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To Jennifer McCord,

a friend indeed who has great ideas:
 
The Star Trilogy
 
Let’s always go for it!

Prologue
Guildford, Surrey, 1852
“ . . . Ashes to ashes, dust to dust . . .”
Fresh clods of damp earth hit the coffin with dull, monotonous thuds. A single red rose glittered among the raw brown earth. At least he is with Mama now.
“ . . . The Lord Jesus Christ hath ordained that all of mankind must one day join him in everlasting peace . . .”
“We are so sorry, Elizabeth.”
“If there is anything we can do, Elizabeth . . .”
“ . . . We beseech our Savior to take unto him the soul of our departed friend Sir Alec Jameson FitzHugh . . .”
“Your father was a gentle, loving man . . .”
“Such a tragedy, Elizabeth, such a pity.”
“Elizabeth!”
She shook her head, clearing her mind of the vicar’s soft droning words, clearing away the condolences of all her father’s friends. She blinked as she looked up at Mr. Paul Montgomery, her father’s longtime friend and solicitor. He cleared his throat, sending a reproachful look toward her Aunt Augusta, but Augusta Penworthy said more loudly, her voice imperious, “Elizabeth, you must attend! Mr. Montgomery has more important things to do than sit watching you daydream! And, may I add, so do your uncle and I!”
“Forgive me, Uncle Paul,” Elizabeth said, ignoring her aunt. She knew her Aunt Augusta had to be here today for the reading of her dead brother’s will, for she was his only living relative, other than his daughter. She glanced toward her Uncle Alfred, sweating profusely even in the chill afternoon of early April. Her father had despised Alfred Penworthy, calling him a miserable little weasel who couldn’t drink a glass of port without Gussie’s permission.
“Chauncey,” Paul Montgomery said gently, using her nickname for the first time, “to be quite clear about all of this”—he waved at the stack of papers before him on her father’s desk—“there is very little left. Jameson Hall will have to be sold, I fear, to pay the creditors.”
“What?”
Aunt Augusta’s screech brought Paul Montgomery to a startled halt. He frowned at the woman, bending his head so he could stare at her over his thick spectacles. “Madam,” he said sternly, “it is to Miss FitzHugh that I am speaking.”
“Alec died without a farthing? Is that what you said, sir? It is impossible! He could not be so feckless!”
“Sir Alec left bequests, small ones, for the servants, madam.” Mr. Montgomery shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Elizabeth,” he continued, his expression so commiserating that Chauncey felt tears swim in her eyes, “I fear that your dear father made some rather . . . questionable investments in the past couple of years. I tried to warn him, to hold him back, but it was no use. Also, I fear that he did not amend his will. That is another reason why your aunt and uncle are here today.”
Chauncey stared at him, knowing what was to come, but asking nonetheless, “What do you mean, Uncle Paul?”
Mr. Montgomery carefully removed his glasses and began to polish the small circles on his shirt cuff. “I mean that he did not foresee that you would need a . . . specified guardian until your twenty-first birthday. He assumed, of course, that you would be wed to Sir Guy Danforth long before he . . . died. Since Alec did not so specify, your aunt and uncle, as your only living relatives, are your guardians.”
“So,” Augusta said in a disgusted voice, “I am to take the chit, feed her and clothe her, all without a sou from Alec’s estate!”
“Now, my dear, poor Elizabeth has nothing to do with her father’s lack of—” Uncle Alfred began, only to be cut off by poor Elizabeth.
“But I shall be twenty-one in a mere six months, Uncle Paul! I have no need of a guardian! What is there to guard, after all?”
And if there were something to guard, do you believe I would want my greedy aunt to have control?
“It is the law, my dear,” Paul Montgomery said slowly. “But of course, there is another alternative for you, is there not?”
Chauncey lowered her head, seeing Guy Danforth in her mind’s eye. He needed money badly, the dowry her father had promised him. Now there was nothing. “No, Uncle Paul,” she said slowly, her voice growing stronger, “there isn’t another alternative.” She rose to her feet and shook out her heavy black wool skirt. “If there is nothing else, Uncle Paul, I will go and see to your comfort. Aunt Augusta, you and Uncle Alfred will be staying for the night?”
Aunt Augusta merely nodded, saying nothing more, and Chauncey walked quickly toward the library door, wondering if her aunt was at last thinking of her brother and regretted her unkind words. She closed it softly behind her, hearing as she did so Aunt Augusta’s furious voice. “It is ridiculous that we should take the girl! Why, she’s nearly a spinster! Certainly no gentleman will want to marry her now! What, I ask you, Mr. Montgomery, are we to do with her?”
Chauncey didn’t wait to hear Uncle Paul’s reply. So much for Aunt Augusta’s brief bout of restraint.
“Miss Chauncey.”
“Yes, Convers?” She turned to face the FitzHugh butler, swallowing the hated tears and schooling her features to an impassive expression. “An excess of emotion in a woman is considered acceptable, I suppose,” she could hear her father say. She saw him shrug, giving her his dear lopsided grin. “But it does allow others to know what is in her mind. And that is not always so very acceptable, is it?”
“Sir Guy is here, miss, asking to see you.” At his mistress’s hesitation, he asked softly, “Would you like me to tell Sir Guy that you are not receiving today?”
“No, Convers, I will see him. Is he in the Blue Salon?”
“Yes, miss. Are you all right, Miss Chauncey?”
