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The best thing about being a grandmother, said Catriona placidly, is that if Donald falls in, you have to fish him out, not I.

Letty laughed. Unfortunately, Daphne is just as likely to fall in. If they both take the plunge at once, Mama, you may be called upon to help.

Lady Catriona March and her daughter stood on the bank of the ornamental lake. Among the reeds, in an aged rowboat tied to a rickety jetty, Lettys seven-year-old twins played at pirates. With bulrushes for cutlasses they hacked harmlessly at each other, the August sun bright on their copper curls.

Even as the ladies watched, the boat began to sink with a bubbling sigh.

The water is not very deep, said Letty with her usual optimism, and it is a warm day. I hope they can manage without me, as I foolishly put on my new gown. She glanced up the slope at the sprawling manor of Lincolnshire stone before moving to the near end of the jetty.

Knee-deep in muddy water, Donald and Daphne argued about whose fault it was that their pirate ship had sunk. Dearly as she loved her grandchildren, Catrionas thoughts were on their mother, slender and graceful in lavender-green sprigged muslin. She had not missed Lettys backward glance at the manor house, nor its connection with her new gown.

The new heir to the baronetcy and to Marchbank had arrived last night. Catriona knew little about Sir Gideon March, except that the lawyers had at last found him in Canada a year after Jeremys death. He was Jeremys uncles grandson, a distant cousin, and though there had been no positive breach, the two branches of the family had lost contact. She did not know Sir Gideons age, nor even if he had a wife. Whether he would bring life and gaiety back to Marchbank, she could not guess.

Letty deserved a little gaiety. Wed at seventeen to her childhood sweetheart, widowed after three weeks of married life, she was a devoted mother and seemed content with their quiet life at the Dower House. Yet she was too young, too pretty to resign herself to widowhood.

Catriona herself found a proper resignation difficult to attain. She, too, had married at seventeen and borne her only child not a year later, but she had had Jeremys love and support for long years thereafter. His absence now was an aching void in her life.

At her age, that void was not to be filled. Letty was another matter. Somewhere in the wide world was the man who could mend her broken heart and who would not flinch at taking on a pair of energetic twins.

My feet are stuck in the mud, Mama, said Daphne gleefully.

So are mine, Donald clamoured.

I cant move a single inch.

Perhaps well grow roots, Daph, and turn into plants like in that story Grandmama read us.

You mean Narcissus? I cant see my face in the water, though.

Theres too many ripples. Keep still.

For heavens sake, children! Letty took a tentative step onto the dilapidated jetty. Lean this way and hold out your hands, Daphne. I shall try to reach you and pull you out.

May I be of assistance, maam? The deep, amused voice came from behind Catriona.

With a startled gasp, she turned. A tall, powerful gentleman in buckskins and a walnut brown coat raised his hat to her, revealing thick black hair with the merest hint of grey at the temples. Dark eyes smiled down at her from a sunbronzed face.

Thank you, sir. I daresay my daughter will be glad of your aid.

Your daughter? For a moment he looked surprised, then his gaze went beyond her. Perhaps introductions had best wait, he exclaimed, and strode past her.

Letty crouched on the edge of the jetty, precariously reaching towards Daphne. Their fintertips were a good six inches apart. If they met, Letty was more likely to land in the water than to pull the child out. 

Wait! called the stranger imperatively. I believe I can reach her, maam.

Looking round, Letty rose from her undignified position in one graceful movement. Do you think so, sir? That is very kind of you. You may be splashed, I fear. She stepped back to be out of his way.

A little water wont hurt me.

And mud, said Donald with relish

And pondweed, Daphne chimed in, draping a strand of greeenery around her neck. Look at my necklace.

Undeterred, the gentleman set foot on the jetty. He had taken two paces when his foot went through the rotten wood. The whole structure prommptly disintegrated, dumping him and Letty to flounder in the water among floating planks.

The twins, overcome by giggles, clutched at each other and both sat down. Catriona bit her lip, her chin quivering in her struggle to suppress unseemly merriment. She was undone when a shout of mirth behind her announced the arrival of another newcomer. Her laughter escaped her control, and she was breathless when she finally managed to give her attention to the second stranger.

Ten or twelve years younger than the first, in his late twenties, he was nearly as tall, equally strong-looking but tending more to a lean, sinewy build. His complexion, too, was browned by the sun. Fair hair, blue eyes, and a broad grin completed the picture of a handsome Buck.

Need a hand, Gideon? he called.

So the older gentleman was the new baronet.

Not unless you fancy a swim, coz, he answered wryly. Finding his feet, he rose from the shallows like a Triton from the depths. He took Lettys hand, pulled her up, and disregarding the muddy water cascading from their persons, he said with gallant courtesy, Permit me to offer you my arm, maam.

She cast a laughing glance up at him and accepted. Her straw bonnet sagged about her ears, but far worse, her gown clung to her body, the thin muslin almost transparent. As they made their way to the bank, Catriona wondered despairingly what she could use to cover her daughters scarcely decent form.

If only I had worn a shawl, or even a spencer!

No longer amused, the young man beside her tore his wide-eyed gaze from Letty. Take my coat, maam, he said in a slightly unsteady voice. Stripping off the bottle-green garment, he handed it to Catriona.

She hurried forward with it. Sir Gideon heaved himself out of the water and turned back to haul Letty onto the bank. With a smile for her mother, standing by with the coat, she reached up to take his hands. A moment later she was on dry land. Her eyes widened as she caught sight of the second gentleman, now in his shirt sleeves.

A flush mantled her cheeks. Mama, pray let us go home at once, she begged, hastily pulling the coat on and buttoning it.

Will you not come up to the house to dry off? Sir Gideon invited them. The children, too, of course.

They all turned back to the lake, where Donald and Daphne were now wrestling in the muddy water.

We cannot possibly inflict those two on you! Catriona exclaimed. In any case, they all need dry clothes, and the Dower House is not much farther off.

Then you are Lady Catriona March? said the baronet. We enquired for you at the Dower House, and your servant said you had walked this way, but I couldnt believe… He glanced from Catriona to Letty and back. I took you for sisters. To tell the truth, I had supposed the dowager to be an older lady.

You dont look a bit like ones notion of a dowager, maam, his cousin agreed.

Lady Catriona, Im Gideon March, as you will doubtless have guessed. Allow me to present my cousin, Harry Talgarth. 

Mr Talgarth bowed. Catrionas lips twitched as she gravely introduced the dripping Letty to the dripping baronet and his dry but shirt-sleeved cousin. My daughter, Mrs Rosebay.

How do you do, Sir Gideon, Mr Talgarth. Letty was beginning to shiver. I am most grateful for your help, but pray excuse us now. I want to go home! Daphne, Donald, come out at once.

We cant Mama.

Were not pirates anymore.

Were sea serpents.

Well die if we leave the water.

Harry Talgarth reached the waters edge in two strides. Out! he commanded.

Four bright blue eyes turned on him with more speculative interest than alarm, but after a moment the twins decided to obey. They slithered up the muddy bank à la serpent, completing the devastation of their clothes. 

However lively and argumentative, they were well-taught. Daphne cursied and Donald bowed. The sight was almost too much for Catriona, and then she met Sir Gideons twinkling eyes. They both burst out laughing.

The children glanced at each other and shrugged their shoulders.

Lets be racehorses, Daphne proposed.

Ill get home before you.

They dashed off.

Straight home, and go in through the kitchen, Letty called after them. She looked chagrined.

Come on, darling, you will take a chill, said Catriona. Excuse us gentlemen. We shall be happy to receive you later this afternoonat four, say?though I cannot promise your coat will be fit to return to you by then, Mr Talgarth.

No matter, maam. I only hope it preserves Mrs Rosebay from a chill.

We shall see you at four, said Sir Gideon, without fail. Im badly in need of a ladys advice.

So he was not married, Catriona thought as they parted. Gallant and charming, with a splendid sense of humour, he would suit Letty to a T. To be sure, he was considerably older, but Jeremy had been twenty years older than herself, and she had come to love him dearly.

She had been shocked, though when her father, the Earl of Dunshannon, had insisted on wedding the youngest of his many daughters to a suitor she considered positively elderly. Best not to say anything to Letty until she was better acquainted with Sir Gideon. It had not passed Catrionas notice that Letty had been instantly at ease with him, amused by their mutual mishap. Not until she saw Harry Talgarth had she shown a ny sign of embarrassment.

What must they think of us, Mama? Letty wailed.I have never been so mortified in my life. I made an utter cake of myself, and then the children misbehaving…

They were no worse than high-spirited and their usual imaginative selves. Indeed, I was quite proud of them when they remembered their manners, even if I could not help laughing. And it was Sir Gideon, not you, who demolished the jetty, though I do think you would have had a ducking anyway, she added to be fair. I must say, he took his soaking very well.

