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 A Courtship to Remember 


 



Introduction 
   
 Elizabeth Ramsbury is only interested in pursuing her independence and her musical talent. Unfortunately, the entrapment of matrimony looms over her head like a bad omen. After her father forces her hand, she sees no other choice but to take the only honourable route and find a suitable match to marry. A fortuitous meeting at a ball leads her to make an elaborate plan with the Baron to convince everyone that they are courting. What happens when their scheme paves the way for true feelings to start blossoming? Will Elizabeth realize that she can find the love and passion music has given her in a different place too?  
   
 Lord Cavendish, Baron of Bedford has been rejected by his only true love. Dejected and heartbroken, he mourns the loss pitifully. He believes that he can only be whole again when he wins her back. His prayers are answered when a beautiful woman he meets by chance gives him the perfect opportunity to make his lost love crawl back to him. But he soon finds himself unwittingly enchanted by her grace, beauty and pleasant company. What if what he’s looking for is right in front of him? 
   
 It may have been pure chance when they met for the first time, but is it fate that will bring them together? Sometimes love can be found when you least expect it, even in the best-laid plans! Will they both realise that their goals, as well as their hearts perfectly aligned? 
 



 Chapter 1 
   
 Elizabeth's hands glided over the instrument, her fingers feeling each key as though it were a further extension of her body. There wasn't a pianoforte in all of England that was so lovingly caressed as this one, so doted upon by its mistress. Her closed eyes blocked out irrelevant stimuli, allowing her other senses to fully appreciate the beautiful melody that seemed to enter her body and touch her soul in a way that was both magical and familiar. This particular piece was one she had written herself, a melody she had birthed out of the depths of her being.  
   

This is how music should be, she thought to herself. An all-consuming experience that makes all else seem dull and lifeless.

   
 Elizabeth's life revolved around music – performing on her mother's pianoforte, finding music sheets that promised an explosion of sound when translated, and even the practise of copying sheet music into the many notebooks that she favoured above any silly woman's instruction manual on finding a suitable husband.  
   
 Cecilia, her younger sister, had a vast collection of books centred upon a woman's appearance, social etiquette, wifely skills such as being a successful hostess, and literature that seemed to force women into a monotony of thought, speech and fashion. If only she would allow herself the opportunity to experience the beauty of music, then she would not concern herself over such superficial activities.  
   
 Two years separated the sisters, but there could not be a more different pair. Elizabeth could not bear the frivolity of her younger sister's activities, preferring to confine herself to the parlour where her beloved instrument was housed. She began to hum the melody, her mouth opening to effortlessly form the words that matched the rise and fall of her nimble fingers.  
   
 “La la laaaa, do do do, la la laaaa, do do do...” 
   
 She fell into a hum once more, the sound sending vibrations throughout her body. If only the world could appreciate music, I believe there would be less evil. It caused her great sorrow to hear the plight of the poor, their quality of life, and the powerful few who, although possessing the resources to help them, neither wished or chose to do so. There had even been word of human slaves from deepest Africa being treated like animals by people who should know better but chose to entertain the darkness in their hearts. Perhaps if I could compose a piece of music that is so profound and moving, I could influence those with an ear for music.  
   
 Elizabeth understood the power of music. She knew how it could affect a person's mood and actions. Play a light melody, then you are likely to raise the spirits of your listeners, or play a mournful melody, and the atmosphere of the room would change. I may be an optimist, a dreamer even. But I cannot help but think that music could change the world. Perhaps this is what my God-given purpose is, to influence those in a position to change the world. Or perhaps it is just to bring joy to those who hear me play.  
   
 Whatever her purpose may be, Elizabeth did not take her music capabilities for granted. Her skill on the pianoforte had been noticed from an early age by her mother, and it was her mother who had encouraged her to pursue her talent by spending hours at the instrument, diligently practising until the notes simply flowed. Not that Elizabeth had minded, for she had taken to the pianoforte as a baby did to a nursing bottle. She had gone from a daughter raised for marriage to a daughter who shared her mother's love of music.  
   

Mama has not spoken of a possible marriage for me, which is just as well as I do not think that I could be married to a man who would stifle my creativity and skill. I shall not become a wife and sacrifice the one thing in this world that brings me pure pleasure.  
   
 Her father may be of a different opinion altogether. I have the strongest foreboding that he may bring up the subject of marriage soon. I am to be twenty in a few mere months, an age when most women are either accepting the shackles of matrimony or having their first child. I pray that Cecilia does not become betrothed to Percival too soon. 
   
 Elizabeth immediately felt ashamed for her thoughts. Her sister was indeed in love with her young beau, betrothment would be a natural progression of their courtship. Could she really wish for a delay to suit her own purposes? She sighed. No, far be it for her to withhold her sister's happiness with a heartfelt prayer to the heavens.  
   

I may be obsessing over an event that may not take place in the near future.  
   
 Elizabeth noted that her mood had certainly dipped. As the piece of music came to an end, she went into a more jovial piece, one she had learnt from the copied music sheets of her dear friend Emma Thompson. Poor Emma was hopeless with the pianoforte, but proficient with the harp. The crux of the matter was that her father insisted that she dedicate her time to the pianoforte, which was fast becoming a firm favourite in the homes of the gentry. His sudden need for his daughter to play the instrument was likely due to the Dowager Viscountess de Bourgh recently stating that a young woman who was accomplished at playing the pianoforte would make a suitable bride for her nephew, the Duke of Carlisle. It was a statement Elizabeth had found rather silly, as there was much more to being a wife than playing a pianoforte. It was also contradictory as the wife would no longer be able to spend her time playing the instrument. While music was looked upon as a skill for a young woman looking to enter the marriage market, once married, it was considered socially unacceptable. Any musical skills would need to be replaced with wifely skills, which seemed like a complete waste of talent to Elizabeth.  
   

Better not to marry and be independent than forsake my music! 

   
 A sudden movement to her right attracted her attention, but her hands continued to play, so accustomed were they to each key placement. Her mother entered the room and took a seat next to her. Despite her lack of time to play herself, her mother had always enjoyed sitting beside her eldest daughter during when she could, eyes closed, as she allowed the music to wash over her. A little peek to the side told Elizabeth that her mother's eyes were indeed closed, a smile playing about her lips, her fingers moving upon her lap as if playing along. The music ended, earning applause from her mother.  
   
 “Simply beautiful, Elizabeth. I could not fault it at any point.” 
   
 “Thank you, Mama. I have learned from the best possible teacher in the whole of England, perhaps even the world.” 
   
 “Oh hush,” her mother protested, softly nudging her with her shoulder. 
   
 Despite the protest, Elizabeth could see that her mother was secretly pleased. She took her mother's hands, bringing them to rest on the keys. 
   
 "It is true, Mama. These hands have moulded and shaped my skills better than any music teacher could have. I am thankful to have had a mother whose love for music gave me the opportunity to express my thoughts and emotions in such a magical manner."  
   
 Her mother's hands lightly caressed the keys before she folded them in her lap with a sigh. There was a longing in her eyes as she stared at the instrument, perhaps remembering her days when every waking hour was spent honing her skills, a joyous time for her.  
   
 “My time has passed, but you can continue the dream for the both of us. You play beautifully, Elizabeth. Hearing you brings me much joy, more than you can ever imagine. What was it that you were playing before I came in? I recognised this playful tune, but the other I did not.” 
   
 “Oh, that is something I created myself. It is the first time I have played it in its entirety, but I am pleased with it.” 
   
 Her mother's eyes widened slightly. “You composed it?” 
   
 “Yes, Mama. It has been my dream to compose my own music according to what bubbles out of me. It is different to what I am used to. But it is my own.” 
   
 “That is wonderful, Elizabeth. I had no notion you had this gift within you. Yes, you play beautifully, but to compose is another thing altogether. It takes true commitment and passion for that.” 
   
 Elizabeth beamed with happiness. To hear her mother confirm her abilities were a gift was wonderful indeed. Her mother had been a gifted pianist. Not just accomplished but gifted. To walk in her footsteps was a privilege. 
   
 “I am glad that you think so, as I have worked increasingly hard to perfect my skills. While I do not consider myself a great composer, I still have a dream to be considered the world's greatest composer to have ever lived.” 
   
 Her mother jumped up and paced the room. Whenever her mother got like this, Elizabeth knew that ideas were forming in her mind. 
   
 “How fortuitous. I could have never dreamed that my own daughter would carry the same dreams that I had.” She stopped and looked at Elizabeth. “Yes, I was filled with joy when you took to the pianoforte with ease and eagerness, but I could never have thought that you would aspire to be a composer. Could it be that my own daughter will become what I could not?” 
   
 She said this sentence more to herself, but it intrigued Elizabeth. While she had always known that her mother had been a gifted pianist, she had never revealed the dreams of her youth. 
   
 “Mama, did you wish to be a composer?” 
   
 Her mother smiled sadly. “Yes. It was a dream that shone brightly within me, pushing me to new heights of excellence. Of my generation, I was likely the most skilled pianoforte player in the land, and I relished that fact. I surpassed the women of my class and, if I were to be honest, the men as well.” 
   
 Elizabeth gave a little laugh and returned to her seat, caressing the keys once more. Why had her mother never informed her of this before? She had a close relationship with her mother, a relationship founded on their mutual love of music. She laid a hand on her mother's hand, stilling her. “You have never spoken of this before, Mama.” 
   
 Her mother covered Elizabeth's hand with her other hand, looking at her with eyes that seemed to be filled with old disappointment. “There was no use in speaking of it as it did not come to pass.” 
   
 Elizabeth frowned. “But why? You were gifted, Mama. I have heard many other people remark on your abilities, those who once had the opportunity to hear you play. Surely it would have been natural for you to fulfil your dreams?” 
   
 Her father did not seem like a man who would stifle his wife's aspirations. She felt her mother's hands slip from her, watching them come to rest by her sides. 
   
 "When I turned nineteen, I found that dreams were not attainable, at least not my own. I had a duty to marry the man of my father's choosing and thus forsake my love for music. It is an unfortunate thing for a woman's life to be led by those who do not possess a musical skill, or at least the love of music.” 
   
 Elizabeth felt foolish for asking such a question. Was it not obvious? Even I know that marriage kills any dream quicker than the guillotine. 

   
 “Mama, I am dreadfully sorry for bringing this to your remembrance. It was not my intention to evoke such sadness within you.” 
   
 She wrapped her arms around her mother and laid her head on her shoulder, hoping to bring comfort.  
   
 Her mother's head came to lie upon hers, her hand patting the arms wrapped around her. "Do not fret, dear. It is all in the past. My dreams may have died, but there is still a chance for you, if you are willing to forsake matrimony for your dream."  
   
 "I do not wish to marry, Mama. I wish to be an independent woman. I have heard of it before, women taking up a house for themselves. Papa will surely give me an inheritance to do so?"  
   
 Her mother's head lifted, and she turned to face her, taking Elizabeth's hands in hers. “Even if he does not, I shall help you. I shall sell my jewels if I must, but I shall help you to achieve your dreams.” She pulled Elizabeth to her and hugged her, kissing her head. “You do not know how happy I am to have you as my daughter. My own daughter, blood of my blood, will become one of the greatest composers of her time!” 
   
 Her mother released her, eyes shining with joyful determination. Could it be done? Doubt had crept into Elizabeth’s mind as her mother had spoken of her failed dreams. If a woman as gifted as her mother had been kept from her dream, where was the guarantee that she would achieve her own? However, she did not wish to darken the light she saw in her mother, so she merely smiled.  
   
 “I would like nothing better than to have you by my side.” 
   
 “Lovely. Come, let us sit elsewhere – these chairs are not comfortable for long conversations.” 
   
 They moved to the chairs that her mother had recently purchased. They were mahogany with legs of brass that resembled a lion's feet, finished with cushioned seats that were maroon in colour. Elizabeth liked them well enough, but she preferred her furniture without any animal features. Perhaps an ornament, but certainly not her furniture.  
   

If I could independently establish my own home, I would keep it simple and elegant. A touch of the east here and there would be welcome.  
   
 It was not the first time she had thought of having her own house, preferably in London where most social events took place, but that remained to be seen.  
   

Perhaps I shall be invited to play in the most prestigious homes of the country, even the Prince Regent himself. She thought twice about that, shaking her head slightly. No, I would not wish to play for him for I do not particularly like him. He seems far more concerned with filling his belly with delicacies and spending the nation's wealth on frivolous parties than taking care of those who are in poverty. At least, that is what she had once overheard about him from a dinner party guest some weeks ago. The man had been talking to her father, who did not seem to hold the same opinion. But then, her father was most loyal to the crown. Her thoughts turned to her sister. 
   
 “Has Cecilia returned from her outing yet? It seems she has been gone for quite some time.” 
   
 “Young love knows no time,” her mother said simply. 
   
 She frowned. “Did Cecilia not say she was going to Mary Abbott's home?” 
   
 "Yes, but she will not be the only guest there. Mrs Abbott has organised a picnic with some of the most eligible men of our area – she said so herself when I met her in town yesterday. Of course, there will be other young women there, but I guarantee that Percival Hawkins will be there as well."  
   
 Elizabeth resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Her sister was far too preoccupied with her young love for Percival. She only hoped that he felt the same way as well. Elizabeth had met him on a few occasions, but not for any extended period. She had nothing to talk about to him as he was concerned with matters that she found rather dull. Cecilia believed that the sun rose and set upon his head, nothing that he did could be seen as wrong. A most peculiar thing, thought Elizabeth. We are indeed as different as chalk and cheese. I would rather we had been cheese and wine, then our different personalities would at least complement each other. 
   
 “I expect that we will see her after dinner,” Elizabeth finally said. 
   
 “I believe so. At least he is also of landed gentry. Anything less than that would gain an immediate objection from your father.” 
   
 Elizabeth was aware of that. Her father was a man with set views that adhered to the division of England's social classes. There were no grey areas in his manner of thinking, which made him a simple man. She certainly loved her father, but his lack of creativity made for stilted conversations. 
   
 “The Hawkins family will be leaving for London soon, I am sure. The season will be due to start in just a few weeks.” 
   
 "Yes," her mother agreed. "Julia has come of age to enter into her first season. She is a lovely girl although rather dim-witted. However, that may just be the very thing that secures her a marriage."  
   
 This information startled Elizabeth. She had not attended a season in the past three years, more so as there were ample suitors who lived close to their estate. Her mother hosted a dinner party at least once a month, which is where Cecilia had met Percival and instantly fell head over heels for him. He had not been the first young man, but he certainly seemed to be the one who could control Cecilia's flighty ways. The only highlight of those dinner parties for Elizabeth was the opportunity to showcase her skills at the pianoforte in front of an audience. She always received an encore, for which she would play something that the young people and married couples could dance to. This ensured that she would not be asked to dance. Why would being dim-witted secure a marriage for Julia?  
   
 “Surely she would repel suitors?” 
   
 Her mother laughed. “Oh, dear! Do you not know your own countrymen? They are afraid of intelligent women. Men are looking for women who will be obedient, demure, submissive and pretty. Heaven forbid they should marry an intelligent woman.” 
   
 “But you are intelligent, Mama, and yet Papa married you.” 
   
 Her mother's laughter died. "Well, I did not know your father, and neither did he know me well enough. Our parents arranged our marriage for us. Of course, he had seen me once before, but I had been too preoccupied with my music to notice. Being married had been the last thing on my mind."  
   
 How horrid! An arranged marriage? Elizabeth could not imagine a worse fate. It was no wonder that her parents did not show any affection towards each other. Ghastly, really. I pray that I do not fall victim to such a fate. 
   
 “Was there a courtship at least?” 
   
 “If a week could be called a courtship.” Her mother shrugged her shoulders. “I quickly understood that I had a duty to my parents and to the husband that I would marry. The day before I married, I was given advice by my soon to be mother-in-law.” 
   
 “Grandmother Ramsbury?” 
   
 She nodded. “I was advised to put away childish fantasies and embrace my new life as a respectful wife. It was not easy, but I was never one to back away from responsibility. I have two beautiful daughters and a wonderful home as a reward for my sacrifice.” 
   
 Elizabeth had never heard her mother speak so openly about this topic. It was almost as though she was offloading what had been on her chest for years. 
   
 “I am sorry, Mama. No one should have to give up on their dreams. If men are allowed to pursue careers, then so should women.” 
   
 Her mother shook her head. “You have your head in the clouds, dear. That may be my mistake, as I have not truly taught you the way of the world. Your whole life has been your music, as it was mine. But one decision can take that all away. That is why I wish to help you before an inescapable decision is made.” 
   
 Elizabeth could have sworn that she heard rattling chains about the room. Inescapable decision? Did her mother know something that she was not telling her? Perhaps it is best to change the subject before I hear something that will provide me with sleepless nights. 
   
 “Cecilia, I expect, will embrace marriage with open arms.” 
   
 “She is quite different from us, is she not?” asked her mother. “I saw from early on in her life that she held specific interests. I did try to introduce her to the pianoforte, harpsichord, and the harp, but she did not take to any of them. She preferred my beauty creams and evening dresses to music.” 
   
 Elizabeth laughed, remembering how her sister, at the age of five, had taken their mother's simple wedding dress from the armoire and worn it about the estate. No one had taken any notice until her mother spied her through the parlour window. Amazingly enough, her mother had not been overly concerned about the sullied dress, even giving her daughter the dress and having it tailored to fit her. Much of the dress material had been cut out, with the scraps turned into doll's clothes by their housekeeper, who was an accomplished seamstress. Most women cherished the dress that they wore on their wedding day, but her mother apparently had not. Elizabeth now knew the reason why.  
   
 “She certainly did take to fashion at an early age. She is a wonderful dancer, far better than I am. To compare us would be to compare a lamp to the sun, or perhaps a great African hippopotamus to a gazelle.” 
   
 Elizabeth had once seen pictures in a book of a hippopotamus lurking beneath the waters of an African river. It had looked decidedly tame in comparison to crocodiles and lions. But the text below the picture had stated that they were known to overturn boats and chomp on people who they believed were threatening.  
   
 "Well, she did take lessons, which you refused. Your father was none too pleased, but I reminded him of your stellar abilities on the pianoforte, which seemed to appease him. You sing beautifully as well," she added as an afterthought.  
   
 “My skill keeps me firmly off the dance floor, which suits me just fine. Cecilia's skill keeps her on the dance floor, which suits her just fine. I believe that we are both doing what we were meant to do.” 
   
 “I suppose that is one way of looking at it. Or we could say that Cecilia is looking for marriage while you are not. If I were any other type of mother, I would be crying from the shame of it.” She took on a mock look of horror. “My eldest daughter does not wish to marry? Oh, I shall not live another day!” 
   
 She closed her act with a hand to her brow and a theatrical fainting spell. Elizabeth laughed, clapping her hands. Her mother truly was a different sort of woman, certainly not as strict or stubborn as most mothers.  
   
 “You do a wonderful impression of Mrs Walters, Mama. She does love to faint.” 
   
 Her mother rolled her eyes and sat up straight. “That woman simply needs to grow a backbone and stop being so melodramatic. The next time she faints I shall not use smelling salts, but a jug of water.” 
   
 Elizabeth clapped her hands over her mouth, her giggles escaping nevertheless. 
   
 "Mama!" she playfully scolded. "That would be rather cruel of you!"  
   
 “Ha! As cruel as having to catch a large woman several times a day? She does smell rather ripe – a regular wash would do her well.” 
   
 “She does have a sweating problem, poor woman.” 
   
 Her mother raised an eyebrow. “Poor woman? If she would refrain from wearing dresses that push her ample bosom to the air all the while constricting her air passages, perhaps then I might feel some sympathy for her.” 
   
 Mrs Walters’ heaving bosom was legendary. Modesty did not seem to apply to her. 
   
 “Each to their own,” she commented. 
   
 "Perhaps a husband would convince her to cover up," her mother suggested.  
   
 “Another husband? But she has had four already!” 
   
 “Yes, and they are all dead. A fifth one should hardly matter much. Perhaps he will stir a feeling in her heart that would change her for the better.” She looked at Elizabeth, a teasing gleam to her eyes. “I am sure that a man could never stir in our hearts the depth of feeling that music can.” 
   
 “I second that notion. If – heaven forbid – I should ever marry, he will need to have a love of music that matches my own as well as allow me to pursue my dreams.” 
   
 “Oh, Elizabeth, that sort of man simply does not exist.” 
   
 “It is just as well that I do not plan on marrying.” 
   
 Both their attention turned to the door as her father stepped inside. He did not come in any further but stood just before the door. Her mother immediately got up and went to him.  
   
 “Miles, is there something that I can get you?” 
   
 “Yes, Edith. I should like a moment with you.” 
   
 “Of course. Shall we go to your study?” 
   
 Her father nodded, looking at Elizabeth. “Are you still at the pianoforte, Elizabeth?” 
   
 She smiled. “As always, Papa. Perfection does not happen on its own.” 
   
 “Mmm,” he replied and left the room. 
   
 Elizabeth watched with sadness as her mother followed quickly behind him, ever the docile and respectful wife. Elizabeth noticed how her parents never smiled when they were together. To other people yes, but never to each other.  
   
 “This is why I should never be married. Who would wish to live their life with another person whom they do not love? It seems like a fate worse than death.” 
   
 She returned to the pianoforte with a sad melody in her heart. 
   
 * 
   
 Edith followed her husband to his study, wondering at his brisk walk. He only walks like this when he has much on his mind, she thought. What has happened now? He entered the study, holding the door open for her. He may not have any true affection for her, but he was polite to a fault. Not once had he ever raised his voice to her, nor his hand for that matter.  
   
 Miles was a mild-tempered man, one who always did what was right. It was something that she respected, although she did wish to shake him until his teeth rattled at times. A shout here and there would have been welcome in an otherwise dead marriage. Edith had thought of leaving him on several occasions but had chickened out. No one would accept a divorced woman, and while Miles would be looked upon with sympathy, she would be ostracised by society and her own family.  
   

Father made it clear the day that I married that I should stand by my husband's side no matter what may come to pass. She had never understood what he had meant until she had suspected her husband of cheating. It had been a heavy blow to her, as she had been with child at the time. In a fit of hysterics, she had lashed out at him, accusing him of adultery. Miles had taken one look at her, his eyebrows raised in amusement. Edith would never forget what he said. 
   
 “Edith, control yourself. Should I take a harlot to my bed when I have one already?” 
   
 He spoke of her brief love affair with a viscount during the early years of their marriage. She had never betrayed him physically, but emotionally she had. Charles had been a source of comfort to her, a man who was content to simply hold her hand or kiss her forehead. Guilt had made her reveal the nature of their relationship to Miles, confessing that she had acted inappropriately with a man who was not her husband. Miles had not raised his voice, not even then. He had merely asked if the affair was over, to which she had replied yes. She had already informed Charles that she could never be with him, and he had left England. Edith had often thought of him, wondering where he was. Within the depths of her soul she knew she had loved him like she had never loved her own husband.  
   
 Miles pulled her chair out, waiting for her to take her seat before going to his.  
   
 “Is there something on your mind, Miles? You seem troubled.” 
   
 “A man with daughters will always be troubled.” 
   
 There it was once again. Her failure to have produced a son, an heir. When she was with child for the second time, Edith had been convinced that the baby would be a boy. Perhaps she had just convinced herself as her second pregnancy had been so different to the first. When Cecilia was born, Miles had not looked at her for weeks. At her wit's end, she had forced baby Cecilia into his arms and stalked off. When she returned, a different Miles had awaited her. It was amazing what such a small thing as a baby holding onto an adult's thumb could do. Miles had softened towards his daughter, but not towards her. Edith had simply accepted it, glad that he had taken to his child. At his comment she looked down, knowing not to reply. 
   
 "Edith, I find myself in a situation that must be concluded today."  
   
 “And what would that situation be?” 
   
 “Marriage for both our daughters.” 
 



 Chapter 2 
   
 Cecilia arrived well after dinner, personally escorted by Percival's spinster aunt, Miss Simms. Mrs Potts, their housekeeper, ushered them into the drawing room, much to everyone's surprise. 
   
 “Miss Simms, how lovely to see you!” her mother exclaimed. “I was not aware that you attended the picnic today.” 
   
 “Oh n-no,” the woman stuttered. “I was not in attendance, Mrs Ramsbury. Picnics are f-far too frivolous for a woman of faith s-such as myself.” 
   
 Poor woman. She had been dealt a heavy blow at birth with both her appearance and a speech impediment. The woman was plain-looking, certainly not ugly, but nothing about her physical features were particularly remarkable. And if that was not enough, she spoke with a stutter that many men found off-putting. It was indeed a shame as she was a lovely woman, perhaps a tad too virtuous for the social circles that she found herself in. It was no wonder that she preferred to stay at her brother-in-law's house, rather than to accompany them to social events. Elizabeth watched the woman wring her hands, clearly uncomfortable to be the centre of attention.  
   
 She watched as her father's forehead creased. He was a mild man, one who rarely showed emotion. However, Elizabeth could sense the beginning of a potential scolding. It will not be a true scolding, for Papa does not like to raise his voice. 
   
 “How did you come to bring my daughter home?” he asked carefully. 
   
 Elizabeth watched as a blush suffused her sister's already rosy cheeks. 
   
 “Oh, Papa, I was with Percy's family.” 
   
 “That is highly irregular, Cecilia!” he said. “Why were we not informed of this before?” 
   
 “Oh, p-please do not scold her so,” Miss Simms spoke. “My s-sister does so love to have Miss Cecilia with us and invited her. I b-bring her apologies for n-not having s-sent word earlier.” 
   
 Elizabeth saw that her father could not stand the stuttering speech of the poor woman. Her mother must have as well, because she quickly stood and went to the woman. 
   
 “Thank you, Miss Simms, for bringing our daughter safely home. I am sure that my husband accepts your sincere apology. Come, let me escort you to your carriage.” 
   
 Her mother took Miss Simms by the arm, propelling the woman forward. When they were out of earshot, her father turned to Cecilia, impaling her with a stern gaze. 
   
 "What is the meaning of this, young lady? Do you think it acceptable to frolic about the town without a word to me or your mother?"  
   
 “Papa, I am sorry, but I could not deny Mrs Hawkins. She was most insistent. However, I assure you that I was in good hands.” 
   
 He twirled his moustache, something that Elizabeth recognised as a physical indication of his agitation. Elizabeth could tell that Cecilia also recognised the signs for, as if on command, her tears began falling down her cheeks. Her sister ran to her father, kneeling at his feet. I knew that the water works would start soon,
thought Elizabeth. She watched as her sister began to beg their father for forgiveness, her voice seemingly full of regret. 
   
 "Papa, I implore you – please forgive my foolishness! I did not mean to disrespect you and Mama. You know that I hold the both of you in the highest esteem. I simply thought that I should represent our family to the Hawkins by being kind and obliging. I assure you that that was all it was. Please forgive me, Papa."  
   
 Had it been acceptable, Elizabeth would have stood up and applauded her sister for her stellar acting abilities. She knew full well that Cecilia was not in the least apologetic for her changed plans. Instead, she was sorry for the scolding she was currently receiving. One word from her father could spell the end of her regular outings. Cecilia took her act a step further and took her father's hand, placing it upon her head in submission. Oh, that was a wise move, thought Elizabeth. Cecilia does know how to manipulate people. She loved her sister, but she did not approve of her antics. Her father's hand remained stiff upon her sister's head for but a second before it relaxed. And there it was. 
   
 “I shall allow this to pass, Cecilia. But do not let it happen again.” 
   
 Cecilia leapt up from her position and planted a kiss on her father's forehead. “Oh, thank you, Papa. You are indeed the kindest father. May I retire to my room now?” 
   
 Her father waved his hand. “Yes, yes, go on.” 
   
 Cecilia skipped out of the room, her face once more a picture of youthful gaiety. Elizabeth immediately returned to her novel, one of young love and hardships.  
   
 “Elizabeth,” her father said. 
   
 She quickly looked up. “Yes, Papa?” 
   
 “I would like you to speak to your sister concerning her behaviour. You know that I am not one for tears, and as her older sister, she will listen to you.” 
   
 Where would her father get that notion from? Cecilia was a law unto herself. No one could control her.  
   
 “What should I say?” 
   
 "I hardly feel the need to explain it to you. You are an intelligent girl, you understand what duty and propriety mean. Ensure that your sister does not repeat this," he waved his hands in the air, "act of disobedience again."  
   
 That was the last thing that Elizabeth wished to do. Cecilia was a highly emotional individual who would lose herself in hysterics at any opposition. The only person that she behaved herself with was her father. 
   
 “Papa, I hardly think that I can do such a thing. Perhaps Mama will be able to show her the dangers of crooked behaviour.” 
   
 He shook his head firmly. “No, your mother is occupied with other duties. You will need to step in and be the older sister.” 
   
 Elizabeth sighed, taking care not to make it too obvious. “Very well. Shall I go now?” 
   
 “It is late, best you retire to your room. Leave the book behind.” 
   
 That surprised her. “Papa?” 
   
 He pointed. “The book. You must leave it behind. No man wishes to have a wife more concerned with books than him. Best you learn that now.” 
   
 She was stunned. “But I have always read in bed, Papa.” 
   
 “And you are no longer a child. Must I repeat myself again or will you listen?” 
   
 There was a note of warning in his voice that had her putting the book down. She did not bother to look at him as she left the room. Why is Papa being so difficult about this? When did he become so concerned with my reading habits? She did not like this change, not one bit.  
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth climbed the stairs to their bedroom, not looking forward to the conversation to be had with her sister. It had been their father's wish that Elizabeth share a bedroom with her sister during the time of Cecilia’s nightly terrors many years back. As time went on, it became an unspoken settlement that Elizabeth should remain with her sister. All attempts to advocate for her own room had fallen upon deaf ears. More so her father's than her mother's. And now to be forced to speak with her when it is well-known that Cecilia accepts no advice contrary to her beliefs? She shook her head. “I should enjoy living on my own and being independent,” she muttered out loud. 
   
 She opened the door to find her sister already in her nightgown, sitting upright in her bed, seemingly waiting for Elizabeth's arrival. Her facial expression belied one who was mournful of her actions. She could see that her sister's body was humming with excitement, a stark contrast to the mask she wore. Oh, Cecilia. If only you would start to understand that life does not revolve around you. Elizabeth wanted the best for her sister, but she was worried that her nature would expire any good fortune to fall upon her. Patience and tolerability could only last for so long before something had to give. 
   
 “Is Papa quite upset with me?” Cecilia asked. 
   
 Elizabeth longed to say yes, but no good would come of it. Her sister would likely fall into a fit of passionate tears, ranting about the unfairness of it all. 
   
 “No, just disappointed.” 
   
 “Oh,” Cecilia said smiling. “Disappointment is preferable to anger. I am sure that he will lay his feelings aside once Percy speaks with him.” 
   
 Elizabeth paused her progress to her bed. “Percival? Why should he speak with Papa?” 
   
 "Prepare yourself for bed, and then I shall tell you. I have so much to tell you, Elizabeth! I am nearly bursting with excitement. Today has been a most productive day indeed."  

 

 Believing herself to be subjected to the latest gossip, Elizabeth bathed her face before moving behind the screen and changing, all the while thinking about her father's odd request, or rather command, for her to leave her book in the drawing room. Perhaps if I were given to hysterics like Cecilia, I might be able to get my way. But I could never do such a thing.  
   
 “Oh, do hurry up, Elizabeth. Must you prolong your routine? You do it every day, surely this means that you are used to it.” 
   
 “Each to their own, Cecilia. You take some time in the morning. I take my time in the evening.” 
   
 Her sister laughed. “You cannot compare the two. Who are you preparing yourself for at this time of the night? The man of your dreams?” 
   
 “I was not aware that by taking my time I would be doing it for someone.” 
   
 She heard her sister flop onto the bed, sighing loudly. “Oh, you are hopeless.” 
   
 Elizabeth chuckled. “And I still love you, despite how you mock me, little sister.” 
   
 She was indeed still her sister. Elizabeth could become frustrated and angry at times, but this was the sister who used to run to her when she hurt herself or hug her at the oddest moments just to show affection. It was only in the last few years that she had changed so much that they no longer had anything in common except for the room they shared. She came out from behind the screen and climbed into bed, preparing herself for the onslaught of gossip she was about to hear, wondering if she should tell her what Papa has said before she started. 
   
 “Ceci, Papa wished that I would talk to you about your behaviour and actions today.” 
   
 Her sister rolled her eyes. “I believe that this has been sorted, Elizabeth. I do not wish to discuss it again.” 
   
 But Elizabeth was firm. “What you did was wrong. But due to your tears, Papa could not scold you.” 
   
 “Who has said this to you? Surely not Papa?” 
   
 “Yes, it was Papa. There is an image that must be upheld. Whatever we do will reflect on the Ramsbury name, and you know that this is important to Papa. Please do not repeat your actions.” 
   
 “Oh, leave that be now, Elizabeth. As I said, Papa will soon forget his disappointment once Percy speaks to him.” 
   
 “Speaks to him about what, pray tell me?” 
   
 Cecilia adjusted herself on the bed, getting to her knees and sitting back on her haunches. Her excitement was palpable. 
   
 “I expect that Percy shall ask for my hand in marriage in days to come. Is that not wonderful?” 
   
 Elizabeth tried to smile but she couldn't. This cannot bode well for me. I am nowhere near to accomplishing what I wish. If Ceci should marry, pressure may be placed upon me to do the same.  
   
 Cecilia saw the look on her face and placed her hands on her hips. 
   
 “Are you not happy for me? Should you not congratulate me?” 
   
 “How certain are you of this proposal?” 
   
 "As sure as my name is Cecilia Ramsbury. He told me that he wished to take our courtship to another plane of intimacy. What can that mean but be betrothed?"  
   
 Another plane of intimacy? Is that what the young men were calling it? “I am not familiar with the jargon used by the young people of our time.” 
   
 “Oh, you truly know nothing, Elizabeth.” 
   
 “I shall take that as a compliment.” 
   
 Cecilia flopped onto her belly and regarded her sister with a narrowed gaze. 
   
 “What is it?” Elizabeth asked. “Why do you look at me like that?” 
   
 “I do not imagine that you are a happy person.” 
   
 “What has made you come to that conclusion?” 
   
 "You cannot be happy to sit at home for much of your day, if not more, and be happy. It is my hope that you would find a man who will make you as happy as Percy makes me feel."  
   
 Elizabeth snorted. "Marriage? An invisible chain that we women wound ourselves with every vow that we speak. I am not one for marriage, Ceci. In fact, there is not a hope within me directed toward matrimony.” 
   
 Cecilia's nose wrinkled. “And why ever not?” 
   
 “I expect that it would bore me to an early grave. Being happy is an important aspect of my life. Marriage would rip that away from me, not to mention it would inhibit my talents on the pianoforte. I have much that I wish to achieve – getting married is certainly not one of them.” 
   
 Her sister shook her head. “You are far too cynical for your age, Elizabeth. Who is to say that your husband will not allow you to pursue your passions?” 
   
 Elizabeth thought of her mother, of what she had said. Getting married would surely dampen her musical passion. “Have you ever seen Mama play the pianoforte?” 
   
 Cecilia thought about that as she twisted the bed quilt around her hand. “Perhaps once or twice. She seems far busier doing other duties. Why do you ask?” 
   
 “Did you know that Mama was a gifted musician? Her passion for music was as mine, if not greater.” 
   
 “It could not have been that great if she chooses not to play now. There is ample time in the evenings to practice her hobby.” 
   
 “A hobby?” said Elizabeth incredulously. “You believe that it was a hobby?” 
   
 “What else could it have been? She is hardly bothered with it now.” 
   
 “That is my point. Mama gave up her passion to be a wife and a mother.” 
   
 Cecilia looked taken aback. “You are too concerned about this, Elizabeth. If Mama did so then so be it. She understood that wifely duties are far more important than a silly talent.” 
   
 "Silly? Do not speak of what you clearly do not understand, Cecilia. You wish to be a married woman, so be it. I, however, have dreams that do not concern finding a husband, bearing his children, and running a household. I wish to do something with my life that is meaningful."  
   
 “Oh, I believe that I see it now. You wish for fame and glory. You wish for people to take notice of your talent and praise you for it. The compliments that you have thus far received have gone to your head, dear sister.” 
   
 Cecilia could not have been any further from the truth. Why must it be wrong to pursue a passion other than matrimony? 
   
 “You are wrong, Cecilia. I do not desire fame and glory, but a life of my own choosing, doing what I love. I do not wish to be controlled by others. I am an individual, I refuse to lose myself in the roles of mother and wife.” 
   
 Elizabeth delivered this speech with great passion, her chest slightly heaving. She was surer than ever before that her fate would not be one of marriage. Suddenly exhausted, she lay down, her long auburn hair fanning her pillow.  
   
 It was not a minute later when Cecilia spoke again, her voice light but sure of what she was saying. “You are just not ready for love yet, Elizabeth. But do not fret, it will happen soon enough.” 
   
 “I already have a great love, Ceci.” 
   
 “Playing the pianoforte? Music? Playing that instrument and studying music all day must be tedious, I am sure that you will tire of it one day.” 
   
 Elizabeth said nothing in reply. She was tired of explaining to her sister that she loved music and did not desire to get married. My words go into one ear and come out the other without taking root. It is pointless to speak to her of my dreams. 
   
 “Well, now that we have all of that out of the way, let me tell you of the latest news. I am sure that you are going to most interested in it!” 
   
 “I doubt it,” Elizabeth muttered. 
   
 Cecilia paid her no attention as she launched into the latest gossip of the town. “Our own dashing baron suffered a great rejection some days ago, perhaps even weeks.” 
   
 “Then we should not speak of it. I am sure that you would not like people to discuss something that you found humiliating.” 
   
 “Oh, Elizabeth, do stop acting as if you are a shrivelled prune!”  
   
 Elizabeth burst out laughing. She had never been called that before.  
   
 “And what has tickled you so?” her sister demanded. 
   
 Elizabeth wiped the tears from her eyes, trying to compose herself. “Oh, dear me, you can be rather colourful at times, Ceci.” 
   
 Her sister regarded her with amusement. “Only you would laugh at yourself when being called a name. It makes me wonder if you are not indeed a different creature altogether.” 
   
 “Would you know, I think the same thing at times. I certainly do not fit the mould.” 
   
 Cecilia uttered a noise of frustration. “Oh, do let me continue, please.” 
   
 She sighed. “Very well, go on.” 
   
 "Well," Cecilia started, once more excited. "The story goes like this: he proposed to his sweetheart, and she rejected him. Can you imagine the shame? What was her name again?"  
   
 “Miss Diana Lambert.” 
   
 “Yes! That was her name. How did you know?” Cecilia asked accusingly. 
   
 “Ceci, I did not get to the age of twenty not knowing the names of those who throw themselves into the public's eye. Besides, I believe that I once played in their audience just last year. They attended the spring celebrations.” 
   
 "I do believe that you are right. She is the daughter of the viscount who opened the celebration with a long-winded speech."  
   
 “Mmm.” 
   
 “Well, I cannot imagine how the baron must feel about this. I hear that he has not left his room in some time.” 
   
 “No one enjoys rejection. I imagine he needs time to come to terms with it. They were together for some time.” 
   
 Cecilia stared at her sister, her eyes narrowing. “Why do you know so much about them?” 
   
 Elizabeth was not about to tell Cecilia the truth, that would be self-sabotage. Three years ago, when she saw the baron for the very first time, she had thought him terribly handsome. He had caught her attention for reasons she could not decipher. He had looked at her, a lopsided smile playing about his lips, only to have his attention snapped away by a beautiful woman with golden hair. She had soon learned that they were an item – Anthony Cavendish, Baron of Bedford, and Diana Lambert, daughter of the Viscount of Somersby. Elizabeth had felt an odd twinge seeing them, not understanding why she should be sad. She did not know him, but he had arrested her attention for a moment in time. She blinked her eyes, forcefully setting aside that confusing moment. 
   
 “Oh, I have heard of them here and there. Mama hosts many dinner parties. It is not hard to pick up information about people as well-known as they.” 
   
 "I suppose so, although I am surprised that you hear anything at all. You always appear to be joined to the pianoforte in a way that seems unnatural."  
   
 Elizabeth shrugged her shoulders. “It is more rewarding to play than to partake in activities that do not interest me.” 
   
 “You are a peculiar being, Elizabeth.” 
   
 “Thank you.” 
   
 “But not as peculiar as the hat that Margaret Moore was wearing today. Where could she have bought such a horrendous creation? And she seemed quite proud of it. Well, it did well to hide most of her face and those unfortunate freckles.” 
   
 Elizabeth allowed Cecilia to speak, not commenting besides the odd sound that convinced her sister that she was attentively listening to her. Soon enough, Cecilia fell asleep, her last words a slurred mention of the dress that she intended to buy for her upcoming proposal.  
   
 “Goodnight, Ceci.” 
   
 “G'night,” she mumbled. 

 

 * 
   
 When an hour had passed, it soon became apparent that Elizabeth could not sleep. Her mind was filled with thoughts and worries that kept her annoyingly alert. It is not that I am opposed to love, but I am opposed to the false love that I see around me. Conditional love that wounds rather than strengthens and heals. The love described in books and fairytales is the type of love that I desire for myself. Perhaps it is wishful thinking, but it is how I feel. Why must I settle and be unhappy? 


 

 Her books had told of enduring love, passionate love, a type that gave and did not take away. It sacrificed but did not cause pain.  
   

Is that such an impossible love? Is it so wrong to wish for a man who will make me stronger and allow me to be who I am? I would support him as well, I would love him and take care of him without forsaking myself.  
   
 Feeling restless, she rose from her bed and went to the window, peering into the darkness. A movement caught her eye: two people coming out of the shadows. Intrigued, she slowly opened her window and leaned outside. Although she could not see their faces, their forms were clearly male and female. They walked hand-in-hand, every now and then the male figure leaning down, bringing his head close to the slender female figure.  
   
 “Sweethearts,” she whispered. 
   
 It seemed that love was in the air, not just for her sister, but for the servants below her as well. She was sure that they were servants as the family did not have any visitors. The two figures turned to look at each other before the male figure bent down and kissed the woman.  
   
 “Oh my.” 
   
 Elizabeth coloured, stepping away from the window, feeling like an intruder, although they surely could not see her. Unable to look away for long, she peeked once more, disappointed to see that they had gone.  
   
 “Just as well, I should not have been looking in on such an intimate moment,” she admonished herself. 
   
 She closed the window and returned to her bed, lying on top of the covers.  
   

I shall not lie and say that I am not at all envious of young love, or any love for that matter. What concerns me is that there are no men who I can see tying myself to. I refuse to settle for the sake of matrimony. The stories she read were misleading, but she couldn't bring herself to stop reading them. The men in the stories were strong men who desired women who think, who had thoughts of their own. They did not seek to take away the woman's identity and replace it with their own beliefs of how a woman should be. The men that she knew are all alike, even Cecilia's darling Percy. 
   
 Even though it seemed that she did not pay attention to the people around her during her mother's many dinner parties, she secretly did. She observed the relationships between married couples, those newlywed as well as those who had been married for some time. She watched the interaction between unwed women and men, silently taking notes. Elizabeth had come to the conclusion that all men were fundamentally alike. She used her father as a measure for the behaviours of other men, which only served to prove her belief and opinions. All men were dull, lacking in feeling, and terribly traditional. They all wanted the same things but wrapped up in different packages called women.  
   
 It was the same thing over and over again. 
   
 How did no one else see it? Or did they simply not choose to see it? If I was to marry any of the men I have so far seen, I shall inevitably end up like my mother – unhappy. Of course, life wasn't just about happiness, but it did make life worth living.  
   
 Elizabeth imagined that love would be the most important thing in a relationship. That and respect. She had seen respect in the relationships around her, but it had been one-sided. The men commanded respect from their wives, all the while belittling them. Except for her Uncle Noah and Aunt Deborah. Elizabeth had never seen a couple more in love. 
   
 Aunt Deborah was her father's sister, and different from him in everything but the colour of their hair and eyes. Her aunt was older by three years but seemed far younger than her austere brother. It was amazing what a light attitude could do for one's physical features. 
   
 When Elizabeth was a young girl and would see the playful attitude between her aunt and uncle, she wondered why her parents could not behave in the same way. While her parents treated each other with cool politeness, Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah would be laughing, with Uncle Noah frequently kissing his wife's cheek, hand or forehead. There was a tenderness in him when it came to his wife, a fondness that Elizabeth would have liked to experience for herself.  
   
 It was possible, if but rare. 
   
 Maybe she should ask her aunt for advice if she was ever in the way of matrimony. I would need her to tell me what I should look for in a potential husband.  
   
 “I speak as though I have every intention of getting married!” she laughed to herself. 
   
 Perhaps it was time for her to put it out her mind and focus on her dream of becoming a composer who would change the world, one melody at a time. 
 



 Chapter 3 
   
 A loud bang woke Anthony with a start, his hands immediately going to his head. What was going on? Who was in his bedroom? Still groggy from a heavy hangover and a splitting headache, he vaguely recognised the form of his friend, Felton Nicholson. 
   
 “What the? Felton? What in the hell do you think you are doing in my room? Get out! I told you that I did not wish to see anyone!” 
   
 His shouting did more harm than good. Anthony gripped the sides of his head, cursing the agony of overindulgence. His friend paid him no mind and ripped the curtains open, letting the harsh morning sunlight stream through the windows.  
   
 “Wake up, sunshine!” Felton shouted. “It is a new day!” 
   
 “Bugger it all!” he growled. “I am going back to sleep.” Anthony pulled the covers over his head and lay back down, never intending to venture out of his room again. 
   
 "I would not advise it, old friend. Get up, or I shall make you do it."  
   
 “You and what army?” he mumbled from beneath the covers. “You forget that I have beaten you at every sport and combat from the age of thirteen. Choose wisely.” 
   
 Felton chuckled. “I doubt that you are in any shape to fight me, Anthony.” 
   
 “Watch me.” 
   
 “I warned you.” 
   
 Seconds later the covers were ripped from his body, jerking him as he had curled himself in the sheets. 
   
 “Damnation to you, you liver-bellied fiend!” 
   
 This only served to amuse Felton. “I'm glad to see that your words are as colourful as ever, but I am afraid that I cannot compliment your current state.” 
   
 “Go to hell.” 
   
 “No thank you, I am not fond of the fires of hell.” 
   
 Why did his friend have to be so good-natured about everything? Right now Anthony found him annoying and could quite happily drop a shiner on him. He sat up, one hand on his head, the other shading his eyes from the glaring sun.  
   
 “Give me back my covers or suffer the consequences.” 
   
 “I dare you to try and fetch them.” Felton held them up and waved them about.  
   
 Anthony thought about it. “You are not worth it.” He flopped back onto his bed, hissing as his head exploded with pain. “Argh! Get me a whiskey, will you?” 
   
 “No.” 
   
 “No?” 
   
 “No.” 
   
 “What in the hell do you want if you are not here to help me?” 
   
 “I doubt that getting you a whiskey will help you. Perhaps some tea, something to eat.” 
   
 The thought of food curdled his stomach. “Forget it, I shall get it myself.” 
   
 He gingerly climbed off the bed, only to fall back down when his head swam. 
   
 “You are in no position to be drinking, Anthony. Have you seen the state of you?” 
   
 He glared at his friend. “I probably look a darn sight better than you.” 
   
 “Your confidence is certainly legendary. When last did you bathe?” 
   
 It was too long ago to even begin to remember. Or perhaps it was the same day that Diana that rejected him and left. That would make it eight days. “None of your business,” he answered. 
   
 “You resemble a caveman with that horrendous beard you have growing there. Are you sure that nothing is crawling in there? It looks quite matted and suspicious.” 
   
 Anthony scratched his face, feeling the beard. He had never allowed his beard to grow this long before, but he couldn't have been less bothered about it either. His life was over. Felton took a step towards him, quickly stepping back. 
   
 “Phew! You smell quite ripe, man. I gather that neither a blade nor soap has touched your body since the incident.” 
   
 Anthony hung his head. “Do not remind me. Do not even mention that Jezebel's name to me.” 
   
 Felton laughed. “At one point I could not get you to stop talking about Di –” 
   
 “I mean it,” he warned. 
   
 “Fine, 'that woman', and now you refuse to have her name mentioned. This is quite a turn of events, do you not think so?” 
   
 “Just go away, Felton, and leave me be.” 
   
 “Now what friend would I be if I were to abandon you in your time of need?” 
   
 “A wise friend.” 
   
 Felton sighed. “You make for a rather pathetic and miserable picture. I wonder what 'that woman' would think of you if she were to see you now?” 
   
 Anthony wished that his friend would just stop talking and go away. He needed time to heal from both the rejection and the humiliation.  
   
 "Do you find great joy in harassing me in this manner? Can not a man have the time to come to terms with heartache? Has the world become so unfeeling that it has forgotten the pain of rejection?"  
   
 There was no greater pain than to have the one that your heart beats for scorn your love. He had waited six years to make her his wife, but it had all been in vain. He watched as Felton narrowed his eyes at something beneath the bed, before kneeling down and reaching for it. When he held it in his hand, Anthony tried to grab it. 
   
