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    ENGLAND IN THE 1880s

  


  
    Love is not love


    Which alters when it alteration finds

    . . . it is an ever-fixed mark

    That looks on tempests and is never shaken . . .


    Shakespeare, Sonnet 116
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    Chapter One


    Massachusetts, the 1880s


    As always, Emmaline Nesbitt found herself sitting all too demurely on the sidelines pretending not to notice that everyone else was dancing, while next door in the smoking room the man who was to be responsible for the sudden change in her fortunes picked up a fresh hand of cards and wondered whether now might be the time to allow his host to start to win back a proportion of the money he had lost. Normally such a thought would never enter the head of a card player as experienced as he, but tonight he was playing a different game and there was good reason for feeling as he did. He was not seated at the card table just for pleasure, as he would be the first to admit, although there was a great deal of pleasure to be gained for a gentleman finding himself in such opulent surroundings. No, this well-bred, handsome Englishman was here on business, on purpose to try to secure the future of a firm based thousands of miles away back across the Atlantic.


    So far it had been good; all the carefully pre-arranged introductions had very soon led to invitations to meetings in New York and Chicago and finally to this house, the principal residence of the Nesbitt family, in Massachusetts. The decision as to whether the Nesbitt & Nesbitt catalogue should carry the furniture, designs and materials of Aubrey & Aubrey Ltd had not yet been taken, but he had the distinct feeling that the scales were tipping heavily in his favour. It might need one more discreet and subtle coup, but Julius Aubrey carried more than one trick up his perfectly tailored sleeve, and if he needed to come up with one more match-winning play then he most certainly would, so necessary did it seem to him to land a deal that would ensure the continuing prosperity of everyone connected with Aubrey & Aubrey Ltd, but most of all of himself.


    And so the Englishman decided that now was the time to allow his host to stage a dramatic recovery and claw back some of the considerable amount of money he had wagered and lost across the table in the past hour, even though, as Julius well knew, Mr Onslow Nesbitt was a man who possibly carried more spending money in his wallet than most men earn in a year. Yet so much did Julius Aubrey enjoy winning – as much as he hated losing – that for a moment he hesitated, allowing himself to wonder, albeit briefly, how he would feel if he let his host win back most of his money only for the business proposition to founder, leaving him to go back to England empty-handed.


    As a matter of fact, he knew exactly how he would feel – very foolish indeed. However, remembering exactly what was at stake and what the alternatives were, he regretfully buried any idea of walking away from the card table a winner and thought instead of the long game, beginning to apply his considerable card-playing skills to making it look as if his host was playing brilliantly, and he himself was not losing quite deliberately.


    'Congratulations, sir,' he said to Nesbitt as the final cards were collected up with the losing chips. 'I think that was possibly the most dextrous series of hands played this evening.'


    'Most kind of you, sir,' Nesbitt replied. 'Coming from someone who was providing an object lesson in how to play poker, I consider that the highest of compliments. But now, if you gentlemen are in agreement,' he added, stubbing out his cigar and pushing his chair back from the green baize table, 'I think that if any of our marriages are to survive, we should perhaps show our faces once more in the ballroom.'


    'I am sorry Mrs Nesbitt did not feel well enough to attend this quite splendid function,' Aubrey remarked to his host as they re-entered the ballroom.


    'Mrs Nesbitt is rarely well enough to attend anything, Mr Aubrey,' Onslow Nesbitt growled. 'Other than to herself.'


    'A shame, sir. You have my sympathies.'


    'Most kind of you, Mr Aubrey, but I don't need 'em. I know plenty of other fine ladies who take to their beds for quite different reasons.'


    'I see your charming daughters are greatly in demand,' Aubrey observed quickly, noting the three beautiful Nesbitt girls being danced around the floor by three highly presentable young men.


    'My girls are always in demand,' Nesbitt replied, selecting a fresh cigar from a box of Havanas brought to him by a servant. 'All except, alas, my poor Emmaline' – Onslow Nesbitt nodded across the floor in the direction of his eldest daughter – 'or rather the eternal sitter, as her mother calls her.'


    'Still can't get her off your hands, eh, Onslow?' a large red faced gentleman asked his host, adding a nudge for good measure. 'Still can't find a husband for her, eh?'


    'Maybe not, Horace,' Onslow replied, lighting his cigar, 'but then perhaps that's preferable to seeing her hitched to that son of yours.'


    'I would say you lucky gentlemen are spoiled for choice over here,' Aubrey remarked. 'In England today any young man worth his salt would be charmed to consider taking a young lady with the looks, grace and background of Miss Emmaline Nesbitt as a wife, I can assure you.'


