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CHAPTER 1



Aunt Cathie, Aunt Cathie, letters from India! Theodore shouted, rushing into the library as fast as his short five-year-old legs could carry him and waving two stained envelopes in his pudgy hands. Theyre from Uncle Freddie and Ned, he added unnecessarily.

Cassandra looked up from her reading and smiled at the bundle of energy which had interrupted a morning spent rereading select passages of Homer. The small white terrier at her feet cocked his head expectantly at all the commotion. Fond as he was of Cassie, he had found life sadly flat since the departure of her rambunctious twin Freddie two years ago, but Theodores eruption into the library promised some interest. Theodore was still too young to provide Wellington with as much excitement as the twins adventures had brought the little dog, but he did appear to be cast in the same mold as the twins and therefore had a great deal of potential, which, if encouraged, was sure to bring activity again to a household that had become, in Wellingtons opinion, far too orderly and serene.

What do they say? Read them to me, pleathe, pleathe, begged Theodore, his eyes shining with anticipation as he plopped himself at her feet. Cassie opened the envelope that was nearly totally covered with her twins disorderly scrawl. Knowing her nephews bloodthirsty nature, she felt sure he would prefer the catalog of tiger hunts, elephant rides, and narrow escapes from murderous thugs certain to be in Freddies letter to the probable discussion of the Hindu religion and its effect on British/Indian relations in Neds. His letters, filled with descriptions of temple architecture, Hindu customs, sculpture and painting had piqued her curiosity, stimulated her thoughts, and relieved much of the boredom she had suffered in the absence of her best friends and most constant companions.

Does he say anything about any more tiger hunts? I wath hoping he would get a tiger at the next one tho we could have itth head here over the fireplace, Teddy announced, indicating the spot now graced by the portrait of a venerable ancestor which would be much improved by such a replacement.

Cassie looked down into his earnest chubby face whose missing front teeth only added to its endearing expression. Im sorry, Teddy, my wits were wandering. Lets see what is the latest news. She picked up Freddies letter and began to read.

If Freddie were to be believed, India existed solely to challenge the skill and daring of adventurous young Englishmen. His wild scrawl related one colorful episode after another, the most important of these apparently having to do with a signal service rendered to the Nabob of Bhopaul, whose gratitude had been effusive and rewarding beyond their wildest dreams. Having amassed a vast sum and, as an aside, having accomplished what they had set out to do, he and Ned were heading home hoping to see everyone at Cresswell and Camberly in the not-too-distant future. At this last piece of news, Theodore let out a whoop and went running in search of his mother. Mama, Mama, Uncle Freddie and Ned are coming home. Mama, Mama ...

Cassie listened to his voice echoing down the hall, remembering the day several years ago when Freddies voice had echoed much the same way, Cassie, Cassie, were going to India! How she had missed them! Her thoughts strayed back to the other letter and its writer. If she had missed Freddies joie de vivre and his penchant for tumbling them into one mad scrape after another, she missed even more Neds insatiable thirst for knowledge, and the smile that lurked at the back of his eyes as he teased her and challenged her to think and question as well. If Freddie had been exuberant at the thought of high adventure in the fabulous Indian subcontinent, Ned had been subdued over their departuresubdued and determined to overcome his unhappy memories and to change that part of his personality that had occasioned them in the first place.

Poor Ned. Cassies image of her dejected friend remained as clear as it had been the day his misery began. She had been sitting reading, much as she was now, when he strode in, his blue eyes dark and hurt in a white, set face. She wont have me, Cassie, he had groaned, throwing himself into the nearest chair.

Knowing full well who she was, Cassie had heaved a mental sigh of relief before urging him to pour out his tale of woe. Privately, she thought Ned well rid of the vain and spoiled Arabella Taylor, who had, in Cassies opinion, remained as selfish and obstinate as she had been when she had insisted on tagging along after them as children and then refused to play any games that had not been proposed by her. But Cassie knew that she was the only person in the entire neighborhood who continued to retain these unkind thoughts in the face of Arabellas flashing dark eyes, riotous dusky curls, bewitching dimple, and lilting, childlike voice that only added to the enchantment of a mouth too often compared to a rosebud. Everyone, even the studious Ned, had been overcome when Arabella reappeared on the local scene, polished to perfection by an exclusive seminary for young ladies of gentle birth and high expectations. Even Freddie, inclined to dismiss all women except his sisters as useless and helpless creatures, seemed to have forgotten completely the whining, crying child who had always insisted on being the center of attention. She was no different now, Cassie reflected, just more practiced and charming at claiming that attention. But Cassie loved Ned nearly as much as she loved Freddie, and she felt his pain intensely, so it was with real sympathy that she heard him out.

She wouldnt even listen to me, Cassie! When Ihe paused and gulped for airwhen I told her how much I admired her, she laughed me off. But when she saw that I was serious and wouldnt be fobbed off, she told me straight out that she was looking forward to a brilliant Season and was not going to be deprived of it by someone she had known this age. And thenhis fists clenched at his sides as he continuedand then she said that we should never suit anyway because: she had to have gaiety and parties and that everyone knew I washe drew a deep breatha prosy old bore.

