
[image: img1.jpg]





QUEEN OF HEARTS
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Chapter One



Danita did not at first hear the knocking at the front door, the sound lost in the tapping of her spoon against a crockery bowl. It was the inadequate whispers of her employers that drew her out from her kitchen sanctuary behind the green baize door at the end of the hall.

Millicent, dear, are you awake? she heard Miss Lucy Massingham say. I heard such a strange noise. At first, I thought it just the rain but...there it is again!

It is only someone knocking, sister. We shall ignore it. No respectable person would call so late. Return to your bed.

Oh, yes, of course, Lucy said at once, used to obedience after forty-five years under a stronger nature. I do hope, however, that noise wont disturb the ladies. Mrs. Talbot sleeps so lightly, you know.

So she says. My private view is the Angel Gabriel couldnt wake her on the Last Day. Go back to bed, Lucy.

As the knocking rattled the front door again, louder than the thunder that set the windows to shaking, Danita entered the hall. Hearing what had awakened the Massingham sisters, Danita knew something must be done. Though sharing Miss Millicents opinion of Mrs. Talbot, having often in the last three months stood outside her door with a heavy breakfast tray and heard no reply except a blustering snore, Danita thought the noise might indeed wake some guest. And she knew who must first deal with their complaints.

Hadnt you better look to see who it is? she suggested, looking on the two sisters with fondness mixed with exasperation. They still viewed life through the eyes of well-brought-up young gentlewomen, despite their years of running the select Massingham ladies hotel. She, though only twenty-three, had so much more experience of the ruder side of life than they. There may be some emergency.

Oh, said Lucy, what a clever notion! Slippered, she shuffled into the open front room of the inn and drew back the curtain beside the imposing door. Her sister followed closely, peering over Lucys broad shoulder.

Its a man, Miss Millicent said with a sneer of distaste.

He seems to have good manners, Lucy put in, looking toward Danita. He took off his hat. Lucy was not and had never been pretty, but with the unexpected advent of a man into her spinsters night, she suddenly gave off an air of femininity, rather like the scent of a lavender sachet, long ago laid in an unopened drawer.

Remembering her duty, Danita lit the candles on the mantelpiece. Arent you going to let him in?

Let him in? Are you mad, Miss Wingrove? What would the ladies say? Our good name...our reputation ... Millicents still lovely face became suffused with pink as she thought of the possible scandal.

Mightnt your good name suffer just as much if a man expires from exposure on your doorstep?

Shes right, Millicent. Its a wicked night. Listen to that wind! Lucy shivered, running her large hands up her arms, snuggling into her challis shawl.

But a man!

Danita said, I know its just a man. Miss Massingham, but you wouldnt even leave a dog out in that.

The sighing of the wind was broken once more by knocking, no more an impatient tattoo but a meek rap. Danita saw the ends of Miss Millicents lips tighten and wished she had not spoken. Oh, very well, the older lady said, walking to the door. Though tis against my better judgment.

Sir, she said quellingly, as a great gust of wind blew in, are you aware that this is a ladies hotel?

Why, indeed, maam, so I was told in the town. There was an indefinite flavor of Ireland in his speech, soothing to the overwrought ladies nerves. It was a kindly innkeeper who gave me the hope, his rooms full and more than full, that you might accommodate a poor stranger for one night. Or what is left of the night.

Oh, like the Bible!

The gentlemans eyes crinkled as he smiled at Lucy. Now, I wouldnt want to say that, but I do confess a sympathy with poor old Joseph.

Danita, straightening up from encouraging the fire to blaze, surveyed this talkative gentleman. Her first thought was for the carpet he dripped liberally upon. Her second thought was of a sword she had once seen while taking her pupils on a tour of a local great house. The weapon had been at least five foot long and vastly thick at the base. Not all seven girls had been able to lift this immensity of metal even with Danitas help. The housekeeper had said it belonged to an ancestor of the house still known as Giant Dascoigne. Danita thought this man must have been a myth. No single person could have lifted such a sword let alone wield it. Now she looked at a man who might.

He was quite tall, though not vulgarly so, and broad and strong-looking in proportion. But even more than that, his whole carriage proclaimed grace and balance, and, moreover, demonstrated the necessary self-command. When he walked into the Massingham Hotel, hanging his dripping Benjamin on the coat-rack, stowing his valise beneath, and beating his hat on his heel over the mat, he seemed to become at once a part of the atmosphere. Or perhaps the atmosphere altered to accommodate him.

Ah, a fire, he said. Excellent. He strode over to the hearth and held his hands out, a ring shining on his left hands littlest finger. I walked up the hill against the wind.

Danita frowned uncertainly. Though tall herself, she came scarcely to the mans cravat. He smiled at her, too, and for the first time, Danita felt the need to drop her eyes beneath a mans. She recovered her poise in a moment and lifted her chin.

Sir, Miss Millicent Massingham began from across the room.

Carleton, said he, turning to face her.

I beg your pardon?

Sir Carleton. Sir Carleton Blacklock. Without thinking, Danita put her hand to her own cap. Indeed his damp hair seemed as inky dark as her own hidden tresses.

Sir Carleton, Miss Millicent began again. As I have intimated, we cannot accept your custom. And, she added, recollecting herself, turn your back, sir. My sister and I are not prepared for callers.

Sir Carleton nodded and faced the mantel once again, allowing his mobile lips to turn up when his face was safely hidden. Only Danita saw and was hard pressed to keep her own lips from answering. She felt certain his laughter would be as catching as his smile. He rubbed his hands together before the fire, now beginning to burn brightly. Of course, I shall depart at once, he said on a sigh.

Oh, no, said Lucy. You mustnt do that. Such a night... Millie, do you think...the medicinal brandy?

Millicent ignored this suggestion, drawing herself upright, her huge Norwich shawl swathing her figure like a witchs cloak. I had not heard the town was so full as all that, Mister ... er ... Sir Carleton?

It must be the horse-race, Lucy said brightly.

Exactly, Miss Massingham. The race. It was to have been a smaller affair, but His Royal Highness decided, spur of the moment, to attend. He arrived this afternoon, and with him half the Court. Imagine it, ladies, dukes and earls, not to say noblemen and puissant princes, crammed cheek by jowl into every posting inn, public house and hotel for miles. Im surprised not to find His Highness asleep on this comfortable chaise.

Danita could see him measuring the chaise with his eyes, no doubt comparing it to his own generous inches. She had the oddest feeling that now this large and cheerful man was in the Massingham Hotel it was going to be nearly impossible to dislodge him. She suspected her own heart might soon soften in response to his blatant bid for sympathy. She tried to recalcify it, reminding herself that a little wetting would not hurt a grown man.