Letty sighed. Yes he was all that is gentlemanly. But Mr Talgarth stared at me so!

And lent you his coat. Come, let us forget the incident and start afresh.

If only they will forget. Still, I daresay Mr Talgarth will soon go away, and Sir Gideon will be a pleasant neighbour.

I am sure he will. Catriona heard the note of hope in her own voice and chided herself for being a matchmaking mama. Not to mention overhasty: she had taken an instant liking to Sir Gideon, but after all, she still knew very little of him. A pleasant manner and attractive person by no means proved him to be a man of character and principle.

* * * *

Standing in the sun at her chamber window, Letty brushed her long, damp hair and wished it were more like Mamas, a rich, chestnut colour, instead of her own paler hue. Papa had called it Titian, but to Bart she had always been Carrots. Perhaps if she had been blond, or if her eyes were green like Mamas rather than commonplace blue, he would have…

With a deliberate effort, she shook off the unwonted mood of self-pity. Bart was six years gone, buried on a Spanish mountainside, and she had long since learnt to live with the memory of those three disastrous weeks.

Mama? Daphne peeked round the door, then came in. Dressed in a clean white pinafore embroidered with ivy leaves, her red curls combed into a semblance of order, she was a sight to lighten a mothers heart. Mama, Betsy says shes nearly finished with Grandmama and is your hair dry enough to braid?

Tell her yes, lovie. You are looking very pretty.

My hair was tied in knots. Betsy thought shed have to cut it all off. I couldve worn a wig, like Grandpapa did when he was young. Mama, Grandmama says me and Donald

Donald and I.

…can take tea with you, but I have to ask you first.

If you both promise to behave yourselves.

Well sit ever so quietly in our corner and look at picture books.

The twins had never been known to sit quietly in a corner for more than ten minutes, but Letty decided that, as a close neighbour, Sir Gideon must accustom himself to them. As a visitor, Mr Talgarths opinion mattered not a whit to her, she thought defiantly. How stern he had sounded when he ordered her children out of the lake!

Daphne added a proviso. Except when were eating. Sarahs making jam tarts.

Twenty minutes later, her hair braided and pinned up beneath a lace cap with a ribbon that matched her blue gown, Letty joined her mother in the sitting room. Mama was still wearing half mourning, though it was eighteen months since Papa died. Her dark lilac gown trimmed with black ribbons suited her remarkably well. Nonetheless, her eyes opened by Sir Gideons and Mr Talgarths comments, Letty resolved to persuade her it was time she put off black gloves. She was too young to dress like a dowager. 

She looked up from the smock she was embroidering for Daphne. How well that gown becomes you, Letty. Sir Gideon will quite forget his last view of you. I am sadly flustered, I declare, to be entertaining gentlemen again. Other than the vicar, few have called since we came to the Dower House.

You flustered, Mama? Fustian! She glanced about the room, bright with flowered chintzes and gleaming wood. Surely Mr Talgarth would find nothing here to criticise. Not that his gaze had been precisely critical when she emerged from the waters like a naiad, but unlike Sir Gideon, he had not been smiling. Too far off to read the expression in his eyes, she only knew that something in his look had made her blush.

Her mothers voice was a welcome distraction. The kettle is on the hob and Sarah has been baking.

I see you have set out the madeira.

Gentlemen often prefer wine. You recall your papas opinion of tea-drinking in the afternoon.

Chatter-broth!

They both laughed.

Daphne came in, still reasonably clean, followed by Donald, equally angelic in his blue skeleton suit and short jacket. On their best behaviour, they settled into their corner, furnished with two footstools and a shelf of childrens books. A moment later the door knocker sounded. Letty discovered she was bracing herself and forced herself to relax.

Sir Gideon March and Mr Talgarth, my lady, Lois announced.

As Sir Gideon bowed over her mothers hand, Letty met Mr Talgarths eyes. Now his regard was warm, appreciative, even admiring. Disconcerted, she hastily turned away to greet Sir Gideon.

After the usual polite exchanges, Mr Talgarth said to Letty with a sympathetic smile, Unless appearances deceive, you have quite recovered from your wetting, Mrs Rosebay. The children have taken no ill?

They positively enjoyed the experience, sir. Eager for him to see the twins for once looking well-bred and tidy, she gestured towards them. He nodded and went to speak to them in their corner. Watching, Letty saw them pointing out to him something in their book. He responded seriously, then glanced up and smiled at her again.

There was something curiously disturbing in Mr Talgarths smile. Letty managed an uncertain smile in return. Then Donald asked him another question, and with relief she gave her attention to her mother and Sir Gideon.

* * * *

In view of the circumstances, the baronet was saying soberly, you will excuse my belated expression of my condolences on your late loss. I greatly regret that I never knew Sir Jeremy.

We miss him. Catriona blinked away the mist that suddenly obscured her vision. How foolish it is to let family ties lapse. I know your relationship to my husband, but little else. You have been in Canada, I collect?

For a year or two. Before that, we were for some time in India.

You had no home in England? Letty asked. Catriona was pleased by her interest in his history.

My father was a doctor, Mrs Rosebay, and while he did not leave me penniless, he owned neither house nor land. I had always longed to see the world, so I joined the Navy when I left school.

Letty glanced at Mr Talgarth. And your cousin?

My mothers nephew. Harrys parents died when he was a small child, and my parents brought him up. He happened to leave school just when I was feeling the tedium of blockading Frances Channel ports, so I left the Navy and we have been adventuring together. China, India, Canada, South America, even to Russia. You might call us the proverbial rolling stones.

A little dismayed by his unsettled life, Catriona said, You had no notion you were heir to Marchbank?

None. My grandfather was a third or fourth son, I believe. I still sometimes wake up and pinch myself to see if Im dreaming that Im a baronet.

As Catriona and Letty laughed, Lois carried in the tea tray and set it on the small table by the window. Letty went to pour, reaching the table three seconds before the twins.

Not a nibble, she said severely, until you have passed the cups and handed round the plates. Sir Gideon, will you take tea or do you prefer madeira?

A drop of madeira will do me, thank you.

Shall I pour the wine, maam? offered Mr Talgarth, who had followed the children. Ill drink tea, though.

Donald brought a glass of madeira for Sir Gideon, and Daphne, concentrating hard on the cup and saucer in her hands, brought Catrionas tea without spilling a drop. They returned with plates of jam tarts and almond cakes. Sir Gideon took one of each.

Ive sampled many interesting foods on my travels, he said, but there is nothing to beat English pastries warm from the oven. And that reminds me, Lady Catriona. Im hoping to obtain some information from you. The manor is in excellent conditionthe lawyer tells me you have been keeping an eye on it? I am most grateful. Indeed, I was dismayed to hear that you had removed so promptly to the Dower House. There was no need

It seemed advisable. We knew nothing of your disposition.

True. I might have been the sort of villain who evicts grieving women and children from their homes.

Catriona shook her head at him in mock reproach. Well, you might! In any case, we are perfectly comfortable here. Jeremy had the house set in order, expecting that… expecting… Her throat tightened, blocking the words. 

He came to her rescue. A wise precaution, and its a charming house. However, I trust you will continue to make use of the Marchbank park and gardens as if they were your own.

You are very kind, Sir Gideon. To tell the truth, I doubt we could keep the children away if we tried, she added candidly. But we have wandered from the point. What is it you wish to consult me about?

I want your advice about hiring servants. Though the present staff has kept the place well, now that we are in residence, they are too few if they are not to be grossly overworked. For a start, I need a cook, preferably one who has as light a hand with pastry as yours.

You cannot have Sarah, but do have another jam tart. Daphne, pray Oh, twins!

Unseen by their grandmother, and by their mother, who sipped her tea with bowed head, listening to Mr Talgarth, the children had taken the entire plate of pastries to their corner. The last crumb disappeared as Catriona spoke, and they looked up with jammy beams. Sir Gideon grinned.

Weve been ever so quiet, said Daphne with an air of conscious rectitude.

We dont like almond cakes, Donald explained.

Its all right, Grandmama. Sarah made loads of jam tarts.

Well get you some more.

How could you! Letty sprang to her feet, far more agitated than their minor naughtiness warranted.

Surprised, Cariona said calmly, Pray ask Lois to bring more tarts, children. Wash your facesI expect your fingers need it, tooand go and play in the garden.

Subdued by their mothers unexpected outburst, Daphne said, Yes, Grandmama.

As Letty subsided into her chair, Donald ran to her, flung his arms round her, and kissed her. Were sorry, Mama. We didnt mean to vex you.

They dashed from the room. Mr Talgarth took a handerchief from his pocket and gravely handed it to Letty. Her face almost as red as the jam, she scrubbed the sticky smear from her cheek.

Once more the poor girl had been put to the blush before Harry Talgarth. If he had seemed amused, as Sir Gideon was, she could have laughed it off instead of being horridly embarrassed. Catriona decided it was time to end their tête-à-tête.

