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         Rosalind had sailed from America afloat on a dream of love. But on England’s shore, she was brought sharply down to earth.
 
         
             

         
 
         Why was Lord Philip Southvale not there to embrace her as his bride, but instead remain mysteriously missing?
 
         
             

         
 
         Why did the splendid portrait of his exquisitely beautiful first wife still dominate his study?
 
         
             

         
 
         Why was that woman’s overbearingly arrogant brother, Gerald Beaufort, there to greet Rosalind with a mixture of pity and scorn that left her trembling with rage?
 
         
             

         
 
         So many questions … with answers that threatened to turn hope into heartbreak….
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         If there was one thing that was certain to cause a stir at the Fourth of July ball at the Carberry mansion in Washington, especially in 1811, when America and Britain were again moving toward war, it was the entirely inappropriate arrival of an English lord who appeared to be the embodiment of all his nation’s old-world arrogance.
 
         The ball had been proceeding very agreeably until the announcement of Lord Southvale’s name, and Washington society had been enjoying to the full the lavish hospitality of the great house on the southern outskirts of the capital. Mr William Carberry was a wealthy and influential man, and his wife was one of the city’s finest hostesses, which meant that invitations to their residence were much sought after, and very few persons of consequence were absent. Lights blazed in every room, hundreds of lanterns glowed in the gardens, and the sound of music drifted out into the humid summer night, where countless insects throbbed unseen in the surrounding darkness. There were few thoughts of impending war as everyone turned their attention to the pursuit of pleasure.
         
 
         One face was glaringly absent from the occasion, however, for the Carberry’s son and heir, John, had failed to put in an appearance. Not that anyone was really surprised, for his conduct over the past year had left a great deal to be desired. Before then he’d been a model son, and a credit to his parents, but now he was more often in drink than not, and was usually to be found losing heavily at the gaming tables. The change stemmed from a fateful afternoon the previous July, when his reckless driving of a curricle had caused the death of his beloved fiancée, Elizabeth Mackintosh. Now he was plagued with grief and guilt, and took refuge in the bottle; but if cognac dulled the pain for a while, it also unleashed the sort of irresponsible behavior that a strict disciplinarian like his father found impossible to condone. In Mr William Carberry’s view, a year was more than sufficient time to adjust to bereavement, and a vast improvement in conduct was now expected. Sadly, it was an improvement that had yet to show any sign of coming into being.
         
 
         William Carberry and his wife had a second child, however, a daughter named Rosalind, and not only was she present at the ball, she was also the credit to her parents that her wayward brother had ceased to be. She was twenty-two years old, a little above medium height, and gracefully slender, with a glory of long golden curls that tonight were worn in a very becoming Grecian style. Her skin was pale and clear, and her large green eyes were unexpectedly dark-lashed, so that they were very arresting and memorable indeed. She liked to wear green, because it brought out the color of her eyes, and tonight she wore a high-waisted, décolleté gown made of sheer ice-green silk, with glass-bead decoration on the bodice, little sleeves, and hem. Long white gloves encased her arms, a knotted white shawl trailed on the floor behind her, and there was an ivory fan looped over her wrist. Her only jewelry was a pair of exquisite drop emerald earrings that had been left to her by her grandmother.
 
         A polonaise was in progress, and she was dancing with George Whitby, the young man she was widely expected to soon accept in marriage. He was a little older than she, and good-naturedly attractive in a sandy-haired, rather freckled way. He’d been paying court to her for six months now, and while neither of their hearts had been truly engaged, they were nevertheless fond enough of each other for her to be seriously considering him as her future husband. Her parents’ marriage hadn’t been a love match, but had been arranged for them, and their subsequent happiness was sufficient inducement for her to believe a similar match would be right for her.
         
 
         She was enjoying the evening, until a glance at the gilded clock on the wall above the orchestra’s gallery reminded her that it was nearly midnight, and John was still nowhere to be seen. She sighed, for he was a constant source of worry to her. She knew how deeply he’d loved Elizabeth, and knew too that he’d always blame himself for her death, but he was destroying himself because of it, and his sister could only stand helplessly by, for he wasn’t open to reason. She’d thought he’d paid a little attention to her that morning, however, when he’d promised to attend the ball in order to smooth over his many recent differences with his father, but evidently it was a promise already forgotten.
         
 
         The polonaise continued, and George smiled at her as they danced. Rosalind returned the smile, determined not to let her anxiety over John spoil her own enjoyment of the occasion, but at that very moment an announcement was made that proved that John had remembered his promise after all. Two very late arrivals had appeared at the top of the ballroom steps, and as the master of ceremonies struck the floor with his staff, Rosalind turned to see her brother and a tall, dark, exceedingly handsome gentleman whose name was given as Philip de Grey, Lord Southvale.
 
         The ball came to a startled and abrupt halt, and a ripple of whispers spread throughout the distinguished gathering. Rosalind stared at her brother in dismay, noting the slight flush on his cheeks that once again told of a little too much cognac. He was the worse for wear, as he surely had to be to have brought a British nobleman like Lord Southvale to a Fourth of July ball!
 