As though in answer to this thought, the wind drove rain against the casements like a boy throwing a handful of pebbles. One latch gave and the window burst inward, swinging with a crash against the white plastered wall. Sir Carleton leapt across the intervening space to catch the frame in one hand and close it before the ladies had time to do more than gasp. He stilled the billowing muslin curtains.

Not the kind of night Id choose to wander about in, but ... His even smile was resigned but remained humorous. He kept his eyes decorously away from the Massingham sisters but still seemed to realize there would be no softening of the elders attitude. Very well. He reached for his hat.

Sir Carleton, said Miss Millicent in response to a fixed stare from her younger sister. I am very sorry. But our position if you were to stay would be awkward to say the least. We cannot allow ...

He might take my room, Danita said slowly, almost as if the words came without her willing them. I have not been sleeping overmuch of late, anyway.

Oh, no, dear Miss Wingrove, it wouldnt be right. He can have my room. Ill go in with Millicent.

That you will not, Lucy. The last time you dreamt you were shipwrecked and mistook me for a floating spar. I was nearly strangled. Miss Wingrove, she said, your offer does you some credit. As your employer, however temporary our arrangement, I must be responsible for your good name. A proper female never surrenders her bed to a strange man out of the night.

Danita nodded submissively, and tried to look scandalized at her own presumption. She did not succeed very well. It seemed a waste that someone should not use her bed, she finding so little use for it.

Sir Carleton said, Im very grateful to the young lady, but I see now the thing was impossible from the beginning. I should have saved myself the walk. Thank you and good evening. His coat on, he hesitated on the doorstep before plunging once more into the night, as if hoping to hear himself recalled.

The two sisters returned to their beds. Miss Lucy obviously wishing to voice her disapproval of Millicents hard-heartedness, but only muttering under her breath, might have let him stay...dont see what harm...only one night... like one of Danitas ex-students in a sulky mood.

Returning to her work, Danita thought of Miss Millicents generosity to herself when left in dire straits. It seemed a shame that just because Sir Carleton was male he should not be permitted to see the softer side of Miss Massinghams nature. Danitas foot tapped the stone flags, a sign of a decision made. Her baking would bide. Pausing only to pick up her cloak and hold it above her head, Danita stepped out into the storm. Sir, sir! she called above the rising wind.

The tall figure, his coat glistening with rain, turned and waited for her to catch up. Have you brought me some of that medicinal brandy? he said with a wry chuckle.

No, sir. If you will, come back to the house.

Did your mistress send you?

No, but I know a back way. If you can be gone by five oclock tomorrow morning, you can stay in my room.

Sir Carleton tried to summon up the image of the maids face. He remembered only large serious eyes, thickly lashed. She had not seemed a light-skirt, nor had she dipped any low flirtatious curtsies to let a man judge the weight of her bosom. You could lose your position by this.

I care nothing for that. The position is temporary, at best. Whether I leave today or next week makes no difference. And it is too bitter a night to stay here talking. Will you come back, or not?

This was neither the attitude nor the tone of a serving wench. I throw myself upon your charity. Miss Wingrove. The Massingham sisters had called her that, which should have alerted him from the beginning, he realized, that she could be no ordinary slavey.

Danita led him across the glazed cobbles, illuminated in patches by a late-burning candle in an occasional window. Entering the rear of the hotel, she thrust huckaback towels into his arms and bade him be quiet as she showed him to her chamber. She did not go in with him. I say, he whispered, poking his head out again, his hair ruffled by rubbing it dry. Where will you sleep?

If I am tired, I will sleep on that chaise you so admired. That is why you must leave by five, before anyone else is awake.

I see. What about the other servants?

Never mind about them. They know better than to tell on me. These hard words were accompanied by a strangely gentle frown glimpsed in the light of the single taper she held.

About half an hour after his arrival. Sir Carleton padded down the narrow hall at the back of the house, led on by the aroma of baking pastry. If he could not manage to wheedle a strawberry tart from the cook, then he would know that Luck had abandoned him for good and all. Entering, he was taken aback for a moment when he saw the cook was the same girl. And if my horse is lame, he asked, are you the one to soak its foot?

Danita looked up, her usually pale face flushed with the heat of the kitchen and a few curls escaping from a smooth midnight-shaded coil. She sat on a tall stool, her feet on a rung, petticoat ruffles peeking out from beneath her dampened skirt. The silver rain traced over the black window behind her. No, we should send for Doctor Smallhurst.

I am relieved to hear it.

Stung by the smile she heard but did not see, Danita said, This is a small hotel, sir. We have no host of servants. If you require such attentions, you may after all go down the hill. I think perhaps you should in any case, if you cannot keep to your room, as I asked you to.

If I were to do that, I should not be able to eat your good cooking. Miss Wingrove. Now what is that I smell? Tarts? Strawberry? He took in the large, warm room, turning his head to admire the grey stone of the fireplace and the shining copper kettle hanging above the embers. You know, the cook in my fathers house kept a kitchen like this. Neat, clean, and homelike. The hours I spent there! She spoiled me, rather. He sighed and looked her way.

If you remember so much. Sir Carleton, kindly remove the tarts from the oven. Stuffing the letter shed been reading into her open pocket, Danita looked about for her cap. In the heat of baking, it was all she could do to keep her head covered like a proper maid. While putting the cap on, she cast a worried look at the door behind her. If she could hear the whispers of her employers in the hall, might they hear the rumble of a masculine voice in the kitchen?

Snatching up a dish towel, he did as she bid him. Just in time; the edges have only just begun to discolor. Youve a light hand with pastry, Miss Wingrove. Where did you learn it? Hearing no answer, he slid the tray on top of the stove. The pastry rounds were too hot to touch, but their steam rose rich with the smell of the fruit.

Turning around, he felt a slight pang of disappointment. The riot of escaping curls had been ruthlessly dispatched beneath a plain white cap. The sparkle had all but died in eyes that were neither grey nor blue, but something in between. Sir Carleton was bored, a thing not unusual in him, and nervous, which was. Upon entering the kitchen, hope had stirred that he might beguile some of the time until morning in conversation with the mysterious Miss Wingrove. He thought it might be beguiling to bring that sparkle back.

He walked over to her on the pretense of looking out the window. Danita leaned back to avoid his nearness. Without warning, he seized her hand. Sir Carleton! she protested immediately.

Hush, he said. Im going to tell your future. By grasping her elbow in his other hand, he ended her attempts to pull her fingers free from his warm touch. Her position on the high stool made it impossible to scramble down without all but clinging to him, so Danita sat and fumed while Sir Carleton studied her palm with every appearance of pleased interest. His own hands were large with long fingers and short, clean nails. In the end, her sense of the ridiculous, suppressed by trouble, asserted itself and her hand lay docilely in his own. How romantic they would appear to anyone passing!