 “Give it here, Felton. I shall toss it into the depths of the sea. Let the deep waters appreciate its beauty, for I cannot bear to look at it.” 
   
 Felton held it out of his reach, blocking every clumsy lunge. 
   
 “You would throw away your mother's ring because of an unworthy woman?” 
   
 “Do not call her unworthy!” 
   
 “And yet you called her a Jezebel, or has the alcohol in your body muddled your brains?” 
   
 Anthony ignored the question. “Give me the ring, it is mine. I shall do with it as I please.” 
   
 Felton tucked the ring into a pocket, patting it.  
   
 "That is my ring, I inherited it. You will return it, or I shall accuse you of theft."  
   
 His friend raised his eyebrows. “You jest.” 
   
 “Am I in the habit of jesting?” 
   
 “You would throw away twenty years of friendship on a woman of six years who, I might add, has not been faithful? To make matters worse, you would take the ring of your mother and toss it into the sea because of the same faithless woman? How far has your mind sunk, Anthony? What would your parents say? Might I remind you that they never did accept Diana.” 
   
 Anthony remembered that well enough. His father had threatened to disinherit him because his mother could not stand his sweetheart. He admitted that Diana was not one that people took to quickly, but he loved her nonetheless. Even now with the pain in his heart, he continued to love her.  
   
 “Keep it then. Do with it as you wish. Only do not darken my eyes with it ever again.” 
   
 Felton nodded. “I shall keep it safe until you come to your senses.” 
   
 He looked away. Felton could do what he wanted with the ring. Right now, all it reminded him of was the fact that Diana had left him. 
   
 “For good this time,” he mumbled. 
   
 “Did you speak?” Felton asked. 
   
 “No. In fact, I do not wish to speak with you at this moment. Kindly leave before I have my steward show you out.” 
   
 “Old Clayton will not be throwing me out, he is the one who told me of your pitiful state.” 
   
 “Traitor.” 
   
 “You are fortunate to have a servant who looks after you as though you were his son. Do not take him for granted.” 
   
 Now Felton was telling him how to treat his servants? The nerve of the man! 
   
 “I shall treat Clayton however I wish to.” 
   
 As soon as the words left his mouth, he felt ashamed. He hung his head, disgusted with himself. 
   
 "Well," Felton began. "You are in a sorry state, indeed. Self-pity is not becoming in a baron such as yourself. You have always been a proud man, Anthony. Would you allow a woman to bring you down?"  
   
 “I loved her,” he answered brokenly. 
   
 “But she did not return your love.” 
   
 “You do not know that!” 
   
 “Anthony! Wake up! She humiliated you in front of our friends and your family. Do you understand that? What woman in love would do such a thing? I warned you time and again about this woman, but did you care to listen? No! You threw my advice aside and followed her like a lovesick calf. Look at the state that you are in, just look at you.” 
   
 Anthony did. He took a look around his room, noting the empty bottles of alcohol, broken glass, mingled with clean and dirty clothes strewn across the floor, and a stench that was clearly coming from him. Any attempt by his servants to enter his room had been met with opposition. Thus, his room had steadily worsened.  
   
 “It is bad.” 
   
 “That is an understatement. I have never seen you like this, Anthony. What did she do to you?” 
   

She broke me, she finally broke me. Thinking about that night was too painful. “I do not wish to discuss it.” 
   
 “But you must,” Felton insisted. “Healing starts when you talk about it and not allow it to control you. We have been friends for much of our lives, Anthony. We grew up together, attended the same school, watched as we broke hearts along the way.” 
   
 Anthony smiled at that. He and Felton had been a formidable force when it came to women. It was not uncommon for them to have women following their every move just to have them glance their way. That was until he met Diana Lambert six years ago. He could remember that day as clear as the glass that lay at his feet. She had been walking with a friend of hers when she dropped her parasol. Being a gentleman Anthony had picked it up, and when he had looked into her dark green eyes he had been lost. The duo that was he and Felton fell away, and he became a one-woman-man. If only she had become a one-man-woman. 
   
 “Times change, Felton. We cannot be who we were years ago.” 
   
 “I do not expect us to go back, but I would like my friend back. The one who seized life with both hands and yelled carpe diem before charging into life like a stampede of rhinoceros.” 
   
 “That time in Africa was quite an adventure. I thought that we would surely die.” 
   
 “We did nearly die! We had to climb the nearest tree, and even then there was the risk of falling off because the ground was shaking.” 
   
 Anthony laughed. He and Felton had taken a trip to Africa instead of the usual route that most young men took once their education was complete. Society expected them to 'sow their wild oats' and get the need for adventure out of their system before the responsibilities and realities of life became their every waking moment. Against his parents' wishes, Anthony had taken the first ship that would deliver him to Africa, taking Felton along with him. It had indeed been an adventure, something that had made them men among men. They had returned home older, darker and full of life. Exactly a year later he had met Diana. Thereafter, his every waking moment had become centred on her. Anthony had never known what obsession was until he realised that the thought of any man looking at Diana would send him into a jealous rage. It was never aimed at her, but he had broken a few noses and arms these past six years. And all for what? She left him anyway. 
   
 “Those were the good old days.” 
   
 Felton laughed. “You speak as though you have lived your life and are ready to keel over and die. You are only twenty-nine, man. There is still much to do, much to see.” 
   
 “I cannot contemplate life without her, Felton.” 
   
 “Do not be ridiculous. She is but one woman, and I daresay, not the one for you. Your wife is still out there, Anthony. That is if you still choose to get married.” 
   
 “Do not speak to me of matrimony, please. One rejection is one too many.” 
   
 Anthony watched as Felton looked around the room, obviously searching for something. His friend suddenly moved forward, taking a toppled chair from the corner of the room and dragging it to take a seat before him. 
   
 “Standing around with you in this condition is tiring,” he said. “This woman has killed your spirit for life, Anthony. What exactly did she say to you? I know that she ridiculed you to her companions, but what did she say to you?” 
   
 Did he even want to talk about it? If I do not, Felton will never leave me in peace. Perhaps if he hears what happened, he will finally understand my grief. 
   
 "You know that I had meant to propose to Diana for quite some time."  
   
 “Yes,” his friend nodded. “And I have tried to talk you out of doing such a thing.” 
   
 Anthony looked at him, spreading his hands in annoyance. “Do I tell you what happened, or do you prefer to throw the 'I told you so' card in my face?” 
   
 Felton waved his hand at him. “Very well, continue.” 
   
 "Thank you. As I was saying, I had meant to propose to her for quite some time, and I finally decided that proposing to her during my birthday celebration would be the perfect moment."  
   
 Felton raised his eyebrows at him but said nothing.  
   
 Anthony knew what he was thinking. He believes that I was looking for the humiliation and heartache. Bad memories. I suppose that he is right. My birthday will forever remind me of the day that I was rejected by my greatest love. 
   
 "I took her for a stroll through the gardens. I even had rose petals scattered along the pathway."  
   
 Felton sniggered, earning himself a glare. 
   
 “What do you find amusing?” 
   
 “Rose petals along the pathway of a garden? Were the flowers in the garden not sufficient for you?” 
   
 “It is called being romantic, Felton. Not that you would know what the word meant. Women are quite sentimental for that sort of thing.” 
   
 “And was she?” 
   
 Anthony looked down. “No, she did not notice the petals so concerned was she about the rain clouds overhead.” 
   
 “Typical Diana.” 
   
 “Will you continue to interrupt and mock me, or shall I continue?” 
   
 “Oh, please do continue. I would like to hear the good part.” 
   
 “There is no good part – she rejected me.” 
   
 Felton waved his hand. "Just continue."  
   
 “Another side remark and I shall have you thrown off these premises.” 
   
 Felton smiled. “You can try. Now please, continue.” 
   
 His friend was the one person who he wished he could tip a settler but could never. Not only was he his friend, but his brother and closest confidante. He would never hurt him, not even for Diana. 
   
 “What?” Felton suddenly exclaimed. “Has Diana aged you as well? You are taking rather long to tell this story. You may no longer have a life, but I assure you that I do.” 
   
 “You do know that you came here of your own accord? You can leave the same way as well.” 
   
 His friend only proceeded to regard him with a 'devil may care' look, a smile playing about his lips. Anthony narrowed his eyes but continued with the story.  
   
 “I led her to her favourite part of the garden, the one where I hid the statue of the sea nymph.” 
   
 "Ah, I know that very well. I can see why she would like that, although I would have described her more as a siren. You know, leading seamen to their deaths and all that."  
   
  Anthony sighed. "You are not helping, Felton. And to correct you, sea nymphs also led men to their deaths."  
   
 “Sea nymph, siren – it is all the same to me.” 
   
 Anthony shook his head. “Greek mythology was never your strong suit.” 
   
 "But I did love to look at the statues of the goddesses in Greece. I must have memorised them all to heart."  
   
 “I shall gift the sea nymph statue to you – it may do you more good than it did me.” 
   
 “I shall never accept such an accursed thing. Would you have your same fate befall me?” 
   
 “I never did take you to be a superstitious gentleman, Felton. When did all of this come to be?” 
   
 “The minute you just told me that she rejected you at the sea nymph statue. Now please, continue with this story. I have become bored with your beating around the bush.” 
   
 Anthony opened his mouth to argue but then thought better of it. Felton was purposely baiting him, no doubt trying to lure him out of his current state of mind.  
   
 “I sat her down and professed my love for her, to which she replied that she knows full well how I feel about her. She did not tell me her own feelings for me. In hindsight, perhaps I should have pressed her. It may have saved me my heartache.” 
   
 "It is a bit late for should have, old friend."  
   
 “Yes. Well, I got down on my one knee and fished out my mother's ring from my pocket.” 
   
 He paused as he remembered her reaction. It had not been delight, but horror. He had paid it no mind much to his detriment. 
   
 “And then?” Felton urged. 
   
 “I asked her to do me the honour of becoming my wife. She laughed in my face.” 
   
 In fact, she had told him to stop embarrassing himself and get off the floor. Anthony had protested, insisting that they were meant to be together. He winced as he remembered how pitiful he had sounded.  
   
 “She is one harsh woman. What did she say to you?” 
   
 Anthony took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Thinking about those words caused a lump in his throat, a lump that he had to swallow hard before continuing. Felton must have understood because he did not press him for an immediate answer. 
   
 “Well, uh, she told me that she could never love a man like me. She informed me that I was simply too serious for her, that I was dragging her down, and that she wished to live her life without being shackled to a man like myself.” 
   
 And then like a fool he had cried and begged her to reconsider, hoping to change her heart. This part of the story he decided to leave out, not wishing to add to his humiliation. Felton was his oldest friend, and yet there were some things that were not easily spoken out loud, not even to a friend. 
   
 “I hear that she is now in France, living with a great aunt.” 
   
 “Yes, you would be correct.” 
   
 Felton sat back in his chair, apparently taken aback by Anthony's description of the incident.  
   
 “I knew that Diana could be cruel, but I did not know that she would speak such things to you. No wonder you are in this state.” 
   
 "Does this mean that you will now leave me alone?" he asked hopefully.  
   
 “Not a chance. I promised Clayton that I would get you out of bed, washed, shaved and into your normal routine. They have all been worried about you.” 
   
 Anthony felt shame seep into him. He could finally see that he had been selfish these past few days, refusing to see anyone, speak to anyone, and deal with anything. His servants had had to deal with his anger, his moodiness, and his drunken ways. He vaguely remembered throwing a tray of food out of the room and onto the head of a maid, who happened to be walking below the stairs. He had not stopped to apologise but stomped off back into the room and fell onto his bed, a bottle of whiskey glued to his hand. 
   
 “I have not been treating them well, have I? Has anyone walked out yet?” 
   
 “I do not believe so, but Mrs Hubbard is mighty close to doing so.” 
   
 Mrs Hubbard was his housekeeper, who prided herself on a clean and well-run house. It must have been difficult for her to resist coming into his room to organise it as it should be. She had been with the family since he was twelve, working with his mother to run the house until her death some years back. Although Anthony was already in his twenties when his mother had died, Mrs Hubbard had taken it upon herself to watch over him like a mother hen. What would she say to him regarding Diana? Even she had warned him away from her, telling him that nothing could come of a courtship with a woman who had a wild look to her eyes.  
   
 “Shall I call Clayton and have him draw you a bath? You need one.” 
   
 “Not yet. I have only just woken up.” He needed time to digest everything. 
   
 After a moment of thinking and obsessing, Anthony decided that there was only one course of action left to him. 
   
 “ I want to win her back.” 
   
 “You what?” 
   
 “I want to win her back. She is the only one whom I love, Felton. She has made a mistake and will soon realise it. Wasn't it her wild nature that had attracted me to her? The fact that I cannot pin her down even for a second. She has been a challenge for me, a challenge that I love with all of my heart. She is confused. She will come to her sense soon enough. However, I need to figure out a way to win her back.” 
   
 Felton stared at him, his expression incredulous. "Have you gone barking mad? Win her back? Do you hear yourself?"  
   
 “Loud and clear. This is the first time I have been sure about something since she rejected me.” 
   
 Felton stood up and started to pace the room, his movements tense and agitated.  
   
 "You have gone barking mad, that is what has happened. Did you knock your head? That must be it because you have certainly lost your mind."  
   
 Anthony stood up, swaying ever so slightly. “I am not crazy, I am a determined man. You must first hear what I have to say before you judge me.” 
   
 “Will you be speaking the same hogwash that I have just heard?” 
   
 “If you would just give me a moment and listen to me, perhaps then you will not see it as hogwash.” 
   
 Felton shook his head, but he returned to his seat. Anthony could see that his friend was not impressed with his wish to win Diana back, but he was sure that it was the only way. Perhaps she does not believe that I am committed enough. 
   
 “What ludicrous plan have you concocted in that foolish brain?” 
   
 “Well, I do not have a plan yet, but if you expect me to leave this room, you have to promise that you will assist me in winning Diana back.” 
   
 “This is an emotional suicide mission, Anthony. There is no justification for what you want to do. The woman hurt you, she humiliated and rejected you, is that not enough?” 
   
 “She is confused. She will come around eventually.” 
   
 Felton just shook his head. “You need to forget about Diana Lambert. Forget about her and get on with your life. Life is too short to spend it running after people who do not love you.” 
   
 “But she does love me, Felton, she does. She just needs to realise it and accept it.” 
   
 Felton got up again, determination clear on his aristocratic face. “I propose a solution.” 
   
 “If it is to assist me with winning Diana back, then I agree.” 
   
 "Just listen to what I have to say. What do you say to your servants packing your trunk and having you accompany me to the London season?"  
   
 “The London season? Whatever for? I do not understand.” 
   
 Anthony had no desire to be watched by young women all looking for a suitor. He had been forced to attend more times than he cared to count, and each and every time he had come away with the same opinion: women were dull, simpering fools without a thought in their heads. Anthony did not want a woman without a mind of her own. That was why he had been attracted to Diana. She did what she wanted to, went where she wanted to and said what she wanted to, all with a charm that surpassed any other he had so far seen in a woman. Diana was simply perfect. Well, almost.  
   
 "Many young, beautiful women would love to marry you. You need only look and see if any of them catch your fancy. I am sure you will find a woman more suited to you.” 
   
 “I highly doubt that. Every season that I have been to has been disappointing.” 
   
 “At least you can dance and flirt with them. That should take your mind off your obsession with Diana.” 
   
 “And you? What will you be doing for the London season?” 
   
 “The same as you – dancing and flirting. I hear that the pickings for this year are lovely indeed.” 
   
 “I do not know...” 
   
 “But if you do not at least try, how will you know? You might find a nice, pretty wife who will take Diana's place in your heart and make you forget about her. It is possible.” 
   
 “But highly unlikely. Diana has no equal.” 
   
 “I beg to differ. Diana is a beautiful woman, but there are others who are far more beautiful and intelligent than her.” 
   
 “None of them is Diana.” 
   
 "That is the point, Anthony. You do not need another Diana in your life. Look at what she has done to you already. Why would you want to repeat this? You know, I am exhausted from discussing this matter over and over again with you. You are coming with me, and that is final."  
   
 Felton moved to the door, sticking his head around it.  “Clayton!” he shouted.  
   
 “What are you doing?” Anthony demanded. 
   
 Clayton appeared less than a minute later, hardly out of breath. 
   
 “Yes, Sir Nicholson?” 
   
 "Please prepare Lord Bedford's trunk – we are going to the London season."  
   
 "No, we are not. I have not agreed to this, Felton. Clayton, do not touch my trunk."  
   
 His steward looked at him, torn between listening to his master or Felton.  
   
 "Lord Bedford," he said. "If you would permit me to talk?"  
   
 “Yes, yes. Go ahead.” 
   
 “Thank you. I truly believe it good for you to attend the London season. Perhaps you may not find a wife, but you will not be wallowing in your chambers as you have been doing so.” 
   
 Had his steward just told him that he was wallowing? He was right, servant or no. He knew that Clayton just wanted the best for him. Always had. 
   
 "Thank you for your advice, Clayton, but I am perfectly happy as I am."  
   
 Both Felton and Clayton raised their eyebrows, regarding him with disbelief. 
   
 “Do as I say, Clayton,” Felton said. “I guarantee you that the baron will be accompanying me to the London season.” 
   
 "Excellent, Sir Nicholson." Clayton took his leave, bowing before he left. 
   
 “You had no right to do that, Felton.” 
   
 “As a friend who sticks closer than any brother, I believe that I have every right.” 
   
 In defiance, Anthony crawled into bed, adjusted his pillow, and closed his eyes. He heard the sound of a water jug full of water being filled and footsteps coming towards him. He opened his eyes to see Anthony with the jug suspended in the air, ready to douse him good and proper. 
   
 “You would not dare to empty the contents of that jug onto me.” 
   
 “I certainly would and probably will unless you get yourself out of this room. I shall drag you kicking and yelling if I have to.” 
   
 Anthony could see that his friend meant it. I do not fancy being wet in this manner. But neither will I allow myself to be bullied into doing something that I am not prepared to do. 
   
 “Wet me if you will, but I prefer to remain in this bed and figure out a way to get my Diana back.” 
   
 “I cannot stand this wallowing. Where is your self-respect? I shall not wet this bed out of respect to those who will have to clean up the mess, but I shall not leave this house without you.” 
   
 Felton returned the jug to its place and came back, before lunging at him and pulling him by the legs. 
   
 “What do you think you are doing?” 
   
 “Getting you out of bed. What does it look like I am doing?” 
   
 Felton seemed to be enjoying this if anything was to go by his amused expression. Anthony was half off the bed by the time he called a truce.  
   
 “All right! All right! I'll go, just stop manhandling me!” 
   
 Felton let him go, laughing. “That was hardly manhandling, but I am glad that you have come to your senses. We leave tomorrow.” 
   
 “Oh, what great joy.” 
   
 "Your sarcasm is a refreshing change from your self-pity."  
   
 Anthony crawled back onto the bed, feeling somewhat dizzy. “You are quite a meddlesome friend, do you know that?” 
   
 “I prefer the term 'concerned', but I shall let it slide this one time. You even sound more like yourself.” 
   
 “I am glad that I have pleased you, master.” 
   
 Felton laughed. “Master, I quite like the sound of that.” 
   
 “Well, do not get too used to it. Now, get out of my room and let me rest.” 
   
 "After you have bathed and eaten, in that order. No one wants a ripe-smelling baron around them, no matter how wealthy he is."  
   
 Anthony covered his eyes with the back of his hand, feeling the dull throb of his headache. 
   
 "Do me a favour and ask Mrs Hubbard to concoct that foul smelling drink for my state? I need to get this alcohol out of my system. I am going to need my wits about me, especially with you attempting to run my life."  
   
 “You should be grateful that you have me as a friend instead of complaining. I shall organise your bath.” 
   
 Anthony lifted his hand as his friend left the room, watching him pick his way through whatever was on the floor. I am grateful to call you my friend. In fact, he was beyond grateful.  
   
 It looked as though he was going to the season after all. 
 



 Chapter 4 
   
 Elizabeth sat by the pianoforte, hands suspended above the keys. She was troubled, but she could not understand why. 
   
 “I should just play something, perhaps the feeling will melt away with the flow of the music,” she said to herself. 
   
 Her index finger pressed down on the key, producing a high note. She released it, alarmed that no music came to mind. 
   
 “What has happened to me?” 
   
 She tried again, randomly pressing a key in the hopes that a melody would rise up within her and transfer into the instrument. Nothing. 
   
 “Rather than produce something from memory, I should look at a music sheet.” 
   
 She looked through several sheets, trying to find one that matched her current mood. She settled on a recent piece, one that she had copied from a neighbour. As she played, she heard herself hit a few false notes. Elizabeth was not accustomed to that happening. Perhaps a note or two, yes, but not so many that she had to pull her hands away from the pianoforte in horror. 
   
 “What has happened to me? This is not like me!” 
   
 She got up and walked away, her brow creased with worry. Something is wrong, she thought. I can sense it. The door opened to reveal her sister walking in while biting into an apple. Elizabeth did not say a word to her but continued to pace up and down the room, her hands stiff with tension. 
   
 “You seem to be in high fidgets, Elizabeth. I am not used to seeing you in this manner. Has something happened?” 
   
 Elizabeth stopped, turning to Cecilia. “I do not know, but I have the strangest feeling that all is not well.” 
   
 “That is a strange feeling to have indeed. I, on the other hand, am in high spirits. Percy has been to see Papa.” 
   
 Elizabeth had noticed a rider upon a horse in the distance, but she had paid him no mind. That must have been Percy. 
   
 “What could he possibly want with Papa so early in the day? We have only just had our first meal.” 
   
 “We shall just have to see. I expect that whatever they spoke about will soon change my life.” Cecilia had a smug look on her face, a look that did not sit well with her sister. 
   
 “You clearly know something, Ceci. I would prefer it if you would tell me now rather than find out about it later.” 
   
 Cecilia took another bite of her apple, taking her time to chew it before swallowing it. She is doing this on purpose. Sometimes I wonder how we could have come from the same womb and parents when we are so different. 
   
 “Stop badgering me, Elizabeth. I am sure that Papa will speak to us when he sees fit to. Why do you not play something? I heard you playing as I came in and it sounded terrible. You are losing your touch.” 
   
 Elizabeth was offended. She tried not to be, but her sister's words hit her hard.  
   
 “I am merely having a bad day. We all get those at times – it is perfectly natural.” 
   
 Cecilia shrugged her shoulders. “If you say so.” 
   
 Her sister took a seat, but she did not sit back and relax. Elizabeth could see that her sister appeared to be waiting for something to happen, almost as if she were biding her time. Then it hit her. What if what Cecilia expected to happen was coming to pass? What if Percy had come to ask their father for Cecilia's hand in marriage? The thought had her taking a seat as well, her body feeling numb. What will her betrothal mean for me? Not a minute had passed when a servant entered the room, informing them that their father requested their immediate presence in the parlour. 
   
 “It is about time,” Cecilia commented. “Percy has been gone for quite some minutes. I was beginning to think that Papa would never call me. Although I do not know why he is requesting that you come as well. Surely he should talk to me before announcing anything to anyone else?” 
   
 Elizabeth stood up and wordlessly left the room, Cecilia coming up behind her. 
   
 “What in heaven’s name is the matter with you? You are walking about as though you are the living dead!” 
   
 “I have nothing to say, Cecilia. I wish to go to Papa, hear what he will say, and return to my music.” 

 


If Cecilia is to be married, why do I feel as though all is lost? I am not the one getting married, surely I should be happy for her? But Elizabeth could not shake off the feeling of dread that sat upon her like a dense storm cloud. At any minute the cloud was sure to burst and rain down its ill tidings.  
   
 Cecilia sniffed. “If you are going to act like an uptight maiden on her wedding night –” 
   
 “Cecilia!”  
   
 Her sister looked at her defiantly, hands on hips. "Yes, I said it! I am not a child anymore, although everyone seems to forget it. I am a grown woman who knows her mind. I may not be book smart, but I shall be the one getting married while you will be alone with your music. You had best start practising because you are losing your touch."  
   
 Cecilia stomped away, back stiff with annoyance. That had been the first time Elizabeth had ever heard her sister utter such vile words. She evidently did not get it from home – not even Mama speaks in that manner. It must be her group of friends. Knowing that her father appreciated and expected punctuality, she hurried after her sister, reaching her just as she entered the parlour. Their father motioned for them to come in and take a seat, waiting for them to be settled before launching into the reason behind his summons. 
   
 "I have called you both in here today due to a serious matter, one that must be resolved before we can move forward."  
   
 Elizabeth waited with bated breath, her insides knotted painfully. Why does he not just say it instead of increasing tension? She gave a side glance at her sister, who did not appear tense. In fact, she seemed quite certain of what Papa was about to say. 
   
 “Firstly,” he continued. “I wish to reveal that Percival has asked for Cecilia's hand in marriage.” 
   
 “Oh, Papa! I knew that he would eventually come! What did you say? Did you accept his proposal? Please tell me, Papa!” 
   
 “Calm yourself, Cecilia! There is more to this situation.” 
   
 Cecilia deflated. "I do not understand. If Percy has asked for your blessing, what more can there be, Papa?"  
   
 “I have not given my blessing yet.” 
   
 “Oh, Papa!” cried Cecilia. “Have you turned him away? I could not bear it if you have done so!” 
   
 “Cecilia!” 
   
 The sharpness in his voice was enough to subdue her sister. Her lips trembled slightly, but she said no more. 
   
 “I have not given young Percival Hawkins my blessing yet because I wish for the both of you to fulfil a condition that I have.” 
   
 Elizabeth closed her eyes and let her head fall. She could not stand it! What was Papa going to say? 
   
 “If you both participate in this year's London season, I shall give my blessing.” 
   
 Elizabeth’s head shot up. “The London season, Papa? If Cecilia already has her suitor, what reason is there to participate?” 
   
 “I would think that that was obvious, Elizabeth,” he said. “You must also find a suitor.” 
   
 She sucked in a breath. Her father had never spoken of this, not since her first London season almost three years ago. 
   
 “I do not understand, Papa. Why would my finding a suitor affect your decision regarding Percy's proposal?” 
   
 “You can hardly believe that I shall allow your sister to be married before you? It is not proper and is simply not done. You must marry first.” 
   
 Elizabeth felt as though she could not breathe. What is this? Get married? What of my passion? My dreams? “I cannot agree to this, Papa.” 
   
 This earned her a sharp glance from her sister. She could feel the weight of her sister's look, the rising anger behind them. 
   
 “Then your sister will not marry. It is quite simple.” 
   
 “This is hardly fair!” Cecilia cried. “Why must I suffer for my sister's aversion to marriage?” 
   
 “The condition is simple, Cecilia. I have given my reasons for this decision. You simply cannot be betrothed before your older sister. I shall not have the Ramsbury name darkened due to this scandal.” 
   
 The noose about Elizabeth's neck tightened. Papa has placed Cecilia's future in my hands, but all I wish to do is run away. 
   
 “I hardly think that our name will be darkened by my lack of a suitor, Papa. It is no secret that I am devoted to my music and have no interest in the usual pursuit of matrimony.” 
   
 Her father leaned forward, locking his hands on his desk. 
   
 “Let me put it plainly then, daughter. If you do not take this opportunity to find a suitable husband, then I shall find you a husband. Your sister wishes to get married, and she has a suitor who comes from a good family. I shall not allow this opportunity to pass her by due to your fanciful ideas of pursuing a music career.” 
   
 She looked away, unable to look at the man she called Father. He was strict, yes, and a traditionalist, but never before did she imagine that he would try to force a marriage on her. She looked at her father again, with determination. 
   
 “You would do this to your daughter? Have I ever given you trouble, Papa? Have I ever asked for things from you, demanded things, or disobeyed your instructions in my nineteen years of existence? Why would you do this to me? Do I not have a choice?” 
   
 He sighed. “I worry about you, Elizabeth. Your head is in the clouds, but there is no future there, only empty promises. You have been a good daughter to me, there is no question about that, but I must still look out for my reputation as well as yours.” 
   
 “By forcing marriage?” 
   
 “I must see you both married, Elizabeth, not just my younger daughter. If I were to allow that to happen, not only will it be a blight on my name, but it will put your reputation at risk. People will believe that there is something wrong with you. They well ostracise you and treat you like the leper of society. Do you wish that to happen?” 

 

 “I am not bothered by what society thinks, Papa, and neither should you.” 
   
 He laughed bitterly. “You are still so young, daughter. You do not understand how cruel the world can be, especially for those who do not conform. I shall not have my daughter be looked upon with disdain, do you hear me? You are an extension of me, and I cannot afford to have you write your own future.” 
   
 “There is no hope that you will change your mind?” 
   
 He shook his head. “This is the only way that I, as a father, can secure a future for both of my daughters. I shall be satisfied once I know that you are both well provided for.” 
   
 Elizabeth's shoulders sagged. It does not seem that I have an option or a choice. If I do not go, then he will make sure to find me a husband and force me to get married. As he is my father, no one will question it. He will force me as Mama's father forced her.  
   
 But she could not simply accept this fate. Cecilia's happiness should not solely rest on her shoulders. I am not my sister's keeper. If Papa did not intend for her to marry now, then he should never have encouraged the courtship between her and Percy. If anything, it is his fault. Why should my dreams be thrown to the side so that others may fulfil theirs and keep their precious reputations? 

   
 “No,” she said quietly. 
   
 “I beg your pardon?” 
   
 “No,” she repeated. 
   
 “Do you dare to refuse these conditions?” 
   
 "How can I accept them when my happiness is at stake? You are attempting to ruin my future to please other people, how is that fair? You are my father, and I love you, but I cannot agree to anything that you have said.” 
   
 Elizabeth refused to feel helpless about her future. If she did not take a stand now, then she would fail in everything. 
   
 "Perhaps you need some time to think it over. I accept that this news has come as a shock; thus you cannot think rationally. You and Cecilia may go. I expect a final answer by the end of the day as I must send word to your aunt and uncle in London."  
   
 Cecilia stood up first, running out of the room with a sob.  
   
 “Thank you, Papa,” said Elizabeth, getting up from her seat. 
   
 He inclined his head towards her before pulling a stack of papers and sifting through them. Dismissed. She loathed to think of the hysterics she would encounter with Cecilia. She left the room, wondering if she should hide away or face her sister. As she wasn't one to run away, she went in search of Cecilia. 
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth did not immediately find her sister, despite combing through the house for her. Perhaps Mrs Potts would know where she was. 
   
 Their housekeeper had eyes on the back of her head, nothing passed her. Probably why she was such a good housekeeper. Elizabeth found the middle-aged woman in the drawing room, ordering the cleaning of all the furniture and floor. She had three other servant girls with her, all who seemed somewhat scared of her. Mrs Potts could be quite a force, a formidable figure to those who did not know her well. Elizabeth did not recognise these young women and doubted that they had been with the for any length of time. 
   
 “Mrs Potts?” 
   
 The woman looked up, smiling. “There is my little Elizabeth.” 
   
 Elizabeth smiled. Mrs Potts was easily her favourite person, always ready to hear of any problems and offer advice. She wasn't one to judge a person, but neither would she lie if asked a particularly serious or touchy question. She was a straightforward woman, but one with lots of love to give.  
   
 “Mrs Potts, have you seen Cecilia?” 
   
 “I did see her streaking past the drawing room. She seemed upset – have you two had a falling out?” 
   
 Mrs Potts was well aware of Cecilia's high-strung ways. It was not that Elizabeth went out of her way to upset her sister, but Cecilia did find fault with much of what she did or said. The day she turned thirteen was the day Ceci ceased to be someone that I could understand. 

   
 “I would not precisely call it a falling out. It is rather complicated.” 
   
 “As it always is with your sister. Come, tell me what has happened.” 
   
 They sat down at the far end of the room, away from the listening ears of the servants.  
   
 “I gather that this has to do with that young man of hers. He seemed determined to speak to your father this morning.” 
   
 “Yes. He has asked for Papa's blessing – he wishes to get married to Cecilia.” 
   
 “But that should make her happy. If my sweetheart approached my father for my hand in marriage, I would be over the moon. I would not waste my time being tearful.” 
   
 “Yes, but there is something else, something that has upset her. Papa has given a condition before he can allow Percy to propose to Cecilia.” 
   
 Mrs Potts sighed. “I can see where this is going. He expects you to marry as well, does he not?” 
   
 Elizabeth looked at her in surprise. “How can you know such a thing? Papa only just spoke to us.” 
   
 “My dear, one does not live with a family for fifteen years and know nothing of how they think and operate. I had my suspicions, although I wished that I was wrong.” 
   
 “Well, it is quite a shock for me. I do not believe that I ever truly thought that Papa would demand such a thing. I know he is a stern man, but he has never been unfair or controlling. I do not understand what has happened to him.” 
   
 “Child, your father is a man living in a society that puts great stock by reputation and adhering to rules made up by those who believe that they know better. Most of these rules are not beneficial for women but cater to a man's perspective and wants. It is rare for a woman to break out of the mould and be her own person. Your father is a victim of society, as are you. He just happens to be in a better position due to his gender, but he is still morally bound to follow the rules.” 
   
 This did not make her feel any better, but some of the anger that she had towards her father lifted. Why could he not see things from her perspective? Life was not always about pleasing other people who would sooner talk about you than support you. 
   
 “I understand your words, Mrs Potts, but nothing changes the predicament that I am in. If I do not marry, then Cecilia does not marry.” 
   
 “Oh dear.” 
   
 "Precisely. I refused to do so, but I am doing so at the risk of Cecilia's happiness. She loves Percy, she truly does and is ready to become a wife. But why must my life be tied to her happiness? Whichever way I look at it, someone will be unhappy."  
   
 Mrs Potts covered her hand with her own callused one, squeezing it gently. 
   
 "This is a difficult decision to make, Elizabeth, but I am sure you will make the right one. You have a good head on your shoulders, always have." She stood up. "Now, I must get back to my cleaning. If I do not supervise these girls, they will wreak havoc with my house."  
   
 Elizabeth stood up as well, feeling decidedly better. Had her mother been here she might have confided in her, but she had left soon after breakfast. It was becoming increasingly apparent that her mother did not like to spend much of her time at home. 
   
 “Are they new?” 
   
 “Yes. Your mother agreed that we need more servants in the house, especially as she has increased the number of dinner parties each year.” 
   
 "Yes, Mama does so love her parties. Do you perhaps know where Cecilia might have gone? I have searched the house already, and she is not here."  
   
 “She and her young man have a favourite spot outside. If you go beyond the ferns, you will find her.” 
   
  “Thank you, Mrs Potts. Is there any chance that there will be cake for lunch today? I find that always lifts my spirits, well, besides playing the pianoforte, but I seem off today.” 
   
 The woman nodded. “I heard you earlier on.” 
   
 Elizabeth smiled wryly. “It seems that the entire world heard me.” 
   
 Mrs Potts laughed. “We all have those days, child. Just the other day I put salt in my tea instead of sugar.” 
   
 Elizabeth pulled a face. “I should not have liked to drink that tea.” 
   
 “It was an experience. Off you go, find that sister of yours – do not allow yourself to be bullied by her.” 
   
 “I shall surely try. Thank you, Mrs Potts.” 
   
 "A pleasure, child." She looked away, narrowing her eyes. "Would you excuse me, I see a disaster unfolding before my very eyes. Mary Anne!" she shouted walking away. "How is it that you are wiping the furniture with the cloth meant for the floor?"  
   
 Elizabeth walked away quickly, knowing that Mrs Potts was a dragon when upset. Poor girl. Now to find Cecilia. 
   
 * 
   
 Mrs Potts was right. Elizabeth found Cecilia exactly where she had said. The young girl was sitting on the ground, yanking on the wildflowers that surrounded her. She approached her sister, knowing precisely when her presence was noted. 
   
 “This area is wonderful, Ceci. I see why you would come here.” 
   
 “Go away.” 
   
 “Not until we discuss this matter.” 
   
 Cecilia laughed. “What is there to discuss when you have already made your decision?” 
   
 “You are clearly upset, but –” 
   
 “Upset? That is an understatement! I am spitting mad. Now, leave me alone.” 
   
 Elizabeth sighed. “I wish to explain my choice. Do I not have a right to do that much? I am not the one that gave the ultimatum.” 
   
 “But you are the one that has just ruined my life.” 
   
 Cecilia suddenly got up and ran away, leaving Elizabeth at odds. Did she follow or leave her sister? It was not as though she did not try, but Cecilia clearly did not want to speak to her. She could not leave her in that state. 
   
 Elizabeth took off running in Cecilia's direction, knowing that she would soon catch up to her. Sure enough, she caught her sister in the courtyard, grabbing her by the arm so that she could go no further. Her sister yanked her arm away, staring furiously at her sister.  
   
 “What purpose do you have with me?” panted Cecilia. “Do you seek to rub salt into my wounds?” 
   
 “You need to stop and listen to me! Nothing can come of you running away.” 
   
 Her sister snorted. “I beg to differ. I cannot bear to see your face any longer. You are a traitor, do you know that? How could you destroy my life in this manner? I had a chance of happiness, but you ripped it away from me due to your selfishness!” 
   
 “My selfishness? Have you lost your mind? I told you that I do not wish to be married, but you would have me enter into a loveless marriage because you wish to wrap yourself in marital chains!” 
   
 Cecilia raised her finger, pointing it at her, fury making her hand shake. “You are a fool, Elizabeth Ramsbury! Do you not see how heartbroken I am? I shall lose the only man that I love because you have resigned yourself to a loveless future.” 
   
 “You clearly do not know me well, sister dear. If you did, you would know that I love my music. In fact, it is the only love in my life. While you will be devoting your time to a domineering husband and demanding children, I shall lead a fulfilling life of pursuing my passion. Who is the fool here? There is only one from where I am standing.” 
   
 Cecilia uttered a shrill scream. “You are impossible. Impossible!” 
   
 “Why? Because I am choosing to be happy? Because I shall not be forced into a situation that I shall regret for the rest of my life?” 
   
 “You do not have much of a life, sister dearest. You play and play and play on that wretched pianoforte, and when you are not doing that, you are studying music until darkness descends and forces you to retire to your bed. And all for what? What do you get out of it? Tell me that, please, because I do not understand.” 
   
 “Happiness!” Elizabeth shouted. “Fulfilment. Satisfaction. Peace! Need I go on?” 
   
 Cecilia started clapping. "Wonderful! How wonderful for you. Look, everyone, my sister, Elizabeth Ramsbury, is a fulfilled woman, so much so that she will not allow her sister to be happy."  
   
 Elizabeth just shook her head, no longer surprised by her sister's penchant for nastiness. 
   
 “Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, but I daresay that you feel quite at home using it.” 
   
 Cecilia shrugged her shoulders. “I speak my mind. There is no crime against that.” 
   
 Elizabeth turned away, worried that she would say something she would later come to regret.  
   
 “Elizabeth, I have a solution for you.” 
   
 "Well, I do not care to hear it."  
   
 “Your approval is not needed. I propose that you should choose the first unlucky man that will have you as you are obviously intent upon remaining the unhappy, cold, selfish and lonely person that you are.” 
   
 Elizabeth saw red. How dare Cecilia say this to her? She whipped around, intending to burn her sister's ears with her words of wrath, but she stopped upon seeing the tears streaming down her face.  
   
 “Cecilia?” 
   
 The dam that was holding her sister's tears back released itself on a heart-wrenching sob. Cecilia came to kneel before her, grabbing her around the knees. Elizabeth was so surprised that she stood there stiff, her arms locked to her sides. 
   
 "Oh, Elizabeth! Please do not take away my chance of happiness. I love him so much, I truly do. I shall die if I cannot be with him. I beg of you to reconsider your decision. Do not take away my happiness, please. My life is in your hands."  
   
 As Cecilia knelt on the ground crying, Elizabeth could feel the firm resolve of her heart begin to melt away. She was reluctant to change her mind, but listening to her sister's cries was more than she could bear. Seeing her like this reminded her of days gone past when Cecilia would run to her for any little thing, always seeking comfort from her.  
   

Can I take her happiness away? She wondered. I know that I would be giving up everything that I had ever hoped for, but she is my sister. She may not look up to me any longer, but I still am protective of her.  
   
 Elizabeth placed her hand on Cecilia's head, taking in a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “I shall do it.” 
   
 Cecilia did not seem to hear her because she continued to sob, wetting Elizabeth's dress with all sorts of body fluids. She decided to lift her sister up, bringing her to eye level. Cecilia's face was blotchy, her eyes puffy and red. 
   
 “Did you not hear me? I said that I shall do it.” 
   
 “Do what?” 
   
 She rolled her eyes. "The London season, Ceci. I shall go there and try to look for a husband. However, I do not promise anything."  
   
 Cecilia's eyes widened. “Do you mean it? Do you truly mean it?” 
   
 “I have said it, have I not?” 
   
 She stumbled slightly as Cecilia threw herself at her, hugging her tightly. 
   
 “Oh, thank you, thank you, Elizabeth! Thank you! I knew that you would never let me down!” 

 

 Perhaps so. But Elizabeth had let herself down. 
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth stood in the middle of her room staring at the trunks stacked against the wall. 
   
 She was doing this. She was truly doing this. 
   
 It had been a week since she had agreed to travel to London for the season, but it only felt like yesterday. It had all happened so quickly. It was frightful to think that she was walking to my doom. Well, perhaps not walking as I shall be travelling by carriage, but the feeling of doom still rests upon me. Papa had said that he will personally pick my husband if I return without one. She sighed. 
   
 “I am damned if I do, and equally as damned if I do not.” Her life was not turning out in the manner that she had hoped. Poor Mama had hardly left her room. 
   
 It seemed as though her mother was taking the news even harder. There was not a day that she had not sported red eyes and a shiny nose. She kept on apologising to Elizabeth, crying as she did so. She never said much else. She was probably reliving her past. Had the same not happened to her? Now she had to witness it happening all over again, this time to her own daughter. Elizabeth felt sorrier for her mother than herself. She had hardly spoken to Papa since the arrangements were made. 
   
 Her mother hardly looked at him, preferring to look in the other direction or to just walk away. If that was what Elizabeth had to look forward to in her future, then so be it. She was made of far sterner stuff than most people. Cecilia came skipping into the room, her smile hardly having left her face since she had got her own way. 
   
 “The carriage is here, Elizabeth. Papa says that we must be going.” 
   
 She sighed. “Very well, but I wish to supervise the loading of our trunks.” 
   
 “Oh, leave it to Mrs Potts, she is far more capable. I am so excited, I can hardly bear it.” 
   
 Elizabeth tried to muster a smile, but it felt more like a grimace. 
   
 “Uh, yes, excited. We may as well go.” 
   
 Cecilia skipped out of the room, giving Elizabeth time to collect herself. A part of her still could not believe that she was actually leaving her home for the London season. She did not know what to expect. The last time she had attended the season, marriage had not been on her mind. However, now...  
   
 Now there was pressure to be successful in finding a spouse. Perhaps things would have been easier if her aunt and uncle actually had a pianoforte in their home. 
   
 There was no use in dragging it out any longer. She swept out of the room, not feeling the least prepared for the weeks ahead. 
 



 Chapter 5 
   
 Two nights at their aunt and uncle's townhouse, and already they were due to attend a ball. Elizabeth had hardly had time to do anything, but now she found herself trying to choose a dress for the first ball of the season. She hated to think just how many balls will be held during her stay. The only pleasant thing about being here was the fact that she did not have to share a room with her sister. Aunt Deborah had been insistent about that, for which she was most. There would be nothing worse than having her sister retelling the very same ball she had attended. 
   
 Cecilia was not happy at first, having been accustomed to having her sister around when she wanted her, but Aunt Deborah would not relent. Her sister had had no choice but to accept it. Two days in and Elizabeth felt a sense of freedom that she had never felt before. Was life not amusing? She had come here to end her freedom, but she had a wonderful sense of freedom staying here. 
   
 How ironic life could be. Undecided, she sat on the floor and crossed her legs, staring at the three dresses on her bed. She needed to choose one, but it had to be the perfect one so that she may enter the ball on a good note. People would be looking. Thus, she needed to look her best.  
   
 She could not be the least bothered by all of this frippery, but Cecilia would be sure to send a letter home telling Papa of her less than enthusiastic attitude to finding a husband. 
   
 Chin in hand, she pursed her lips, wishing that she was seated at her pianoforte playing to her heart's content as opposed to sitting on the floor staring at dresses.  
   
 Although she had to admit that the floor was comfortable, especially with its soft carpet. Aunt Deborah was a wonderful hostess. 
   
 And bubbly. The woman always had a smile on her face, a joke to share, and a giggle to tickle anyone's funny bone. The complete opposite of Mama. Elizabeth felt ashamed for thinking so, but neither could she lie. The major difference between her mother and her aunt did not solely rest in temperament and attitude but in their spouses. Aunt Deborah had somehow managed to find a man who doted upon her, referred to her as 'my heart', and loved to please her. Her mother, on the other hand, was forced into a marriage with a man who cared more about propriety than his wife.  
   
 Poor Papa did not seem to know of any other way, but it was difficult on Mama, who was a woman of passion, or at least she was once. 
   
 Her mother seldom showed any sign of feeling beyond a smile or a slight frown. However, even those minor facial expressions spoke volumes. There were rare times of laughter, but they were few and far between. Lately, there had been more tears than anything else.  
   
 She wondered how Mama and Papa were faring now that they were not there. 
   
 Elizabeth had asked Mrs Potts to keep an eye on her parents. While as a servant she did not have the right to question her master and mistress, surely she could respectfully intervene if things were to get too heated? Her parents respected Mrs Potts, perhaps they would listen to her.  
   
 The door was suddenly flung open, revealing a stressed Cecilia. “I have nothing to wear!” she cried. 
   
 “Impossible, Ceci. You brought many dresses with you, surely one of them will suffice?” 
   
 “Do you not know anything?” she complained. “Everyone there will be dressed in the latest fashion while I shall be coming in last year's dress. Oh, how I hate living in the countryside! We are always slow to learn of anything new.” 
   
 "Oh Cecilia, you are making a mountain out of a molehill. You are a stunning young woman, one who already has her suitor. You do not need to impress anyone."  
   
 Cecilia threw her hands into the air. “Why do I even bother speaking with you? You are no help to me at all.” 
   
 She stormed out of the room in a huff, no doubt going in search of their aunt, who seemed to be on top of the trends of London, although she was not fashion forward herself. Aunt Deborah was not one to pander to the expectations of others, preferring to be herself. That was her charm, being a woman who stuck to her guns even in the midst of judgement. It was a good thing that Uncle Noah loved her exactly as she was. 
   
 They had two sets of twins between them – two girls and two boys – as well as an older daughter. All of their daughters were happily married, and both boys were away on their travels across Europe. The youngest daughter, who was a year younger than Elizabeth, had recently been married in a small ceremony to a baronet, so her aunt and uncle were appreciative of their home being filled once more. They were the type of parents who genuinely enjoyed having children, and did not merely see them as heirs or daughters to be married off. The fact that all their daughters' marriages were love matches gave Elizabeth a tiny bit of hope for herself. 
   
 “I may get lucky and find the perfect man, one who will allow me to be myself and encourage my music passion,” she mused out loud. She giggled to herself. I sound ridiculous! What man will appreciate music within the marriage? The first thing that he will do is tell me that there is no time for such things. Was that not the same with every husband? Demand, demand, demand that is all they ever did. She had had enough of all this fuss for a husband. She got up off the floor and spun around. The dress she touched first after spinning would be the one that she was going to wear. One, two, three, four, five. She stopped, tottering forward until she lost her balance and fell to the bed. Once the room had stopped spinning, she looked underneath her. 
   
 “The pink one it is.” 
   
 * 
   
 The carriage ride over had not exactly been full of scintillating conversation. The minute Aunt Deborah mentioned that the scorned baron would be in attendance, Cecilia had proceeded with the gossip that she had heard. 
   
 “That is all very true,” her aunt said. “But he seems to have got over the entire ordeal if he is attending the London season.” 
   
 “Or perhaps he just wishes to put the scandal behind him,” Elizabeth commented. 
   
 “Either way, this night can only be interesting and lively,” said Cecilia. “Can you imagine? Being in a crowd of people who all know that your sweetheart rejected you and ran away. I would surely die! I would not show my face in public for the longest while. How humiliating!” 
   
 Elizabeth did not know how much longer she could take of listening to this story. Surely they had exhausted the topic by now. Thankfully, the carriage arrived at the location of the ball, which drew Cecilia's attention away from the baron and to what lay before her. 
   
 "Oh, my heavens!" Cecilia screeched. "This is massive! Look at how many people are in here! I am so glad that we came, Elizabeth."  
   
 “Mmm.” 
   
 As soon as the door opened, Cecilia leapt out, nearly falling as she did not wait for the step to be put down. The doorman steadied her, avoiding an embarrassing fall. 
   
 "Oh, my," Cecilia said, her cheeks pink. "I may never have lived that down had I fallen flat on my bottom, or worse, my face. Why did you not warn me, Elizabeth?"  
   
 “Warn you? Since when do you not know that each carriage comes with a step? Especially ones that are so far off the ground as this one. You can hardly blame me for that.” 
   