Letty you know the village people as well as I do. Come and help me advise Sir Gideon as to what servants can be hired locally and which he must advertise for.

Mr Talgarth produced a notebook and pencil and wrote down names as they talked. When at last they had discussed all available positions, Sir Gideon thanked his advisers.

I am glad you intend to take on so many, said Catriona. I hated having to let them go when we left the manor. Am I right in supposing this means you are going to settle at Marchbank?

We are. We have seen a good part of the world, and now its time to settle down and tend my acres. To begin with, would you object if I had a new jetty built and obtained a boat that will actually float?

Object? Good heavens, why should I object?

He turned to Letty with a smile. I was thinking of your enterprising offspring, Mrs Rosebay. I fear a seaworthy vessel might prove an irresistible temptation to a couple of pirates.

Then I had best teach them to swim, Mr Talgarth unexpectedly proposed in a practical tone.

Letty stared in astonishment. Teach them? Both of them? But they are so full of mischief!

Thats why they need to learn, he pointed out, and the sooner the better, while the water is warm enough. They are good-natured and loving despite their mischief. I have no qualms if you have not, maam.

An excellent suggestion, said Catriona, since Letty still looked stunned.

Youd best start tomorrow, Harry, if the weather holds. Sir Gideon stood up to take his leave, and a few minutes later the gentlemen were gone.

Letty started to collect cups and plates. I cannot believe it, she said, stopping dead with the wineglass in her hand. I was convinced that he had taken the twins in dislike and held me to blame for their naughtiness.

I could ssee you were ill at ease with Mr Talgarth. Catriona brushed some crumbs off the table into her hand and deposited them on the tray. However, since it sounds as if he is to make his home at Marchbank with Sir Gideon, you must strive to overcome your dislike.

I dont precisely dislike him, Mama. How can I, when he has so kindly offered to teach Donald and Daphne to swim? He just…makes me uneasy.

It is a pity that he did not turn it to a joke when Donald bedaubed your cheek with jam.

Oh no, Letty exclaimed with fervour, that would have been worse than anything!

Then it seems the poor fellow can do nothing right, said Catriona, smiling. How fortunate that Sir Gideon is so charming.

Indeed he is most agreeable.

With this temperate praise Catriona contened herself. Letty must have time to get to know Sir Gideon before marriage was to be thought ofalways supposing that the baronet was in the market for a wife.

* * * *

As twin red-headed sea serpents splashed towards the new skiff, Sir Gideon shipped his oars. They have learned to swim amazingly fast, he said.

They are clever children, said Catriona with a proper pride in her grandchildren, and they have an excellent teacher.

It is good of Mr Talgarth to go to so much trouble. Letty dabbled her hand in the water. Daphne told me they always do exactly what he says because otherwise either they swallow water or he threatens to stop teaching them.

Daphne, Donald, thats far enough, came Harry Talgarths incisive voice. The twins turned at once and paddled back towards the bank. Mrs Rosebay, he called, well be getting out now. The water is not as warm as it was.

I shall come and fetch them, Letty called back, averting her gaze from the wet-shirted figure.

Catriona smiled and waved at him. At the advanced age of forty-two, she was, she felt, exempt from the demands of bashful modesty. She had only come out in the boat to chaperon her daughter. Not that she thought for a moment that Sir Gideon would take advantage of being alone with Letty; he was by far too gentlemanly.

With long, lazy, powerful strokes, he rowed towards the new jetty. Beneath the blue Bath superfine of his coat, his muscles flexed, driving the boat smoothly through the water without haste or wasted motion.

The way he rowed was typical of him, Catriona decided. Always tranquil, unhurried, good-humoured, he had already restaffed the manor and taken the reins of the estate management into his capable hands. Hilton, the bailiff, had dropped in to see her at the Dower House the other day. Sir Gideon, he reported was a fair man who realised his own ignorance but knew what he wanted.

And among other things, my lady, thats a new roof for Ben Welters farmhouse, he had said with satisfaction. Them lawyers wouldnt let me spend the blunt, but Sir Gideon dubbed up wiout a murmur.

He was generous to his dependents, amused by the childrens antics, as vigorous as a man half his ageWhat more could Letty want? She was comfortable with him, making a laughing reference to the demolition of the old jetty as he handed her out of the boat onto the new.

Over the past month, he and his cousin had called at the Dower House nearly every day, or they had met in the park or gardens. Surely kindness alone was not enough to explain such assiduous attentions. Sir Gideon must be attracted to Letty. Several times in the last few days, Catriona had almost spoken to her daughter about the possibility of a second marriage.

Yet she had hesitated. The Dower House would be sadly empty without Letty and the twins, to be sure. The manor was no more than half a mile off, though. They could see each other daily. So why did her heart ache at the prospect?

Shall we go round the lake again, Lady Catriona? Sir Gideon smiled down at her.

I beg your pardon, I was woolgathering! The boat is excessively comfortable, but no, thank you. I ought to be getting home, and I must not keep you. Cautiously she stood up. He took her hand, steadying her as the boat rocked a trifle.

Careful now. The sun is warm, but the water is colder than when Mrs Rosebay and I took our ducking.

With one foot on the jetty, Catriona realised that Letty had already left. Oh, where is she? she cried. My stupid heedlessness has prevented your walking with her.

In her dismay, she tried to step up too hastily and lost her balance. Instantly Sir Gideons arm was about her waist, lifting her as though she weighed no more than a child. She fell against him, or he caught her to himwhat did it matter which? She was clasped to his chest, his mouth mere tantalising inches from her own. Gold flecks danced in his brown eyes. Her pulse racing, she moistened suddenly dry lips as a flood of heat washed through her.

Her face was aflame. She pulled back out of his arms, stepped back, turned away, fleeing danger. But the danger was in herself, not in him. She dared not look at him lest he read the desire in her eyes. It was indecent for a respectable widow of her years to feel that way.

Are you all right? He sounded shaken. Had he read her mind? No, of course, she had narrowly escaped falling in the lake and had nearly pulled him in with her.

Yes, quite all right, she said in a stifled voice. Thank you for saving me. I am sorry.

Whatever for? Now he seemed deliberately to misunderstand. I had no intention of going with Mrs Rosebay, he went on calmly. She has the twins for company. If you permit, I shall walk with you back to the Dower House. Will you not take my arm? You have had a shock.

His obliging offer was impossible to refuse. Catriona laid her hand lightly on his arm, and they turned down the path along the bank. Whatever he guessed to be the cause of her agitation, he set out to distract her.

The skiff is comfortable, he said, but less stable I believe than the canoes we used in Canada. I should not care to trust it on a whitewater river.

He went on to talk of the natives skill with canoes, their wretched treatment at the hands of the Northwest Company, and the treatise on the subject Lord Selkirk was writing.

When we met his lordship in Montreal, we promised him to do what we can to influence the government to pass laws protecting those unfortunate people. Harry and I have been writing letters, and next month, when Parliament sits, we shall go up to Town to speak to people face to face. Money talks. I ought perhaps to tell you, he added awkwardly, that I returned from India something of a nabob.

Her discomfort thoroughly dispelled, Catriona stared at him. A nabob! You have been sailing under false colours, sir. Did you not claim to be a rolling stone? Dont laugh at me, you odious man! A sailing stone may be an infelicitous image, but you know very well what I mean.

To complete the confusion of metaphor, you must not tar all of us rolling stones with the same brush. Some of us do gather moss. What would you have thought of me had I announced on entering your sitting room that, far from being saved from poverty by my inheritance of the manor, I am well able to buy an abbey?

I would have thought you a vulgar, ungrateful braggart.

Well, I cannot quite afford an abbey, and Im proud to be a March of Marchbank.

And I think you a truly gallant gentleman, said Catriona softly as they reached the Dower Houses back gate. I shall not invite you in, Sir Gideon, as the turmoil attending on the arrival of two wet children is no place for a visitor. But I would have you know that I am most sensible of your kindness

Gammon! he said roughly, and turned to stride away.

She stood for a moment in the shade of the great elm and watched his tall figure until he was lost to sight in the copse. With a sigh, she went through the gate and into the house to see that water was heating and towels were warmed for her grandchildren.

* * * *

The first frost of autumn came that night. Leaves began to change colour, and clouds of swallows gathered to fly south. The first russet-cheeked apples arrived from the manor orchards. Winter clothes were brought out to be aired.

Several days of constant, chilly rain kept the twins indoors. After their lessons, they were unable to work off their energy in the small house. Up at the manor, they would have raced up and down the corridors with their hobby-horses, or built and attacked fortresses of tables and chairs and old sheets. Here at the Dower House, they fussed and whined and squabbled.

It was enough to ruffle anyones spirits, Catriona convinced herself. Her megrims had nothing to do with the absence of visitors from the manor.