Well, Gypsy, she said at last. What have you to tell me?

What do you want to know? He laid her hand on her lap and stood looking down at her, his hands loosely clasped behind him.

Oh, what every woman wants to know. Shall I marry? Shall I have seven children or eight? What about wealth? She paused and then asked more seriously, Shall I travel? Danita met his laughing eyes and saw that they were amber in color, which went well with his hair, chocolate-brown now that it had dried.

Are those your only questions? he asked.

They are questions every woman asks a gypsy, or so I should think. Danita returned to her jesting tone, but was slightly unnerved. Could this gentleman out of the night truly foretell the future? It was nonsense of course, but with the rain lashing against the window and the faint, eerie moaning of the wind it was almost possible to believe in the uncanny.

Sir Carleton made his voice sound from deeper in his wide chest and said with a trace of Romany overlaying his other faint accent, So, you are skeptical. Very well. That you may believe what I shall tell you of your future, I shall first tell you your past.

My past?

You have been, I think, a teacher. But not a governess. A schoolmistress, yes?

Yes, she replied, frowning.

His light eyes studied not her hand but her face. With a return to his former voice, he said, Not art or music, I think. Mathematics? Perhaps history. Cold facts and dry figures. In that case, you must have had a partner, someone to teach the accomplishments. I dont think it could have been a big school. No, dont tell me, he said in reply to her start. Let me concentrate. I see ... a wedding. Yes, your confederate married.

Sir Carleton! Have you been reading my letters?

So, Im right?

Danitas lips pressed firmly together. Yes, she said at last. But how...?

The middle finger of your right hand has a large callus on the first joint. Danita looked. There was a rather red and unattractive mark. Youre but a little past the age of student yourself ...

Im nearly twenty-four.

Oh, as old as that. Forty is overtaking me. More rapidly all the time. Ahem. To continue, that callus means you are used to writing. I dont think youre a secret novelist because there are no books, pen or ink in your room. Besides, I dont think Miss Millicent approves of novels, even as I am certain Miss Lucy does.

Danita had to smile at the aptness and speed of this character reading. Miss Lucy Massingham did indeed smuggle novels past the ever-bright eye of her sister, and Danita had helped her on occasion during the weeks shed spent at the hotel.

But how did you guess what I taught?

Sir Carleton drew himself up. My dear Miss Wingrove, I do not guess! Anyway, not often. As to your teaching, your face hasnt the dreaminess of an aspiring artist or musician, and there are no instruments of either art in your room.

So you can tell about me not from my hands, but from my furnishings?

I confess I took the opportunity to look about me. Though I didnt pry, I promise you.

I have no secrets. Sir Carleton.

Oh, but you do. He saw the flash of some emotion come and go in her fine eyes. He thought it fear, or perhaps defiance.

She shook her head slowly. No, I have none. None I can hide from one as farseeing as yourself. Gypsy. It is as you have said. At seventeen, I set up an establishment of my own with a friend. Miss Ramsey. We managed to obtain pupils and all went well until Miss Ramsey decided to marry a young clergyman of our acquaintance. I could not run the school alone, especially as Miss Ramsey found it necessary to remove her investment.

And did you also wish to marry this curate?

He was not a curate, sir, but a bishops secretary. And, no, I did not. Catherine Ramsey, a dozen years older than Danita, had felt that the Reverend Augustus Trenton was her last, best hope for matrimony. Danita had not then envied her friend her bridegroom, for he had rather flabby hands and a repellent tendency to snort two or three times after laughing. He was also a bore on the subject of the druidical monoliths that dot the English landscape. Catherine Ramsey was no beauty but her airy wistfulness was pleasing. It had seemed a shame to link the two of them together, but Danita now knew how important it was to own some measure of real security against the buffets of the world.

What of your parents? Sir Carleton asked.

They have been dead since I was fourteen. 

I am sorry to hear it.

She shook her head, refusing his regret gently. You still have not told me my future.

Oh, as to that, I dont know it yet. Will you return to making dresses?

Now, how...? Besides, it wasnt dresses, it was millinery. I suppose it is these pinpricks that told you? Im not very skilled at the sewing part, yet, though I can create a passable hat, despite my lack of dreaminess. I understand this magic you do now. Sir Carleton. Let me see your hands.

Oh, no, he said, keeping them behind him. Theyd betray all. He turned quickly and pretended to examine the tarts. While his back was to the girl, he hastily perused the letter he had lifted from her apron pocket. The sense of it was easily gained, for it was brief and to the point. The signature, though, was an unreadable scrawl at odds with the neat scholarly hand of the rest. Written by dictation, he guessed.

Sir Carleton?

Oh, he said. I am merely wondering how long before I dare taste one of these without burning my mouth. The crusts look cool but the jam can be treacherous.

Her letter once more concealed behind his broad back, he crossed the room. Holding out one hand, he opened the fingers of the one still concealed to let the letter drift to the floor, as it might easily have done if a pocket were missed in haste. There, Miss Wingrove, read what you can of my hand.

She bent over it, but did not take it, remembering the sudden warmth that had raced up her arm when hed seized hers. Its a well-kept hand. I think you are a gentleman. But her eye roved up to the sleeve and saw a clever darn. Perhaps a gentleman of restricted means.

How the devil do you know that?

She did not want to embarrass him by mentioning the dam. A wealthy gentleman could have bribed the landlord to oust some fellow traveler.

Sir Carleton laughed and dropped his hand. Beaten at my own game, and by a nodcock girl. Well, Ill tell you. Miss Wingrove. I was a gentleman once. Occasionally, I still am. But truth, whatever money I had to my gentlemans estate is long ago gone. I live by gaming.

Miss Millicent would be shocked beyond bounds to learn a gamester had been admitted to her house. Danita, while disapproving the means by which Sir Carleton lived, did not wish to display her feelings. The hours between dark and dawn were very long without sleep to hurry the time. She would keep him talking while she could. And the gaming is not good?

She saw his dark brows draw together but he laughed again, bitterly. Not good! Luck is a jade, Miss Wingrove, and she wanders where she will. Like all fools, I thought she was faithful. I live by percentages. For years, I could count on winning eighty percent of the time. I lived very well. Then I began to win only sixty-eight percent. I lived less well. Then fifty percent. Still better than the average flat, but it did not end there. He lifted his arms wide and let them fall.

And now?

I am soon lost, if my luck does not change. He looked past Danita, out at the dark window. I shall bet it all on tomorrows race. If I win, I can pay my debts at least and perhaps I shall be lucky once more. If I lose, then the Continent or... His eye fell on the girl and he paused. I have always had a fancy to see Russia, you know.