 “Oh, phooey! At least no one has seen me.” 
   
 “There is that,” Uncle Noah replied, a twinkle in his grey eyes. 
   
 Elizabeth and her company waited for the step to be put down. Only then did she gracefully alight the carriage, giving her sister a raised eyebrow as she did so. Cecilia stuck out her tongue. 
   
 They were announced as they entered the ballroom, many eyes turning to look at them curiously. The gazes only lasted a few seconds as their attention went back to themselves and their companions. 
   
 “Breathe dear,” Uncle Noah whispered. “You will faint dead away if you insist on holding your breath.” 
   
 Elizabeth let it out in one swoosh, smiling at Uncle Noah as she tried to control her nerves. “I cannot understand why I am in high fidgets. I have attended a London season before, but I find myself high strung and in need of a chair.” 
   
 Uncle Noah took her arm in his, patting it. “Come, I shall guide you inside. If you feel faint, I shall hold you up. How does that sound?” 
   
 "Splendid, Uncle Noah, thank you."  
   
 They walked down the stairs, Elizabeth hoping that she didn’t trip. It would be just what she needed – to end up with broken bones. Cecilia was a couple steps ahead, so eager was she to take in everything that the ballroom had to offer. Aunt Deborah linked her arm in with Uncle Noah's on the other side, and the three of them got to the bottom without any mishaps.  
   
 “Well, that went as well as could be,” said Elizabeth. 
   
 “Well done, dear,” her aunt said. “Now it is time to mingle. Fill up your dance card with good suitors and do not forget to smile.” 
   
 Elizabeth attempted a smile, but it did not feel right. Uncle Noah looked at her, chuckling. 
   
 “My dear Elizabeth, if that is a smile, then I am the king, although we do not seem to have one at this moment.” 
   
 “I am trying, Uncle. This is all that I can muster at this moment time.” 
   
 They neared the drinks table where a large bowl of punch sat. 
   
 “Here,” her aunt said, handing her a glass of punch. “Drink this. It should calm your nerves. Not too much, mind you. We would not want to drag you off the floor.” 
   
 Both her aunt and uncle laughed, as though they had just shared a private joke. They were strange like that, always laughing and silently communicating with each other. They were the epitome of the term soulmate. Cecilia suddenly appeared, dragging a familiar girl with her. 
   
 “Look who I have found! This is Megan, Percy's cousin. She is also taking part in the season this year!” 

 

 Elizabeth remembered her. She was the one who would not stop gossiping – just like Cecilia. It was no wonder that they get along so well. 
   
 “We can circle the ballroom together,” Cecilia insisted. “We are all fairly new here, well, except for you Elizabeth, and you, Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah. But we should still stick together – I know that it is going to be a long and memorable night.” 
   
 Elizabeth inwardly groaned. Her torture did not end. She drank the rest of her punch and immediately went for another one. 
   
 “Be careful of that, Elizabeth,” her aunt warned. “That punch can be lethal in large doses. I once ended up in a stream due to it.” 
   
 “I remember that,” her uncle laughed. “I had to fish you out, but I kept on coming away with layers of clothing.” 
   
 Her aunt playfully hit him. “Oh, hush you. These young girls do not need to know of my escapades of old.” 
   
 “It was not that long ago, dear. I seem to remember a pair of round –” 
   
 “Noah!” 
   
 “I was going to say stones, dear. A pair of white stones that you had artfully posed on. Reminds me of the time that you posed nu –” 
   
 “Noah Shepherd, if you say one more word you will be sleeping in the stables.” 
   
 “My heart! You would have me sleep with the horses?” 
   
 Cecilia suddenly yanked on Elizabeth’s arm, pulling her away from their aunt and uncle. 
   
 “What are you doing?” 
   
 “You cannot spend the entire night with our aunt and uncle. You need to get out there and start looking for your husband.” 
   
 “Must you be so callous? Announce to the whole world that I am looking for a husband, they might just hear you better!” 
   
 Cecilia raised her eyebrows. “Oh, do come, Elizabeth. Megan is also looking for a suitor. We can all look together.” 
   
 “Oh, all right. I suppose that I could do worse.” 
   
 “That does not sound complimentary,” Megan said. “But then again, Cecilia did say that you did not want to be here.” 
   
 Elizabeth looked at her sister. What else had she said to the girl? Cecilia had not been away for so long to have related all those details as well as greet the girl. But this was Cecilia, anything was possible. 
   
 As time passed, Elizabeth found that she quite liked the cousin. The young girl was witty and intelligent, a positive in her book. The only downfall was the incessant gossiping going on between the two. As for the young men that approached her…  
   
 “Dull, boring, and unremarkable. This must be a bad year.” 
   
 “What are you muttering about?” Cecilia asked. 
   
 “Oh, nothing. Please excuse me, I am off to get a glass of champagne. I quite like the French bubbles.” 
   
 Cecilia frowned. “You have hardly touched a drink in your life. How is it that you have had several glasses of both punch and champagne, but you still seem to be in your right mind?” 
   
 She shrugged. “As strong as an ox, as light as a feather, and all that.” 
   
 “I do not understand what that can possibly mean.” 
   
 “You may try and figure it out while I get my glass.” 
   
 She left them frowning after her, amused by the whole thing. A few men stopped her on her way, requesting a dance, but she declined, pleading a headache. As she walked away from one man, she heard him mutter to his friend.  
   
 “You would not want her. If she can consume so much alcohol right now, could you imagine what she would be like in years to come? All that beauty would just be savaged by her drinking.” 
   
 Mortified, she tried to gauge her level of drunkenness. Had she been drinking that much?
When she found herself tilting a tad too forward, she had her answer. 
   
 She decided that some fresh air may be the answer rather than another glass of champagne, or even punch for that matter. She made her way to the balcony, not only to curb the effects of the alcohol but to also get away from the suppressing crowds. She should have never come. 
   
 * 
   
 As soon as Anthony entered the ballroom, his headache intensified. He touched his temples, massaging them in circular motions but to no avail. His friend seemed to be in high spirits, which only served to irritate him further. 
   
 “I do not understand why I allowed you to drag me to this event,” he complained. “I was better off at home.” 
   
 “Drinking yourself into a stupor?” Felton asked. “I think not.” 
   
 “And what of my headache? Shall I suffer the endless chatter of women simply because you think it necessary?” 
   
 Felton laughed. “Your headache is a direct result of your drinking. I warned you to give it a rest, but you continued. You knew full well that you were attending the ball – do not plead innocence.” 
   
 “I should have known that I would not receive any sympathy from you,” Anthony muttered. 
   
 “Ha! It is not sympathy that you need, but a sweet woman to take away your dreary attitude. The right woman with the right smile will be the best medicine for you.” 
   
 “Diana had a beautiful smile.” He watched his friend look heavenward, his sigh deep and prolonged. 
   
 “We will not get anywhere if you insist on thinking about Diana. Look – before you are many women who would love to be the next Lady Cavendish.” 
   
 Anthony took a look around the ballroom, noting the interested gazes that were directed at him. He felt as though he were in shark-infested waters with no way out. He looked behind him, seeing the open double doors. That way would be utterly useless. If he attempted to leave the ball, Felton would wallop him and bring him right back, and Anthony was in no mood for a rumble in his state.  
   
 “I know what you are thinking,” Felton commented. “I request that you put it out of your mind because it will not happen. We are here for better or worse.” 
   
 “The worse part sounds about right.” 
   
 Anthony jumped when Felton clapped his hand on his shoulder, jarring his aching head. 
   
 “Felton! Have you no regard for a sickly man?” 
   
 “A sickly man? Hardly. I daresay that if Diana were to appear right now, that headache would disappear.” 
   
 His friend was right, there was no point in arguing. Seeing Diana would end his heartache and bring light to his world again. Perhaps Lady Luck would shine down on him and bring Diana to this very ball. He had not heard of her return, but there was still a chance that she could be here. Anthony could not resist giving the crowd before him a thorough look.  
   
 Felton said, "I guarantee you that she is not here. I have already sent a few enquiries about her whereabouts, and she is most definitely in Paris."  
   
 “I do not know what you mean,” Anthony lied. 
   
 A short burst of laughter erupted out of Felton's mouth, drawing the attention of several guests. 
   
 “A blind man could see what you were doing, old friend. Try to put Diana out of your mind for a moment and take in the beauty before you. What about that lovely woman with the flaxen hair?” 
   
 Anthony followed Felton's head jerk, his eyes coming to rest on a pretty buxom blonde. True, she was delectable, but she was not Diana. 
   
 “I prefer a woman with dark hair.” 
   
 Felton lifted an eyebrow. "Since when, may I ask?" He quickly lifted his palm. "Do not tell me, I already know. Very well, let us look to the brunettes and raven-haired women."  
   
 Felton took a step forward into the crowd, but Anthony held back. If he walked into the sea of marriage-desperate women, he might lose a limb. His friend turned back to look at him, his gaze questioning. 
   
 “Why not take a seat away from the crowd? I can see the women quite well from there.” He pointed at the seat furthest from the men and women. 
   
 “What kind of a daft friend would I be to allow that to happen? You would gladly sit there the whole evening, glaring at the women who would appreciate a word from you.” 
   
 “I do not see you looking for any women!” Anthony snapped. 
   
 Felton pulled his head back a fraction, his eyebrows raised. “I was not aware that I needed to find anyone. I am not the lovesick fool.” 
   
 Anthony looked at his friend carefully. He was not the only one to suffer heartbreak, for Felton had also loved a woman before her untimely death. Henrietta Rydale had been Felton's great love. Their courtship had been brief but intense in that they seldom had spent time apart. He knew that his friend had preferred to ignore the fact that she had had a weak heart, having hope that Henrietta would remain alive through his love. Her death had been a dark day for all who knew her, most especially Felton.  
   
 “You may not be a lovesick fool, but it has been four years, Felton.” 
   
 Pain and anguish quickly filled his friend's eyes. He had not managed to overcome his heartache. 
   
 “This is not about me – I am not the one who has been ape drunk for the better part of two weeks, who refused to leave his room for days on end and avoided all social contact due to the careless act of one woman. I got on with my life. It is time that you do the same.” 
   
 Anthony could see that he had upset him. Felton preferred to bury his feelings and pretend to enjoy life. He came across as a jovial man without a care in the world, but there was a sadness to him that appeared during rare moments.  
   
 “I am sorry, old friend.” 
   
 He watched as Felton mustered a smile, the light having gone out of his eyes. 
   
 “Do not be sorry, be willing to put the drama that is Diana to rest and find someone better.” 
   
 Anthony would argue, but this was hardly the time to do so. Perhaps if he let him introduce him to a few women, he would forget his pain. 
   
 "No blonde-haired women, simpering fools, cotton-head women, or those who giggle incessantly."  
   
 Felton smiled. “That's the spirit. We will find the perfect woman yet.” 
   
 Anthony groaned. “I have willingly put myself in the path of vultures.”  
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth could not help but compare her home to the world about her. London was the opposite of country life, a poor substitute for the beauty of the rolling hills, wildflowers, woods and animals. And yet there were people who lived here for much of the year. 
   
 As she looked over the balcony, she found herself missing home. If only she could put this whole ordeal behind her and return home. 
   
 She was startled when a man appeared by her side. He said not a word but stared into the darkness. She peered closely at him, frowning as she waited for him to say something. He looked familiar, but she could not see properly from her vantage. He neither said anything nor gave an indication that he knew that she was staring at him. 
   
 “Sir, you look as bored and annoyed as I feel.” 
   
 Is that what she had meant to say? She couldn't tell because her brain was still muddled. Oh dear, it must be the alcohol. The man gave her a side glance before settling his gaze elsewhere. How rude! She was about to walk away and find another spot when he spoke. 
   
 “I take it that we are both not enjoying the ball.” 
   
 “That is an understatement. How people can bear to come here every year is beyond me.” 
   
 “Is your first time here?” 
   
 "No, I have been here before, but it was a while back. Somehow, this time feels ten times worse."  
   
 “I know the feeling. It must be all the desperate people in there. Vultures, the lot of them.” 
   
 "I could not have said it better myself. I feel as though I am in some odd mating ritual, where the bird puffs out his chest and the female looks on, picking the best male. Only, the women seem to be doing more chest-puffing than the men. I have had quite an eyeful, I tell you."  
   
 He laughed. "There are some overly enthusiastic men and women looking to get married. It is no wonder that there is mayhem inside."  
   
 Elizabeth found herself enjoying her little conversation with the stranger. He was familiar. There was something about him. 
   
 "I do feel sorry for the Baron of Bedford, though. I hear that he is in attendance, but I have yet to see him."  
   
 “Oh?” he said. “Why should you feel sorry for him?” 
   
 “Have you not heard of his rejection? I personally would not have been able to attend such a public event with such a rejection. I would lock myself in my bedroom until I was sure that the world had got over it.” 
   
 “I can tell you that he is doing well.” 
   
 “How would you know?” 
   
 “Because I am the Baron of Bedford.” 
   
 Elizabeth sucked in a sharp breath. Oh no, oh no, oh no. This could not be happening! What were the odds of speaking to the baron himself? Oh, she’d put her foot in it.


   
 “Oh dear, I am terribly sorry, my lord. Terribly sorry! Had I known... Oh, what a fool I am. I should have never said a word.” 
   
 He chuckled. “I was sure that you had recognised me, but clearly not. Do not be concerned with what you have said and do not stop talking on account of my identity. I quite like a woman who speaks her mind.” 
   
 But her embarrassment would not lessen. What were the odds of the one time that she gossiped that she would speak to the very man she was gossiping about? It would be best to return to the ballroom before she dug herself a deeper hole. 
   
 “Excuse me, my lord.” 
   
 She moved away, but his earnest plea stopped him. 
   
 “Please, do not go. I wish to speak with someone who is not trying to trap me into marriage or force me to marry the first pretty face. Please.” 
   
 Elizabeth looked at the doorway, knowing that her escape lay that way. But he sounded as though he was in need of cheering up. There was something else playing on her mind, and that was the magnetic pull towards this man. She had felt it as soon as he had walked onto the balcony, not knowing who she was. And now she felt it ever more strongly. Peculiar indeed. 
   
 “Very well, I shall stay.” 
   
 * 
   
 This woman was miles different from Diana. She appeared sweeter, more wholesome. And she spoke her mind, whereas Diana always beat around the bush, choosing to remain infuriatingly mysterious while he pined after her like a lovesick puppy. He was glad he had managed to convince her to stay, as he found that he did not wish to be alone after all, despite running away from the crowded ballroom. Anthony had managed to slip away from Felton, who seemed rather sweet on the blonde women he had first pointed out.  
   
 He hoped that the woman did not have matrimony on her mind, for Felton was not looking for such. His friend flitted from woman to woman, being the rake that people had come to know him as. Anthony peered closely at the young woman before him, having the distinct feeling that he may have seen her before. 
   
 “You do seem familiar. Perhaps I met you the one time that you attended a season?” 
   
 She shook her head. “You attended a spring celebration some years ago in the countryside. That is when I first saw you.” 
   
 His brow puckered as he tried to remember the event. There had been so many celebrations in his past that it was quite challenging to remember a specific one. Anthony thought back, a sudden memory coming to mind. A young girl with piercing amber-coloured eyes.  
   
 "It is quite dark outside so I cannot see you well enough to deduce whether or not I have seen you, but I am interested to know the colour of your eyes."  
   
 “Brown, my lord.” 
   
 “Just brown?” 
   
 “Well, that is what I see in the mirror when I look.” 
   
 “What kind of brown?”  
   
 “I suppose that they would be a light brown. But deep in colour, if that makes any sense at all to you.” 
   
 “Would you go as far as to say that your eyes are amber in colour?” 
   
 She thought about it for a moment. This woman was a novelty, indeed. Most women were quick to describe every physical feature on their bodies, but this one has to think about the colour of her eyes. 
   
 "Amber appears to be an apt colour to describe my eyes. Why, my lord?"  
   
 “Oh, nothing.” 
   
 He did not wish to reveal his reasons for finding out her eye colour. It was the same woman, the one who had caught his eye for just a few seconds. Oddly enough, he did not see her face clearly, but he would never forget those eyes. They were quiet for a time, both staring out into the darkness, looking over London. He could sense that she was wary of him, which was a shame as she had been quite outspoken not so long ago. He decided to break the silence, wanting to put her at ease. 
   
 “I would be grateful if you would treat me as though you do not know who I am. As far as you are concerned, I am just a stranger enjoying the night air who you happened to start talking to. Just for once, I would like to forget that I am the Baron of Bedford.” 
   
 She looked at him sideways. “That is an odd request, my lord.” 
   
 "Odd, but necessary. I wish to continue speaking with you, but I fear that you are not willing to do so. The only thing separating us is my title."  
   
 “And the small thing of our gender.” 
   
 He frowned at first and then smiled, belatedly realising that it was her way of bringing lightness to the conversation.  
   
 “Shall I heighten my voice to make you feel more comfortable?” 
   
 “Oh no, my lord. That would be sure to frighten me. A high voice coming from a man such as yourself? Even little children would be terrified.” 
   
 He laughed. “You have a sense of humour, a refreshing find in these times that we live in. It seems that women are far more pre-occupied with ensnaring a man than being herself.” 
   
 “I agree wholeheartedly, my lord. But I find men to be the same. Why pretend and present a false version of yourself when it is apparent to all that once marriage is settled your true person shall come out? This makes for many unhappy marriages.” 
   
 “For one so young, you seem wise beyond your years.” 
   
 “It comes from observing people. When you do not regularly engage in conversations around you, you notice many things.” 
   
 “So you spy on people?” 
   
 She laughed. “I would not call it spying, but observing.” 
   
 “Ha, I see.” 
   
 They fell into silence again. However, this time it was a comfortable silence, which he much preferred.  
   
 “My lord?” 
   
 “Yes?” 
   
 “May I ask you a personal question?” 
   
  “I suppose so.” 
   
 “Are the rumours true? One can never tell with gossip.” 
   
 He sighed. “Unfortunately, yes.” 
   
 “That is terrible, I am so sorry.” 
   
 “So am I.” 
   
 Anthony found that he wanted to tell the young woman about Diana, to get it off his chest. 
   
 “Diana has always fascinated me. From the moment I saw her I knew that I had to have her.” 
   
 “Did she feel the same?” 
   
 Did she? Diana was never one to talk about feelings, except when she was trying to get her way. “I do not recall her explaining to me how she felt. I suppose that I took it all for granted, believing that she loved me too.” 
   
 He felt a tentative hand touch his arm before it was snatched back again. She was trying to comfort him. How strange. She did not know him. Why would she do such a thing? 
   
 “Will you try again? Perhaps she has cold feet.” 
   
 “No, I do not think so. You see, Diana is a jealous woman, one who changes her emotions constantly throughout the day. You never know which Diana you will get, but I was hopelessly fascinated by it all.” 
   
 “She was exciting.” 
   
 “Yes, extremely so. She possessed a volatile nature, one that could be frightening for those that are unaccustomed to her moods. And she could never commit. Flighty and unexpected.” 
   
 “I gather that she is a woman who lives by her own whims?” 
   
 “You are correct. But do you know what the odd thing is? That is what I love about her. I cannot pin her down, and I find that challenging. It fascinates me to no end, makes me want to wake up in the morning. I must admit that at times I have grown tired of her ways, but my love for her will always have me returning to her.” 
   
 He sounded pathetic, as though he lived for Diana. Was this what Diana wanted, for him to be obsessed? 
   
 “Would you call your love a patient type?” 
   
 "I most certainly would. For six years I courted her, waiting for the right opportunity to propose to her. Never in my life did I think that she would reject me, and in such a humiliating and public way."  
   
 Anthony had foolishly believed that Diana had felt the same way about him as he had felt about her. He remembered the surety in his heart, how he had been convinced by his own treacherous heart to love her to distraction, believing her worth it.  
   
 “Do not be remorseful of your love, my lord. You loved without holding a part of yourself back. I would be blessed to find even a quarter of that love in my future husband.” 
   
 “Ah yes, your future husband. Do tell me about him.” 
   
 It would help him take his mind off the woman who he found that he desperately wanted back. 
   
 “To tell the truth, I did not expect to be here, finding a husband along with the other young women in attendance.” 
   
 “Then why are you here?” 
   
 She sighed. “My father gave me an ultimatum. Choose my own husband or he will. I have a younger sister who is on the brink of marrying her sweetheart. But that has been put on hold until I can produce a husband.” 
   
 “And have you managed to narrow down your choices yet?” 
   
 “Heavens no. Each man I have come across has been dull and unremarkable. I cannot bring myself to be interested in such a man.” 
   
 “It is early days yet. How long do you expect to be in London for?” 
   
 “As long as it takes. I cannot return home without trying.” 
   
 Anthony could never imagine being forced to marry someone he had no interest in. He pretty much could do as he pleased without fear. 
   
 “We are a fine pair, do you know that?” 
   
 “In what capacity, my lord?” 
   
 "Well, I love someone, but she has rejected me and run away. You love no one, but you must marry or risk a forced marriage."  
   
 She smiled wryly. “I see what you mean. It is a sorry state of affairs.” 
   
 They lapsed into a brief silence once more, the tranquillity of the night only disturbed by the cacophony of noise coming from the ballroom.  
   
 “I would not have attended this season if not for my friend, Felton. Not so long ago he barged into my room and rescued me from my own self-pity. He insisted that if I just came here, I would find a woman who would make me forget all about Diana.” 
   
 “And has it been working?” she asked. 
   
 He shook his head. “No, but I suppose it is too early to tell.” 
   
 “It is not easy to get over your first love, my lord.” 
   
 Had she been in love before? Intrigued, he questioned her, interested in the answer that she would give. It did not take her long to answer his question, but he was surprised by her response.  
   
 “Yes, my lord, my music. That has always been my first and great love. I play the pianoforte, just as my mother did before me. That is why it makes being here quite challenging.” 
   
 “If you were given a choice, would you marry?” 
   
 The answer came swiftly and without hesitation. "No, I would not. I would pursue a career in music, become my own independent woman."  
   
 Anthony had never heard of a woman not wishing to get married. As he continued to speak to her, the wheels in his head started to turn. 
 



 Chapter 6 
   
 “It is quite a way from up here. Has anyone ever fallen?” Elizabeth peered down, trying to gauge the distance from the balcony. 
   
 “Why? Do you wish to plummet to your death? I would not advise it.” 
   
 She laughed. “Oh, dear me. I am not so desperate as to wish to kill myself.” 
   
 “That is just as well, as I would never have let you do such a thing.” 
   
 He sounded so serious that she looked at him, his face partially in the shadows. 
   
 "My lord, my life may not be as I wish it to be at this moment, but I assure you that death is far from my mind. In fact, it has never entered my mind. I love life, perhaps not my life right now, but I cannot throw away nearly twenty years – my parents, my sister, my dear servants, and my music – because of a dreary season. You never know, things may change for me. My father may take back his condition and allow me to pursue my music career, or perhaps I may find a husband who will support my passion for music. Life is unpredictable, my lord. Look, I have met you, and that is something I never once believed would be possible."  
   
 “Not possible?” he asked. “Why in heaven's not?” 
   
 “Is it not obvious? We are not from the same circle of people, let alone the fact that you are a baron. I am a family of landed gentry, and while there is nothing wrong with that, your kind are not exactly clamouring to befriend us.” 
   
 “I was not aware that I was a 'kind'. I am merely a person at the end of the day. A man who, just like any other, has been rejected and humiliated by the object of his affection. Whether titled or not, we all share the same emotions.” 
   
 He was right, but he was also wrong. 
   
 “You speak of emotions, I speak of class. My family does not carry a title, and while we are afforded certain perks, shall I say? It does not remove the fact that there is a divide.” 
   
 “I suppose that you are right. But I have never been one to lord my title over anyone. Well, not that I remember, but I should not say never – it does not leave room for any error.” 
   
 Elizabeth could tell that the baron was an honest man and was genuinely sorry for the ordeal that he had to experience. That woman did not know what she had done. 
   
 “My lord, if there was an opportunity to reunite with Miss Lambert, would you do so?” 
   
 He took a while to answer her question. Leaning on the balcony wall overlooking the lawn below, he explained his feelings to her. 
   
 “I cannot help but love her, for I have loved her for so long. So, to answer your question, yes. If I were given the opportunity to reunite with Diana, I would take it. As it is, I am hoping to find a way to be with her. Felton may believe that I am earnestly looking for a sweet wife, or that I am sure to find one, but my heart firmly belongs to Diana. For all her faults, I still love her. It is pathetic, I know.” 
   
 How would it be to have a man love her in this manner? One who was willing to swallow his pride and pursue his sweetheart?  
   
 "I commend you, my lord. Not many men would think as you do. Love is not for the fickle-hearted."  
   
 “Yes,” he agreed. “I have come to realise that much. However, I cannot deny that my life would be far less complicated if I did not love her.” 
   
 “The heart does not make sense at times, but it eventually leads us in the right direction. Or at least that is what Mrs Potts has told me.” 
   
 “Mrs Potts?” 
   
 “Our housekeeper and confidante. She is always ready with a listening ear and advice. Mrs Potts has seen me through many difficult situations.”  
   
 More so with Cecilia than with anyone else. Her sister had the ability to anger her like no other, but Mrs Potts would always remind her that she had to lead by example and calm her down. Elizabeth loved her sister and always found herself making allowances for her. But her growing selfish ways and terrible attitude were not helping anyone. There were times when she wished to just shake her sister until all her scales fell away to reveal the sweet person that she knew was hidden beneath layers and layers of wrongful thinking. But that would not solve a thing.  
   
 “Your Mrs Potts reminds me of my own housekeeper, Mrs Hubbard. She is a second mother figure to me. When my mother passed away some years ago, she took it upon herself to step into her shoes, although I was past the age of twenty at the time. Clayton, my steward, has been another positive influence in my life. They have both been in my life for quite some time, and know me well enough.” He laughed. “Sometimes too well.” 
   
 "It never ceases to amaze me that they can fulfil their duties and still give so much of themselves. Many have their own families, but that does not stop them from treating us as an extension of that family."  
   
 “I am ashamed to admit that I have never looked at it in that way. They have simply always been there when I needed them, I hardly know anything about their families.” 
   
 Wasn’t that the way with his kind? Although he did not seem self-entitled or selfish, there was always something bred within them that separated them from those beneath them. Being a family of landed gentry was nothing to sneer at. In fact, her father was likely wealthier than many titled families. However, there would always be a social divide. Which was why so many young women were hopeful of marriages to men above their social station. Ten women would fight over a duke, while a simple young man with much to give stands off to the side. Not that she was concerned either way, but it was interesting to observe. 
   
 “You can ask them once you return home. I am sure that they will be pleasantly surprised.” 
   
 “Speaking of surprises, I was near compromised by an overeager woman just before I came to the balcony. The woman cornered me with a plan in her head, but I am not one to fall for such things.” 
   
 Elizabeth almost laughed, and thought to herself, so speaks the very man who is pining away for a woman who humiliated him in front of his friends and family. I suppose that when you are in love, you cannot fully comprehend the faults of others. While he speaks of her flaws, he does not see the full extent of her behaviour. Love truly is blind. 
   
 “I was insulted just before I came here, but perhaps I deserved it to some degree,” she said. 
   
 “Why would you deserve an insult? It sounds as though you are absolving the perpetrator.” 
   
 “No, but perhaps I was on the way to being... what is that expression again? Oh, yes – ape drunk.” 
   
 He burst out laughing. “Ape drunk? Where did a gentlewoman such as yourself learn such a term? Just how much were you drinking?” 
   
 Feeling slightly miffed by his bold laugh, she pursed her lips, regarding him with what she hoped was a stern stare. When he picked up on her reluctance to answer him, his laughter died down. “I was not laughing at you, you know, but at the term. I was not expecting it. Where did you hear it?” 
   
 “During a dinner party that my mother held once. A group of men were recounting their latest drunken exploits and used that term several times.” 
   
 “Remind me to watch what I say in your company. You may just use something against me.” 
   
 “Hardly. I have no personal interest in using people’s words against them. But to use them for myself, that is a different matter altogether.” 
   
 He laughed again. “You are one peculiar woman. Innocent and yet with a touch of the world, nothing enough to pollute you, but enough to keep a wise outlook on matters.” He grew serious. “Perhaps if Diana was more like you, we may be getting married at this moment.” 
   
 He truly did love this woman, but did does not deserve him. Elizabeth had heard of a few things about Diana Lambert here and there in the ballroom. She was the talk of the town. It seemed that people either loved her or hated her. She thought she knew of the opinion that she would take, and it definitely was not a good one. 
   
 “Do cheer up, my lord. Take this time away from her to think on your own life, to concentrate on what you want.” 
   
 “What I want I currently cannot have.” 
   
 Diana again. It seemed that he constantly had the woman on his mind, and she was beginning to grow tired of hearing about her. 
   
 “I think that I should return – my sister must be wondering where I am.” 
   
 “If you would wait just a moment.” 

 


 “My lord?” 
   
 “I have a plan brewing in my head, but I am not certain as to how you will take it.” 
   
 “If you do not speak of it, then I cannot say how I shall take it.” 
   
 “Very well. Do you promise to keep an open mind?” 

 


 “I am listening, my lord.” 
   
 “I shall court you.” 
   
 Elizabeth took a step back in surprise. He would do what? 
   
 * 
   
 Anthony knew that she was alarmed when she took that step back. Perhaps he should not have said anything. 
   
 “My lord? I do not understand. You were confessing love for Miss Lambert merely a few moments ago, and now you wish to court me? Forgive me, but you do not sound as though you have thought this through.” 
   
 He was making a botch up of it all, and he had only spoken a few words. The wrong words. He could have worded it differently. He tried again. 
   
 “Allow me to try again, please?” 
   
 She looked at him sceptically. "Will you be saying more of the same thing?"  
   
 She had moved into greater light, showing the amber eyes that he remembered so well. She was really quite beautiful. Pretending would not be such a hardship. 
   
 “It is not what you think, I shall only pretend to court you.” 
   
 “Whatever for, my lord? Forgive me, but I am thoroughly confused.” 
   
 “All right, let me start again and try not to have you run away from me in horror.” 
   
 She giggled. “I do not think that I would run away. A fast walk, perhaps, but not a run. I daresay that you could catch me either way – you appear to be in fine health.” 
   
 He watched as her cheeks coloured slightly. That only made her prettier to him. 
   
 “In fine health, you say?” 
   
 “Do not think much on it.” 
   
 He laughed. "Very well. Let me dispense with the suspense and reveal my plan to you. I do believe that it will benefit both of us."  
   
 She nodded her head, pushing him to continue. 
   
 “You are in need of a suitor to court you, and I wish for my love to return to me. Correct?” 
   
 “Yes, but what does your plan have to do with our situations? They are miles apart and require different solutions.” 
   
 “Not as you may think. If I pretend to court you, your parents will allow your sister to marry her sweetheart.” 
   
 “I see where you are going with this, but what of you? How will this aid you in your situation?” 
   
 “It is simple, really. Diana is a jealous woman. When she hears that I am courting you, she will return to me and keep the vulture-like women of this season firmly away from me.” 
   
 She appeared to think on it a moment, her lips slightly pouted. Pretending to court her would not a hardship at all. 
   
 “And when should this courtship end? How will it end?” 
   
 “Once your sister is safely married, I shall reject you in favour of Diana. By that time she will be burning with envy of you and much jealousy. I expect that she will not object when I ask for her hand in marriage the second time around.” 
   
 “This sounds like quite an elaborate plan. What if Miss Lambert does not fall for it? Or my family for that matter. My father is not one easily fooled.” 
   
 “I know Diana well. Her jealous nature always wants what she cannot have, and as I shall be with you, she will want me back. For your family, we must keep a facade of being in love. Do you think that you could do that?” 
   
 “You hardly know me, my lord. How will you pretend to be in love with me? Will there not be some suspicion?” 
   
 He was Anthony Cavendish, the Baron of Bedford. No one would question him. The only people he had ever allowed to come against him were Felton and Diana. To everyone else, he was untouchable. However, he did not say all this to her. 
   
 "It will not be such a burden to pretend to court you. You are beautiful, intelligent and wonderfully frank. I have thoroughly enjoyed our time spent together. It is not often that I get to have such an interesting conversation with the opposite gender."  
   
 Not even with Diana. Their conversations had always been centred upon her, and he had been only too willing to let it be. Now, he saw things differently. Once Diana and he were together again, that would have to change. There had to be more to a relationship, it could not be one-sided. 
   
 “I do not know...” 
   
 The more he thought about his plan, the more he believed that it would work. However, it would only work with her because she was not truly looking for a suitor. Once he publicly rejected her, there would be no hard feelings. He could not have her doubt this plan. She must agree to it. 
   
 "Think on it. You will be free to pursue your passion for music with your sister married to her sweetheart and I shall win back my love. Say that you will do it – there can only be positive outcomes to this plan."  
   
 “You hardly know my name, my lord. You are proposing a plan with a stranger.” 
   
 He reached out and took her gloved hand, surprising her. 
   
 “My lord, what is it that you are doing?” 
   
 "Making an introduction. I am Anthony Cavendish, Baron of Bedford. I am pleased to make your acquaintance." He kissed her hand. "May I know of your name, beautiful lady?"  
   
 “Elizabeth Ramsbury, my lord. First daughter of Miles and Edith Ramsbury.” 
   
 He held onto her hand, not letting it go until he heard her agree with him. 
   
 “Do you agree to partake of this plan, Miss Ramsbury?” 
   
 She took in a deep breath. “Yes, my lord.” 
   
 "Splendid! In that case, you may call me Anthony, and I shall call you Elizabeth. Well, in some settings. Do you agree?"  
   
 “I might as well.” 
   
 “Wonderful! I believe that we will both have what we wish for.” 
   
 Anthony was looking forward to having Diana back in his arms again. 
   
 * 
   
 What had she just agreed to? Anthony still held onto her hand, his smile wide and friendly. He seemed so confident of his plan, but Elizabeth could not help but feel that something may go wrong. Besides, she did not feel comfortable fooling so many people. But if she were to fulfil her word to Cecilia, then she must do it. She cleared her throat, pulling her hand away. It was feeling a bit too comfortable in his gentle but firm grip.  
   
 “Shall we return to the ballroom?” 
   
 “Yes,” he said. “We might as well begin now while the night is still fresh. People will soon enough see that there is something between us, and when we announce our courtship, no one will question us.” 

 

 She sincerely hoped that he was right. She would hate to think of the repercussions of his plan backfiring in our faces. He placed her hand on his arm and led her back into the ballroom, squeezing her slightly when inquisitive eyes turned to look at them. They walked to the middle of the dancefloor where he bowed before her. 
   
 “Elizabeth, may I have this dance?” 

 

 So soon? She could not exactly deny him when so many people were watching. She curtsied. “Of course, my lord.” 
   
 As they danced, Elizabeth felt herself begin to loosen up. Perhaps it would not be as bad as she thought it may. Anthony seemed quite sure of his plan, and if all went well, then she would have what she wanted. She laughed when he twirled her before partners were changed and she was in the hands of another gentleman. She was twirled again, ending back in Anthony's arms. She had not expected to enjoy herself this night, but here she was, laughing and smiling. What a strange turn of events. 
   
 * 
   
 The music slowed, permitting partners to come several inches closer to one another as they danced the waltz. This was a dance that he had enjoyed with Diana, as it had allowed him to gaze at her beautiful face. Instead, he found himself looking down into another beautiful face. Anthony had never looked at another woman while he had been with Diana, had never needed to. She had been everything he ever wanted. However, here he was, his gaze focused on the woman in his arms. Elizabeth was looking elsewhere, focusing her attention on the dancers around them. For some reason, he wished for her to look at him. 
   
 “Elizabeth, you are a wonderful dancer. I expect that your mother would have taught you?” 
   
 She looked at him, smiling. "Yes, but I am not as accomplished as my sister. I have been known to make a blunder here and there. But you make dancing seem so effortless."  
   
 “Do not sell yourself short, dancing is a two-fold activity. You are obviously better than you give yourself credit for.” 
   
 “You are too kind, my lord.” 
   
 She looked away again, focusing her gaze on the musicians. Anthony could see why many were so disapproving of the waltz. It had a sense of intimacy to it that some found uncomfortable and immoral. He was highly aware of the woman in his arms, felt the strength and gracefulness of her movements. Elizabeth, he noticed, not only listened to the music to dance but seemed to take it into her soul. He saw her close her eyes, face peaceful as she took in the melody. He had even felt her fingers tap against his shoulder, likely remembering the notes of the tune. She was a rare one. Perhaps his life would have been far easier had he fallen in love with a woman like her instead of Diana. She looked at him then, their eyes locking. They continued to dance, but the music suddenly seemed far away, as though they were dancing in another place.  
   
 “You paint an enchanting picture, Elizabeth.”  
   
 “How so, my lord?” 
   
 “The pink of your dress perfectly matches the blush on your cheeks.” 
   
 “I am slightly flushed. It is hot in this ballroom.” 
   
 "And your hair reminds me of rich autumn, when the leaves turn colour."  
   
 “I believe that you mean to say auburn, my lord. That is the colour of my hair.” 
   
 He smiled. She was evading every compliment. 
   
 “Your eyes are wonderfully expressive and a colour that I have rarely seen. Brown, yes, even cognac, but not many ambers.” 
   
 “You are not looking hard enough, my lord.” 
   
 He chuckled. “You are a difficult woman to compliment.” 
   
 She frowned. “Is that what you were doing?” 
   
 “Is it not obvious?” 
   
 She shrugged. “Perhaps I am not accustomed to it. I am not one to be in the company of others unless I have to.” 
   
 “Well, allow me to tell you that you are easily the most beautiful woman in this room. You are the envy of the season.” 
   
 “If people envy me, it is not because of my appearance, but because the Baron of Bedford is dancing with me. Women have not stopped staring at you.” 
   
 He had noticed it himself. That was why he was thankful to be in Elizabeth's arms as opposed to being a sitting duck for an attack. 
   
 “You have noticed the women, but I have noticed the men staring at you. You would have been a success had you given them a chance.” 
   
 She rolled her eyes. “Well, thank goodness that you are here. I could not have stood a moment longer in their presence. Oh, there is my sister.” 
   
 Anthony saw a woman waving at them, coming their way. Disappointment filled him as he realised that he would soon have to stop dancing with her. As her sister approached, Elizabeth stepped away from him. He immediately felt the loss of their proximity, slightly disliking the sister for it. 
   
 "Oh, Elizabeth!" the sister exclaimed. "I have been searching everywhere for you."  
   
 As she spoke, the sister kept on casting looks at him. Anthony took the initiative to introduce himself, but he had a feeling that she knew who he was.  
   
 “Miss Cecilia, it is a pleasure to meet you. Your sister has told me a lot about you.” 
   
 She raised her eyebrows at Elizabeth before looking at him again. “She has? All good things I hope, my lord?” 
   
 “Of course. I understand that congratulations are in order?” 
   
 That brought a quick smile to her face. “Thank you, my lord. I hope to be married soon. That is, if all things go to plan.” 
   
 She gave a meaningful look to Elizabeth, who only nodded. 
   
 “Do not concern yourself with that, right now. All will be well, I assure you.”  
   
 Cecilia turned to him. “My lord, would you like to join us?” 
   
 “Of course. Please, lead the way.” 
   
 He followed them through the many bodies, sighing in relief when they came to a spot that had breathing space. A young woman looked up, her face slightly pale and splotchy. Her eyes widened with recognition. She quickly stood up and curtsied. 
   
 “My lord.” 
   
 He nodded his head slightly. “Good evening. Forgive me, but I am at a disadvantage for I do not know your name.” 
   
 “Megan Hawkins, my lord.” 
   
 With the greetings set aside, Anthony found himself a part of a drama that the woman was experiencing. Apparently, she had set her eyes on a gentleman who had just rejected her. Having felt the sting of rejection first-hand, he could sympathise with her.  
   
 “Clearly the man is not the right one for you. I am sure that there is one who is deserving of your love right here in this ballroom. You need only look for him.” 
   
 Megan sniffed. “I suppose so.” 
   
 “Cheer up, Megan,” Cecilia added. “We still have a few hours before this night is done, not to mention several weeks of season.” 
   
 The teary woman nodded, giving a tremulous smile.  
   
 Anthony looked at Elizabeth, noting her raised eyebrows and small smile. He frowned, bringing his head closer to hers. “And what, may I ask, is that look for?” 
   
 “Well, my lord, I commend you for wanting to comfort Megan. But you are hardly in position for offering advice.” 
   
 “Why not?” 
   
 She came a bit closer, whispering in his ear. Her warm breath upon his ear was an unsettling feeling. He could not tell whether it was good or bad. 
   
 "You have recently hatched a plan to get back the very woman that both rejected and humiliated you and yet you speak of having her look for a man who deserves her. Perhaps you should follow your own advice."  
   
 He drew away, pursing his lips. “Our situation is hardly similar.” 
   
 She laughed outright, startling their companions. 
   
 “Elizabeth, why on earth are you laughing in such a manner? This is hardly the time to be gay when Megan is suffering so.” 
   
 “Oh, I do apologise. Lord Cavendish is to blame – he was the one to make me laugh.” 
   
 Both women looked at him accusingly. To his side, he could sense that Elizabeth was silently laughing, having thrown him to the wolves. 
   
 “Lord Cavendish,” Cecilia said. “I hardly think that this is the time to be making jokes. Poor Megan bears a broken heart.” 
   
 He grimaced when Megan started to cry, her tears falling down her face to mingle with the liquid from her nose. Helpless, he looked at Elizabeth who had just masked a smiled. 
   
 “Help me,” he mouthed. 
   
 She rolled her eyes but nodded. Elizabeth stretched across him to pat Megan's hand. “Do not be so emotional, Megan. Would you want your rival to see you in such a state?” 
   
 “My rival?” 
   
 “Yes, the woman who has taken the object of your affections.” 
   
 “Oh,” Megan replied. “I would hate for Cathryn to see me. Do you believe that she can?” The woman seemed quite distraught as she wiped her tears away. 
   
 “Luckily for you, no. But she could have. What do you think that she would have seen?” 
   
 “My crying?” 
   
 “Not just your crying, but a pathetic loser.” 
   
 Everyone sucked in their breath at that. Even him. 
   
 “Miss Ramsbury,” he said. “Do you not think that you are being a bit too harsh?” 
   
 She shook her head. "No, I do not. Megan is a wonderful woman, one who has much to offer. She has no need to cry over a man who picked another woman above her." Elizabeth pulled the handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. "Here, take this and dry your face. There will be no more cries from you, do you hear?"  
   
 Megan nodded, eyes wide. She blew into his handkerchief and then proceeded to hand it back to him. He grimaced, imagining just what was inside the material.  
   
 “Keep it, Miss Hawkins. I have plenty more at home.” 
   
 “Oh, thank you, my lord.” 
   
 The change in the young woman was remarkable. She was no longer the teary-eyed victim, but a woman on the prowl. He leaned into Elizabeth. “I think that you may have created a monster. She seems intent on conquering this ball. Have you seen the look in her eyes?” 
   
 “Would you rather she be crying?” 
   
 “Heavens no.” 
   
 “Then do not complain, my lord. Let her have her moment.” 
   
 “I worry for the men out there who have yet to pick a woman to court.” 
   
 "Well, I do not. They know what they are here for and what to expect. We can just sit here and enjoy what will unfold, knowing that we do not have to take part."  
   
 She had a point there. As the night continued on, Anthony found himself genuinely enjoying Elizabeth's company. She was witty and quick-minded, making him laugh for much of their time together.  
   

When last did I enjoy such an event? Usually, I would be running after Diana, trying to keep her happy. I never did see a problem with it until now, sitting here beside Elizabeth. This woman is opening my eyes to what can be, how things are supposed to be. 
   
 "My lord, you appear to be overthinking."  
   
 “Perhaps I am. What do you think your sister thinks of us?” 
   
 “It is too early to tell, but she has given us a few interested looks. You are quite believable, even I could be fooled if I was not part of the plan.” 
   
 That surprised him. He had not even been trying to act like an interested suitor. He had just been enjoying her company, sitting beside her as she spoke to him like an old friend. 

 

 Soon after, a couple, whom Elizabeth introduced as her aunt and uncle, declared that it was time to retire for the night.  
   

Just as well, thought Anthony. I need time to gather my wits about me.  
   
 He escorted the sisters to their carriage, taking care to spend time talking to Elizabeth and focusing his attention on her. He needed as many people to see them as possible.  
   
 "Miss Ramsbury, I bid you a good night. I hope to call on you soon."  
   
 “I should like that, Lord Cavendish.” 
   
 She winked at him, startling him. This woman was full of surprises, He was certainly not expecting that. He quickly recovered, giving her a devilish smile that made her own falter. Two can play at that game. As she stood on the steps of the carriage, he took her hand and kissed it, taking his time. 
   
 By tomorrow morning, they would be the talk of London. 
 



 Chapter 7 
   
 The movement of the carriage rocked their aunt and uncle to sleep quite quickly, leaving the sisters to quietly discuss the night's events together. Cecilia kept on dropping hints about Anthony, wanting to know more about him, but Elizabeth evaded her questions at every turn. She needed to process the night myself before attempting to explain anything to her sister. 
   
 “Megan eventually attracted the admiration of quite a few suitors. I believe that it was all thanks to you, Elizabeth.” 
   
 “Hardly. She just needed a gentle push in the right direction.” 
   
 A snort of laughter issued forth from her sister's nose, a hand quickly covering her mouth as she looked at the two sleeping figures. 
   
 "It is most unladylike to snort, Cecilia."  
   
 Her sister poked her tongue. “Do not attempt to scold me for something that you are guilty of doing.” 
   
 “My snorts do not have the ability to wake up the living dead. It is a wonder that Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah did not wake. One would think you an African elephant blowing its trunk.” 
   
 “At least I do not sound like a pig snorting through a trough of slops.” 
   
 “No, that young man that insisted on following you about sounded like that. Really, what terrible laughing.” 
   
 Cecilia looked as though she was about to return the retort, but she burst into a fit of giggles. They were ridiculously contagious as Elizabeth found herself giggling along, trying not to make a noise for the sake of the sleeping couple. She managed to compose herself enough to scold her sister. 
   
 "Do stop laughing, Ceci. What if our aunt and uncle should wake up?"  
   
 “I am trying,” she breathed. “But it is you who brought up that horrid man. I could not shake him off, despite telling him that I am soon to be betrothed to another.” 
   
 “I suppose that he believed you to be fair game as you were at the ball, and it is your first season. You can hardly blame the poor man.” 
   
 Cecilia rolled her eyes. “Do not defend the man to me. As a matter of fact, we should cease to talk about him. I swear on all that is good and righteous in the world, if I attend another ball and have him hound me once more, I shall stomp on his large feet and walk away.” 
   
 Elizabeth could imagine her sister doing just that. She was highly impulsive and given to theatrics without much filter. Of course, she could also see the potential consequences of such a public display of anger. 
   
 “You would have our names blackened by your antics? He did say that his father's brother's friend has an uncle who works for the brother of the man who apparently has the ear of the prince regent.” 
   
 Cecilia's jaw dropped. “You recalled all of that? I could hardly keep the relations straight, let alone keep track of what he was saying. What a pompous fool.” 
   
 Elizabeth tapped her head, smiling. “I do have a long memory, remember that. Ceci, would you have your childish display reported to those higher in power? You must remember that our father is not a titled man, and while he is fifth in line to become a baronet, that will hardly matter to the aristocracy. The gentleman probably thought he was doing you a favour by speaking to you.” 
   
 Her sister pulled her head back, her hand going to her chest. What a dramatic sister she was. “A favour? Suffering his jabbering is a favour to me?” 
   
 Elizabeth recalled that the man had talked rather quickly, as though he were trying to get as many of his points across as possible. Poor Cecilia, who was one to grow bored quickly, had listened to him for at least half an hour with little interruption. If it had not been for Anthony, the man would have never left her alone. 
   
 “Lady Luck smiled down upon you as Lord Cavendish was able to politely remove him from our little group. Unfortunately, the same could not be said for Megan's suitors.” 
   
 The men had stuck around Megan for quite some time, paying her compliments and engaging her in small conversation. Elizabeth had eventually become suspicious of their motives when some of the men had started to send curious looks her way, their gazes heavy with interest. Anthony had noticed as well, going as far as to bring his chair closer to hers, and leaning in to speak with her. This had displayed his thoughtfulness, which she had appreciated at that moment. The last thing that she had wanted was a group of men all clamouring to speak with her. She had enough on her mind as it was. 
   
 “Lord Cavendish certainly came to the rescue. It was our good luck that he decided to sit with us when there were so many women all wishing to speak with him. You monopolised a great deal of his time, sister dear. I wonder how you managed to do that when you hardly speak with the male gender in general?” 
   
 Elizabeth did not answer, knowing full well that anything she said would be used against her in the future. Her sister was a master manipulator of words and could twist the most innocent of meanings into something dramatically incorrect. Instead, Elizabeth inspected her glove, holding it up in the air, and removing imaginary fluff. 
   
