
        
            
                
            
        

    
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



A WALTZ AMONG THE STARS
Mary Balogh
SAINT VALENTINE'S DAY. It was the worst day of the year. Even worse than Christmas. Christmas at least was for families, and there were always family members – and plenty of them – with whom to cheer himself. Always family members with whom to mask the absence of that one person. 
But Valentine's Day was different. It was a day for lovers, a day for two people, a day when relatives and friends counted for very little. Just that one other. That one dearly beloved other. 
Anna-Marie. Dead for almost two years already. Married in January, dead before March turned to April. Married in haste because she was dying and they had both wanted her to die as his wife. And Valentine's Day, when she had sat propped up in bed against her pillows, almost as pale as they, presenting him with an absurdly large red velvet heart trimmed with copious amounts of white lace. And laughing with him over it until she tired and fell asleep, her head on his arm. 
And the library downstairs afterward, when he had set the large heart down on the desk and cried for the first time–racking, painful sobs, admitting to himself finally that the miracle he had hoped for and prayed for was just not going to happen. 
Just two years before. Last year he could remember only as a haze of pain intensified even as his year of mourning drew to its end. And this year the dull ache of the approaching day and its reminder of love lost and of emptiness and loneliness. 
Caleb White, Viscount Brandon, noted at a glance from the window of his traveling carriage that Durham Hall was finally coming into sight at the end of the winding driveway. The sun was shining off its long mullioned windows, making them appear to be glazed in gold. He had never been there before, but all the reports he had heard of the splendor of the Duke of Durham's principal seat had not been exaggerated. First the twin stone houses at the gates, one occupied by the porter. Then the square stone dower house with its neat garden, followed by the dense forest with occasional glimpses of grazing deer and follies and distant lawns. And now the house itself. 
He was glad he had agreed to come. A week-long party in honor of Saint Valentine with the promise of plenty of company. And the possibility that at the end of the week he would be betrothed to Lady Eve Hanover, the duke's daughter. It was a match favored by both his own parents and hers. And it was one he had agreed to consider seriously. 
He was acquainted with the lady. He had danced with her a few times the year before during the Season Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
in town, and he had twice been a member of a party that had included her, once to Vauxhall and once to the theater. She was pretty, amiable, charming. He had scarcely noticed her. But then, he had noticed no one else either. He had still been raw with pain over Anna-Marie. 
But it was time to live again. And time to love again too, or at least to make a marriage and work on bringing contentment to his wife and to himself. It was time to start begetting sons and daughters. He would be thirty on his next birthday. And he wanted children. It was all he had ever wanted – a wife and children in the quietness of his own home. And Anna-Marie, of course. She had been his father's ward, nine years younger than he. He had loved her from the moment of her arrival at their home, a thin and wide-eyed waif of an eight-year-old. Yes, Anna-Marie had always been a part of his dreams. 
But it was time to put aside old dreams and to live again. 
Lord Brandon glanced out of the window as his carriage slowed almost at the top of the driveway and drew to one side. A child – a little boy – was tripping along at the other side of the road, alternately hopping on one foot and landing on both feet. He stopped at the approach of the carriage and glanced up curiously. A handsome dark-haired, dark-eyed child. The viscount smiled and raised a hand. The boy waved back. 
And then the man saw that the child was not alone. A lady walked a short distance behind him, a lady dressed modestly, though not inexpensively, in blue cloak and bonnet. A lady who also looked up and met his eyes for a brief moment before he touched his hat and the carriage passed her. 
Beautiful. She was beautiful, he thought. But the carriage was rounding the formal gardens, and the great double doors at the top of the marble horseshoe steps were opening to reveal liveried footmen and the duke himself moving between them to descend the steps. 
Yes, the viscount thought, he was glad he had come. It was February the eighth. He would be at Durham Hall until at least the sixteenth, perhaps longer if the suggested betrothal became a reality. He would be surrounded by other people, and his days doubtless would be filled with activity and merriment. 
Perhaps he would be too busy to think. Perhaps this most painful of all times of the year would be over before he had time to brood. 
He smiled and raised a hand to the Duke of Durham. 


* * *
 SAINT VALENTINE'S DAY. Always the worst day of the year. Many times worse than Christmas. 
At Christmas there was always Zachary and his child's exuberance. And there was the house to decorate and the baking to participate in and a thousand and one other things to be done to occupy her time and her mind. 
Worse too than July 28. TheBattleofTalavera,Spain, 1809 – eight years before. She had been at her Aunt Sophie's inBathon that date, awaiting Zachary's birth. The anniversary of that day and that battle was always painful, for Zach had been killed there, though she had not known until the end of November, two weeks after their son was born. Everyone had kept the news from her – for more than two months since it had filtered through from thePeninsula. It had been strange, unreal, during those days of joy in her child, grief over her lover, to know that he had been dead since July and she had not known it. She had tried, in vain, to remember exactly what she had been doing on that day. 
But Valentine's Day. It was a day for lovers, a day for two lovers, all the rest of the world excluded. 
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Zach had left forSpainhurriedly, unexpectedly, the day after Valentine's Day eight years before, upsetting their plans for a summer wedding. They had become lovers on Valentine's Day, in a last bittersweet farewell, and he had left her with the most precious love gift of all. 
Lady Barbara Hanover, leaving her father's house after a brief afternoon visit to her mother, glanced ahead of her to where her son was skipping along the driveway toward the dower house where they lived, singing tunelessly to himself. Her brother, William, had just promised him one of the spaniel's puppies after it had spent a suitable amount of time with its mother, and Zachary was entirely happy. He was blissfully unaware of the approaching anniversary – the anniversary of his conception. 
But Lady Barbara was not unaware, even though there were six days yet to go. There were guests at the house, several of them, almost all of them young, single, and eligible. They were to be there for more than a week. It was a Valentine's party. And probably a betrothal party too. The Viscount Brandon, eldest son of the Marquess of Highmoor, was coming as a prospective suitor for Eve. And Eve was prepared to accept him, since he was wealthy and well-connected and handsome. Though he was quiet and humorless, Eve claimed. He would not perhaps be the most amiable of husbands, but... 
Eve had shrugged and laughed. 
Barbara had never seen the Viscount Brandon. Or any of the other guests at the house. She had never mingled with the ton at all, even though she was the elder daughter of a duke. She had been scarcely eighteen when her great disgrace had happened. She had never had a come-out Season. Her mother had just informed her, gently enough – though she had not needed to be told – that it would perhaps be as well to keep herself from the house and from the sight of Papa's guests during the coming week. Even William had told her that he would come to fetch Zachary to see the puppies the next day – to save her the walk up from the dower house. 