Danita knew that a gentleman who could not pay his debts could go abroad or could put a bullet in his brain. She did not like to think of such a man contemplating such an end. Somehow, he had seemed too big to ever entertain defeat in his heart.

Danita said, I know about failure. Sir Carleton. Have I not failed at everything a woman can do in this world? Our school was not profitable, my business all but ruined before begun, and, truth to tell, I am not a very good maid. I believe Miss Massingham regrets taking me in. I never can dust to her satisfaction.

A light came into his eyes as though discussing someone else was a relief to him. Is it for fear of her turning you out that you cannot sleep?

No, I am not in the least afraid of that, though I would like to go. You must know that I was staying here while I arranged for the rear of my shop to be made into a small residence. When my creditors discovered I had no one to back my bills, they demanded payment in full before delivery.

Ah, you mean they thought...?

Danita dared not look at him. They thought I was a cast-off mistress to a wealthy man? Exactly. They were willing to extend me credit until I proved myself to be of good character.

It was impossible to blame her for becoming hardened. How many men had he known who had set up former lights of love in similar establishments? Some became modistes, some milliners, one had even become an abbess, reasoning that it was better to sell her sisters in shame than to pay out.

Danita went on, Not only did I lose my shop, I had not enough funds to pay Miss Massingham what I owed her. So she permitted me to work off my debt. It was Miss Lucys idea, to save me from the debtors prison.

How much more do you owe?

So much I wonder if I ever shall ...

Have you no friends to apply to? This girl you kept school with? Relatives?

I cannot ask Catherine. Mr. Trenton would not approve.

Clutch-fisted, is he?

Danita tried not to smile, but she did not succeed in repressing a certain curve in her full lower lip. A trifle. I dont know many other people.

But you must have some family, even if your parents are dead. He remembered the coldness of the letter hed filched from her apron pocket.

I have applied to my aunt. My great-aunt, in truth. She has offered me a home, but neglected to send any funds that I might reach her. Her fingers slid into her pocket. I may have colored my request to her somewhat. I did not wish to seem as though I were destitute. I have a letter ... she said.

Is this it? Sir Carleton stooped and brought up the sheet of paper. Handing it to her, he said, You still have not told me the dreaded total of your indebtedness. What is it? Fifty pounds? A hundred?

Five, she said.

Five hundred pounds? Was your shop front plated with silver?

No, she said with an amused shake of her head. Five. Sovereigns. I owe Miss Massingham a further fifteen shillings, which is why I said I shall not be much longer her maid. Then there is the one pound ten I owe to Mr. Sharpies, the ribbons merchant. And two pounds to the straw dealers. And I require eighteen shillings to travel to my great-aunts house.

You have no money of your own?

I have given it all to my creditors as soon as I earn anything. Sometimes a departing lady will give me something for any trouble Ive been to. It is never very much, however. The ladies who stay here are all independent, but not so wealthy they can keep their own establishments. So you see, Sir Carleton, you are not the only person Luck has deserted of late.

I do see that. Strange how it makes me feel no better. The big man turned aside to smother a yawn. Well, Miss Wingrove, I think I shall not after all take one of your tarts. That bed is calling to me. Busy day tomorrow, after all.

How much will you wager? she asked, then coloring, added, I know it is none of my business.

Between such as you and I, Miss Wingrove, there are no secrets. I mean to wager five hundred pounds upon a horse called the Master of St. Austell. A Cornish beast and called the fastest ever to make the sod fly. Ive scraped together every farthing I could borrow, or beg.

I shall hope then that the Master wins, sir.

Thank you. Indeed, I do thank you. In the doorway, he paused and looked back. You know, you are charming enough to have one other female profession open to you.

Danita put her hand to a suddenly overheated cheek, but answered composedly, I have had that offered me, sir. You would be surprised, I think, to learn how many people believe a milliner has nothing to do with hats.

His nod acknowledged the truth of her statement and seemed as well to show his approval of her sense. He half-lifted a hand and went on to her room.

Danita did not go to sleep on the chaise by the fire. She climbed down from her high stool to sit a while at the kitchen table. Talking about her troubles had not halved them, as it was popularly supposed to do. However, she did find some ease of mind in considering Sir Carleton. What a strange turn of mood had he, one moment gravely listening to her as though she were an aggrieved child and the next discussing his own predicament as though she were his equal. It was odd too, that his debts did not bear more heavily on him when hers were all she had thought of for weeks. How he could smile while under such an obligation, Danita could not understand. Certainly he owed much more than five pounds and three shillings.

When morning slipped across the scrubbed surface of the table, the bar of watery sunlight touched Danitas face, bedded on her arms. Starting up in a dim kind of panic, she looked at the eight-day clock, ticking slowly near the cupboard. Quarter to seven! Soon the ladies could clamor for their morning tea and the kettle long boiled dry, no doubt!

Danita frowned blearily. It was borne in upon her sleepy senses that the sunlight was too weak to shine like pure gold. But like gold it shone upon a little stack of brilliant coins.

In wonder, Danita extended a shrinking finger, fancying that they might, like fairy gold, vanish at a mortals touch. Five sovereigns stood stacked together, their milled edges gleaming.

Snatching them up, Danita raced down the corridor to her own small room. The man. Sir Carleton, was gone. The bed was neatly covered, the pillow centered as though never disturbed.




Chapter Two



Her life had accustomed Danita to partings. She was used to speedy farewells and to knowing she went unmissed in the lives of those she left behind. Expecting sensibility from Miss Lucy, who had whispered that never, never again should she find a maid so clever at circumventing Millicents strictures against novels and bonbons, Danita had not thought to find it in herself. Yet she had dropped several tears at bidding farewell to the stricter sister. I owe you so much ... she began more than once.

Piffle. Twaddle. You only required the time to find your feet again. It is very proper your great-aunt should want you by her. Good of her to send the money.

The gentleman who had come out of the rain was not mentioned. Certainly Danita did not tell anyone it was he who had given her the means to escape her debts. To do so would have ruined what little reputation remained to her in Damingford. Besides, Miss Massingham would have been disappointed to find a man doing the charitable thing without some ulterior motive. So the money was supposed to have come from her aunt, as an afterthought to her letter.

At first, Danita had qualms about accepting the money. Shortly after dinner the day of the race, as soon as she could get away, she went down into the low town, ostensibly to shop. Shopping, she listened to the gossips. But their mouths were filled with descriptions of the notables who had attended the race, and not of the race itself. Finally, she stopped a young man with a merry face and the stained leather apron of a potboy. Excuse me, she said, her hand shaking as she held it out to halt his rolling steps.

Yes, miss?

Can you...can you tell me if the Master of St. Austell won in yesterdays race?

The round young man scratched his head. I dunno. Come to think on it, though, some of the swells did say...course I was busy about me work.

