it was an uncomfortable feeling to know that she had a brother who knew her and understood her almost as well as she knew and understood herself.
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JAMES PURNELL WAS SITTING INSIDE THE EARL of Amberley’s town carriage with his sister. She held his hand firmly clasped between both of hers. He was looking at her with mingled amusement and wonder.

Amusement because she was like a child with a new treat, her cheeks flushed, her eyes sparkling, her words tripping all over themselves. Wonder because she was so changed. Gone was the quiet, serious, demure Alex who had accepted life for whatever it offered. And in the place of the old Alex was the woman he had always known she could be, the woman he had always hoped she would become and had always feared she never would.

“I did not send word, just as I said last night I would not,” she was explaining to him. “I want it to be a surprise.”

 He laughed outright. “But you cannot expect your mother-in-law to greet the surprise with quite the wild excitement you showed last evening when I was ushered into your drawing room,” he said. “Indeed, Alex, she may show no enthusiasm at all about my arrival.”

“Oh, there you are wrong,” she said. “She is the dearest person, James, though I know that mothers-in-law are reputed not to be, and she knows just how much I have looked forward to your coming. I have had to exercise the utmost restraint all morning not to dash off a note to her with the news but to wait until this afternoon. And you must not laugh at me. Edmund has been doing quite enough of that, odious man.”

He squeezed the hand that was below his own. “You are happy with him, Alex, are you not?” he said.

“Happy?” she said in some surprise. “With Edmund? Well, of course I am happy, James. Why would I not be?”

He laughed again. “I’m sorry I asked,” he said. “It was a foolish question. I just happen to remember that you were destined to marry the Duke of Peterleigh before circumstances forced you to marry Amberley.”

“I was not forced to marry Edmund,” she said quickly. “I married him freely, because I wanted to. Because I loved him and he me. And I don’t need to be reminded of the duke, James. He is in London, you know, though I have been fortunate enough not to have seen him at all. Oh, yes, I am happy, James, and very well aware of how fortunately my life has turned out.”

“Well, I am glad,” he said. “You know how much I hated the thought of your marrying Peterleigh. I like the children, by the way. It is quite a novelty to be Uncle James, you know.”

“Christopher has been telling anyone who would listen for the last several months that his uncle was coming in a big ship,” she said. “Edmund says that the two of us have sounded like a Greek chorus. James, you have changed.”

“Have I?” he said, looking into her searching eyes. “In what way?”

She put her head to one side. “You are thinner,” she said. “Though you look very strong. And healthy, too. Your face is thinner. And so very bronzed. Mama was not at all pleased about that, was she?” She laughed a little guiltily.

“Well,” he said, “gentlemen are not supposed to expose their faces to the sunshine, you know. Poor Mama. If she would only sometimes relax and stop worrying about what people think. She quite spoiled the effect of all her scolding when she cried all over my cravat, though, did she not?”

But Alexandra was still concentrating her looks on him and appeared not to hear his words. “It is not just your appearance, though,” she said. “You have changed in other ways, haven’t you, James? You look less haunted. Have you learned to live again in Canada? Have you put the past behind you? I can quite forgive you for going if that is the case.”

“Four years have passed, Alex,” he said quietly. “And a great deal has happened in those years. Yes, I have a new life there. I am content.”

“Ah,” she said, sighing, “then I must resign myself to losing you again at the end of the summer. You will go back again. Do you have anyone there, James? I mean, is there any special lady?”

“I lived in the interior,” he said, “where there are no white women at all. Only the native women. Very beautiful many of them are, too, and it is quite customary for the men to take them as wives. But they are of a different culture, Alex. When the men come out, they must leave the women behind, and the children too. It would be a cruelty to bring them out into a world they do not know. I would not wish such heartbreak on myself.”

“Ah,” she said.

“There is a little Scottish girl, though,” he said, “from Montreal. Jean Cameron. Her father is a partner in the company and is in London at the moment. She came across in the Adeona with her brother. I have promised to take her to some of the entertainments of the Season.”

She smiled brightly at him. “And she is special?” she asked. “I will like her?”

“Yes to both questions, I would imagine,” he said. “But that does not mean you may start planning my wedding, Alex. She is just a child. A very sweet child.”

“A very special sweet child,” she said, lifting his hand to lay briefly against her cheek. “I can hardly wait to see Mother’s face when she sees you, James. And Madeline’s.”

He smiled at her. He had discovered the night before, of course, that Madeline was not staying at her brother’s house on Grosvenor Square. He had not known if she was at her mother’s. She had not been mentioned before this moment. He had not even known if she was in London.