“Of course. Please bring refreshments. No, wait, Convers. No refreshments will be necessary.” Chauncey paused a moment before the silver-edged mirror beside the Blue Salon. The pale face that looked back at her little resembled the laughing, carefree Chauncey Jameson FitzHugh. Behind her was the great hall, its huge double oak doors open onto the marble entryway. She stared into the mirrored reflection at its magnificent high ceiling etched with geometric designs and baronial heraldry, at its stone floor covered with brightly patterned Turkey carpets. Heavy mahogany furniture, darkened from deep red to brown over the years, was set in austere groupings. Medieval arms, lances and longbows and helmets, graced the walls, never a patch of dust on them, for the FitzHugh servants were a conscientious lot. She closed her eyes a moment, remembering a little girl jousting with the highly polished suit of armor that stood proudly in the far corner of the hall. Jameson Hall, the home of three generations of FitzHughs, now to pass into the hands of strangers. No more jousts with the long-dead unknown knight, no more hoydenish swims in the placid River Wey that wound its way to the east of Jameson Hall. No more cozy talks with her father in front of the massive fireplace, her skirts tucked up as she sat on the floor beside his chair. She rarely sat in the smaller chair that stood beside his. It had been her mother’s, beautiful, gentle Isobel, and she had always known that it remained Isobel’s in her father’s heart.
Chauncey felt a quivering shudder go through her body. “Thank God, Father,” she whispered at her image in the mirror, “that you have been spared this.” She tucked an errant strand of hair back into its prim coil at the back of her neck, squared her shoulders, and entered the salon.
“Elizabeth!”
She suppressed a frown. Guy could never bring himself to call her Chauncey. It smacked of a lack of breeding, she supposed, remembering when she had told him that her Irish nurse had dubbed her with the name when she was a little girl. It lacked a sense of self-worth. But Father loved my nickname. He always said it softly, a kind of caress. “Chauncey, my love,” he’d tease her in a thick Irish brogue, “what the divil do ye think ye’re doin, movin’ the king’s knight to that demned square? Be ye an angel, lettin’ me win so easylike?”
“Hello, Guy,” she said, walking into the room. “It is kind of you to come.” Chauncey allowed Sir Guy Danworth to take her hands in his and gently squeeze them.
“Of course I would come, my dear,” he said gently. How pale she looks, he thought, staring a moment at the mauve shadows beneath her expressive eyes. The black gown didn’t become her, making her face look thin and pinched. He didn’t relish the months ahead, but of course he would do his duty with patience and tolerance.
Chauncey removed her hands from his grasp and walked to the far side of the salon to stand beside the white Italian marble fireplace, her dead grandmother’s pride. She eyed him from beneath her lashes, wondering suddenly why she had consented to marry him. Certainly he was handsome, in an understated, ascetic sort of way. His thin, narrow face had once appealed to her, for she thought it mirrored his complexity, his sincerity. But no, she thought, her lips twisting briefly, seeing him with new eyes. He was a prig. Even at twenty-eight, he was unerringly pompous and rigid in his beliefs and behavior. And of course there was his incredibly narrow-minded mother. Why did I not see him so clearly before? Was I so selfish and blind that I saw no one as he really was? Why didn’t my father see him? Surely he couldn’t have been so blind as I.
“Elizabeth, please accept my condolences on this sad occasion. My mother also sends her regrets, of course.”
“Of course,” Chauncey murmured. “Thank you, Guy.”
“My mother is concerned about you, my dear. She realizes, of course, that we cannot wed until your year of mourning is passed, and wonders what you will do. I mentioned to her that you would likely remain here at Jameson Hall, but she could not allow that to be proper. Not without a chaperon, at any rate. She has suggested that you stay with your aunt and uncle in London.”
“Yes,” Chauncey said, “I must stay with them, it seems.”
“It will, of course, my dear Elizabeth, be my responsibility to work out an arrangement with your father’s solicitor and look after Jameson Hall in the meanwhile.”
“That won’t be necessary, Guy.” She looked at him straightly, seeing that he was, in fact, quite relieved that her father was dead, that he would now have everything. Must he even now eye the elegant furnishings of the Blue Salon with such a proprietary, almost greedy air? She wanted to laugh, but instead she said slowly and very clearly, “Jameson Hall will be sold shortly.”
“I . . . I do not understand, Elizabeth,” Sir Guy said, his dark brows drawing together. Lord, he hoped she hadn’t lost her wits after the past two days she’d spent in mute shock. But, he supposed, female hysterics would be worse. But no, she would never embarrass him with an emotional scene. “You are doubtless overwrought, my dear,” he said with gentle condescension. “You may leave such discussions with the solicitor to me.”
“Guy,” she said, drawing off the engagement ring from her finger, “there is no money. My father left me nothing. Jameson Hall must be sold to cover his debts, as will everything else of any value. As I said, I have no choice but to . . . live with my aunt and uncle until I am twenty-one.”
“No money,” he repeated blankly. “But that is impossible!”
She wanted to smile, for he sounded just like her Aunt Augusta, shock, disgust, and condemnation clear in his voice. He could not be so feckless!
“That is correct, Guy. Here is your ring. I have no intention of holding you to our engagement.” Oddly enough, the removal of the delicate emerald ring was like lifting a great weight from her shoulders. I must have been mad, she thought, somewhat dazed with the insight, to have agreed to marry him. I would never have been Chauncey again.
He took it, of course. She had never once expected that he would argue with her, plead with her, claim that he loved her, only her. She saw the shock fade from his face, watched his eyes narrow as he struggled to find some gentlemanly words to say.
“Elizabeth, this is unbelievable,” he began. He felt a brief moment of absolute fury at the incredible shift in his fortunes. Damn Sir Alec! “You know that I care for you, but—”
“I know, Guy,” she said, cutting him off. “Please give my thanks to your mother for her sympathy. I have many things to see to now. I must go. Good-bye, Guy. Convers will see you out.”
She left him without a backward glance.