Said what?

Said the Master didnt win. Count of the rain. Some horses dont like it. That all, miss?

Yes. Thank you.

Pleasure. He continued away.

The hill from the low town to the upper streets had never seemed so steep or so tiring before. The Master had lost, and remembering the look in Sir Carletons eyes, she wondered if he were lost as well. She did not even know at which inn hed stabled his horse. She could not ask at every inn in Damingford how he had seemed when he rode away.

Giving the Massingham sisters a weeks notice to find another girl, Danita cleaned the hotel thoroughly. But no matter how she occupied herself or how tired she was when at last she lay down, she remembered Sir Carletons eyes as hed talked nonsense about going to Russia.

She saw them too as she rode in the post chaise to Hertfordshire. Let down at an inn not far from her aunts home, she left her small trunk with the landlord and walked the two miles to Roselands. Looking at the large, red brick house through the iron gates, she shook herself, and tried to talk herself into a more cheerful frame of mind.

The future looks brightest when you meet it with a smile, she murmured and added, People only like you when you like yourself. She was forced to smile. The homilies so carefully stored up for use on nervous schoolgirls had a hollow and unconvincing ring when the speaker knew her own frailties.

She had sent word that she was coming, though with no hope the news would travel faster than herself. How was it, she wondered, that she so hated feeling an obligation to anyone and yet continually found herself laboring under a load of gratitude? Whatever the reason for Sir Carletons disappearance, at least she had been saved from having to thank him. Perhaps that was why he had gone without a word.

There did not seem to be a gatekeeper so Danita let herself in through the small pull-door set in the wall. The walk was gravel, carefully swept. To either side, she could see smooth lawns, reviving after the recent spring rains. The white dog roses and purple tufted vetch that had lined the road seemed to have no place here and would have smothered beneath the privet hedges, trimmed in great square blocks.

A bent old man, rather pudgy in his greasy black suit, opened the door. At one time, he must have been as tall as Danita herself, but now he peered up at her from near her shoulder. She gave her name and said, Mrs. Clively is expecting me.

Are you Sylvias little girl?

Yes, Sylvia Wingrove was my mother.

Come in, my dear, come in. For a servant, he was certainly glad to see her. Shuffling aside to let her enter, he gazed at her with happy eyes smothered in pouches.

Did you know my mother?

I danced with her at her wedding. What a beautiful bride Sylvia made. Took after her mother. Dear Alice, such a good girl. Too good for my brother Giles, or so I always thought. But then, he was a merry ramstam and all the girls were mad for him. He cackled as though at some old memory. Im your great-uncle, Lemuel Clively.

Danita felt rather stupid. Oh, of course. Im pleased to see you, Mr. Clively.

I dont expect you remember me, my dear. I havent seen you since your parents funeral, and you had too much to occupy you to mind one old man.

That was true. A girl of fourteen robbed of both parents in a week had only a bleak future to think of in the midst of an aching loneliness. You did write to me, though. At school.

Yes, I wrote. He looked embarrassed and smoothed down the thin grey hair clinging to the back of his head. I meant to write more often, but time has a way of slipping past me. His little mouth pursed, and for a moment, Danita thought he was about to cry.

Well, he said, sniffing. Id best take you up. I know Judith has been on tenterhooks all day, waiting to see you.

As the hour was not at all advanced, Danita took this statement at face value, but appreciated very much Mr. Clivelys attempts to make her feel welcome. The rest of the house did nothing to reinforce this feeling. It was very dark. The curtains were pulled together so no beam of daylight could enter. The stairs were dark wood and quite slick, so that Danita had to cling to the banister to walk in any safety. There was the faint smell of must. Danita began to wonder if the Clivelys fortunes were in decline. She almost wished they were, so that she need not take charity from them but could rather work to help.

And yet when they entered the apartment at the top of the stairs, Danita stood and blinked, both in amazement and because her eyes were dazzled by the difference in light. The room was a great double cube, lavished with gold on the exotic plaster swirls that adorned the walls and ceiling. Smirking putti flew about a painted oval set amidst golden filigree.

Judith, Lemuel Clively called, his hoarse voice dulcet as though summoning a nymph. My dear, someones come to see you.

Danita had absorbed enough fashion plates in her course of work as a milliner to know that the woman who came toward them dressed to follow the most exacting style. The lines other gown were so perfect as to make trim superfluous, although a hint of lace peeked from the bosom and sleeves, echoed in the trim of her demi-cornette. So astonishingly elegant was the womans morning dress that it was some moments before Danita noticed her great-aunts face.

This she came to only when distracted by the flash of a diamond brooch fastening the caps ribbons beneath Mrs. Clivelys chin. The woman was plump, but not overly so, with a small mouth and large eyes. Once upon a time, she must have possessed a remarkably fine if dainty prettiness. Danita caught a fleeting expression of self-satisfaction on that aging face and knew she had been manipulated into admiration.

Child! Mrs. Clively exclaimed, reaching out her hands. Danita took them instinctively, yet felt more than a little awkward once she had them. Gently, Mrs. Clively slipped them loose and turned to face her husband. Run along, Lemuel. We dont want you. Womens chatter, you know. Have them send up tea and whatnot. Youre hungry, child, yes?

Thank you, I am.

Oh, yes, those nasty coaches. Even if you have food and drink, what happens? It spills down your front and you look shag-rag when you arrive. Why not take off that pelisse, dear, and your hat. Be comfortable. Danita did this, and Mrs. Clively carried them away, holding them at arms length. She returned and sat down on an ivory-striped damask settee. Patting the cushion next to her, she said, Youre not at all what Id expected, you know. Sylvia was such a little slip of thing.

Coming from a woman who could not herself be more than five foot, four inches tall, this seemed a trifle extreme. Puzzled, Danita sat down beside her great-aunt, a line between her level black brows. The light in the older womans eyes, whether of mischief or of cruelty, faded. She said nothing else that could be taken in any offense, chattering lightly about the weather and the latest styles, referring to the Monthly Museum lying to hand. Conversing with her, Danita was almost ready to believe Mrs. Clively had meant no harm by her tactlessness. Even if she had, Danita reflected, what good would it do her to take offense? Two shillings and pride are insufficient for independence.

When a grim-faced maid contemporary in age with her mistress carried in a great tray, the teapot steaming aromatically, Mrs. Clively made a little moue of annoyance. Waiting until the maid departed, she said confidingly, These servants! Try as I might to train them properly, they will have these silly prejudices. I specifically told Simmins not to use this china. You must be careful with that cup, Danita dear. That mend might catch you; it isnt very even.

Putting down the cup without drinking, Danita said, Why should your maid be prejudiced against me?