She persuaded Letty to allow Daphne and Donald to go out for a while, well wrapped up. They came back sniffling, and Sarah complained about the wet clothes hanging in her kitchen. Lettys silently reproachful glance both irritated Catriona and made her feel guilty.

Fortunately the sniffles came to nothing. The wind veered to the northeast, frigid, blustery gusts off the North Sea that split the clouds and sent them scurrying. Leaves whirled from the trees, and the twins returned pink-cheeked from an expedition to the copse, with pocketfuls of brown shiny horse chestnuts.

For cannonballs, Donald explained.

To shoot at paper ships.

We met Mr Hilton in the wood.

He showed us a badgers sett.

Thats what you call its hole.

Where it lives.

They only come out at night.

Daphne gave him a repressive look and changed the subject. Mr Hilton says its shaping up to a rare blow.

The bailiffs prediction was borne out by the rising wind. A tile slid off the roof and crashed to the ground, and Loiss bonnet blew away as she returned in the late afternoon from visiting her family. By nightfall a gale whipped the trees and moaned eerily around the Dower House.

Catriona and Letty ate their early dinner with the twins, put them to bed, and settled for the evening in the cosy haven of the sitting room. Letty read aloud from Waverly while Catriona sewed. The howl of the wind and the creaking of the house timbers were punctuated by an occasional bang or clatter from outside. A splintering crash made them both jump.

There goes the cucumber frame, said Catriona with a sigh. Everything which is not tied down

A thunderous shock rocked the house. Plaster fell from the ceiling, and a porcelain shepherdess dived from mantelpiece to hearth, shattering in a hundred pieces. From the hall came a wail.

Paling, Letty set down the book and jumped to her feet. With a shaking hand, Catriona stuck the needle in her work and laid it aside. Lois rushed in .

Oh, my lady, I was that startled I dropped the tea tray. It was an earthquake, thats what it was.

Betty appeared in the doorway, Sarahs round face visible over her shoulder. The elms down, my lady, she said grimly. Hit the roof square on, from what we could see out the kitchen window.

The twins! White as a ghost, Letty pushed past the servants and ran to the stairs. Catriona at her heels.

Before she reached the landing, Letty stopped with a cry of despair. The upper flight of the narrow staircase was a jumbled, impenetrable tangle of splintered elm branches, their yellow leaves stirring fitfully in the gusts that blew down from above.

Daphne! Letty screamed. Donald! Answer me!

Only the roar of the wind answered.

Oh, maam, theyre dead. Lois began to cry as Letty frantically pulled at the obstruction.

Be quiet, you silly girl, Catriona commanded, a cold, unnatural calm enveloping her. Go and fetch the hatchet from the shed. Hurry. She stood behind Letty, helpless, the stair too narrow for her to lend her aid. They could not be dead, her darlings! They must be too frightened to call out. They are too frightened to call out, she said, trying to persuade herself.

With a reverberating cr-r-a-ack the tree shifted as a beam gave way beneath its weight. A huge limb shoved the tangled mass of smaller branches at Letty.

Its not safe, my lady, cried Betsy. The whole housell be down next.

Outside with you. Keep Lois out. Letty, my dearest, you cannot reach them this way. We must see what we can do from outside. Come, love.

She took Lettys scratched, bleeding hand and forced her down the stairs and out into the garden. The moon shone bright between fleeing clouds, then disappeared again. Stumbling through a litter of fallen tiles and broken branches, they sped round the side of the house.

The teasing moon illuminated the scene with pitiless clarity. Its roots riven from the sodden soil, the elms massive trunk angled up to the shattered roof of the Dower House, its ravaged crown centred on the crushed wreck of the twins chamber.

Letty tore her hand from Catrionas clasp and rushed to the tree. As she reached it, it moved again, another overloaded beam failing. She scrabbled at the creviced bark, straining for a fingerhold to pull herself up onto the only pathway to her children.

Catriona could not deceive herself any longer. Donald and Daphne were dead. Letty was all that was left to her. She ran to seize her daughter round the waist, to tear her from the deadly destroyer.

No, Mama! Let me go! Letty fought her with the strength of desperation. Donald! Daphne!

And then the men were there. Harry Talgarth easily pulled Letty away from the tree. Shrieking, she pounded him with her fists, then collapsed against his chest, tears coming at last, glinting in the moonlight. He held her as she shook with sobs.

Somehow Sir Gideon was atop the trunk. Catriona held her breath, fists clenched beneath her chin, as he balanced his way up the slope, wavering in every blast of wind. As he reached the first branch, the moon once more hid its face. When it returned, he was past the branch. On hands and knees he crawled up the narrowing trunk.

He slipped. Catrionas fingernails bit into her palms, an involuntary cry breaking from her throat. He caught himself, slithered past another limb, reached the house, and vanished into a jagged chaos of boughs and timbers snapped like matchsticks.

Darkness again. Suddenly the wind dropped. Into the stillness came a small, anxious voice.

Mama?

Daphne! Catriona swung round, trying to pierce the black night with her eyes, trying to believe she had not imagined the sound. Daphne? My God, is it really you?

The moon sailed clear of the clouds. There beside the shapeless mass of the elms roots stood the twins, hand in hand, in coats, hats, and boots, consternation on their small faces.

Letty fainted.

Harry Talgarth lowered her to the ground and knelt beside her.

Mama! wailed Donald.

Grandmama! Pulling her brother behind her, Daphne scrambled over the flattened fence and ran to meet Catriona. They both burst into tears as she convulsively hugged them to her. Whats wrong with Mama?

Is she dead?

Did the tree fall on her?

We didnt know it was going to fall.

We only went to see the badger.

Will she be all right?

Yes. She forced the words out. Yes, she will be all right.

Miraculously, Sir Gideon was beside her. Ill look after these two. You go and see to your daughter. He gathered the twins into his arms and began to explain to them what had happened and why their mother had fallen into a swoon.

Letty was already stirring when Catriona reached her. She looked up and whispered, Mama? The twins?

Perfectly safe, darling. I have half a mind to beat the little imps within an inch of their lives. They went to see the badgers, if you please!

But if they had not! Letty cried, sitting up with Mr Talgarths assistance. They all glanced up at the ruin of the twins chamber.

A sudden dizziness hit Catriona as reaction to the horror set in.

Alls well that ends well. Harry Talgarth, prosaic but comforting, helped Letty to stand.

Mama, Sir Gideon says we may live at the manor! The twins dashed up to cling to their mother.

Till the Dower House is mended.

Their voices seemed to come from a long way away. Your turn to swoon, I think, said a soft, faintly amused voice in Catrionas ear. Sir Gideon took her arm. Come, sit down and put your head between your knees.

I never...swoon, she gasped, obeying the light pressure of his hand on her shoulder.

I dont suppose Mrs Rosebay makes a habit of it either. You both have every excuse. While you are about it, so as not to waste time, let me tell you that we came across your maidservants on our arrival and I sent them up to the house to give word of your coming.

What...brought you here?

The force of the wind made us uneasy, though I cannot claim to have foreseen anything like this near catastrophe. It seemed unwise to bring out a carriage, or even horses, in that gale, so we walked downavoiding the copse, unlike your intrepid grandchildren.

Intrepid? Foolhardy! She raised her head to smile at him. But thank God for it. I wonder whether they saw any badgers.

Sir Gideon laughed, his teeth gleaming white in the moonlight. The sky was clear now, a vault of stars, and the wind was no more than a fitful breeze. Catriona shivered.

Youre cold. Dash it, I took off my greatcoat before performing my circus act. Harry, he called, where did I drop my coat?

Harry came to join them, shrugging out of his coat. Ive no idea, coz. Pray take mine, Lady Catriona.

We keep cloaks in the hall cupboard

I cannot think it advisable, maam, to enter the house before we are able to assess the damage in the morning. Harry helped her don his warm, caped coat. Gideon, shall I go home and bring a carriage?

The wind may rise again. The baronet had found his coat and was holding it for Letty to put on. If the ladies feel up to it, we had best walk.

So they set out on foot up the hill to the manor. The twins raced ahead, still astonishingly full of energy. Letty walked briskly at Sir Gideons side, chatting to him with her usual cheerfulness restored. In the rear, Catriona trudged along, glad of the support of Mr Talgarths arm, for she was still shaken by the terrifying incident. She felt old.

* * * *

The Dower House was unsalvageable. The builder Sir Gideon called in refused to vouch for the safety of the ground floor and advised razing the whole. Rebuilding was best started in spring, he said, and might with luck be completed this time next year.

Catriona raised only a token protest to Sir Gideons offer of hospitality. Not for a moment did she doubt the sincerity of his assurance that hed be delighted to have her family about the place. His family, too, he reminded her. And to be still more closely related, she hoped. With him and Letty living in the same house, her matchmaking could not fail.