"Zachary," she called ahead to her oblivious son, "watch the carriage, sweetheart. Move over to the edge of the road." 
She had thought that all the guests had arrived. Obviously there must be one straggler. Her son stopped, looked up in curiosity at the strange and grand carriage, and waved to whoever was inside. 
Lady Barbara had time only to notice the crest on the side of the carriage and to look up into a pair of blue eyes that were still twinkling from the smile their owner must have given Zachary, and the carriage had passed. 
"Who was that, Mama?" her son asked, looking back at the carriage. 
"I think probably the Viscount Brandon," she said. 
"He waved to me." Zachary sounded surprised. He did not know very many adults except his mother and the servants at the dower house. Those he did know, with the exception of his Uncle William, had a tendency to ignore him or to frown disapprovingly at any signs he gave that he was not deaf and mute and immobile. 
"I wonder if Cook has those jam tarts ready," Lady Barbara said. "Shall we hurry along and see?" 
Her son resumed his tripping progress along the driveway. 
The viscount was indeed very handsome, she thought, though she had only those smiling blue eyes to Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
judge from. Kindly blue eyes, smiling at a child. She felt a sudden envy of Eve. Eight years was a long time. Such a very long time. It was becoming more and more difficult to remember exactly what Zach had looked like or what his voice had sounded like. Sometimes she tried desperately to recall what his kiss had been like and what his body had felt like when she was conceiving Zachary. 
She could barely remember. Perhaps she could not remember at all. After so long it was difficult to know what had actually been and what she had embellished in her imaginings. 
Valentine's was a difficult time. She was forgetting Zach and she did not want to forget him. She had loved him all through her girlhood, though her parents had never encouraged their friendship, since he had been the son of a mere baronet of moderate means. They had only grudgingly agreed to the marriage after Zach had inherited a sizable fortune on the death of a great-aunt. Now Barbara had nothing by which to remember him except Zachary, who mercifully looked very like him. Zach's father had died less than a year after him, and an unknown branch of the family now lived in their former home. 
She was forgetting Zach, and she was restless and longing for something to which she could not – or dared not – put a name. And Valentine's Day was always the worst day of all. She dreaded it and wished it past already. 
She quickened her steps with gladness when the dower house came into sight. Home. And it was a chilly day despite the glimpses she had had of primroses amongst the trees. 


* * *
 THE LADIES UNANIMOUSLY declared that it was too cold a day for riding farther. It was the wind, Miss Sterns said with a shiver. It cut through one to the bone. 
And so William Hanover, Earl of Meacham, led the way back to the stables with the Honorable Miss Woodfall, and the gentleman helped the ladies to dismount amidst much laughter and chatter. 
"A cup of hot tea will never be so welcome as now," Lady Eve said, smiling at Lord Brandon, who had just lifted her from the saddle. Her cheeks were glowing from the exercise and the chill air. With her green riding hat and its jaunty feather curling about one ear, she looked extremely pretty. "I shall order the tray as soon as we are inside." 
"I could think of something more sure to warm the insides than tea," Sir Anthony Hutton said, and there were cheers from two of the other gentlemen. 
"Well, perhaps," Lady Eve said, releasing her hold of the viscount's shoulders. "If you are very good, Anthony. But where are you going, William?" 
The Earl of Meacham was mounting his horse again, "I promised Zach a treat," he said. 
His sister nodded without replying and turned to lead the way to the house. 
"I shall come with you, if I may," Lord Brandon said. "The air feels too good to be abandoned so soon. 
"He is just a child," the earl said. "But come by all means if you wish,Brandon." 
There was the perverse need to be away from the crowd after less than a full day of being with them, the viscount thought. And yet he was enjoying himself. The duke and duchess had welcomed him warmly, as Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
they had all their guests. Lady Eve had greeted him with a smile and a look in her eyes that had suggested that she would welcome his suit. And the other eleven guests were an amiable lot who appeared to have come with the intention of enjoying the week to the full. Viscount Brandon was acquainted with most of them. 
It was clear already that he had done the right thing to come, that his expectations for the week were not to be disappointed. He was looking forward to the activities of the remaining seven days of the house party. And he was looking forward to his betrothal, which was appearing to be an almost certain thing if he wanted it. It would be good to have another woman on whom to focus his attentions. 
It would be good to put Anna-Marie finally to rest, a dearly cherished memory but no longer a present pain. 
But there was this need to be away from the group for a short while. A need to ride in the fresh air for longer than the half-hour of the group ride. 
"I like children," he said, swinging himself back into his own saddle and grinning down at Miss Stems, who told him that he must be a glutton for punishment. He assumed that she was referring to the weather rather than to the fact that they were going to take some treat to a child. 
"He lives at the dower house," Lord Meacham explained as they turned their horses' heads for the driveway. "I promised to bring him up to see the puppies. One of them is to be his when it is weaned. 
Children need pets when they have no brothers or sisters." 
"And even when they do," the viscount said. "My mother always complained when I was growing up that if she was not falling over children, she was tripping over dogs or sitting on cats. I always rather pity people who come from small families. There was never a dull moment with the nine of us – ten with Anna-Marie." 
"Your wife," the earl said. 
Lord Brandon nodded. "And you have had only one sister with whom to fight," he said. "A shame." 
The earl did not reply. 
The walls of the dower house were covered with ivy, the viscount noticed, looking more closely at the house than he had from his carriage window the afternoon before. The garden was full of rosebushes. 
Doubtless it would be a riot of color later in the year. He sat his horse outside the gate at the earl's suggestion while the latter dismounted and walked up the cobbled path to knock on the door and disappear briefly inside. 
He emerged a couple of minutes later with the little boy the viscount's carriage had passed the day before. 
"Uncle Will," the boy was asking, "am I to ride up with you? When may I ride my pony again?" 
"Soon," the earl said. "As soon as the weather warms up a little more, Zach." 
"But as soon as the weather warms," the boy said, "you will be going. Mama says you will be going to Londonfor the Season." 
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
"Make your bow to the Viscount Brandon," Lord Meacham said. "This is Zach,Brandon." 
"Happy to meet you again," the viscount said with a smile. "You are the lad who almost ran my horses down yesterday." 
The boy chuckled as his uncle lifted him to his horse's back and mounted behind him. "But they were bigger than I, sir," he said, "so I moved out of the way." 
The lady who had been walking behind the boy the day before appeared in the doorway. His mother? 