 “Well, that is one way of avoiding a conversation. However, you cannot avoid it forever, Elizabeth.” 
   
 Elizabeth smiled at her sister, fluttering her eyelashes before making a point to look out of her window. She waited for a few heartbeats to see if her sister would be persistent in her plan to find out the story behind her and Anthony's budding romance. Or false romance for that matter. When her sister did not speak, she sneaked a glance at her. She, too, was looking out of her carriage window, watching shadows of buildings, as they travelled back to the townhouse. Usually it would be trees that they would watch as they travelled home from a dinner, and perhaps the odd owl here and there. What a night this had been. Elizabeth would have never thought that it would take such a course. She was not yet entirely sure what to make of it. Perhaps she had dreamt it all? She pinched herself, wincing at the pain. 
   
 “No, not asleep.” 
   
 “Hmmm?” Cecilia questioned. “Did you say something?” 
   
 “Oh, no, no. I was merely speaking to myself.” 
   
 Cecilia raised her eyebrows before turning to the window once more. “And that is why you do not fit into society,” she muttered. 
   
 Elizabeth would have laughed if her mind was not so occupied with thoughts of the baron. He was willing to go to extreme lengths to have that woman return to him, but at what cost? She would have never thought to create such an elaborate plan of secrecy and illusion just to win back a lost love. A false courtship? She had never heard of such a thing before, but here she found herself neck-deep in such a peculiar plot.  
   
 Elizabeth could not understand why Diana had rejected the baron. Anthony had treated her with nothing but respect and kindness. Surely that was what most women wanted? She could not deny that he was handsome. Perhaps a tad too much. He was easily the most handsome man at the ball, which was why she’d received so many jealous stares from the other women present. Where she found most men rather dull, Anthony was anything but. In fact, he had surprised her with his knowledge of numerous topics and his open-mindedness concerning most subjects. He was intelligent, wonderfully so. She never did imagine that she would come across a gentleman of his class with such intelligence and Elizabeth had met plenty of young men who had studied further than the schoolroom, but it was their narrow mindedness that dulled their intelligence. Anthony was a breath of fresh air compared to them.  
   
 “Much needed air,” she muttered. 

 

 Did he enjoy music? They did not discuss music much, except for her passion to become a composer. He seemed encouraging of her passion. Not once did he judge her or ridicule her dreams. It had been so easy to speak to him, both sharing their intentions for their lives. Anthony's entire life seemed to be centred upon Diana, which Elizabeth found unhealthy. No one could be happy when they obsessed over someone in that manner. The woman rejected him and publicly humiliated him, for goodness sake. How much self-esteem could he have to continue to pursue her? Apparently enough to fill the ocean, because he was adamant that he was going to marry her some day.  
   
 It was one thing to be rejected in private, but to have the love of your life retell your proposal in harrowing detail and proceed to laugh about it as though it were a joke was simply too much to handle. It showed that she did not respect him. Why could he not see that? If she would not respect him now, what could he expect for their marriage? A one-sided love would not sustain a long-term marriage, it simply could not. Part of Elizabeth was angry for Anthony, angry at Diana for treating such a good man horrendously. He had even gone so far as to relate to her the reason Diana had rejected him. 
   
 “He is far from being serious and boring. The thought.” 
   
 "Elizabeth!” her sister scolded. “If you insist on muttering to yourself, then do so quietly. There is nothing worse than to hear someone constantly muttering words that do not make any sense."  
   
 Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “Do I complain about your incessant night chatter?” 
   
 “Night chatter?” 
   
 “Yes. You mumble in your sleep, and yet I do not wake you up and begin scolding you.” 
   
 Cecilia looked affronted. “I do no such thing.” 
   
 "If you will not believe me, then I suggest that you remember my words for when you are married. Percy will be sure to tell you the very same thing."  
   
 Cecilia narrowed her eyes. “What a horrid thing to say.” 
   
 “And yet I am not the one who scolded the other for talking below their breath. None of us is perfect, Ceci. It is best that you remember that. However, I hardly believe that my quiet murmurs should make much difference to your life. You are splitting hairs all because I shall not discuss anything of the baron and I with you.” 
   
 Cecilia folded her arms, pouting. “Very well. I shall keep to this side of the carriage and mind my words.” 
   
 Cecilia proceeded to sniff and look away, her hand going to her chin. Elizabeth knew that it was merely one of Cecilia's tactics to attempt to make her feel bad. But she was far too preoccupied to be concerned about her sister's childish ways. She shifted in her seat, turning her body away from Cecilia to look outside. Looking inside the carriage was not bringing her any clarity but gazing out into the darkness was doing her wonders. Where had she been? Oh, yes, the baron supposedly being boring. She had heard about Diana's wild ways, her overexaggerated joie de vivre. Elizabeth loved life as well, but perhaps she loved it in a different way to the flighty woman.  
   

I should not be so judgemental for I do not personally know her.  
   
 Elizabeth prided herself on being a good judge of character, but as she had not met Diana personally, there still remained a sliver of doubt that people could be wrong about her. The problem was, there were simply too many slights against her not to entertain the idea that she was not the sort of woman that Elizabeth could get along with or would wish to get along with. Or perhaps she was just jealous that such a woman could treat a wonderful man so horribly and yet still hold his affection. 
   
 “If that is the case, then I am a terrible person.” 
   
 "You can be a terrible person at times," her sister put in.  
   
 Had she just spoken out loud again? She must have, how else could Cecilia have heard her? And what in heaven's name was she talking about? Elizabeth turned in her seat, her face a mask of confusion. Cecilia was still facing the other way, but Elizabeth could tell that she was listening. 
   
 “When have I ever acted terribly towards you?” 
   
 Cecilia shrugged, continuing to stare into the darkness. Elizabeth sighed. Her own sister could be a stranger at times. There would be times that they would argue – all siblings did at one time or another – but never had she behaved in a such a way as to warrant her sister's accusation. 
   
 “Ceci, when have I ever acted terribly towards you?” she repeated. 
   
 “When you keep things from me or when you refuse to see things my way.” 
   
 Elizabeth sat there, stunned. She frowned, looking at her sister as she shook her head. “Must I disclose everything about my life? Can a person not keep some things to themselves? Do I not have the right to have my own opinions and live my life as I see fit?” 
   
 Cecilia turned to her and rolled her eyes. “You always attempt to explain everything away with your open-ended questions. Do not think that I have not noted your style of debate.” 
   
 Elizabeth looked heavenward and closed her eyes. It seemed as though her sister consistently wanted to pick fights with her for no good reason.  
   
 “What is it that you wish for me to speak about? What do you wish for me to reveal to you, oh dear sister of my mother's womb?” 
   
 Cecilia brought her hand up and started counting. “Well, the first thing is that you refuse to tell me what is going on between you and the baron. Secondly, well, that does not matter anymore.” 
   
 So this is what it was all about, Cecilia wanted to know about her night with the baron. Of course, Elizabeth knew that already, but she did not realise just how desperate Cecilia was to hear of her brief dalliance with the dashing baron. Although from now on it would be anything but brief. 
   
 “Very well, what is it that you wish for me to tell you about the baron and I?” 
   
 Excitement lit up Cecilia's eyes. "How did you meet? I had not yet seen the baron, and yet you appeared with him out of nowhere. Can you imagine? My own sister appears with Lord Cavendish, and I know absolutely nothing about it."  

 

 Elizabeth could see that Cecilia would not relent on the matter. She would have to tell her something, but how much to say she was not yet certain about. 
   
 “I met Lord Cavendish by chance on the balcony. I had gone there to get some fresh air, and he was of the same mind.” 
   
 “Did you immediately recognise him?” 
   
 Elizabeth was embarrassed as she thought about the manner in which she discovered his identity.  
   
 "No, not at first. It was dark, and I did not see him, and as I did not know what his voice sounded like, there was nothing to indicate just who he was."  
   
 “But how did you come to recognise him?” 
   
 “He revealed himself to me.” 
   
 “Oh, my goodness. How did this take place? You need to tell me everything, Elizabeth. You must!” 
   
 “So that you may gossip about it?” 
   
 Cecilia's mouth dropped open before she looked away. Oh, there it was again. Her affronted expression. Why must she pretend that I do not know about her favourite pastime? Elizabeth counted backwards from ten, knowing full well that Cecilia could not resist having her say. 
   
 "How can you possibly say so? Of course, I shall not gossip about my own sister."  
   
 Elizabeth smiled wryly. "Indeed? I seem to remember a particular young lady who loves to relate news to me while we are preparing for bed."  
   
 “That is hardly the same!” 
   
 Elizabeth only laughed. “I shall say no more.” 
   
 “But you must still tell me all about Lord Cavendish. He did not leave your side this evening, not once. Surely that means something?” 
   
 “It means that he enjoyed my company. It must be wonderful not to have a woman run after you.” 
   
 And yet he was running after a woman who clearly did not love him enough to keep their private affairs private. It would be easy to label him as being a hypocrite. 
   
 Cecilia looked decidedly disappointed. “Is that all there is to it? Good company?” 
   
 “What would you have me say?” 
   
 “That he wishes to court you. Oh, Elizabeth. Would that not be the best thing in this world? I have to say that I am relieved. Even if you believe that it is all about companionship, I believe that he is looking for more. He hardly allowed his eyes to wander when he was with you.” 

 

 That was because he was pretending, not due to any interest on his part. All he was concerned with was having Diana return to him. A part of her felt bitter about it, but she did not want to think about it too much. 
   
 “I cannot speak for the baron, Cecilia. Time will tell if he decides to court me.” 

 

 She did hate to lie! This plan had put her in a tricky position between not being too obvious and saying too much, to pretending that nothing is happening at all. Should she tell Cecilia about the plan? Elizabeth thought about it for a few seconds, quickly coming to a conclusion. She could not tell Cecilia about it because it could still backfire. If anything were to go wrong, she would be risking her sister's marriage.  
   
 “Oh, I am certain that he will. You mark my words, Elizabeth. It is only a matter of time before he comes to our doorstep and requests your presence. What will you say then?” 
   
 Elizabeth knew what her sister was asking. Was she going to refuse him? Not according to the plan. 
   
 “Well, I do find him interesting, and I did enjoy his company. Due to this, I would be happy to grant his request.” 
   
 "I cannot begin to tell you how happy this makes me feel. Imagine, my sister, being courted by the baron?. Although truth be told, I am surprised that he was able to forget about Miss Lambert. I last heard that he was madly in love with her."  
   
 And he still was, but he was now hiding it. And he was going to use Elizabeth to do so.  
   
 “Perhaps he is trying to move on with his life. You did tell me she had publicly humiliated him. I am sure he would like to put that firmly in his past.” 
   
 “You are right, Elizabeth, and what better way to do it than by setting his sights on another beautiful woman?” 
   
 A woman who was going to be publicly rejected once Diana decided to come back. Well, on the bright side she would have her freedom. Once rejected, many men will cease to see her as marriage material. Anthony's rejection will paint me in a bad light, but his rejection will also free me to pursue my own interests. I doubt that Papa will be able to force anything or anyone upon me. 
   
 “I know what I shall do to celebrate this moment,” Cecilia declared. 
   
 “And what is that?” 
   
 “To write to Mama and Papa. I am sure they would like to know about the baron's interest in you.” 

 

 Oh no! Elizabeth did not need her parents to be involved just yet. She needed to first find out what Anthony's next move would be. 
   
 “I would rather you not do that just yet, Ceci. Give the baron time to make his decision. I refuse to rush things.” 
   
 "Oh, I shall not make it terribly obvious. But I must tell them of our time in London – I am sure they will be waiting to hear all about our first ball. It is my first season after all. Would you begrudge me something as simple as writing a letter to them about it?"  
   
 Her sister had indeed learned the art of turning a situation to make it appear that the other person was in the wrong. However, this time she was not going to succumb to her mind warfare.  
   
 “You may write to your heart's content. But I ask that you do not include my affairs in the letter. If there is something to be told, I shall tell Mama and Papa myself. I shall write them a letter detailing my news.” 
   
 Cecilia looked deflated. She had obviously been looking forward to being the first person to speak of Elizabeth's night spent with the dashing Baron of Bedford. 
   
 "Oh well. That is your prerogative. Do as you will with your news."  
   
 Elizabeth knew that her sister would not be able to resist adding little hints of the truth into her letter. Perhaps it would work in her favour. Once Papa heard that there may be a gentleman interested in her, he may forget his idea of finding her a husband. The letter would prove that she were taking the matter seriously. 
   
 “Cecilia, on second thoughts, you may write about the baron and I to Mama and Papa, but do not lie. I refuse to be held responsible for any lies that you may feed them. Do I make myself clear?” 
   
 Cecilia smiled. “Crystal clear, dear sister. Oh, this is going to be wonderful. I should write to Percy and tell him that we will be married sooner than he thinks.” 

 


Well, if this plan works out well, you will be married to your sweetheart, Anthony will have Diana once again, and I shall pursue my musical career. However, the thought of having a musical career did not fill her with the same joy she had had not so long ago. What was wrong with her? 
   
 * 
   
 Anthony could not believe his luck. Going to the ball had proven to be useful. Very useful indeed. Diana may return to him sooner than anyone thought. Who knew that this would happen? He had resigned himself to having insufferable women trying to talk up their attributes to him all the while repelling him with the very same attributes. That was until he met Elizabeth. He was not aware that women such as she even existed. A woman who was refusing marriage for a career?” Of course, he had heard of a scant few women doing so, but they were usually women who could not find a husband – well, in his opinion that was. Elizabeth could easily find a husband based on her appearance alone. 
   
 But she had chosen to give up on matrimony and take up an independent life. He could only admire her for it. He may not necessarily agree with it, but he did admire her. Such great drive was seldom found in women. 
   
 No, that was not entirely true. Diana possessed a drive, but it was not necessarily a positive one.  
   
 It was odd that he was beginning to see faults in Diana. But they did not make him love her any less. His love was not conditional. 

 


But her love certainly is, a quiet voice in his head stated. There was no denying it, Diana clearly did not love him as he loved her.  
   
 Perhaps he had not given her ample opportunity to show her love because he had been the one to shower her with affection. She may think that the relationship was one-sided.  
   
 But it was one-sided. He did all the work while she basked and flourished in his attention. But that was the way a relationship should be. The man was the one to shower the woman with attention to let her know that she was appreciated. For once they were married, her life would soon consist of keeping him happy, running their home, seeing to their children and hosting dinners and parties. But could he deny that he had genuinely enjoyed spending time with Elizabeth? She had been his equal in every aspect, but she had not sought to try and exalt herself above him. Intelligent women were well-known for doing that, in trying to prove how much better they were than men.  
   
 Ridiculous really. That would be as if you were comparing the sun to the moon! 
   
 Women and men were miles different, not only in anatomy but in personality and thinking. That was just the way it was meant to be. Rather than trying to prove how much better they were, perhaps it would be better for them to find their match, just as he had found his match in Diana. Not for the first time a niggle of doubt started to irritate his conscience. Did he truly think that? If it were true, then why did Diana not see it as well? Surely a good match was visible to all?  
   
 He appeared to have more in common with Elizabeth than he did with Diana, which somewhat concerned him.  
   
 Why should he be more comfortable with a stranger than his own love? There had always been an edge to Diana's exterior, an edge that kept him from entirely breaking down her defences. He had believed that a marriage proposal would be just the thing to close any gaps between them. But it had only served to widen their differences. For goodness sake, she ran away from him and fled for Paris. What more could he want to show him that they are on two opposite sides of the love spectrum?  
   
 But opposites do attract, at least that is what he heard being said by others. 
   
 That would explain why he felt what he did about Diana. His love for her was an all-consuming, night-tossing, feverish kind of love. One that could easily drive a man crazy. 
   
 Diana had driven him crazy for want of her attention and love, needing to be with her. He did not know why she continued to deny her love for him.” 
   
 Although he had professed his love for her on numerous occasions, Diana had yet to reciprocate. Anthony had never been particularly bothered by her lack of declaration, for he knew that she loved him. Or at least he thought she did. One cannot be with someone for six years and not be in love. It simply was not possible, was it? He shook his head, trying to rid himself of any doubt.  
   
 His plan would work, he just knew it. Diana would be back in his arms before long, and as his wife no less. The strange thing was, he found it no hardship to be in a partnership with Elizabeth. She made things easy for him, so easy that he had momentarily forgotten that he was in a false courtship. This was the kind of relationship he hoped to have with Diana once she came to her senses. He no longer wished to put up with her theatrics, flighty ways and tantrums. They were both adults who loved each other. Therefore, their relationship needed maturity.  
   
 Of course, there needed to be an element of enjoyment too. He could not stand a boring and tedious marriage. 
   
 His thoughts travelled back to the comments she had hurled at him. She had called him boring and dull, a man she could never see herself married to.  
   
 Yet he had done everything that she had ever asked of him. How could she find him dull?” 
   
 Anthony's troubling thoughts were interrupted by Felton as he walked into the drawing room. 
   
 “I had thought that you were asleep,” Anthony said. “You specifically asked to have a room ready for you were too tired to travel to your own estate.” 
   
 “Yes, I am well aware of that. But I found that I could not sleep. You have yet to tell me about the lovely young woman you paraded on your arm during the ball.” 
   
 “Do you mean Miss Ramsbury?” 
   
 Felton frowned. “Was there another woman that you spent the evening with? I only noticed the woman with the auburn hair and piercing amber eyes. Pretty mouth, too.” 
   
 Anthony found that he did not like Felton describing Elizabeth in such detail. “I would be grateful if you would refrain from being too forward about Miss Ramsbury.” 
   
 "Too forward?" Felton laughed. "You hardly know the woman. And now you seek to defend her honour?"  
   
 “I am not defending her honour. She can do that herself. But I do not like you speaking of her as though she were a piece of, of –” 
   
 “Of what?” 
   
 “Property to be inspected before purchase.” 
   
 “So then you do like her. Why did you not just say so?” 
   
 “Because it is early days yet.” 
   
 Felton shook his head. “I never did think that you would find a woman so quickly. But let me tell you that I approve, I approve wholeheartedly.” 
   
 “Thank you for that,” Anthony replied dryly. 
   
 “Come on, old chap. You have found a wonderful woman to replace Diana. Surely that is something to celebrate?” 
   
 “Rein in your horses, Felton. You are galloping far too quickly.” 
   
 Felton sighed. “Have it your way. But if you are not serious about this woman, then I would request your permission to pursue her myself.” 
   
 Anthony felt a rush of jealousy and anger. There was no way in damnation that Felton would pursue Elizabeth! 
   
 He looked at his friend sharply. "You do so and you are a marked man."  
   
 Felton held up in hands in surrender, laughing. “I said it in jest, Anthony. I merely wished to see how serious you were about her. Perhaps you should not play around and actually start to earnestly court her.” 
   
 “So says the man who cannot bear the thought of commitment.” 
   
 “Miss Ramsbury will be a welcome change for you.” 
   
 Perhaps Felton was right. It would be best if he made his courtship intentions clear to everyone. However, everything else that his friend said would not do. Elizabeth was not a replacement, but a lure. A lure that he would enjoy courting about London. 
   
 “There is an opera tomorrow. I think I might take her there.” 
   
 “Would Miss Ramsbury enjoy that? I distinctly remember Diana yawning throughout the last one you took her to, complaining about the lack of life in the music.” 
   
 “Miss Ramsbury is not like Diana, Felton. She enjoys music.” 
   
 “Well, you have something in common there. You are a deft hand at the pianoforte.” 
   
 “Hmm.” 
   
 The more he thought about the opera, the more he liked the idea. Elizabeth would appreciate it. In fact, he had a strong feeling that she would love it. She had mentioned that it was her birthday soon. This would be his early present to her. With her on his arm, it would be clear to all that he was courting her. The tongues would start wagging, and news would soon reach Diana in Paris.  
   
 “How fast is Mrs Clothilde with the needle, Felton?” 
   
 “Faster than any woman that I know. Why?” 
   
 "I am in need of a beautiful dress tomorrow."  
   
 “Do you plan on buying Miss Ramsbury a dress?” 
   
 “Yes.” 
   
 He needed her to look ravishing. That would invoke greater jealousy within his beloved. 
 



 Chapter 8 
   
 Elizabeth abruptly woke from her sleep, sitting straight up in bed as she tried to deduce whether or not she had dreamt the entire meeting with Anthony. She got out of bed, immediately going to the water urn and pouring some water into a porcelain wash basin. She gave her face a good splash before making her way to the window to air-dry. Elizabeth made sure not to make her position obvious to the people who walked below – to be seen in her nightdress would not be something that her father would wish to hear of his daughter doing. The streets were already bustling with activity. She noted chimney sweeps covered in soot, smartly dressed men, and a woman selling a drink that many were lining up for. She strained to hear just what it was, coming away with the word 'salop'.  
   
 She had heard of this drink, but had yet to taste it. She wondered if she could send a servant to get her some. 
   
 But that would cut into her time of solitude. Something that she was not prepared to do. She shook her head, deciding against it. Salop will have to be drunk another time. Elizabeth continued to watch the ever-changing interesting scene below her. Bakers carried bread on wooden trays, enticing passers-by with the fresh, hot smell. Pedlars promised tasty cakes although, she was quite sure that they would not rival Mrs Black's cakes, their cook back home.  
   
 This was certainly different to what she was accustomed to. Everything seemed quite lively, from the activities of the people to the smell of the place. 
   
 She still preferred the countryside, but London offered an excitement that she was coming to enjoy. Or perhaps it had more to do with the baron than London itself. The clock downstairs chimed an hour which, judging by the light outside, might be seven in the morning. Breakfast would be at eight, giving her ample time to digest all that had happened thus far. 
   
 She wondered if Anthony had decided to abort his plan. It was rather an elaborate one that could backfire most horrendously. Then again, it could work out beautifully. Life was not without risks, that much was certain. Anthony was likely a man accustomed to taking them. She would not have come up with such an idea. 
   
 It took a certain level of confidence, did it not? One had to be confident in order to believe that such a plan could be successful. 
   
 But she had agreed to it,. Did that mean that she was confident? She laughed. More likely desperate. 
   
 As the street grew busier, she thought it wise to move away from the window and get ready for the morning meal. Elizabeth did not wish to call a maid to bring her some warmed water, so she settled with having a light wash of her hands and feet with the cold water in the washbasin. It was not altogether terrible as England was warming up. Summer had begun some weeks ago, the sun giving the country much-needed warmth. Elizabeth preferred spring and autumn, but the summer season held its own charm as well. It did not take her long to dress, picking a light, white dress with a flower embroidery along the bodice and the edge of the short sleeves. She was tempted to go without shoes, but as this was London, she thought it better to not commit a faux pas at her aunt and uncle's expense.  
   
 Although she did not suppose they would be overly concerned. They were a lively pair who did not seem to exhibit any of the severity that many people of their age seemed to. Elizabeth thought they would find her lack of shoes rather amusing. However, she doubted that Cecilia would. To her, image was everything.  
   
 A quick plait and tuck of her hair and she was done. It was not particularly stylish, but as she did not intend to venture out of the house that, it would do. 
   
 Elizabeth left her room, knowing without a doubt that she would be questioned about the baron. She had rehearsed a few answers, hoping that would satisfy the curiosity of her aunt and uncle. 
   
 She took a deep breath and went downstairs.  
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth's food was beginning to grow cold. Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah had not ceased to speak of the ball, firing all manner of questions at her. They appeared to be just as excited as Cecilia, who was still eager to find out more about the Baron of Bedford. 
   
 “My dear,” her aunt exclaimed. “Who knew that you would catch the attention of the most handsome man at the ball, the Baron of Bedford? My goodness!” 
   
 “The man of the moment,” her uncle added. “I always said that our Elizabeth was a special girl. Imagine, the baron himself.” 
   
 They made it seem as though Anthony was some type of god who was above everyone else. Yes, he bore a title. But he was not a duke or an earl. Those titles sounded far more auspicious to her. Not that she was one for titles, but she thought that a baron would not attract as much attention as a higher title. She was quite sure there was a duke at the ball, even an earl. Why did no one speak about them? 
   
 “Lord Cavendish is a normal man like any other.” 
   
 “So speaks the woman who spent an alarming amount of time with him,” Cecilia said. “I see it has gone to your head, for you do not seem to understand the magnitude of what has taken place.” 
   
 Elizabeth sighed. "Why must you over-emphasise every little thing, Ceci? Is he a god that I should worship him? Is he a hero that I should honour him?"  
   
 "He is the Baron of Bedford," Cecilia insisted. "One of the richest men in the country. The name that lingers on the lips of every warm-blooded woman in England. Did you not see his chiselled good looks? His physique?"  
   
 “Cecilia! You are to be wed to another,” she scolded. “This is hardly a suitable speech for one in your position.” 
   
 “Your sister is right, Cecilia,” said Uncle Noah. “Best you keep those sentiments for that young man of yours.” 
   
 Cecilia turned a bright pink. "I merely wished for Elizabeth to understand just who the baron is. It was not my intention to appear amorous of him, for I love Percy with my whole heart."  
   
 Aunt Deborah reached across the table to pat a suddenly tearful Cecilia's hand. 
   
 "Oh dear, no one is implying that you do not love Percy. But if one did not know you, they may misconstrue what you were meaning to say. It is easy for a rumour to start – I do not think that either you nor Percy would appreciate a rumour of you batting your eyelashes at Lord Cavendish."  
   
 “I would never do such a thing!”  
   
 “Calm down, Ceci,” said Elizabeth. “We all know that. All we are saying is that you should be far more mindful of your words when in public. Now, let us eat our meal, for I am famished.” 
   
 No sooner had she closed her mouth around some buttery egg that they started up their subject of the baron once more.  
   
 “Elizabeth, we are simply delighted that you were able to catch the interest of a suitor so early in the season,” said Aunt Deborah. “You are lucky to find romance. And with such a wealthy man.” 
   
 Cecilia, who had recovered from her little wobble, joined in the conversation with enthusiasm. “We could have a double wedding, Eliza. Just think of what our neighbours would say.” 
   
 Elizabeth looked at her sister in surprise. She called me Eliza! The last time that she did so was years ago when she still looked up to her as an older sister. Just for that, Elizabeth would have been happy to join in the conversation, if it all did not bore her so much. 
   
 “I hear he earns a yearly income of fifteen thousand pounds,” said her uncle. “Could you imagine such a sum? That is not counting the true value of his entire wealth.” 
   
 Aunt Deborah chuckled gleefully. “Our dear Elizabeth would never want for anything.” 
   
 “I do not want for anything at this moment, Aunt Deborah. I am quite content.” 
   
 “Oh, Elizabeth,” Cecilia began. “You cannot possibly –” 
   
 A polite knock at the door stopped her mid-sentence. Thank goodness. A maid came into the room carrying a beautiful-looking box.  
   
 “A footman has just dropped this off, Marm.” 
   
 The young girl handed it to Aunt Deborah, curtsied, and left the room. Elizabeth's aunt turned the box in her hands, her expression an interesting mixture of a smile and a frown. 
   
 “I wonder who this is from? The box is rather pretty, do you not think so?” 
   
 “Is there a note?” Cecilia asked. 
   
 Aunt Deborah searched the outside of the box once more, finding a note beneath the elaborate ribbon on the lid. A smile lit up the older woman's face as she read it. Elizabeth could not see what it said, but when she saw her aunt's gaze turn to her, she had the strongest feeling that the box was for her.  
   
 “This appears to be yours, Elizabeth.” 
   
 “Indeed?” 
   
 Her aunt nodded and passed the box to her. It was fairly heavy and quite ornate, surprising her. Who would have sent her a gift? Anthony. Who else could afford to spend pounds on such an ornate box? It would be perfect to store her music sheets in. 
   
 “I believe that I know who it is from,” said Cecilia. “The baron is obviously quite interested in you.” 
   
 Why did Anthony choose to send this to her now? There was only one way to find out. She took the note, an involuntary smile stretching her lips as she read it.  

 


A beautiful dress for a beautiful maiden. Would you do me the honour of 


 


accompanying me to the opera this evening?


 


Lord Cavendish

   
 The opera? She had ever been to the opera before. But she had always wanted to go.  
   
 “What does it say, Elizabeth?” asked Cecilia. 

 

 What on earth had prompted Anthony to do such a thing? Oh yes, he intended on showing her off to his friends. Word would reach Diana soon enough thereafter. Remembering this brought her spirits down. Do not be silly, Elizabeth, this plan has been orchestrated to bring Diana back to him and free me from the bondage of matrimony. 

   
 “Eliza!” Cecilia shouted once more. 
   
 “Do calm down, Cecilia,” scolded Aunt Deborah. “Let Elizabeth speak in her own time. Dear, what does the note say?” 
   
 “Lord Cavendish has invited me to the opera this evening.” 
   
 “But what is in the box?” Cecilia asked. 
   
 “A dress.” 
   
 “A dress?” exclaimed her aunt. “Do open it, Elizabeth. It must be quite extravagant.” 
   
 Elizabeth obeyed her aunt and removed the lid, pausing when she caught the first glimpse of the dress. Not able to wait a moment longer, both her aunt and sister came to her, gasping when they saw the creation. Cecilia excitedly tapped her on the shoulder. 
   
 “Do not just sit there, Eliza, take it out!” 
   
 But Elizabeth did not really want to. Cecilia grew quite impatient with her for she picked up the first part of the dress and held it against herself, her eyes wide with awe. 
   
 “Have you ever seen such a beautiful dress, Aunt Deborah?” 
   
 The soft white of the dress was a contrast to the gold embroidery that started where her knees would be. The slight puff of the sleeves tapered above the elbow area with soft ruffles that ran across the top of the bodice. It was sheer muslin, perfect for the summer weather. The correct undergarments would have to be worn to protect her dignity. 
   
 “I see a robe, Elizabeth,” her aunt said. “Let us see it.” 
   
 Elizabeth carefully lifted out the burgundy-coloured open robe. It too revealed the same gold patterns along the edges and featured a train that would trail beautifully as she walked. It was quite heavy, as there were little stones sewn into the patterns, adding to the overall effect of the dress.  
   
 “Oh, this will look lovely on you, Elizabeth!” her aunt gushed. “Look at the quality of it all. Oh my. This baron must indeed be serious about you.” 
   
 Elizabeth did not comment but looked into the box when she noticed something glinting in the sunlight streaming in from the windows. She pulled out a large brooch with a clear stone in the centre, surrounded by red gems set in gold. She simply stared at it as it sat on her palm, not quite believing that something so exquisite would be worn by her. But it is all for show, is it not? Cecilia gasped when she finally saw it. 
   
 “That must have cost the baron the moon and the sun.” 
   
 “May I?” her uncle asked, holding out his hand. 
   
 Elizabeth handed it to him, her hand feeling lighter as the brooch left her hand. 
   
 “This must have cost a pretty penny,” he remarked. “He has acted rather lightly by sending this without guard.” 
   
 Elizabeth found herself torn between being happy and annoyed. On the one hand, she was going to an opera house, and on the other, it was all for show.  
   

I should not be bothered by it all, but I would be lying to myself if I did not admit to the tiniest bit of jealousy.  
   
 It seemed that the feeling of annoyance won. “It must be wonderful to possess so much wealth that you do not care to protect such a valuable piece of jewellery.” 
   
 She knew that she sounded somewhat bitter, but she could not hide it either. However, no one else seemed to notice the tone in her voice.  
   
 “My dear,” said her aunt. “All this could be yours if you played your cards correctly.” 
   
 “That is how your aunt won me over,” her uncle laughed. “With a game of cards.” 
   
 Aunt Deborah flapped a hand in his direction, laughing. 
   
 "Oh, you! This is not about us, but about Elizabeth. We need to ensure that he falls head over heels in love with her. This dress will go a long way in doing so."  
   
 Would it? Anthony's heart belonged to Diana, and to her alone. The women continued to fuss over the dress, so much so that Elizabeth became quite embarrassed. All this for a dress? She mentally shook her head. Although she did not admit it out loud, she was thrilled to be going to the opera.  
   

It will be an adventure and something that I shall undoubtedly always remember, even when he is happily married.

   
 * 
   
 As Elizabeth walked into the large theatre, she could feel that all eyes were on her. Perhaps her hand on Anthony's arm did not help matters. Their gazes were like hot stones thrown in her direction. She was certain that they would love to pick up a stone and hurl it her direction. She giggled at the thought, drawing Anthony's attention.  
   
 “What has amused you so?” 
   
 "Nothing in particular. I just seem to be the target of many a woman's fiery gaze."  
   
 “That is to be expected. Many of these women are friends with Diana and are quite loyal to her.” 
   
 She frowned. “They do realise that she rejected you?” 
   
 He shrugged. “Such is the way of women, I suppose.” 
   
 “I ask you to not paint me with the same brush. I am nothing like these women.” 
   
 “You are right,” he agreed. “Come, let me introduce you to our companions.” 
   
 Elizabeth immediately felt butterflies flutter about her stomach. She could already deduce that they did not like her. How would they greet her? They headed in the direction of a tall, good-looking man that she recognised from the ball.  
   
 “Lord Nicholson,” Anthony called. “Allow me to introduce you to Miss Elizabeth Ramsbury.” 
   
 The man smiled at her and took her gloved hand in his, giving her a soft kiss on her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Ramsbury.” 
   
 She dipped. “And you, Lord Nicholson.” 
   
 “Please, call me Felton.” 
   
 “Then I shall insist that you call me Elizabeth.” 
   
 He smiled and nodded his head, releasing her hand. A few women approached them, each having a look that spoke volumes.  
   

Oh dear, they truly do not like me.  
   
 “Miss Ramsbury, I presume?” a blonde woman asked. “Lovely to meet the woman who has stolen our Anthony's attention.” 
   
 “Now Catherine, no one has stolen anything,” said Anthony. “I would say that she captivated me with her beauty and intelligence.” 
   
 “Beauty and intelligence? How... nice,” she said. “I was not aware that you were able to find women like Miss Ramsbury in the countryside. Where have you been hiding?” 
   
 “The countryside,” Elizabeth answered.  
   
 “Oh, they do make them sturdy there, do they not?” another woman said. “You are wonderfully different.” 
   
 Elizabeth could hear the sarcasm in the woman's words. If they had claws, they would have enjoyed scratching my eyes out. 
   
 “Beatrice,” said Felton. “A good month in the countryside would do you some good. Put some healthy colour back in your cheeks.” 
   
 Elizabeth drew her lips in, trying not to laugh. She looked at Felton and nodded her thank you. At least he appeared to like her. 
   
 “Anthony,” Catherine called. “I was not aware that you were looking elsewhere. So many young women will be quite disappointed that we have lost one of our own to a sweet, little... normal girl.” 
   
 The woman's meaning was clear enough. Elizabeth was not good enough for Anthony, likely because her father held no title. However, it was odd how they referred to the countryside as though they did not go there themselves. Most people who lived in London had homes in the countryside as well. While Elizabeth's family did, for the most part, remain in the countryside, they were not the only family to do so. Many titled families came in their droves during the winter months, returning to London when the season and Parliament were underway. Perhaps such was the way of the Ton.  
   
 “Elizabeth is anything but normal,” Anthony replied. “Shall we go in?” 
   
 He did not wait for a reply but started to walk forward. Elizabeth sneaked a glance behind her, pleased to see the affronted expressions of the women. Anthony patted her hand. 
   
 “Do not concern yourself with them. Enjoy the opera – consider it an early birthday present.” 
   
 “A rather lavish birthday present but thank you. I am quite excited. I have never been to an opera before.” 
   
 "Then you will love this.” 
   
 As most people entered through the double doors leading into the opera house, they turned left and climbed a few steps.  
   

I cannot believe that this is indeed happening! I had only ever dreamed of walking into a place such as this, but now here I am. It was all thanks to the man beside her. And Diana as well. I would not be here if he were not trying to win her back.  
   
 They were the first to arrive at the balcony, which she preferred. It would have been terribly awkward for her had she had to walk in and have many eyes turn to look at her.  
   

I have already received quite a welcoming committee, I believe that I have had enough for one evening. 
   
 “Come, sit. The show is about to start.” Anthony led her to an elaborately carved chair with a plush red cushion that matched the drapes on the stage. 
   
 “This is all beautiful, Anthony. Thank you again for bringing me here.” 
   
 He smiled. “The pleasure is all mine, Elizabeth.” 
   
 His smile did odd things to her brain. Best look away. The balcony filled up quickly soon after they were seated. But she was spared having to look at them as the lights had already dimmed. As the music began, Elizabeth hoped she would be able to handle whatever negativity would come her way. 
   
 * 
   
 Anthony had known that Elizabeth would look beautiful in the dress he had chosen, but he was not prepared for how breathtaking she would be. When he arrived at her residence, his mind had been filled with thoughts of Diana returning to him. However, the moment he had seen Elizabeth, those thoughts had fled with the wind.  
   
 Earlier that day, Anthony had paid a visit to the only seamstress in London whom he trusted to create a one-of-a-kind dress. However, as it was too late notice, Mrs Clothilde had advised him on several dresses that she had to hand. Anthony had gravitated to the white, gold and burgundy creation, knowing in his gut that it would look ravishing on Elizabeth. He often commissioned Mrs Clothilde to create dresses that would suit Diana's flamboyant nature. He had enjoyed purchasing things for her, especially things that he knew she would never find anywhere else. Diana always had expensive taste, but she was never openly appreciative of all that he did for her.  
   
 Elizabeth, on the other hand, could not stop thanking him. I should be thanking her! If she had never agreed to this plan, I would still be hounded by the vultures that keep a watchful eye on me.  
   
 Anthony thought about Felton's reaction to Elizabeth. He seemed to be affected by her beauty as well, but he need not worry about him. Felton was a lover of all things beautiful, and Elizabeth was most definitely stunning. If I were not currently courting her, would he have pursued her? Anthony did not have to think long about that answer. Certainly. Who would not pursue her? It amazes me that no man has captured her heart yet, or perhaps she only has room in her heart for her music.  
   
 He stole a look at her, glad for the dim lights that offered some form of cover. She turned her face just a fraction, enough for him to see that her cheeks appeared wet. On closer inspection, he noticed tears running down her face. This threw him.  
   

Why is she weeping? Did I do something? Is she having a problem of some sort? Is this a delayed response to how the women treated her outside? Seeing her tears invoked panic within him, surprising even himself. What should I do? I do not wish to embarrass her by making it evident to everyone on the balcony. Anthony looked around. When he looked at her again, he noticed a glimmer of a smile on her rosebud lips. She is smiling? He followed her gaze, seeing the romantic scene that the two opera singers were describing in song and props. Oh! Relief flooded his being. She is merely moved and enchanted by the music and passionate singing.  
   
 As a person who appreciated music, and indeed loved it, he understood something of what she was currently feeling. It had been the same with him when he had first visited the opera with his parents. That was where his love of music had been born, with his mother encouraging him to pursue his talent by learning to play several musical instruments. The one that he preferred was the pianoforte, but the harpsichord was a close second. Without thinking, he reached over and touched her hand, smiling at her. Anyone who could be so affected by music surely had a heart of gold. As soon as his hand touched hers, Anthony felt a current pass through him. What in heaven's name is this?  
   
 Elizabeth, likely realising that he was touching her, stilled for a few heartbeats. He watched her first look at her hand, and then at him, a mask of confusion on her face, her face mirroring his, for he was just as confused by what had just happened.  

 

 They stared at each other, neither saying a word. Something had just taken place, but his mind was so frazzled that he could not think clearly. Slightly panicked by this unfamiliar territory, he forced himself to focus on why they were here, sitting in these chairs, watching the opera.  
   

We are here as a birthday gift to her. But why? What is the underlining reason? Think, Anthony, think.  
   
 A fleeting image of Diana entered his mind.  
   

Yes, Diana. I love Diana, I want her back.  
   
 These thoughts served to ground him to the point where he was strong enough to pull away. Elizabeth looked away, but he noticed how her hand trembled ever so slightly. He could feel those same trembles deep within him, and he did not like it.  
   

This is a game, a plan to win back my true love. I cannot afford to complicate it with unexplainable feelings.  
   
 For the rest of the evening, Anthony made sure to keep his hands to himself. There were times when he had to stop himself from reaching out to touch her again. It seemed like such a natural thing to do. But it was playing with fire. Diana had best come to her senses quickly. 
   
 * 
   
 Anthony did not recognise the garden he found himself in, but it was nothing that he had ever seen before. It seemed to be a mixture of an English garden and the tropical foliage of a tropical island. He walked through it, marvelling at how lush everything was. Something blue caught his eye and he looked up to see Elizabeth walking towards him in a dress that captured the rays of the sun. It had a life of its own, moving and shifting as she glided towards him. It was magical almost, as though a fairytale dress had been brought to life. Elizabeth laughed, a melodious sound that lifted his heart.  
   
 “I have been waiting for you.” 
   
 He pointed at himself. “Me?” 
   
 “Yes. Come, sit by the stream with me. Is it not lovely here?” She held out her hand, her smile inviting and warm.  
   
 “Where is the dress that I gave you?” 
   
 Elizabeth winked and did a twirl, and as the dress moved, it turned into the white and gold creation. “It is right here. Now, come.” 
   
 She held out her hand again, and he took it, feeling at ease as he did so. She led him to a stream that appeared to be flowing in the opposite direction.  
   
 “Why is it doing that? Surely that is against nature?” 
   
 “It is to make the water taste sweeter, silly.” 
   
 That made perfect sense to him. Anthony sat down on a clear patch of grass while Elizabeth went to the stream. She bent down, scooped up some water, and brought it to him. 
   
 “Here, this is for you. Drink.” 
   
 He obeyed, holding her soft hands at an angle so that he may better drink. As the cool liquid went down his throat, it tasted like the sweetest of nectars that nature had to offer. 
   
 “Good?” she asked him. 
   
 “Delicious.” 
   
 She smiled and sat beside him, her body turned towards him. Anthony had so many questions on his mind, but he could not voice them as he looked at her. Her skin glowed like the inside of a shell, pearl-like with a hint of pink. He wanted to touch her skin, to see what it was that made her look so ethereal. As if reading his mind, she took his hand and laid it against her cheek. He found it to be warm and cool at the same time, with a softness that was like the purest silk.  
   
 “So soft,” he murmured. 
   
 She wrinkled her nose at him. “Silly.” 
   
 When she lay down and stared at the rolling clouds, she motioned for him to follow suit. He did so, his heart feeling happy when she took his hand and simply held it. A peace entered him, a peace that he often craved. Without warning, she sat up and looked behind her. Her eyes took on a great sadness when she looked at him. 
   
 “She is here.” 
   
 “Who?” 
   
 “Your love.” Elizabeth stood up and started to walk away from him. 
   
 “Where are you going?” he asked. 
   
 She shook her head but did not turn around. Anthony scrambled to his feet, worried that she was going to disappear. 
   
 “Elizabeth, wait!” 
   
 She continued to shake her head as she glided away from him. He took off at a sprint, desperate to get to her. He did not want to lose her, could not lose her. When he caught up with her, he grabbed her arm and spun her around. 
   
 “Eliza –” he stopped. 
   
 Before him was not Elizabeth, but Diana.  
   
 “Diana?” 
   
 She started to laugh, an eerie sound that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. 
   
 “Why are you laughing?” 
   
 “Am I your love?” she asked. 
   
 "Yes, of course, you are."  
   
 She shook her head. “I could never be your love. You bore me. I have never loved you.” 
   
 Shaken by her words, Anthony struggled to make sense of it all. "Why are you saying this? Of course, you love me."  
   
 “I have never loved you. Never loved you. NEVER!” 
   
 “No!” 
   
 She laughed again, a horrible cackling that hurt his ears. He covered them, frightened by the Diana that he saw before him. Suddenly, her face changed as it took on a hideous expression that he would never forget. As she walked towards him, he took a step back, but the creature continued to come to him, its mouth wide open. In a blink of an eye, he found himself on the edge of a cliff. 
   
 “What am I doing here?” 
   
 He took a step forward, only to find the creature directly in front of him. The creature's hands came up, but they were not hands at all but claws that slashed at him. It pushed him, and Anthony screamed as he fell backwards. Closing his eyes, he waited for the fall that would surely kill him. When his rear connected with a hard, wooden floor, he opened his eyes only to find himself on his own bedroom floor, his bedsheets tangled around his body. He breathed out in one swoop, relief entering his body.  
   
 It was just a dream, a foolish dream at that. 
   
 Anthony was drenched in sweat, the sheets sticking to his body. That was unlike any dream he had ever experienced before. What was that all about? 
   
 Perhaps he was thinking too much about Elizabeth. If that were the case, he needed to get his head on straight. He loved Diana, he wanted Diana back in his life – that was the bottom line.  
   
 “I shall make sure that Diana hears of me courting Elizabeth. She will come back to me before long,” he said into the darkness. 
   
 He would get his servants to spread the news, making sure that it reached the most notorious gossipers of the barony.  
   
 It would not be long now. 
 



 Chapter 9 
   
 Anthony could not forget about his nightmare. Several days had passed, and yet it continued to play on his mind. He had yet to tell anyone, mainly because he felt foolish about it. Why should he obsess about a dream?  
   
 “A dream is just a dream,” he muttered. 
   
 “Unless it tells you how to make money,” Felton commented. “Then it is divine intervention.” 
   
 Anthony forgot that his friend had sharp ears. Even a whisper could be picked up by him.  
   
 “Of course, you are right.” 
   
 They were quiet for a moment, sipping their brandy as they reclined in armchairs. All of the ceiling-to-floor windows had been opened wide in the drawing room, letting in the cool afternoon summer breeze. It had been a blisteringly hot day with little comfort except to keep in the shade while the sun beat down voraciously on London. 
   
 “So,” Felton began. “What did you mean by 'a dream is just a dream'?” 
   
 He should have known that his friend would not let go of the subject. “Nothing, merely thoughts floating in my head.” 
   
 “Would these thoughts have anything to do with the lovely Elizabeth?” 
   
 At times it seemed more like a curse when a friend knew you too well. “Thoughts are thoughts, Felton. They are neither here nor there.” 
   
 “What a vague answer to give, Anthony. One would think that you were evading the question which leads me to believe that you are indeed thinking about Elizabeth. I do not blame you for she is a beautiful woman. Intelligent, too. I do like her. More than I ever liked Diana.” 
   
 Anthony guessed as much. Felton and Diana did not see eye-to-eye on most things, especially when concerning him. It was difficult having the one you love and your best friend at odds with each other. Felton, forever the gentleman, was able to keep things polite and civil with her, but Diana was not as willing. He could not remember the number of times he had been forced to make excuses for her behaviour and words. However, he still loved her. He did not judge her as so many others did. And yet she had still felt the need to run away from him.  
   
 “Let us not compare Elizabeth to Diana, as they are two completely different women.” 
   
 Felton nodded. “You are quite correct. Elizabeth is like this cool summer breeze – refreshing and lovely. While Diana is the scorching heat we just endured – harsh and unwelcoming.” 
   
 Anthony rolled his eyes. “You are insufferable. Let us change the subject then – there is to be no mention of women or dreams.” 
   
 Felton sighed. “Very well, have it your way. It is odd to me that you have not wished to discuss Elizabeth when you are clearly courting her. Do you not like her?” 
   
 Felton was relentless. Anthony may as well give him some information in the hopes that he would leave him be.  
   
 “This courtship is still in its early stages, but I do enjoy Elizabeth's company. Immensely.” 
   
 “Then why have you not taken her for a walk through Hyde Park? Or perhaps invited her family to dinner? These are the very things that you did with Diana.” 
   
 “Perhaps I just wish to change things, to take a different route to courtship.” 
   
 “Or perhaps you are not yet over Diana and Elizabeth is merely a diversion.” 
   
 Anthony went still, his drink halfway to his mouth. Surely Felton did not know anything. He tried to find something to say, but his friend's words had rendered him speechless.  
   

I am not ready to let him know about my plan, especially as he never approved of my relationship with Diana.  
   
 Anthony tried to cover up his shock by taking a gulp of his brandy, coughing slightly when it went down the wrong way.  
   
 “Cat caught your tongue, old friend?” 
   
 “No. I am merely surprised that you think such a thing. This is why I would rather we change the subject.” 
   
 Felton shrugged. “Deny it all you wish, I only hope that you are aware of what you are doing. On a lighter note, I have decided to host a dinner party this coming week.” 
   
 Anthony jumped into the subject, relieved that Felton was not going to push the matter any further. “It has been quite some time since you hosted a dinner party. What is the occasion?” 
   
 "Nothing specific. I simply feel the need to have one." He took a sip of his brandy. "I would like Elizabeth to attend the dinner. It is time that more people got to meet the new woman in your life."  
   
 Felton looked at him, eyebrow raised. He likely believes that I shall protest against his dinner party, that is why he is looking at me with a speculative gaze. Anthony was of two minds. On the one hand, Felton may ask Elizabeth too many questions, and he was not certain as to how mentally strong Elizabeth was. What if she was to let something slip? 
   
 And on the other hand, it would be beneficial for him to have Elizabeth attend the dinner party. If Diana had not yet heard about her, then she would soon enough.
Surely Elizabeth would not say anything? 
   