    'Is that a fact, Mr Aubrey?' Onslow wondered, eyeing his guest. 'Is that a fact? In that case perhaps you would be kind enough to take her back to England with you?'


    Aubrey looked startled for a moment, and then amused. 'I am sure any man would be charmed to introduce Miss Nesbitt to English society,' he said.


    'Please, do not hesitate on my account.' Onslow Nesbitt was laughing. 'If you took Emmaline from us you would also take with you the undying gratitude of the whole Nesbitt family, Mr Aubrey.'


    Seeing his host distracted by friends who had come up to greet him, the Englishman narrowed his eyes to peer through the throng of dancers at the young woman sitting alone on a chair pulled up close to a pillar decorated with strands of ivy and hand-made flowers. He quickly noted that she had a good figure and a fine head of hair, was dressed well, and sat with great poise and stillness, and as he watched her it occurred to his mischievous mind that here were the makings of a coup that might well seal the deal.


    From her position on the sidelines, Emmaline had seen the party emerge from the smoking room to stand surveying the dance. The orchestra was playing a tune that she particularly loved, but while her three beautiful and much sought-after younger sisters were getting their chance to show off their dancing skills on the floor, Emmaline had yet again found herself stationed on a gilt chair, her dance card unfilled, her composure belying the humiliation of being once more the only Nesbitt girl not dancing.


    She held her dance card high in front of her face, pretending to consult it, as she took another glance at the party of gentlemen still standing at the end of the corridor that led to the smoking room. Among their number was the handsome Englishman who she knew had come over to do business with her father. His re-emergence must, she knew, give hope to those young ladies who had not had the luck to attract any dance partners. Not that Emmaline herself entertained any foolish notions, not by any means. She knew her place all too well. It was on a gilt chair, watching, always watching, as the rest of the world danced by her.


    She had, as always, resigned herself to her seat, maintaining her upright stance, trying not to notice that when her sisters danced past her they averted their eyes, as if she was nothing to do with them, so that when she glanced over the top of her dance card and found him looking directly at her, surprise made her forget her manners for a moment and she stared straight back at him. She recollected herself almost immediately and dropped her gaze, but out of the corner of her eye she watched with mounting astonishment as he adjusted the set of his tail coat, checked the position of his white bow tie between thumb and finger of one gloved hand, and crossed the dance floor to her side.


    There has to be some mistake, Emmaline thought, as she looked to the right of her and the left. Both chairs were empty. Or perhaps he has brought a message from Papa.


    'Miss Nesbitt,' the stranger said, standing directly in front of her, which made even Emmaline realise that there could be no mistake. 'Miss Nesbitt, forgive me. We met briefly before dinner, but since then . . .' Seeing her bewilderment, he started again. 'Miss Nesbitt, I am not sure whether you are aware of it or not, but I am from England, come here to do business in this great country of yours.'


    'Mr Aubrey,' Emmaline replied quietly, accepting his hand while finding herself looking anywhere except at his face. 'Of course I recall who you are and why you are here. It is not often that we have visitors from across the Atlantic.'


    'Excellent. That makes me a prize exhibit,' Aubrey replied gaily. 'And while I am sure there is little hope for me, I was nevertheless wondering whether perhaps, when you glance at your dance card, you might find that you have just one dance left free, one that you and I might enjoy?'


    Despite having spent most of her time on a gilt chair to the side of the ballroom floor, Emmaline knew the ensuing ritual by heart. A young woman must always pretend that her dance card was almost full. No one wanted to dance with someone whom no one else had asked to stand up. It was just a fact.


    'I see I have the dance after this one free, Mr Aubrey, the last one,' she said in a low voice. 'No, forgive me,' she added hastily. 'No, that was my mistake. As it happens, by chance – by an extraordinary chance – I have the very next dance free, as it happens.' She peered at her card. 'Yes. Mr Generes was taken home sick, poor fellow.'


    'A two-step, I do declare,' Aubrey announced as the orchestra played the introduction. 'I rather enjoy a two-step, truly I do, although considering it takes two people and four legs, surely it should be called a four-step!' He bowed.


    Offering her hand to him in the accepted manner, Emmaline rose and allowed herself to be led out on to the dance floor, where her confidence immediately returned, for if there was one thing of which she was quite, quite sure, it was that she could dance.