And that, thought Cassie, is the only intelligent observation Arabella Taylor has ever made. Empty frivolity is all that she understands and someone of Neds intellectual capacities would be bored silly within a fortnight. However, she concealed her true feelings about her childhood playmate, generously defending her instead. Shes young, Ned, and very pretty. Of course she wants to go to parties and be the reigning beauty. For her, the idea of settling down and giving all that up would make her reject even the most dazzling of Corinthians.

He brightened somewhat, Do you really think so?

I am certain that it is more the loss of a brilliant Season than a distaste for your company that turned her against the notion, she reassured him.

But she called me a prosy old bore. Am I a prosy old bore, Cassie? he asked anxiously.

Cassie smiled and stretched out her hand. No. You are our own dear friend who enlivens the dullest conversation at assemblies and parties and keeps them from being a complete waste of time.

He stared fixedly out the window until what seemed hours later, when in a hard voice devoid of all emotion, he announced, No. Shes right. I am a prosy old bore, but I shall change that. If Freddie can go to India, so can I! And when I return, I shall immerse myself in so many ton parties that no one will recognize me.

Cassie could happily have killed Arabella for causing his brave smile to go awry. She was overwhelmed by a great rage at Arabella in particular and the type of women in general who seemed to have nothing better to do than dress for one social occasion after another so they could chatter empty-headed nothings and enslave as many luckless swains as possible. It was true that most of these victims were equally busy with their tailors and valets preparing to do exactly the same thing in return, so why couldnt it have been one of these fops dying for love of the toast of their Hampshire society that Arabella had rejected instead of poor Ned, who had so much greater a heart to lose than the squires son and his would-be Corinthian cronies? Cassie knew there was very little comfort she could offer. In time he would bless Arabella for having been so blind to his good qualities, but for the moment it was best to put her out of his life and his mind.

It would relieve me no end to have you with Freddie in India. Hes a dear and he means well, but sometimes his enthusiasm gets the best of him and he doesnt think, Cassie remarked. This was a patently obvious observation, as the impetus for Freddies departure had been an ill-judged prank at university. The master of Balliol had not found it amusing to return to a sow and six piglets rooting around his rooms and lapping up his best sherry, spilled from what had been a precariously placed decanter. So Freddie had been sent down. He wasnt repining, school never having been his strong point. When his attention was engaged, he was as good a student as the next man, but Oxford had offered too many distractions for a young man possessed of an abundance of high spirits and conviviality.

Rustication soon palled on someone as active as Freddie, and he began to toy with the idea of purchasing a cornetcy, having made up his mind he wasnt cut out to be a student, nor was he interested in taking up politics or any of the other occupations people took up. Before he could take more drastic measures to occupy himself, his brother-in-law hit upon a plan that offered an exciting alternative. Many years ago Lord Julian Mainwaring had inherited the fortune and far-flung concerns of a childless uncle who had been one of the Empires first nabobs. For a long time Lord Mainwaring had looked after these interests himself, but his brothers untimely death, which had brought the burden of running several estates and the guardianship of his children, coupled with his subsequent marriage to the twins sister, Lady Frances Cresswell, and his involvement in politics had left him with little time to do more than glance at the reports submitted by the agents appointed to administer these establishments for him. Julian Mainwaring liked Freddie and knew him for a decent and intelligent, if rash, young man. He seemed the perfect representative to send to remind the agents of Lord Mainwarings continuing interest in their effectiveness in discharging their duties. Such a task would provide an outlet for the restlessness natural to an active young man, who had, since the beginning of their acquaintance, evinced a singular knack for tumbling from one scrape to another. As he had also demonstrated an equally strong propensity to overcome every mishap and emerge unscathed, Julian felt confident that Freddie would acquit himself admirably when challenged by truly adventurous situations.

So it had been decided that Freddie was to spend a year in India, or however long it took to visit and oversee Lord Mainwarings operations. He had been preparing for an imminent departure to that mecca of every young man bent on winning his fortune when Ned had suffered his unhappy setback.

Ned, unlike Freddie, was a studenta scholar in factif enthusiastic masters were to be believed. Raised in a quiet household which, after his parents death and before Lord Julian had taken over his guardianship, had been dominated by women, he had withdrawn to his grandfathers abundant library for companionship. He loved his effervescent sister Kitty dearly, but she had always turned to Lady Frances Cresswell for friendship, and the twins had been a little wary of one so quiet, well mannered, and clean as Ned. It wasnt until hed accompanied Kitty to London for her come-out that he had really become acquainted with Cassandra and Frederick Cresswell, though there was little more than two miles between the gatekeepers lodge of Camberly and the drive to Cresswell. In London, deprived of their normal pursuits, the neighbors had been thrown together more often while Lady Frances accompanied Kitty and lent her moral support at social functions. The exuberant twins had taken to riding in the park as one of the few permissible ways of working off excess energy. It was during one of these rides that Ned had caught their interest. Oddly enough for one who was naturally quiet and reserved, he was a bruising rider and disported himself with ease on a mount that the twins admitted would have been too challenging for them.