          Her glance moved to the lord in question. She knew a little about him, for word had traveled when he’d arrived in the capital a few days earlier in the entourage of the new British envoy, Mr Augustus Foster, who’d been dispatched by London in a last attempt to avert war. Mr Foster was known to be tactfully remaining in the legation on this of all nights, but Lord Southvale was evidently of a very different and much more provocative stamp.
         
 
         She studied the Englishman in those brief startled seconds. He was in his late twenties, she guessed, and almost too handsome. His thick, wavy hair was the color of coal, and the eyes with which he coolly surveyed the ballroom were a vivid, piercing blue. There was something arrogantly and lazily British about him, for he was every inch the aristocratic London Carinthian, and yet there was a nonchalance in his manner that suggested indifference to the stir his arrival had caused. A starched neckcloth burgeoned discreetly at this throat, his black velvet coat was deliberately cut too tight to be buttoned, and his white satin waistcoat was set off to perfection by the spill of rich lace adorning the front of his shirt. His hips and legs were encased in white silk breeches that managed to reveal every outline of his manly shape, and the shine on his black leather pumps showed that his valet took his duties very seriously indeed.
         
 
         As the astonished guests continued to whisper, George moved a little closer to Rosalind. ‘John appears to have excelled himself this time,’ he murmured.
 
         ‘I fear so,’ she replied, glancing quickly toward her parents. Her father, tall, distinguished, and graying, looked positively thunderous, and her mother, a rounded, still-pretty woman in peach satin, looked a little faint.
 
         ‘The grieving widower grieves no more, it seems,’ said George, his disapproving gaze fixed upon Lord Southvale.
 
         ‘I beg your pardon?’
 
         ‘Surely you’ve heard the tale of the late Lady Southvale?’ Philip de Gray’s beautiful and adored young wife, the former Miss Celia Beaufort, had been lost in a shipwreck off the coast of Ireland the previous year, while on her way to visit her family, and her body had never been recovered. There were distant Beaufort cousins in Washington, and so the story had circulated American drawing-rooms as well as British.
         
 
         ‘Yes, of course I know the tale,’ Rosalind replied, ‘but why do you speak so disparagingly of him as a grieving widower who grieves no more?’
 
         ‘Because I was told that he hadn’t attended a single social occasion since his wife’s death, and because when I was introduced to him yesterday, I noticed that he was still wearing his wedding ring. He isn’t wearing it now.’
         
 
         Rosalind’s gaze moved to Lord Southvale’s left hand, so clearly visible as he toyed with the lace at his cuff. Unlike most of the gentlemen present, he wasn’t wearing white gloves, and it was true; there wasn’t a wedding ring on his finger.
 
         George touched her arm suddenly. ‘Your mother is endeavoring to catch your eye,’ he said.
         
 
         She turned quickly, and her mother gestured toward the two new arrivals. Rosalind’s heart sank, for it was plain her mother wished her to greet them and thus attempt to take a little of the sting out of the situation.
 
         George’s hand rested reassuringly beneath her elbow. ‘I think she’s right. She can’t go herself, for by the look of your father, he’s about to declare war prematurely.’
 
         ‘Will you come with me?’
 
         ‘If you wish.’
 
         Her pulse quickened as she and George began to make their way across the floor toward the foot of the ballroom steps. Their progress was closely observed, and fans and quizzing glasses were raised as fresh whispers broke out.
 
         John had perceived his sister’s approach and began to lead his guest down to meet her. Rosalind fixed her brother with a dark look, for his smile was a little lopsided and his steps very slightly unsteady. He was two years her senior, with the same blond hair and green eyes, and even when in drink he was possessed of an infectious and irrepressible charm. He wore an embroidered mulberry velvet coat and cream silk breeches, and he grinned at her as he sketched a rather lavish bow.
         
 
         ‘Ah, sweet Rosie, how delectable you look tonight, but then you always do.’ He nodded at George. ‘Good evening, George.’
 
         ‘John.’
 
         Rosalind was looking furiously at her brother. ‘Don’t call me Rosie, you know I hate it!’ Then she remembered that her mother wished her to defuse the situation, not add to it, and she made herself smile in an outwardly agreeable way, but her green eyes flashed to show him that he’d incurred more than her mild displeasure.
 
         The orchestra suddenly struck up a lively country dance, and from the corner of her eye she saw her parents taking to the floor in an endeavor to get the ball into swing again. The other guests hesitated, but then several couples began to dance as well, and before long everything was proceeding again, but not in quite the same mood as before, for too much attention was still upon the small party at the foot of the steps.
 
         John still seemed unaware of his faux pas. ‘Sis, may I present my good friend Philip de Grey, Lord Southvale? Philip, this is my sister, Rosalind, and this is a close family friend, Mr George Whitby.’
 
         Lord Southvale didn’t look at her at first, but bowed to George. ‘Your servant, sir.’
 
         George politely returned the salute, but with a rather wry smile. ‘My servant? I doubt that very much, sir.’
 