Lord Brandon touched his hat and inclined his head to her, though Meacham did not offer to make introductions. She looked steadily and unsmilingly back at him and inclined her own head slightly. 
"Will the puppies be awake today, Uncle Will?" the boy was asking. 
"Puppies sleep a great deal of the time," the earl said. "We will have to wait and see." 
She was slender and graceful, not very tall. She was dressed in a simple green wool dress. Her hair was honey blond and combed smoothly back from her face. He had not been mistaken in his first impression that she was beautiful. The child did not look like her. 
"Bye-bye, Mama," the boy called as the horses turned back up the driveway. 
She raised one hand and smiled. And looked ten times more lovely, if that were possible. So she was the boy's mother. The father must be very dark. 


* * *
 SHE WANDERED RESTLESSLY and finally sat down to her embroidery. But there was too much silence surrounding her. She set her work aside and picked up a book. But her mind could not focus on the adventures of Joseph Andrews. She closed the book with a sigh and went to fetch her cloak. She would see if any more daffodils had pushed above the soil to brave the cold weather and proclaim the approach of spring. 
The thought that Zachary was seven years old already was a little frightening. In another few years William would send him away to school and she would see him only during the holidays. Before she knew it, he would be grown up and William would find him employment somewhere. Somewhere where she could live with him and care for him, perhaps. But then he would wish to marry eventually, and she would not live with him and his wife. 
They were foolish thoughts. She bent and saw that, yes, her eyes were not deceiving her. A spring-green shoot was breaking its way through the soil. Foolish, when Zachary was still only seven years old. Little more than a baby. Foolish to wonder in panic what she would do when she was entirely alone. Many people were alone. They survived. They somehow made meaning out of life. 
There were sounds of a horse's hooves on the driveway. Just one horse. William was bringing Zachary back. The Viscount Brandon was not coming with him this time. She was glad. He was a handsome man. 
She had not been deceived in that one impression of smiling blue eyes the day before. Handsome in a way that somehow intensified her loneliness. Not handsome in any way that set him quite apart from all other men and that made women nervous. And not handsome in any haughty manner. Just good-looking and amiable-looking and ... attractive. 
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Barbara shook her head, straightened up, and shaded her eyes to watch the approach of her brother's horse. Except that it was not his. She could see that at a glance, sun or no sun. And it was not William either. It was the viscount with Zachary up before him. She could hear her son's voice prattling. 
"Mama," he called when they were still too far away to allow him to talk at normal volume, "I know the one I want. He was awake and squeaking because he could not walk on the straw without tripping and falling. He has the roundest little nose. Uncle Will says I may have him." 
Barbara walked slowly to the gate. The viscount touched the brim of his hat and smiled at her. 
"Lord Meacham was caught up in the panic of a lame hunter," he said. "One of his favorites, apparently. 
I offered to bring your son home to you, ma'am." 
"That was very kind of you, my lord," she said. "I hope it has not been too much trouble." 
"We have been having a spirited conversation, have we not, Zach?" the viscount said. "Or rather" – he grinned, so that Barbara felt an uncomfortable breathlessness – "Zach has been delivering a spirited monologue about the superiority of his father's horses over all others." 
Barbara felt herself flushing. "I talk to him about his father," she said. "I want him to know his father and to be proud of him, even though he never saw him." 
The smile disappeared from the viscount's face. "I am sorry," he said. "I did not know..." 
"He died at Talavera," she said. "Four months before Zachary's birth. He was a great hero, was he not, sweetheart?" 
"I am sorry," the viscount said. 
"It was a long time ago." She was wishing that she had stayed inside the house so that Zachary could have come in without the necessity of this meeting and conversation. "Will you come inside, my lord? I shall have some tea made." 
"Thank you," he said, smiling at her again. "I would like that. Caleb White, Viscount Brandon, at your service, ma'am." 
He had dismounted and was lifting Zachary down to the ground. 
"Famous!" Zachary said. "I am going to show you my boat, sir. It really sails. Mama says I may take it out to the lake the next time we walk that way." 
Did he know? Barbara wondered, noting that he was not very tall. Her head reached to above his chin. 
And his eyes were indeed blue, not that gray color that some people liked to pretend was blue. A light and very distinct blue. And brown hair, which looked, as far as she could tell beneath his hat, as if it was probably too long for fashion. Did he know? 
"Barbara Hanover, my lord," she said. 
He hitched his horse to the fence and came through the gate after Zachary. "Mrs.Hanover," he said. 
"Your husband was related to the duke?" 
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"I was not married to Zachary's father," she said quietly, turning to lead the way to the house. "The duke is my father. I am William and Eve's elder sister." She did not look back to note his expression. 
"I made it myself," Zachary said. 
"The boat?" the viscount said. Barbara wondered if he wished he could turn back without appearing impolite. "That was clever of you. How did you do it?" 
"Actually," Zachary admitted, "Ben helped me whittle the wood. And Mama helped me with the sail. But I did a lot of the work." 
"That is what counts when you are a lad," the viscount said. "To watch and learn and do as much as you can so that when you are a little older you can do something all alone." 
"I shall go and fetch it," Zachary said, turning toward the stairs as soon as they entered the house. 
"Wash your hands and comb your hair while you are up there," Barbara said, and then wished she had not done so. She did not wish to be alone with the Viscount Brandon. She led the way into the parlor. "It was kind of you to bring him home." 
"My pleasure, ma'am," he said, taking the chair she indicated after she had seated herself. "I never subscribe to the theory that being with children is tedious. And perhaps it is as well that I hold that view. I have fourteen nephews and nieces already, and there is no sign yet that they have stopped coming." 
"Oh," she said. "You come from a large family?" 
"When I have just mentioned the number fourteen," he said, his eyes laughing at her, "one would hope that I am not about to say that I have one poor sister. I have five, ma'am, two older and three younger than I – all married and mothers already. And one of my brothers is married too. I did not know that Meacham and Lady Eve had a sister." 
"I am the skeleton in the family closet," she said. 
He looked steadily at her. "Are you?" he said. "But you have a lovely son." 
"Yes," she said. She raised her chin in an unconscious gesture of defiance. "He is all I have of Zach, and I am not sorry." 
"I can understand that," he said. "I have no such memento of my wife. I envy you." 
Her eyebrows rose in surprise – at two things he had said. "You have been married?" she asked. 
"Two years ago," he said. "Very briefly. We knew that she was dying before we married. But we married anyway. I wanted the honor of being her widower." 
"Oh," she said, "how I envy you. Zach was a cavalry officer. He had to leave for thePeninsulawith very little warning. There was no time..." 