 “That is a wonderful idea, Felton. I am sure that Elizabeth would be delighted to accept your invitation.” 
   
 “Really?” 
   
 “Yes. You did get on rather well with her, and you did put our lady friends in their place when they attacked her. I believe that earned you her friendship.” 
   
 “In that case, I shall send out the invitations on the morrow. It will be an evening to remember.” 
   
 “Oh, I certainly hope so.” 
   
 Anthony was genuinely looking forward to spending more time with Elizabeth, especially in a social setting. Felton would be sure to invite those who knew Diana well and who kept in contact with her.  
   

I understand how Felton's mind works. He will invite them so that they may send word to Diana that I have moved on. What he does not realise is that doing so will drive Diana back to me. He could not have planned it any better himself. 
   
 * 
   
 “Felton certainly does throw extravagant dinner parties, does he not?” Elizabeth asked. 
   
 They were sitting side by side in the drawing room, waiting to be called into dinner. Anthony considered her words. Was this extravagant? He did not particularly think so as he was accustomed to more lavish parties. However, he did not want to make her feel 'simple' by mentioning this. 
   
 “I suppose so. Are you not enjoying yourself?” 
   
 “Oh! I am having a splendid time. I gather that my sister is as well. She has not stopped laughing since we arrived.” 
   
 Anthony knew that was due to the fact that she was surrounded by kindred spirits. He had quickly come to learn that Cecilia loved to gossip. Therefore, he was careful of his words around her.  
   
 “Felton will be most pleased.” 
   
 “And I must thank you for the beautiful book of music you had delivered to my residence. Although I cannot yet play anything as my aunt and uncle do not have a pianoforte, I look forward to doing so when I return to my home.” 
   
 He smiled. “The minute I saw it I thought of you.” 
   
 “But you have me at a disadvantage for I do not know what to get you.” 
   
 He came closer to her, not willing that anyone should hear what he was about to say. “It is enough that you have willingly participated in our plan. For that, I cannot thank you enough.” 
   
 A few heads turned their way, their eyes taking in every bit of information that they possibly could. Elizabeth must have noticed as well because she chuckled quietly. 
   
 “I believe that our nearness is much cause for conversation,” she whispered. 
   
 “Let them talk – it is what we want.” 
   
 “Indeed.” A mischievous gleam entered her eyes. “Perhaps we should give them quite a show?” 
   
 He touched his chest. “A woman after my own heart. We might as well get married right away.” 
   
 She laughed, attracting even more attention. Anthony simply stared at her, mesmerised. She has a beautiful laugh. I love the way her eyes crinkle at the corners, and how her nose slightly flares. She stopped when she noticed he had not joined in her laugh. He watched as her smooth brow creased. 
   
 "Whatever is the matter, Anthony? You are staring at me in a most peculiar manner."  
   
 “I was just admiring your laugh. It has a note of sunshine in it. If I could bottle it and release it during gloomy days, I would.” 
   
 She smiled. “That sounded almost poetic. Do you write poetry?” 
   
 “Heavens, no. I am hopeless at it. However, Felton has a way with words that always seems to melt the hearts of women, young and old alike.” 
   
 They both looked over at Felton, who was in the midst of several ladies. Their attention was fixated on him and whatever he was saying. 
   
 “Hmm, I see what you mean. He must be a popular man, handsome as well. Why has some lucky lady not snatched him up before now?” 
   
 Anthony found that he did not like the sound of that at all. He narrowed his eyes, suddenly wishing that his friend was not so popular with the ladies. 
   
 “If I did not know any better, I would think that you had a tendre for him.” 
   
 Elizabeth frowned at him, her eyes searching him. Perhaps I sounded jealous? “Do you jest with me, Anthony? I? Have a tendre for Felton? He is handsome, but you are far more my type.” 
   
 Anthony could not stop the grin that stretched his lips. Hearing her words warmed his heart. “Truly? And what type would I be?” 
   
 She must have realised what she said because she instantly coloured. The rosy hue was most becoming on her, accentuating her youthful appearance. 
   
 “Oh, I did not quite mean it like that. I merely meant that I would find you far more interesting were I indeed looking for a suitable husband.” 
   
 That only made him happier. Her blush increased, making her cover her cheeks with her slender hands. 
   
 “I am making a mess of this, am I not? I did not mean to imply that I have a tendre for you.” 
   
 He placed a hand on her arm, intending to ease her worries, but instead, he felt that same jolt run through his body as he had at the opera. It was as though he had pins and needles being stuck into his skin. But it was pleasant, if not oddly terrifying. He quickly drew his hand away as if burnt, even going so far as to look at his hand to see any burn marks. Elizabeth looked at him wide-eyed, her breathing as unsteady as his. Their eye contact was broken when someone accidentally spilt something on her dress.  
   
 “Oh, goodness me! How clumsy I am!” 
   
 Anthony looked up to see Catherine standing over them, empty sherry glass in her hand. He spied a glimmer of hostility in her eyes before she masked it with a look of apology.  
   
 “Oh, I do hope that I have not ruined your dress,” she continued. “It is a charming dress, is it not? You are not angry with me, are you Miss Ramsbury?” 
   
 He watched as Elizabeth smiled sweetly at Catherine. “No, not at all. It is only a little spill, hardly anything to make a great fuss about. I am not one for hysterics, fashion, or keeping up with appearances. It all bores me quite terribly.” 

 

 Bravo, Elizabeth! Anthony could have laughed, but he held it in. Catherine's face took on several red splotches, her eyebrows nearly disappearing into her hairline.  
   
 “Well, if you are certain that you are fine.” 
   
 Elizabeth nodded. “Quite.” 
   
 Catherine gave a tight smile before she turned on her heel and returned to her group.  
   
 “That was very well handled, Elizabeth. I applaud you.” 
   
 She laughed. “Thank you. I believed that a taste of her own medicine was in order. She spilt her sherry on my dress on purpose, likely to try and stop us from having our little tête-à-tête. Perhaps she feels that if Diana is not with you, then she should have you, or at least one from their group. Being seen on your arm must be quite a matter to swallow.” 
   
 “I would much rather be here with you then sit a second with them.” 
   
 “Why do you associate yourself with them if they are not to your liking?” 
   
 That was a good question, one that had an answer although it was not the best of answers. 
   
 "That is what we do, associate ourselves with people we do not particularly like because they are a part of our social class. In some way, our lives are intertwined for better or for worse. However, it might be time for me to take a step back. It cannot be healthy to surround oneself with such people."  
   
 "My sentiments exactly. It is far better to be with like-minded people such as your friend, Felton."  
   
 There she went about Felton again. Anthony was not happy that his friend's name fell from her lips so easily. Oddly enough, he had never felt this way when Diana spoke of him. Likely because she always spoke of him with great disdain. Elizabeth only had praise for Felton, praise that he strongly felt should be directed at him alone. 
   
 “You must count yourself as my like-minded person as we are quite similar in many respects. It is why I enjoy speaking with you.” 
   
 "And I you. It is refreshing to speak with someone who does not live for gossip, parties, scandals, and the such. The only major differences are our gender and your intention of matrimony with D –"  
   
 “With you,” he interrupted and inclined his head. 
   
 He watched her follow the direction he pointed at, grimacing when she realised what she had been about to do. She scooted closer to him until their heads touched. It may have been of a necessity for her, but it was a heady moment for him. Her fresh floral scent surrounded him, filling his nose to the point where he felt quite lightheaded. Elizabeth did not seem to notice as she spoke to him. 
   
 "I do apologise," she whispered. "I did not think when I said that."  
   
 He merely made a sound, indicating that he was listening. Anthony was too caught up in the smell of her. 
   
 “I shall strive to do better next time,” she promised. 
   
 “Yes,” he finally managed to get out. “We all make mistakes, do not concern yourself.” 
   
 She laid her hand on him, her eyes earnest and sincere. “But it is a great concern for we both have high stakes in this. It must go well for both our sakes.” 
   
 Anthony could see that she was indeed bothered by her little slip of the tongue. Brushing it off would not give her relief. 
   
 “I agree, but we shall hold each other accountable – that should be enough to keep us on the right path.” 
   
 “Yes, we are a team.” 
   
 "A formidable one at that," he laughed. "Catherine will not approach you so quickly the next time, but there is a high probability that she is building up ammunition."  
   
 "I truly am not concerned about her. Soon enough things will return to normal, and I shall never have to see her again."  
   
 Not only would Elizabeth never have to see Catherine and her group of gossipers again, but that included him, too. Anthony was not sure as to how he felt about that. He enjoyed being around Elizabeth, but once he 'rejects' her for Diana, he was certain he would not be permitted to see her again.
As the night wore on, Anthony found himself discussing all manner of subjects with Elizabeth. They were openly flirtatious, but he did not know if it was for show or due to the easy-going relationship between them. Whatever it was, he was enjoying it immensely. Anthony's attention was solely on Elizabeth, and when she was speaking with her sister or Felton, he studied her.  
   

She has a strong character but a kind heart, too kind at times. It is refreshing to be able to talk to a woman who is not trying to entrap me in some way. Elizabeth gives me her honest opinion without the need to sweeten it, which I appreciate. She is young, far younger than I am, but her soul is that of a much older woman. I see why some men would be intimidated by her.  
   
 Most of the guests at the dinner party received her favourably, with only Catherine and her group of friends being less than kind to her. Elizabeth seemed to be able to charm everyone, so much so that he wished to remove her from the crowds and keep her to himself.  
   

She makes me want to forget that this is all a sham. In fact, I have found myself forgetting that we are in the midst of an elaborate plan to achieve our goals. I have not had to run after her, appease her with gifts, or watch my words.  
   
 With Diana, it was constant drama. It did not matter what event they attended, there was always a note of terrifying unpredictability. Diana was able to manipulate him and twist him about her finger quite easily. She had seemed to find it amusing to ignite his temper by flirting with other men, making him insecure about her feelings for him, and yet he still stood by her side.  
   
 But for Diana to have done what she did to him, did that not indicate that she had not behaved like a woman in love? Here was a woman before him who was opposite Diana in every way, who appeared to understand him quite well, and did not act foolishly.  
   

What if I were to truly court her? To make it official between us both? Would she consent to it? Anthony did not know. What he did know was that he was treading on dangerous ground by having these thoughts. Diana could well be on her way, and I am entertaining thoughts of being with another woman. The peculiar thing was that he did not feel terrible about it, not at all.  
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth was not one for social gatherings, but she had to admit that she was enjoying herself. Anthony was wonderfully attentive, letting her speak her mind without the need to mind her words and opinions. Indeed, he seemed to encourage her views, which was a novel experience for her. Elizabeth could not have asked for a better dinner partner. They had all just about concluded the nine-course meal, which had included a symphony of flavours she was not accustomed to.  
   
 “This was all rather delicious, but I could not recognise some of the flavours used.” 
   
 “Felton's cook likes to experiment and will often go foraging for new flavours,” Anthony replied. “This meal has gone well, but I have been present where things had not precisely been as acceptable to the English palate as, say, a tribe in some far off country. Felton humours him, letting him free reign in the kitchen.” 
   
 “That sounds... exciting, for lack of a better word. I do not know how I would feel being presented with a meal that I was not entirely certain about. I do not know about you, but I enjoy meals that I can recognise. However, I seem to be contradicting myself because I have just enjoyed this meal and I did not recognise everything on my plate.” 
   
 Anthony laughed. “Robinson will make a convert of you yet.” 
   
 “Robinson?” 
   
 “Felton's cook. George Robinson. He worked as a cook on the ships for years before settling in London.” 
   
 “Oh, that explains his knowledge of food. He likely learnt about different foods and their preparations from his travels.” 
   
 “I suppose so. I can recall Felton telling me that Robinson has been to areas such as the Caribbean, North Africa, and the Orient.” 
   
 The bold part of her yearned for such travels. Elizabeth had never before voiced her secret love of exotic lands, knowing that she would never be able to travel further than Europe. However, it felt natural to tell Anthony about it.  
   
 "I have read books about faraway lands and often dreamt of sailing away on a ship to some place exotic. But I suppose that well-bred English women do not do that sort of thing."  
   
 "Not usually, but there are exceptions. You are an extraordinary woman, I would not put it past you to suddenly jump on a ship and do so. But I would wear a disguise of some sort – you are far too beautiful not to be noticed by the natives. There are pirates that sail our seas who would love to kidnap you and sell you to a wealthy, ageing sultan."  
   
 That sounded horrifying. “Kidnap? You jest!” 
   
 He shook his head. “Not in the least. It does happen, more often than anyone would care to think. Human trafficking and slavery is a large and profitable business for those with the stomach for it.” 
   
 Elizabeth could not imagine such a thing. Living in the country had shielded her from much of the world, it seemed. “Perhaps I should reconsider my dream of sailing on the seven seas and seeing new lands. I would not enjoy being kidnapped.” 
   
 He laughed. “No, certainly not. Best you stay in Europe and become the world's greatest composer of our time.” 
   
 She smiled. For a moment, she was not the woman who wanted to pursue a life of music. Not because her passion had died, but because Anthony continued to show her that there was more to life than taking one lone path. It was so easy to forget that this was all a ruse until one of them brought up the very reason they had partaken in such a plan. Their lie was becoming too real, and it unsettled her.  
   
 Felton interrupted the light dinner table chatter when he stood up and gained their attention. “Are we ready to retire to the drawing room once more?” he asked. “My good friend – Lord Cavendish – has organised some entertainment for us this evening. If you would follow me.” 
   
 As they all stood up, she turned to Anthony, wondering at the entertainment. “You did not say that you had organised the entertainment for the dinner party? What is it?” 
   
 “It is a surprise. I have the strongest notion that you will appreciate it immensely.”  He took her hand, placing it on his arm and moved towards the doorway.  
   
 “You are being rather mysterious, Anthony.” 
   
 “Mystery is the spice of life, do you not agree? It keeps things interesting.” 
   
 She did not say anything else after that, eager to get to the drawing room. As they entered the room, she noticed a few young men with various instruments before them. 
   
 “Please, be seated,” Felton requested. “I shall allow Lord Cavendish to introduce our musicians.” 
   
 Anthony waited for her to be seated, finding a chair close to the front. He then left her, Felton taking his place beside her. 
   
 “I am proud to present this talented group of musicians from our very own streets of London,” Anthony began. 
   
 "They are all underprivileged young men," Felton whispered to her. "Anthony has taken them under his wing and become their patron. They earn a living and explore their musical talents at the same time."  
   
 This news surprised Elizabeth. It really should not have done for he was a kind man. But there truly was no end to his generosity. It baffled her that a titled man could be so giving of his time and money. Anthony continued to fill the requirements of her ideal man, starting with his charming personality and good looks.  
   
 “They will be performing a concerto for us all, so I ask that you sit back and enjoy it.” 
   
 People lightly applauded as he came to sit on the other side of her.  
   
 She leaned in closer to him. “That is a wonderful thing that you have done for these young men, Anthony. Simply wonderful.” 
   
 “It was the least that I could do to help the young men of our country. Too many of them are being forced into workhouses where conditions are terrible or being sent off to fight the wars of rich men. If I can make a difference in at least a few of their lives, then I shall do so.” 
   
 Elizabeth was moved by the great feeling with which he delivered his answer. He clearly felt strongly about what he was doing and that only made her care for him more. She laid a hand on his arm. 
   
 “You are a wonderful man, Anthony.” 
   
 He covered her hand with his own as he smiled and looked at her. “Any person with a heart would have done what I did. Now, let us listen to them, I believe that you will enjoy this concerto.” 
   
 He did not remove his hand as they both settled into their chairs to watch the musicians. She ignored the tingly feeling that the touching of their skin was producing. The feeling was no longer such a shock, but more of a comfort. Elizabeth found that she enjoyed having his hand on hers, perhaps too much. The music began, a dramatic start that captured everyone's attention.  
   
 How beautifully they play. She was glad that Anthony had saved them from an otherwise hard life. She turned to look at him, noting the tender and proud expression on his face. He had brought the beauty of fine music to all who heard them play. 
   
 “They play beautifully,” she whispered to Anthony. 
   
 “Yes, they do. They work hard.” 
   
 She smiled and squeezed his arm. “It is all due to you.” 
   
 He looked down at their hands and then back at her. The look he gave her sent shivers down her spine. When he squeezed her hand, she realised that she may have acted too forward by putting her hand on his arm and let it rest there for so long. Going so far as to squeeze him would have earned her a scolding from her father. However, it was such a natural thing for her to do that she had not given it a second thought. She coloured and removed her hand, linking it with her other hand and placing it on her lap. He frowned at her, a small smile about his lips. She smiled back, trying to assure him that all was well before turning to watch the musicians once more.  
   
 “Did I tell you how beautiful you look this evening?” he whispered. 
   
 “Several times.” 
   
 He smiled. “Then I have not done it enough.” 
   
 Since she had first met him, he had done nothing but compliment and encourage her. She would not have put much stock by the compliments of other men, but he was different. Elizabeth knew that he meant every word. As she sat there by his side, her heart began to swell painfully from all the tenderness she felt for him. It was at that precise moment that she began to regret ever having agreed to enter into this arrangement.  
   

It has put me in a most a difficult position. Had I known of his character beforehand, I would have run in the opposite direction! How was I to possibly know that men such as him existed? All the men that Mama entertained in our home or those that I met elsewhere have been dull fools with no single thought between them other than the norm. I must guard my heart, or he will leave me broken-hearted while he rides off into the sunset with Diana.  
   
 Elizabeth had never experienced a broken heart before, but judging by her mother's experience, it was not something she would ever want to go through. The problem was, how was she going to keep herself from falling in love with him? 
 



 Chapter 10 
   
 The men and women separated after the concerto with the women moving to the parlour and the men remaining in the drawing room. Elizabeth did not want to leave Anthony, but she did not have much of a choice. Cecilia, who had been engrossed in conversations with the other women of the dinner party, came rushing towards her, face alight with glee. 
   
 “Eliza! This dinner is splendid. I am so glad that you convinced me to come.” 
   
 “I do not remember any convincing on my part, Ceci. I could not have stopped you for all the world.” 
   
 Cecilia rolled her eyes. “Never mind that, just come along – Beatrice is saving a spot for us.” 
   
 “Beatrice?” 
   
 “Yes. Is there a problem?” 
   
 Yes, a big problem. Beatrice had been one of the women who had attempted to 'put her in her place' at the opera, openly showing her dislike of Elizabeth. Why would she keep a place for her? Elizabeth believed she knew the answer. This would be Beatrice's opportunity to attack her without Anthony or Felton nearby.  
   
 “Nothing for you to worry about. Come, let us find our seats.” 
   
 They entered the parlour arm in arm, Elizabeth feeling the tension in the room as soon as her foot crossed the threshold. Cecilia obviously did not sense a thing because she was all smiles heading straight to Beatrice who was sitting with Catherine.  
   
 Let the snide comments begin.  
   
 “Elizabeth! Cecilia!” Beatrice called. “Come, sit. We have saved you two spots beside us.” 

 


I would much rather have lunch with the devil, but there you go, thought Elizabeth, painting on a smile, hoping it did not look like a grimace. She noted that she and Cecilia were the last people to sit down, so all eyes were on them.  
   
 “We were just talking about you, Elizabeth,” said Catherine. “About you and Anthony.” 
   
 “Oh? I did not think that we were much of a topic to talk about.” 
   
 Beatrice laughed. “Well, this is our Anthony. Whatever he does is of concern to us.” 
   
 “You are wonderful friends to want to take care of him in such a way.” 
   
 She hoped that they could hear the sarcasm in her words. Cecilia did because she shot her a warning look.  
   

Do not despair, sister dear, I shall not shame you. But I shall put them in their places. 
   
 "Oh yes," added Catherine. "We are most protective of him. Of course, with Diana, we never had to worry because we knew her well enough already having all grown up together. Do you know Miss Diana Lambert, Elizabeth? She is the daughter of a well-known man – the Viscount of Somersby. You must have heard about her – she is Anthony's great love. Oh, excuse me – was his great love. I keep on forgetting that you have replaced her."  
   
 She heard her sister suck in her breath, but Elizabeth made no outward action of showing her anger. If she were to do that, then they would have won. 
   
 “She could not have been such a great love if she ran away from him. You do not humiliate the one you profess to love.” 
   
 Beatrice and Catherine exchanged a look, their eyebrows raised. Yes, Elizabeth did have a sharp tongue. Beatrice shifted in her chair before speaking, almost as though she were preparing for battle. 
   
 “They have known each other for quite some time. Six years, I believe.” 

 

 Oh, so they were ignoring Anthony's rejection, and here Elizabeth thought they were all such good friends.  
   
 “Then I suppose she knew what she was doing when she humiliated him in front of you all.” 
   
 The room filled with low-pitched murmurs, but Beatrice and Catherine said nothing. They merely stared at her with cold eyes and false smiles. 
   
 “That was misunderstanding,” Catherine finally said. 
   
 “A misunderstanding that took her all the way to Paris? I think not.” 
   
 “Do you know what I find amusing, Beatrice?” Catherine asked. 
   
 “Yes?” 
   
 “When people have opinions above their station. There are reasons as to why there are different social classes. Do you know what they are, Elizabeth?” 
   
 “No, but I do believe that you will inform me.” 
   
 Catherine smiled. “Well, it is quite simple really. It is so that we are not soiled by the stench of the lower classes.” 
   
 Cecilia suddenly stood up, but Elizabeth took her hand and shook her head. “Sit down, Ceci. We are not done here.” 
   
 “But, Eliza –” 
   
 “I understand.” 
   
 Elizabeth saw the hurt in her sister's eyes. Never before had they been so insulted, and Cecilia did not know how to handle it. Well, Elizabeth did, and it did not involve running away. Cecilia sat down, but stiffly so. Elizabeth made a point to look at her, shaking her head slightly. She hoped that her sister understood what she was trying to say. Cecilia nodded, her eyes a little misty. When Elizabeth saw the hint of tears in her sister's eyes, it made her angrier. A deathly calm came over her as she turned to look at the two women who had upset her sister. It did not matter that they had been beyond nasty, but it did matter that Cecilia was tearful.  
   

No one upsets my sister and gets away with it. 
   
 "The problem with the so-called upper social classes is that they tend to have an opinion of themselves that is neither accurate nor true. It is amusing how they choose – the operative word being choose – to look down upon others, and yet they are the ones to be pitied. Not all of them are alike – Anthony and Felton are excellent examples of men who are worthy of respect." She smiled. "The others... not so much. Come, Cecilia, it is time that we were going."  
   
 Elizabeth stood up and held her hand out to her sister, who readily took it. Both Catherine and Beatrice looked ready to argue when their eyes widened as they looked behind her. 
   
 “Oh, Anthony!” Catherine exclaimed. “Did you hear what this woman said to us?” 
   
 Anthony was here? Elizabeth felt too nervous to turn around, not certain of how much of the conversation he had heard. 
   
 “I heard everything, and I must admit that I am disgusted and shocked.” 
   
 Elizabeth's shoulders sagged. Anthony was a wonderful man, but he was still a social class above her. It would be natural for him to take the side of those he knew better. A quick glance at Catherine and Beatrice showed her their smug expressions. They were obviously certain that he had taken their part. She did not think that she could take his disapproval. 
   
 “Come, Cecilia, it is time to go home.” 
   
 "Yes, run along home to where you belong," said Beatrice. "Your kind is not welcome here."  
   
 Elizabeth tugged on her sister's hand and looked down as she exited the room, but when a male arm barred her way at the door, she stopped. 
   
 “Let us pass, please.” 
   
 “No, not until I have had my say,” Anthony replied. 
   
 “You have said enough, Lord Cavendish. Please, let us pass, we wish to return to our residence.” 
   
 “Let them pass, Anthony,” Beatrice urged. “Let us not prolong their humiliation.” 
   
 “As I was humiliated, you mean?” he asked. 
   
 Elizabeth's head shot up. Anthony gave her a side smile before turning a stony gaze on the women behind her. Relief flooded her body. 
   
 “Uh, that is not what I meant, Anthony – surely you know that?” 
   
 “I do not know, Beatrice. You sounded quite clear just now.” 
   
 “Anthony, darling, this is not about us,” argued Catherine. “You can hardly blame us for defending ourselves from this woman. Did you hear what she said to us?” 
   
 He nodded. “I did, and I agree with her.” 
   
 A collective gasp sounded behind her. Cecilia was quite brave as Elizabeth watched her turn around and look at the women. Elizabeth would not do it for fear of her own reaction upon seeing their faces.  
   
 “You cannot mean that –” 
   
 "I do, Catherine," he said. "I heard what you and Beatrice said to her. Elizabeth was only defending herself. Surely it is not a crime to defend yourself?” 
   
 “You do not understand –” 
   
 "Oh, I understand perfectly, Beatrice. What was it that you were talking about? Oh yes, social classes. Let me tell you something, ladies. Elizabeth is the most beautiful, talented, intelligent and honest woman I have ever had the pleasure of meeting. That is why I have chosen to court her. Diana made me a fool before all of you, and you said not a word. Not a word. In fact, you all had a laugh at my expense."  
   
 Elizabeth could hear the pain in his voice, and her heart went out to him. Without thinking, she put her hand in his.  
   
 “You do not have to say anything further, Anthony. They are not worth it.” 
   
 Anthony looked deep into her eyes, and brought her hand to his lips, bringing colour to her cheeks. Such a public display of affection was hardly proper, but nothing in the world could make her look away from his sea-green eyes.  
   
 “But you are worth it, Elizabeth. You are worth a thousand of these women. But let us not waste any more of our time here. You and your sister are welcome in the drawing room if you can handle the chatter of men.” 
   
 “We would be delighted.” 
   
 “Wonderful.” 
   
 He linked arms with Elizabeth and her sister on either side of him and escorted them to the drawing room. There was silence behind them, indicating the shocked state of the women.  
   
 “You spoke beautifully, Elizabeth,” he said. “You put those women right in their places.” 
   
 “As did you. You did not have to stand up for me, Anthony.” 
   
 “But I am most glad that he did, Eliza,” said Cecilia. “You should accept that Lord Cavendish came to our rescue this evening – he was our very own knight in shining armour.” 
   
 Anthony laughed, a lovely rumbling sound that vibrated throughout her body. “I am not sure about being a knight, but perhaps your champion.” 
   
 “What prompted you to come to the parlour?” Elizabeth asked. 
   
 “Instinct, I suppose. I sensed that you were in trouble, and I came.” 
   
 “Ooh,” exclaimed Cecilia. “I have heard about this before. When a couple truly love each other, they can sense when the other is in danger. You must care for our Eliza quite a bit, Lord Cavendish.” 
   
 "Ceci!" she warned. "Do not speak such tomfoolery. We have only just started courting – do give us an opportunity to become better acquainted before you start throwing the word 'love' carelessly about."  
   
 Elizabeth was beyond embarrassed.  
   

Perhaps he thinks that I have said something to Cecilia? What must he think of me? Suppose he believes that I have a tendre for him? But I do, and that is the problem. 
   
 “Do not scold your sister, Elizabeth,” he said. “What she has said does indeed happen to some couples. My parents were a perfect example of this theory. Whenever the other had hurt themselves somehow, the other would instinctively know something was wrong.” 
   
 “You parents must truly have been in love, Lord Cavendish.”  
   
 “Yes, Cecilia, they were. Very much so. Love like that is rare.” 
   
 Anthony's face became thoughtful. Elizabeth assumed he was thinking about Diana, for she was never far from his mind. She hoped that Diane realised what a good man he was and that she would come back and make him happy.  
   
 * 
   
 Anthony's mind was a place of confusion. Overhearing Beatrice and Catherine speak those vile words to Elizabeth had made him see red. The rage that had exploded within him had only been reined-in by his thoughts of her, what she may be feeling. More than anything, Anthony felt guilty, because he knew he was the cause of it. Those women were jealous, jealous that he had dared to go out of their social class and find another woman unlike them. It was a significant blow to their pride, and she was suffering for it. When she had stood up for herself, his heart had swelled with pride. Elizabeth had not needed him to help her, but he could not stand by and watch her be humiliated.



 


I may have made things worse for her. Who knows what those women are likely to say or do now? They are not above seeking revenge, and that worries me.  
   
 Bringing Elizabeth and Cecilia into the drawing room was not exactly the proper thing to do, but even Felton had seen reason. In fact, he had been the one to encourage him to bring them back. The men would just have to rein-in their tongues for a while until the women were ready to go. As soon as they entered the drawing room, Felton came towards them and linked arms with Cecilia, guiding her to a chair. Philip, one of their good friends, was the first to comment favourably on their presence. 
   
 “Two roses amongst the thorns. Thank you for giving this dreary bunch some colour. I was growing weary trying to keep the conversation going.” 
   
 “Then it is our pleasure, gentlemen,” said Elizabeth. “Although I do hope that we are not intruding in any way. Lord Cavendish insisted that we accompany him here. It appears that going home is not yet on the cards.” 
   
 Anthony could have never let them go home until he knew that Elizabeth was fine, that she was not terribly affected by the horrendous words spoken moments before. He could not bear to see the pain in her eyes.  
   
 “The night is young, why return home?” Felton asked. “Unless you do not enjoy my hospitality?” 
   
 Anthony knew that his friend was merely teasing, but Elizabeth did not know him well enough yet. 
   
 “Heavens no, Lord Nicholson. You have been a splendid host.” 
   
 “Firstly, it is Felton to you. And secondly, thank you kindly. I suppose I inherited my mother's penchant for parties.” 
   
 “I second that,” Anthony added. “I know of no other man who can throw such a lavish affair, and with no womanly help in the background. Well, except for your servants.” 
   
 Felton did an exaggerated bow, earning giggles from the women. 
   
 "Why, thank you, sir. I shall take that compliment to heart. Now, what shall we do for music, for I am sure that our musicians are far too tired to play another song?"  
   
 Anthony had seen Elizabeth's eyes travel to the pianoforte, stare at it wistfully, and then look away. He was about to suggest that she play when her sister beat him to it. 
   
 "Eliza, you play the pianoforte beautifully. Surely you can be the one to entertain us all?"  
   
 He watched Elizabeth's surprised look, followed by a quick shake of her head. “Oh no, I could not do that.” 
   
 “Why ever not, Eliza? You have been whining these past few days about not being able to play. Yet now you have the opportunity, but refuse to take it. It makes no good sense to turn this down.” 
   
 “Your sister is right, Elizabeth,” he said. “Go on, play something for us. I have been longing to hear you play.” 
   
 She sighed. “Oh, all right. Shall I play something jovial and light?” 
   
 They all agreed, and she took her place at the instrument, her back straight and her graceful hands poised above the keys. The minute her fingers touched the instrument, beautiful music flooded the room. Anthony knew talent when he saw it, but this was simply far beyond what he had ever encountered.  
   

No wonder she wishes to pursue music. She is a genius.  
   
 To say that he was bowled over by her talent and skill would be putting it lightly. There were no words to describe the feeling that the music created within him. When her first piece came to an end, he was the first to stand and applaud her. 
   
 “Wonderful! Simply magnificent!” 
   
 She blushed, endearing her to him even further. The rest of their company stood up as well, applauding her and calling for an encore. 
   
 “What do you suggest I play now?” she asked. 
   
 "Another jovial piece," Felton suggested. "That piece you just played has put me in high spirits."  
   
 He watched her nod and return to the instrument, her hands first gliding over the keys before starting the next piece of music. Elizabeth played several melodies after that, each piece earning her much praise and admiration.



 


I have been lucky enough to know this woman. She truly has added value to my life, so much so that I can see how my life should be. I no longer want the arguing, the humiliation, or the cold shoulder. Diana would need to understand this before they were married. I need her to be more like Elizabeth. 


 


Why not just be with Elizabeth?  
   
 The thought startled him so much that he did not hear Felton speak to him. 
   
 “Anthony!” he called. “Has your mind taken you to some far-off place?” 
   
 He slowly blinked, frowning at his friend. “What was it that you were asking?” 
   
 “A duet, old friend.” 
   
 “A duet? I am not following your train of thought.” 
   
 He watched as his friend dramatically rolled his eyes, getting a laugh from their companions. 
   
 “You and Elizabeth must do a duet together.” 
   
 Somehow that seemed like an intimate thing to do. He looked at Elizabeth, seeing that she was avoiding eye contact. She may believe the same thing. 
   
 “I could not possibly do that,” he finally said. “Elizabeth is far too accomplished for me – I would ruin the duet.” 
   
 “Nonsense,” Felton argued. “You know as well as I do that you play well. Do be a sport and join our beautiful lady at the pianoforte, unless you are too frightened to?” 
   
 Anthony narrowed his eyes at his friend. If there was anything that could make him do something, it would be to accuse him of being scared. Both he and Felton were daredevils at heart, always goading the other to complete activities that the average person would shy away from. Scared, him? Ludicrous.  
   
 “Very well, if Elizabeth does not mind?” 
   
 He looked at her, waiting for her to lift her eyes. A faint blush covered her cheeks, but she eventually looked up, nodded, and turned to face the pianoforte.  
   
 “That settles it. Come, Anthony. Your place is waiting for you beside your lovely lady.” 
   
 Anthony stood up, although he would rather have run away. Playing alongside Elizabeth seemed straightforward enough on the surface, but there was too much tension rippling beneath the surface to ignore. He took his seat next to her and motioned for her to begin, he would follow suit. She started to play, a soft melody that spoke to him. It was if she were talking to him and he could do nothing but answer her by laying his fingers on the keys and playing with his heart.  
   
 He felt every rise and dip of the notes, holding his breath when one was prolonged, and releasing it with the touch of a finger on a different key. As the music flowed around them, he was conscious of their thighs pressed close to each other, creating growing heat between them. There was both passion and beauty in their duet, a mirror of his blossoming feelings for her. Anthony knew that their duet was coming to an end, but he wanted it to last, needed it to last.  
   

I cannot speak what I feel growing within me, but I can translate it through music and hope that she understands what I am saying. He could not deny what he was starting to feel for Elizabeth.  
   
 The ending came swiftly, closing the line of communication between them. When their hands stilled, Anthony found that they were both slightly breathless. He merely stared at her, her expression matching his own. They were both in awe of what had taken place, her eyes a portal into her soul. The silence was broken when the party broke into wild applause, their compliments full of admiration and excitement for the astounding duet.  
   
 “Simply sublime!” one shouted. 
   
 “Magical!” 
   
 “The best I have ever heard in my life!” 
   
 “You have to play again,” Felton demanded. “We are not content with just one duet.” 
   
 Anthony looked at Elizabeth. “Are you prepared for another one?” 
   
 She smiled. “Only if you are.” 
   
 Anthony stared deep into her eyes, giving her his answer. She nodded, clearly understanding his unspoken words. They both placed their hands to the keys at the same time, and this time, she let him lead.  
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth was quiet during the carriage ride back to the townhouse. Her mind was filled with thoughts about the evening, confusing thoughts that brought her no relief. My heart does not seem to understand that this is all but an arrangement between Anthony and I. 
   
 Mrs Potts had warned her that love came swiftly and without warning, which Elizabeth was coming to realise. How can I be sure that I truly love him and that it is not just strong affection?  
   
 She could overcome affection, but love was a different matter.  
   
 Cecilia gently bumped her shoulder with hers, getting Elizabeth's attention. "You seem awfully quiet for a woman who was the centre of attention for much of the evening."  
   
 “I am merely tired. You should be quite tired as well. It has been a long night.” 
   
 “I am too excited for that. This dinner party was wonderful, sans the vile women who attended it.” 
   
 Beatrice and Catherine had trailed into the drawing room in the midst of her and Anthony's third duet together. Elizabeth had not noticed them at first, so engrossed was she in the music. It was only once she had turned around that she saw them staring at her with vengeful eyes. Anthony had touched her hand, giving her strength and comfort. How can you not love a man like that? The more time that she spent with him, the stronger her feelings became. She was heading down a dangerous path, and she knew it. 
   
 “Do not concern yourself with those women, Ceci. Put them out of your mind.” 
   
 Her sister snorted. “How do you suppose that I do that? They were rude and spiteful, hardly something you can forget.” 
   
 “Then you must try. Papa always told us that if we put our mind to it, we can achieve anything.” 
   
 He was also the person who had indirectly placed them in the position that they were in. If only Papa had simply let me be, I would not be in this predicament of losing my heart to a man who could never be mine.  
   
 Cecilia continued. “The good thing about this dinner party was seeing how much the baron cares for you. No one can deny that he has a tendre for you.” 

 


If only. Anthony is merely pretending, so much so that I myself am confused. The looks he gave her, his comforting presence... it was too easy to give into the moment and forget all else. Perhaps I shall ask him to hold back on his acting skills. But what if he should ask me the reason for my request? What shall I tell him then?

   
 “He is a good and caring man.” Elizabeth did not know what else to say. She hated lying and wished that she could tell her sister the truth. But that would be disastrous. 
   
 "Is that all you have to say on the matter? Eliza, he stood up to those women on your behalf, and hardly ever left your side. It was clear to all who were present that he is smitten with you. Do you not care for him in return?"  
   
 “Of course, I do, Ceci. I care for him immensely.” 
   
 "You certainly could have fooled me. Your lack of response is alarming."  
   
 “I did say that I was tired. I shall be more responsive on the morrow.” 
   
 “Very well, but you do not mind if I talk, do you? My mind is so full I feel that I shall burst if I do not speak.” 
   
 Elizabeth sighed. “Yes, just do not expect any answers from me.” 
   
 "Yes, yes. Firstly, let me congratulate you on finding such a good match. Papa would be proud of you as well."  
   
 “Hmm.” 
   
 “He is handsome, intelligent, caring, wealthy, and I could just continue with a list of his attributes. But I am sure that you know them well enough.” 
   
 “I do.” 
   
 Elizabeth could see her sister pause for a moment, her head cocked to the side as she looked at her. “I must say that I am surprised that you were able to find a suitor during your first ball of the season. That is a one in a million situation.” 
   
 She felt like shouting out that it was all a lie, that Anthony did not care for her, but Diana.  
   
 “Romantic success is not usually found so early on in season,” Cecilia continued. “But it is possible, and you just happened to be one of the few lucky ones.” 

 


Lucky? That is hardly a word that I would use. I hope that we reach our residence soon because I am tired of hearing the same thing over and over again.  
   
 Cecilia gave a little chuckle, grabbing her attention. 
   
 “What is it that has tickled you so?” 
   
 “Do you remember what I said to you when we were still at home?” 
   
 “You said a great many things, Ceci. You will have to be more specific.” 
   
 “You were adamant that you would never find someone to love, a suitable man who would share your passion.” 
   
 In a way, her sister's reminder only served to hurt her.  
   

I have indeed found my ideal match, but he can never be with me. He is in love with another. Perhaps I have not truly found my match, just a glimmer of what could be.  
   
 When Anthony eventually rejected her as agreed upon, the blow would be great. She would not need to pretend to be heartbroken. 
   
 “You were right.” 
   
 “Of course I was right.” said Cecilia. “I am always right.” 
   
 That made Elizabeth laugh. “Now that is what you call an exaggeration. No one can always be right, least of all you. But I shall admit that you were right in this instance.” 
   
 “You should pay attention to what I say more often, especially when it concerns fashion.” 
   
 “Oh no, I shall not get into the frenzy of obsessing about fashion. That I shall leave to you.” 
   
 She heard her sister's exaggerated sigh followed by a drawn-out yawn.  
   
 “You should, for you are helpless at fashion. Do wake me up once we reach our destination. I find myself in need of a brief nap.” 
   
 “Sleep, I shall wake you up.” 
   
 As her sister slept, Elizabeth's mind travelled back to the duet. She had had no idea that Anthony could play so well. He has never said a word to me, which is surprising, for I have spoken of my love for music on more than one occasion.  
   
 She had not known that he would be able to keep up so well and match her in every way. It was as if they were made to play together. She truly enjoyed our moment together at the pianoforte, the way they were able to read each other through music.  
   
 Each piece that they played had meant something to her. They spoke of her growing feelings for him, and unrequited love. The music had not needed words, for the melody had captured her emotions beautifully. Anthony had seemed quite immersed in the music himself.  
   

If I were a fool, I would think that he was playing for me, but it was all for Diana. But there was a moment when it had seemed that he was speaking to her, trying to tell her something with his eyes. Elizabeth had been too afraid to read too much into it. She would rather remain ignorant than believe something, only to be disappointed in time to come. 
   
 She had courage, but not when it came to her heart. That needed to be protected for she refused to become like her parents. A loveless marriage was not what she desired. Neither was a broken heart. 
 



 Chapter 11 
   
 Some days later, Anthony found himself in Elizabeth's company once more. He could not have wished for more perfect weather, especially for an outdoor event. The Havershams, distant relatives of his, were hosting a garden party to end all garden parties. Their estate boasted a large garden, and rolling lawns complete with a dam where some of the men were currently fishing. The younger women were seated on plaid picnic blankets while the older women reclined on chairs with hand-fans wafting cool air on their hot faces. It was a picturesque view, one that he had failed to take notice of in the past until Elizabeth pointed out certain things to him. 
   
 “This would be a lovely scene to paint, do you not think so?” she asked. 
   
 “Perhaps, although there would be people I would rather leave out of the painting.” 
   
 He had noticed Beatrice and Catherine look their way several times, but when they realised that he was also looking, they quickly turned away again. Their gazes would also wander to the house, almost as though they were expecting someone. They were up to something. Anthony decided there and then that he would not leave Elizabeth's side for fear of what they may do or say to her. 
   
 “That is not how painting works, Anthony. You cannot focus on the good and ignore the bad. There has to be truth to what you are painting.” 
   
 "I disagree. Painting is the one medium where you can lie to your heart's content. Just ask Mrs Haversham. She sports several chins in the physical, but her portraits seem to leave that out. Or Mr Davenport. He has all but three hairs on his head, but his portraits show a man with a full head of healthy hair. So you see, my dear Elizabeth, painting is a means of lying when it suits."  
   
 She chuckled. “That may be, but I see it as people lying, not the painting. It can only represent your truth. And if your truth is a lie, then it still represents a truth because that is all it knows.” 
   
 “I did not know that you were such a philosopher.” 
   
 She tapped him with her fan. “Do not tease me, it is not nice.” 
   
 “But I do so love to tease you – it is my favourite pastime.” 
   
 “Then perhaps I should spend less time with you.” 
   
 He shook his head. “Not possible. I would hound you incessantly.” 
   
 She tried to hide her smile from him, but she only succeeded in making herself laugh. Anthony just took that moment to enjoy her laugh, which rivalled the sunshine. 
   
 "You truly have a beautiful laugh, Elizabeth. I know I have said it before, but I cannot resist repeating it."  
   
 She coloured. "Why do you insist on saying things that make me blush? People might think that I have a permanent pink flush on my cheeks."  
   
 “It is very becoming on you. They might just think that you applied rouge to your cheeks.” 
   
 “That ghastly thing? Heavens no. I would rather have soot on my face than wear the markings of a courtesan.” 
   
 Anthony was taken aback. “What do you know of courtesans? Besides, many women wear rouge to enhance their looks.” 
   
 "Perhaps if they did more walking and less talking, they would find that they had a healthy-looking flush."  
   
 “You have quite the sting in your tongue these days. I hope that I am not influencing you terribly.” 
   
 She shook her head. “I am hardly meek and mild, Anthony. I say what has to be said. However, my sister is far worse than I. She does not seem to know when to hold her tongue as she should. Speaking of which, where is she?” 
   
 Anthony looked around, spotting her under the shade of a large tree. “If you look to your left, you will see her under that tree.” 
   
 “Oh, I see her. She is with Megan – I did not see her arrive.” 
   
 “You were far too occupied with hanging on to my every word.” 
   
 She laughed. “My, what a high opinion we have of ourselves.” 
   
 “I cannot help that you find me entertaining. You would have been bored had I not been here – admit it.” 
   
 She pursed her lips. “I shall do no such thing. I do not wish to inflate your already far too big male pride.” 
   
 Anthony laughed out loud, finding their little playful bickering delightful. He could suddenly hear a voice calling out to them, breaking their conversation. He saw his friend waving to them. 
   
 “Anthony! Elizabeth!” Felton shouted. “Come along now. You have been standing about chattering for the past hour.” 
   
 Had it been an hour already? It had not felt so. Time passed so quickly when he was with Elizabeth. He found that he did not want to share her with anyone else. 
   
 “Would you like to continue walking or take a seat?” 
   
 “I would much rather walk, if you do not mind.” 
   
 Anthony raised his voice to call back to Felton. “We would rather walk – the day is too beautiful to sit about.” 
   
 Felton shrugged. “Very well, have it your way.” 
   
 Anthony waved and turned to Elizabeth. “Shall we?” 
   
 “Yes. Let us walk nearer to the trees for shade. I can only take so much of the sun before I begin to melt. I prefer the other seasons to summer.” 
   
 “And what of musicians? Which do you prefer?” Anthony changed direction and headed for the trees that would eventually give way to a not-so-secret garden.  
   
 “Johann Sebastian Bach was a wonderful composer – I have many of his music sheets. Mozart is another excellent composer.” 
   
 “I agree. However, I know that you must have more. A woman of your skill will know many musicians.” 
   
 "Of course, there are many more. But I do not wish to bore you."  
   
 “You could never bore me. Please, continue.” 
   
 Anthony meant what he said. There was hardly a dull moment with her, and especially no drama, which he appreciated. She lifted up one slim hand and began to count. 
   
 “There is the pianist and composer Johann Franz Xaver Sterkel – do you know of him?” 
   
 “I may have heard him play some years ago.” 
   
 Her eyes were wide. “You have? He is one of my favourites. Who else have you heard play?” 
   
 “The violist William Shield. Do you know of him?” 
   
 “Yes! Do you know of Ignaz Pleyel? I have ten of his sonatinas in my piano sheet collection.” 
   
 "Of course. I hear that he is soon to play in London. Perhaps you will accompany me? I would like a knowledgeable partner with me."  
   
 Anthony could see that she was excited for she had not stopped smiling and her gestures were animated. 
   
 “Oh, Anthony, I would love to. I would also give my left hand to hear Ludwig van Beethoven play.” 
   
 In response, he took her gloved left hand and planted a soft kiss on the concealed palm. 
   
 "I could not bear to see this hand chopped off. However would you play?" He laughed when she rolled her eyes at him and sighed. 
   
 “It was merely an exaggeration, Anthony. I would hardly chop off my hand – how would I earn my keep as an independent woman?” Her attention was captured elsewhere as she turned. “Oh my, is that not the most beautiful sight?” 
   
 He followed her gaze, belatedly remembering that they were on the path to the fountain. They had arrived, and it was as well-kept as he remembered it, but he could not have been less concerned with the fountain at that moment. 
   
 “It is quite a sight,” he agreed, turning back to her. 
   
 Anthony was not talking about the fountain, but Elizabeth. Her hair had caught the glint of the sun, showing shades of copper, red and brown. He had never seen hair so alive with colour. It almost had a life of its own. His eyes travelled down to her high forehead, and then to her eyes that had turned lighter in the sun. They looked golden, as though the sun itself had entered into her and was shining from her irises. Their walking had given her a lovely flush on her cheeks, the rosy colour drawing him to her rosebud lips. A sudden urge to kiss her arose within him, taking him by surprise.  
   

What is this? Kiss Elizabeth? I could never do such a thing. If I made her my bride, nothing could stop me from kissing her. And she would make me happy, that much I am sure of. Elizabeth is the wittiest, talented and most beautiful woman to have crossed my path. When I am with her, Diana hardly enters my mind. In fact, this is the first time today that she has entered my thoughts. I cannot compare Elizabeth to Diana because she is more the woman that Diana will ever be.  
   
 Anthony's heart clenched tightly as the realisation dawned upon him. 

 


I love Elizabeth! 


 


She is my one true love. I have never experienced this level of comfort, companionship and sweetness with Diana, but Elizabeth alone. Perhaps I have continued to pursue Diana because she is the woman of my youth? A great folly on my part because she has brought me more misery than good. Whatever possessed me to propose to her? I should have listened to my parents when they warned me away from her years ago. I was a foolish young man, and Diana knew the words to have me come running after her. I had thought that marrying my sweetheart would make my life complete. I enjoyed the idea of it but ignored the reality of it. Of course, I cannot marry Diana. She is not the person for me and never was. This woman before me is the one I love and wish to spend the rest of my life with.  
   
 But did she feel the same? He took her hand in his, but she was too focused on the fountain to notice. 
   
 “Elizabeth?” 
   
 Anthony sucked in his breath as Elizabeth turned to look at him with the sweetest of expressions. His body filled with warmth as his gazed down at her, wondering if she could see in his eyes what he was feeling for her. Her eyes held affection and happiness with a hint of expectancy that gave him hope.  
   

Do you love me as I love you? he wanted to ask.
Something shifted in her gaze, a tiny line appeared on her brow. What is she thinking? Was that hesitancy that I just witnessed?  
   
 The warmth in his body rushed out of him to be replaced with cold as he realised what that shift was. She could never love me because she does not want marriage, she wants a career.  
   
 Anthony quickly released her hand, the pain of rejection once more hitting him hard.  
   