    As it happened, gentleman that he most certainly appeared to be, her dancing partner guided Emmaline round the floor with dexterity, while she herself demonstrated a lightness of foot which seemed to please him. Certainly he had about him an aura of such gaiety and kindness that when the music stopped, and he bowed and thanked Emmaline, she felt overwhelmed with disappointment.


    'As you said, there is only one more dance, alas, Miss Nesbitt,' he said, looking rueful. 'And while I imagine there is little chance of your being free, I would give a great deal to have you spurn whoever it is who has the good fortune to have—'


    Before he could finish, Emmaline put in quickly, 'As it so happens, Mr Aubrey, this dance is free as well.'


    'How very fortunate!' Aubrey exclaimed in delight. 'Then perhaps we may repeat this last delightful experience? I do so hope so.'


    It had taken only a few minutes for Emmaline to quite lose her heart to this man, who seemed to be at such pains to be gallant and charming. From the moment he stood in front of her chair and began to talk to her, she knew that nothing would ever be quite the same again. It was not that she felt she had been swept off her feet, rather it was as if his energy was infusing her with a courage she had never experienced before. As if he could see that she was not by nature a wallflower, but a spirited young woman suppressed by her circumstances, unable to escape from the confines of the gilt chair upon which she had been sitting with such an upright stance, her fan gently waving in front of her face, her eyes carefully avoided by those of her luckier sisters.


    She spent the night remembering those two dances as if they were her last on earth, and was amazed when on the following day, preparatory to his departure for England, Julius Aubrey called once more on the Nesbitt household.


    Emmaline watched him alight from his hired carriage, as elegant in his morning suit as he had been in his white tie and tails, and assumed that he was calling on her father in connection with the business that had brought him to America.


    She turned to Mary, the girls' devoted maid, who was dressing her for the walk she was intending to take, and said, as casually as she could, 'I see that Mr Aubrey is once more visiting Papa.'


    'He sure is, Miss Emmaline,' Mary replied, buttoning up Emmaline's warmest coat, and handing her a fur hat and muff as a precaution against the increasingly cold November weather. 'And a handsomer man I don't suppose either of us has seen.'


    Mary sighed, and shook her head. Everyone knew that until Miss Emmaline married, none of her poor sisters could. That was the convention in the Nesbitt family. Old-fashioned it might be, but it was a rule which Mr Nesbitt, and Mrs Nesbitt (much more reluctantly, of course), insisted upon. The other three would remain at home until their eldest sister left her father's house. Sometimes it seemed to Mary, and indeed to the rest of the household, that Miss Emmaline was just being downright stubborn in not making herself more apparent to the young gentlemen of the neighbourhood. Although, as even Mary had to admit, Mrs Nesbitt had not exactly helped by always saying of Miss Emmaline, 'Plain, plain, plain, and nothing to be done.'


    Old Mary knew very well that if a young woman felt herself to be plain she would always be plain in her mind, and as a consequence, no matter what her features or attributes, she would never behave as though she thought she was worth looking at, and that was a fact. 'And if you don't think you're worth looking at, no one else will,' she would say, though only to Miss Emmaline, since the others were so vain she never had to bother with them.


    Mary watched Emmaline disappear down the stairs to the hall, knowing that she would collect the two family spaniels from the dog room, and take herself out into grounds sparkling in the pale winter sunshine. The maid sighed. Walking the dogs, stitching evening purses and playing the piano for hours on end was no life for a healthy young woman. Please God someone would take Miss Emmaline off her parents' hands soon, and then the other three could follow.


    No sooner had Emmaline turned her face from the house and headed for the lake than she heard footsteps crunching the frozen snow behind her. Expecting her follower to be no one more surprising than one of her sisters, or a housemaid bringing her a message from her mother, Emmaline turned and found herself once more face to face with the handsome, dashing Mr Aubrey, himself well wrapped up against the elements in a fur-collared winter coat with a brightly coloured woollen scarf tied loosely round his neck. Given how cold the morning, it was surprising to see that he was nevertheless hatless, his thick dark hair standing out against the winter landscape. To Emmaline this only added to his charm, since his fine head seemed to be glistening as fresh snowflakes fell on it, and his face too shone, making him look younger than he perhaps was.


    'Miss Nesbitt? Forgive the intrusion.' As the dogs circled round them, barking, he went on, 'I would have sent a note, but there was no one available, given this sudden flurry of snow, to bring one out to you in time. So instead I came in person, which is probably what you did not want at all. Nothing worse than an uninvited visitor, particularly if you are on a walk, enjoying your own company, which I perfectly understand.'


    Emmaline smiled. 'I am always happy to walk with someone else, I do assure you, Mr Aubrey.'