"I understand," he said as Zachary came back into the room, a crudely carved boat clutched proudly in his hand. 
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Barbara poured the tea, which had just arrived, and watched as Lord Brandon set one arm about her son's shoulders and gave the toy his full attention. He listened to the lengthy and muddled account Zachary gave of the making of the boat, and asked questions about it. 
"I would like to see her make her maiden voyage," he said at last. "When is it to be?" 
"Her?" Zachary chuckled. 
"Of course," the viscount said. "Ships are always female. Did you not know? Have you not given her a name yet?" 
Zachary was giggling. 
"Perhaps you should give her your mama's name," Lord Brandon suggested. "The Lady Barbara ." 
Zachary giggled harder. "Do you like it, Mama?" he asked. 
"I would feel deeply honored," she said, meeting the viscount's dancing blue eyes across the room and puzzling over Eve's description of him as a humorless man. 
"And when is the maiden voyage to be?" the viscount asked. "That means her very first voyage, Zach." 
"Tomorrow," the boy said decisively. "At the lake. Can we go tomorrow, Mama?" 
"I suppose so," she said. "If the weather is kind." 
"In the afternoon?" the viscount asked. "About this time? I shall be there." 
But he would not be able to. Barbara thought. 
He was a guest at the house. Eve had a dizzying number of activities planned. Besides, he must not be seen to be consorting with her or her son. Papa would be furious and Mama upset and Eve annoyed. 
Even William would be displeased. She would have to live with the discomfort of their disapproval for a long time after the house party was at an end. 
Besides, Viscount Brandon was no ordinary guest. He was intended for Eve. The thought was depressing in some inexplicable way. 
"Well," Lord Brandon said, getting to his feet after finishing his tea, "I must not keep you any longer. I appreciate the tea and the warmth of the fire, ma'am. And I am impressed with your boat, Zach. Until tomorrow?" 
"You must not feel obliged," Barbara said, rising and following him from the room to the outer door. "I know that there is a busy schedule of events planned at the house." 
"Are you to attend any of them?" he asked. "There is to be a ball on the evening of Saint Valentine's Day." 
"No," she said. 
"By choice?" he asked. But he frowned when she did not immediately reply. "I am sorry. That was an Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
impertinent question. Good day, Lady Barbara. Zach?" 
"You will be there tomorrow?" Zachary asked anxiously. "Promise?" 
Barbara opened her mouth to say something to her son, but the viscount spoke first. 
"It is a promise," he said. "I could not allow the Lady Barbara to make her maiden voyage without my being there, now, could I?" 
He smiled at them both and strode away down the path to his horse. 
Barbara stood looking after him, hardly listening to the excited prattling of her son beside her. It was February 9, she thought. Just five days away from the day for lovers. She felt her loneliness as a heavy and very physical sensation. 
If only, she thought as he swung up into the saddle and turned to touch his hat to them. If only... 


* * *
 THE FOLLOWING MORNING was taken up by a ride toWovilleCastle, five miles distant from Durham Hall, and luncheon at an inn close by. The weather cooperated. The sky was a clear blue and the air warmer than it had been since Christmas, although the breeze was fresh. 
Lady Eve was in very high spirits. Viscount Brandon had heard it said that she might have married any of a number of eligible suitors during her first Season the year before. And he could believe it. Just her position as the only – no, as the younger – daughter of the Duke of Durham would have ensured her success. But her beauty, her smiles, her exuberance, would have won her admirers even without her dowry and her title. 
She was behaving well. This was her house party, since her brother seemed unconcerned with laying claim to it himself, and these were her guests. She was treating the ladies with kind friendliness and the gentlemen with an easy familiarity that never descended into vulgarity. She called almost all of them by their first names, though not the viscount, and flirted with each of them in an offhand manner that left none of them offended when she turned to another to flirt in like manner. 
Only with Lord Brandon did she not flirt. There was a subtle difference in her treatment of him and a slight proprietary air in her dealings with him. She rode with him during much of the morning's outing and sat beside him at luncheon. It was very clear to him that she had decided to have him, though not by word or gesture did she indicate that she expected his offer. 
She was unlike her sister, he thought as she laughed at something another of the guests had said during the ride home. A little alike to look at, it was true. Her hair color and complexion were similar. She was a little shorter than her sister and a little plumper. But the greatest difference was in nature. Lady Eve was lighthearted, gay, gregarious; Lady Barbara was quiet, dignified, proud. Lady Eve was pretty; Lady Barbara was beautiful. And several years older, of course. Talavera had been fought in 1809. She had said that both Lady Eve and Meacham were younger than she. 
It seemed for a while that they would not be home in time for him to keep his appointment with mother and son. Everyone lingered over luncheon and then Hutton suggested that they visit a Norman church that was only three or four miles distant. If he was not to break his promise, Lord Brandon thought, he would have to make some excuse to leave the party and return alone. But fortunately a chorus of female voices Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
declared that they had done quite enough riding and exploring for one day, and they all turned toward home. 
"I am going to take a stroll to the lake," the viscount told Lady Eve as he lifted her from the saddle after they had reached the stables. "I feel the need to stretch my legs after so much riding." He had spoken only after she had made the announcement to the whole group that tea would be served directly in the drawing room. 
She looked a little annoyed for a moment before smiling at him. "I would accompany you, my lord," she said, "except that my guests would think it rag-mannered of me to abandon them at teatime." 
"And you would need a maid to accompany you," he said. Her hand for some reason was in his. He squeezed it. "I shall see you later?" 
He felt almost guilty as he strolled off in the direction of the horseshoe lake to the west of the house. 
Almost as if he were doing something quite clandestine. Perhaps he should have mentioned why he was going to the lake. He had no reason and no wish to keep his rendezvous there a secret. But he guessed from the evidence he had gathered so far that Lady Barbara, even though she lived on her father's estate, was not considered to be a full member of the family. He guessed that her family would not look kindly on her consorting with one of the guests from the house. And since she must be dependent upon them, he supposed that they could make life unpleasant for her if she did something to arouse their disapproval. 
He could not quite imagine any of his own sisters being ostracized by the rest of the family under similar circumstances. Rather, doubtless they would all fall upon yet one more child in the family with great glee. 
But then, it was hard to imagine any of his sisters unmarried and with child. He knew he would be angry if any such thing had happened to any of them – angry at the man who had so carelessly caused their disgrace. 
They were standing on the bank of the lake, mother and son, Lady Barbara looking out over the water to the still bare trees at the other side, the boy looking anxiously back toward the house. He visibly brightened and waved vigorously as the viscount came into sight. 