“She still is not married, James,” Alexandra said. “Can you imagine? She was betrothed last summer, of course, and we all were very fond of Lieutenant Penworth. But they were not really meant for each other. Dominic was telling us two days ago that Mr. Penworth and Ellen’s stepdaughter, Jennifer Simpson, are promised, though her grandfather has not given his approval yet. I think Madeline is going to marry Colonel Huxtable.”

“Huxtable?” he said.

“A Guardsman,” she said, “and wonderfully handsome, though the uniform helps, of course. They met in Brussels last year. She told Edmund and me that he has made her an offer already and that she will probably accept before the end of the Season. Will that not be splendid? Ah, here we are.”

So he was to meet her again. In her mother’s drawing room, doubtless in the presence of other guests. And she was in love again. Almost betrothed again. Soon to be married.

Well, it was as well to meet her this way. Now, before he had time to think about it. Casually. He would look at her, greet her, converse politely with her for a few minutes, and put behind him once and for all the obsession of four years.

He stood outside the doors of the drawing room, his sister’s arm in his, her animated face smiling up into his, while the butler announced them. He smiled back.

The room was crowded with people, though only a remote part of his mind knew it. He saw only her as he entered the room. She was not with either of the two groups into which the occupants had divided themselves, but was partway across the room, obviously on her way to greet them. Except that it was clearly not him she had expected to greet. She stopped, frozen, in her tracks.

Time rolled back as if it had never been. Madeline. She was exactly as he remembered her, only more slender and lithe, more fair-haired, more lovely, more vivid in every way. Every part of his insides seemed jolted out of place.

He saw her in a moment that was quite outside time. A moment that would always be etched on his consciousness. And yet in actual fact he did not look at her at all. His eyes touched on her and slid away and no force on earth could have forced them back to her again.

He obeyed the pressure of Alex’s arm and reacted to her voice and was soon bowing over the dowager countess’s hand and answering her polite queries. And he was being presented to a crowd of people he had never met before and would probably not remember again. And he was shaking the hand of Sir Cedric Harvey and settling into a conversation about his employment.

He found himself sitting with the dowager’s group while Alex had joined the other group, the one that included Madeline. And all the time he talked and listened and laughed and drank tea and ate scones he was aware of her with every nerve ending in his body, aware of every move she made, every expression on her face, every sound of her voice, though he never once looked her way.

He had not greeted her, or she him. They had shown no sign that they had even so much as set eyes on each other before.

And yet he had held her in his arms. He had unclothed her to the waist and kissed and fondled her. He had wanted her with every instinct of his body and every atom of his mind. And he had been raw with the pain of leaving her for months and even years afterward.

And now they were strangers in a room together. Strangers, except that his pulses pounded with the knowledge of her. Except that he could not look at her or speak to her. Except that he felt an irrational urge to kill the handsome officer who sat beside her, and even Lord North, with whom she was making arrangements to drive later in the afternoon.

Fool! He would have given anything in the world, he felt after half an hour, if he could only go back and make that entrance all over again.



MADELINE HAD BEEN holding court in her mother’s drawing room, if entertaining two gentlemen who were currently showing a marked interest in her could be called holding court. She had been laughing gaily and assuring Lord North that she would indeed have gone driving with him in the park if only the day were not so beastly cold and the rain not drizzling down intermittently.

And while Lord North had looked somewhat crestfallen, she had turned toward Colonel Huxtable and said that yes, she was to attend the concert at Mrs. Denton’s that evening with her mama and would be pleased with his escort. After all, Sir Cedric would undoubtedly be accompanying her mother, as he had accompanied her almost everywhere since his return from Vienna, and she herself should have an escort of her own.

When the butler had opened the doors of the drawing room, Madeline had looked up brightly to see who the latecomers might be. She was taken completely off her guard. She had known he was coming, of course. Alexandra had talked of little else for months. But she had not known he had come.

She did not listen to the butler’s words. She saw her sister-in-law.

“Here come Edmund and Alexandra,” she said gladly, rising to her feet and stepping past her two admirers to greet the new arrivals. And only then, when she was stranded in the middle of the room, did the butler’s words register on her hearing and did she see that the man with Alexandra was not her elder brother.

He was different. Very much darker of complexion and more agile-looking. And his eyes were less brooding and less hostile. Very different. He had changed.

And yet he was no different at all. She was paralyzed with the sameness of him. James as he had lived deep in her memories for four years, dark and intense, seemingly coiled like a spring, an almost frightening power in him. James, more handsome than any man she had ever known, though not in a drawing room kind of way. He belonged in the wilderness and not in the ballrooms and salons of society.