         The Englishman’s sharp blue eyes flickered over him, but not icily, for there was a hint of humor in their glance. Then he turned to her. ‘I’m honored to make your acquaintance, Miss Carberry,’ he said softly, raising her gloved hand to his lips.
 
         His voice was low and vibrant, and now that she was really close, she thought him even more handsome than she had before. His face was romantically good-looking, fine-boned but not in any way weak, and his lips curved in a way that told her he would be quick to smile. She was suddenly very unsettled, for his gaze was disconcertingly direct, and even though he’d kissed her gloved hand, she felt as if his lips had brushed her naked skin.
         
 
         The many glances from the guests at last made an impression on John. He ran his fingers through his blond hair and smiled a little sheepishly at George. ‘I’ve put my foot in it again, haven’t I?’
 
         ‘Just a little.’
 
         Lord Southvale was apologetic. ‘The fault is mine, I fear. I’d have been wiser to have stayed away.’
 
         Rosalind was in crushing agreement. ‘You would indeed, sir.’
 
         John was appalled with her. ‘Sis, have you no manners?’
 
         She wasn’t repentant. ‘Well, it’s true, he would have been wiser.’ Her green eyes rested critically upon the Englishman. ‘If you’re here on a diplomatic mission intended to avert war, sir, diplomacy would appear to be the very quality in which you’re somewhat lacking.’
         
 
         He smiled a little. ‘You’re quite right to be angry with me, Miss Carberry, for I fully deserve it, but I am anxious to repair any damage my tactlessness may have caused. It’s too late to undo what’s already been done, and if I were to leave again immediately, it would look even more glaring, so perhaps we should just observe dull convention for a while, before I discreetly remove my unlovely British hide from this place.’
 
         She wasn’t sure of him, for his reaction to her attack wasn’t what she’d expected. ‘Observe dull convention?’ she repeated cautiously. ‘What, exactly, does that mean?’
 
         He glanced toward the dance floor, where the country dance would soon end. ‘I believe it would be appropriate if you honored me with the next dance, Miss Carberry. War may be in the air, but it hasn’t quite broken out yet, and neither of us will be guilty of high treason if we tread a measure together.’ He smiled at her, his eyes warm and just a little teasing. There was no suggestion of cool mockery in his glance, just a wish to put matters right.
         
 
         She hesitated.
 
         He smiled again. ‘At least allow me the chance to right the wrong, Miss Carberry.’
 
         She met his eyes and found herself returning the smile. ‘Very well, sir,’ she said.
 
         The country dance finished, and a minuet was announced. He took her hand, leading her onto the dance floor. His fingers were warm and firm around hers, and again she felt as if he touched her bare skin. She was acutely conscious of everything about him, and her heart had begun to beat unaccountably more swiftly. A breathless sense of anticipation enveloped her, an excitement that had stirred instantly into life when he’d smiled into her eyes. This man, this English lord, was different from all the men she’d met before, compellingly different….
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         There was something dreamlike about that minuet. She barely heard the orchestra, and yet her steps didn’t falter as she was led effortlessly through the precise sequence of steps.

         Faces she knew swam past. She saw her mother still endeavoring to divert her father, whose controlled anger was directed not at Lord Southvale, but at John. John was still with George, and looked a good deal more sober now as he contemplated the likely parental reaction to this latest example of his excesses. George watched Rosalind as she danced, and his face was thoughtful. Other eyes were upon her, too, as the cream of Washington society observed the telltale flush on her cheeks as she danced with the handsome English lord.
         

         As the minuet at last came to an end, Rosalind and Lord Southvale found themselves close to the French windows that stood open onto the lantern-lit terrace. The orchestra played the final notes, and she sank into a curtsy.

         He held her hand for a moment longer than required. ‘Miss Carberry, a breath of fresh air would be more than agreeable to me. Would you care to accompany me onto the terrace?’ He spoke softly, his voice barely audible as a ländler was announced and couples began to take up their positions.

         She had to reluctantly shake her head. ‘My father wouldn’t approve, Lord Southvale.’

         ‘Such a brightly lit terrace is hardly a den of impropriety, Miss Carberry. Besides, I see quite a number of guests out there, so good conduct will be seen to be observed.’ He smiled into her green eyes.
         

         Her halfhearted resistance crumbled away. ‘You’re quite right, sir, so I would be pleased to accompany you.’ She was conscious of a frisson of pleasure as he took her hand again, drawing it over his arm.

         She heard whispering break out again behind them as they stepped out of the ballroom, but she didn’t glance back. The guests who were already on the terrace made little secret of observing the evening’s most fascinating twosome, and the color heightened on Rosalind’s cheeks, but Lord Southvale gave no sign of being aware of the stir they were causing.

         He led her to the stone balustrade at the edge of the terrace and then stood looking at the lights of Washington twinkling to the north across a moonlit expanse of alder-studded marshland. The music coming from the ballroom behind them competed with the throb of insects, and from time to time fireworks exploded in the sky above the capital as America celebrated its independence from British rule.