You are going to be my companion and they will make these nonsensical distinctions. Never you mind, child. You shall not be forced to take meals with them. Besides, we shall not be here very long. She coughed delicately behind a mittened hand. My health, alas, is indifferent and I have given way to the importunities of my physician to betake myself to Bath. It will give my granddaughter, Berenice, the opportunity to accustom herself to polite society before making her come-out next Season. The dear sweet is just giddy with anticipation. You shall meet her tomorrow. Shes gone riding just now. It frightens me rather, she rides so intently, but I can refuse her nothing, the lamb.

Somehow, Mrs. Clively did not seem to Danita to fit the popular conception of a doting grandmother. She took her tea in silence, listening to encomiums upon Berenices beauty, talents and charms. Taking the words as well as the cucumber sandwiches with a grain of salt, Danita would be less than human if she hadnt expected Berenice to be a skinny querulous brat with the awkward manners of a gazetted adolescent.

While unpacking in her room, however, Danita became aware that she was under a shy scrutiny. Looking around the jamb of the door was the loveliest face she had ever beheld, a girl more enchantingly pretty even than Frances Hobkirk who, at school, had been considered the definitive Diamond. Danita could not help smiling at the blond girl.

After a moment, the young womans charms were increased a thousandfold as she smiled back, revealing small white teeth behind a pair of pale pink lips. They were quite unusual, those lips, looking as though theyd been pressed into their full shape by an angels finger. Taken together with heart-shaped face, great blue eyes with lashes darker than any blonde should own and masses of shimmering hair the color of old gold, Danita could not wonder at Mrs. Clivelys eagerness to show her off.

Are you my cousin Danita? the girl asked. Her voice held the slightest hint of huskiness, adding a touch of the appealingly different to her exceptional beauty.

I am. You are Berenice?

The girl nodded and stepped into the room, bearing before her a collection of ragged wildflowers, milkwort, tormentil, and hearts ease all mingled together in a dulled pewter tankard. These are for you, she said, shoving them forward. Grandmother doesnt like flowers, but I dont think shell come in here. Oh, youve opened the window.

Putting the tankard down on the bureau, she went to the window and put her elbows on the sill. She inhaled the fresh summer breeze and seemed to wiggle with pleasure, like a puppy. Was it pleasant, traveling today? I could never have wanted to get out of the coach, but travel on and on and on.

Youll like going to Bath, then, Danita said.

I dont know. Grandmother wont have them spring the horses and she doesnt ever want to travel more than a few hours together, because the motion makes her bilious. And when we do stop, she never lets me see anything, except the best parlor of the inn. Berenice Clively turned a smile toward Danita. But now that youll be with me, Im sure she wont mind if we go exploring together. That will be proper, wont it?

I suppose I could act as chaperone, but only if your grandmother likes the scheme.

Oh, she wont say no, if I ask her politely. She would have let me go before, but only if I took her maid, Simmins. Have you seen her maid? I couldnt walk about a strange town with her; shes too ugly.

Danita realized for all Berenices ripened beauty, she was still a child. And a rather spoiled one at that. She went on with her unpacking, letting the girl chatter as she pleased, only putting a word in when it seemed expected.

Im eighteen, Berenice said suddenly, after wandering in conversation through books (disliked), harp lessons (despised) and riding (adored).

Eighteen?

Well, in two months time. But I put my hair up last year, to make me look older and taller. How I hate being such an insignificant thing. Ive always wanted to be tall, like you, Cousin Danita.

You are precisely the right size, sweetheart, said the cold voice of Mrs. Clively from the door.

Immediately, Berenice altered in her attitude. Though her conversation had marked her as possessing no very mature turn of mind, in the presence of her grandmother she seemed to revert at once to childhood. She practically skipped over to the older woman, holding the pointed train of her riding habit up. Good afternoon. Grandmamma. Cousin Danita has come!

Did you bring those weeds into the house?

Yes, Grandmamma. I brought them for Cousin Danita.

Mrs. Clively sniffed disapprovingly. I imagine they may stay for this evening. Theyll have wilted by tomorrow. Be certain you dispose of them immediately, Danita. I wont have them dropping their petals on the carpet

Danita thought the dingy carpet, faded to a dirty mauve from a once bright red, would have been only improved by a few petals, but she said, Of course. It was very good of Berenice to bring them to me.

Oh, Berenice has many sweet-natured instincts. She patted the girls cheek. For a moment, Danita glimpsed some odd expression pass behind Mrs. Clivelys blue eyes. It might have been pain, hunger, or some other elemental emotion. Faugh, Mrs. Clively said. You reek of horses, my lamb. Run and tell Simmins she must draw you a bath.

May I have some attar of roses in it. Grandmamma?

You know I dont approve of young girls using scent.

Oh, maynt I please. Grandmamma? The younger girl clasped her hands together and placed a pleading look upon her lovely face. Danita knew the wistfulness was feigned. She had not lived most of her life among young ladies without learning the more obvious tricks.

But Mrs. Clively softened. Very well. But only a drop, mind me now!

Berenice rushed away down the hall and they could hear her voice raised to the unseen maid. Simmins! Grandmamma says I may have perfume in my bath. Simmins!

Hoping to please her relation, Danita said, Berenice is as lovely as you said.

She is just a young girl. Though from the number of proposals I have had for her, all unsuitable, she might as well be a decade older. If I were not here ... it will be much of your responsibility, Danita, to look after her when we are in Bath. I need not tell you what advantages can be taken of an innocent beauty unless strictly watched over. Men are beasts.

Danita nodded and tried to look wise. As a schoolmistress, she had not felt it right that she be entirely ignorant of the congress between men and women, lest in her innocence she make a catastrophe from a kiss, as had happened in her own school-days to friends. Therefore she had consulted various Materia Medica and slowly came to a limited understanding of marital affection, uncomfortable and ludicrous though it had seemed when described. She herself had no firsthand knowledge, save a single kiss long ago from a young man she could not now easily recall. The image of Sir Carletons face rose once more before her eyes. But their meeting had been one of conversation only, and thus could have no place when discussing love.

Mrs. Clively continued, After my morning visit to the Pump Room, I sleep until lunch and keep to my rooms until tea.

You have often visited Bath?

No, not for years. But that shall be my daily schedule. You shall accompany Berenice to her calls, teas, afternoon routs, and jaunts of similar nature. Her appraising eyes went to the scanty wardrobe Danita had arranged. I will see to it that you have proper ensembles for such duties as fall your way. I shall take Berenice about for the first week or so, introducing her to such old acquaintance as will be there this early in the Season and, of course, to the evening entertainments.

Danita was not at all displeased with these plans sketched out by Mrs. Clively. Taking some part in Bath society, even if only by daylight, was a pleasanter prospect than attending an aunt in her rooms. And the thought of new clothes was ever intriguing.