And that truant lock of dark hair fallen across his forehead as it had always used to do, the one feature she had forgotten about, though it was so very familiar now that her arm ached to lift and put it back to join the rest of his thick hair.

James, as he had always been. Throwing only one brief, contemptuous glance her way before turning away to greet her mother. Though how she knew about that glance when she had not once looked fully at him, she did not know. She behaved with all the gaucherie of a girl only one day out of the schoolroom. She neither looked at him nor greeted him, but smiled at Alexandra and continued on her way to the tea tray, where she poured her sister-in-law a cup of tea, but not their other guest.

And then she rejoined her group and behaved with all the mindlessness of the most flighty of social butterflies.

“But where is Lady Beckworth?” she asked Alexandra, far too brightly and far too loudly.

“She would not come with us,” Alexandra said. “She thought the weather too inclement for an outing. And Edmund would not come.” She laughed. “He said that since he is of no more importance to me now that my brother has arrived, he might as well retire to the nursery and sulk. He is being very silly. He is teasing me, of course,” she added, for the information of Colonel Huxtable and Lord North, who might have taken her words seriously.

“Are you going to Mrs. Denton’s tonight?” Madeline asked, smiling at Jason Huxtable with a flirtatiousness that she had not intended.

“We are all going,” Alexandra said. “Even Papa, if you can imagine. Of course, he does not consider concerts quite as frivolous as other forms of entertainment. James will be coming too, naturally.”

Madeline felt rather as if a giant fist had punched her just below the waist. She felt as if she had just run hard for a mile. She had glanced across the room and almost met his eyes. She drew her head back as if to ward off a touch, though he was clear across the room from her and really had not looked at her at all.

“I have just had a thought,” she said, and heard in some dismay the high pitch and volume of her voice. But she seemed unable to do anything about it. She turned to Lord North and laid a hand lightly on his sleeve. “When a gentleman offers to take me driving, I immediately visualize a curricle or a phaeton. You were not by any chance offering a closed carriage, were you, Geoffrey?”

“It could certainly be arranged,” he said, brightening.

“I should not even dream of accompanying you in a closed carriage without the presence of my maid, of course,” she said gaily. “But one advantage of having been on the town forever is that one does not have to pay heed to all that faradiddle.”

“On the town forever, Lady Madeline?” Lord North said gallantly. “Why, you look not a day older than the newest young lady in town.”

“Gracious!” she said, tapping his arm and laughing merrily and altogether too loudly across at the colonel. “I am not at all sure I take that as a compliment, sir.”

She was aware of Sir Cedric and Mr. Brunning in the other group smiling across at her. And she could not stop herself from smiling. She could not force herself to be quiet and let the conversation continue around her.

She was behaving as she had always behaved in the presence of James Purnell. He had always despised her as silly and empty-headed. She had always been aware of his contempt. And yet she had always lived up to his expectations when he was in the same room. She had never been able to act naturally with him. Except perhaps on that last occasion, when she had offered herself to him and told him she loved him.

Her cheeks burned with shame at the memory.

She wished she could relive the last half hour, have another chance to do it right, to greet him civilly, to behave with the coolness and poise of a mature woman. Oh, she wished she could have the time back again.

When Lord North rose in order to return home for his town carriage, all the guests took his doing so as a cue to take their own departure.

“I shall look forward to seeing you again this evening,” Alexandra said, kissing her mother-in-law’s cheek.

“Of course, dear,” the dowager said. “We will see you there as well, Mr. Purnell?”

He answered her question, bowed, and extended a hand to her. Madeline turned away and took an effusive farewell of Colonel Huxtable.



“I AM QUITE SURE this cannot be real. Any minute now I am going to wake up and find it is all a dream.” Jean Cameron clung to James’s arm and looked behind her at the grand carriages that were disgorging their elegant passengers and ahead to the shallow marble steps leading to the open front doors of Mrs. Denton’s house and numerous impeccably clad footmen.

“But it is real,” he said very quietly so that Alexandra and Edmund, walking behind them, and his parents walking ahead, would not hear. “And I can pinch you to prove it if you wish, though I assure you the pain is not necessary. And moreover, you look quite as pretty as any other young lady within my line of vision.”

She had wanted to come. He had seen that in her face as soon as he had called on her at her father’s house. At the same time she had been filled with misgivings. Her clothes, which had been perfectly fashionable in Montreal, would be laughed at in London, she had said. And her manners, which had been quite acceptable in Montreal society, would appear awkward here. Besides, he was being kind. He could not really want her with him when he would have his mother and father and his sister and brother-in-law, the earl, for company.