When they had returned to the country, they had remained riding companions and friendship had blossomed. Freddie discovered Ned to be a far more expert judge of horseflesh than his louder, more boisterous acquaintances. Ned also possessed a seemingly inexhaustible knowledge of history, which was, at least the military and exploratory part, one of Freddies true interests. Cassie liked him better than anyone else Freddie spent time with because he accepted it as natural that she should do everything her brother didsometimes, as in the case of climbing trees, with much greater skill and daring. To her, their five-year difference in age made him practically an adult and she was flattered that he shared his thoughts with her as though she had been grown up. On his part, Ned had found Cassie to have a mind that exhibited all the curiosity and adventurousness of her tomboyish spirit.

The twins parents. Lord and Lady Cresswell had been scholars of some note. They had traveled extensively with their family in Greece, haunting the important spots of the world until that barbarian Bonaparte, as Lord Cresswell was wont to call him, had driven them home. In fact, they, along with their good friend the Comte de Vaudron, had been of inestimable service to Lord Elgin in ensuring that his priceless marbles were brought to England. Of all the children, Cassie had inherited her parents scholarly turn of mind. Frances had put her excellent if unusual education to good use as an authoress of childrens histories and continued to exercise an excellent mind as a brilliant political hostess and helpmeet to her husband, whose healthy respect for her intelligence made him bring his ideas to her for criticism and advice before he advanced them to the world at large. But it was Cassie who was the true intellectual, and her appetite for knowledge was as insatiable as Neds. She was as well versed in the classics as he, and her more daring nature led her to question established opinion more readily. She did not hesitate to argue with him and challenge his opinions. To Ned, who rarely found anyone to share his interests, much less discuss them, this was as novel as it was refreshing, and they became fast, though occasionally argumentative, friends.

As time went by, some of the Cresswell exuberance rubbed off on Ned and he became more relaxed and ready to enter into new things. He, in turn, with his greater foresight and more levelheaded approach to life, kept the twins from falling into scrapes so disastrous that adult assistance was required to extricate them. They greatly appreciated this freedom from embarrassment and rewarded their new companion with their respect and occasional requests for advice.

But those busy happy days, for Cassie at any rate, had vanished with the boys. She and Lord Mainwaring had ridden with them up to London, where they had made some final purchases at S. Unwins General Equipment Warehouse in Lombard Street before stowing their belongings on the ship that was to take them to Bombay. The captain was an acquaintance of Lord Mainwarings, and Cassie had been glad to think that Freddie and Ned would have at least one friend on the long voyage. She had watched and waved as they sailed with the tide and then returned home, feeling lonelier than she ever had in her entire life. Freddie had always been more than a mere brother. He had been her constant companion, while Ned was the one person in the whole word who truly understood and appreciated her. It was true that Lady Frances encouraged Cassies studies and her brother-in-law discussed them with her. Both of them included her as an equal in their conversations, but no one took the place of Ned, who teased her and delighted in challenging her ideas and stimulating her mind.

At least she had the mail, but it was slow and unpredictable. It could take ages for her replies to her letters to arriveletters she had filled with thoughts on her reading, reflections on life in general, and questions about his experiencesbut she reveled in his responses when they did come. His style, so very like him, made Ned seem present at the moment she was reading his letter. His reflections and comments, fashioned as they were to address her particular interests and tastes, made what could have been a mere travelers description spring to life before her eyes. Thus, even though she sorely missed his companionship, she continued to feel the strength of his friendship. He had never mentioned Arabella again, but Cassie knew his sensitive retiring nature too well to think that she had been forgotten. For her part, Cassie had found it extraordinarily difficult even to exchange the politest of commonplaces with Arabella and was quite relieved when the girl had quit the neighborhood for what had been a predictably brilliant Season. Of course she had been hailed as an incomparable. How could anyone so devoted to herself and her toilette have become anything less than a diamond, Cassie had reflected cynically.

A belle who had enjoyed such success could not be expected to leave the scene of such triumph to bury herself in Hampshire, and many of those attending assemblies around Cresswell and Camberly that summer bemoaned the loss of their brightest star. Cassie, however, found such events to be much more enjoyable without Arabellas disturbing presencea presence that seemed to have fostered nothing but dissension and jealousy as much among her envious female competitors as among vain young men.

Having seen what misery beauty, unaccompanied by heart or wit and bent solely on pursuit of its own pleasure, could cause, Cassie was not inclined to want a come-out of her own, but here she was having some difficulty. Her ordinarily levelheaded and sympathetic sister, who had suffered one miserable Season herself, was adamant that Cassie at least experience the world of the ton before condemning it out of hand.

But Fanny, Cassie had wailed, how can you, of all people, insist that I waste my time in society when you were so unhappy there yourself? You thought most of those routs and balls excessively silly. And I daresay that I am less inclined to society than you.