This is far worse, but I cannot show her because I would only humiliate myself. I have managed to fall in love with another woman who does not love me, and it hurts, even more the second time around. I cannot show her that anything is wrong. It is not her fault I feel this way. It is only my fault, and I must bear this pain alone.  
   
 He had to pretend that everything was okay. 
   
 “What did you wish to say, Anthony?” 

 


That I love you, but you can never be mine because you do not love me
in return.  
   
 “Only that we should return to Felton and the other guests, they must be wondering where we have got to.” 
   
 Her eyes fell, and her smile disappeared. "Oh, yes, of course. Well, uh, we had best be going."  
   
 She turned away from him and started to walk back towards. Was she disappointed? Perhaps she wanted to stay by the fountain for a little while longer. But Anthony did not think that he could stand beside her any longer.  
   

I am sorry, Elizabeth, but I must get away from you for my own piece of mind. He followed behind her walking slowly, his heart heavy. This was a lesson that he needed to take to heart. Do not fall for women who do not feel the same. 
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth noted that Anthony did not seem to want to walk beside her. At first, she thought she was merely walking too fast, but when she slowed her pace to accommodate him, he stepped even slower and looked everywhere else but at her. She was already hurt by his actions. This was simply too much.  
   
 “Anthony, have I done something to upset you?” 
   
 He looked up quickly. “No, of course, not. What would make you believe that?” 
   
 If he were going to ignore what had just happened, then she would leave it be. “Oh, do not mind me. It was a foolish question to ask.” 
   
 Elizabeth picked up her pace, putting more of a distance between them. All of her happiness had disappeared, and now all she felt was dread. Time had briefly stopped when Anthony had called her name. She had been so enraptured by the scene at the fountain and just the happiness that she was experiencing that she had not noticed that he had taken her hand.  
   
 She had turned to him, taken aback by the emotion she saw in his eyes. Elizabeth had not been able to believe what she was seeing, but she had wanted to. Oh, how she had wanted to. Could it have been love? It seemed as though he were trying to speak to her with his eyes, but she would rather he just said something to clear the doubt in her head. Then he had simply shut down and released her hand so quickly that it had hurt. It was as though he were rejecting her, and it hurt terribly.  
   

Of course, he does not love me. How can he love me when his heart belongs to Diana?  
   
 “Elizabeth?” 
   
 She stopped and turned to him. “Yes?” 
   
 "I apologise if I seem quite distant. I have a lot on my mind."  
   
 “There is no need to apologise, Anthony. Let us return to the party, I find that I am need of refreshment.”  
   
 She turned away quickly, not willing to let him see the hurt in her eyes. She would much rather go home, but that would attract attention. Furthermore, Cecilia would not be happy with her. They reached the clearing, heading towards the crowd of people she would rather not be around until she had schooled her features into an expression that would not attract unwanted questions. She figured that Anthony would return to Felton's little group of guests, so she headed in that direction, pausing when she saw one extra person in their midst.  
   
 The women were crowded around her so Elizabeth could not see much. Must be a late guest. She walked closer, wondering if she knew the woman. If she was anything like Beatrice or Catherine, then she would not sit with them. She would rather be with her sister and Megan.  
   
 The woman's hair was dark and elaborately coiled into an updo of curls, which Elizabeth knew took hours to achieve. Her own thick auburn hair did not appreciate being forced into hairstyles for it never stayed in one for long. She usually wore her hair in a French plait or loose where permitted.  
   
 The woman’s gown looked expensive and not appropriate for a garden party – whoever she was, she obviously did not adhere to dress codes. Or perhaps she was merely showing off? Elizabeth was dressed in a simple white dress with a few touches of colour along the short sleeves and hemline. It was the perfect thing to wear on such a day as this. 
   

I daresay that the woman is feeling uncomfortably hot in that dress although she is most likely hiding it. I would not be able to torture myself in such a way all for the sake of compliments.  
   
 She could only see the woman's profile, but when she turned to say something to another guest, Elizabeth could see that she was indeed a beautiful woman.  
   

No wonder she has those men eating out of the palm of her hand.  
   
 Every man except for Felton seemed to be hanging onto her every word, and the woman appeared to be enjoying it. Elizabeth cocked her head to the side, eyes narrowing as she carefully looked at the woman. The woman looked up and started waving in her direction.  
   

Should I wave back? But I do not know her. This gathering is full of people! She is likely waving to someone else and not I.  
   
 But the only person behind her was Anthony.  
   
 The woman was still waving her hand gleefully about when it hit her. This was Diana, it had to be. But the only way she would know for sure was to look at Anthony. Heart thumping, she turned around to see him standing motionless behind her. Slowly she met his eyes, and it felt as though the world had suddenly dropped out from under her feet and she was falling into the dark abyss. She could see the confirmation in his eyes. This indeed was Diana. And she knew that everything was about to come to an end. 
   
 Elizabeth was walking, but she could not feel her feet touch the ground. Anthony appeared beside her and tried to take her arm, but she pulled away. There was no need for him to continue pretending, for she had seen the look on his face. There was no doubt in her mind that he was happy that Diana was back.  
   
 “Anthony! Darling!” Diana called out. “Do not take so long to come and welcome me back.” 
   
 Her use of the word 'darling' spoke volumes. She was staking her claim. Elizabeth tried to move away from Anthony as they approached the group, but he kept close to her, saying nothing. Elizabeth's feet finally touched the edge of the blanket, and she found that she could go no further. Anthony stopped as well, silent beside her.  
   

Why does he not speak?
This is what he had wanted, is it not? Diana has returned, and she is sitting right there before him.  
   
 Elizabeth dared not look at him because she did not want to see the expression on his face as he stared at the woman he loved.  
   
 Diana eventually stood up with some difficulty, as her gown got in the way. Elizabeth felt some satisfaction in seeing that, but she knew Diana would get true satisfaction in the end. She wanted to scream and shout at the woman, demand to know why she could hurt the man she loved and then turn up out of nowhere as if nothing had happened? Elizabeth saw no remorse on Diana's face, none whatsoever. If anything, she looked confident and sure of herself. Diana came to stand directly in front of her, her smile cold and calculated.  
   
 “Miss Elizabeth Ramsbury, I presume? My name is Miss Diana Lambert, but I expect that you know that already.” 
   
 “Yes.” 
   
 "Well, I must thank you for entertaining my dear Anthony while I was away. It hurt me so to leave him, but I had to get a break from it all."  
   
 Elizabeth said nothing. She could not. If she did, it would be the wrong thing to say. If Diana wished to pretend that she did not reject him and humiliate him, then Elizabeth could not say a word. It was for Anthony to say. But she knew that he would say nothing because he would be glad that Diana had returned. She stole a look at Anthony, preparing herself for the worst.  
   

He is happy. Bewildered, but happy. He too was not expecting her to return so soon. But now that she is here, he only has eyes for her.  
   
 What did she expect? For him to reject Diana and choose her?  
   

I need to leave! I need to leave before I make a fool of myself. Diana and her friends would think nothing of humiliating her before all the guests. Cecilia would just have to understand unless Megan brings her home. She pasted a smile on her face, hoping that she looked natural and unaffected. 
   
 “Miss Lambert, it is a pleasure to meet you. Now, I regret that I must be going. Would you excuse me?” 
   
 “Of course, Miss Ramsbury. We would not want to keep you. Anthony is in good hands now.” 
   
 Elizabeth turned and walked away as fast as she could without drawing unwanted attention.  
   

Do not show them that you are hurting. Do not give them that power.  
   
 “Elizabeth!” Anthony called. 

 

 She faltered when her elbow was grabbed. She angrily spun around, yanking her arm away from him. “What is it, Anthony? Diana is here – why are you following me? Should you not be with her?” 
   
 “Elizabeth, please,” he begged. “Allow me to explain the circumstances.” 
   
 “Oh, no, no, no, Anthony. There is no need to do that. I understand perfectly well.” 
   
 “No, you do not! You see –” 
   
 She held her hand up. "There is nothing to 'see' other than to say that you are clearly happy that Diana has returned. And why should you not be? This is what you wanted. Your scheme has worked, Anthony. Be satisfied and return to your one true love."  
   
 “But that is what I have been trying to tell you! I –” 
   
 “I already know, Anthony. Truly I do. I am happy for you.” 
   
 Elizabeth could have choked on the lies that she was speaking. Why is he tormenting me so? Why could he not have just remained by her side instead of running after me? He does not know of the pain that he is causing me. 
   
 “But –” 
   
 “Please, Anthony. There is nothing more you need to say to me. When I agreed to this plan, I knew what the outcome would be. You would have Diana, and I would have my independence. Now that Diana is here before your very eyes, your wish has come true. The woman rejected you and humiliated you in public has returned."  
   
 She could see him wince, his eyes clouding over with pain. But she needed him to leave her alone and let her lick her wounds in peace. She could not understand why he was insisting on speaking to her when everything was crystal clear. 
   
 “Our arrangement is complete,” she continued. “You do not owe me anything else. Once word reaches my father that you have rejected me, he will cease to force marriage on me for no other man will want me. You will marry the love of your life, my sister will marry her sweetheart, and I shall live my life in peace.” 
   
 Alone. 
   
 “Why will you not just listen to what I have to say?” he demanded. 
   
 “What more could you possibly wish to say to me? Why are you standing here instead of being with her?” 
   
 She pointed her head behind him, and he turned to see Diana watching them. Elizabeth had noticed the woman's concentrated gaze upon them as soon as she had turned around to speak to Anthony.  
   

She does not want him anywhere near me. How can he love a woman like that? Not once did she express any regret for what she has done, not even a remorseful expression. To say that I was merely keeping him entertained while she was away was meant to be a jab. She wants to hurt me, her actions no doubt fuelled by Beatrice and Catherine. They would have told her everything about what happened at Felton's dinner party. I knew that they would not have been able to let it go.  
   
 Elizabeth watched as Anthony's mouth opened and closed without a word escaping through. He does not even have the words to speak. But what else could he say except 'thank you, our work is done'? He should be happy.  
   
 “Return to Diana, Anthony. I wish you all the best.” 
   
 “Is that all you wish to say to me?” he finally got out. “Is this how it all ends?” 
   
 "What more did you expect? You have what you wanted. Once Cecilia is married, I shall have what I have always wanted."  
   
 "Independence," he said sadly.  
   
 “Yes. A chance to focus my time and attention on my music. Perhaps you will hear me play one day in a grand theatre.” 
   
 He smiled sadly. “Perhaps.” 
   
 “You will be married then with little ones running amok.” 
   
 Anthony looked away from her. Why was he not happier?  
   
 “Will you be happy?” he asked quietly. 
   
 “What kind of a question is that? Of course, I shall be happy! Do I not look happy?” 
   

Elizabeth smiled, but she could feel her tears trying to push through to the surface. She could not stand here and speak with him any longer. Without another word to him, she turned on her heel and ran away.

 



 Chapter 12 
   
 Elizabeth was not certain in which direction she was running as her aim was to put as much distance as possible between Anthony and herself. She quickly glanced behind her, a part of her hoping that he had followed her. Foolishness! She had very nearly pushed him into the arms of his beloved. How could she have the hope of him following her? She stopped and took in her surroundings, noting a vegetable patch with servants tending it. 
   
 She did not recall seeing a vegetable patch during the grand tour of the house and estate. 
   
 The hostess had taken all of her new guests around her home, showing off the renovations recently done, as well as the beautifully manicured lawn on which the garden party was currently being held. 
   
 Perhaps it was not customary to show vegetable gardens. Elizabeth frowned. She must have run further than she thought she had. 
   
 Behind her the house was still visible, but the party was not. Before her lay acres of land that not only boasted a well-tended garden, but also sheep that were grazing beyond the border wall. Elizabeth squinted, seeing several trees that resembled orange trees. But she was too far away to be sure.  
   
 It truly was quite beautiful. It almost took the bite out of the unfortunate circumstance in which she found herself. 

 

 No, not unfortunate. Was this not what she had wanted from the very beginning? To be freed from matrimony? Elizabeth sighed as she took a seat upon a flat rock. The servants had only given her a brief and curious look before returning to their tasks at hand. At least she was not some spectacle to be watched. She had felt the keen gazes of some of the guests as she had conversed with Anthony. And no wonder. For they too must have realised that something dramatic had taken place.  
   
 Perhaps they were anticipating their return, waiting to see what would take place once Anthony realised Diana was in their midst. Had Elizabeth known that she was sitting among his friends, she would have gathered her sister and left well before meeting her. 
   
 Cecilia! In her desperation, she had forgotten all about her sister. What kind of a sister was she? 
   
 But how would she reach her sister without being noticed by anyone? She was of no mind to return from whence she came, knowing that she was the current topic of conversation. 
   
 A part of her wished to know what Anthony would say in her defence. But then again, he may remain silent as he looked on his love with adoration. 
   
 No, she was not in the least prepared to return.  
   

Perhaps I shall sit here for just a moment and take in the scenery. Cecilia will likely not realise that I am no longer among the guests, so taken is she with the most recent gossip. Megan had come armed with new information, but if her sister had in fact noticed that Diana Lambert had returned, she may come looking for her. 
   
 A struggle took place in her mind. Risk certain humiliation and pain to assure her sister that she was indeed all right, or remain in her position until she was certain of how to get to her sister without needing to pass by Anthony and Diana? Who knew how long it would take for her to find another way of getting to her sister? She would merely have to be the mature woman that she was and return. Cecilia would need to leave with her for Elizabeth did not wish to remain at the garden party a moment longer than necessary. 
   
 If Cecilia had any true affection for her, she would agree to leave. 
   
 Decision made, she stood up, only to sit back down again. “I cannot see him again,” she said out loud. “I simply cannot! The wound is too fresh.” 
   
 Cecilia would just have to forgive her for her heart could not take another arrow of rejection aimed at her. The peculiar thing was that she could not feel anything. She was completely numb. Surely she should be crying? At least that would be a release of emotions rather than the deadness within her. She was carrying a deadweight of emotions but could not feel them as she ought to. 
   
 How she wished that she was at home playing the pianoforte, then all else would fade away. It did not seem that long ago when she did not have any troubles in her life except the learning of new music. Her whole life had centred around her music, and her future aspirations had been crystal clear.  
   
 But now it seemed a lifetime ago. 
   
 Elizabeth was no longer the same woman who had come to London for the season. She was not sure as to who she was anymore. Would she become like Mama? Unhappy and bitter? 
   
 She shrugged, bending at her waist to pick a slender stick up off the ground. There was some dry soil surrounding the stone where she sat, and she found herself drawing musical notes, her chin firmly on her knees. Elizabeth began to hum a melody, a sweet one that spoke of young love. It was the wrong choice of music considering the circumstances, but it was what flowed from her heart nonetheless.  
   
 * 
   
 Watching Elizabeth run away had pulled at his heart in a most painful manner. It was as if she were running away with a happier part of him, leaving behind a confused man without a thought in his head about what to do about his situation. 
   
 “Why would you not listen to me?” he whispered. 
   
 Anthony still stood where Elizabeth had left him, trying to come to terms with his jumbled feelings. Diana is here, but Elizabeth is gone. I should be happier – is this not what I created the plan for? To return her to me quickly? And now she is here.  
   
 Why was he not joyful? Why had he run after Elizabeth when Diana had been right there before him? He had seen her surprised look when he had taken off after Elizabeth, hearing her angry call for him to return to her. But Anthony had not listened, for he could not. The further Elizabeth had gone, the lower his heart sank. 
   
 Catching her did not help him in the slightest. She still chose to leave him. He could not even explain himself for heaven's sake.” 
   
 But what would he have told her? Could he have confessed his feelings knowing that the woman he had fought so hard to get had come back? 
   
 Had he told her of his feelings, would she still have rejected him? She seemed firm about attaining her independence. 
   
 A hand with sharp nails suddenly latched itself to his arm, startling him. 
   
 “Anthony, darling. Would you embarrass me so before our friends? Do return to the party and cease to think about that woman.” 
   
 His brow heavily creased, he turned to look at the face of the woman he had obsessed over for the better part of six years. She was still beautiful, but there was a cruelness to her that he had never noticed before. Could this be due to his time spent with someone who had shown him what the love of a woman should be? Anthony shook his arm away, belatedly realising that his actions may seem harsh. He tried to soften it with a smile, one that sat tightly on his face. 
   
 “I could not have just let her go like that, Diana. I was courting her.” 
   
 “But now I have returned. I am sure that she understands your love for me. There is simply no possible way that you could love her the way that you love me.” 
   
 Anthony searched her eyes. “But do you love me?” 
   
 Diana began to laugh, but the sound of it grated upon his nerves. He could not help but compare it to Elizabeth's laugh. 
   
 “What a silly question to pose, Anthony, dear. Come, let us return to our companions before they begin to think that you actually may have feelings for that simple girl.” 
   
 She took his arm once more, this time pulling him along. Anthony allowed himself to be led by her, his thoughts still in turmoil. They approached their friends who grew silent as they neared, their eyes curious. Diana stopped before them, slender hands planted on her hips, brow raised in question. 
   
 "Why have you all become so silent? There should be rejoicing, for Anthony and I shall soon be married!"  
   
 Everyone stared at them for a moment, looking more so at him than Diana.  
   

If I do not do or say something, Diana will surely throw a tantrum, although we have yet to discuss anything related to matrimony. He decided that a smile would suffice, a small smile that would be the confirmation their friends needed. The group was suddenly filled with chatter, squeals, clapping and words to congratulate them. The only one to remain silent was Felton, who merely stared at him, his eyes narrowed.  
   
 Anthony knew that his friend would be the only one to understand his request. He looked Felton straight in the eyes and mouthed the words 'go to her, find her'.  
   
 Nodding, Felton immediately got up and slipped away from the group. He went unnoticed as everyone's eyes were on Diana, who could not have been any happier to be the focus of her audience. Anthony took a seat on the blanket, trying to be pleased that Diana had returned. But his mind continued to stray to the auburn-haired beauty with the amber eyes.  
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth found that she could no longer sit about fretting over a situation she could not change. There was nothing for it. She simply had to return, collect her sister, and go home. 
   
 As she walked back to the party, she spoke the same words over and over again to herself. 
   
 “I am not a coward, I am not a coward. I am a strong woman with her whole life ahead of her.” 
   
 However, as soon as she spotted the garden party still in full swing before her, everything in her being wanted to turn around and run as fast as she could. She went so far as to turn her body, but a step could not be taken when a gentle hand held her forearm. Thinking that it was Anthony, she took a deep breath and turned back to pummel him with her words, only to encounter the worried gaze of his friend. 
   
 “Felton? Why are you not with the rest of your companions?” 
   
 “Anthony has asked for me to see how you are.” 
   
 Elizabeth looked to the side, unwilling for him to see the flash of pain in her eyes. He wished to know how I am, why? What good would it do either of us? Her numbness began to crack, letting in the emotions she knew were waiting to be unleashed. She forced herself to school her features before looking at Felton again. 
   
 “Tell your friend that he is not to worry about me. Diana is back, and he still loves her. I wish them all the happiness in the world.” 

 


Liar.  
   
 She watched Felton shake his head, his eyes full of understanding.  
   
 “Do not give up, Elizabeth.” 
   
 She sighed. “This is not a case of giving up, Felton. It is a case of common sense.” 
   
 “Common sense? This is anything but common sense!” 
   
 Elizabeth looked at him, praying that she would not say anything to betray her feelings for Anthony. Did he know of the plan? Anthony did not say that he had told Felton. She decided to test him. 
   
 “Plans are not always successful, Felton. Anthony may have courted me for this short while, but I would have been foolish to believe that his love for Diana had died. Fate has run its course.” 
   
 "Fate?" he asked. "I had hoped that he would put aside his ridiculous wish for Diana to return to him, but I see that he did not. This is not fate, Elizabeth, but a well thought out plan that I daresay you were a part of. There is simply no possible way that you would have simply walked away being the headstrong woman that you are. If anything, you would have given Diana choice words about her cruel treatment of Anthony."  

 

 So he did know.  
   
 “When did you find out?” 
   
 “As soon as you had seen Diana. You did not question anything, you simply walked away. Why?” 
   
 “Because it was what he had wanted. You know that better than anyone.” 
   
 “I also know how much she hurt him. You would never do that to him, Elizabeth, this I am sure of. Do not give up on him. You are a much better match for him than Diana will ever be. He needs you in his life.” 

 

 She would not put her heart on a platter only for him to throw it to the pigs. “You are mistaken if you believe that it is all about suitability. Anthony loves Diana, he does not love me. Would you have me pursue a man who loves another woman?” 
   
 “Are you certain that he loves her?” 
   
 She laughed a bitter sound that was terrible to hear, even to her own ears. "What kind of a question is that? Of course, he loves her. This has always been about Diana."  

 

 And her music, lest she forget that.  
   
 "Anthony is confused. Severely so. Having Diana near him will not do him any good either. But I find that the most important question to ask here is whether or not you, in fact, love him?"  
   
 Elizabeth stared at him, unable to answer. What good would it do her to confess her feelings? She would only be a fool to do so. The sound of laughter attracted her attention, and she found herself involuntarily turning to inspect the source. Her breath caught in her throat as she took in the scene before her. Anthony looked perfect beside Diana, two dark heads who undoubtedly attracted attention wherever they went. She watched as Diana placed her hand in his and then looked directly at her. Elizabeth waited to see what Anthony would do, half hoping that he would remove his hand. But he did not. Instead, he stared at the entwined hands, and then looked up at Diana, smiling. If Elizabeth could have cut out her own heart and thrown it into the sea, she would have. She stifled a gasp as an inexplicable pain erupted within her, choking her.  
   
 “Elizabeth,” Felton said. “Do you love him?” 
   
 She took a deep breath in, needing to control her expression. It was time to return home. Rather than answer his question, she said the only thing that she could say at that moment. 
   
 “Would you please collect my sister, Felton? I find that I am not doing too well. Perhaps the heat has been simply too much this day.” 
   
 Silence. She looked at him, wondering why he had failed to answer her. Seeing the sadness in the nobleman's eyes was nearly her undoing. 
   
 “Felton?” she asked again. 
   
 “Yes, of course.” 
   
 He not only collected her sister but also escorted them to their carriage. Once they were settled inside, she looked out of the window and bid him farewell. Only he did not reply in kind. Instead, he spoke a few words that stayed with her throughout her journey to their residence. 
   
 “I wish that things had been different.” 
   
 * 
   
 Peace was what she craved, but it continued to elude her as her sister pestered her with questions. “Why did we have to leave the garden party so early?” 
   
 “I have a headache.” 
   
 Cecilia frowned. “A headache? Eliza, you were well when I last saw you with the baron.” 
   
 “A great deal of time has passed since I last saw you speaking with Megan.” 
   
 Her sister settled back into her seat, but no sooner had Elizabeth closed her eyes than Cecilia chose to speak again. “The most peculiar thing happened today, but I am not entirely sure about it.” 
   
 Elizabeth did not even want to ask what it was, but she knew what was expected of her.  
   
 “And what may that have been?” 
   
 “I may have seen Miss Diana Lambert today.” Cecilia laughed. “But surely I could not have? She is in Paris. Why would she choose to attend an event where Anthony would be? Did she not reject him? And he is not courting you? But he did not escort us to the carriage. Why is that, Eliza?” 

 

 Perhaps if she did not answer, Cecilia would stop her questioning. It was not likely to happen, but she could hope. Elizabeth laid her head against the seat and tilted it upwards, eyes closed. It did not take long during their carriage ride for her to realise that the early arrival of Diana may not work in her favour after all. Their father may still continue with his ultimatum, believing that one brief and failed courtship was not enough to renounce marriage altogether. If Cecilia found out the nature of this courtship, she would be livid. 
   
 “Has something happened, Eliza?” 
   
 Elizabeth scrunched up her face, a harsh retort begging to be released from her tongue. To her relief, the carriage began to slow down. She could feel her sister's eyes on her, but she refused to look her way.  
   
 “Eliza? Will you ignore me?” 
   
 The carriage came to a complete stop, and before the footman could open the doors, Elizabeth burst out of the contraption and hurried to the door. It opened as she reached it, but she took no notice of the person holding it open. She swept past them and stormed up the stairs to her room. To her dismay, her sister followed closely behind her. 
   
 “Eliza! What is the meaning of this? Why do you ignore my questions? Has something happened?” 
   
 Elizabeth rounded on her sister. “Would you stop pestering me with questions that I have no desire to answer? Now, kindly leave my room and let me rest.” 
   
 “Certainly not! Something has happened, and I daresay that I know precisely what it is.” 
   
 Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “Then why ask me? You apparently know everything without me needing to enlighten you. Well done, Cecilia!” She turned away. “Please, leave my room.” 
   
 “Has the baron rejected you?” 
   
 Hearing the words being spoken were like a knife to her chest. She gripped the area, so sure that her life's blood would come bursting forth. Her sister walked around her to stand directly before her. 
   
 “Has the baron rejected you?” she asked again. 
   
 Elizabeth laughed sorrowfully. “Define reject, dear sister. Would you call it rejection if you knew that it was all an orchestrated plan?” 
   
 Cecilia frowned. “What do you mean by a plan? I do not understand what you are saying.” 
   
 She realised then that her sister had a right to know about the plan. Her future with Percy was at stake, and it was her fault. 
   
 “There was never a true courtship.” 
   
 “Of course there was. What foolish words you speak, Eliza.” 
   
 “Listen to me, Cecilia. Lord Cavendish asked to falsely court me so that he could move Diana to jealousy and have her return to him. In return, I would gain my freedom once he rejected me in favour of her and you would be married to Percy. Only, I have come to realise that by Diana returning earlier than anticipated, the plan has been ruined. Well, perhaps not for Anthony, but for you and I.” 
   
 Cecilia shook her head furiously. “You lie! You say this merely to jest with me. Allow me to tell you that I do not see the humour in this, I do not see it at all.” 
   
 Elizabeth looked sadly at her sister. “There is no lie in what I have said, Ceci. Why do you think that we are at home? Once Diana arrived, I knew that the false courtship had ended.” 
   
 Cecilia simply stared at her as though she were not registering what had been said. As time ticked by, Elizabeth grew worried at her sister's lack of response. Ceci was one to always have something to say, even when not needed. But here she stood staring, saying nothing. 
   
 “Ceci? Why have you not spoken?” 
   
 Her sister blinked as if coming out of a long sleep before she fixed Elizabeth with a look that spoke volumes. “Why? Why would you do such a thing? Have you no sense?” 
   
 “It was my sole chance of avoiding matrimony, Ceci. It was supposed to work in our favour – you would be married, I would pursue my music, and Anthony would have Diana. How was I to know that she would return so quickly?” 
   
 “Do you mean to tell me that you gambled with my happiness? Threw my future upon a chance that this ridiculous plan would work?” 
   
 What could Elizabeth say? What her sister said was true enough. The plan had been a gamble, and while Anthony had won, both she and her sister had lost. 
   
 “I did it to help us both. You knew that I did not wish to be married.” 
   
 “But I did, Elizabeth. I am not like you. I wish to be married, to have a man who loves me and will take care of me. To share a life with and bear him children. I wished to be married.” 
   
 "I know that Ceci, but –"  
   
 “There is no but to this, Elizabeth. I asked you to be open-minded, to give the thought of marriage a chance. Music will not offer you companionship, music will not cherish you and love you. Music is not a person, do you not see that? You say that you love it, but you fail to understand that it cannot love you back. You make it what it is, you control it, but it will never reciprocate your affections. Why do you wish to be unhappy?” 
   
 Unhappy? Elizabeth could not recall ever being unhappy in her life. Except for today. 
   
 "Music makes me happy, Ceci. Why can you not see that? Because of you and Father, I was put into a situation that I wish that I was never a part of. All I ever wanted was to be left alone to pursue my passion for music, to fulfil my dream of becoming the greatest composer there ever lived. That dream was snatched from me due to your dreams and father's orders. Do you think that fair?"  
   
 She watched as her sister walked to the window, her arms about herself. From there she spoke, but she did not face Elizabeth. 
   
 "I am angry, not merely due to the fact that you have jeopardised my chances of being married, but also because I see that you are determined to be the cause of your own unhappiness. You have lived your life thus far for your music. But there will be a time when you will wake up and realise that it has all been for nought."  
   
 It was then that Cecilia turned to face her, a sad expression upon her face. 
   
 “Ceci –” Elizabeth began. 
   
 Her sister held her hand up. “Please, I beg you to listen to me. I have seen how you have rejected suitor after suitor. Each young man that has come to our home have all expressed interest in you, but you have shown your disdain for them. I have watched as you consistently refused to open your heart to at least entertain the thought of matrimony, and it has been both sad and infuriating to see. There is nothing wrong with taking a chance and seeing where it might lead, Elizabeth. You need to stop being so stubborn and open your eyes to what is in front of you. To love and be loved is truly a wonderful thing.” 

 

 Did she not do so without the intention of doing so? But where had that brought her? She opened her mouth to speak, but her sister raised her hand once again. 
   
 “I have not finished,” she stated. “You may wish to deny this, but I have witnessed the love that has blossomed between you and Lord Cavendish. Any fool could see that you hold each other in deep affection. Have you noticed how he looks at you, and how you look at him? I have seen his eyes light up when you are near. I have seen the attention and care that he lavishes upon you – no man can pretend such things. He seldom leaves your side, even in the company of his friend. From the very first time that you both met, you have held conversations that have lasted for hours – what anyone can speak of for such great lengths of time is beyond me.” 
   
 As her sister spoke, Elizabeth found that she could not deny her words. Anthony enjoyed her company, he had stated so. But if he loved her, why did he not reject Diana? 
   
 “And he loves music just as you do,” Cecilia continued. “In fact, he plays the pianoforte beautifully. You are happy whenever you are around him, as there is always a smile upon your face. I do not think that I have heard you laugh as much as you have when you are with him. He laughs as well – constantly. You once said that if you ever were to find a man that fit your specifications of a suitor, that you would consider matrimony. Well, the man has been with you these past few weeks, but you have not recognised him for what he is. Your match.” 
   
 Elizabeth closed her eyes, her sister's words going straight to her heart. Anthony was everything that she could have wanted in a suitor, and more. She had never believed that such a man existed. But what was the use of her believing him to be the perfect suitor when he belonged to another? 
   
 “Oh, Ceci. What does it matter that I love him? Because I do, with my whole being. But he can never be mine.” 
   
 It felt as though a dam was released as a torrent of tears began to fall down her face. Verbalising her love for him had had a freeing effect on her, and now she felt that she could not stop her tears. Elizabeth turned away, trying to stop herself from crying, but she found that she could not. To her surprise, she felt her sister's slender arms surround her before she laid her head on her shoulders. 
   
 “Love never fails, Eliza. Do not despair, for not all is lost. Lord Cavendish loves you, I am certain of it.” 
   
 Elizabeth shook her head. “You did not see his face, Ceci. He was happy to see Diana, truly happy. He has been with her six years – I cannot compete with that.” 
   
 “It is not a matter of competition, Eliza. Our baron is merely confused. That is all.” 
   
 Elizabeth did not think so, but she appreciated her sister's comfort. They may as well return home, as there was no reason to remain in London. But what would their father say? Perhaps she would still get married, but the suitor would be of Father's choosing. As she stood in her sister's arms, she imagined Anthony with Diana, laughing and talking as though nothing had changed. Nothing may have changed for them, but her life surely has. Would she be able to return to her former life? She considered it for a moment, arriving at the conclusion that her life would forever be touched by her brief time with Anthony. 
   
 * 
   
 Anthony was only half listening to the conversation flowing around him. He needed to know precisely what Felton had said to Elizabeth, and what she had told him. Anthony had not expected her to run off like that, and he was worried that she would never wish to speak to him again. Why was he worried? She was right in saying that he had what he wanted. But it did not feel right. Having her walk away did not sit well with him.  
   
 “Anthony, I am beginning to think that you are not happy to see me,” Diana complained. 
   
 He looked at her, seeing the pout on her face. This was the Diana he knew so well. “Of course, I am happy to see you. What would make you think otherwise?” 
   
 Anthony felt her penetrating gaze all the way through to his bones. It was a hard look, one he had never enjoyed being on the receiving end of. He schooled his features as best he could, willing her not to question his distracted behaviour. If she believed he was thinking about Elizabeth, she would ensure that he paid for it. It could be a scornful gaze, disregarding his words before others, or even mocking him in supposed jest. Elizabeth never saw the need to do anything of the sort. His expression must have satisfied her because Diana’s radiant smile came quickly, catching her audience with its charm. All except for him. Anthony was surprised to find that her smile did not affect him as it used to. 
   
 “Your mind is always high in the clouds. But I suppose that it is one of your traits that I shall have to put up with.” 
   
 She laughed and turned to her friends, further regaling them with tales of her stay in Paris. Elizabeth never uttered a single negative word to him or about him, except where Diana was concerned. But Diana had always been like this, and he had loved her regardless. These thoughts continued to play in his mind until he spotted Felton making his way back to their companions. His face was grim. What could have transpired between Elizabeth and he? Anthony was both eager and anxious to hear what his friend had to say, but he knew it would not be wise to do so in the presence of Diana or any of their friends. He quickly stood up.  
   
 “If you would please excuse me. There is a matter I wish to discuss with Felton.”  
   
 Diana immediately turned to look at him, eyes narrowing. “I have only just returned. You would leave me?” 
   
 “Only for a moment, Diana. Furthermore, I shall not go far.” 
   
 “Can it not wait? What could be so important as to take yourself from my presence?” 
   
 Anthony longed to squirm beneath her hard gaze, but he managed to control himself. He could not allow her to see that he was bothered. “Surely you would not begrudge me a minute or two?” 
   
 Diana opened her mouth to speak, and he was sure that she would deny him, as she was accustomed to doing. But a male friend came to the rescue. 
   
 “Diana, you are at present occupied with telling us of your travels with little input from Anthony. Surely it is not an issue to let him speak with Felton? I am sure that he has something important to discuss. He would not leave your side otherwise.” 
   
 Diana's mouth was set in a grim line, her sharp nails tapping on her lap. Anthony could see that she was deep in thought, as though suspicious as to what he intended to talk about to his friend. He watched her smile, but it did not reach her eyes. 
   
 “Of course, do go to Felton. I would not wish you to think that I am holding you captive.” 
   
 That was all he needed to hear. He muttered a few words and took off, hoping to get to Felton before he reached the group. Anthony could feel rather than see her eyes on his back. Undeterred, he reached Felton well before he was within hearing distance of the group.  
   
 “Felton, what did she say? How is she?” 
   
 The words tumbled out of him with a hint of panic to them. Felton shook his head, his eyes full of disapproval. 
   
 "I had truly believed that you had turned over a new leaf. That you were happy with Elizabeth. But it was all a lie. An elaborate ruse to win Diana back. What were you thinking?"  
   
 Anthony frowned. “Did Elizabeth tell you that?” 
   
 “She did not have to, I could see it for myself. Did you think you would be able to hide it from me? Yes, you fooled me at first. You looked genuinely happy with Elizabeth, and she with you. More so happy than you have ever been with Diana.” 
   
 Prideful indignation rose up within him. “You cannot say that. I love Diana.” 
   
 “You are a fool!” Felton hissed. “Diana is not the woman for you. Why can you not see that? Elizabeth was everything you needed in a woman. She complemented you well. But you are so blinded by obsessive feelings for Diana that you turned away the only woman who would have loved you unconditionally.” 
   
 Anthony looked away. He did not need to hear this, not when he had Diana back. But had Elizabeth said that she loved him? 
   
 “How do you know that she would have loved me unconditionally? She has what she has always wanted – independence. She does not love me."  
   
 He watched his friend run his fingers through his hair, letting out a sound of frustration. “You are blind, my friend. Any man could have seen that you love each other. But you are both too stubborn to admit it. I know heartbreak when I see it, and Elizabeth had it.” 
   
 Anthony's heart rose. Could Elizabeth love him? But what good would it do when he had Diana? “You did not see correctly. Elizabeth does not love me.” 
   
 His friend looked at him sadly, shaking his head slowly. Disappointed. “You are a fool, Anthony. I hope that you have made the right choice.” 
   
 Anthony was surprised when his friend turned and walked away. Felton's words had only served to further confuse him, which he did not need at that moment. His friend's words stayed with him as he returned to his companions, bringing him no peace. Had he done the right thing? 
 



 Chapter 13 
   
 Things were certainly not going as he thought they would. Anthony found himself struggling to focus on Diana's words, wishing he were talking to an auburn-haired beauty rather than the brunette before him. He looked around, willing for someone to come to his rescue and relieve him of the conversation of which Diana had a monopoly. But that was normal. Diana had always sought to be the main speaker, and he had humoured her, loving her voice. However, now her voice reminded him of a governess running her nails down a blackboard. Anthony sighed, changing his position. It seemed as though his rear end had been glued to the seat, for he could hardly leave it. Any attempt would have a glare tossed in his direction, forbidding his departure. Diana was keeping him close to her, more so than ever before, and he had not a clue as to why. Perhaps she did love him. However, the question was, did he love her?  
   
 “Anthony, Catherine informed me that you had been to the opera recently.” 
   
 He heard Diana's carefully formed question. It was not about going to the opera, but with whom.  
   
 “Yes, some weeks ago.” 
   
 He was not about to play into her hands. He knew Diana well enough to anticipate her moods and moves.  
   
 “You do enjoy the opera.” She paused for but a moment, taking a dainty sip of her drink. “Did you go with anyone in particular?” 
   
 Anthony could see that she was playing down her interest in the matter. He wondered what Catherine had told her. 
   
 “Yes, as a matter of fact. Miss Ramsbury accompanied me.” 
   
 “Ah, the simpleton I met earlier this day. Dear Anthony, what could you have ever seen in her? She is miles different from me. If you were looking for a replacement, you could have at least looked to the women of our status.” She laughed. “Elizabeth was hardly proper.” 
   
 “I was not looking for a replacement, Diana. I wanted someone who would enjoy the opera as much as I do.” 
   
 This was a blatant lie. If noses did indeed grow with every lie spoken, his would be firmly in Scotland. He watched as Diana curled an escaped tendril about her finger, her mouth slightly pouted. Had she done this a few weeks ago, he would have been overcome by a fleshly reaction. But now it did nothing. If anything, it gave her the appearance of a petulant child intent on getting her own way.  
   
 “Did you not miss me? If you truly love me, you would have been desperate for any reminder of me. A replacement seemed plausible.” 
   
 Was there no end to her self-centred ways? He considered his thoughts, surprised at his change of heart concerning Diana. Anthony put a smile on his face, attempting to resort to his old tactics of coaxing her out of her moods. 
   
 “It is impossible to replace you, my dear. You are a cut above the rest, the woman who stole my heart with a single smile. What good would it have done me to find a replacement?” 
   
 “Then why did I hear of you courting that woman?” 
   
 Diana was not going to let this go, but his patience was wearing thin. 
   
 “Put Elizabeth out of your mind, my love. I am with you, that is all that matters.” 
   
 Her pout slowly turned into a smile, letting him know that he had spoken the right words. "Perhaps you are right. Poor Miss Ramsbury, I am certain that she is quite taken by you. And why not? You are handsome and rich."  
   
 Her words did not sit right with him. Was that all that she saw in him? His appearance and wealth? “Surely there is more to me than that, my dear.” 
   
 She shrugged her shoulders. “But those are the things that I first noticed. I can hardly be courted by a man who does not compliment my beauty or is a pauper. What would the Ton say?” 
   
 “Surely when you are in love those things are only secondary?” 
   
 Diana laughed. “You are a hopeless romantic, Anthony. Love is hardly a necessary emotion.” 
   
 His heart turned cold. “Love allows for you to compromise, to be patient, and to be kind even in the midst of an argument. Without love, you cannot hope to be happy.” 
   
 Anthony watched as she rolled her eyes. It was just as well that they sat away from the other dinner party guests as he did not know what they would have made of her words and actions. He took a quick look around him, hoping to see Felton. But he was nowhere to be seen. He had left earlier that day, clearly upset with him.  
   

What did I expect? Felton has never liked Diana, that is no secret. However, I would have hoped that he would have stayed for the dinner party rather than leave me to deal with her.  
   
 Anthony nearly laughed. What irony is this? I have claimed to love this woman, angering my friend in doing so, but now I wish that he were here so that I may not deal with her? It seems that I do not know what I want. He did not realise that he had been smiling until Diana spoke. 
   
 “I do hope that I am the one to have put that smile on your face, dear Anthony.” 
   
 “Of course.” 
   
 Anthony's tone had a tinge of sarcasm to it that surprised even himself. He saw her eyes narrow for just a moment, before being replaced by her usual look of mild boredom. At that moment, he wished to be anywhere else but where he sat.  
   
 “Perhaps I can play a piece on the pianoforte?” 
   
 Diana laughed. "Oh, dear me. Please, do not do such a thing and bore us all. Your taste and love of music bore me, Anthony. I wish that you would look to another activity that is far more rewarding."  
   
 “What can be more rewarding than producing music to entertain?” 
   
 “Entertain?” she scoffed. “I know the music that you love, Anthony. It bores me terribly.” 
   
 “Then what is it that you wish to do?” 
   
 Diana took another sip of her drink before placing it on the table beside her. “It is simple, really. I prefer to socialise with our companions.” 
   
 Socialise was not a word Antony would have used. Gossip would be a more apt description.  
   
 “That does sound simple.” 

 


Sarcasm again? I may just turn into those wisecracking fellows who relish a bite to their words. Or perhaps she just brings out the worst in me.  
   
 Diana did not appear to have picked up anything untoward, but a part of him hoped that she would. She lifted her glass, draining her glass of the bubbly liquid. Anthony had stopped counting the number of drinks she had consumed at number three. He saw her gaze fall to his still full glass of champagne, her brow puckered. “You have not touched your champagne, Anthony. Are you ill?” 
   
 He shook his head. “Not in the slightest. I simply have no stomach for alcohol this evening.” 
   
 “Why do you insist on being a bore? I have only just returned from Paris, for you I might add, and you have done nothing to celebrate my return.” 
   
 “Do you think that drinking would be a celebration of your return?” 
   
 Her eyes widened, a warning signal for him. Perhaps he had gone a step too far. Sarcasm may have flown over her head, but he doubted that questioning her favourite pastime would endear her to him. Was that what he wanted? To endear her to him? Their reconciliation is not what he had perceived it would be, and he could not say for sure that he was sorely disappointed. He found this peculiar, as he had worshipped the ground that she had walked upon, holding a light for her return. Anthony knew that there had been a shift in his heart, and it was likely caused by his time with Elizabeth. 
   
 “What would be your version of a celebration? Taking me to the opera?” 
   
 He heard the sharp bite of her words, but it did not affect him. He cocked his head to the side, a small smile playing about his lips. “Yes, you do not like the opera, do you?” 
   
 “I detest it. It is one of the things that I do not like about you, Anthony. I beg you not to take me there for I cannot stand that ridiculous music, it is all just noise to me.” 
   
 “Is that so?” 
   
 She raised an eyebrow. “You know this well, Anthony. You must change if you would have our courtship turn into matrimony.” 
   
 The urge to laugh was strong. What had he been doing for the past six years if not compromising in her favour? Often times he had put aside his needs and feelings to please her, asking for little in return. Of course, he had believed her to be in love with him. But now he was not so sure.  
   
 “Will you change for me?” 
   
 She gave a little giggle. “I am here, am I not? I exchanged Paris for you. Surely you see that as a compromise?” 
   
 Anthony sat back in his chair, his elbow leaning on the cushioned armrest. He regarded her with opened eyes, finally seeing her as the woman that Felton had accused her of being on many occasions. A dark mood overtook him, but he reined it in, not wishing to unleash it. However, he allowed some of its darkness to seep into his next words. 
   
 "Why did you return, Diana? Your words were quite final when last you spoke to me. Many words were said, most not complimentary at all. While I was with Elizabeth, I heard not a single bad word come from her lips."  
   
 Diana's eyes narrowed. “Do not speak to me of that woman. Would you insult me by comparing me to a commoner?” 
   
 “A commoner who treated me better than you did.” There, he had finally said it.  
   
 He watched her eyes open in alarm, her hand going to her chest. “What has put you into such a dark mood that you would speak such a thing?” 
   
 “The truth is the truth, Diana.” 
   
 She suddenly sat up straighter, head held high and stiff as she regarded him with a stare that burned with indignation. “Anthony, I command you to stop thinking about that woman!” 
   
 He raised a brow. “You command me? And who are you to command me?” 
   
 The question was said with a soft voice, but the danger in his voice spoke volumes. Anthony watched in humour as she deflated.  
   
 “But she is not like us, Anthony,” she said plaintively. “She is below us. Why would you wish to humiliate me by comparing me to her?” 
   
 He shrugged his shoulders. “Rank, title, status... this does not matter to me as much as being with a woman who will love me.” 
   
 Diana's eyes widened. "But she is not even beautiful!" she spluttered. "She is as plain as I had originally heard."  
   
 “Come now, Diana. You do not speak the truth. Elizabeth is a very beautiful woman. I believe I quite like auburn-haired women with amber eyes.” 
   
 Diana's face was comical to watch as several expressions flitted across her features. At one point, Anthony believed that she would scream and shout, but that moment passed quite quickly. Instead, she left her seat and came to sit on a chair next to him, bringing it closer to rest beside him. Several guests looked in their direction, undoubtedly interested in her sudden movement. Not taking any notice of the people about them, she leaned in closer to speak with him.  
   
 "That woman is nowhere near as exciting as I am, Anthony dear. I have now returned. Thus, we can enjoy our life together."  
   
 “I am not certain that I wish to enjoy your type of life.” 
   
 Her eyes flashed, only to be replaced with mock love and kindness. She stretched and took his hand in hers. “Dear Anthony, I know that I have hurt you terribly, I realise that now. But I cannot fathom why you put much stock by my leaving you. I simply needed a diversion, a change from everything. That is all.” 
   
 Anthony snatched his hand away, disgusted by her answer. “A diversion? Is that why you rejected me in such a callous manner? You humiliated me, Diana. I poured out my heart and love to you, but you chose to reject me and then humiliate me for your enjoyment. What do you suppose I should think about the manner in which you left me?” 
   
 "Nothing!" she insisted. "You should think nothing of it. I was merely in a bad mood that day, dear Anthony. My Abigail absconded, and I was left to rely on a maid who knows nothing of my daily activities. Surely you can understand that?"  
   
 Despite his annoyance, he laughed. Why did he continue to be surprised? This was the sort of thing that she has done throughout the time that he had known her. The only difference was that now he knew better. There was no excuse for her behaviour. None whatsoever. 
   
 “Diana, you have taken things a step too far. I am not the same man you left behind, and I shall never be him. I cannot be with a woman who believes it acceptable to humiliate a person merely due to her moods. I cherished you, I did everything that you asked of me. What satisfaction did you gain from treating as you did?” 
   
 Anthony moved his hand away when she stretched out hers to his. She did not look hurt but amused by his actions.  
   
 “But that is all in the past, Anthony. I promise to never do that to you again. Why do we not just start anew? We can pretend that it never happened and continue with our lives as before. Your Diana has returned. Is it so difficult to just be happy about it?” 
   
 It was as though he were talking to a brick wall. Nothing was getting through to her. Suddenly, the need for fresh air was great. He was tired, tired of the monotony of social gatherings, being surrounded by people who would sooner stab you in the back if it would benefit them, and tired of loving a woman who did not have a care to his feelings. But did he still love her? Sighing, he stood up.  
   
 “Diana, please excuse me. I find myself in need of some air.” 
   
 Diana stood up as well. “Let me accompany you.” 
   
 “Oh, no. Remain with your friends and get a new glass of champagne, please. I wish to be alone.” 
   
 “But I –” 
   
 “Please, Diana, I merely need some fresh air. I shall return in a little while.” 
   
 She did not look as though she entirely trusted him, but she let him go without another word. As he made his way past the clusters of people, Anthony hoped that the balcony would be devoid of any guests, as he wished to be alone. He needed a moment to himself to think about the situation, about his future with Diana. Fortunately, the balcony was empty. He leant on the low wall overlooking the lawn they had occupied just hours earlier. Anthony rubbed his face, trying to rub the weariness away, but it remained like cobwebs in his mind. Several hours with Diana and already he was tired. 
   
 It was odd that he used to be energised by the mere appearance of her, but now he felt fatigued, down to his very bones. 
   
 What would his future be? Making Diana his wife had been his dream for the better part of six years. What his parents had thought of her had not mattered because he had never witnessed what they had seen. 
   
 He defied his parents merely to be with her. What sort of a son was he? 
   
 He had thought his parents unfair and harsh in their opinion of her, coming to her defence at every chance he got.  
   
 And now look at him. 
   
 How he wished that his parents were still alive so that he may apologise to them.  
   
 Had they had met Elizabeth, he knew they would have loved her. 
   
 A pang of regret surged through him at his thought of her. Had she been here with him instead of Diana, he knew he would have not had the need to escape the dinner party for fresh air. She was fresh air personified. 
   
 There was never a single moment of boredom, annoyance, or fatigue. It was as though she came with the fresh air of a morning during the springtime, revitalising him and giving him the energy to sit for hours without thought of sleep. He could go through several days of just talking to her.  
   