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Bedford Square, London, 1852
Chauncey stared at her bedroom door, her eyes narrowing in anger. The knob slowly turned until the lock held it tight. She thought she heard a muffled curse, then footsteps walking away down the corridor.
She jumped to her feet, shaking her fist toward the door. That wretched Owen! How could that toad believe that she found him anything but utterly repellent?
She sighed, turned back to the bay window, and pressed her cheek to the cold glass. It was a dreary, foggy day, and she could barely make out the figures moving in the road below. God, how she hated London! How she hated living with her aunt and uncle! Her Aunt Augusta had even sold her mare, Ginger, along with everything else, and had refused to allow her to ride any of the horses in their stable.
“You are in mourning, Elizabeth,” Chauncey could hear her saying in that sharp voice of hers. “You will behave like a lady.”
Lady, ha! During the five months she had lived with her aunt and uncle she was more like a drudge, the obvious poor relation, running and fetching for her aunt, bearing with the noise and demands of the three young daughters of the house, and trying to avoid Owen.
“Really, Lizzie,” she could hear fourteen-year-old Janine’s whining voice chiding her in the second-floor schoolroom, “all this nonsense about history. What does a girl have to know about Gibraltar, for goodness’ sake? You’re just a silly old spinster!”
And Owen, mocking softly from the open doorway, “Now, little sister, dear Elizabeth must concern herself about something, hmm? After all, she doesn’t have your advantages now, does she?”
“No,” plump, strident eleven-year-old Alice shrilled, “she’s just a silly old spinster!”
What will happen to me when I turn twenty-one?
It was a question that repeated itself unrelentingly once the shock and grief of her father’s death had faded. Chauncey chewed on her lower lip. She was well-educated, at least when it came to England and her empire, but the thought of being a governess left her numb with dread. It was a role she detested. Were all girls like her young cousins? Completely uninterested in anything except the cloying verses to love songs? And what if she did become a governess? Would not her position in a household leave her open to slights? To unwanted advances from the men? Like Owen. Owen, twenty-three, slender as his father was plump, his chin sharp and his pale blue eyes devious and assessing like his mother’s. She had been utterly stunned when he stopped her on the stairs the week before.
“How very sweet it is to have you here, dear Cousin Elizabeth,” he had said, his hand reaching out to lightly touch her cheek.
Chauncey had known no fear. She jerked her face away and watched him drop his hand. “Really, Owen,” she said sharply, “sweetness has little to do with it. I am here, and there is naught any of us can do about it, I least of all.”
“Ah, but, Elizabeth,” he said, giving her that assessing look that made her feel as if she were standing at the top of the stairs wearing nothing but her curiosity, “do not dismiss your . . . charms, my dear. I find them most invigorating. Soon you will be twenty-one, you know. And then what will you do? I can see that the thought worries you. Perhaps, my dear, if you would consider being . . . nice to me . . .” He saw her draw back, anger making her extraordinary eyes gleam. Their strange mahogany color fascinated him. “Yes, just be nice to me, Elizabeth. I can give you things, teach you things. I cannot believe that a husband of any worldly worth is in your future. But a husband is not a necessary commodity.”
So different Owen was from Guy! Or perhaps he was just more honest. “Owen,” she said calmly, “you are my cousin. Nothing else. Pray do not speak to me thus again.”
Lord, but she was lovely, he thought, not at all deterred by her coldness. A bit on the thin side for his tastes, but even her confining corset couldn’t hide the fullness of her breasts. He imagined her slender long legs wrapped around him and felt a surge of lust harden in his groin. But it was her eyes that drew him. He could see the slumbering passion in their depths. They flashed an amber gold at this moment, lightened in her anger.
“Proud little thing, ain’t you, cousin?” He laughed hoarsely. “You shouldn’t be now. No more living in a fancy house with servants bowing to your every whim. And a doting father to buy you pretty things. All you can hope for is a . . . protector.”
She laughed; she couldn’t help it. “You, I take it, are applying for the position?” She watched his face pale in his anger, his eyes narrow. “Leave me alone, Owen, do you hear me? And stay away from the schoolroom.” She added sarcastically, “Perhaps even your sisters will learn something of value if you’re not there to scoff!”
“Perhaps,” he said very softly, “you will quickly change your mind.” He reached for her, clasping her against him, his movements so quick that she did not have time to react. His hands were moving toward her breasts, his breath was on her face. She did not think of laughing now. “Play dead, my baby,” she heard her old nurse tell her. “Then give that Smith boy a pain he’ll not soon forget!”
She went limp. Owen, elated with her submission, eased his hold on her as he lowered his head to find her mouth. Without a thought to the consequences, Chauncey brought up her knee with all her strength. Owen bellowed with pain and fell back, clutching his groin. “You bitch!” he snarled at her. “You’ll pay for that!”
“I doubt it, you miserable toad,” she said harshly. “We will see what your mother has to say about your molesting me!”
Chauncey had gone immediately to her aunt’s room, filled with righteous anger. She shook her head now, still disbelieving her Aunt Augusta’s attitude.
“Whatever are you talking about, miss?” Aunt Augusta demanded, breaking unceremoniously in on her recital. She rose from her dressing stool, flinging a jar of pomade onto the tabletop.
“I am talking about Owen, Aunt Augusta. He has behaved most improperly.”
Aunt Augusta regarded her, her lips pursed. “Really, Elizabeth, such a tale ill suits you. I understand it, of course I do, but it won’t work. You will cease flirting and teasing my son. He will not marry you.”
Chauncey gaped at her. “You believe that I’m making this up? Marry Owen? I would sooner wed a waterfront pickpocket!”
Owen had stalked her after that, but Chauncey wasn’t a fool. Would he never give up? she wondered. He appeared to enjoy stalking her, a cat-and-mouse game that left her always on edge. Thank God for the lock on her door!