A wing was set aside for their use. Farm carts carried up the hill all of their belongings that could be safely rescued from the ruins. Within a week they had settled into the manor almost as though they had never left.

As the news spread, neighbours came to commiserate. Some of them, Catriona had scarcely seen since moving to the Dower House after Jeremys funeral. Marchbank was some five miles from the nearest sizable house, and while ladies had occasionally called at the Dower House, the distance and their lack of a carriage to return calls had deterred visitors.

On the other hand, since Sir Gideons arrival, several gentlemen had already ridden over to the manor to make the acquaintance of its new owner. Returning these calls, Sir Gideon and his cousin had made the ladies acquaintance and had more than once been invited, in the country way, to stay and take potluck.

Its time I gave a dinner party, he said to Catriona one afternoon, seeking her out in the small parlour where she was writing letters to her sisters. Dare I hope that you will be my hostess?

She set down her pen. I dont know, Sir Gideon. Do you dare?

I do. Without a hostess, I might conceivably contrive, but Im aware of my limitations. Ive not the least notion of how to plan a dinner party.

Catriona laughed. That is something of a backhanded compliment! Is the invitation to act as hostess a bribe to persuade me to plan for you?

Lord no, you teasing creature. You know me better, I trust.

All the same, she said seriously, it might be better if Letty and I simply joined your guests. I have no wish to figure among our neighbours as an encroaching female, unwilling to recognise that my time is past. She saw that he was about to protest and hurried on. But that can be decided later. Have you a list of those you wish to invite?

Of those I wish to invite, and those I feel obliged to invite. Here, Harry has kept a tally of our visitors.

She ran her eye down the list, which was much as she expected, except Lord and Lady Rosebay! I did not know you were acquainted with the Rosebays.

His lordship called, and we returned his call. A most formal quarter of an hour! Is there some difficulty? If their coming will distress LettyMrs Rosebay, I can perfectly well

Oh no. You must not suppose that they have ever been unkind to her, only rather distant. She wanted him to understand Letty. Her husband, Bartholomew, was one of several younger sons, you see, a handsome, hey-go-mad boy. He had a sister Lettys age and she had known him for years. She thought herself in love with him as soon as she was old enough to take such a romantic notion into her head. Jeremy and I hoped nothing would come of it, for he had no prospects and not a great deal of sense.

You dont believe in romance? he asked.

Yes. No. Im not sure! she said, flustered. Not as a basis for marriage at that age.

But you yourself must have been very young when you married.

That is no argument for romance. I did not choose my husband, though I came to love him very much. But this is beside the point. I am attempting to explain to you any slight awkwardness with the Rosebays.

I beg your pardon, Lady Catriona. The smile in Sir Gideons eyes belied his grave apology. I shall endeavour not to interrupt. So Letty fancied herself in love with this scapegrace?

She was just seventeen when Bart announced that his father had bought him a pair of colours and he was off to fight with Wellington in the Peninsula. At once Letty resolved to wed him before he left. His parents were not aversethere were Marches at Marchbank when the Rosebays were still peasants. Besides, as you have discovered, Jeremy was far from poor and her portion was good.

A potent argument. How did you feel?

I was dismayed, I own. Bart seemed to me a care-for-nobody, and Letty too young to know her own mind. But, after all, I had never regretted marrying young. I decided I was being an over-protective mother. Jeremy was very much against the match, but unable to hold out against Letty. How she persuaded Bart himself to take on such a responsibility remains a mystery!

Not at all. As he was about to leave the country, the responsibility was far in the unimaginable future, and I daresay he was flattered by her eagerness.

Though startled by his acuity and suspecting he was right, she said severely, Or perhaps he was desperately in love. Be that as it may, they were wed scarcely three weeks before he went off to war. Letty stayed with the Rosebays, but she was very unhappy, and when she discovered she was with child, she came home.

And the Rosebays were affronted?

Not then, I believe. After all, it is natural to want to be with ones mother at such a time. However, after the twins were born, when the news came of poor Barts death, they invited her to return. A matter of duty, I am certain, not of any affection for her or even for their son.

The proper place for a widow is with her husbands family?

Precisely. My family would be horrified if I wished to return to Dunshannon. Never having considered the possibility, Catriona was saddened by this insight. She sighed. Naturally Letty preferred to stay at Marchbank, where she was loved. Her refusal offended the Rosebays, though not deeply. They have continued to send the children birthday gifts, and when Jeremy died, they paid a visit of condolence. They even renewed their invitation to Letty.

Which, of course, she once more refused.

Of course. The reminder of Bart disturbed her deeply. I believe she had at last become reconciled to his death.

She seems to me a cheerful young lady.

Oh, she is. She did not want Sir Gideon to think Letty was still mourning Bartholomew. She is quite recovered now, and she was never wont to let low spirits affect her demeanour or depress those of others.

Admirable. She is delightful, a credit to you. She and the children have brought a much needed liveliness to the house.

Such praise ought to have left Catriona elated. Instead she felt a horrid, inexplicable, sinking sensation. Hastily she returned to the plans for the dinner party.

* * * *

Letty was miserable. Sir Gideons dinner party, postponed several times for various reasons, was at last to take place the evening before his departure for Town. Tomorrow Harry Talgarth was leaving for London and she was afraid she was going to miss him desperately.

Her struggle against her attraction to him, difficult enough at the Dower House, had grown a thousand times harder now that they lived at such close quarters. She was constantly conscious of his nearness, of his tall, lean, quiet strength, so different from Barts swaggering impetuosity. His thick fair hair tempted her fingers to touch it. His intent blue eyes made her shiver inside.

If only he were not also amiable, sympathetic, and chivalrous! He had even befriended Donald and Daphne, and he had just that blend of firmness with kindness and interest in their concerns that they needed. Nonetheless, even for the childrens sake, she would never marry again.

Of course, he might not offer for her. That would solve her problem neatly. Yet somehow the thought failed to cheer her.

And tonight she must wear a cheerful face. The last thing Mama needed was a mopish daughter. Serene, competent Mama, with her ready sense of humour, was in high fidgets over the dinner party. She had taken it into her head that in playing Sir Gideons hostess she might be considered encroaching. As though the daughter of an earl could ever be thought encroaching! Even Lord Rosebay was only a baron.

Mamas other worry made more sense to Letty. They were two women sharing a household with two single men, even if their chambers were in opposite wings of the extensive manor. Sir Gideons relationship with Papa made it acceptableas long as no one discovered how distant that relationship was.

Its silly to worry, Mama had said anxiously, for I am past the age of being a subject for scandal, more than old enough to be your chaperon. All the same, pray wear a dark, simple gownyour forest green sarcenet will do very welland strive to appear as widowish as possible. I shall wear my dark grey silk.

So Letty had Betsy pin up her hair and conceal it under a cornette cap with a minimum of lace. The maid went to help Lady Catriona. Letty stared at her despondent face in the looking glass. Practising a smile, she recited to herself a list of her blessings, as Mama had taught her long ago. She had two healthy, happy, adorable children, a loving mother, a comfortable home, agreeable company, employment enough to occupy her time without ever becoming a burden.

And shed never again have to lie in bed waiting with despair in her heart for

Mama? Red curls poked around the door, then Donald came in, in his nightshirt, followed by Daphne in her shift. Were ready for bed.

Grandmama told us a story.

We need a kiss.

Daphne examined her seriously. I hope Im pretty like you when I grow up, Mama.

As she kissed their soft, soap-scented cheeks, Lettys smile became genuine. Off to bed with you now. I shall see that Cook saves a slice of chocolate gâteau for each of you. Those dreadful nights had been worth enduring since they had given her the twins.

Sleepy-eyed, they went off. Fastening round her neck the gold locket with a curl of Papas hair inside, Letty went downstairs.

The dinner party went very well. For all her unaccustomed fidgets, Mama was accustomed to entertaining, for Papa had been a sociable man. Sir Gideon was a superb host, affable, solicitous of his guests comfort without fussiness, readily taking his place among the gentry and not toadying to the Rosebays. And Harry moved from group to group, conversing with young and old, dividing his attention equally between plain and pretty…

Letty caught up her thoughts. It mattered not a jot to her, whether Harry Talgarth spent his time chatting to the Master of Foxhounds about the local hunt or to the Masters flirtatious daughter about the next Assembly.

To her surprise, she enjoyed the occasion. She had known most of those present all her life. Contented though she had been at the Dower House, she had missed the social intercourse more than she had realised. When the front door closed behind the last guest, her spirits were still too high to think of seeking her bed.

I shall not go up with you now, Mama, she said. I am too restless to sleep. I believe I shall play the pianoforte for a little while. Tell Betsy not to wait up for me.

Do not stay up too late, my love, if you wish to bid the gentlemen goodbye in the morning. You mean to leave early, do you not, Sir Gideon?