Yes, love. You are entirely in the right of it. I was desperately unhappy, but that was my first Season when I was under the aegis of Lady Bingley, who was as feather-headed a female as you could hope to meet. Directly on bringing me to a gathering she would retire to the card room, leaving me to gaze around the room and wish intensely that I could become part of the nearest pillar or bank of flowers. But when I helped Lady Streatham chaperon Kitty, it was altogether different. Lady Streathams acquaintances were not the empty-headed dowagers that comprised Lady Bingleys coterie; she made every effort to put me as well as Kitty forward and make us feel comfortable. And then the Comte de Vaudron made me see that dressing beautifully and fashionably could be as much an exercise of ones aesthetic sense and taste as any other sort of creative expression and it need not be merely empty competition to see whose dressmaker can make one resemble the most stunning fashion plate in La Belle Assemblée. Besides, Julian and his friends are in the ton and they certainly discuss more serious subjects than the cut of their coats or their own favored ways of tying a cravat.

Cassie recognized the truth of this, but while she admitted that Lady Frances Mainwaring and Lady Elizabeth Streatham had found men who could carry more than one thought in their heads at a time, she remained skeptical about the possibility that there were enough such people to make a trip to London worthwhile, especially since two of the few intelligent men were at present on the high seas heading home.




CHAPTER 2 



It was the Comte de Vaudron who saved the Season for Cassie as he had once saved it for her elder sister, though not in quite the same way. Cassie was again sitting in the library when the post arrived, but this time it was Frances who came rushing in waving a letter, which unlike the others, was on heavy cream paper and addressed in an elegant flowing script. Its from the Comte de Vaudron, Frances announced, her eyes sparkling. And he proposes a scheme that you are certain to like above all things. You know he is cataloging the marbles he and Papa helped Lord Elgin bring back from Greece. Having worked this age on them, he is beginning to realize what an enormous task it is and is feeling a bit overawed at the extent left unfinished. He is hoping that you will be able to help him, or at least act as his amanuensis when we arrive in Town. I rather think this should prove to be just the thing, dont you? Good heavens, the time! I promised Lady Taylor I would meet her at the church to arrange the flowers on the altar. I must dash. And Frances hurried off, leaving her sister to her thoughts. The idea of quitting the freshness, the quiet, and the freedom of the countryside for the frenzied, noisy pace and structured existence of London was detestable to someone whose neighbors had long ago ceased to comment on her long solitary walks with Wellington or her mad dashes across the fields on a horse that everyone from Squire Tilden to Sir Lucius Taylor had declared to be a mount far too restive and totally unsuitable for a lady. Still, the idea of immersing herself in the beautiful artifacts brought back from Athens did have a certain appeal, and besides, she dearly loved the comte.

Never having had the good fortune of his friend Lord Cresswell, who had found a wife to share his enthusiasm, and being totally uninterested in living the stultified, formal life at Versailles required of Frances aristocrats, the Comte de Vaudron had led a solitary existence until he had met the Cresswells. Lord and Lady Cresswell had shared their interests as well as their lively young family with him and he had grown inordinately fond of them all during their Grecian sojourn. When the revolution had made it impossible for him to return to his own country, and Napoleon seemed to be consuming all of Europe at an alarming rate, he had come to London and, after their parents deaths, had once again established himself as a benevolent uncle to Frances, Cassandra, and Freddie. He had helped Frances enjoy herself during her second Season in London and had assisted her in the creation other own special style, which had made her blossom into a witty and beautiful woman. While he had always been a favorite of the twins, ready at a moments notice to get up an interesting excursion for their special amusement, he had not figured as prominently in their lives as he had in their sisters. Now it seemed he was turning his attentions toward Cassies welfare and she looked forward to having him as a support in the ordeal to comethe intense social round demanded by the ton of one of its would-be members.

Her reverie was interrupted by a squelching sound and a brief cough. As she looked around, her gaze encountered three dripping wet and barely recognizable figures in the doorway. Wellington certainly more closely resembled a black Scottish than a white West Highland terrier while the distinctive black stripes of his erstwhile friend and companion. Nelson the Cat, seemed to have merged and spread to cover his white chest and paws. Theodore was distinguished from the other two by being covered in mud only to his waist and he was clutching another lump of mud to his chest, this lumps only distinguished feature being its quack. We fell in the pond, he explained unnecessarily.

Arf, arf, Wellington agreed. He was thoroughly enjoying himself. Theodore had proven himself to be a regular Trojan, and sooner than the little dog had dared hope. Todays adventure had been almost as good as any that Freddie and Cassie had tumbled into.

So I see. As she spoke, Cassie had visions of a series of torn smocks and muddied breeches she and Freddie had presented to Frances in just such a manner.

Cook said she wont have me in her kitchen, tho I came to the you. She said Im to go thraight to the pump and take that dratted dog and cat with me. I told her they werent dratted and she got ever tho red in the fathe and took a broom and here we are.

Yes. Here you are, Cassie agreed, just beginning to understand the fortitude her sister had exhibited all these years in the face of Freddies and her exploits. No disaster had been too dirty or bloody to upset her. Feeling the weight other elder sisters example, she inquired as calmly and with as much interest as she could infuse into her voice, which now threatened to break into laughter, into the reasons for their condition. The trio, which truly did look disreputable, had now begun to appear somewhat shamefaced.