"Famous!" he yelled when Lord Brandon came within earshot. "You came, sir. I knew you would. See, Mama? I said he would come." 
She turned and smiled at him. She was wearing the same blue cloak and bonnet he had seen her in before. "I heard that you had all gone toWovilleCastle," she said. "I was trying to make sure that Zachary was not overly expectant of your coming." 
"I promised," he said. "Your son knows that gentlemen do not break promises, do you not, Zach? Is the Lady Barbara ready to sail?" 
"Over there," the boy said, pointing excitedly to their right. "The inlet is sheltered. The wind would blow it out to sea if we tried to sail it here." 
"Ah, yes," the viscount said, squinting out across the water. "Clever of you to have noticed. Let us go, then. Ma'am?" He offered his arm to Lady Barbara. 
There were problems. The boat listed so heavily to starboard when Zachary first tried to sail it that it was in danger of capsizing altogether. And when the sail was adjusted, it was not willing to pick up any wind at all, so that it seemed as if the boat was going to scrape ignominiously against the shore for safety. 
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Lord Brandon first knelt on the bank beside the boy and then sat cross-legged on the ground, heedless of the cold or possible damp of the ground. He worked patiently at the boat, making several minor adjustments while Zachary watched with anxious disappointment and his mother stood quietly behind. 
"There," the viscount said at last. "Try it now." 
The boat bobbed and spun on the water, took a few seconds to decide whether or not it would do what it was supposed to do, and then caught the breeze in its canvas and sailed bravely out across the few yards to the opposite bank. 
"Hoorah!" Zachary leapt to his feet and jumped up and down in his excitement. "It does work. I knew it would. Just look at it, Mama. Look at it!" 
The viscount stood up and brushed grass from his coat and breeches. "We forgot one thing, Zach," he said, ruffling the boy's hair with one hand. "We forgot the champagne to break over the hull before she sailed. But no matter. The Lady Barbara scorns the consumption of alcohol." 
He laughed as the boy darted around the bank to meet the boat at the other side and start it on its return journey. 
"Be careful," his mother called. "Don't go too near the edge, Zachary." 
But the child was too excited to listen to any adult. He started his boat out on its way and raced back around the bank again to the point at which the craft would come to land. He would be fortunate if he did not end up having a ducking, the viscount thought, striding toward him. And a ducking in February with a stiff and fresh breeze blowing would not be an enjoyable experience. He knew. It had happened to him once. Though he had been pushed, of course, by a younger brother – though none of the brothers who had been close enough to have done it had ever owned up to the dastardly deed. 
He was not a moment too soon. The boy was reaching out too early for his boat and one foot was already slipping from the bank when Lord Brandon shouted at him and reached out a steadying hand. 
Zachary also screeched, feeling his balance going. 
The viscount opened his mouth to deliver a caution on carelessness and its probable consequences, when he heard a muffled scream from behind and turned to see Lady Barbara, rigid with terror, both hands pressed to her mouth. His body must have screened her view of what had been happening. But she must have heard the two shouts. He strode toward her as her son, behind him, hauled in his boat and stepped back from the bank. 
"All is well," he said. "I had a strong hold on him, ma'am. He did not fall in. He is quite safe." 
But she had lost control of herself for the moment. Her face was drained of all color and she stared at him with wide and dazed eyes. Her hands were shaking over her mouth. 
"It is all right," he said, reaching out and taking her reassuringly by the shoulders. "He is quite safe, Barbara. And I would not have let him drown, you know. The worst that could have happened was that he would have been soaked. Boys invariably survive such discomforts." 
"He is ... He is..." But her teeth were chattering. "He is all I have," she said as he drew her against him and held her there, his arms firmly about her. "I have nothing else in the world. Only him." 
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"I know." He spoke quietly against her ear and rocked her in his arms. "But you must know that I would not have allowed him to come to harm, Barbara." 
"I am sorry," she said, relaxing in his arms, the rigidity going from her body. "I am making such a cake of myself. I'm sorry." 
"No," he said. "He is your only son. I understand." 
He pictured himself with a son or daughter if only Anna-Marie could have lived so long. And he knew that that child would have been precious both for its own sake and for the reminder of the love he had known with its mother. And once again he felt the stabbing of a certain envy of Lady Barbara Hanover. 
"Mama," Zachary's voice said, "did I frighten you? But the boat is super, is it not? Wait until I tell Ben. 
And Uncle Will." 
"Zachary." She pushed herself from the viscount's arms and stooped down to draw her son into a fierce hug. "You foolish boy. Oh, I should spank you hard. What did I tell you when we were coming here? 
What did I tell you?" 
"Not to get too close to the edge," he said sheepishly. "I would not have fallen in, Mama. I was being careful." He looked up to the viscount, who widened his eyes and winked at him. 
"Oh," she said crossly, straightening up, "you think to convince me, do you? Did you at least rescue my namesake?" 
"Here it is," he said, holding up the dripping boat. 
"Good," she said. "It is time to go home. I am sure that Lord Brandon must be eager to get back to his tea at the house. Thank him for coming." 
"I shall escort you home," the viscount said. "Would you care to ride on my shoulders, Zach?" 
His shoulders were always a coveted perch among his nephews and nieces. Young Robert had actually bloodied Andrew's nose over the privilege at Christmastime and been forced to walk every step of the way home from the mill as a result, while Andrew rode triumphant and red-nosed. 
Zachary was no exception to the general rule. Within a few seconds he was astride the viscount's shoulders, his boat clutched in one hand, and Lord Brandon was left with the suspicion that he had maneuvered Lady Barbara into a shared walk that she had not planned and maybe did not wish for. And he was giving himself a two-mile walk that he had not expected. 
Why? he asked himself, when tea and company and Lady Eve awaited him at the house. But the answer was not difficult to find. He had found something of a kindred spirit in this woman who had loved and lost and who clung to her memories, more tangible than his own. And he had held a woman in his arms for the first time in two years and she had felt good there. He felt a curiosity to know her better, to know more than the mother whose love was focused so totally on her child. 
"Talavera," he said. "That was early in the wars. And he had just arrived there?" 
"Yes," she said. "He was so eager to go. He could hardly believe his good fortune when the orders came Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
through. He tried to hide some of his elation from me, of course, because we were to have been married in the summer and he knew I would be disappointed at the postponement. But he was happy to be going and I would not show him my unhappiness or anxiety. I am glad now that I did not." 
"Did he know about the child?" he asked quietly. 