What will happen to me when I turn twenty-one next month?
 
Chauncey stood quietly outside her aunt’s bedchamber door, her hand raised to knock. There was so little time before her birthday, and she must speak to her aunt. Surely her father’s sister must care at least a little about what happened to her!
Her uplifted hand froze as she heard her aunt say with spiteful clarity, “The girl has no notion of how to go along. Look what we have done for her, Alfred, and still she acts the proud heiress! And those lies she told about dear Owen! The poor boy was much shocked, I assure you.”
“Was he now?” Uncle Alfred murmured.
“Indeed! And the girls aren’t learning a thing from her. Poor Janine told me that Elizabeth had the nerve to scold her for not paying proper attention to her math lesson. Math, of all things! I put a stop to that! Such a pity that she didn’t marry Sir Guy, but I suppose he jilted her when he learned the true state of things.”
“No, ’twas Elizabeth who released him.”
“So she said,” Augusta scoffed. “Stupid of her, I say, if it is true, which I doubt. Just like her mother, she is. All proud and misty-eyed, and not a grain of sense! You can stop looking so misty-eyed, Alfred! Oh yes, I know that you looked sheep’s eyes at dear, sweet Isobel.”
Chauncey froze. Uncle Alfred and her mother? You’re eavesdropping, my girl, and hearing things you shouldn’t. She wanted to leave, but her feet seemed nailed to the floor. She heard her uncle sigh deeply. “Isobel is dead, Gussie. I admired her, yes, but so did most people.”
“Ha! All she produced was one worthless girl. Treated her like a little princess until she died in childbed with another daughter. If Isobel had brought a decent dowry to Alec, perhaps today you and I would own Jameson Hall.”
“Elizabeth would own Jameson Hall, not us, my dear.”
“Had I been Alec’s older brother, rather than his sister, it would be I to own it! Lord knows you haven’t made the wisest of investments, and you in trade! We’ve three daughters, Alfred, and husbands to find for each of them.”
Alfred said mildly, “At least you’ve obtained a free governess for them, my love. That is a saving, I should say, to your houshold expenses. As for my investments, you know that Owen outspends his very generous allowance and brings in not a sou.”
“Owen is a gentleman,” Augusta said angrily. “He will marry well, I will see to it. And as for that haughty little niece of mine, I vow she wouldn’t raise that proud little chin of hers at me if she but knew the truth about her dear father.”
Truth? What truth? Leave, Chauncey, go now. But she still didn’t move. She wondered wildly if her uncle were sweating under his wife’s tirade.
“Leave it be, Gussie. The girl earns her keep.”
“So, Alfred, you want to protect her, and I know why. Isobel’s precious daughter, that’s why! Well, if she dares to bring tales of Owen to me again, I will tell her that her dear father took his own life. Just see if I don’t!”
Chauncey stared blindly at the bedroom door. Her dear father took his own life. . . .
“No!” It was a soft, agonized sound that tore from her throat. She doubled over, the pain so terrible that she thought she would die from it. “No!”
Mary, the one servant in Heath House who treated Chauncey courteously, found her huddled on the lower stairs to the third-floor servants’ quarters. “Miss,” she said softly, lightly touching her hand to Chauncey’s shoulder. “Are you all right, miss?”
Chauncey raised dazed eyes to Mary’s face. “He could not have done such a thing,” she whispered.
“No, of course not,” Mary assured her, having no idea what Miss Elizabeth was talking about. She saw the despair in the young lady’s eyes and wished there was something she could say to ease her pain. It was likely the mistress and her sharp tongue that had brought her to such a state. Damn the old bitch anyway!
“Oh, Mary!” The tears gushed from her eyes, and she sobbed brokenly, nestled against Mary’s ample bosom.
 
Chauncey raised her chin and quickened her pace along the sidewalk. She had no money, and the walk from Bedford Square to Uncle Paul’s office on Fleet Street was long and tiring. She had worn a heavily veiled black bonnet, and it protected her from the advances of the young men, who took it for granted that a woman by herself was asking for attention. She was perspiring and shallow of breath when she reached the three-story brick building. For a moment she couldn’t make her legs walk up the shallow steps to the entrance.
Don’t be a coward, Chauncey. Aunt Augusta is a vicious old harridan. She was lying. Uncle Paul will tell you the truth.
Several black-garbed clerks were seated on high stools, their heads lowered, their pens scratching industriously on the papers before them. Chauncey cleared her throat.
“Excuse me,” she said, drawing the attention of one young man. “I wish to see Mr. Paul Montgomery. My name is Elizabeth FitzHugh.”
“Have you an appointment?” the young man asked shortly.
Chauncey shook her head. “Please tell him that I am here,” she said firmly, drawing back the black veil from her face.
The young man’s eyes widened in admiration. “Be seated, miss. I will see if he is free.”
Paul Montgomery emerged quickly from his office. “Chauncey! My dear, what a pleasant surprise! Come in, come in!”
Chauncey smiled back at him, her first smile of pleasure since her father’s death. “I appreciate your taking time to see me, Uncle Paul.”
“Nonsense, my dear!” He led her into his office and pulled back a chair for her in front of his massive oak desk. “Now, tell me what I can do for you.”
For several moments she couldn’t speak.
“You are looking lovely, Chauncey,” he said as her silence stretched long. “I trust you have settled in nicely with your aunt and uncle?” Please let her say yes, he thought, forming the words in his own mouth that he wished her to speak.
“Uncle Paul, did my father kill himself?”
The stark words hung in the air between them. She saw him stiffen, saw the betraying gleam in his dark eyes through the thick lenses of his spectacles.
He slowly removed his glasses, cleaning them on the cuff of his shirt, a stalling habit Chauncey recognized. “Wherever did you get such a notion, my dear?”