Well, it was Ethelreds fault, Theodore explained, twisting one foot nervously on the pattern in the carpet.

Ethelred? Cassie inquired blankly.

The grubby quacking lump was extended for her inspection, revealing a bill and two small webbed feet. Yeth. I named him Ethelred because he was unready jutht like the King Ethelred the Unready that Mama told me about.

This explanation clearly wasnt enough for his aunt, who continued to look puzzled. Well, you thee, Wellington, Nelthon, and I were playing with my boat on the pond and we truly were being careful not to get wet, when we heard a crack and some peeping and then thith egg fell into the pond right near uth. Only it wathnt a whole egg becauth Ethelredth head was thicking out. Then Wellington and Nelthon ruthed in and tried to catch it but the waves they made jutht puthed in farther from thore, tho I had to wade in. We got him on thore and he got out of him egg and made thraight for Wellington. There didnt seem to be any duckth around, so I brought him here. Can we keep him, please Aunt Catthie? I think he likes uth. The mingled chorus of quacks, meows and arfs that followed this statement seemed to bear out this assumption.

Cassie smiled. I expect youd have a hard time getting rid of Ethelred now, but come along and lets wash all of you and dry you out. She led the trio out of the pump in the stable yard, where, under the watchful eye of John Coachman, they splashed happily until they more nearly resembled their former selves.

Just like old times, you might say, Miss Cassie, Johns weather-beaten face expanded in a warm grin. Like Wellington, he had missed the activity since Freddie had been gone, but being slightly more perceptive than the little terrier, he had worried a great deal that the sparkle had gone out of Miss Cassie when the boys had left. John loved Frances and he was proud of what a fine young man Freddie had become, but Cassie was his true favorite. Ever since she had taken her first spill from a pony at two years old and refused to cry, Cassie had won the critical coachmans heart, though he would have died rather than let on about his devotion. Young Master Theodore is proving to be just the ticket for diverting all of them, he thought, looking at Cassies animated face and at the animals enthusiastically playing under the pump. Spending his life around them, John had been well aware of Wellington and Nelsons despondency since Freddies departure. A good rubdown and youll be right as rain, he announced, handing one towel to Cassie for Theodore and vigorously patting the rest with another. But you must ask Nurse to get you some dry clothes, Master Theodore, he directed as he gave a final wipe behind Wellingtons ears.

But what thall we do with Ethelred? Theodore wondered aloud. Ethelred, who had enjoyed the episode at the pump more than anyone, was quacking merrily and swimming in the barrel under the spigot, but as the others showed signs of leaving, he peeped anxiously and hopped out.

He shall have a bed right next to Wellingtons and Nelsons by the stove in the kitchen, Cassie replied. Seeing the mistrustful look on Theodores face, she added, Dont worry, Teddy, Cook does get exasperated when they get underfoot, but she loves them dearly and would miss their companionship sorely. Besides, what would she do with her scraps if she didnt have those two to take care of them for her? She knows that Nelson is the best mouser in Hampshire and Wellington won her heart when he caught the rat gnawing its way into her flour bin.

All right, Theodore sighed, still somewhat anxious about his new pets acceptance in the bailiwick of such a domestic despot as Cook. But may I help John make a bed for Ethelred? he asked.

Certainly, dear, but you must put on some other clothes first and I shall make sure these three finish drying out. Cassie smiled encouragingly at him as she shepherded the animals toward the kitchen. All were agreeably tired and needed no coaxing to lie quietly in a heap of fur and feathers under the stove while Cassie tried to convince Cook that really one more animal would not disrupt her domain so very much. Cook, who truly did have a soft spot for her two rascals, demurred briefly before letting herself be won over.

Its Miss Cassie and Master Freddie all over again, she remarked to no one in particular, shaking her head as she went back to rolling out pastry for a game pie. Still and all, its nice to have some activity around here once more, she addressed the kitchen clock, which remained obstinately mute.

Activity of a less drastic and certainly more social nature was the topic of discussion among the three ladies decorating the church for Sunday. Frances, Sir Lucius Taylors wife, and his youngest daughter, the celebrated and, if Cassies opinions were to be noted, infamous Arabella, were busily adding greens to complete the handsome arrangements in large vases of the churchs rather severe altar.

Will Cassie be joining you in London this Season? Lady Taylor inquired, stepping back to admire the effect of a carefully placed sprig of lavender.

Yes. We shall all be going up this time, though I fear we shall miss Freddies company dreadfully. Brothers do come so in handy at a time like thisif not for their value as a partner of last resort, then for the friends they bring with them. Not that Cassie is in the least shy, but one always feels safer in numbers at first.