         A large formal rose garden stretched away from the foot of the terrace, filling the night with perfume. Lanterns illuminated the paths and lit up the magnificent blooms that were Rosalind’s mother’s pride and joy. At the far end, against a white picket fence and a windbreak of tall evergreens, stood a little summerhouse where it was good to sit at this time of the year. To the south, away from Washington, the silver ribbon of the Anacostia River swept toward its confluence with the Potomac, and in the distance all around, palely lit by the moon, was the hilly, wooded countryside where Rosalind liked to ride. George often accompanied her on her rides, and as she stood by Lord Southvale in the lantern light, she felt a pang of conscience. In all the time she’d known George, she’d never experienced anything that came even remotely close to the tumbling, bewildering emotions that had seized her during these past few minutes.

         Her gloved hands trembled a little as she rested them on the stone balustrade. She felt she had to say something. Anything. ‘It – it must be a little dull for you to be here instead of enjoying the London Season.’
         

         ‘Not really. I happen to find Washington very much to my liking.’

         ‘But surely it’s a little rustic here after the sophistication of London?’

         ‘Rustic?’ He smiled, glancing up at the mansion rising against the sky behind them. ‘I’d hardly call this rustic, Miss Carberry.’

         His smiles played havoc with her already unsettled composure, and she strove to appear quite calm and unconcerned as she continued the conversation. ‘Maybe this particular house is grand enough, sir, but Washington as a whole is somewhat unfinished, you have to admit. The houses are scattered, the public buildings incomplete, and the roads and sidewalks tend to peter out here and there. And listen to the insects. We’re in the middle of a virtual swamp.’
         

         ‘I cannot argue with what you say, but I can see what Washington will be like in the future, and I like what I see.’

         He gazed toward the city, and as he did so, his right hand moved slightly on the balustrade. A flash of gold on his finger caught her eye. Had he transferred his wedding ring from his other hand? No, it wasn’t a wedding ring, it was a signet ring. By the light of the lanterns she could make out the design that was cut into the ring; it was a griffin, the mythical beast that was the emblem of the de Grey family.

         He glanced at her again. ‘As to the second part of your question….’
         

         ‘My question?’

         ‘Whether or not I miss the London Season. I have to confess that socializing hasn’t been very much to my taste this past year; indeed, this is the first time I’ve indulged in such diversions since my wife died.’

         She felt dreadful. ‘Oh, forgive me, I didn’t mean to—’

          ‘I know you didn’t, Miss Carberry, and I promise that I haven’t taken offense.’ His eyes were very blue as he studied her. ‘Can you similarly promise me that you haven’t taken offense because of my intrusion here tonight?’
         

         ‘Yes, Lord Southvale, I can promise you that.’ It was true, for although he’d angered her at first, that was most certainly no longer the case.

         ‘I’m relieved to hear you say so, for the last thing I wished to do was tread upon any sensitive toes.’

         She was curious. ‘Why did you come? This is a Fouth of July ball, Britain isn’t exactly popular here at the moment, and quite a number of my parents’ guests happen to believe that war is the only way to settle the differences between our two countries. Your envoy, Mr Foster, has prudently stayed at the legation tonight, but you’ve taken it upon yourself to come here. Why?’
         

         ‘For a very selfish and personal reason, if the truth be known,’ he murmured.

         ‘I can’t even begin to imagine what such a reason might be, sir.’

         ‘No, I’m sure you can’t.’ He smiled at her. ‘Has anyone ever told you that you’re a remarkably beautiful and engaging young lady?’ he asked suddenly.

         The apparent change of tack caught her off-guard. ‘I – I beg your pardon?’

         ‘Come now, surely the American male hasn’t been so remiss as to neglect to pay you the compliments you’re due?’

         Color rushed into her cheeks again. ‘You flatter me, I think,’ she replied in embarrassment, thoroughly disconcerted by her continuing susceptibility to everything about him.

         ‘No, Miss Carberry,’ he said softly, ‘I’m not flattering you at all. I’m being very direct and honest. You are the reason I’ve come here tonight.’
         

         She stared at him.

         He held her gaze. ‘This morning I happened to look out of the legation in Seven Buildings, and saw an open landau drive from Nineteenth Street into Pennsylvania Avenue. There was a young lady seated inside, wearing a lime-green muslin pelisse and matching gown. She had golden hair and she twirled a frilled white parasol above her head. I thought her the most delightful creature I’d ever seen, and I made it my business to find out who she was. The Carberrys are very well-known in Washington, and it didn’t take long to learn your name.’
         

         She didn’t know what to say. Her cheeks felt as if they were on fire, and her pulse had quickened almost unbearably. She looked quickly around the terrace and saw that many glances were still being directed surreptitiously toward her and her noteworthy companion.

         He smiled a little. ‘If I’m embarrassing you, you must forgive me, Miss Carberry, but you did ask me why I came here tonight.’ His blue eyes moved slowly over her flushed face. ‘By pure chance I was told that your brother was to be found at a certain gaming house, and so I took myself there in order to make his acquaintance.’

         ‘Does – does John know why you wished to come here tonight?’