“It is true, then,” she said. “Please, Uncle Paul, do not lie to me. I . . . I overheard my aunt say it to my uncle.”
“Stupid woman!” Paul Montgomery muttered. He studied her pale face intently, and seemed to come to a decision. “I am sorry, my dear. There was no reason for you ever to know. I had no idea that your aunt . . . But it doesn’t matter now, does it?”
“It matters to me.” Chauncey felt a trickle of sweat snake downward between her breasts. “He was given a Christian burial,” she said numbly. “No one said anything. Not even Dr. Ramsay.”
“I wasn’t about to announce to the vicar that your father’s death wasn’t a tragic accident! Indeed, my dear, it was just that. Dr. Ramsay agreed with me. The overdose of laudanum . . .”
“Why, Uncle Paul? Why did he do it?”
His eyes fell to his slight paunch, held in by a stiff-clothed waistcoat. “I had prayed that I would never have to tell you this, Chauncey.”
“I cannot believe that he would take his own life because of a few bad investments!”
“Not just that. It’s a rather involved story, my dear.” He paused a moment, as if collecting his thoughts. He saw the determination on her face, and said quietly, “Very well, Chauncey, if you must know. In the summer of 1851, your father met an American here in London, Delaney Saxton by name. Saxton was looking for investors. It seemed that he was quite wealthy, having made a fortune in gold in California, but he wanted to increase his wealth. He struck a deal with your father. Your father insisted that I and Saxton’s English solicitor, Daniel Boynton, arrange for the transfer of twenty thousand pounds to Mr. Saxton. I should have realized that your father had mortgaged everything to raise the money, but I didn’t. Boynton and I drew up papers to protect your father’s investment. If the quartz mine, a sure thing according to Saxton, did not produce the amounts of gold he had promised it would, Saxton agreed to sign over partial ownership of another operating gold mine to your father. He showed proof of the gold mine’s profitability. Saxton left England several months later. We heard nothing, absolutely nothing. Your father was growing desperate. Some two months before his death, Saxton’s solicitor informed me that Mr. Saxton had written to tell him that the quartz mine your father had invested in had not produced the gold expected. Saxton then refused to honor the agreement. Your father took it very badly.”
“But that is incredible, Uncle Paul, unbelievable!”
“Not really, my dear. I must admit that I was somewhat skeptical about the entire business, but your father . . .” He shrugged. “He claimed that this Saxton had influential friends here in London. He trusted him.”
“Just who are these influential friends?”
“I don’t know. For some reason, your father refused to tell me who they were. I, of course, wanted to pursue the matter with them, but he insisted he would take care of it.”
“Obviously they refused to help him. What about Saxton’s solicitor, Boynton? Surely he must have known!”
“Again, my dear, I cannot tell you. You see, poor Boynton died several weeks before your father, of apoplexy.”
Chauncey stared at him blankly. If only, she thought vaguely, if only she had been her father’s son, she would have been allowed to help him. She said slowly, “You sound as if you do not believe there ever was a quartz mine, Uncle Paul. That this was all a swindle.”
“I think it quite likely. I fear we will never know.”
“But what about the law? Why was nothing done about it?” Her voice rose shrilly.
“My dear Chauncey, Delaney Saxton lives in San Francisco, a city in California. It is many thousand miles distant. Believe me, once your father admitted to me that he would lose everything if Saxton weren’t made to honor the agreement, I notified a banker friend of mine in New York City. He made inquiries, but could not discover anything. To continue would have cost a great deal of money. Neither your father nor I had it. There was nothing left, you see.”
Chauncey closed her eyes a moment. Why hadn’t her father confided in her? Didn’t he realize that she would have done anything for him? To take his life because of money . . . to leave her alone, at the mercy of her aunt. She felt a niggling anger at his cowardly behavior, but firmly quashed it. He obviously was not thinking clearly. He obviously assumed that she would wed Guy Danforth. She laughed, a harsh, rasping sound. “And there is still no money,” she gasped. “Not any! And this crook, this abominable villain, Saxton, goes free!”
“Chauncey, my dear, you are overwrought. You must calm yourself. I was an unthinking fool to have told you!”
She swallowed the rising hysteria. The world had never seemed more bleak than it did at this moment. She said aloud, “And I shall likely become a shop girl, sewing bonnets.” She laughed again. “It is unfortunate, Uncle Paul, but I can’t sew!”
“Chauncey, please. You will remain with your aunt and uncle. You will marry soon. In time, all this will fade, and you will forget. You will see.”
Chauncey stood up, her shoulders squared, her back rigid. “No, Uncle Paul, I won’t forget, ever.”
Paul Montgomery looked at her distraught face. So proud and so helpless. She likely would not forget, but it wouldn’t help her. No, he thought, nothing would help her, ever. He said not another word, merely escorted her from his office.
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Chauncey could only stare openmouthed. “This is for me, Aunt Augusta?”
Augusta presented her with a wide, toothy smile. “Of course, my dear Elizabeth. It is your birthday, is it not? All this black you’ve been wearing, well, it’s time for a change. We want to raise your spirits, my dear. I don’t believe your dear father would have wanted you to go about for more than six months in such dismal clothes.”
Chauncey was filled with a sense of unreality as she fingered the lavender silk gown. Aunt Augusta smiling at her? Giving her gifts? The world had taken a faulty turn! She stared blindly about her aunt’s drawing room with its ponderous dark furniture, heavy fringed draperies, and the endless supply of bric-a-brac that filled every nook and cranny. “Such a scourge to dust all those things!” she could hear Mary saying.
“You will look very beautiful, cousin,” Owen said, moving toward her. “Though you are lovely just as you are.”