    'I spoke to one of the maids, and she told me that you were out walking, so on I came, although I suspect she thought it a little forward of me to want to search you out, since we only met last night. She looked somewhat surprised.'


    'That is probably because when a gentleman calls here we always assume he is calling on Papa, not us.'


    'How very modest of you all. For myself, if someone calls on me I always think it is because they can't do without my company,' he told her gaily.


    'One thing, Mr Aubrey, that my younger sisters are not, I do assure you, is modest. We cannot be the least bit shy, if only on account of our names. Our mother, perhaps feeling that she needed to make us stand out against the rest of Boston society, named us Emmaline, Charity, Ambrosia and Ethel. Now, do please say which one of my sisters you wish to call upon, and you will find in me a friend.'


    'No, no, Miss Nesbitt, you are mistaken,' her companion told her earnestly, his expression becoming suddenly serious. 'Prior to my departure, I wished to see you once more, not your sisters, however exotically named, I promise you.'


    'You are leaving America already, Mr Aubrey? You are returning to England quite soon?' Emmaline asked, not yet willing to believe that this tall, handsome man with whom she had danced all of two dances could have the slightest interest in her.


    'Yes, I am leaving America, and travelling back to Europe, Miss Nesbitt. First I must visit the Loire valley on business, then I shall return to England and set myself to tidying up some unfinished affairs in London, after which I shall, er, repair to, er – Somerset,' he told her, his smile widening, and an impish look in his eyes. 'Do you know Somerset, Miss Nesbitt?'


    'Somerset? No, I don't think I know Somerset. Is that a state?'


    'No, Somerset is what we call a county in England – our island is too small to have states. No, Somerset is a county. The county of Somerset, the place that the Romans christened the land of summer, where they built their villas and grew their vines, and daylight seems to last longer than anywhere else in the world.' He looked down at her with accomplished charm. 'It is indeed a wonderful place, as you may well imagine, for the Romans to have so christened it.'


    'It sounds beautiful.'


    'It is beautiful. It has every kind of landscape, and we who have lived there for generations believe there is nothing to match it. After the Romans came King Arthur and his knights, and it is said that King Arthur's Avalon was near Glastonbury in Somerset.'


    'The land of summer,' Emmaline repeated, staring ahead of her at some imagined Utopia filled with graceful villas where vines grew, bees hummed, and the countryside was green and fertile.


    'It is a place where a man, and a woman, can be happy, I do assure you,' her companion insisted, giving Emmaline the kind of look that no man had ever given her before.


    'A man and a woman, if they love each other, can be happy anywhere, or at least that is what I have always understood,' Emmaline told him.


    'Indeed, you are right. A man and a woman can make a paradise out of very little, for that paradise is in their own minds, is it not?'


    Emmaline found Mr Aubrey's look difficult to return. After all, they had only known each other for two dances, and a short walk. As she understood it, emotions . . . feelings . . . in particular those that led to a man's making a declaration to one, took longer than that to develop, could not mature in a moment or two. And yet . . .


    'I have often wondered about the story of Adam and Eve, how it was that it all went so wrong, and why Eve was the reason that they were thrown from Paradise.'


    'And you are right, Miss Nesbitt. Why, now I come to think of it, it is most unfair! Adam, if he had been any kind of gentleman, would have shouldered the blame. He would not let a lady take the full complement of God's wrath.'


    Emmaline saw that he was amused by this fantasy that she had begun, and she continued on the theme with him, both of them finally agreeing that the first story in the Bible should be rewritten to show Adam in a better light.


    'And it's hard on the snake too,' Aubrey continued. 'People have been hard on those gentle creatures ever since on account of that story.'


    'Mary, our old nurse, who is now our maid, says that if you leave snakes alone they'll leave you alone, and I have never found any different. But then she is Irish, and there are no snakes in Ireland. She tells me Saint Patrick banished them.'


    They laughed together, and then walked along in companionable silence, a silence which Emmaline finally broke.


    'So when exactly is it that you sail, Mr Aubrey?' she asked.


    'Early tomorrow morning, Miss Nesbitt. We sail from Boston on the flood, and let us only hope the return journey is considerably calmer than the outward one, where very few of the passengers ever saw the light of day – outside their cabins, that is. Gracious, the sea can be masterful, can it not?'


    'I have never sailed the Atlantic,' Emmaline confessed, 'but I know from Mary that it can be as rough as anything.'