         ‘No. He invited me because it’s his belief war is only encouraged if the protagonists refuse to associate.’
         

         She looked away. ‘I’ll warrant the cognac had something to do with it.’

         ‘Possibly. Whatever his reason, I didn’t argue, but took him up immediately on his invitation. The rest you know.’

         For a long moment she was silent, but then she looked at him again. ‘Are you always this direct, Lord Southvale?’

         ‘It isn’t something I make a habit of, Miss Carberry,’ he said softly, ‘but I tell you this, I’ve never before so desired an introduction that I’d resort to any means to acquire it. I saw you, and I had to know you, it’s as simple as that.’
         

         She stared at him, her heart pounding wildly in her breast. None of this was really happening, it couldn’t be happening … But it was happening, and spellbinding emotions were arousing thoughts and feelings she’d never known before.
         

         His hand moved to briefly touch hers. ‘Have you nothing to say?’

         ‘I don’t know what to say,’ she whispered, a shiver of pleasure trembling through her just at the fleeting contact.
         

         ‘Haven’t you felt anything since our meeting?’ he asked. ‘Are you immune to me?’

         ‘No woman could ever be immune to you, Lord Southvale.’

         A faint smile played on his lips. ‘I’m not concerned about other women, just about you. Look at me.’

         Slowly she obeyed, and was conscious of a powerful current that seemed to almost leap between their eyes.

         ‘Are you going to marry George Whitby?’ he asked quietly, holding her gaze.

         ‘I don’t know….’ Nothing was certain anymore. What had been clear at the commencement of the evening was all in question now. How could she marry George now that she’d experienced such soaring emotion from just being with this Englishman? The feelings she’d had for George were as nothing when set beside the shivering delight of merely receiving one of Philip de Grey’s devastating smiles.
         

         ‘Has he asked you to marry him?’ he pressed.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘But you haven’t accepted?’

         ‘No.’

         His hand moved over hers again, but not fleetingly this time. The caress destroyed her resistance, and her gloved fingers involuntarily curled to meet his. She felt the hardness of his signet ring as he held her hand tightly, but then she remembered everyone else on the terrace and hurriedly drew away.

         ‘No, we mustn’t….’

         ‘It’s too late now, Rosalind, for I’ve seen into your heart,’ he said softly.

         She swallowed, her tongue passing nervously over her lower lip. ‘But we hardly know each other, Lord Southvale.’

         ‘I know all I need to about you.’
         

         ‘But I know very little about you.’

         ‘That’s easily corrected. Meet me tomorrow.’

         ‘I can’t do that,’ she gasped. This was all happening far too quickly, and she felt as if all control was being taken from her.

         ‘Why not?’ His tone was softly persuasive and his eyes teased her to defy her heart.

         ‘Why not? Because it isn’t done for a lady to make assignations with a gentleman she’s only just been introduced to.’
         

         ‘Nor is it done for said lady to clasp said gentleman’s hand so intimately, or to let him see in her eyes that she desires him as much as he desires her.’

         Her breath caught, and confusion beset her. ‘Please, stop….’ she whispered.

         ‘Stop? And see the prize slip from my fingers? No, Rosalind, I don’t intend to let that happen. I want you more than anything else in this world, and time isn’t on my side if I wish to win you.’

         ‘Time?’ She could barely collect her scattered thoughts. She could hear his voice, but her own heartbeats threatened to drown his words.

         ‘I may not be in Washington for very long. My task here is to be the messenger boy, should there be any significant developments in the talks between the British envoy and the American government. I’m due to go to St Petersburg at the beginning of next year, and was only sent here at the last minute because the diplomat who was to have come was hurt in a riding accident. If I’m sent back to London because of the talks, someone else will return to Washington in my place, and I am still going to Russia in the new year. It’s because time may be very short that I’ve pressed you so tonight, for if I’d allowed convention to take its course, I could have found myself on my way home to London without progressing beyond a formal introduction.’ Shaking his head a little, he gave a short, rather incredulous laugh. ‘Dear God, I’d never have dreamed it possible to have been so struck by lightning that I’d behave like this.’
         

         ‘That’s how I feel too,’ she said quietly, for it was true.

         ‘Then you know we have to meet again?’

         ‘Yes.’ What point was there in pretending otherwise? She wanted to see him, to be with him….

         ‘Tomorrow?’

         She nodded.

         ‘Or should I say today, for I believe it’s now the Fifth of July.’

         She smiled. ‘Yes, it is.’

         ‘John told me that you and he often ride in the woods east of here.’

         ‘Yes, we do.’

         ‘He mentioned a fallen tree on a hill, from where there’s a particularly spectacular view.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I’ll be there at midday.’

         ‘I’ll come to you,’ she whispered.

         ‘And now I think perhaps it’s time I left, don’t you?’

         She glanced around the terrace and saw that interest in them hadn’t diminished. ‘Maybe it would be best,’ she agreed reluctantly, for she didn’t want him to go.
         

         ‘Would you apologize to your parents on my behalf? I really didn’t intend to cause such a stir.’