Chauncey raised her eyes to Owen’s face. He was gazing at her with the most sincere of expressions. But he is lying, she realized. He dislikes me heartily!
Uncle Alfred cleared his throat, but at a look from his wife, he kept silent.
“Dear Elizabeth,” Aunt Augusta said slowly, “I realize that the past six months have not been particularly . . . pleasant for you. Your poor father’s death came as a dreadful shock. I will be honest with you, Elizabeth. Your uncle and I were taken aback that Alec had left you penniless. It was our own shock and disappointment, I suppose, that made us behave so unfairly. I can only say that we had been undergoing some financial problems and that quite turned our heads and our hearts. You are such a sweet girl. I pray you will find it in your heart to forgive us.” Aunt Augusta smiled at her and gave her a gentle, affectionate hug.
Chauncey allowed herself to be hugged, and for an instant, warmth flowed through her. To be wanted, to belong again. It was all a mistake. They did care about her, they did want her to be happy.
Uncle Alfred cleared his throat again. “Elizabeth, my dear, we plan to celebrate your birthday this evening. A festive dinner and a play. Does that please you?”
“Yes, yes, of course, Uncle Alfred,” she managed to say.
“Why do you not change, Elizabeth,” Aunt Augusta said. “I have assigned Mary to you as your personal maid. I know you believed we had dismissed her after your little . . . excursion last week, but we soon realized how very fond of her you are. She is waiting in your room to assist you.”
Chauncey’s feeling of unreality grew. The soft shimmering gown seemed as insubstantial as what had just occurred. “Thank you,” she murmured, and left the salon in a daze.
Mary was waiting for her, just as Aunt Augusta had said.
“I don’t understand it either, miss,” Mary said, reading her thoughts exactly as she helped Chauncey remove the hated black wool gown. “When the agency told me I was to return here, I nearly swallowed my tongue! Turned off and without a reference, I was, and all because I tried to help you pay a visit to that solicitor of your father’s without that old prune knowing about it!” Mary shook her head. “Of course, that miserable squealer Cranke found out and told her ladyship! Such a scene she made with me! A regular sharp-tongued fishwife, that one!”
Chauncey shivered, remembering her own scene with her aunt upon her return from Uncle Paul’s office. She had been treated like a pariah until today, her birthday. Not that she had been particularly aware of it, for her mind had been in a tangle of confusion. No, she amended to herself, not confusion really, rather a cold numbness that had turned to blinding hatred for the man who had swindled her father and caused him to kill himself. She had understood everything Paul Montgomery told her, everything. And she felt so bloody helpless! Delaney Saxton was thousands of miles away and here she was, stuck in London, without a farthing to her name. She became aware that Mary was looking at her expectantly, but for the life of her she couldn’t remember if Mary had asked her a question. “I’m sorry, Mary, I wasn’t attending. All of this”—she waved her hand toward the lovely gown—“all of this is such a shock! Aunt Augusta apologized to me. Indeed, she even hugged me. I do not know what to believe. It is all such a mystery.”
“Indeed it is, miss. Mind you, I believe in Christian charity, and how it should begin at home, but in this house? Oh, I’m not blind by any means, and I’ve seen well enough how they’ve treated you these last six months. They must want something. Aye, that’s it. They want something. Sit down, miss, and I’ll fix your hair before you put the gown on.”
Chauncey sat on the brocade-covered stool in front of her dressing table. “Mary,” she said after a moment, meeting her maid’s eyes in the mirror, “what could I possibly have that they would want? It makes no sense.” What I really want is to believe them, to believe that they want me. “A cat remains a cat,” Hannah, her old nurse, used to say. “They’re unaccountable creatures, and pet them as much as you like, and listen to them purr, they still never change. No, never.”
Mary brushed a heavy tress of hair, curled it deftly about her hand, then pinned it on top of Chauncey’s head. “Lovely hair you have, miss. Every time I think I know the color, you stand in a different light and I’ll see some red or copper or some brown. And so thick it is! Madam Prune Face must hate to see you next to her pudding-faced daughters! As I said, miss, I don’t understand it, but I fancy you’ll discover their motives soon enough.”
“You don’t believe then that they have perhaps . . . changed?” Please, Mary, say that it is possible!
“Do oranges grow in London? I doubt it, miss. Now, stand up and let’s see how you look in this gown. It’s from Madam’s own modiste too. I heard her dresser, Broome, say that it was fetched early this afternoon. Some other lady had ordered it and not paid for it. Lucky it fits you, miss.”
The soft lavender silk caressed her shoulders, and a torrent of finely stitched lace spilled over her bosom. The gown fit her well enough. For a moment she felt like the Chauncey of a year ago, twirling about her father’s library in a new gown, laughing when he assured her that she would break all the masculine hearts in Surrey.
“ ’Tis lovely you are,” Mary said, twitching an errant fold into place. “You watch out for that Master Owen, miss. So smooth and handsome he is, but he’s a terror, that one! Cook told me last year that he’d tried to ravish one of the young housemaids, and in the water closet, of all places! Madam turned her off, of course.” Mary shrugged philosophically. “It’s the way of the world, I guess.”
Mary sees things more clearly than I. I must stop being blind and seeing what it is I wish to see. I must grow up and stop being a gullible fool. “Do you know, Mary,” Chauncey said, only a touch of bitterness in her voice as she slipped on the new pair of white gloves, “I think there must be something to that saying that you win more bees with honey. I think I shall be drippingly sweet tonight!”
Mary snorted. “Just see to it, miss, that you aren’t the honeypot, and the bee stings you good and proper!”