Yes, but not for the world would I drag you from your well-deserved slumber. I dont know how to thank you, Lady Catriona. You have established my credit for hospitality without the least effort on my part. He raised her hand to his lips.

Letty was astonished to see a blush on her mothers faceor perhaps it was a trick of the light, for the servants were moving about the hall snuffing candles. The colour ebbed as quickly as it had appeared. She must have imagined it, she decided, as Mama and Sir Gideon said good night and went their separate ways.

She returned to the drawing room. She and one or two others had played after dinner, so the pianoforte was open. Searching out the slow movement of a Mozart sonata, she began to play. As she had expected, the music soothed her, and by the time she played the last chord, she was ready to retire.

Bravo!

The quiet voice startled her. Mr Talgarth! I had no notion you were there.

He lounged by the fire, his long legs stretched before him, a glass in his hand. The rich red of claret shimmered as he raised it to her. A last drop of wine for a nightcap. I beg your pardon for not warning you of my presence, but I did not wish to interrupt. You play well.

The simple compliment pleased her inordinately. To conceal her pleasure, she said, I should play better if I practised more often. I am going up now. Shall I leave these candles for you?

No, I am done.

Setting down the half-full glass, he extinguished the candles on the mantel while she did the same for those by the pianoforte. Together they went out into the hall. Their bedside candles awaited them on the table at the foot of the stairs.

At the lamp that stayed alight all night in the hall, he ignited a spill. He lit one of the candles, waited until the flame burnt steady, then turned to hand it to Letty. As she reached for it, he abruptly set it down again, fumbling behind him, and pulled her into his arms.

His lips were on hers, warm, gentle, yet insistent. His hand caressed the nape of her neck, sending tremors down her spine. Then he pulled off her cap, scattering her pins so that her hair cascaded about her shoulders.

He raised his head long enough to murmur, Glorious! His eyes burned into hers, and then his mouth met hers again and her bones melted.

Time stood still.

Letty. Laetitia. Gladness.

Was it his passionate whisper that brought her to her senses? She wrenched herself out of his arms. Dont! Dont touch me! Dont touch me!

She fled up the stairs, along dark passages, to the safety of her chamber, her chamber, hers alone, with a key in the door.

For hours Letty sat on the window seat, gazing blankly into the night. At last the chill penetrated her daze. Slowly, with numb fingers, she began to undress.

Her locket was gone. And her cap! Her hairpins, scattered on the floor of the hall.

With a dry sob, she wrapped a warm shawl about her and crept back down the stairs. The polished oak of the floor was bare, no betraying sign of cap or pins. Her locket, which could have dropped off any time by chance, lay on the table, beside the flickering lamp. She picked it up.

The catch was undone. He had looked inside, had seen the lock of steel grey hair that must be her fathers, that could not possibly be her young husbands.

What Harry might make of it, she was beyond guessing.

He was long gone when she awoke in the morning. When she rang, Betsy brought her tea and toast instead of the hot water she expected.

Her ladyship said shes set the children their lessons, madam, and youre to lie abed as long as you want. Oh, and heres a package Mr Talgarth asked me to give you. She delved into the pocket of her apron.

Flustered, Letty took the small parcel. I daresay he has left something for the twins. They will miss him. Thank you, Betsy. I shall get up in half an hour.

As soon as the chamber door closed behind the maid, Letty tore open the parcel: her cap, of course, and the hairpinshad he really called her hair glorious?

And a letter. She unfolded it with trembling fingers.



My dearest LettyGive me leave to call you thus!I depart for London with a heavy heart. Were our errand less important, were I able to tell my cousin the true reason I wish to staybut I will not lie.

You are deeply offended, and rightly so, yet I meant no offence. Such ungentlemanly conduct is inexcusable, yet I dare to hope that your tender heart will excuse me. I can only plead that you were irresistible. You must be aware of my admiration, and you surely cannot suppose that I would toy with your affections! My aim is honourableto offer you my hand and my heart. If Laetitia will be my wife, Gladness will be mine forever.

 Forgive, my love,

 your most devoted humble servant,

 Harry Talgarth.



He did not understand. How could he understand? How could she tell him that marriage was what she feared?

* * * *

At first Catriona was quite pleased to see her daughter moping. Letty undoubtedly missed Sir Gideon. So did Catriona. One quickly became accustomed to having gentlemen about the house, she told herself.

Then, one evening, returning to the drawing room with a book from the library, she found Letty in tears. Damp patches on the blue muslin she was embroidering showed where the drops that trickled down her cheeks had fallen.

My darling! Without another word, Catriona took the sewing from her, sat down on the sofa beside her, and drew her into her arms. Just as when she was a child with some childish hurt, she sobbed on her mothers shoulder. Just as when she was a child, Catriona ached for her grief.

Gradually the sobs stilled. Letty fumbled for a handkerchief and Catriona pressed one into her hand.

Tell me.

Oh, Mama, I am so unhappy! Letty wailed. He kissed me the night before he left for Town.

A cold shock took away Catrionas breath. So Sir Gideon did love Letty.

It was what she had hoped for. If she felt her heart had been riven in her breast, it was because she had not thought him so ungentlemanly as to force his attentions on Letty before they had come to an understanding. Had he proposed, a kiss would not make Letty cry. She was no inexperienced maiden.

Catriona struggled to calm herself and to gather her scattered wits. Letty, still sniffling and with an occasional hiccup, awaited comfort. I cannot believe he is dishonourable. He must have meant to make an offer. Did you give him a chance?

I ran away...

There you are, then. He had to leave in the morninghe had appointments with several influential men. He will ask for your hand when he returns. Such matters are not to be entrusted to a letter.

He left me a letter, Mama. He does want to marry me.

Catriona was baffled. Then why are you unhappy, darling? Surely I am not mistaken. You are fond of Sir Gideon, are you not?

Oh yes, I am, but it was HarryMr Talgarth who kissed me.

But...but... The weight that lifted from her was quite out of proportion to the discovery that Sir Gideon had not, after all, taken advantage of Letty. Oh dear, and you have always disliked Mr Talgarth, though I must say I have come to like him very well, and to respect him. However, I have frequently noticed that you are uncomfortable with him. My poor child, no wonder you are overwrought.

I do not dislike him, Mama. Lettys voice was so soft as to be almost inaudible. I...I hold him in great esteem. If he makes me uneasy, it is because...I think...I think I wanted him to kiss me.

Gracious heaven, then why?

I dont want to marry him! A huge sob shook her and tears again began to flow.

Catriona held her again, but she said quite severely, You cannot marry Sir Gideon while you yearn for Harry Talgarths kisses.

I dont want to marry Sir Gideon. I dont want to m-marry anyone. I h-hated being married.

As light began to dawn, Catriona felt a terrible guilt. Why had she never guessed? She had failed Letty when she was most needed. Was it too late to heal the hurt? She held her close, rocking her and murmuring nursery words of comfort.

I love him, Mama, Letty whispered into her shoulder, but if I married him, he would...would expect to...to share my bed, wouldnt he?

Once she started, the sorry story poured out. Bart Rosebay, nineteen years old and off on a great adventure, had come drunk to his marriage bed. For Letty, losing her virginity had been painful and humiliating enough to make her cry. Bart had cursed her for a watering-pot and gone to sleep.

Every day of the three weeks before his departure, he had spent carousing with the friends who admired and envied his smart new uniform. His bewildered bride was left to face the curiosity and pity of his sisters, the polite indifference of his parents. If he came home at all at night, he was foxed and the dreadful experience repeated itself.

I was going to kill myself before he came back from Spain, Letty blurted out. But then there were the twins. And then he was killed. I was glad when he was killed, Mama. It was almost the worst of all, being happy that he was dead because Id never have to...to let him do that again. Only the twins have made it bearable. Was I...was having me enough for you?

Oh, my darling, you would have been, had I needed compensation. You were an added joy. Your papa was the gentlest, most considerate, most loving of lovers, and from the first I... Her throat was too tight for speech. It was her turn to weep, for Jeremy and for the tender, passionate intimacy she would never know again.

Shocked, Letty put her arm around Catrionas shoulders and said helplessly, Papa was different. Papa was the dearest man in the world.

Catriona fought for composure. What she said now might alter the entire course of her daughters life. She took Lettys hands in hers.

Papa was special, Letty, but not, I am certain, unique. You must not judge all men by your husband. He was young and heedless and in a ferment over going off to war. Papa and I should never have let you marry him.

Lettys lips quivered. It was my fault, Mama. I, too, was young and heedless, and would not listen to you.

That is what parents are for, to protect their children from their youth. We failed. It is not always an easy task.

I know! said Letty feelingly, and Catriona returned her smile, memories of the twins scrapes flitting through her mind.

Donald and Daphne obey Harry Talgarth, she observed.