Arabella, always more than willing to discuss the resounding success of her first Season, broke in, If I said to Mama once, I must have said it a thousand times last year before we left Hampshire, If only, dear Mama, you had been fit to provide me with older brothers instead of sisters, I should feel a good deal easier in my mind about my first ball. I am sure I wished times out of mind that Edwina were an Edward before my first evening at Almacks. She is naturally very dear to me, but as a partner or friend of possible partners she was quite useless. Thus Arabella ruthlessly dismissed one of the tons most dashing matrons with a shrug of her pretty shoulders. It was a gesture that had once caused one lovelorn swain to label her Cruel Disdain and she seized every opportunity to practice it. At any rate, I learned how to go on in no time at all and I had the most famous time. Didnt I, Mama?

This was that worthy ladys cue to expound on the brilliance of her daughters Season: how Lord such-a-one had hailed her as a diamond of the first water, how the Marquess so-and-so had disagreed, calling her instead an incomparable; how young Viscount this-and-that had been instantly struck by her beauty and positively haunted their house in Berkeley Square. All through the recital Arabella looked sweetly conscious until Frances was ready to wring the soft white neck which made such a perfect foil for the dusky curls. She was able to forbear, however, and with a great effort of will, she refrained from inquiring about any suitors, the absence of which had been quite noticeable during Arabellas return to Hampshire.

Such an unfair question would have elicited the gayest of inconsequential laughter and the amused reply that of course Papa and Mama say Im far too young to be settling down no matter how hard any gentleman may press his suit. The truth of the matter was that Arabella was aiming higher than any of the eligible but none-too-brilliant matches that had presented themselves. It had been a disappointment not to have netted a truly grand fish, but after all, it had only been her first Season, and these things take time. Arabella was determined to take no less than a marquess. After all, one had to have ones standards. But in spite of enjoying all the advantages of youth, beauty, and wealth, Arabella was laboring under the distinct disadvantage of being the daughter of a minor baronet and a woman who, though prettily enough behaved, had brought to her marriage a great deal of money earned in trade. It would have taken far more address and sophistication than Arabella possessed to erase these two flaws from the mind of a truly brilliant catch.

If Cassie, ensconced once again in her favorite chair in the library, could have been privy to all this, she would have felt a great deal happier about the projected Season, but knowing the type of person Arabella was, and knowing that she had been hailed as a great success in the metropolis, filled her with foreboding. For it seemed to her that a society which admired someone such as Arabella Taylor would never accept someone like Lady Cassandra Cresswell. Nor would she ever feel anything but uncomfortable or bored among such people. If only she had one friend and confidante, it wouldnt be so bad. Of course she did have Fanny and Lord Mainwaring, Neds sister Lady Kitty Willoughby, and Lord Mainwarings cousin, Lady Streatham, who had been so supportive of Fanny when she was in London for Kittys come-out, but having them wasnt the same as having someone of ones own age and experience. It made her miss Ned and Freddie even more dreadfully. But she supposed that Frances was in the right of it. She couldnt molder forever in Hampshire with her books, going out in society less and less until she became nothing but an ape-leader.

Dearly as she loved her aunt Harriet, she could see that the ladys particular quirks and rather prickly personality had developed over the course of the years during her brothers absence in Greece, when she had been alone at Cresswell devoting herself to her orchids. It was not that she had been lonely, because her horticultural interests were her consuming passion. But this passion had led her to ignore all else, and so when she was forced into contact with society at large, she was most uncomfortable. True, she had little use for anyone, and even less use for fools, whom she considered to be the bulk of humanity, but Cassie had often thought it too bad that she didnt seem truly to love anybody. Of course, she cared a great deal about what happened to Frances and the twins, but she did not miss them when they were gone, and was only tangentially involved with them as their paths crossed at meals or during the course of the day. Though she knew Aunt Harriet was perfectly happy with her existence, and though it was a relief to know at least one woman whose entire life did not revolve around men, Cassie sometimes felt sad for her.

Not that her sister Francess life revolved around men. She continued to write and publish her own books and maintained her own separate existence as an author, but Cassie could see that there were times when she gave up her own work to join Lord Mainwaring or Theodore in something that interested them. If only there were some middle ground between being an eccentric recluse or plunging headlong into society, but there did not seem to be. Men could enter politics or the army and thus pursue an interest among companions of similar dispositions, but there was nothing for someone like Cassie, who remained at a loss about how she was to go on in life. She supposed that Frances was correct, and that having lived buried at Cresswell with her books, she ought to try London to see what the alternatives were.

When Lady Frances returned for tea, Cassie was able to tell her that having thought it over, she could now be easy in her mind about going to London.

Im glad, dear. Frances smiled at her younger sisters wrinkled brow and worried eyes. I think youll find enough there to interest you that you wont be forced to devote your entire existence to dressing and promenading at this ball or that rout. After all, Julian and I shall be there, and we have no more patience with worthless fribbles than you do. And not everyone is like Arabella. She came along with her mama this afternoon. What a frivolous thing she is, to be sure! I wonder at her success. But then, the only lips I have heard speak of her triumphs have been hers. At any rate, I shall write the comte directly and then see to it that the household has plenty of time to prepare before we depart. At least I do not have to worry about cajoling Aunt Harriet into coming or wonder how we shall transport her darlings to London as I did when we went up to London for Kittys come-out. By the by, where are Wellington and Nelson? They never miss an opportunity to chase each other at teatime. Nurse said that Teddy had his tea early. When three such rambunctious characters are so quiet, I begin to have my suspicions.