 And yet here he was with the woman he had worked to get back through an elaborate plan that would have scandalised the Ton. Courtship was not something to be toyed with, but he and Elizabeth had embarked on a false one to meet their individual needs. 
   
 He shook his head, finding his situation both humorous and to be pitied. Anthony had no one else to blame but himself.  
   
 He turned to look at the balcony doors, knowing that just beyond that room sat a woman who spoke as though she were ready to marry him. But did he want to marry her?  
   
 If only she were more like Elizabeth. 
   
 A part of him wished that Diana could be Elizabeth. But there was no hope of that taking place. Elizabeth had her life of music to live, and he had a life to live with Diana. 
   
 Why did that not seem like a happy ending? 
   
 Felton would say that the gods were laughing at him. But Anthony did not believe that the world was run by gods with human emotions. This was fate, a fate dealt out to him due to his failure to listen to reason. 
   
 Anthony took in a deep breath and made slow progress to the doors, almost wishing that the balcony possessed stairs by which he could escape. What was the use in running away? Had Diana not done that? No, he would not run away. But if fate were kind, he would walk away to be with the one who fitted him perfectly in every way. 
   
 That was not likely to happen. He could not come between her and her dreams merely because he felt that she was better suited to him. 
   
 If he were honest with himself, he would admit that there was more to it than being suited to one another. How else could he explain the way his heart would swell whenever he saw her? Or the peace he felt in her presence? Most would call it love, but Anthony would not allow himself to think of it in that way. It would hurt too much. 
   
 Better to live with the woman I know than the uncertainty of the one he did not know.” 
   
 Elizabeth had never said that she loved him, but there had been moments where he believed that she possibly could hold an affection for him. What would happen were he to leave Diana and pursue Elizabeth, only to be rejected by her? The repercussions would be too great to handle. 
   
 He would likely become a hermit. 
   
 He entered the drawing room, immediately feeling engulfed by the air of a life that he would give up if it meant his happiness would be guaranteed. 
   
 But he was not a betting man. 
   
 Anthony made his way back to Diana, wishing it were Elizabeth he was returning to. 
   
 * 
   
 To say that Cecilia was nervous would be putting it lightly. She was absolutely terrified about what she was about to do, but Aunt Deborah had agreed with her. 
   
 “Imagine I had asked my mother? she said out loud to the empty carriage. “She may have locked me in my room to prevent me from embarking on this mission.” 
   
 She did not wish to think about her father's reaction, or it may make her turn around and return to the townhouse.  
   
 “I am doing this for Eliza, and that is all that matters. And it would be wonderful to succeed because not only would my sister be happy, but I shall too.” 
   
 She grimaced as she thought about what Percy would say should he find out about her little adventure. 
   
 Once he finds out that it is for a good reason, he would be happy that she did it. 
   
 Percy was nothing like her father. It was one of the reasons she was so drawn to him. He did not try to dominate her, belittle her, or think her simple. Cecilia was not so obtuse as to not know that she was not exactly the brightest of young women. But neither was she without sense in her head. She was not like Elizabeth, who could spend hours at an instrument, or read books, or meticulously copy music sheets for her own enjoyment. No, her interests lay elsewhere, and she thoroughly enjoyed them because she was good at it. Her sense of fashion, her social skills, the ability to work a room, extract information from the most unwilling of people, and get out of tight spots when her mouth had run away with her. No one understood her as Percy did, not even Elizabeth.  
   
 They were close once. But when Cecilia realised that she would never be able to meet Mama's standards for music, their strong sisterly bond began to unravel. Not that she believed it happened purposefully, but when two people have such differing views of what they deemed important and enjoyable, a bond would naturally cease to exist. 
   
 “But I still love my sister dearly,” she announced. “Although she truly maddens me at times. I daresay that I am much to blame for our disagreements at times. I am afraid that I cannot hold my temper as well as she can.” 
   
 There were times when Cecilia knew that she had spoken harshly to her sister, but pride had kept her from admitting her wrong. She always found it better to simmer in regret than acknowledge defeat. It meant that she retained higher ground in an argument, but Cecilia knew that she was only fooling herself.  
   
 Perhaps it was time to set aside their differences and try to become what they once were. It was Cecilia’s hope that what she was about to do would aid her in doing so.  
   
 Finally, the carriage entered the estate, sending a flurry of butterflies in her stomach. She gripped it, willing herself to calm down. 
   
 “Deep breaths, Cecilia. You are doing this for Elizabeth.” 
   
 When the carriage stopped, and her door opened, she could not move.  
   
 “Miss?” said the driver. “We are at the residence.” 
   
 “Uh, yes, Stanford. Just a moment, please.” 
   
 The driver nodded his head and stepped aside. Could she enter this residence knowing that many eyes would look upon her with great disapproval? Her name would be all over the town by morning. Cecilia knew that she was risking more than just her reputation. Percy's parents could make him withdraw his marriage proposal, then where would she be? 
   
 “Please,” she prayed. “Let this work.” 
   
 With a deep breath, she descended from the carriage and walked to the entrance where a butler stood. 
   
 “Good evening, Miss.” 
   
 “Good evening,” she croaked. She tried again. “Good evening. May I ask if Lord Cavendish is in attendance?” 
   
 "Yes, he is. They are presently in the dining room, but I believe that the meal is at an end. Would you like an audience with him?"  
   
 “Yes. Please tell him that Miss Cecilia Ramsbury is here to see him and wishes to speak privately with him.” 
   
 “Very well, Miss Ramsbury. If you would follow me.” 
   
 The sprightly butler took off with Cecilia following at a respectable distance behind him. The nearer they drew to the dining room, the greater her nerves became. Her palms were damp, wetting the white gloves she wore. While the butler entered the dining room, she waited outside, hoping that Anthony would agree to see her. 
   
 If not, she would march into that room and drag him out. She had not come this far to go away without completing her objective. 
   
 It seemed like only seconds before Anthony appeared, his face etched with worry. 
   
 “Cecilia? Has something happened? Is Elizabeth not well?” 
   
 She squared her shoulders, planted her hands on her hips, and hoped that she retained her dignity as she spoke her accusation. 
   
 “Lord Cavendish, I wish to speak to you about your foolish behaviour.” 
   
 * 
   
 Anthony went from fearful to bemused in a matter of seconds. 
   
 "My foolish behaviour? I am afraid that you have me at a disadvantage, Cecilia. For I do not know of what you are speaking."  
   
 He watched her eyes narrow and her finger come up to point at him. “You have broken my sister's heart!” 
   
 The young woman's words both pleased and grieved him, if indeed they were true. However, they could not speak in the open. Anthony could already hear whispers near the door. He could only imagine what was being said. The word scandalous came to mind. 
   
 "Come, let us talk in the drawing room, unless you wish for others to hear your message?"  
   
 The woman appeared to ponder it for a moment before nodding her head. “Very well.” 
   
 She did not take his offered arm but walked beside him until they entered the room. He closed the door firmly behind them, taking in a deep breath as he faced her.  
   
 “Now,” he said. “Please explain what you mean by that statement.” 
   
 “You and my sister are both fools, Lord Cavendish.” 
   
 He smiled. “I believe that we have established that part. What I do not understand is why you would use such a word to describe your sister and I. Surely it is a tad harsh?” 
   
 “Harsh? I hardly think so. What is the meaning of your return to Miss Lambert?” 
   
 “That is not your concern, Cecilia.” 
   
 She spluttered. “Well, best you think again! I shall talk sense into you, Lord Cavendish. Baron or not.” 
   
 “Perhaps you should explain yourself rather than throw accusations about.” 
   
 “Oh, I sincerely intend on doing that, kind sir. Do not think otherwise.” 
   
 Anthony reckoned that her 'kind sir' was not meant to indicate that he was kind in the least. The young woman was a little spitfire, glaring at him with eyes similar to her sister's. 
   
 “Come, let us sit.” He led a bristling Cecilia to a seat before sitting down himself, interested to hear what she had to say. “Are you alone?” he asked. 
   
 “What of it?” 
   
 Her question was sharp, but he saw the fear behind her bravado. She likely knew that her coming here was not a thing to be done, which made what she had to tell him all the more interesting. And what did she mean by him having broken Elizabeth's heart? She had not seemed particularly broken-hearted hours before.  
   
 "Nothing, nothing. Please, proceed."  
   
 “It is quite simple, Lord Cavendish –” 
   
 “Anthony.” 
   
 “Lord Cavendish,” she insisted. “My sister has been a different person these past few weeks. She has been happier, far less strained than she used to be, and she has smiled a great deal more than I have seen her do in many years. Up until recently, her whole life had revolved around her music and that accursed pianoforte.” 
   
 “Your sister loves to play the pianoforte, Cecilia. I hardly think that it is something for you to disregard.” 
   
 “That may be but being around you has opened her world up to another life that she seldom considered. She has changed, Lord Cavendish, and you are the source of that change.” 
   
 Cecilia's words would be dangerous to him if he gave into them. He needed to steel himself from getting emotionally involved. 
   
 “Did your sister tell you this?” 
   
 “No, but she did not have to. Had you seen the despair on her face, you would have known her depth of affection for you. She loves you, Lord Cavendish, and if you are the man that I know you to be, you love her as well.” 
   
 Anthony was stupefied. Elizabeth loved him? Could it be true? 
   
 “There must be a mistake, Cecilia. You possibly misread her facial expression.” 
   
 “I know my sister well. There was no mistaking what I saw. Besides, I know about the plan, and while you may believe that you have what you wanted, I do not believe that my sister has what she wanted.” 
   
 Anthony had the sense to feel embarrassed about it. It was not one of his finer moments, but he would not have changed anything as it gave him the opportunity to spend time with a wonderful woman. No. There was something he would have changed, and that was the outcome. 
   
 "If you know about the plan, then you know the nature of it. Why would your sister not have what she had wanted? She told me herself that her independence and your marriage is now secure."  
   
 Cecilia shook her head. “You are an intelligent man, Lord Cavendish, but your knowledge seems to have failed you. Your false courtship was brief, too brief in fact, to cause a ripple in our lives. Not even my parents have had the opportunity to meet you.”  
   
 Anthony brought his hand to his eyes, suddenly realising what she meant. What had he done? Why did he not see it before? He brought his hand down to look at the woman before him.  
   
 “I am sorry, Cecilia. I am truly sorry that I was not able to secure your marriage. It never occurred to me that this would happen. I have likely destroyed you and your sister's happiness.” 
   
 She looked up. “Never mind my happiness, Lord Cavendish. What of my sister's happiness? Now that I have had the opportunity to think about this situation during the ride over, I see the true dilemma here. At first, I believed that my marriage would be jeopardised by this foolish plan, but that is not the case. Perhaps Eliza is too overcome by grief to see it, but I do not believe that Father would have forced her into marriage, no matter his ultimatum. My sister would have eventually found a way to convince him that she does not wish to be married. So you see, I need not have been truly worried about my future with Percy. There will be repercussions to my coming here unescorted as opposed to anything else."  
   
 "Why would your father give such an ultimatum? Elizabeth was anxious about it."  
   
 "She was more so worried for me, I believe. Lord Cavendish, my father simply wants the best for his daughters. Forcing my sister to attend a season was his way of making her see that there is more to life than her music. If he had not used an ultimatum, then Elizabeth would have refused to come to London. He is a hard man, but he does love us. My sister does not see this now, but she will soon enough."  
   
 “Then why are you here? If your sister will still get her freedom and you will be married, why have you risked everything to come here?” 
   
 She rolled her eyes. “Have you not been listening? My sister loves you! She may live her life of music, but she will never be truly happy as she was with you. You are both perfect for one another, and I believe that you could be happy if only you would confess your feelings to each other and stop being so stubborn.” 
   
 Anthony could not stop the warmth of hope spreading throughout his body. 
   
 “Your sister loves me?” 
   
 “Did I not just say that? Hear me well. You are both so alike, both in temperament and your love of music. Eliza believes that getting married would rip her of her identity, but I do not believe that would happen were she to marry you. There has never been a couple more suited than you and my sister, Lord Cavendish. I see my sister's qualities mirrored in you, a perfect reflection. Eliza is an intelligent woman, more so than many people I have met, but you were able to match her and keep her entertained – that is no easy thing to do. You both share a love for music, and I must tell you that I never thought to see another person who could match her talent and skill. Beauty, kindness, a passion for music – you both have it in abundance. Frankly, I do not believe that Miss Lambert will ever give you the happiness that my sister could.” 
   
 What Cecilia spoke was true. He and Elizabeth were alike in many ways, it was why they had enjoyed each other's company so well. However, there was still an insecure part of him that would not accept the woman's words so readily. 
   
 "What you say may be true. But if your sister did not confess with her mouth that she loves me, then your coming here has been for nought."  
   
 Cecilia sighed. He could see that she was exasperated with him. 
   
 "Lord Cavendish, my sister did indeed confess that she loves you, but she thinks it hopeless, for you love another."  
   
 “She spoke those very words?” 
   
 “Did I stutter, my lord?” 
   
 Anthony overlooked her cheeky answer, choosing to focus on one beautiful fact. Elizabeth loved him. It was as though a dam had burst forth in his heart, and everything that he had been holding back filled him with indescribable joy. 
   
 “No, you certainly did not.” 
 



 Chapter 14 
   
 Anthony could hardly contain himself. The weight of an unhappy future had lifted off him, and what lay before was something he could look forward to. However, he needed to be wise about how he would go about doing what he needed to do. Cecilia sat before him, eyes bright with emotion for her sister. The fact that she had come all the way here, unescorted, knowing full well that this could ruin her reputation, had humbled him. Not many people would have done what she did, and he was grateful. There was no doubt in Anthony's mind as to what he should do and what he wanted to do. Both his heart and his mind were finally at peace.  
   
 “Cecilia, you have done me a great service by coming here. Rest assured that I do indeed love your sister and wish to marry her.” 
   
 The young woman breathed out a sigh of relief. "Oh, goodness! I am so happy to hear you say that! It would have been terrible if all had been for nought."  
   
 “You did right by coming here, and you need not worry about rumours to follow – I shall quash them myself.” 
   
 She smiled. “I was hoping that you would say that, Lord Cavendish. Despite your blunder, you are an honourable man who will make my sister happy. Now, I must return home as I have done and said all that I set out to do. The rest is in your hands.” 
   
 She stood up, smoothing down her dress. Anthony stood up as well, amazed to discover that the heavy fatigue that had settled over him hours earlier had gone. 
   
 “Let me escort you to your carriage, Cecilia. And I ask you not to breathe a word of what we discussed to anyone else, not until I have made the announcement myself. Do not relate anything to your sister either – I wish to do something special.” 
   
 He watched as she scrunched up her face, obviously not too happy about it. 
   
 “You are taking the wind out of my sails, Lord Cavendish. My aunt will be waiting to hear what has become of my little adventure, and I am certain that Elizabeth will wish to know where I have been.” 
   
 “Please,” he pleaded. “Give me time to make things right. I shall tell you this. I intend on ending my courtship with Diana and proposing to your sister. Expect my arrival tomorrow morning.” 
   
 She wrinkled her nose. “Well, I suppose that I can hold my tongue overnight, but do not take too long. I do love a good story to share.” 
   
 “And you will have one, as soon as I have proposed to your sister.” 
   
 Cecilia nodded. "Very well. Escort me to my carriage and let me be going. It is late, and I have yet to have my dinner."  
   
 Before long, Anthony had deposited the young woman into her carriage and saw it off, watching as it grew smaller and smaller. Before he had turned around, he noticed another carriage drawing up to the house. It looked familiar, but in the dim lights of the lanterns dotted about the house, he could not make out every detail. As it drew nearer, he suddenly realised to whom it belonged.  
   
 He could not have chosen a better time for his friend to return. He would be pleased to hear of the change in his decision. 
   
 He waited for the carriage to stop, eager to tell Felton all that had transpired during his absence. Felton finally climbed down, but Anthony could see that he was not remotely happy to see him. If anything, his friend looked livid.  
   
 “You!” Felton shouted. “I have returned to tell you that I refuse for you to marry Diana. I refuse to sit by and have you ruin your life over a woman who will bring you nothing but misery.” 
   
 “Yes, I know –” Anthony tried to explain. 
   
 "You know nothing!" his friend interrupted. "You finally met someone who is perfect for you, but you instead choose to run after a woman who ran away from you. What kind of an imbecile are you?"  
   
 “Felton! Just listen to me.” 
   
 “No! I shall do no such thing. You either listen to me or you can consider yourself friendless.” 
   
 Anthony had never seen his friend this worked up before. “Old friend, are you all right?” 
   
 “How can I be all right when you want to make the biggest mistake of your life? I lost the only woman that I ever loved, and I can never get her back. Elizabeth is still alive, Anthony, she is alive! You have the chance to have the kind of happiness that I shall never have again. Why would you throw it away for a woman who would sooner humiliate you than love you?” 
   
 When Felton's voice broke towards the end, Anthony felt a lump form in his own throat. This was a man who had been with him through thick and thin, a man he had grown up with. No one else knew him better than Felton did, and he knew that whatever his friend spoke was out of concern. Anthony was ashamed that he had been the one to bring back painful memories of Henrietta's death. He would do anything to bring her back from the dead for Felton, but it was not possible. However, he could bring some comfort to him by letting him know that he did indeed plan to marry Elizabeth. 
   
 “Felton, you were right. You were right all along.” 
   
 His friend frowned. “What are you saying?” 
   
 Anthony laughed. “What were you just saying?” 
   
 “About Elizabeth?” 
   
 “Yes. You were right about it all. I can never be with Diana. She simply is not the one for me.” 
   
 Felton's mouth dropped open. “Am I dreaming? I was fully prepared to drag you kicking and screaming away from that witch, but now I find myself not quite knowing what to do. Are you telling me that you no longer wish to be with Diana?” 
   
 “That is precisely what I am saying.” 
   
 “And you love Elizabeth?” 
   
 “With my whole being.” 
   
 “You will marry her?” 
   
 “That is the plan.” 
   
 “Goodness,” he exclaimed. “What brought this on? I was convinced that you would never be able to see it for yourself.” 
   
 “You just passed Cecilia on your way in. She is the one who convinced me.” 
   
 “I thought that I recognised the carriage, but I was mainly focused on the task at hand.” Felton looked at him carefully. “This is not just another one of your plans? Because if it should be that, do not complain when I deal you a heavy blow to your head.” 
   
 Anthony's hand went to his head. “There's no need to do that, believe me. But I am glad that you are here as I shall need support for what I am about to do.” 
   
 “And what is that?” 
   
 “End my courtship with Diana.” 
   
 Felton whistled low. “I am all for it, but I do not wish to be in her firing range once she works herself into a rage.” 
   
 Anthony grimaced. "I have a hope that she will behave like a lady, but I suppose I should know better than that. However, it must be done. I can no longer be associated with her if I mean to propose to Elizabeth on the morrow."  
   
 “I see that you are wasting no time, old friend.” 
   
 “No. I have been a fool, and I need to make it up to Elizabeth. Do you know that she loves me? She said as much to Cecilia.” 
   
 “Yes, any fool could see that she loves you and you love her. It was why I could not understand your reasoning for being so stubborn. You were both hurting, unnecessarily so.” 
   
 "I see that now. That is why I do not wish to waste any more time. Come, let us tackle this."  
   
 “You will tackle it friend, not I. I shall only step in once she becomes violent. It is best that you pull her aside and speak with her. I shall listen by the door.” 
   
 Anthony swallowed hard. “I feel as though I am about to walk into the lion's den.” 
   
 Felton put his hand on his shoulder, amusement lighting up his eyes. “You know her better than anyone else, my friend.” 
   
 “That is the problem.” 
   
 * 
   
 Cecilia could not believe that she had actually done what she had set out to do. She had never done anything this daring in her life. 
   
 What would Megan say when she told her? Would she find her brave and perhaps touched in her upper-works for even contemplating such a thing. But she had been successful. This was the happy ending that she was looking for, and she was rather impressed with herself for thinking about it.  
   
 No one would have believed that she could be so courageous as to drive up to the house, walk up to Anthony, and tell him what was what. She was brilliant, really. It was just unfortunate that she could not speak of the events of this night before Anthony's arrival at the townhouse tomorrow morning. 
   
 She could hardly wait to see the look upon Eliza's face once she realised what was happening. 
   
 Her happiness for Elizabeth was even greater than her own. Cecilia had managed to do something for her sister, something of great importance, and it felt wonderful.  
   
 Who knew that doing things for others could give one such a warm feeling? She would endeavour to do more in the future. For now, she must find a way of keeping herself and her loose mouth away from her sister and their aunt, or they might drag the truth out of her. Then what would Lord Cavendish think of her? He likely would believe that she had no will of her own to keep the confidence of anyone. 
   
 Cecilia was loathe to have her future brother-in-law think of her in such a way. She had to come up with a likely story.  
   
 All too soon, the carriage drew up to the townhouse, and she was at the door still with no plan to speak of. The door was flung open to reveal a wild-looking Elizabeth in her nightdress. 
   
 "Ceci! Where in heaven's name have you been? Do you realise how sick with worry I have been? Come here and explain yourself!” 
   
 Cecilia found herself being propelled into the house at quite a speed, taking a little stumble upon the carpet of the hallway. 
   
 “Goodness me, Eliza,” she exclaimed. “Whatever has got into you?” 
   
 “How can you ask that? Where did you go? Aunt Deborah pled innocence to knowing your whereabouts, but I know that she does not speak the truth. What have you done with yourself, Cecilia? Speak now!” 
   
 Her sister was absolutely incensed. What had got into her? “Do calm down, Eliza! As you can see, I am quite well.” 
   
 Her sister crossed her arms, her foot tapping against the carpeted floor. “Where have you been, Cecilia Ramsbury? Out with the truth. And unescorted as well? Do you wish to light the town on fire with word of your night escapade?” 
   
 “Do not worry about that, it has all been sorted by Lo –” 
   
 Cecilia caught herself on time. She had almost said Lord Cavendish, and that undoubtedly would have let the cat out of the bag. 
   
 “Who?” 
   
 "A friend." Cecilia yawned loudly, clutching her brow. "Oh, I find myself with a sore head. I think that I should take myself off to bed. I shall answer all of your questions on the morrow, Eliza. But for now, let me sleep in peace."  
   
 Without another word, she left her sister in the hallway and hurried to her bedroom, locking it for good measure. She did not trust Elizabeth not to come through her door and demand answers until she was quite worn out. 
   
 A quick change, a splash of water, and she was in bed. As she drifted off to sleep, she congratulated herself once again on her adventure. It was one that she would never forget. 
   
 * 
   
 Anthony was not certain as to the room he should use to speak to Diana as most of the house was now in occupation by the guests. The meal was concluded and they had all retired to the drawing room as well as the parlour. The study seemed to be his safest bet. Thus, he led her there, shutting the door behind him. He knew that Felton was not far behind him, which was a comfort of sorts. It was not that he was afraid of Diana, but there was no telling what she could do when enraged. Another witness would exonerate him of any foul play.  
   
 "Anthony, why have you drawn me away from our friends? Do you wish to propose to me? If that is what you wish to do, then I ask that we return to the guests as I prefer the proposal to be before an audience."  
   
 Anthony looked at her, relieved that he would never have to spend time again with her once his words had been spoken. 
   
 “No, rest assured that it is not that. I have something else to tell you.” 
   
 She rolled her eyes. “Do make it quick. I have matters to discuss with Catherine.” 
   
 No doubt another shopping trip or gossip about someone. How did he manage to remain with her for so long? 
   
 “I love someone else, Diana. I wish to end our courtship.” 
   
 She stilled. "You jest and I do not find it remotely funny."  
   
 Anthony shook his head. “Not in the least. I have come to realise that I love Elizabeth.” 
   
 To his surprise, she started to laugh. So much so that the tears began to stream down her face. 
   
 “Oh, dear me! What fun! You are deluded if you believe that I shall believe such a thing. I am no fool, Anthony.” 
   
 “There is no delusion here, Diana. It is the truth. I no longer love you, I love Elizabeth. Furthermore, I ask that we no longer see each other in a social capacity. I think that it would be rather confusing if we continued to frequent the same places despite being apart. Of course, I shall take a step back from our companions, particularly the ones that we share. It would not be fair to you should I remain in contact with them.” 
   
 Diana shook her head as she walked away from him, mumbling to herself. Anthony could not hear a word, but he knew that her anger was building. Best keep an eye out for flying objects. He would hate to visit Elizabeth's residence with a swollen eye. She suddenly rounded on him, her eyes spitting fire. 
   
 “This cannot be happening. What makes you think that you can end this? It is not over until I say it is over. Your love belongs to me, not some upstart commoner.” 
   
 "I am afraid that is not possible, Diana. Perhaps it would be best for you to return to Paris where your charms are better suited. Surely some suitable gentleman will come along and be your fool to rule."  
   
 "You have gone completely mad. You do not know what you are saying. We can get a physician to examine you, dear Anthony. Perhaps that woman has poisoned you, and your mind is failing."  
   
 He laughed at that. “I have never been more sane in my life, Diana. You were the woman of my youth, but now I have matured and I realise that I want something different for my life. I cannot continue to lie to myself and court you, let alone get married.” 
   
 She shook her head. “No, no, no! You are a fool, Anthony! You will not do this to me.” 
   
 “I am afraid that you cannot control me as you once did, Diana. Those days are past. We are simply not meant to be, and we would have never been able to make each other happy. I do not know about you, but I do not want to have a miserable life.” 
   
 “Miserable?” she screeched. “I have always been your everything! You always told me that I was both your moon and your sun, that you could never love another woman like you love me. And now you tell me that you love Elizabeth? I cannot accept that.” 
   
 Anthony looked heavenward. She is refusing to see what is in front of her because she is accustomed to getting her way. But I shall not back down, not ever again. 
   
 “We are both getting along in age, Diana. I am looking for more than a one-sided relationship. I need someone who is like me, who shares the same interests that I do, or at least is open to sharing my interests. You cannot be that person for your life centres around you, and you alone. You also need someone who will suit you well, and enjoy the things that you do. Do you understand?” 
   
 She did not answer him but walked away to place both hands on the back of a chair. Anthony took this opportunity to continue, further elaborating on his point.  
   
 “We are just two different people, Diana. I wish to go to the opera, study music, and simply live a life full of the activities that I enjoy doing. I need someone who wants the same. You, on the other hand, you enjoy drama, you like to have the type of fun that I do not find amusing, and it always has to be your way. You have your own ideas of entertainment, ideas that do not match with mine. For years I have done as you have asked, but I simply cannot do it any longer.” 
   
 “Why?” she asked. “Why will you no longer do it? You used to love to please me.” 
   
 “I have changed, Diana. Spending time away from you has shown me that there is more to life than just being at your beck and call. I did it because I believed that it showed my devotion to you, but instead it took away my self-respect.” 
   
 She turned to look at him, her eyes not giving away anything to him. “I suppose that Elizabeth was the one to bring about this change?” 
   
 “Yes, she was. She showed me that life could be different, wonderfully so. I enjoyed myself when I was with her, immensely so. I did not have to worry that she would suddenly fly into a fit of anger over something little, or belittle me for the whim of it. She showed me respect from the moment that I met her to the last time I spoke with her. I thought that I could be with you, but I find myself needing to run away and get fresh air. That is not normal, Diana.” 
   
 “You are going to regret this, Anthony.” 
   
 He shook his head. "I do not believe so. We are too different to make a good match, Diana. It is time that we realise it and go our separate ways."  
   
 “Do you intend to humiliate me?” 

 

 “My mind does not work as yours does. Need I remind you that you are the one who refused me in the first place? I bared my heart to you, but you chose to stomp on it. Even then I still wanted you, the fool that I was.” He laughed. “I got what I wanted, only to realise that it is not what I needed.” 
   
 “So you do wish to humiliate me. You wish to do to me what I did to you.” 
   
 "No, you still do not understand. I can no longer be with you because we are not suited to each other. I shall not have a miserable life so that you may boast about a hold that you have on me. I do not know if you realised that your actions would have repercussions. Or did you believe that you could return from Paris and pick things up from where you left off?"  
   
 “And what of it?” 
   
 "Why did you refuse my proposal, Diana? I took the trouble of speaking to your father first and then planning a special moment for us both. Did you want to make me suffer for your own enjoyment?"  
   
 She said nothing. 
   
 “If that is, in fact, the case, then I want nothing further to do with you.” 
   
 He watched as she pouted her lips, her hand going to an escaped tendril. 
   
 “Why did you feel the need to ruin our courtship by proposing to me? Why could we not have merely continued with our life as it was?” 
   
 “Your words tell me that you had no intention of marrying me. In that case, you should be happy that I have moved on and allowed you to continue your life as you see fit.” 
   
 Without warning, she picked up a vase and threw it in his direction. He dodged it smoothly, watching it shatter against the wall. 
   
 “I daresay that was an expensive item. I hope that you will be able to replace it. Our hosts are not forgiving people.” 
   
 She stared at him, her chest heaving. “Do you think that I care? I am Diana Lambert, daughter of the Viscount of Somersby! I do not care if I should destroy this entire room.” 
   
 He stepped back. “Then you shall not do it with me in it. If you will excuse me.” 
   
 “If you believe that you can walk away from me, then best you think again, Anthony. Ask for my forgiveness and remain with me or I shall accuse you of improper behaviour.” 
   
 Anthony could see that she was serious. He did not put it past her to rip her clothing and make herself out to be a ravished woman. He would need to marry her then, propriety would demand it of him. What was he to do? The door behind sprung open, and Felton appeared. 
   
 “I would not do that if I were you, Diana. I have been at the door listening to all that you have said. One false move and I shall declare to the world what sort of a woman you are. You will be hated by many. Is that what you want?” 
   
 Anthony could see that Diana was stunned. Her last resort had been foiled by his friend.  
   
 “You!” she spat. “You would dare to come against me?” 
   
 “Completely, and more,” said Felton. “Do not test me, Diana. I have been waiting for this moment, and now that it has finally come, I shall not allow you to ruin my friend's life any longer. Remove yourself from this situation with dignity, or I shall ensure that the whole of London knows the type of woman you are.” 
   
 Anthony knew that Felton was enjoying this although his expression did not indicate so. Thank goodness that he was at the door, or Anthony would have been a married man before long. Diana must have finally realised that she was cornered. There was nothing more that she could do. She pulled herself to her full height, held her head up high, and walked past them without another glance. Anthony breathed a sigh of relief as soon as she was no longer in sight. 
   
 “It is over?” 
   
 Felton came to grasp his shoulder, smiling at him. “Indeed it is, old friend. Time to celebrate.” 
   
 “Let me sit down first. That woman is a handful.” 
   
 Felton laughed as Anthony dropped into an armchair, utterly exhausted from the heated exchange.  
   
 “I heard the entire conversation. Well, snippets. I received some odd looks from the servants as I had my glass to my ear pressed against the door. I must have been a sight.” 
   
 “I likely look a sight. I do not think that I could yet return to the party if she is there.” 
   
 “Are you frightened?” 
   
 “Did you not just see her?” 
   
 Felton laughed. “I see your point. Let me see if she was wise enough to leave and return home.” 
   
 His friend left, giving him time to recollect his thoughts. What a day! It seemed as though much had happened and the night was not yet spent. If he could, he would go to Elizabeth's residence at this moment just to see her beautiful face. But tomorrow was another day. Anthony intended on arriving at the Shepherd residence first thing in the morning, carry his mother's ring with him, and ask her to become his wife. Of course, he was still going to need the approval of her father, but he needed to show her his love.  
   
 Felton returned just as he ran through the words that he would speak to her upon seeing her. “It is all clear. It appears that she did not say much but excused herself and left. Our friends are quite interested to know what transpired between you both.” 
   
 “Which friends? I hope that you do not mean the mutual ones?” 
   
 “No. There have been a number of us hoping for your separation from Diana. I am the only one who has been vocal about it.” 
   
 “And her friends?” 
   
 “Do not concern yourself about them. They are in the parlour. Come, our companions are waiting for us in the drawing room. It is time to celebrate the end of the Dianian era and usher in the Elizabethan.” 
   
 Felton held out his hand to him and hoisted him up, clapping him on the back as he did so. Anthony, in turn, clasped his shoulder.  
   
 “Thank you,” he said. 
   
 “There is no need to thank me, Anthony. You would have done it for me as well.” 
   
 Smiling, they returned to the drawing room where several pairs of eyes turned to look at them. 
   
 “So,” a friend said. “Is there a celebration to be had? We all witnessed the Ice Queen leave the party in a huff.” 
   
 “Since when have you referred to Diana as the Ice Queen?” Anthony asked. 
   
 “Oh, for years now,” Felton answered. “I wanted to call her the Siren of Death, but our friends found it too morbid.” 
   
 Anthony laughed. “What else have you all been saying behind my back?” 
   
 “Many things,” another friend answered. “We've wanted to say it to your face for years, but we were wary of your fists. Felton was the only one to brave the Great Anthony.” 
   
 “Great Anthony?” 
   
 “Do not let it go to your head,” Felton cautioned. “Great Imbecile would have been more apt, but they wanted to be nice about it.” 
   
 The men laughed, and Anthony found himself joining in even though their words were not entirely complimentary.  
   

They are all right, I have been an imbecile. I was not able to see the truth, to see who Diana indeed was. I shall forever be in debt to Felton for his role in gaining my life back. 
   
 “So, tell us. What has become of Diana?” 
   
 “I have ended our courtship.” 
   
 A round of applause and a few shouts filled the room. Felton raised his hand, immediately bringing the noise to an end.  
   
 “Anthony,” he said. “Tell them what you plan on doing. For years we have watched you throw your life away on a woman who never cared for you. It is only right that we all get to hear what the Great Anthony will do with his life.” 
   
 “Why, I plan on marrying the love of my life.” 
   
 “The Lovely Elizabeth?” a friend asked. 
   
 “You had a name for her as well?” Anthony asked. 
   
 Felton laughed. “We have a name for everyone. It keeps things interesting.” 
   
 “Answer the question!” another friend insisted. 
   
 “Yes, I shall marry the Lovely Elizabeth, if she will have me.” 
   
 “Hear! Hear!” they all shouted. 
   
 Felton raised his glass of cognac. “To our friend Anthony. May he live long with his woman beside him.” 
   
 “Hear! Hear!” they all chorused again. 
   
 Anthony looked at Felton, seeing the pride and affection his friend had for him. It would have never been possible without him. In response, he raised his own glass to him, smiling as a look of understanding passed between them.  
   
 “Thank you,” he mouthed. 
   
 Felton gave an exaggerated bow. “At you service.” 
   
 Anthony did not have the words to describe how much he appreciated all that his friend had done for him and continued to do, but he felt that Felton probably knew it all already. That is what true friendship was. He only hoped that he could return the favour. His friend deserved a good woman to love, and if it was in his power to do so, he would help him find her. Henrietta would not have wanted him to pine away for her for the rest of his life. A good woman would put the spark back into his eyes. She would not replace Henrietta, but she would fill a void in his life. 
   
 As the night wore on, Anthony could only think of Elizabeth. It was just a matter of hours before he would be with her once again, and he could hardly wait. 
 



 Chapter 15 
   
 Elizabeth looked at the paper before her, not knowing what to say. Her parents needed to know what had happened thus far during their stay, but she found herself unable to write a word. It was too soon, but also long overdue. 
   
 What would her parents think once they found out what she had done? She could not keep the plan from them now that it had failed to secure the future she had hoped for her sister. As for her own future, it was not as clear as she had initially thought.  
   
 She merely needed time to herself. Just a few days to come to terms with everything and then she would be all right. At least, she hoped so. Never had she expected the plan to take such an unexpected and emotional turn. When had it begun to go so wrong? 
   
 From the beginning. She should have never agreed to such an idea A false courtship indeed. Who had ever heard of such? 
   
 But the rewards of the plan had pulled her in, making her a slave to its promises. Independence for her and marriage for her sister. But it was not to be. Perhaps Father would understand and cease this mission for her to be married. Would he truly force her into a marriage against her will?” 
   
 If she were to run away, where would she go? There was no guarantee that Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah would help her, although they were rather unconventional people. A disguise may help, but to what end? She could not be on the run for the rest of her life. She loved her family far too much for that. There had to be another way of tackling this situation. Although her heart was hurting, she had to be practical about the situation she was in. 
   
 There was no use in weeping over shed milk. What was done was done, there was no turning back the hands of time. Never mind the fact that she had spent most of the night crying and wishing that she could turn back the hands of time. 
   
 She should have kept away from that balcony as though the plague were upon them. But had she done that, she would have never met the man who had fulfilled all aspects of her ideal husband. She would have never known that such a man existed. 
   
 She also would have never known the pain that she was going through. Was there a word for her agony? How did one explain heartbreak? How did you take it away? 
   
 Elizabeth felt foolish for her feelings, and she only blamed herself. Had she not been the one to fall in love with a man who loved another? What sort of a woman would do that? Her sort, apparently. She walked into that false courtship knowing that Anthony loved Diana, that he wanted her back. That was the reason for the scheme. How could she have allowed herself to have affection for him beyond that of a friend? 
   
 Because she had been happy. Happier than she would have ever thought. Here was a man who understood her, enjoyed what she loved, and never grew tired of her chatter. Even their silences had been wonderful, as they were both comfortable enough with each other to not need every moment of the day to be filled with words. She sighed, putting her stationery away. There was to be no letter-writing that day for her head was much too filled with thoughts of Anthony. 
   
 She could not even be angry with him. He was only himself. It was not as though he had tried to make her fall in love with him, it had simply happened. 
   
 However... Had there not been moments between them? Flashes of memory filled her mind – their prolonged eye contact, their duet at the pianoforte, the heat at the touch of their hands, and what of that moment at the fountain? Had he been trying to tell her something? 
   
 Oh, Elizabeth did not know. What was the use of thinking this way? What good would it do? 
   
 She blew out a puff of air as she laid her head on her folded arms, using the writing desk as support. She was exhausted from the emotional turmoil, her lack of sleep, and memories that had no place in her life ahead of her.  
   
 She dared not look in the mirror lest she find a haggard woman staring back at her again. Elizabeth had done precisely that earlier out of habit, shocking even herself. She had quickly looked away, grimacing at the woman in the mirror.  
   
 Her life seemed to have been put on hold, but the funny thing was that life continued as usual about her. The sun still rose, the birds sang their songs, people called out to each other on the streets beyond her window, and breakfast was being prepared downstairs.  
   
 “The world has not stopped functioning, even though my life seems to have paused. Is this how it is meant to be?” 
   
 Elizabeth could not decide which was worse. Falling in love with a taken man or being rejected by that same man. It did not make it any better that she had known the rejection was coming. 
   
 She had never known that she would be foolish enough to love a man she stood no chance with beyond friendship. Although she sincerely doubted she had even that – Diana would never allow it. Where would her self-respect be if she were to pursue a friendship with him? Would it not seem strange to an outsider? 
   
 They never did speak of becoming friends after the plan. They had only spoken of what they would do once they parted ways. Anthony had likely proposed to Diana once more, and if she were wise enough, she would have accepted. However, Elizabeth had no intention of staying in London past a few days to hear of their happy reunion. Until her departure, she intended on staying in the townhouse. 
   
 Neither did she wish to hear of their happy life, not when her emotions were still quite raw. It was silly of her, but could not control how she felt.” 
   
 Elizabeth sighed again, sitting up straighter in her chair. She rubbed her nose, wincing as the raw flesh stung. She had forgotten about the state of her nose, the tenderness of it due to her night-time sobbing.  
   
 She expected to have a red nose as well. Everyone would know what she had been doing all night, but it would be acceptable as she had technically been rejected by her suitor. At least there was that. No one would question her, or rather she hoped that they would not. 
   
 She had not spoken to her aunt and uncle about the rejection yet, as she had avoided them for much of the night. But she imagined that Cecilia had informed them. Elizabeth hoped that her sister had not told them the truth about the situation, as she was not prepared to deal with the repercussions of it quite yet. There was only so much that she could handle, and at that moment guilt and heartbreak were the feelings that were consuming her. Shame would have to come later. Elizabeth gave a little jump in her chair when her door was suddenly flung open by her sister. 
   
 “Cecilia! What do you mean by this?” 
   
 Her sister stopped by the doorway, gave her a once-over, and grimaced. “You look a sight, Eliza.” 
   
 “Thank you, you are too kind.” 
   
 “It is true. Have you been crying the whole night?” 
   
 Elizabeth shrugged, not bothering to say anything. The answer was clear enough on her face. She was not sure what to make of her sister's jovial mood considering that she was so angry only the day before. But she did seem changed when she returned from her outing last night.  
   
 “Ceci, where did you go yesterday? I was fretful with thoughts that something had happened to you.” 
   
 Her sister smiled. “All in good time, dear sister. However, at this moment I wish for you to put more effort into your appearance. Do you have to wear that dress? I am sure that you have better looking day dresses.” 
   
 But Elizabeth was not remotely bothered by her appearance. What was bothering her was that her sister was not still angry. Cecilia was one to hold grudges, and remain upset for days on end. Considering that her wedding had been put on hold indefinitely, she was surprisingly cheerful. Elizabeth did not trust it, not one bit.  
   
 "Why are you in high spirits, Ceci? I expected you to still be angry with me for all I have done. I shall not hold it against you as I did do something entirely foolish."  
   
 “I shall not deny that I was upset last evening, but neither do I believe it useful or wise to dwell on the past. What is done is done.” 
   
 This was unlike her sister, which worried her. Elizabeth had expected to receive an earful today about what a terrible sister she was, or perhaps even the cold shoulder. 
   
 “Forgive me if I appear confused, but I do not understand your present mood. Do you plan on exacting revenge on me through feigned kindness?” 
   
 To her surprise, Cecilia laughed. Now she was most worried. Perhaps her actions had broken her? 
   
 “Eliza, you fret without reason. Why should I remain angry and morose for what has happened in the past?” 
   
 “That has always been your nature, Ceci. I deserve your anger for I have most certainly wronged you.” She peered closely at her sister. “You appear to be another person this morning.” 
   
 "People can change, it happens every day."  
   
 “Yes, but not this rapidly. I do not know whether to be relieved or worried.” 
   
 “I wish you to be happy, Eliza.” 
   
 To Cecilia’s obvious dismay, Elizabeth burst into tears. It was all too much for her. Her sister immediately ran to her, putting her arms around her. 
   
 “Eliza, whatever is the matter? Why do you cry so?” 
   
 Elizabeth shook her head, too overcome with emotion to respond. Cecilia patted her back, murmuring words of assurance to her. “Do not fret, Eliza. All will be well, you will see.” 
   
 “How?” she cried. “I have made a mess of things, Ceci. What can possibly happen for everything to go back to the way it was before? I wish we had never come to London!” 
   
 “Surely you do not mean that?” 
   
 “Oh, I do not know! Father should have granted you the marriage and let me do as I wanted with my life instead of sending us here.” She pulled away from Cecilia. “What do I to say to them once we return home? What will they think of me? The only one who will have all that he wished for is Anthony. I cannot be mad about it because I agreed to the plan knowing that there were risks. But I never thought that I would get my heart broken in the process!” 
   
 Her sister pulled her back, this time stroking her hair as their mother did usually did. “There, there, Eliza. Would it help if I said that I have forgiven you?” 
   
 Elizabeth cried all the more harder. She moved away from Cecilia and ran to her bed, throwing herself upon the covers. The bed dipped slightly as her sister sat down beside her. 
   
 “I know that you are hurting, Eliza, but I promise you that all will be fine.” 
   
 “How? It is no use, Ceci. I have made a blunder of everything. Why did I take that risk?” 
   
 “Well, I am glad that you took a risk.”  
   
 Still sniffing, Elizabeth sat up. “I do not understand. How can you be glad that I took a risk? If the plan had worked, then it would have been worth it. But it has not, has it?” 
   
 "You met Anthony who showed you that there was more to life than your music."  
   
 “What good did that do me?” 
   
 Cecilia smiled. “More than you know.” 
   
 “I fail to see how you can be so optimistic about this. Surely a heartache is not something to be happy about?” 
   
 “It depends on how you look at it.” 
   
 Elizabeth covered her eyes, falling back onto the bed. Her sister was thoroughly confusing her. “Ceci, I think that I should like to be alone.” 
   
 “Oh no, there is no time for that. You must come downstairs.” 
   
 “I am not hungry.” 
   
 Her sister tapped her on her thigh, making her remove a hand to glare at her with one eye. “Elizabeth Ramsbury, get off this bed this instant. I shall not allow you to wallow in your tears.” 
   
 “I am certain that this is not how you cure heartache.” 
   
 “Well, it is for you. I need you to get up, wash your face, fix your hair, and come downstairs with me. I shall not push you to change your dress, although it does look hideous.” 
   
 “Ceci, I am not in the mood for your fashion advice. Besides, it is not as though we will be receiving any visitors. And if we do, then I shall say that I am unwell.” 
   
 Cecilia shook her head and tapped harder on her thigh.  
   
 “I shall drag you if I must. You have been in this room since our return from the garden party. Do you not think that you should come out? What of our uncle and aunt? They are worried about you as well. Would you have them fret for nought?” 
   
 That made Elizabeth feel guilty. Her aunt and uncle had been nothing but kind to her. She did not wish for them to fret.  
   
 “Very well. Give me a moment to gather myself before I come down.” 
   
 “I think that I should wait for you. I do not trust you to do as you have said.” 
   
 “You have my word.” She sat up. “Look, I am up. If you kindly move to the side, I can get off this bed and get started.” 
   
 Cecilia stood up. “All right. Ten minutes should be ample time for you.” 
   
 “You wish to time me?” 
   
 “If you have a goal to work towards, I believe that you will ensure that you keep your word. Ten minutes, Eliza. I shall see you in a moment.” 
   
 Elizabeth watched her sister leave the room before getting up and pouring water into a bowl to freshen up. She hoped that the cold water would lessen the redness around her eyes and nose, as well as reduce the swollen look that crying always seemed to give her. It was one of the reasons she seldom cried – she looked terrible while doing so. Elizabeth often admired and envied the women who could cry so prettily. Even a red nose and swollen eyes looked good on them. 
   
 She finally looked in the mirror, taking note of the damage her crying had done. 
   
 Ugh, red splotches. She looked as though she had been stung by a bee.” Her eyes, nose, and mouth were swollen, and her cheeks were a bright pink. And what on earth had happened to her hair? It was a tangled mess. Mama would not be pleased. This would not do – she could not go downstairs in this condition. 
   
 She plunged her face into the water, hoping that the coldness would take some of the swelling and redness away. When she could no longer hold her breath, she came up for air, spluttering slightly. Looking in the mirror, she tried to see a difference, but there was none. She plunged her face in for the second time, this time making sure to take a deep breath. The second immersion yielded more results, so she started on her hair, wincing as the brush came into contact with knots. Thick hair is both a blessing and a curse. 
   
 Elizabeth could vaguely hear a carriage draw up to the house and stop, but she paid it no mind as she knew that the postmaster often arrived at this time to deliver mail. A quick plait of her hair, a smear of face cream, a spray of perfume, and she was ready.  
   
 Ceci could not say that she had not put in an effort to look more presentable. Satisfied with her appearance, she put on a brave smile and made her way downstairs. 
   
 * 
   
 Cecilia could hardly contain her excitement as she skipped down the stairs. All was going as she had planned, now it was for Anthony to come and take over. She paused on the last step, composed herself, and continued the rest of the way to the parlour. There she found her aunt and uncle in playful conversation. They both looked up when she entered the room. 
   
 “How is she?” Aunt Deborah asked. 
   
 “As can be expected, but she will be coming down shortly.” 
   
 “Poor thing, to be rejected so early in the courtship,” her uncle commented. 
   
 Cecilia longed to tell them that everything would be resolved soon, but she had given her word to Anthony. Besides, this was fun. Finally, she was doing something meaningful for her sister. Cecilia was aware that she and her sister were miles apart in personality, but that did not mean that they could not be as they were before their differences drew them so. 
   
 “I believe that everything will work out in the end.” 
   
 “Scoundrel,” Uncle Noah exclaimed. “Leaving our Elizabeth for that Jezebel.” 
   
 “Uncle!” 
   
 “Is it not true?” he continued. “I may be old, but I have heard things about that Diana Lambert, her father too. That man is a fool to choose her over our Elizabeth.” 
   
 Cecilia smiled. “Uncle Noah, do you listen to gossip?” 
   
 “Gossip?” he asked. “Not me, child. It is information to me.” 
   
 Aunt Deborah laughed. “Tell the truth, Noah dear. You are quite the gossiper.” 
   
 Uncle Noah picked up his tea, mumbling as he did so. This only made them laugh harder. A knock at the door had them all turning as a maid entered. 
   
 “A Lord Cavendish is here to see Miss Ramsbury.” 
   
 Uncle Noah suddenly sprung out of his chair, making them jump. 
   
 “Noah dear!” her aunt cried. “Your back.” 
   
 "There is nothing wrong with my back, my dove. What is wrong is that man thinking that he can come in here and expect to see Elizabeth after he publicly rejected her. That she-devil did it to him, and he would do it to our Elizabeth? I shall not allow him into my house, or my name is not Noah Shepherd!"  
   