"I don't know." She smiled somewhat sadly. "I had only one letter from him. But that was too soon. I did not hear again, and my letter was not among his effects that were returned to his father. I don't know. I like to believe that he knew." 
"One of my brothers fought atWaterloo," he said. "He was fortunate to escape with only flesh-wounds, but it was a month before we heard, and even then it was only that he had been wounded. We knew that so many died of wounds and the fever. Another month passed before my father and I could get over there and find him to bring him home. I know the anxiety. It must have been a dreadful time for you, especially with the added burden of your condition." 
"Yes," she said. "They did not tell me until after Zachary was born." She smiled up at her son, who was gazing about him, not listening to the adult conversation. "It is a marvel how someone can be taken away and another given to take his place." 
"Yes," the viscount said. "You loved him." It was a statement, not a question. 
"Yes," she said. She looked at him, quiet for a moment. "You knew that your wife was dying when you married her? How long did she live?" 
"For two months," he said. "She was bedridden the whole time, poor Anna-Marie. Mercifully there was little pain. Just the terrible weakness and weariness of consumption. But she was always a frail girl, though sweet and patient and cheerful. She never once complained or raged against her fate. Unlike me. I almost bled to death after putting my hand through a pane of glass the day of her death." 
"I am the fortunate one, am I not?" she said. "I do not know how I would have lived without my child. 
But I suppose I would have. You have lived." 
"For a long time," he said, "one does not even want the pain to go away. It seems disloyal to be without pain, to allow an hour to go by without thinking of the one who has gone. And there is a certain fear of forgetting, as if that would prove that one had not really loved at all. But life is wiser than we, it seems. 
Pain eases. One laughs again. Eventually one is ready to live again." 
"Yes," she said. 
He looked down at her. But he could not ask the question. It would be impertinent. Did she have anything or anyone to live for except her son? Was it possible for her to resume life as he was resuming it? Did the fact that she was an unwed mother doom her to living on the fringes of life forever after? Was there no end to her disgrace, as there was an end to his grief? 
"To dance," she said wistfully before he could say anything, looking ahead to where the dower house was just coming into sight. "How lovely it would be to dance." But she seemed to realize suddenly what she had said. She flushed and looked up at her son. "He must be getting heavy. Zachary, do get down, sweetheart, and run ahead and open the gate. Will you come inside for tea, sir?" 
"I have been gone longer than I intended," he said, swinging the child down from his shoulders. "I think I Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
had better return to the house. But thank you." 
He could think of no excuse to see her again. And did he want to see her again? He had come to participate in the gaiety of a house party, not to indulge in bittersweet memories with someone who had had experiences comparable to his own. He had come to pay court to Lady Eve Hanover, not to develop a friendship with her elder sister. 
But yes, he did want to see her again, he realized as they stopped walking and he looked down into her beautiful face. And he knew suddenly what gave it its beauty. Eight years before, she had probably been exceedingly pretty, as her sister was now. But in those eight years, suffering and love had etched character into her face, and calmness and knowledge of life into her eyes. And she was beautiful as a result. 
"Perhaps I will take you up on that invitation tomorrow instead, or at least one day before I leave," he said. "If I may?" 
Her eyes smiled at him. "You will be welcome, sir," she said. "But you must not feel honor-bound to come. I know that these are busy and enjoyable days at the house." 
"Don't scold him too roundly when you have him alone," he said, his eyes twinkling down at her. "Boys are ever heedless. It is what being a boy is all about." 
"I had noticed," she said. 
And without realizing it, he had taken her hand in his. He squeezed it, hesitated, and raised it to his lips. 
"I am sorry about Talavera," he said. 
"And I about that wasting illness," she said. 
"But life goes on." He squeezed her hand again, released it, and waved to Zachary, who was swinging on the gate. He turned and walked almost regretfully back along the driveway toward the main house and the gaiety of a Valentine's house party. 


* * *
 HE DID NOT COME THE next day, of course, but it did not matter, as she was not really expecting him. It was true that she postponed her weekly visit to some of her father's elderly dependents during the afternoon, but then, she had promised to go through the linen cupboards with her housekeeper one day, and that was the day. Besides, her son had discovered that he enjoyed arithmetic, and she had to spend some time upstairs with him, giving him columns of figures to puzzle over. 
He would not come. She was not expecting him. He was a kind gentleman and he had taken a liking to Zachary and given him pleasure at the lake. He had worked patiently with the boat until it sailed. She could still picture him sitting on the cold grass, frowning over the toy while Zachary knelt beside him watching, the top of his head almost touching Lord Brandon's cheek. 
And he had been kind to her, too. For eight years she had had no dealings with anyone except her family and her father's tenants and laborers and the people of the village. She would have expected a gentleman, and a nobleman at that, to recoil in embarrassment and disgust as soon as he discovered who and what she was. The viscount had not only continued to treat her with courtesy, but had shown her sympathy Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
and understanding too. 
Was it any wonder that she was falling in love with him? It would be very strange if she were not. Poor starving fool, she thought as she sorted through linen, weaving dreams about the only gentleman to take notice of her in eight years. About Eve's future husband. 
Suddenly she was glad of the fact that she and Eve were not close, that Eve avoided her whenever possible, as if her disgrace might be somehow infectious. She would not want to be close to her sister once she became the Viscountess Brandon. She wondered if Eve would be happy with him. More important, she wondered if he would be happy with Eve. And she understood finally why her sister had described him as she had. Eve would not fully appreciate kindness and gentleness. 
Barbara hugged a pile of linen sheets to her and stared off into space. She could feel his arms strong about her, the unexpected strength and firmness of chest and thigh muscles. She could hear his voice murmuring soothing words into her ear. She could smell his cologne and the warm masculine smell of him. 
Poor starved fool, she thought again, and returned to her work with renewed vigor. She would probably not see him again. She doubted that she would be invited to the wedding. And she would not wish to attend even if she were. 


* * *
 HE CAME ON THE EVENING of the following day. It was dark already. Zachary was in bed. She was sitting in the parlor working on a shawl for Mrs. Williams, who was old and felt the cold constantly even through the summer months. And she was remembering Valentine's Day eight years before and the watch case she had embroidered with a red heart for Zach. And the silver heart-shaped locket he had given her and the promise to have his miniature painted as soon as possible for her to keep inside it. It was still empty. 
She heard the knock on the door, and her hands paused at her work as she waited for a servant to answer it. It could be any number of people, she told herself, even at this late hour. There was no possible reason for her heart to beat so painfully. There was no reason to believe that it would be he. 