Cassie regaled her with the afternoons adventure, much to her sisters amusement.

I can see that with Nelson and Wellington to egg him on, Teddy is bound to fall into as many scrapes as you and Freddie put together. Well, I must go meet this Ethelred, who has already managed to cause such a commotion in a household much accustomed to dealing with upheaval.




CHAPTER 3



Lady Frances organization being what it was, the entire household was soon ensconced in Mainwaring House in Grosvenor Square. When Frances and Lord Mainwaring had first been married they had lived in the Cresswells house on Brook Street, leaving his mother, the Dowager Marchioness of Camberly, to reign in state in Grosvenor Square. Lord Mainwaring had been more than happy to vacate what he more often than not termed that gloomy pile so his mother could entertain the other town tabbies to tea in style. It was Mainwarings expressed opinion that more marriages had been made and more reputations launched or ruined in that stately drawing room than in any other in all of England. At this mothers death and upon his assumption of political duties, the marquess had reluctantly moved backBut only on the condition that you make it fit for human habitation, my love, he had admonished Frances.

Frances, following the taste for simplicity, lightness, and elegance derived from her childhood spent among the glories of classical antiquity, had transformed the somber mansion into a dwelling that combined elegance with graciousness, and created an atmosphere which was both welcoming and restful to all and sundrypoliticians, Corinthians, society matrons, and the select few among the Upper Ten Thousand whom the Mainwarings counted among their friends.

It was upon the threshold of this august residence one day in late March that the entourage from Cresswell descended to be welcomed by Higgins the butler and the staff, whom he had assembled in the front hall. Hurrah! Hurrah! Were here at last, shouted Teddy, who despite having been allowed to ride the entire distance on the box with John Coachman, still possessed an excess of high spirits.

Arf! Arf! echoed Wellington, who had also ridden on the box and, like his newly adopted playmate, was in fine fettle. Nelson, having endured the journey nursing a queasy stomach nestled against the squabs of the Mainwarings beautifully sprung traveling carriage, descended in a more leisurely manner, tail aloft, delicately sniffing and evaluating the town scents which assailed him. At this point, Ethelred, who had slept quietly in a basket on Cassies lap, woke up and demanded to be set free. With a loud quack and several flaps of yet unformed wings, he hopped down, beady eyes eager to take in all the new sights. Catching sight of their protégé, Wellington and Nelson instantly forgot their delight at being set free in the metropolis and, adopting the most jaded of airs, sauntered in a blasé fashion toward the stables with Ethelred and Teddy in hot pursuit.

I daresay they shall have the place at sixes and sevens in no short while, Frances observed as she descended, a bandbox in one hand, to greet the staff. Cassie, clutching Ethelreds now deserted basket, followed suit, and with Higginss assistance the travelers were soon ensconced comfortably in the drawing room in front of a well-laden tea tray and a welcoming fire.

In no short order, Wellington, Nelson, Teddy, and Ethelred appeared. Having explored the nether regions and discovered there that tea had already been sent upstairs, they had lost no time in hastening to the scene. Wellington and Nelson took up their accustomed places on either side of the fire while Ethelred padded around snapping at a curtain tassel here, pecking at a design on the rug there, until he was entirely satisfied with his new surroundings. He then joined his friends by the fireplace, where all three, along with Theodore, concentrated on the tea table.

As Theodore, consuming a hot buttered crumpet, expounded on the wonders of the stables, Frances absently nibbled a scone and perused a stack of gilt-edged invitations. Such abstraction made an ideal situation for the crumb-snatching brigade which watched every gesture of Teddys that scattered bits of crumpet or every piece of scone that fell unnoticed from Francess hand as she sorted through the mail. In fact, Cassie was the only one doing justice to the beautiful array that Higgins had brought in.

Itth a bang up thtable, Cathie, though it doethnt hold a candle to the one at Crethwell, enthused Teddy, sending an irresistible shower of crumbs in Ethelreds direction. The little duck pecked happily until the other two, unable to restrain themselves, pounced at the same time on a large piece that had dropped beyond his reach under the cake stand.

Cassie, my love, here is a card for Lady Delameres rout tomorrow evening. That should do quite well for your first introduction to the ton, Frances remarked, not bothering to look up from her correspondence as she automatically caught the cake stand, which teetered precariously after Wellingtons dive for the crumb. Her affairs are always quite brilliant, though its sure to be a sad crush so early in the Season. There is no time to have Madame Regnery make up anything new for you, but your white gauze with the blue satin pipings that we had made for the Alton assembly should do very well. It was fortunate that the snow made it impossible to attend.

Teddy, if you eat another crumpet, youll become ill, Cassie admonished before turning an anxious face toward Frances. That dress may have done very well in Hampshire, but are you quite certain it will do for London?

Of course, love. Its very simple, but the lines are quite elegant and youre so lovely that you dont need rosettes and ruchings to disguise your flaws. Frances smiled fondly at her younger sister.