 Cecilia looked at her uncle. She had never seen him so heated before in her life. He was usually a calm man, one who would laugh sooner than become angry. Her aunt looked shocked herself, her face one of worry and a bit of excitement. The situation would surely escalate quickly if she did not step in, so she stood up, clearing her throat. 
   
 “Uncle Noah, Aunt Deborah, it is all right. Anthony is here for a special reason.” 
   
 “A special reason?” her aunt asked. “Do you know something?” 
   
 “I do, but I cannot speak of it yet – it is a surprise. Please, let Lord Cavendish in.” 
   
 Uncle Noah narrowed his eyes. “Let him in? Do I look as though I have taken leave of my senses? I shall tell that young man what he can do about his surprise. Where is he?” 
   
 He looked at the maid whose eyes were enlarged. 
   
 “He said that he would remain at the door until he was allowed in by the master of the house.” 
   
 He marched forward, Cecilia running after him. Her aunt followed, crying after them. 
   
 “Noah!” her aunt cried. “Think of your heart.” 
   
 “I am as strong as an ox, woman! Do not deter me from teaching that scoundrel a lesson!” 
   
 “But you will be hurt,” Aunt Deborah countered. “He is much younger.” 
   
 “But I have experience.” 
   
 Cecilia realised then that she had to say something or things could turn ugly. 
   
 “Uncle Noah, he is no longer with Miss Lambert. He is here to propose to Elizabeth.” 
   
 Everyone stopped. 
   
 “What is this?” her aunt asked. 
   
 “Yes, it is true,” she insisted. “He asked me not to speak a word of it, but as you both had become quite... excited, I realised that I had to say something.” 
   
 However, Uncle Noah was not yet satisfied with her explanation. “Oh, so he has had second thoughts? I see, Miss Lambert was not treating him well? It has only been a day – a record in my old eyes.” 
   
 Her aunt went to him and laid a hand on his arm. “Noah dear, let us hear what Lord Cavendish has to say.” 
   
 “Lord Cavendish?” 
   
 Cecilia heard her sister's stricken voice behind them. They all turned to look at the stairs where Elizabeth stood frozen. 
   
 “Yes,” Cecilia said. “He is here to see you. Will you accept his visit?” 
   
 Her sister remained silent. 
   
 “You do not have to see him, child,” Uncle Noah said. 
   
 "Noah," her aunt whispered. "Do not interfere. Allow the children to deal with this."  
   
 Cecilia looked at her sister, worried that she would deny him. Finally, she spoke. 
   
 “I shall see him in the parlour. Will that be acceptable?” 
   
 “Of course, dear,” her aunt replied. 
   
 Her sister nodded her head, but there was something in her eyes that Cecilia felt the need to reassure her. 
   
 “Eliza?” 
   
 “Hmm?” 
   
 “Everything will be all right.” 
   
 Elizabeth smiled. “You have said that already.” 
   
 Cecilia watched her sister walk to the parlour, her back straight but her head down. Then she turned to her uncle. “Uncle Noah, please open the door. It is rude to keep our visitor waiting. What would people say?” 
   
 “When did I start caring about what people say? But I shall open it – God help him if he hurts her again.” 
   
 “We will have to see,” she replied. 
   
 The door was opened, letting in the man who would either be her sister's happiness, or her pain. 
   
 * 
   
 Elizabeth's palms were sweating. Why should Anthony wish to see her? They had said all they needed to say yesterday. 
   
 Against her better judgement, she felt her hope rise. Was there a small chance that he had decided that Diana was not the woman for him? She became still when the door opened. Her back was turned, but somehow she knew that it was him. 
   
 “Why are you here, Anthony?” 
   
 “I have made a terrible mistake.” 

 


Could it be...? 


 

 She took a deep breath, exhaled, and turned to face him. Her breath caught in her throat as soon as she saw him. How could her treacherous heart still beat wildly for him? 
   
 “And what mistake would that be?” 
   
 Her voice was surprisingly level, but she could not mask the emotions running through her. He opened his mouth to speak but seemed to change his mind. Instead, he walked to her, dropping down to his knees before her. With his head bowed, he spoke.  
   
 “Forgive me, Elizabeth.” 
   
 She found that she could not move, but she could speak. “What do I need to forgive you for? You have done nothing wrong.” 
   
 He looked up. “I have hurt you and hurt myself in the process. Going back to Diana was the worst decision I could have made, but even worse was letting you walk away from me.” 
   
 Elizabeth closed her eyes, hardly believing what he was saying. “I do not understand,” she whispered. 
   
 “Please, my love, look at me.” 
   
 My love? Silent tears started to stream down her face, but she did as he asked. On one knee, he held a beautiful ring to her. But she could not let herself give in to her feelings, she needed to know what he wanted from her.  
   
 “What is this? Why are you doing this?” 
   
 “Elizabeth, every moment spent with you has left an impression upon my life. From that moment at the balcony, I knew that there was something, but I could not understand then that my heart had begun to link itself to yours. Every smile, every laugh, every word you have uttered I have stored in my memory to think over when I am alone. Even when I am not with you, I think of you, planning when I might see you again. At first, I explained it away by saying that it was all part of the plan, but the heart does not lie. Yesterday at the fountain, I wished to tell you how I felt, but I believed that you did not feel the same way, so I remained silent. When I saw Diana, I shall admit that I did not know what to do. But when you walked away from me, I could feel my heart lose the peace and joy you had brought to my life."  
   
 “Why?” 
   
 "Because you were made for me. Elizabeth, I have adored your sharp wit and tender heart, the way in which you care for others. I never thought to meet a woman who would love music or the opera as much as I do. In fact, your skill on the pianoforte is far greater than mine, and yet we were able to complement each other and perform a perfect duet."  
   
 She smiled. She too had had the same thoughts, but she had been trying to banish them since leaving the garden party. 
   
 “Elizabeth, I do not wish to stifle your dreams and creativity. I want you to grow, but I wish for you to grow with me by your side. I shall hire many servants to make sure that you are free to do as you wish – you needn't give up who you are when you are married to me.” 
   
 This was truly happening. Anthony was speaking about their future together, but he had yet to ask the question. 
   
 “What are you trying to say, Anthony?” 
   
 He stared deeply into her eyes. “Elizabeth Ramsbury, I love you with every fibre of my being. I love who you are. Would you do me the honour of becoming my wife?” 
   
 These were the words she had longed to hear but never hoped to. She responded by cupping his cheeks. "Perhaps the mundane responsibilities of marriage will not be so terrible if there were love and joy involved."  
   
 He looked at her hopefully. “Is that a yes?” 
   
 She nodded. “Nothing would make me happier than to spend the rest of my life with the man I love with every fibre of my being.” 
   
 She held her hand out to him, letting him slip the ring on her finger. Elizabeth yelped with surprise when Anthony stood up, picked her up, and spun her around with a shout of laughter. 
   
 “Anthony!” she gushed. 
   
 He stopped, but he did not release her. Instead, he looked down at her, his eyes confirming everything he had just said. When he brought his head low, she closed her eyes, knowing instinctively that he was about to kiss her. As his lips touched hers, she felt her body start to tremble. Elizabeth felt his arms wrap around her, bringing her in closer. His scent, warmth and the meeting of their lips were a heady combination. She felt as though she were both melting and floating, not altogether sure that her feet were still on the ground. Elizabeth felt him pour out his love for her in that single kiss, his tenderness her undoing. When the door was suddenly opened, they leapt apart, both smiling guiltily at each other as Cecilia burst into the room.  
   
 “Oh, this is what I had been hoping for! I am so happy!” 
   
 Her sister ran to them, embracing them both. Elizabeth could not help but feel a little embarrassed for having been caught kissing, but Cecilia did not seem to mind. It was not long before her aunt and uncle entered the room, their eyes still suspicious as they looked at Anthony. It did not take her long to explain to them what had happened, eventually receiving their approval as well.  
   
 They were granted some time alone, and as she sat beside him talking, a part of her still did not believe that Anthony had come back for her, but here he was, staring adoringly into her eyes.  
   

He loves me, he truly loves me. And to think that had I not come to London, I would have never met him. I shall have to thank Father for forcing me to come. 
   
 “What are you thinking?” he asked. 
   
 “I need to thank my father for insisting that I come here. Had he not done so...” 
   
 “Then I must thank him as well. Indeed, I am indebted to him.” 
   
 “Do you think we should tell him of how we came to be?” 
   
 He chuckled. “I doubt that your father would approve of our method.” 
   
 Elizabeth smiled. She would always be grateful that the plan did not go according to their initial desired end.  
   
 Who knew that a false courtship would lead to true love? 
 



 Epilogue 
   
 Elizabeth concentrated on the keys before her, knowing that her husband was doing the same. This particular piece of music was one of the most challenging to date, but she relished challenges. She gave Anthony a side look, smiled at the adorable frown on his brow, and returned her gaze to the instrument.  
   
 They had been married for a little over a year, and she could not be happier. Of course, the beginning had been a tad tense, what with coming clean about the false courtship. Both her and Anthony had decided to reveal the truth about their whirlwind romance as many questions had been raised about it. People wished to know why he had rejected her in favour of Diana, only to reject Diana as well within a day.  
   
 It had been quite the scandal when the truth surfaced, but it did not negatively affect them, which had surprised her. If anything, people thought it was the single most romantic thing to have taken place during a season. It read like a story, a love story with a happy ending. But it may have ended terribly had Cecilia not stepped in and changed the course of their lives by her bravery. Now her sister was also happily married and pregnant. Their babies would only be a month apart, with Cecilia having hers first. Elizabeth felt the baby moving around in her belly as though responding to the music. Her pregnancy was going relatively well, but she was still nervous about being a good mother – her sister seemed more prepared for motherhood than she was. Ceci had surprised her with how effortlessly she stepped into the role of the perfect wife and soon-to-be mother. Although Elizabeth had also been happy, it had been quite the adjustment. 
   
 Becoming a baron's wife was no small thing either. Elizabeth had never imagined the responsibilities that a having title would create. But unlike most husbands, Anthony had helped her transition into her role as Lady Cavendish. He indeed had been a loving husband, and perhaps more paranoid than she was concerning this pregnancy. Even walking down the stairs was a worry for him, afraid that she might become light-headed and fall. While she had been dizzy for most of her pregnancy, she hardly thought it necessary to take measures such as convert one of the downstairs parlours into a bedroom for them. But Anthony had insisted, and as she loved him, she had given into him.  
   
 A sudden hard kick on the left of her swollen abdomen had her leaving the keys to rub her belly.  
   
 “Oof! My, but you are a busy little bee this day.” 
   
 “What is it? Has something happened? Must I call the doctor?” Anthony had also stopped playing, his eyes fearful as he stared at her. 
   
 She shook her head. “There is no need for a doctor, my love. This baby has been wriggling about for quite some time now. He or she must like this piece that we are playing.” 
   
 His look of relief was quite comical. He was devoted to the baby and to Elizabeth and she could not have asked for a better husband and father. 
   
 “Then our baby has an ear for music,” he replied. “There may be the next great composer in your belly just waiting to come out and amaze the world. Right after you, of course.” 
   
 "That would certainly be lovely. However, for now, I am concerned about him or her coming into this world as healthy as can be."  
   
 Just the other day she had heard about a woman who had become sick during pregnancy, resulting in her child being born deformed. While Elizabeth would still love her baby regardless of his or her appearance, her love would not be able to shield it from the judging world. 
   
 “You are in perfect health – the doctor said as much during his last visit. Our baby will be healthy and perfect. Just like you.” 
   
 She smiled. “Perfect is not a word I would use to describe myself.” 
   
 “To me you are. You made me the happiest man when you became my wife.” 
   
 He leaned towards her to kiss her forehead, her cheeks, even her nose, and finally a tender kiss on her lips. Elizabeth always became a pool of liquid when Anthony kissed her. She was a helpless woman under his spell, and she never wanted to be released. He broke the kiss to place his cheek against her belly, murmuring sweet nothings. Anthony enjoyed touching her belly, often talking to it even in the presence of company. He was utterly shameless about his love for her and their unborn child, not caring what people thought of him.  
   
 “Something tells me that our baby will be spoilt.” 
   
 He chuckled. “I do not deny that.” 
   
 “I see how the future will be. I shall be the one to discipline, and you will be the one to console. Am I correct?” 
   
 “Again, I do not deny that.” 
   
 She laughed out loud. “We shall see.” 
   
 He grinned as he stood up, holding his hand out to her. "Come, sit on a more comfortable chair while I play something that I hope you and all our future children will enjoy."  
   
 “You have written something?” 
   
 “Yes, for the baby. It has been playing in my heart ever since I learnt that I was to be a father. It took some time to put on paper, and I am still perfecting it. But it is ready enough for a first listen. Perhaps you can tell me if I am on the right track?” 
   
 “You never cease to amaze me, Anthony.” 
   
 “And I would prefer to keep it that way.” 
   
 He helped her up, leading her to an armchair he had specially ordered to be made for her during her pregnancy. It had a support for her back and a footstool that she could easily push forward and back when she wished. Once she was settled, he kissed her belly and returned to the instrument.  
   
 “I have not given the lullaby a name yet, but I am open to ideas.” 
   
 She nodded. “Play, and we will surely come up with something.” 
   
 He turned to the instrument, wriggled his fingers, and started to play. Elizabeth was always one to judge a piece of music by the emotions that she felt. If it did not move her, then it was not something she would listen to again. This melody, however, brought quick tears to her eyes, filling her heart with contentment and peace.  
   
 As she sat in her chair, her mind travelled to thoughts of her sister. Was she as happy as she was? Cecilia had expressed inexplicable joy being married to Percy. It seemed they both had wonderful husbands who doted on them.  
   

I should write her a letter, I am sure that she is due any moment now.  
   
 Not wanting to disturb Anthony, she tiptoed to her writing desk, took the stationery out of the drawer, and sat down to write her letter.  
   
   
   

July 1816 


 


Dear Ceci,


 


It is a beautiful day in London. The birds are singing, the sun is not too hot, and my flowers have bloomed. I am particularly happy about that as I was worried that they would die while I was away. After some time in the countryside, Anthony and I decided to return to the place where our love was born. We both thought it only fitting to celebrate our first anniversary here. It seems like just yesterday that we arrived in London for the season. I admit that I was none too happy about it, as you very well know, but it all worked out in the end. 


 


The baby has been quite active during these last few months, especially when a good piece of music is played. I attended the opera a few days ago and found myself most distracted by the leaping in my belly. Just now, as I played a duet with Anthony, he or she started to wriggle so much that I had to stop. I wonder if I shall have a baby girl or a boy first? Anthony does not mind, neither do I. I merely hope that my baby will be healthy and whole.


 


How is your pregnancy? I know that you were slightly queasy for quite some time – Percy was worried that you would never have any sustenance. I do hope that you are able to eat more. I have been eating as a horse does which is terrible. Anthony assures me that I look radiant and beautiful, but I feel as though I waddle as a duck does. Mind you, Anthony would still love me were I a hundred pounds over my current weight. Not that I would get to that state. Some good exercise and keeping away from Cook's desserts will be a must once I have given birth. I had a strange craving for crushed peanuts on my porridge the other day, and you know that I am not fond of peanuts. 


 


I think it simply wonderful that we are pregnant at the same time. I do wish that we could spend more time together, comparing notes about our pregnancies, encouraging the other when a day is quite challenging, but Anthony has been quite good about it as well. He seldom leaves my side, preferring to spend his free time with me. Our bedroom is now on the ground floor, which is odd but I have grown used to it. Do you remember my dizzy spells? Anthony was gravely worried that I would fall while walking up or down the stairs, so he has made me promise him not to venture on the stairs until the doctor assures him that my light-headedness is a thing of the past. I cannot deny him anything, and he knows it. Besides, he only wishes to take care of me, and if I must sleep downstairs in what used to be my parlour, then so be it. As I write this letter, he is playing a beautiful lullaby that he has written for the baby. It indeed is a lovely piece – I am holding myself from crying or there might be splashes on this letter. 


 


Mama and Papa seem to be quite happy with each other, which is astonishing. I have never seen them act so kindly towards each other. Perhaps they have set their differences aside and reconciled? I certainly hope so. They were with us some days ago for a week or so. I am glad that Papa did not hold the false courtship against Anthony, or I might never have been allowed to marry him. He and Papa have become good friends and Papa absolutely adores him, as you know. Before they departed, Mama commented that she had the best sons-in-law in the whole of England, possibly the world. Anthony and Percy are fortunate to have in-laws who are not demanding or overly critical. It would have been a blessing to meet Anthony's parents, but that was never to be. We made a special visit to their graves a fortnight ago to pay our respects and replace the flowers we had left there during our last visit. They must have been good people to have raised a son like my husband. 


 


Felton has found a special woman. He is not saying much about it yet, but I believe that courtship will be announced soon. I am happy for him and hope that she will be the one for him. Her name is Isabella Sykes. Perhaps you know of her? She is quite petite and blonde – I feel like an African elephant next to her. More so now that I am pregnant and near to popping out of my dresses. I have had new dresses made in the last month as my other ones have ceased to fit. My new dresses look as though several people could fit into them quite comfortably. I told Anthony to buy me material, and I would make the dresses myself, but he insisted that he did not want his pregnant wife to overwork herself.


 


I hardly do anything but eat, read and play music. I am allowed a stroll through the garden, but only when he is around. He is afraid that I shall have a fainting spell and fall, or even trip on an exposed root or a stone. This is our first pregnancy, so I suppose his worry is understandable, but I do wonder if he will do the same with the second baby? Oh dear me! I have not yet given birth and yet I am speaking about the next baby! I would like three, but Anthony would like five or seven – no even numbers. I have asked him why not four or six, but he is adamant that we are not to have an even number of children. He is a strange man at times, but I love him all the more.


 


I sincerely hope that our children will spend much time together and grow up as close as we have been. They will be cousins, but I would have them treat each other like brothers and sisters. There is nothing better than a family being united as one. Perhaps we can spend Christmas together by alternating as hostesses? One year can be at my house, and the following at yours. Of course, we will need to have a Christmas in our childhood home as well. I thought that we could do so this year? By then we will both be mothers with our own bundles of joy. I am sure that Mama would love to see her grandchildren, Father as well. The house must be empty without us, however, judging by their last visit to us here in London, they do not look strained. 


 


Aunt Deborah and Uncle Noah send their love and request that you visit them before the year is out. I was with them just yesterday, and they are still the same adorable couple that we love. If we think about it, they also had a part to play in my happiness. To think that Uncle Noah had once wished to lay a hand on Anthony for my honour. Today, they are great friends. They will be leaving soon to travel to each of their children's homes and will be away for several months. 


 


I ran into Miss Lambert during my time at the seamstress. She did not say much to me, but I did notice that she is not the same woman. Gone is that hard glint in her eyes. I honestly do not wish her any ill, and neither does Anthony.


 


That is all the news that I have at this moment. I look forward to hearing from you.


 


Your Loving Sister,


 


Eliza


 

 Elizabeth folded the letter once and slipped it into an envelope. The postmaster would arrive that evening to do one last round of mail. She would give it to him then. The piece that Anthony was playing ended on a sweet note. Rather than wait for him to come to her, she went to him and placed her arms about him. 
   
 “That was lovely, Anthony. I am sure that our baby will love it.” 
   
 He lifted her arms to turn around, making her sit in his lap once he was facing her. He placed one hand on her belly. 
   
 “It shall not be long before this little one greets the world. Have I ever told you how happy I am and how much I love you?” 
   
 She smiled. “Yes, several times a day.” 
   
 “Then it is not enough. It needs to be every minute of every day.” 
   
 “I believe that you have already achieved that. You show your love for me in little ways and big ways. Every time I sit in my armchair, I am reminded of your love. When I sleep in our new bedroom, I am reminded of your love. Hearing you play the lullaby is a reminder of your love. I am surrounded by your love, Anthony, and there is not a place that I would rather be than in your arms.” 
   
 “Good, because I shall never let you go.” 
   
 She laughed and kissed his brow. "Is that a threat?"  
   
 “No, a promise. I shall follow you wherever you may go – you will never be rid of me.” 
   
 “I would never wish to be rid of you. I do not think that I could survive a day without you. Or perhaps I may survive, but I shall not be living. How did we come to be so dependent on each other?” 
   
 “I suppose that a love like ours only comes once in a lifetime, and once you find it, you never wish to be apart from the person you love.” 
   
 What he said was true for she felt it keenly every day. Her life was entwined with his, and his with hers.  
   
 “We are hopelessly in love, and happily so.” 
   
 Right then the baby kicked where Anthony had his hand. He looked at her in wonder. “I think I just felt a little hand,” he said. 
   
 “I believe that was the baby's way of including itself in our conversation.” 
   
 Her husband's eyes grew misty as he gazed at her. He laid his head gently on her belly, hugging her to him. Elizabeth stroked his hair, loving this beautiful moment with her little family. This was all she never knew she wanted. They sat like this for some time, not moving. As the sun set and cast shadows in the room, she knew that not even darkness could extinguish their light. 
   
   

THE END

   
   
   

Can't get enough of Elizabeth and Lord Cavendish?


 


Then make sure to check out the Extended Epilogue to find out… 


 


How big a family will the happy couple have created in 10 years’ time?


How does Emily’s daughter bond with her grandmother over music?


What wonderful change occurred in Elizabeth’s parent’s marriage?
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(After reading the Extended Epilogue, turn the page to read the first chapters from “A Charming Lady for the Intriguing Baronet”, my Amazon Best-Selling novel!)

 




 



 A Charming Lady for the Intriguing Baronet 
 



Introduction 
   
 If Selina had her way, she would gladly marry a commoner and live out her days in pure happiness. Meeting Alex reinforces her belief that the life that she has dreamed about may be right in front of her. But then she discovers Alex’s true identity! How could she understand the reasons behind his little trickery and be open to explore their powerful connection? 
   
 Alexander Russell, the sixth Baronet of Chesterfield, knows that he bears the heavy duty of producing an heir. Moreover, he is no ignorant to women trying to trap him into marriage, and that only makes him shy away from marrying. Until he meets Selina who is a breath of fresh air! She gives him hope, only to take it away when she rejects him for the very reason that makes him the most eligible bachelor for miles around. Can he convince her that he is “the one” for her? 
   
 Their first encounter was what connected them but also what kept them apart. Even if Selina can't forget, will she be able to forgive Alexander, and finally admit her growing feelings towards him? Can the charming Baronet compensate for a rocky start and earn Selina’s trust so that they can overcome the obstacles and experience this electric connection between them? 
 



 Chapter 1 
   
   
 Selina believed that there was simply nothing better than solitude and the beauty of nature.  
   
   
 “I would be quite content to spend my days gazing upon all that is natural about me. I sincerely doubt that even our greatest architects shall be able to effectively emulate the colours, vibrancy and aliveness of nature. That job has solely been left to the artists.” 
   
   
 She lay on her back, linking her fingers behind her head. There was no one to judge her here; it was just her and the woodland creatures that were curiously peeking out of their nests and burrows, staring at her. Selina had left the well-manicured lawns of the estate to venture farther out, seeking inspiration.  
   
   
 “None was to be had in the house, not with Mama and Aunt judging my every move. They would surely scold me for the state of my hands and dress!” 
   
   
 She sat up, turning her hands over and grimacing at the smudge of charcoal. 
   
   
 “I would not care to be filthy, but Mama does become rather tedious about my level of cleanliness.” 
   
   
 Her dress had handprints along the front and the sides, offending black smudges that stood out against the light blue of her cotton dress.  
   
   
 “I suppose my choice of dress has not helped my cause either. However, I am quite sure that Teresa shall remove these stains in a wink of an eye. That woman is an absolute whiz with stains.” 
   
   
 The laundry maid of the estate had thus far managed to remove every stain that Selina had managed to find during her walks. A quickly-snatched custard from the kitchen was payment enough for the sweet maid. “Ophelia may have met her match in Teresa. They both enjoy an abundance of sweet treats. I do feel somewhat envious of their ability to consume large quantities of sweets and yet retain their slender forms. I need only look at a sweet pastry to find a sudden increase in girth.” 
   
   
 Selina was by no means large, but she had a pleasant plumpness that could easily tip a scale in the wrong direction if she were not mindful of her dessert intake. The daily walks that she took were helpful in keeping her form within society’s standards. 
   
   
 “Heaven forbid I should suddenly take on the likeness of a stuffed pig – Mama would be mortified.” 
   
   
 Her mother certainly meant well, but her eagerness to keep within the accepted rules of social customs was enough to have Selina chomping at the bit. She flopped onto her back once more and admired the clouds in all their misshapen glory. As children, Selina and her sister used to cloud gaze, picking out the different shapes and naming them. 
   
   
 Ophelia would often see castles, knights in their armour, and even princes on their noble steeds, whereas Selina would see great battles being fought, animals trotting about, and landscapes just waiting to be sketched. Of course, it was all subjective, but it was an enjoyable pastime. Ophelia rarely cloud gazed, as she was more concerned with the fashion, music, and socialising. However, they still spent a significant amount of time together, giggling and conspiring as only sisters can do.  
   
   
 Selina rolled her head to her left, encountering the gaze of a red deer. She went still, not wanting to startle the woodland creature. The backdrop of the woods framed the deer perfectly; coupled with the rolling sky, there was only one thing that she could do. Selina slowly got up, keeping her eyes on the deer.  
   
   
 “Do not run away, please.” 
   
   
 Her sketching materials lay beside her, ready to be picked up and put to work. Selina settled herself into a comfortable position and placed the sketchpad upon her knees, but as her hand met the page, a sudden gunshot echoed throughout the surrounding area, startling the deer and causing it to disappear into the woods behind it.  
   
   
 “Balderdash! What ill luck! I have half a mind to give those hunters a piece of my mind! When will they let those poor pheasants alone? How many pheasants can one possibly eat?”  
   
   
 Selina was against hunting for sport, believing it to be futile and savage. 
   
   
 “Mother Nature has done a splendid job of controlling animal population upon this earth for centuries. Why do humans believe it acceptable and desirable to kill animals? And yet they would seek to imprison poor people who hunt for sustenance. Deplorable behaviour.”  
   
   
 The deer was gone, but she still needed a study to sketch. 
   
   
 “Perhaps I shall find something suitable as I return to the house.” 
   
   
 Selina got to her feet, still disgruntled by the loss of her deer. She had yet to sketch anything that afternoon, and her main aim had been to find inspiration in nature. Selina had already drawn flowers, trees, birds, and the river that ran on the far side of the estate, but today she wished for something else.   
   
   
 “An emotion, something that says much but does not speak. That deer would have been a most perfect specimen. I would have allowed her eyes to speak, captured the tense stance of her nimble body.” 
   
   
 But there was nothing for it; she needed to focus her creative flair in another direction. Selina retrieved her sketching material and went in search of something worthy to sketch. Not that the scene about her was not decent, but nothing had communicated with her as the deer had done. She headed back to the house, taking her time as she did so. The country estate was vast, stretching across acres of land that included expansive green lawn, a tailored flower garden that, although beautiful, seemed almost unnatural in its geometric style. 
   
   
 Selina had noticed that a river ran towards the edge of the country estate, but she had been too far to explore it any further. She had already gone farther than expected by that point, and evening had been fast approaching. But tomorrow she intended to go down and hopefully be inspired by the river. Selina stopped her slow walk back to the house to flip through the pages of her sketchbook, admiring her own handiwork. Not that she was prideful of her work for she was a modest young woman, but not even she could deny that her eye for detail did make for a vivid picture. 
   
   
 The sketches seemed almost alive as if she could reach out and touch them, feeling the smoothness of a petal or the warmth of an animal. She resumed her walking, pondering upon her works. Selina may not be accomplished in the areas that matter to her mother, but she had the ability to bring a mere sketch to life. That mattered more to her than the sweetest of singing voices, the nimblest of fingers upon a piano, and a graceful poise during a dance. Ophelia was more so gifted in these areas, but Selina did not begrudge her sister anything. 
   
   
 “Better her than me. I would much rather be out in the open than behind closed doors, pandering to the gentry as they survey me with critical eyes.” 
   
   
 Her belly grumbled, alerting her to the fact that she had last eaten breakfast many hours earlier. However, she had no intention of returning to the house just yet. 
   
   
 “Perhaps a few apples from the orchard shall settle my hunger pangs. But I must take care not to be noticed by Mama, or she will demand that I enter the house and take up a more suitable pastime, such as writing letters to my dreadful cousins.”  
   
   
 And they indeed were dreadful beings. Selina’s father had a brother with four children, two of whom were close in age to her. They just happened to be two girls who had a penchant for bullying her, especially in their schoolroom days. Susan and Martha possessed a mean streak that they revealed to a select few people, and by that she meant herself. The sisters were two years apart, with Susan being the eldest of the two as well as the ringleader to all her bullying. 
   
   
 Selina, always being the shorter one of the family, remembered being tied to trees and left alone, chairs being pulled out from under her as she meant to sit down, her clothing mysteriously turning up with holes, and of course, that would earn her a scolding from her mother.  Now that they were older, their taunts had taken on the form of cleverly-crafted comments that cut to the quick. Many of their comments were a dig at her red hair and the light smattering of freckles across her nose.   
   
   
 “Although I do gather that they will see fit to torment me with unbridled hatred.”  
   
   
 They had all attended the Season together, and lo and behold, Selina’s combination of alabaster skin, titian hair, and emerald green eyes had been a success. Suitors had been clamouring to speak with her, and her cousins had been livid. Long had they drummed into Selina that her appearance was no match for their more conventional brunette hair and peachy skin. English roses, they called themselves, while Selina was compared to a prickly thorn. Imagine their surprise when she turned out to be a success. However, they should not have become angry as Selina’s popularity had soon waned when the suitors discovered her intelligence, as well as her open manner of using it in conversation. 
   
   
 An Englishman did not want a wife with a voice of her own; neither did they want a wife whose intelligence surpassed their own. As a result, Susan and Martha had returned with marriage proposals, while Selina had none. However, this did nothing to assuage their anger, as the very men they were engaged to had done nothing but cling to Selina’s company at first, before moving onto them when they realised that she was not what they wanted. Selina was secretly pleased to have not made a match, despite her mother’s fretful cries. She had no wish to be matched to a pompous Englishman, especially not the sort that enjoyed the company of her insipid cousins.   
   
   
 “Good day, Miss Seymour. I take it that you have been for a walk?” 
   
   
 Selina stopped in her tracks, turning to greet the young scullery maid.  
   
   
 “Good day, Agnes. Yes, I was seeking inspiration from the land.” 
   
   
 Agnes looked at her smudged hands and dress, grinning. 
   
   
 “I take it that you found some?” 
   
   
 Selina had drawn a few flowers and leaves, but they had not been what she was looking for. The deer would have been a perfect specimen, but of course, her plan had been foiled by hunters.  
   
   
 “Not what I was looking for. I am still searching.” 
   
   
 Selina only just noticed the basket of apples resting on the girl’s hips. I hope that she has not picked all the ripe apples! 

   
   
 “Does Mrs Albermale intend to make apple pie?” 
   
   
 “Yes, some will be turned into pie, but the Mistress wants applesauce for the roast suckling pig that Mrs Albermale will be making for dinner tomorrow.”  
   
   
 Selina pulled her face. “I take it that one of the piglets that I petted just this morning shall become my dinner tomorrow?” 
   
   
 The maid chuckled. “I shall leave it there, Miss. I must be going, or Mrs Albermale will have my head.”  
   
   
 The estate cook loathed to be kept waiting, which was perfectly understandable. Anyone would be impatient when there were several hungry mouths to feed, all of a discerning palate, or rather, said discerning palate. Selina believed that her family tended to put on unnecessary airs in certain company, which could be amusing at times.  
   
   
 Agnes returned to the house while Selina continued to the orchard, meeting a few other servants along the way. The country estate was always buzzing with activity and only truly settled near midnight. Several times Selina had crept downstairs well after dinner, hoping to find a good book to sink into bed with, and would see a few servants milling about, usually putting things into order ready for the next day or extinguishing a few lamps on their way to their own servants’ quarters. Selina would sometimes stop to chat with them, but if they looked rather weary, then she would quietly pass them by, carrying her own lamp into the library.   
   
   
 The orchard came into view, and Selina was relieved to see that the trees were plentiful and the apples low enough to reach. Her day dress had pockets, something that she had insisted upon with their seamstress. She placed her sketching materials upon a flat rock and stuffed her pockets with as many apples as possible, intending to give some to the farm animals. Selina decided to steer clear of the pig pen–she was afraid that she would recognise the suckling pig that would grace the dinner table the next evening.  
   
   
 “I shall stick to the stables and avert my eyes as I pass the pigsty.” 
   
   
 Which was what she did. The only thing that she could not ignore was the stench as she passed the sty, but as soon as she was some feet away, she could breathe easy.  
   
   
 “I do love suckling pig, but I prefer not to know the source. There is nothing as terrible as greeting an animal the day before, only to find said animal on my plate for dinner. It is unsettling, to say the least.”  
   
   
 Selina spotted the stable groom, bringing a quick smile to her face.  
   
   
 “Isaac! Mrs Albermale has informed me that you are a new father! I am so pleased for you and Lydia.” 
   
   
 The stable groom smiled. “Ye, me wife had a set of twins, she did, Miss Seymour. The Mistress has given me the weekend off to spend time with me wife and babies. Samuel will take care of the horses then.”  
   
   
 “That is wonderful, it truly is, Isaac. They are both boys, are they not?” 
   
   
 “Ye, two sweet, squawling babes that keep their mum up half the night. Never thought I’d have any, but the Lord is good.”  
   
   
 “That He is, Isaac. Would you mind if I give Prancer and Osiris these apples? I know that they are partial to them.” 
   
   
 Isaac nodded. “Of course, Miss Seymour. Just do not let the other horses see, or they might be jealous.” 
   
   
 Selina laughed, finding the notion of the horses being jealous quite comical. 
   
   
 “I shall ensure that they both eat their apples in secret, but I cannot control what they may speak of once I leave their presence.” 
   
   
 Isaac looked perplexed for a moment, which made her laugh that much harder. Understanding dawned, and he let rip a whopper of a laugh, his guffaws loud and gay. 
   
   
 “Oh, Miss. Yer a laugh, yer are. Get on with yer horses, now. Don’t let Prancer get into those papers of yers.” 
   
   
 “I shall have them safely hidden away, Isaac. He will not chew another of my sketches.” 
   
   
 Isaac tipped his hat off to her before disappearing into a horse pen. It didn’t take Selina long to feed the horses and whisper a plea not to relate anything of their meeting to the other horses. It was a silly thing to do, but neither could she resist it. Life would be boring if not for the scattered moments of silliness. 
   
   
 Selina had also eaten her own apples, feeling satiated indeed. She was on her way, having a ready smile for the maids and farmhands she encountered to the Ha-ha. The low stone wall gave her a choice of grazing herds on one side, and gardeners on the other. Selina had yet to choose whether it would be human or mammal she would sketch, but as she settled on the wall, the weathered face of a gardener intrigued her. 
   
   
 “Allan!” she called out. 
   
   
 The gardener looked up, and upon seeing her, grinned. 
   
   
 “Why, it be Miss Seymour. Out on yer walk again I see?” 
   
   
 “Yes. I could not imagine sitting in the house for more than a few hours. Ophelia, however, is more than happy to do so. She is my sister, but we are certainly not two peas in a pod when it comes to our habits.” 
   
   
 “That be true, Miss. I hardly seen Miss Ophelia out and about.” 
   
   
 He wiped his brow, shifting his hat as he did so. He would be a perfect study for my last sketch of the day. 
   
   
 “Allan, would you mind terribly if I sat here and sketched you?” 
   
   
 He scratched his chin. “Sketch, Miss? Whatever for? I’m hardly a sight for sore eyes.” 
   
   
 “Art is not dependent upon society’s standards of beauty, Allan. Well, at least mine is not. I wish to sketch you in this habitat, capturing the sweat on your brow, the strength in your hands. Do you permit me to?” 
   
   
 Allan shrugged. “Far be it from me to deny ye, Miss. It seems harmless enough. I would like to see that there sketch once yer done.” 
   
   
 “I shall surely show it to you, Allan. You may return to your work so that I might start.” 
   
   
 The gardener nodded, resuming his activity once more. Selina soon became engrossed in the lines that started to take shape before her, glancing up at Allan every now and then as she strived to capture his essence. She wanted to do him justice and perhaps gift it to him. Between the bleats of the lambs behind her and the sturdy work of the gardener before her, Selina entered her own world of silence, colours, and peace. 
   
   
 Selina noticed that the sky had suddenly darkened, but it did not deter her from her task at hand. 
   
   
 “Miss Seymour, I do believe that it’s a storm coming this way. Those clouds look ready to burst.” 
   
   
 “I am sure that it will hold off, Allan. It may only rain this evening.” 
   
   
 She didn’t look up when she answered him, too concentrated on perfecting the tufts of hair that peeked out from under Allan’s hat. 
   
   
 “I don’t know, Miss. I think it best ye return to the house. I’m leaving meself–the last rain I was in gave me a sorry head. I stayed abed for days.”  
   
   
 Selina finally looked up. “Leave if you must, Allan. I will stay here and complete this sketch.” 
   
   
 “Are ye sure, Miss?” 
   
   
 She nodded. “Quite sure. If I start to feel little drops, I will make sure to take cover.” 
   
   
 “As long as yer sure, Miss Seymour. Wouldn’t want ye to catch a nasty cold.” 
   
   
 Selina smiled. “I shall not do anything of the kind. I am as healthy as an ox.” 
   
   
 Allan left, uncertainty clear in his eyes. Selina was not bothered by a bit of rain, in fact, she loved it. She resumed her sketching, ignoring the sounds of the storm approaching her. Why run when it is still in the distance? A drop of water fell and landed with a tiny splash on her arm. Still, she chose to ignore it. 
   
   
 “’Tis only but drizzle. Hardly anything to write home about.” 
   
   
 When a drop of water landed on her sketch, she hunched forward–rather her hair catch any wayward droplets.  
   
   
 “The thickness of my hair is a welcome cover today. One of the rare moments when it is more of a help than a bother. Mama refuses for me to cut it. What can I do with hair that I may very well sit on if not pulled up into a careful hairstyle? I daresay that people do not understand the weight of one’s hair on their necks. Quite the troublesome thing. ’Tis a chore to wash, what with the buckets of water and bending over a wash basin as Sophie lathers my hair. If I should have my own way, I would cut it and be done with it.”  
   
   
 True enough, she felt nary a cold droplet as it hit her hair. Assuming that it did hit her hair. Selina shaded in the contours of Allan’s face, showing each dip and curve that brought his face to life. It was like magic: a few lines, melded together to create a picture that captured the spirit of a person, animal, insect, or even plant or tree. The only other medium that Selina could accredit such magic to was the art of sculpting. Selina used her fingers to smudge certain areas, not caring that she was streaking her brow with the charcoal. A loud thunderclap had her jerking, losing her piece of charcoal in the process. She bent down, gasping when the rain clouds burst open, sending a heavy downpour of cold rain.   
   
   
 “My heavens!” she exclaimed. 
   
   
 Selina stuffed what she could down the front of her dress and took off at a sprint, heading towards the house. She laughed as she slipped on the wet grass, landing on her bottom. Selina was back on her feet again, this time more careful with her footing. Many of the servants were scrambling to find shelter, laughing harder as they were slipping and sliding, landing in puddles. 
   
   
 “For goodness sake, avoid the puddles!” she called out. 
   
   
 Selina doubted that they heard her because the rain and boom of the thunder were deafening. She found it all somewhat exhilarating, not minding the fact that she was soaked through. The only regret was going to be her sketchbook. She was probably going to have to start again, but she had enough art supplies in her trunk, so she wasn’t in the slightest bit bothered by it. Having the opportunity to begin her sketches again just meant more time to herself and being immersed in nature. Selina still had several weeks of stay on the country estate, so she welcomed the opportunity to get out of the house. She arrived at the front door and thought better of it.  
   
   
 “What would Mama say? She would have my head once I was all clean and warm.” 
   
   
 Getting in through the servants’ quarters was her safest option, so she snuck around, taking care to lay low. There was no telling if anyone should happen to look out of the windows and spot her dishevelled form. Selina burst through the kitchen door, laughing and breathless. 
   
   
 “Selina! Child! What were you doing out in that weather?”  
   
   
 She nearly groaned. Selina had forgotten that Mrs Albermale, the cook, was almost as bad as her mother when it came to mothering. 
   
   
 “I was sketching when the clouds decided to burst open and wet me good and proper.”  
   
   
 “You look like a wet dog with all that hair stuck to your scalp and shoulders!” 
   
   
 Selina narrowed her eyes at her sister, planting her hands on her hips. 
   
   
 “Is that so, oh sister dear?” 
   
   
 Ophelia giggled. “You should see yourself, Selina! If Mama were to see you ...” 
   
   
 “Then perhaps it’s best that you get wet along with me.” 
   
   
 Her sister furrowed her brow, her nose scrunched up. 
   
   
 “I shall not enter into that storm, so I hardly know what you could mean.” 
   
   
 When Selina stretched her arms out and went running towards her, Ophelia screeched and rounded the table. 
   
   
 “Don’t you dare, Selina! This is a new dress, and I shall not get it wet.”  
   
   
 Selina stopped and held her palms out, her face serious. 
   
   
 “Oh, alright, little sister. You win.” 
   
   
 Ophelia’s shoulders went down, and she breathed a sigh of relief. It seems that my sister does not know me well enough, or I am a great actress. I choose the latter. Selina ambled toward her sister, and when she was near enough, she grabbed her sister and hugged her tight.  
   
   
 “Selina!” Ophelia gasped. “How could you do such a thing? My dress!” 
   
   
 Selina gave her sister a sound kiss on her cheek before releasing her. She had made a visible wet print on her sister’s dress, but it was still nowhere as wet as she was. 
   
   
 “We do everything together, right? Might as well get wet together too. Do you not think so? You look mighty fetching in that partially wet-dog look.”  
   
   
 Ophelia looked at her dress and grimaced. Her laughter was unexpected and infectious. Soon Selina and Mrs Albermale joined in, their bodies shaking. 
   
   
 “Whoooo, you two will be the death of me,” said Mrs Albermale. “If it is not Ophelia trying to convince me to part with sweets, it’s Selina being a basket case. What will I do with the two of you?”  
   
   
 “Give us sweets?” Ophelia hopefully asked. 
   
   
 “Not tell Mama about my wet state?” Selina added. 
   
   
 “Ha! I see now. You wish me to dole out sweets meant for dinner, and lie to your mama?” 
   
   
 Both the girls nodded, their eyes pleading. 
   
   
 “You are always telling me that I should eat more to make myself plumper,” said Ophelia. “Do you not think that sweets would do the trick?” 
   
   
 Selina laughed. “You are hardly a stick figure, Phee. However, I doubt that a few sweets will make much difference.” 
   
   
 Ophelia shot her a withering look, sticking out her tongue before returning her sweet gaze to the cook.  
   
   
 “Do not mind my sister, Mrs Albermale. Selina is just jealous that she cannot consume your sweet treats with the same gusto that I can.” 
   
   
 Selina picked a potato peel off the table and aimed it at her sister, hitting her on her head. Ophelia gasped, her hand going to her head. 
   
   
 “Selina! I just had my hair washed!” 
   
   
 She laughed. “As did I. Only I had Mother Nature do the honours of washing my red locks.” 
   
   
 To prove her point, Selina swung her hair, releasing some wetness onto the occupants of the kitchen. Mrs Albermale, having seen her intent, had used her apron to block her face, but Ophelia had caught it full in the face. 
   
   
 “Selina! This the last straw!” 
   
   
 Ophelia ran towards her sister, pushing herself away from the table as she took a corner. Selina had already started running with a squeal, occupying the space her sister had just vacated. She was shorter than her younger sister, but she more than made up for that in speed.  
   
   
 “You come right back here, Selina!” 
   
   
 “And admit surrender? Never!” 
   
   
 Ophelia grabbed a handful of potato peels and pulled her arm back. Selina eyed them, her body ready to duck. 
   
   
 “You wouldn’t dare.”  
   
   
 “I take after you, oh big sister of mine. I dare much.” 
   
   
 Mrs Albermale held her hands out. “Girls, girls! My kitchen is not a place for a food fight.” 
   
   
 Ophelia paid that no heed and hurled the handful of peels at Selina, who managed to duck from most of them, but a couple still got her. She landed on her knees and crawled under the table, meaning to grab her sister’s legs, but Ophelia was not to be caught in such a manner. She lifted herself onto the table and peered down, waiting for her sister to emerge.  
   
   
 “Selina! Ophelia! This is hardly proper, girls. Get away from that table at once.” 
   
   
 Selina ignored the cook, as she knew that Ophelia would as well. This was a customary thing for them to do, and they both understood the rules: whoever surrenders first will be the other one’s servant for one week. This was a game that they had played from their younger years in an effort to amuse themselves during stormy weather. It was as serious as it was playful. Selina gathered the peels on the floor into a pile and listened carefully to the telling creaks of the table above her. She would know exactly where her sister was as she shifted her weight across the table. There was silence. Oh, I see that she is learning. Smart girl. 
   
   
 “Girls! I shall call your mother if you do not stop this foolishness!” 
   
   
 “Oh, Mrs Albermale!” they both whined. 
   
   
 “We are merely playing, we truly are,” said Selina. 
   
   
 “Yes!” added Ophelia. “Selina and I often do this at home. Do not call our Mama, please. She would surely scold us until our ears rang with her disapproval.” 
   
   
 “Then you best come away from that table–I have a dinner to prepare.” 
   
   
 Selina hesitated. To come out would mean defeat, but neither did she want to earn her mother’s ire. She slowly crawled to the end of the table and looked up. To her surprise, Ophelia grinned down at her before dropping a pile of peels onto her face.  
   
   
 “I won!” She laughed. “You have to do what I say for the week now! 
   
   
 Ophelia jumped off the table, clearly pleased with herself. Selina hated to admit it, but her sister won fair and square. Gone were the days when Ophelia would constantly be caught by Selina; now she was the victor. Selina smiled. 
   
   
 “You are the victor, and I am at your service for the week. However, I shall not be doing anything that is untoward or wholly out of character for me.” 
   
   
 Ophelia held her hands out. “Agreed. But I do believe that I have earned the bragging rights to declare to whosoever I wish that I have conquered my sister.” 
   
   
 Selina took her sister’s hands, standing up and away from the table.  
   
   
 “Let us not become too enamoured with the idea, Phee. There are yet other games to play while we are here.” 
   
   
 “My dear sister, you are ever the sore loser.” 
   
   
 Selina had to admit that she loved to win, and often did, whether it was chess with her father or charades with her cousins–sans Susan and Martha. They never cared to take part in any games, believing themselves above such frivolous ventures. Although what was so silly about their games, Selina could never understand. If anything, she believed that the cousins were not adept at playing games, and, not wishing to disclose such information that would inevitably taint their supposed perfect charms, they ridiculed those that would partake in games.  
   
   
 Selina laughed. “You may have your victory, and I shall be your servant, but this is far from over.” 
   
   
 “You both speak as though you may have an all-out war of some kind,” commented Mrs Albermale. “Why can you not be as the other girls? Mind you, this house would not be as entertaining had you girls been any different.”  
   
   
 “It is far too boring to be anyone else but ourselves. Besides, Ophelia is lady enough for both of us. I have never met a more poised and sophisticated young woman in my life. I would be jealous if I did not adore my sister. Furthermore, becoming a proper lady has passed me, Mrs Albermale. I am now the age of twenty, a marrying age for many. Ophelia will likely marry before I do, and it would not bother me.”  
   
   
 Ophelia came to her sister and put an arm around her waist, leaning her head against hers. 
   
   
 “You are the most precious sister around. I dare anyone to try and surpass your intelligence.” 
   
   
 Selina returned the side embrace, her manner thoughtful. 
   
   
 “Poor Mama had wished to find me a suitor in London this past Season, but perhaps she was consoled by the attention you garnered from a certain gentleman and yet you were not yet introduced!” 
   
   
 Ophelia immediately blushed. “Oh, hush, Selina. ’Tis nothing, I assure you.” 
   
   
 “Your rosy cheeks say another thing altogether. Do you think that we shall see him again?” 
   
   
 Ophelia looked down and shrugged, her mumbles unintelligible. 
   
   
 “What is this I hear? A suitor for our Ophelia?” 
   
   
 “Do not make much of it, I beg you. A brief conversation does not a suitor make. I wish to enjoy our stay without the need to remember any past encounters with any gentleman. Now, if you will excuse me, I must freshen up for dinner.” 
   
   
 Ophelia left the kitchen, her head held high. Selina had seen the longing looks her sister had shared with her young man, but she held back due to Selina’s ending failure during the Season. Ophelia was a dutiful and loving sister to a fault, but she would not allow her sister to give up her chance of love because of her. If Selina was to have love, she was confident that it would find her. 
   
   

Want to read the rest of the story? Check out the book on Amazon!
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