Yes. Letty was silent for a moment. He is not a bit like Bart, is he?

Not a bit.

You think I should marry him.

You said you love him.

I do. I do, but...Im frightened, Mama.

I cannot make up your mind for you, Catriona said gently.

What if I accept him and then find I cannot bear to...to be a proper wife to him? He will not understand. He will be hurtI dont want to hurt himand he will hate me.

Catriona nodded thoughtfully. Did Bart ever kiss you before you were married? she asked.

Yes, once, Letty admitted, puzzled.

What did you feel?

A bit breathless. As if...as if something more ought to happen.

And when Harry kissed you?

Letty crimsoned and looked down at her hands. As if the world had gone away and there was nothing left but him, and I only existed where he touched me.

I doubt you will have any insuperable difficulties being a proper wife to him, said Catriona dryly. Nonetheless, it is only fair that he should be warned before you accept his hand.

Tell him about Bart? Letty was appalled. I cannot!

I shall, if you wish, but I believe you ought. His reaction will tell you a good deal about him, and you may change your mind. If he changes his, then you will be well rid of him! If not, then he will understand your fears and take care to dispel them.

I will try, Mama. She kissed Catrionas cheek. Shall I ever be as wise as you?

As they tidied away their sewing, Catriona felt exhausted and far from wise. Lettys long-delayed disclosures were forcing her to confront her own feelings.

She was sorry for Sir Gideons disappointment when he learnt that Letty loved his cousin, but her chief emotion was relief. She could not have borne to see him married to her daughter, because she loved him herself.

And could anything be more foolish than a middle-aged widow in love?

* * * *

Fireworks? squealed Daphne. Real fireworks?

Sshh. Harry Talgarth grinned. Its a secret. Weve been abroad so long we havent celebrated Guy Fawkes Day for years, but its Gideons birthday and I want to make a proper do of it.

His birthday tomorrow! Catriona dropped her sewing in dismay.

His fortieth. I took the liberty of writing from London to invite those of our neighbours who have children.

Heavens, I must speak to Cook. I wish you had told me sooner.

You are not to do a thing, maam. Gideon has already made arrangements for the traditional gathering of tenants and villagers as Mrs Rosebay described it to us.

Ignoring his slight flush as he spoke Lettys name, Catriona cried, Yes, but a bonfire and mulled ale are scarcely sufficient entertainment for our...for your other guests, even with fireworks.

Can we have the bonfire too? Donald asked anxiously.

As well as the fireworks?

Weve been building it.

And making a guy.

In splendid clothes.

And weve got chestnuts and potatoes to roast in the ashes.

But if you want just fireworks, thats all right, Daphne assured Harry earnestly. That will be a special treat, even better than a bonfire.

Weve never seen fireworks, Donald confirmed.

We shall most certainly have both, Harry promised. In fact, Gideon insisted on inspecting the bonfire the moment we arrived, before coming into the house, which is why he has not yet put in an appearance.

Daphne heaved a deep sigh of pure joy. Thank you, sir. Grandmama, please may we go to the stables and finish our guy?

Yes, but put on your coats first. As they ran off, Catriona started to rise, saying again, I must go and speak to Cook.

Indeed, maam, there is no need. Besides mulled ale there will be potatoes and chestnuts, not to mention gingerbread, apple turnovers, meat pies, and cocoa for the children. I warned the people I invited to expect simple fare, and I brought from Town the ingredients for punch for the gentlemen and negus for the ladies.

I see you have everything under control. She subsided, inviting him to sit. All the same, I wish you had told me sooner about Sir Gideons birthday. I should have liked to give him some small gift. He has been so very generous to all of us, she added self-consciously and hurried on, Are not fireworks dangerous?

They will be set off down by the lake, to avoid any possibility of fire, and I have hired a man from Vauxhall Gardens to be in charge.

How efficient you are, Mr Talgarth! You must have gone to considerable expense, I fear.

Nothing I cannot afford, maam. When Gideon made his fortune in India, I was not idle. Abruptly he stood up and moved to lean on the mantel, gazing down into the fire. I am well able to support a wife, he said in an agitated voice. Is Mrs Rosebay very angry with me?

Catriona chose her words with care. Not angry, no. She is...disturbed and afraid.

Afraid! He groaned. That I should have made her fear me!

She does not fear you, but herself. She will explain, but you must be patient with her.

He swung round eagerly. Then I may hope? When may I see her?

At dinner, if not before, she said, smiling. She is not trying to avoid you. However, if I may advise you, treat her as no more than a friend for the present. Let her choose her own time for explanations. Do not press her, Mr Talgarth.

I shall not, I swear it. He took her hand and raised it to his lips. You are the best of mothers, and I pray I may soon call myself your son. Will you not call me Harry, maam?

She acquiesced, and he departed, a spring in his step, leaving her feeling unutterably aged. His mother! He was near thirty. And she was two years older than Sir Gideontwo years eight months to be precise. Nearly three years. What would be nothing if he were the elder was in fact an impassable gulf.

* * * *

The weather was perfect, clear with a hint of frost and a crescent moon sailing in the starry sky. Warm in her old cloak, Letty had to admit that with an excited twin hanging on to each hand, she was enjoying herself.

She stepped back as the seven-foot tower of kindling, faggots, and logs flared up. The heat from the bonfire was intense. Its ruddy light shone on a circle of small, thrilled faces and, behind them, on the parents enjoying their offsprings rapture. The Marchbank servants passed through the crowd with trays of food and drink.

Every now and then, Letty caught a glimpse of Harry. With her mother and Sir Gideon, he was circulating among the guests, gentle and common, making sure everyone had what they wanted. He stopped to exchange a few words with her, as casual and noncommittal as he had been since his return to Marchbank the day before. Had he changed his mind before she even revealed her secret?

The guys on fire! someone whooped as the flames reached the top of the pyre.

We made it! Donald screeched. We made the guy!

Aahhh. There was a collective sigh of satisfaction as the centre of the fire gave way and the traitor Guy Fawkes dived to his yearly doom.

Look!

The cry was taken up. Look, down by the lake!

Those on that side of the dying fire turned. The rest moved to join them. Down by the lake, three Catherine wheels spun, sparkling red, yellow and green. Daphne and Donald were by no means the only children jumping up and down and squealing. Indeed, Letty barely managed to limit herself to a gasp of delight. She, too, had never seen a fireworks show.

So thats what you were up to. Sir Gideons laughing voice came from behind her. She glanced round, saw Harry Talgarth standing there, and quickly turned back to the fireworks.

Ten years worth of birthday celebrations wrapped into one, he said. My man has been scurrying about to set them up since darkness fell, to keep the secret from you.

As if the man from Vauxhall Gardens knew he had everyones attention, he set off a flurry of fire-lances, gold and silver stars, and Roman candles; squibs and crackers banged; serpents crawled along the ground, spitting sparks; the smell of gunpowder drifted up the slope. Even as Letty wondered at the ghastly, ghostly sight of faces illuminated by the glare of blue lights, she was very much aware of Harry standing close behind her.

At last there came a pause. Keep your fingers crossed, he murmured in her ear. The fellow wasnt sure he could get the set piece right in a hurry in the dark, with untrained men helping him.

Then to one side appeared a French tricouleur. Beside it a ship in full sail blossomed. Opposite, another ship took shape, followed by the white ensign of the Royal Navy flying from the stern. The ships shot balls of fire at each other until the French flag winked out. The French ship faded and a cheer went up from the audience. The British ship spluttered out, and then the ensign, but before it was quite extinguished, a fiery red, white and blue Union Jack flourished in the centre.

The crowd roared a huzza.

Capital! said Harry. Gideon fought at Trafalgar, you know.

Letty turned and impulsively held out her hands to him. It was simply splendid, HarryMr Talgarth, she said as he took them in a gentle clasp. I shall never forget it.

The twins, having watched the last spark die away, hung on his arms, forcing him to drop her hands, to her relief. It was...it was slap up, Daphne breathed.

Famous, sir, Donald agreed.

Mama, may we go and see if the potatoes and chestnuts are done?

Dont burn your fingers.

We wont. They dashed off.

I must go down to thank the men, Harry said, adding tentatively, Will you walk with me?

He had not changed his mind. Letty froze, thoughts racing frantically: she loved him; by going with him alone now, she would prove that she trusted him; it was not fair to keep him waiting for an answer; perhapssurely!telling him her doubts and fears would be easier in the dark; she loved him.

He took her hand again, holding it as if she were a child, making her feel safe and protected. Hand in hand, in silence, they walked down the hill. As he distributed thanks and shillings among the undergardeners and stableboys, she added her words of praise, scarcely knowing what she was saying.

Harry sent the men to get their share of meat pies and mulled ale. Letty found herself strolling along the edge of the lake, her hand on his arm.