    'It can indeed. And now I am being called to brave it for a second time I have to tell you that I am feeling very cowardly. I wish you were coming on the journey to alleviate the tediousness. You have no idea how long a journey can be when everyone else is nowhere to be seen. Why, I didn't even have anyone to play cards with, or share a drink with. I spent the outward journey playing patience in my cabin and walking the deck like some poor spinster sent to America by her family to become a housekeeper!' He stopped, and began again, his voice light and persuasive. 'Miss Nesbitt, I have no wish to be forward, but I was wondering if you have the slightest curiosity as to why I should wish to see you again, after our dances together?'


    Emmaline stared ahead of her. It was strange to be asked such a direct question, particularly since she had been brought up to consider direct questions discourteous. More than that, to answer a direct question from a gentleman, and a foreign gentleman at that, was not at all the thing. She frowned, still looking anywhere except at Mr Aubrey.


    'I am sure you have your reasons, Mr Aubrey,' she finally replied with a nod, walking on one pace ahead of him, 'but as to what they might be, well, I am afraid I cannot guess. Yet I do realise that you must have your reasons.'


    'Indeed I do have my reasons, as you call them, Miss Nesbitt, and they are fine ones, too, the most potent of them being a wish that I might see you once more, before setting sail. You yourself must be glad to see again someone who is so entranced with you, surely?'


    'I see.' Emmaline could not help glancing quickly at him in order to gauge what his expression might be, and whether or not he was smiling, which he was.


    'I wished most sincerely to see you again,' he repeated.


    'That is very kind of you, Mr Aubrey, and indeed I am glad to see you before you set sail. Truly, I am glad.'


    Her clear answer seemed to satisfy him.


    'Thank you, Miss Nesbitt,' he said. 'You have made me more than a happy man, you have made me a gloriously happy man. But that is not the last of my reasons. I am here to tell you, now, if perhaps I might elaborate without causing you any—'


    But further explanation was curtailed by the sound of a voice calling Emmaline. They turned to see one of the housemaids running as fast as she could in their direction from the house, skirts held to the side in one hand, while the other was on top of her head to prevent her cap from being blown away.


    'Miss Emmaline! Miss Emmaline! Miss Emmaline, you're to come back to the house at once, please! You have to return to the house at once!'


    'Forgive me.' Emmaline turned quickly to her companion. 'I am needed up at the house – my mother, you know. She suffers dreadfully from her nerves. Please forgive me. I will be back.'


    As she hurried back towards the house in the company of the maid, Emmaline learned, as expected, that her valetudinarian mother had suffered another of her famous setbacks and was calling for her eldest daughter.


    Another setback, Emmaline thought. Mother always has a setback just when it matters. She always does. It is as if somehow, heaven only knows how, she knows that I am happy, and wishes to spoil it – as if she wants to punish me for Papa's being such a philanderer.


    Emmaline flung off her outdoor clothes, handing them to the maid, and hurried upstairs. She found her mother as always in her bedroom, her devoted if aged maid Jean in attendance. Jean was a woman who liked to make it clear that any and every setback her mistress suffered was entirely due to the indifference of her family, most particularly her eldest daughter.


    Of course, as Emmaline and everyone else knew, it would inevitably turn out that there was nothing really wrong with Anthea Nesbitt, certainly nothing that poor Dr Hill could ascertain. But then, according to his patient, the good, kind and long-suffering doctor was useless, and when not useless, on holiday, and when not absent inept. No different from all the rest of the doctors, some of them specialists, that Onslow Nesbitt was always being asked to call in. Anthea Nesbitt had been ill ever since her marriage to Onslow, and possibly always would be, the reason being something to which no one in the household would ever dare to refer, although everyone knew that the faithful Jean guarded it jealously, administering the precious laudanum drops when she imagined no one else was around.


    Mrs Nesbitt was not in fact in bed when Emmaline hurried into her room, but standing at the window overlooking the parkland. Emmaline realised immediately that her mother must have seen her walking with Mr Aubrey.


    She turned as her eldest daughter came in, and smiled. It was a smile that Emmaline had seen all too often before. It was a smile that said, 'Ruined that for you, did I not?'


    'Mother—'


    'Emmaline, it is simply not suitable for you to be seen alone in the park with a gentleman, without your maid. Just not suitable.'


    'Mother—'


    'No, Emmaline – no. You may be desperate, we may all be desperate for you, but that is one way to become worse than an old maid. That is a way to get yourself a reputation.'


    Emmaline's heart sank. She had left Mr Aubrey in such a hurry. He would surely not wait around for her. He would leave for England, and she would never see him again.
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