 
Owen, Chauncey decided after but a fifteen-minute carriage ride, was definitely the bee. His new, very proper behavior stunned her, and it was all she could do to keep the niggling fear deep within her. He complimented her profusely, and listened to everything she uttered, which wasn’t very much, with flattering attention. Evidently it was no longer his intention to trap her on the stairs. Her smile never faded. By the time the carriage arrived at the Russell on Albion Street, her jaw muscles ached.
“Ah, my dear,” Uncle Alfred said, once they were seated around a charming white-lace-covered table, “you are the loveliest young lady present this evening. I see gentlemen already looking at Owen with envy. We will order champagne, of course, for your birthday, won’t we, love? Ah yes, it is indeed a day to celebrate. Twenty-one. A marvelous age. One has all of one’s life ahead of him . . . or her. You are most lucky, Elizabeth. You live with a loving family—”
“I believe I shall order the roast beef,” Aunt Augusta announced, cutting off the effusions of her perspiring spouse. “You, Elizabeth, though you are as lovely as your uncle says, are a bit thin. You must order whatever you wish, my dear.”
Why cannot I trust you? Why cannot I believe what you say?
“Thank you, Aunt Augusta,” Chancey said aloud.
“I have been thinking, Elizabeth,” her aunt continued, “that you should begin meeting with Cook. You were in charge of your poor father’s household for several years, and I do not want your skills to grow rusty with disuse. You will, of course, tell Cook to prepare whatever meals appeal to you. I am certain your taste is excellent.”
“I should enjoy eating whatever Elizabeth chooses,” Owen said.
“Yes, well, it is decided then. Now, Alfred, where is our waiter?”
Chauncey started to tell her uncle to order for her, but stopped herself. No, she thought, stiffening her back, it is time that I am responsible for myself. She ordered what she thought to be the most expensive items on the Russell menu. At least she hoped, somewhat maliciously, that they were the dearest.
Owen’s rather pale complexion grew florid as he downed his fourth glass of champagne. Chauncey swallowed a giggle, for Aunt Augusta was shooting him dagger glances.
Over a delicious dessert of blancmange and cream, Aunt Augusta leaned over and patted Chauncey’s gloved hand. “My dear,” she said sincerely, “I think it just as well that you did not wed Sir Guy Danforth. He likely would not have made you happy. You would likely prefer a more . . . gentle, yet sophisticated gentleman, one who is not so many years your senior. I believe, Owen, that you have consumed enough champagne.” Aunt Augusta gave a snorting laugh. “It is not, after all, your birthday, my dear boy.”
Owen bestowed a lavish smile upon Chauncey. “Quite right, Mother. I fear I got carried away.”
Why do I want to burst into laughter? Chauncey wondered. Even Owen, the toad, is amusing. Her thoughts turned again, unwittingly, to her father and to the villain who had murdered him as surely as if he had laced her father’s wine with laudanum. She shuddered with reaction. If I hate him, she thought with sudden insight, I will destroy myself. But how, she wondered, her jaw tightening, could she simply forget? And now this . . . mystery.
Uncle Alfred yawned delicately behind his hand. “Do you know, my dear,” he said to his wife, “I believe I grow too old for all this jollity. Why don’t you and I return to Heath House and let the young people go to the play by themselves?”
“My, what an excellent suggestion, Alfred.”
In a pig’s eye!
“What do you say, Elizabeth?” Owen said, dropping his voice to what he must have thought to be an intimate caress. “I will take good care of you. We will see Romeo and Juliet.” He gave her a grin fraught with meaning. “Of course, we aren’t faced with their problems!”
We? My Lord, Chauncey thought, it is as I suspected. She saw the benign looks on her aunt’s and uncle’s faces. They want me to go with Owen! But why? It hadn’t been too long ago that Aunt Augusta accused her of trying to trap her dear Owen into marriage. It was too much. Hannah had always accused her charge of tempting fate with her willful curiosity. But what was life without just a bit of risk? She had no doubts that she could handle Owen.
Chauncey very carefully placed her napkin beside her plate, folding it into a small square. She raised her head and flashed a wide smile to the three people looking at her. “Do you know,” she said in a guilelessly innocent voice, “I should much like to see the play. It is so sweet of you to invite me, Owen. Are you certain that you don’t mind, Aunt Augusta?” I shall be as devious as the three of you!
“Not at all, my dear. I . . . your uncle and I want you to be happy and enjoy yourself. You may be certain that dear Owen will see to your every comfort.”
“Oh yes, Elizabeth, I shall, I promise you.”
 
The play was dreadful. The actors gesticulated wildly while they declaimed their lines to an increasingly restless crowd, and poor Romeo was at least forty years old. At least she wasn’t bored, Chauncey thought, her lips thinning, for Owen had managed to brush his thigh against her several times. At the intermission, Chauncey allowed Owen to escort her to the large downstairs foyer for refreshments.
“May I have a glass of lemonade, please, Owen?” she asked.
“Your wish, my dear Elizabeth,” he said, and gave her a flourishing bow.
When he returned with her glass, Elizabeth thanked him softly and began to sip the lemonade. She eyed him speculatively over the rim of her glass and said, “I fear the lemonade is too sour. Would you mind returning it, Owen, and getting me another glass?”
She wanted to laugh aloud at the brief look of anger that narrowed his eyes. It was gone quickly, to be replaced by what Owen must have believed to be a seductive, loving look, but Chauncey knew she hadn’t imagined it. So, my dear toad, she thought as she watched him wend his way through the crowd back toward the refreshment tables, your mother is making you dance attendance on me.
When Owen handed her a new glass of lemonade, Chauncey took a small sip and handed the glass back to him. “Do you know, Owen, I fear I have developed a headache. Would you please see me home now?”
Such a pity, she thought, that the play wasn’t a marvelous production, one that Owen would have liked to see to the end. As it was, her limpid request did not elicit more than a loving nod and a look of concern from him.