But it was. She rose as her manservant announced him and he came striding into the room, smiling at her. He was dressed for evening in a form-fitting coat and silk shirt and elegantly tied neckcloth. He looked quite devastatingly handsome, she thought, inwardly mocking her own reactions. She was behaving like a schoolgirl. 
"This is a very improper time to pay a call," he said. "I came to apologize for my failure to appear either yesterday afternoon or this. I am afraid you were quite right. Almost every minute of each day has been planned for. Boredom will certainly be no one's worry this week. Having said that, I shall take my leave immediately if you wish." 
She should send him away. His presence alone in her home was improper. But what did propriety matter to her reputation? Besides, she did not want to send him away. 
"Will you take a seat, my lord?" she said formally, indicating a chair close to the fire. "I shall ring for tea." 
"Please don't on my account," he said. "I have eaten and drunk far too much in the past few days." But he crossed the room to the chair and waited for her to sit down before doing likewise. "How is Zach? 
Has he fallen into any lakes in the past two days?" 
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
"No," she said. "But he has explained at great and tedious length to Ben, our manservant, and to William, early this morning, how you made his boat seaworthy. You have become his great hero, you know." 
He grinned. "It is what comes of having a whole army of nephews and nieces," he said. "I seem to trip over them wherever I turn during our family gatherings. I suppose because I am unencumbered by wife and family myself I seem fair game to those who cannot attract a mother's or a father's attention." 
Barbara thought it probably had more to do with a certain kindliness of manner and willingness to treat children as if they were people who mattered, but she did not express her thoughts aloud. 
"There are to be charades later," he explained. "But the ladies had important business to transact after dinner. Something to do with hearts and valentines, I gather, something involving a great deal of merriment and secrecy. The gentlemen were banished to the billiard room. I escaped." 
She smiled. "You do not like a constant round of entertainment, my lord?" she asked. "I thought that was why people spent the Season inLondonand visited places likeBathandBrightonand went to house parties." 
"But one can be so ferociously enjoying oneself," he said, "that one has no time to simply enjoy oneself." 
He laughed. "And if you can make sense out of that, you must be very clever indeed." 
She laughed too. "I am very clever, then," she said. "But is it not very wonderful, sir, to be able to ride with other people and converse with them and play games with them and dance with them at will?" 
"Yes, it is." His smile on her was gentle. "The important words being 'at will.' I suppose it is no more pleasurable, though, to feel forced into entertainments than to be forced to stay away from them. Is that what has happened to you?" 
She drew the shawl toward her and resumed her crocheting. "I am content with my life," she said. "I have this home and everything I could possibly need. And I have Zachary. I could not give myself over to pleasure when I have a son to bring up." 
"Is that it?" he asked. "Your home and your son?" 
She did not think of telling him that his question was impertinent. She thought about it. Was that all? No, there was more. She would soon lose her sanity if there were no more. 
"My father allows me to visit his tenants and laborers," she said. "I like to call on the sick and the elderly. 
Some of them like to be read to. Some of the older people like just to talk, to remember the old times when they were young. And their own families are often too busy with their daily work to listen. The elderly are often lonely, even when surrounded by family." 
He was smiling when she glanced up at him. 
"And yet you want to dance," he said. 
She looked up at him again, startled. "I was foolish to say that," she said. "I suppose all of us sometimes long for the stars. But that does not mean that reality is unbearable or even unpleasant." 
"When did you last dance?" he asked. 
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
She smiled. "Almost exactly eight years ago," she said. "At the Valentine's ball at the house. The world was mine, except that Zach was going away the day after and I feared that I would never see him again." 
And so she had gone out walking into the night with him and stepped inside the pavilion on the lower lawn with him to escape the coolness of the night air, and their kisses had grown more desperate until she had been down on the floor of the pavilion, his coat beneath her, and he had been pushing with frantic and inexperienced hands at her skirts and she had reached for him with equal desperation and equal inexperience. 
"He must have been dark and handsome." The viscount was smiling at her. "And tall too? His son is going to be tall." 
"And tall too," she said. "He was all that a giddy eighteen-year-old found dashing and irresistible. And a cavalry officer to boot." 
"Did he love you?" he asked. "Would he have come back to you?" 
"Oh, yes," she said. "He would have come back. He would have been pleased about Zachary, though distressed for me." 
"Valentine's Day is painful for you too, then," he said. "I married in January. Anna-Marie died before the end of March." 
"Ah," she said. 
Lady Barbara had never married her lover, he thought, but she had conceived his child. He had married Anna-Marie, but their marriage had never been consummated. She had been too ill. He had made the decision not to distress her by trying to take his conjugal rights. He had shown his love by abstaining. 
He got to his feet and held out a hand to Barbara. "Dance with me now," he said. 
She looked up at him in astonishment and laughed. "Dance?" she said. "Here? Now?" She looked about her foolishly. "But there is no music." 
"Do you not sing?" he asked. "I can do tolerably well myself." 
She laughed again. But somehow she was on her feet, and her hand was reaching out toward his. 
"You will never have waltzed," he said. "Have you seen it done? Have you heard of it?" 
"The vicar's wife says it is a very improper dance," she said. 
He grinned. "You may judge for yourself in a short while," he said. "You place a hand on my shoulder, thus." He raised the hand he held and placed it on his shoulder. "And my hand rests at your waist, as so. I take your other hand in mine like this." 
"This is absurd," she said, suddenly embarrassed and aware of the emptiness of the room and the closeness of her guest. 
"Very," he said. "All dancing is, if you really think about it. But you want to dance again. You have said Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
so." 
"I would like a star in my pocket too," she said. "But I never expect to find one there." 
"And just as well too," he said. "It would doubtless be a mite heavy." 
It was more than absurd, she thought several minutes later after he had taught her the steps and was dancing with her, humming a tune at the same time. It was ridiculous. It was thoroughly improper. It was exhilarating and wonderful. 
She stepped on his foot and heard herself giggle. "Ouch!" he said, and his blue eyes twinkled down into hers as he stopped humming and lost the beat. "If this were a fairy tale, I would be able to snap my fingers and a full orchestra would appear. Alas, this is not a fairy tale." 
"Oh, yes, it is," she said, not at all realizing what she was saying until she heard the words. They had stopped dancing. 
"Yes," he said, "it is." And he bent his head and kissed her on the lips. 
He had meant it to be just a light gesture of affection. She realized that afterward. Of course that was all he had meant. He had called on her, conversed with her, danced with her. He was about to take his leave. He had kissed her, much as a brother might kiss a sister or one dear friend another. 