         ‘I’ll tell them.’

         He looked deep into her eyes. ‘Good night, Rosalind,’ he said softly.

         ‘Good night, Philip.’ It seemed the most natural thing in the world to call him by his first name, because suddenly he was everything in the world to her.

         He left, walking quickly away across the terrace and into the ballroom. The inevitable whispers accompanied his every step, but he gave no indication of noticing anything. As he made his exit from the ballroom a minute or so later, a positive babble of conversation broke out, and Mrs Carberry again felt compelled to order the orchestra to play a lively dance.

         Rosalind remained on the terrace, gazing out over the rose garden. More fireworks exploded in the night sky above the capital, bursting in colorful brilliance in the darkness.
         

         She felt rather than heard George’s light step behind her, then he was by her shoulder. ‘Rosalind, I trust you know what you may be getting yourself into,’ he said quietly.

         ‘I don’t understand….’ she began, intending to feign innocence, but then he put his hand gently to her elbow.
         

         ‘Don’t pretend with me, for there isn’t any need.’

         She looked quickly away.

         He smiled. ‘We’ve never been in love with each other, Rosalind, but we’re close enough for me to know that something very important has happened to you tonight. I’m man enough to take my disappointment on the chin, and I’m friend enough to want to warn you to take care. There are many obstacles between you and a man like Philip de Grey, and not the least of those obstacles is his love for his wife.’
         

         She stared at him.

         ‘He wore his wedding ring only yesterday, Rosalind. Just remember that.’ He hesitated, and then kissed her cheek gently before turning and walking away.
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         Very little was said at the Carberry breakfast table the following morning. Rosalind’s father was in a dark mood as he read his newspaper, and her mother was on edge, waiting for the mood to spill over into an angry confrontation with John. No one mentioned the ball, and the laughter and conversation that usually followed the Fourth of July was noticeably absent.

         John was suffering the after-effects of his overindulgence in cognac, and his face was gray as he poured himself his third cup of black coffee. His blond hair was tousled and his green eyes lackluster, and his brocade dressing gown was of a shade of mauve that did absolutely nothing to enhance his appearance. He looked exactly how he felt, dreadful, and his headache didn’t benefit at all from the bright sunshine streaming in through the window.

         Rosalind sipped only coffee, too, but her lack of appetite had nothing to do with feeling unwell. She hadn’t slept at all after the ball, because she couldn’t stop thinking about Philip, and thoughts of him filled her head now. She ran her fingertip around the lip of her cup, gazing at the bowl of yellow pansies in the middle of the table. Her hair was pinned up loosely into a knot on the top of her head, and she wore a pink-and-white seersucker gown, short-sleeved, with a demure neckline. A light shawl rested over her arms, slipping slightly as she bent to stroke the head of her father’s favorite hound, which had somehow managed to slip into the room to hide beneath the table ready for any tidbits either she or John selected for it.
         

         Her mother looked, perplexedly at her. ‘Rosalind, my dear, are you feeling quite well this morning?’

         ‘Yes, quite well, thank you.’

         ‘You haven’t eaten anything.’

         ‘I’m not very hungry, that’s all.’ Rosalind flushed a little guiltily, for she knew that she’d soon have to tell them that there wouldn’t be a match with George Whitby, and why.

         Mr Carberry rustled his newspaper and then abruptly folded it, placing it on the table as he eyed his son. ‘It’s no wonder your sister has no appetite this morning, sir; she’s still recovering from having to receive that damned Englishman!’
         

         John drew a long breath, but didn’t reply. He studied his cup of coffee as if it were of immense interest.

         The refusal to respond antagonized Mr Carberry into the long-awaited outburst. ‘I’ve had enough of you recently, sir, for you’ve been more trouble than you’re worth,’ he snapped.

         Mrs Carberry sat quickly forward in a whisper of dove-gray taffeta, her eyes anxious. ‘Please, William, there’s no need….’

         ‘On the contrary, my dear, there’s every need. We’ve tried sweet reason, and we’ve tried endless patience, but it’s all to no avail.’ He fixed his gaze upon John again. ‘You’ve been wallowing in self-pity for more than a year now, and it’s got to stop. Your wild ways brought about the death of the woman you loved, and nothing can change that.’
         

         John’s green eyes flashed toward him. ‘I’m well aware of that fact, sir,’ he replied stiffly.

         ‘Are you also aware that behaving the way you do isn’t going to bring her back?’

         ‘I won’t dignify that question with an answer,’ answered John shortly, his eyes no longer lackluster, but very bright and angry.

         ‘And what would you know of dignity, sir?’ demanded Mr Carberry relentlessly. ‘What dignity is there in staggering home night after night in your cups? What dignity is there in losing heavily at the gaming tables? And what dignity is there in foisting  your damned Englishman upon us all at a Fourth of July ball? Your little prank ruined the evening, and I find that unforgivable!’
         

         ‘Philip’s presence hardly constituted the ruining of the evening,’ retorted John.