Oh, give over. Fanny, do. You know that brunettes are all the rage and blondes sadly out of fashion now. At any rate, blondes are supposed to have complexions of peaches and cream. Cassie made a face in the gilt-framed mirror over the fireplace. And despite the quantities of almond paste that Rose insists I use on them, my freckles will persist in appearing. Here Cassie wrinkled a beautifully straight nose, whose only flaw was its light sprinkling of freckles. Though it was not a face that exhibited the rosebud lips, velvet brown eyes, and delicately rounded chin that were all the rage, it was one that reflected far more character than those commonly encountered. The eyes were a brilliant dark sapphire, revealing a sparkle of humor in their depths which had disconcerted more than one self-satisfied young buck. Her hair was gold rather than blond and showed a definite tendency to break out into curls unless taken severely to task. The chin was a trifle determined for the taste of most amorous swains, but its challenge was softened by a generous mouth that hinted at a passionate nature below the surface. It was a vivacious face, which created a first impression of vitality and interest, and it caught the attention of those sensitive or clever enough to recognize the intelligence and strength of character that lay behind it. But even those who failed to appreciate the promise of a keen mind and a lively sense of humor rated Lady Cassandra Cresswell a very taking thing.

Papa! Teddy leaped up, threatening the equilibrium of the cake stand for the second time.

Hello, Teddy, my boy. Did you have a good journey? Lord Julian Mainwaring, Marquess of Camberlys somewhat forbidding countenance broke into a smile as he surveyed the little group around the fire. Handing his many-caped greatcoat to the hovering Higgins, he strode over to the fire, stepping gingerly around the menagerie.

Oh yes, Papa! It was splendid and John Coachman let me sit on the box with him the entire way, Teddy assured him enthusiastically.

Did he now? That was a rare treat. How were the new bays handling? No one, seeing the fondness in Mainwarings eyes as he looked at his son, could have guessed that not too many years ago he had considered children to be the worst possible sort of encumbrance. However, marriage to Frances and his necessary involvement with Ned and Freddie had taught him that they were not all little monsters who were better off seen and not heard. To the contrary, he had discovered during various outings to the Tower, Astleys Amphitheatre, and balloon ascensions that childish curiosity and enthusiasm could be quite enjoyableenchanting even. So, much to his friends astonishment, he had become a devoted, though by no means doting, parent, participating personally in much of his sons education and activities.

His sons eyes shone as he reassured his father, Theyre a bang-up pair and John says theyre very sweet goers.

I am delighted to hear that theyre all I thought they would be. Hello, my love, Julian bent to plant a kiss on Francess forehead as she handed him a cup of tea. Everything in good order when you arrived?

Yes. Were settled in nicely, thank you, and John has been able to find an eager young lad to help out in the stables. Hes a cousin of Lady Streathams groom Thompson and seems quite anxious to learn. How was your meeting with Canning?

Excellent. I admired Castlereaghs grasp of affairs on the Continent, but its time we took to problems at home, and George Canning is the man for that. He has a far greater sense of what must be done in the way of financial reforms. But he needs support. He lacks the charm of Castlereagh and there are many who greatly distrust him.

I am persuaded, Julian, that you, with acquaintances among both factions, can bring about some understanding. Frances raised a quizzical eyebrow and handed him the last remaining crumpet.

I shall certainly do my utmost, love. But on to more immediate and pressing matters. I see a stack of invitations in your lap and I have the foreboding feeling that I am to be called upon to help ensure that Cassie is successfully launched toward the dubious pleasure of taking the ton by storm. He grimaced in the mirror at his sister-in-law. Having seen Lady Frances blossom during a Season from one who disdained and avoided the fashionable world to one who could charm it at will, he felt confident that Cassie would do the same, but he understood and sympathized with her reluctance.

How fortunate you should mention it, my dear. Lady Delamere holds a rout tomorrow evening. Its sure to prove a dreadful squeeze, but we should attend it, his wife replied, eyeing him hopefully.

Ecod, catched already. Well, you may count on me to escort you both and to defend you from dandies, fribbles, court cards, overeager young men, and all the other bores that plague these affairs. Furthermore, I shall order Bertie to join us and lend us éclat.

That would be famous, Cassie thanked him, visibly relieved at the prospect of this support. Bertie Montgomery, longtime family friend of the Cresswells, had been at school with Lord Mainwaring. A perpetual bachelor, possessed of the most discriminating taste and a kind heart, he was an escort to ease the mind of the most nervous of damsels encountering the ton for the first time. An exquisite dancer, up on all the latest on-dits, he could be counted on to smooth the most difficult of social encounters and win the hearts of the tons most demanding dowagers.

Thats settled then, Frances remarked, propping the invitation up on the mantel. We shall make our first appearance this Season tomorrow night. I must send a note to Elizabeth to ensure her presence and Nigels. Frances, knowing the perceptive and kindhearted nature of Julians favorite cousin, Lady Streatham, felt sure that the matron, well aware of the pitfalls awaiting a young woman entering society, would make certain that her son attended and brought along some of his brother officers from the Guards.
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