You had my letter? he asked, his tone conversational on the surface, yet with an undercurrent of deep feeling.

She nodded, realised he could not see her, and said, Yes. Th-thank you for returning my locket and...and the other things.

I have nothing to add to what I wrote to you, except that I shall not press you for an answer, but if you choose to honour me with your confidence, I shall hold it infinitely precious.

As they reached the jetty, she stopped and turned away from him to face the lake. The still surface was bright with reflected moon and starlight; beneath, the dark depths lay undisturbed. Then a fish jumped, falling back into a widening circle of ripples. The reeds rustled, and from the far side of the lake came the whistle of an otter.

The brief disruption of the fireworks was over. The night world returned to its familiar course.

Hugging her cloak about her, Letty took a deep breath and let it out on a long sigh. I was only married for a very short time, she said without looking at the silent figure who stood beside her, not touching her. Only three weeks, really, before he went away. But then I had the twins, so...so you know that I...that we...

I know, of course. I have always known, and that in itself makes no difference. Harry paused, then went on hesitantly, You never speak of him, as your mother does of Sir Jeremy. Do you still mourn him so deeply?

No! The denial exploded from her, followed by the dreadful confession. When I heard of his death, I felt like a bird set free from a cage.

What did he do, that his death came as a release?

The suppressed violence in his voice reminded her that he had survived in the wild places of the world. She felt almost as if she ought to protect Bart.

He was...not very kind. I suppose he did not find me attractive. He was out a great deal, and when he did come home, he...he hurt me. Not on purpose. I cannot believe it was deliberate. He just...took what he wanted without...without caring...without even noticing that he hurt me. She bit her lip hard to stop a sob.

My poor, poor girl, said Harry, very quietly, not moving.

Letty turned and moved into his arms. She laid her head against his chest. The gentle, undemanding strength of his embrace comforted her, kept her safe, protected her from harm. He held her, and the tension ebbed away, the memories faded. Her whole reality was his warmth. A sense of vitality held in check, of passion under firm control.

I love you, he whispered into her hair. I want you. You are beautiful, and I cannot pretend I dont want you in every way. I shall never hurt you. Can you learn to trust me?

She looked up at him, his shadowed eyes, resolute mouth, face pale in the reflected light. With one finger she touched his cheek, then his lips. Harry, she murmured, I love you. Her hands crept to the back of his neck, pulled his head down to her.

His kiss set her on fire.

* * * *

White ash, black charcoal, and a few red-glowing coals were all that was left of the bonfire. Charred, half-raw potatoes and sweet floury chestnuts had been consumed with gusto. While tenants and villagers thanked Sir Gideon for the treat, Catriona shepherded the gentry back to the house.

She had provided light refreshments in the drawing room. One or two ladies took a cup of tea, and one or two gentlemen a glass of wine, but most had eaten and drunk their fill by the bonfire. It was time to take weary children home to bedthe twins sat nodding in a corner, for once exhausted by the excitement. The guests were just waiting for their hosts return to the house before taking their leave.

Catriona moved from group to group, chatting with her friends and neighbours, her mind elsewhere. Harry Talgarth and Letty were missing. Harry might be with Sir Gideon, bidding farewell to the local people, but Letty had no reason to do so. More likely, the two were together.

All Catriona could do now was pray she had given the right advice.

Sir Gideon came in. Meeting her gaze across the room, he smiled. She wondered unhappily how cast down he would be if Letty and Harry came to an understanding. Her answering smile must have reflected her thoughts, for he frowned in concern. Then his guests surrounded him, and the vicars wife spoke to her, demanding at least part of her attention.

The first carriages had just been sent for when the missing pair entered the drawing room. Lettys radiant face told her mother everything.

Departing guests fell silent and stopped their movement towards the door as Catriona met Letty in the middle of the room.

Mama, you were right.

They hugged each other, tears in green eyes and blue, hearts too full for words. Harry spoke briefly to Sir Gideon, who joined mother and daughter while Harry went to the twins corner. He knelt there talking to them for a moment, then brought them with him, an arm about each sleepy, confused childs shoulders. Catriona took their hands, and Harry moved to Lettys side, putting an arm about her waist.

Sir Gideon held up his hand to ask for a silence he already had. As you may have guessed, he said dryly, I have an announcement to make. It gives me the greatest pleasure to inform you that my cousins, Letty Rosebay and Harry Talgarth, are engaged to be married.

Grandmama, does that mean well have a daddy? Donald piped up.

Will Mr Talgarth be our daddy? Daphne asked.

Yes, my loves.

The twins exchanged a glance. Bang up! they chorussed.

Everyone laughed and crowded round with felicitations. Gradually the good wishes turned into goodbyes, and Sir Gideon ushered his guests out to the hall. Letty and Harry together took the twins up to bed.

Catriona lingered in the drawing room, standing by the fireplace, warming her hands. She felt cold, hollow, more alone than she had ever been in her life.

Sir Gideon was losing both the girl he loved and the cousin who was more like a younger brother, with whom he had travelled the world. He had taken the news well, his disappointment well-hidden. Catriona vowed that Letty should never see her loneliness, only her joy in her daughters happiness.

From the hall came a last flurry of goodbyes, the sound of the front door closing. Catriona recognised Sir Gideons footsteps behind her, but she continued to gaze into the flickering flames, her head bowed, unwilling for him to see her despondency. He came to stand beside her, leaning against the mantelpiece.

As if he read her mind, he said, You wont lose her, you know, her and the twins. Harry means to make his home here at Marchbank. Theres plenty of room for two families.

Two families? Startled, she glanced up to meet the steady regard of his dark eyes. What do you mean?

Well, I shant insist on children, but if we were to produce one or two, I shant complain.

We?

Im hoping youll marry me, Catriona.

Her heart began to race, thundering in her ears. But I am forty-two! she cried tragically.

An excellent age. I look forward to it.

Nearly forty-three.

I trust I shall reach that, too, in the not-far-distant future.

But you are only forty and you can never catch up.

Not catch up, but grow closer and closer. At present my age is roughly ten elevenths of yours. When you are forty-eight and I am forty-five, I shall be eleven twelfths of your age. And

You are laughing at me, Gideon! she said, indignant. I never learnt fractions.

Then let me explain. Imagine cutting a cake into twelve slices. Each slice will be smaller than if

Pray dont trouble yourself to explain. She looked away from his mirthful face. Do you truly wish to marry me?

I do. He sounded utterly serious.

Because you cannot have Letty?

Letty! Good gad, woman, shes young enough to be my daughter.

Not unless you were excessively precocious, she said tartly. Anyway, that is no barrier to love.

Catriona, why in heavens name should you think me in love with Letty?

You have several times told me how charming you find her and how much you enjoy having the twins about the house.

My dear, I was under the impression that the way to a womans heart is to praise her children, not to mention her grandchildren. Not that I spoke anything but the truth.

Oh. Feeling foolish, Catriona peeked up at him sideways. He looked just as good-natured and gallant and altogether attractive as always. I thought you would be the perfect husband for her, she confessed.

Not for her, for you. I have written proof, my sceptical love. Gideon took a paper from the inside pocket of his coat and unfolded it, handling it with care. See, he said, holding it out to her, a special licence. I obtained it while we were in London, and the names on it are Gideon March and Catriona March.

Gideon, how could you!

He grinned. You may justifiably condemn me as precipitate and overconfident, conceited even. He paused, but she failed to take advantage of the permission. However, though the banns will do very well for Harry and Letty, at our age we cannot wait so long.

You said you dont mind about my age!

Our age, my sweet, or our ages, if you insist. Catriona, my dear love, will you marry me?

Jeremy had called her his dear love. She felt tears rise to her eyes, and she whispered, I want to, oh, so very much, but I feel dreadfully disloyal.

To Jeremy? My dear, I know you loved him, and I dont expect you to forget him. I do believe you have room in your heart for me, too.

He always wanted me to be happy.

Then I shall do my best to fulfill his wishes, he said gently, if you will marry me. Have you any further difficulties to raise?

You dont just need me to be your hostess?

Catriona, you try my patience! That is a rôle you fill very well without my needing to wed you. Any more reasons against marrying me? As she shook her head, he enquired hopefully, I suppose you cannot think of any reasons for?

Only one. Her face burning, she turned away from him. I love you.

That will do for a start, he said philosophically, but with a laugh in his voice. He came up behind her and put his arms round her waist.

A frisson of desire shook her, and she leant back against him. There is another reason, she admitted in a strangled voice. I want you.

My odds are improving. His hands slid up her body to cup her breasts.

And I cannot imagine life without you.

He bent his head to nuzzle her neck. Passion exploded within her. With a moan, she turned in his arms. I cant wait, Gideon. Must we?

No, love. After all, we are both mature adults. He picked her up, and disregarding the scandalised servants, he carried his respectable widow up the stairs.
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