         ‘Not in your eyes, maybe, but then your standards have slipped somewhat of late, haven’t they? Well, I’m not about to put up with your base conduct any longer. It’s time you came to terms with Elizabeth’s death, and unless you do, you can look elsewhere for a roof over your head. Do I make myself clear?’

         ‘You do, sir,’ John replied in a clipped tone.

         ‘I expect to see an improvement straightaway, sir. Straightaway.’

         Without another word, John tossed his napkin on the table and strode out. The hound slipped from its hiding place beneath the table to follow him. Its paws pattered on the polished floorboards and then the door closed.

         Mrs Carberry looked reproachfully at her husband. ‘Was there any need to be quite so unkind, William?’ she asked.

         ‘He needed a plain talking-to, my dear, it was long overdue.’ He picked up his newspaper again, rustling it noisily as he made much of selecting a certain page.

         Mrs Carberry exchanged a glance with Rosalind, and then said nothing more.

         Rosalind wanted to go to John, for she knew how desperately keen his grief over Elizabeth still was, but rushing after him now would only make matters worse as far as her father was concerned.

         Her mother looked at her. ‘What do you intend to do this morning, my dear? Is George calling on you?’

         ‘No, he isn’t. Actually, I thought I’d go for a ride.’

         ‘A ride? Rosalind, when are you going to give George an answer?’

         Rosalind hesitated. ‘I already have, Mother.’

         Mrs Carberry gasped. ‘You have? Oh, my dear….’

          ‘I’ve declined him, Mother,’ Rosalind went on quietly. Her mother stared at her, and Mr Carberry put down his newspaper for a second time.
         

         ‘You’ve what?’ he demanded.

         ‘I’ve declined George’s proposal.’

         ‘May I ask why?’

         The time wasn’t right to tell them about Philip. ‘I’m just not in love with him, Father.’

         ‘Love? What has love got to do with marriage?’

         ‘A great deal, as far as I’m concerned.’

         ‘It’s never been mentioned as a criterion before,’ he said, ‘and if it’s so important, why have you waited until now to say anything?’

         ‘I – I didn’t realize it was so important to me before, Father.’

         He sighed and sat back in his chair. ‘You do know what a good match you’ve turned down, don’t you?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘George Whitby is heir to—’

         ‘I know, Father, and I’m sorry. I know you wanted the match to come about, and I truly meant to go through with it, but now I just can’t. I want to marry for love, not just for fondness and regard.’

         ‘Fondess and regard were good enough for your mother and me.’

         Rosalind fell silent, for until Philip de Grey it had been good enough for her, too.

         Her mother studied her. ‘Is your mind made up on this, my dear?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Then there’s nothing more to be said. We’re disappointed, of course, but the times have long since gone when parents forced their daughters into unwanted marriages.’

         Rosalind smiled gratefully at her for not pushing the matter, but for several minutes afterward she could feel her pensive glances. Did her mother suspect a little of the truth?

          Mr Carberry excused himself from the breakfast table shortly after that, declaring himself to be thoroughly displeased with both his children. As the door closed behind him, Rosalind expected her mother to say something, but she didn’t. Several minutes later it was time to change for the ride.
         

         Her maid was waiting. Hetty was a competent, flaxen-haired young woman with a shy smile and china-blue eyes, and she spoke with only a slight hint of her Viennese origins, having lived in America for the last ten years. She’d been Rosalind’s maid for three of those ten years, and knew her well enough to guess that a momentous event of some sort had happened. Usually Rosalind would have confided in the maid, but not this time; it was all too private and important to be shared with anyone except Philip himself.

         Hetty brought the emerald-green riding habit and laid it gently on the pink silk coverlet of the bed. A few minutes later Rosalind was ready to leave. She studied her reflection in the gilt-framed cheval glass. As she drew on her gloves, she was conscious of a quiver of nervous anticipation. Would it still be the same this morning when she met Philip? Would the magic of the night before seize them both again? Or would the clear light of day make all the difference in the world? She stared at her image. Maybe for him it already had made all the difference in the world, and he wouldn’t even keep the assignation.

         She heard her horse being led around to the front of the house, and Hetty quickly brought her her riding crop. Then she left the room, but as she reached the top of the staircase, she halted in dismay, for John was waiting for her in the entrance hall below, and he was dressed for riding.

         He was leaning back against a console table, his arms folded and his eyes downcast thoughtfully. He wore a maroon riding jacket and beige cord breeches, and his top hat, gloves, and riding crop lay on the table beside him.

         Hearing her at the top of the staircase, he glanced up and straightened. ‘I heard you ordering your horse earlier and thought I might join you.’
         

         ‘I’m not doing anything exciting,’ she replied, injecting what she hoped was just the right note of discouragement into her voice.

         ‘My nerves are too ragged for excitement.’

         She gave a weak smile and went slowly down, wishing she could think of something to deter him.

         He watched her. ‘At the risk of sounding boringly repetitive, I have to say yet again that you look quite delectable. George will be the envy of Washington with you as his wife.’

         She was about to tell him she wasn’t going to be George’s wife, but he turned away to pick up his top hat and tap it on. Then he donned his gloves, picked up his riding crop, and offered her his arm. ‘Shall we go?’