“Are you feeling better, Elizabeth?” he asked once they were ensconced in the hired carriage.
“Oh yes, Owen,” she said sweetly, glad he couldn’t see the gleam of purpose in her eyes in the dim light. “It has been such an exciting day, you know. I am in such a . . . whirl of pleasure!”
“Dear Elizabeth,” Owen murmured, and gently squeezed her gloved hand. I mustn’t forget to scrub his touch off my hand. “I am so pleased that you are happy,” he continued after a moment, making Chauncey wonder if he were trying to recall a prepared speech. “It is my fondest desire to give you everything you wish, my dear.” Again he paused. Are you screwing up your courage for something, Owen? she wanted to ask him. She waited patiently, a small smile playing about her mouth.
“Is it really, Owen?” she asked as the silence grew long.
“Indeed, Elizabeth. I realize it is perhaps too soon, your father being dead for but six months, but my heart compels me to speak. I have admired you for years, my dear, years.”
My God, he really is going to ask me to marry him!
She couldn’t allow it, for if she did, she would surely laugh in his face, and perhaps burst into tears at the betrayal. And Owen would never tell her why he was asking her. He would but prattle about his utter admiration of her. She realized with a start that she was afraid. I would rather be a shop girl than marry him!
“My . . . headache, Owen, it has returned,” she said abruptly. “If you don’t mind, I would like to rest until we reach Heath House.”
“Of course, my dear.”
Did he sound the least bit relieved?
Chauncey thought furiously the remainder of the carriage ride to Heath House. There was no answer forthcoming. It appears, she decided, raising her chin in determination, that I am going to have to be an eavesdropper again.
She allowed Owen to kiss her hand, then quickly walked to her room. She sent Mary off to bed, then waited for a few more minutes. Slowly she eased her bedroom door open and peered up and down the corridor. No one was about. Stealthily she crept toward her aunt’s suite of rooms. There was a light showing from beneath the door. She didn’t even have to press her ear against the door, for her aunt’s voice sounded through as clear as the proverbial bell.
“I am pleased you did not . . . rush things, my dear boy,” Aunt Augusta said. “It is possible that Elizabeth would not think it likely that you could fall in love with her so quickly.” She gave a deep relieved sigh. “I do believe that Elizabeth will forgive us for our lack of attention to her these past months. I had not believed her so malleable, but perhaps it is so.”
Uncle Alfred said, “I really do not like this, my love. It is not that we are—”
Aunt Augusta interrupted him curtly. “Enough, Alfred. We haven’t much time. Owen must be as attentive as possible to his cousin.”
Why haven’t they much time? Chauncey heard Owen say in a sulky voice, “I don’t think Chauncey—”
“What an outrageous nickname! I pray you won’t use it again, Owen!”
“Yes, Mother. As I was saying, I don’t think Ch . . . Elizabeth particularly cares for me.”
There was a stretch of utter silence. Aunt Augusta said grimly, “It was stupid of you to treat her like a housemaid, Owen! Quite stupid! You must gain her trust. Yes, that’s it. The girl is lonely, but now we are her family. Her loving family.”
Owen asked very softly, forcing Chauncey to strain to hear his words, “And if she doesn’t come around, Mother? And in time?”
There were several minutes of utter silence. “It is something I would dislike above all things,” Aunt Augusta said finally. “To compromise a young lady is most disturbing and quite ill-bred . . .”
Chauncey drew in her breath. Then she heard Owen laugh, covering the remainder of Aunt Augusta’s words. She felt herself pale with rage. Oh yes, Owen would like to catch her unawares again! She would scratch his eyes out! She would tear . . .
“I don’t like it,” Uncle Alfred said. “Any of it.”
“Forget Isobel,” Aunt Augusta said harshly. “It must be done.”
“Well, I am ready for bed,” Owen announced.
Chauncey dashed down the corridor, managing to close her door just in time. She didn’t fall asleep for a long time.
 
“Well, miss, here is your chocolate! It’s a lovely day today and I want to know what you discovered.”
Chauncey snapped awake. “Good morning, Mary,” she said on a yawn. “I have quite a bit to tell you, and also a plan.”
When she finished recounting the overheard conversation, Mary was gazing at her in consternation. “It is villainous! Suggesting that Master Owen compromise you! It is—”
“Yes, it is all that, Mary,” Chauncey said, cutting her off. She stared thoughtfully for a moment into the dark glob of chocolate at the bottom of her cup. During the long, wakeful hours of the night, she had managed to repress her sorrow, her fury, and her unhappiness. All she had left was determination. “Will you help me, Mary? I have an idea. It is probably quite foolish, but I can’t think of anything else for the moment.”
“Oh yes, miss, anything!”
“I want you to find out if there have been any visitors in the past couple of days. Not any of Aunt Augusta’s acquaintances, but a stranger. Can you do it?”
Mary screwed her eyes thoughtfully toward the ceiling. “That old sot Cranke might be difficult. But I’ve got ears, miss, and I can ask the staff, very subtle-like, of course.”
“If there has been a visitor . . .” Chauncey shrugged. “Well, then we shall see. I can only believe that someone wants to remove me from here, and that for whatever reason, my aunt doesn’t wish me to go. If there hasn’t been anyone, then I would imagine that I am going to have to tread very carefully until I can leave this house and its loving occupants. Please bring me the paper, Mary—I think I should begin looking for a position.”
What in heaven’s name was going on? She saw them all objectively now, just as she had finally seen Guy. She had been nothing short of a fool to believe them, even for a moment. Chauncey sighed. She was likely a fool for thinking that someone, a stranger, had anything to do with Aunt Augusta’s newfound devotion to her niece. She rose from her bed and began to bathe, wondering if Owen would be waiting for her in the corridor.
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