But he had wanted her with him. He had not had to use any hypocrisy in assuring her of that. Her anxiety and her eagerness had appeared very endearing to him after the artificiality of Madeline’s behavior earlier that afternoon. But he would not think of that, or of her, again. He had been right in his original impression of her. She was shallow and silly. Certainly not worthy of the kind of obsession that had haunted him for four years. He would put her from his mind. He was free of her now at last.

Jean blushed and looked at him with large, questioning eyes when Alexandra turned to her inside the crowded hallway and suggested that they go together in search of the cloakroom. She seemed quite overawed by the fact that she was being addressed by a live countess. His parents proceeded on their way upstairs.

He found himself smiling gently down at the girl as he released her arm and feeling a definite surge of tenderness for her. And of nostalgia for Canada, where he had met her and where he had learned to live in relative peace with himself. He wished he were there now. He wished he had not come back.

There was no sign in the hallway of the dowager Lady Amberley’s party. They might be upstairs already in the concert room. Or theirs might be among the crush of carriages still outside. He hoped Alex and Jean would not be long. He felt alone and exposed, standing with his brother-in-law, his hands clasped behind his back.

And he wished again that he could relive that afternoon, or rather that he had lived it differently at the time. It could have been all over now, just as it was in his emotions. He had seen her and realized that she was every bit as lovely and as attractive as she had ever been. And he had heard her and known that she was as foolish as he had ever thought her. He had understood and accepted that he could never have loved her, that he had invented the woman who had lived unwillingly in his dreams throughout his exile from England.

But he had ignored her. And having done so once, he had set up an awkward situation that could only get worse with every meeting. Or with every nonmeeting. Why had he put himself in this ridiculous situation when she was nothing to him?

He listened to his brother-in-law’s amiable chatter and watched the doorway with unease and the hallway leading to the ladies’ withdrawing room with impatience. Just like a schoolboy who did not know how to conduct himself in company.

“Ah,” the Earl of Amberley said from beside him, “we have not been abandoned after all, James. The ladies are returning, having assured themselves, doubtless, that the unthinkable has not happened and a curl worked loose during the carriage ride here.” He smiled at his wife.

“Are you satisfied that you are as beautiful as I told you you were when I helped you down from the carriage, Alex?”

“Yes,” she said. “Having looked in the mirror, I can safely say that you were quite right, Edmund. I apologize for having doubted your word.”

The earl chuckled and Jean looked up into James’s face in some surprise. It seemed to amaze her that an earl and his countess could joke with each other. James offered her his arm and smiled reassuringly at her.

“I am so afraid to walk into that room,” she said breathlessly as they climbed the stairs. “You will let me hold to your arm the whole time, James?”

“Of course,” he said. “And then all the gentlemen will look at you and from you to me with envy.”

“Oh, how silly,” she said, and giggled.

What she did not know was that he was as nervous about walking into the concert room as she was. They were among the last to arrive, and the room was crowded already. He was very glad of the excuse of having Jean on his arm to save him from having to look all about him. And he was not sorry for the crowded room and the necessity of sitting on some of the few vacant chairs close to the doors.

But for all that he did not need Alex’s words.

“Your mother is sitting clear across the room,” she said to her husband. “And Madeline and Aunt Viola. What a shame there are no empty seats near them, Edmund.”

“But you can all content yourselves with smiling and nodding at one another,” he said, “something you would all feel foolish doing if you were sitting next to one another. There are compensations for every annoyance, you see, Alex.”

“I see you are in one of your nonsensical moods,” she said, tapping him on the arm with her fan. “I shall confine my conversation to James and Miss Cameron. Perhaps I will have some sense from them.”

“If I were you,” the earl said, “I would satisfy myself with no conversation at all. The music is about to begin, and you may annoy your neighbors if you chatter.”

But crowded as the room was, and as much as he had not looked about him, James had known exactly where Madeline was the moment he walked through the doors. She was wearing a jonquil-colored gown and she was seated between her mother and the Guardsman who had been paying court to her that afternoon. The one she was about to marry, according to Alex.

And he was welcome to her, too.

The pianist was seated at the grand pianoforte in the middle of the room. Looking at him, James found it very difficult to keep his eyes focused there and not to let them stray beyond to fair curls and flushed cheeks and shining eyes, which he knew to be green, and an enticing mouth curved upward into a smile. He was surprised to see that she concentrated on the music, her eyes not moving from the pianist.

Just as his own did not.

“Which is the earl’s mother?” Jean whispered. Her voice became anxious. “I will not have to meet her, will I, James?”

He assured her at the time that she would probably not, since the room was so crowded. And indeed, he was proved correct. During the interval, when Sir Cedric Harvey went for refreshments, the dowager countess stayed where she was, talking with her sister-in-law, Mrs. Carrington.