         They went out into the sunshine, and as John assisted her to mount, she turned to look at him. ‘I’m sure you have other things you’d much rather do than ride with me….’

         ‘Don’t you want my company?’

         ‘Yes, of course, it’s just….’

         ‘I’m looking forward to riding with you, Sis, so don’t say anything more.’ He grinned, patting her arm before turning to take the reins of his own horse, which had been led out with hers.

         She sighed inwardly. The last thing she wanted was company, but there was very little she could do about it. She and John had always been allies in the past, but would he be her ally in this?

         They rode down the freshly raked drive toward the gates. Washington gleamed across the marshland, where cattle moved between the clumps of alders. Someone was shooting partridge, and the gun reports cracked sharply through the warm, still air. There were clouds on the distant horizon, and she knew there’d be a thunderstorm before nightfall.

         The horses kicked up dust as they were urged along the track toward the wooden hillside that rose to the east of the mansion, and the suddenness of their approach startled a magpie from a bush. With loud cries of alarm, it flapped into the nearest tree, where it sat in angry indignation, its chattering complaints ringing after them as they rode into the cool shade of the woods.
         

         Rosalind tried to think of suitable ways to mention Philip, but it soon became apparent that John was accompanying her in order to talk about his own problem. They rode slowly between the trees, where leafy shadows moved across their path, and he spoke at length about all he’d lost when Elizabeth had died.

         Rosalind reined in after a while. ‘Elizabeth wouldn’t have wanted you to stay unhappy because of her, John,’ she said gently.

         ‘It’s my fault that she died.’

         ‘Maybe it is, but Father’s right, you can’t go on like this. Will you promise me something, John?’

         ‘That depends.’

         ‘Promise me that you’ll do as Father wishes.’

         ‘Sis….’

         ‘Not for his sake, John, but for your own. You can’t go on as you have been, and I think that in your heart you know it.’

         He drew a heavy breath, tipping his top hat back on his blond hair. ‘It’s more easily said than done, Rosie.’

         ‘No, it isn’t, John. You’ve just got to make up your mind what you want.’

         He looked shrewdly at her. ‘You say that as if it’s something you’ve done yourself.’

         She hesitated. ‘I have.’

         ‘Are you going to explain?’

         ‘Are you going to give me your promise?’

         He smiled a little. ‘Very well, you have my word that I’ll change my ways.’

         ‘Don’t say it lightly, John.’

         ‘I’m not. I mean every word. Now, then, what is it that you’ve made your mind up about?’

         She glanced ahead through the trees. At the top of the incline ahead was the fallen tree, where she hoped Philip would be waiting for her.
         

         John followed the glance. ‘It isn’t like you to be mysterious, Sis.’

         ‘Nor is it like me to be reckless to the point of lunacy, but that’s exactly what I am being. John, I’m not just going for a ride this morning, I’m going to keep a tryst with Philip de Grey.’

         He stared at her, at first just stunned, but then angrily. ‘Have you taken leave of your senses?’ he breathed incredulously.

         ‘No. In fact, I’ve never been more certain about anything in my life.’

         ‘But, dammit, you’ve only met him once!’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘And what of George?’

         ‘He already knows.’

         John’s lips parted in amazement. ‘He does?’

         ‘He realized last night.’

         ‘How perceptive of him.’

         ‘If you hadn’t been so in drink, you’d probably have realized it yourself,’ she replied sharply. Then she bit her lip regretfully. ‘I’m sorry, John, I didn’t mean it to sound like that.’

         ‘I rather think you did, and I probably deserve it.’ He breathed in slowly. ‘Sis, I can’t let you keep this assignation. If I do, I’ll be guilty of standing idly by while you compromise yourself beyond redemption.’

         ‘Please, John,’ she begged.

         ‘Rosalind, drunk or not, I’d never have brought him near the house if I’d realized this would happen.’

         ‘I must speak to him, John.’

         ‘No,’ he replied firmly, reaching over to seize the bridle of her horse.

         ‘If you do this now, John Carberry, so help me I’ll never forgive you. I stood by you when Elizabeth died, and I’ve understood your grief over her. While she was alive I did everything I could to help you pusue the match with her, even though I knew our parents wanted a more wealthy bride for you. All I’m asking of you now is that you let me meet Philip. You owe it to me.’
         

         ‘Damn you, Rosalind.’

         ‘You owe it to me,’ she said again, holding his gaze. Slowly he released the horse. ‘If this was any man but Philip de Grey….’

         ‘Because he’s British?’

         ‘Because he means nothing but heartbreak for you, Sis. You’ve called in my debt, and I’m paying it, but I hope with all my heart that this is the first and last time you have anything to do with him.’ He gathered his reins. ‘Shall we ride on?’

         ‘I’d rather you waited here for me.’

         ‘It will do no harm for him to know that I’m now party to what’s going on.’ He kicked his heels, urging his horse on up the hillside.

         Rosalind hesitated for a moment, and then rode after him.
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