Two weeks later, Danita was not so certain. Though she told herself she had no hopes beyond neatness and cleanliness in her attire, some foolish remnant of adolescence had longed for pretty things. She knew, of course, that a woman of her height could never carry off the dainty frilliness that her great-aunt favored for Berenice. Still, it was hard to look upon her new clothes without wishing for lace or ribbons. And why must brown be so depressingly dominant in the color scheme?

At least she had been given the means to do something about her millinery. The coach for their departure was already loaded and waiting in the drive at Roselands. Danita tried to make herself useful, but Simmins, who was not to travel with them, drove her out with fierce looks, and Berenice was gone out to bid adieu to her horse. Going downstairs to see if the luncheon basket was ready, Danita found herself drawn aside by her great-uncle Lemuel. His small eyes shifting, the elderly gentleman pressed two coins into her hand.

You may see something you like in Bath, my dear. He crossed his arms across his chest, his fingers digging into the flesh of his upper arms. Buy yourself something foolish, for my sake. A pretty veil, or do you like books?

Remembering a certain gentlemans comments on the subject of secret novels, Danita blushed as she said, Yes, I like them very much.

Then buy one, something amusing. When you come back, in the fall, perhaps youll read it to me. Once more the hunted eyes looked left and right. Dont tell your aunt, Uncle Lemuel murmured. It is useless for her to know. The little man in the dark suit scurried away, leaving Danita to look at the two sovereigns hed given her.

Berenice and Mrs. Clively took her along when purchasing fashionable hats and bonnets upon their arrival in Bath. As might be expected of one who dressed with such care, Mrs. Clively did not require Danitas advice. Berenice, however, did listen to her cousin.

Oh, this is dashing! Berenice exclaimed, holding up an abbreviated Huntley bonnet. She placed it on her disarranged blond hair and peered enraptured into a mirror.

Its charming, Berenice, but do you think orange plaid is a good color for you? It makes your cheeks quite sallow.

Do you think so? She gazed at herself a moment longer, running her fingers over the cocks feather standing straight up from a green sarcenet rosette. What do you think. Grandmamma?

Hmmm, lamb? Whatever you want, you know that.

Oh, I dont think it will do, Berenice said, plucking off the bonnet and tossing it onto a table already covered with discarded hats. The milliner hurried forward with another.

No, not a turban! Whatever is the woman thinking of? Mrs. Clively exclaimed.

Danita exchanged glances with the shop owner over Berenices head. Perhaps something else, Danita suggested.

Maynt I try it on, at least. Grandmamma? I want to see how I shall look when I am old.

Berenices youthful face did look piquant beneath the enfolded satin but Danita shook her head. Oh, very well. Away the turban skimmed.

At last, Berenice settled on several headpieces, most of which would not retain their native ornaments long. That Conversation bonnet might do if you change the ribbons to blue corded silk to match my new walking dress, and the Leghorn straw, if you can take off those nasty straw-flowers and put on silk roses, and I might as well take that Cantab hat although I already own one, and I suppose, that bluish sort of poke bonnet, if I can find the lace I want for the front, you know, for over my eyes?

That first week, Danitas time was devoted to retrimming, remaking, or refitting articles the Clivelys had purchased in the hopes of eventually changing into what theyd wanted. She had little time to put to her own attire, but made over the two hats she already owned and the one shed purchased.

She also acquired an edition of Pride and Prejudice, as shed read a good review of it some years ago. Uncle Lemuel might enjoy it too, she thought. Though she did not expect to see Sir Carleton Blacklock ever again, some instinct kept her from spending more than eighteen shillings out of her first sovereign. The second coin she tucked away between the cushion and back of the somewhat threadbare chair in her room.

Her life was not all drudgery, a thought she hugged to herself. True to Mrs. Clivelys word, Danita took her place as Berenices attendant during the second week at Bath. Her instructions had been precise.

You are not to leave Berenice alone for any time whatsoever. Shes a silly, thoughtless child with no idea of how to comport herself in good society. You must watch over her as I would do. You have some elements of sense, Danita; make use of them. Dont allow young men who are unknown to me introduce themselves to Berenice. You must protect her from the consequences of her beauty. Already, some encroaching coxcombs have tried to thrust their society upon her. No doubt they have heard of the wealth my son acquired in the Islands. Be wary. If, however, you should see someone she has met already, such as Lady Jane Clarkson or Mrs. Rivington, I see no harm in Berenice becoming part of their conversation.

Yes, Mrs. Clively. Danita had been asked, with the utmost politeness, to refrain from the more familiar Aunt.

Berenices notions of society, as Danita soon discovered, were vastly different from her grandmothers. They had taken rooms in a narrow house in New Bond Street, a lively street of shops near to the Pump Room. Mrs. Clively preferred to be carried everywhere in the sedan chairs that still flourished in the city, but Berenice loved to walk.

Unfortunately for Danitas peace of mind, Berenice also loved to talk. The first inkling Danita had of the horrifying future that lay before her occurred when she and Berenice were walking together to join Mrs. Clively at the Pump Room. Danita paused for one instant to glance over book titles exposed for sale, when she realized Berenice was no longer beside her.

Stretching upward, Danita tried to glimpse Berenices blue bonnet over the heads of the smartly dressed ladies and gentlemen thronging Stall Street. When at last she spotted it, it was surrounded by feathered hats of the most questionable sort for daytime wear.

Danita saw that hers was not the only scandalized glance drawn hither. She walked swiftly, wishing she dared run, to where they stood. Once there, Danita found great difficulty in attracting Berenices attention. Though she made fierce faces, she dared not make a public scene by forcibly dragging Berenice away. What she heard of the conversation was not alarming, though the very fact it was taking place was dreadful enough.

Oh, yes, the waters do wonders for the complexion, dearie. Not that you need any help, kindly said one young female, whose eyelash and brow color could not have been natural, or perhaps it was her hair that had not originally been blond.

And my mother, Lottie, dont forget my mother. The fattest woman in Bath, she was, until she started in to drinking it. Likes it hot, right out of the well. Shes slimmer than me, now. The painted redhead ran her hand over a contour that was perhaps marginally less well-padded than her counterparts.

And its truly good for gout? Berenice asked. Im so worried Grandmamma wont get any better.

The tales Ive heard about gout cures, my dear, no book is big enough to hold. Do you remember Mr. Brown, Lottie? Oh, you know, that sweet old gentleman who used to give me ginger-nuts after...well, he had the gout something fierce and it never troubled him again after the treatments he took here. Spry as a young goat.

After some desperate eyebrow waggling, Danita managed at last to catch Berenices eye. All the same, the girl took an unconscionable time saying good-bye to her new-found friends.