But Madeline did not stay where she was, although for a while she spoke with the colonel and with the couple who sat in front of them. After a few minutes, she got to her feet with the young lady with whom she had been talking, and the two of them began to make their way across the crowded room.

James became engrossed in his conversation with Jean and Alexandra. And felt again like the schoolboy he had not been for more than twelve years.



MADELINE APPLAUDED with enthusiasm at the end of the pianoforte recital. She was enjoying herself immensely. The music was good, she had Jason Huxtable sitting beside her, easily outshining any other gentleman in the room with his scarlet regimentals, and she had her mother and Sir Cedric on one side of her, and Aunt Viola and Uncle William on the other side of Jason, and her cousins Anna and Walter Carrington in front of them, Anna with Mr. Chambers and Walter with Miss Mitchell.

Edmund and his party were clear across the crowded room. She had scarcely noticed their entrance and had paid them no attention beyond a smile and a nod in their direction. Except that he put even Jason in the shade with his dark evening clothes and his vividly dark hair and complexion. James Purnell, that was. And except that there was a young lady clinging to his arm, even after they had seated themselves. A very young lady, a stranger. A pretty young lady, on whom he looked with a fondness he had never directed her way.

Not that it mattered one little bit, of course. She was having a marvelously enjoyable evening with the company she had.

“Mama and I called on Dominic and Ellen at Lord Harrowby’s this afternoon,” Anna said, turning around in her seat. The gentlemen had gone to fetch some lemonade. “We went to see the babies really, of course, though we pretended to be calling on Dominic and Ellen.” She giggled.

“I know,” Madeline said. “I find myself doing the same thing.”

“They were awake,” Anna said, “and I was allowed to hold Olivia. She is quite adorable, isn’t she? Charles would not be picked up. He was exercising his lungs. Ellen says that he has still not reconciled his mind to the fact that he is a twin and must share everyone’s attention. He deserves to be ignored, she said, when he is being so cross. But for all that she picked him up and kissed him and soothed him, and Dominic laughed at her and told her that he could see already that all the disciplining of their children was going to fall on his shoulders.”

“From what I have seen,” Madeline said, “they are one as bad as the other.”

“It seems strange to see Dominic in a nursery, doting on two babies,” Anna said with something of a sigh. “Just a year ago I was still swearing to anyone who cared to listen that I was going to marry him.” She giggled again.

“You don’t seem to be pining away with grief,” her father said, entering the conversation unexpectedly. “Sawyer three weeks ago, Dartford two weeks ago, Bailey last week, Chambers this week.” He was counting off on his fingers. “And Ashley fits in there somewhere too. One of these days, Madeline, I am going to embarrass puss here by calling one of her young men by another one’s name. Sometimes I wish we were Catholic. I could pack her off to a convent and have some peace.”

“William!” his wife said, horrified. “What a thing to say. Take no notice of him, Madeline. He does like to tease, you know. Everyone knows that Anna is the apple of his eye.”

Madeline laughed and took her glass of lemonade from Colonel Huxtable.

“Mr. Purnell is looking very handsome,” Anna said. “He always did. I wonder if he remembers me. I was just fifteen when he was at Amberley four years ago, and everyone else ignored me. But he was very kind, I remember, just as if he understood perfectly well how horrid it is to be fifteen and neither a child nor a woman. He has probably forgotten me.”

“Ah,” Madeline said, smiling at the colonel, “it is cool and tastes very good, Jason. I wish Mrs. Denton would direct that some windows be opened.”

“Let’s see if he does remember me,” Anna said, laying a hand on Madeline’s arm. “Do you think we can cross this crowded room without being trampled on?” She laughed lightly after ascertaining that Mr. Chambers was talking with someone else. “We can pretend that we have gone to pay our respects to Edmund and Alexandra. He really is excessively handsome, is he not, Madeline? Who is the lady with him? I am jealous already. She is very pretty.”

“I don’t know,” Madeline said. “I have never seen her before.” They were on their way across the room already, their arms linked. She had really had no choice in the matter without making a pointed refusal. A refusal to greet her own brother and sister-in-law? It had been out of the question. Her heart felt as if it were attached to the soles of her slippers.

And she found to her own annoyance that as usual when James Purnell was anywhere in the vicinity she could not behave with any naturalness. She did not know whether to smile or not. And when she decided to smile, she did not know how brightly. And she could fix her eyes only on her brother and felt she would surely drown or die if she let them slip anywhere else. Just as she had felt when watching the pianist earlier, without hearing one note he had played.

She despised herself heartily. She had not felt so gauche since she had stepped out of the schoolroom a decade before.
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