Once out of their earshot, Danita said, Are you mad? You cant talk to women like that on the open street.

Why not?

Despite her experience in talking to young girls, Danita had no notion how to answer without despoiling Berenices innocence. You simply should not. That sort of woman isnt spoken to by girls like you. I dont even know what they were doing down here.

Trolling, I think they said. Oh, look, sweets. Can we buy some?

Danita soon learned that it was an impossible task for one mortal woman to look after Berenice. She would stop to talk with anyone who took her fancy. When remonstrated with, Berenice merely answered, But they looked so respectable, Im sure not even Grandmamma could mind my speaking to them.

This same speech came forth whether Berenice addressed a duchess or a dustman. Most people, Danita had to confess, were enchanted to be taken unawares by a pretty face, modishly attired, and to find their conversation broken into by a husky but childlike voice.

Danita could only flutter after her, like a chicken with one hatchling and that with no sense of self-preservation. On the positive side of the ledger, as she reminded herself at least once a day, Berenice was never on her high ropes, despite her beauty and future fortune. Danita could not bring herself to tell Mrs. Clively about her granddaughters behavior. The strict code of honor inculcated by her schoolgirl days forbade it.

It seemed the girls favorite walk was over Pulteney Bridge and on toward the green vista that was Sydney Gardens. Mrs. Clively had paid their subscription for the entire season and scarcely a day passed that Berenice did not want to go there. The walk was long from New Bond Street. Sometimes Danita, used though she was to hard work, found her legs aching after marching there after Berenice. But she could not refuse to take the girl. It was not, however, the labyrinth, the canal or the teas at the Sydney Hotel that had attracted Berenice hither.

There are horses in Sydney Gardens, she announced one afternoon. She pointed to the open page of the small Guide to Bath and read haltingly, Surrounding the gardens is a ride for the accommodation of ladies and gentlemen on horseback, which commands beautiful and romantic views, and it has the advantage of being free of dust in the summer and of dirt in the winter. Non-subscribers sixpence each time. Doesnt it sound heavenly? You know there are nothing but fields and fields the other side of the Gardens.

Gently, Danita said, I think they mean ladies and gentlemen who bring in their own horses.

Oh, perhaps youre right. Berenice sighed. But in a few days, she came forth with news that the Sydney Hotel sometimes rented hack ponies for those who wished to make short jaunts to one of the picturesque sites near the city.

I dont think riding every day is the sort of thing your grandmother desired you to do when bringing you to Bath.

Oh, she wont mind. She never stops me riding at home.

All the same, you must ask her permission. In response, the girl only muttered something under her breath, slapping her wash-leather gloves into the palm of her hand. I beg your pardon, dear?

I asked her yesterday. She said no. She prefers I take my exercise by walking. She says you cant talk to people when youre on a horse.

Well, you should appreciate that.

I still want to ride.

If your grandmother said no, then I cant allow ...

She doesnt have to know.

That would put me in rather an invidious position, Berenice. Your grandmother mightnt let me continue on here as your companion. Danita hoped this might move Berenice to think of someone else before herself.

I have it! the girl said, paying no attention. We could go together to the Gardens and then separate. You wouldnt have to know what I was doing while we were apart. I can leave my habit and boots at the hotel; they have lots of rooms. Shed never need to know anything about it.

Im sorry, Berenice, no.

It was the next day that Berenice vanished for the first time. When she finally reappeared, Danita was nearly frantic. Taking the girl by the arm, she demanded, Where have you been? Do you know I had half the hotel staff out looking for you?

Oh? I was admiring the roses, over there. Berenice waved a languid hand above her shoulder.

Danita noticed the girls hat was askew as if the hair had been hastily shoved beneath it. And there was the faint aroma of horses rising through the girls modish walking dress. Berenice, have you done something you should not?

The large blue eyes widened. Like what. Cousin Danita?

The next day, when Berenice disappeared, Danita set her lips. She trod through the garden grounds toward the ride that encircled the park. As she surmised, it was not long before a girl mounted on a large bay horse came cantering past. Berenice clung to the horse like a flea, separate but still part of the animal. The surprise of the rider communicated itself to the horse and it shied. But the girl had it under control in an instant. Looking past her cousin, she rode on.

Danita said nothing when Berenice reappeared, wearing a defiant yet shamefaced expression. The following day, Danita tried to substitute the North Parade in their daily exercise. But Berenice was unstoppable. She complained to her grandmother. At breakfast, a terse note appeared on Danitas plate. From then on, except when a society event impossible to miss took place, it was the Sydney Gardens every day and a mysterious vanishment by Berenice.

While waiting for her, Danita strolled down the long narrow walk, gazing about at the lush, if orderly, greenery on every side. At the end of the vista was the famous large folly, domed and columned like a Roman temple, placed there in accordance with the Principles of Architectural Harmony. There were other lady strollers, resplendently dressed, and often dashing gentlemen would accompany them. To watch them act out romances in pantomime was as good as any novel. Every so often one of the pleasant married ladies Danita had met through Berenices invitation to a tea would nod distantly to the companion as they passed her by.

One day, about a month after the clash of wills, Berenice caught up with Danita and proposed that they continue down the walk to the folly. Realizing the girl had not been as long away as was usual, Danita thought perhaps this was an overture toward a renewed friendship and agreed.

Bath was becoming more full. As they walked, Berenice whispered about the people they passed, surprising Danita by the amount and complexity of gossip she had collected. After one particularly scandalous story, Danita asked in shock, Wherever did you hear that?

The girl tossed her head. You dont want me to talk about it. Danita understood this to mean she listened to the grooms in the hotel stables.

You mustnt repeat such things. Let us turn back.

Oh, dont be angry with me anymore, Danita. If youll like me again, Ill give you my new green velvet reticule.

You dont need to give me anything, dear. I do like you. But Ive a stone in my slipper and not all the like in the world will get it out. I need to sit down and take my shoe off.

Oh. But the girl took Danitas arm as they walked. After a moment, she said, Do you see that man? Hes taken Number 15 in our street. They say he won a fortune at a horserace.

Danita could not prevent herself from staring. Sir Carleton looked so different from the last time shed seen him. Perhaps it was merely that he was surrounded by more insignificant figures, but he seemed to stand to his full height. He wore no hat, and his hair touched by the sun gleamed dark brown like the canal waters that ran beneath the bridges in the gardens. She did not need Berenices whispered information to know there were now no hidden dams in his linen. The others in his party turned toward him irresistibly, and when he laughed, so did they all.

He raised his head, as though he felt her stare across all the long walk between them. She knew it was impossible he should recognize her, yet, all the same, Danita turned quickly toward Berenice, glad of the depths of her old straw bonnet. I think the stone is gone. Let us go on to the folly.
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