But she lost her head and immediately pressed her lips closer to his. And then her body was against his and her arms up about his neck, the fingers of one hand in his hair. And his arms came all about her as they had two days before at the lake and his head angled against hers and his mouth opened over hers and he was licking at her lips with his tongue. 
She heard herself moan as her mouth opened and his tongue explored its way inside. 
And then his mouth was moving away from hers and down over her chin and along her throat. His hands were finding her breasts. 
Poor starving fool. Her own thoughts came back to her and she pushed hard against his shoulders and turned her back on him. 
"Barbara," he said after a moment's silence. "I am so sorry. I had no intention of allowing that to happen. 
Please believe me. That is not why I came here. I am so sorry." 
She was so ashamed. She hid her face in her hands and closed her eyes tightly. She had not known a man in eight years, had had no dealings with any in all that time. And now she had met a young and good-looking man – the man who would be betrothed to Eve before the week was out – and she had grabbed for him as if there were nothing more important in life than being touched by a man, than lying with him. For a few moments she had behaved exactly as she had behaved eight years before in the pavilion. Except that then she had been eighteen years old and she had been with someone she had known all her life and loved for all of two years. 
She thought she would surely die of shame. 
"Please leave," she said. 
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"Barbara..." 
"Please leave." 
She kept her eyes closed and her hands over her face until she heard the door open quietly and close again. Even then she did not move immediately. 


* * *
 HE WONDERED AT WHAT moment he had fallen in love with her. When he had first seen her walking along the driveway behind her son? When he had held her and soothed her at the lake? When he had danced with her and she had stepped on his foot and giggled like a girl? When he had kissed her? 
Or perhaps there was no exact moment. Perhaps all his encounters with her, few though they had been, had contributed to his knowledge the morning after that kiss that he loved her. 
Or perhaps he did not love her at all, he thought. Perhaps it was that he was lonely and that he had recognized her loneliness and responded to it. Perhaps it was nothing more than that. 
But Lady Eve could soothe his loneliness. Any number of women who would be only too eager to receive the addresses of a wealthy viscount and heir to a marquess could soothe his loneliness. And yet with Lady Eve, with all the other guests at Durham Hall, he felt lonelier than he had for the previous two years. 
No, it was not just need that drew him to Lady Barbara Hanover. It was Lady Barbara herself. There was a quiet maturity about her, an acceptance of life, an absence of bitterness despite the cruel treatment she had received at the hands of fate, an inner strength. Those qualities drew him like a magnet. And her beauty. And the slender, graceful body. 
She was as different from Anna-Marie as it was possible to be. Anna-Marie had been tiny and fragile and timid and adoring. He had realized long before that his feelings for her had been as much paternal as loverlike. He had wanted to shield her from the inevitable clutches of death. He would have gladly died for her if he could. But he had loved her and always would. 
And now he loved Lady Barbara Hanover. Except that he had no business loving her. He was a guest at the home of the Duke of Durham, and the duke did not even publicly acknowledge her. He himself was there on the understanding that he was Lady Eve's suitor, and she obviously had every intention of having him. It would be awkward to do nothing about developing that relationship after all. It would be impossible to choose her elder sister instead. 
And he had insulted Lady Barbara horribly the night before. Kissing her like a gauche schoolboy and losing his head as soon as his lips touched hers. Allowing the kiss to become intimate and suggestive. 
Touching her, fondling her through the thin fabric of her dress. Wanting her. 
God! How much more insulting could he possibly have been? It had been as if he were telling her that he considered her a woman of easy virtue merely because she had once loved too well and too unwisely. 
He should never even have called on her at that hour of the night. 
What must she think of him? He had felt her need. It had almost overwhelmed her – and him – for a few moments. But that was of no consequence now. He had started the whole thing by going there, by dancing with her, by kissing her. She was a woman of dignity. He would be fortunate indeed if she even Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
allowed him to apologize. 
His thoughts and his feelings gnawed at him all morning until the time when Lady Eve and her lady guests led the gentlemen into a downstairs salon and displayed to their interested gaze a table of large ornate hearts at either side of the room – seven on each table. Before dinner that night, each of the gentlemen was to pick up one heart from the table on the right. The lady whose name was written on the back of the heart was to be his valentine for the next day. Each lady was to pick a heart from the table on the left. 
The gentleman whose name appeared on the back was to be her valentine for the next day. 
"In a moment we ladies will leave," Lady Eve announced, "so that you may each write your name on the back of a heart, gentlemen. But remember that you are gentlemen and must not peep at the hearts of the other table." 
"But what if my valentine does not choose my heart in return?" Mr. Stills asked. "Will it not be a trifle confusing?" 
The ladies laughed merrily. "Therein lies the fun," Lady Eve said, clapping her hands. "Tomorrow could prove to be a most interesting day." 
All the hearts were quite different from one another, the viscount noticed. Doubtless there would be some whispering and dropping of hints between then and the time before dinner when the choices were to be made. The choosing of a valentine might not be quite as random as it would appear to be. 
But the idea was fun. He had to admit that. He grinned at Lady Eve as she smiled brightly at him, and winked at Lady Caroline Weaver as she whisked herself from the room behind the other ladies. He chose a rather lopsided heart whose base had been cut clumsily with careless scissors, and wrote his name large on the back of it. 
He would slip outside, he decided as he left the room. There must be almost an hour before luncheon. If he hurried, he should be able to ride to the dower house and back in that time and make his apologies. 
There was little else he could do. He could not call on her for tea as if nothing had happened between them the night before. If he went out through a back entrance, perhaps he would avoid company. 
He was almost at the back entrance of his choice when he literally collided with a servant coming down the back stairs. He caught her by the arms to steady her. 
"I do beg your pardon," he said. 
But she was not a servant. It was hard to know what Lady Barbara was doing coming down a servants' 
stairway – no, perhaps not so hard – but there she was anyway. She focused her eyes on his chin. 
"I was not looking where I was going," she said. And then, unnecessarily, "I was calling on my mother." 
"I was on my way to the dower house," he said. 
"There is no need." She had not once looked into his face. "It was all my fault. I would prefer to forget about it." 
"No," he said, and somehow he had possessed himself of her hand. "No, Barbara, I should not have put you in such a compromising position. I apologize most humbly." 
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She looked up into his eyes then, such an agony of something in her own that he unconsciously gripped her hand more tightly. But there was no chance to say more. Someone else was coming down the stairs, and he drew her to the door and outside. 
"Zachary is in the stables with the puppies," she said. "He will be wondering why I have been so long." 
Which was as foolish a thing as she could have said, he thought. What boy, alone in the stables with horses and dogs and puppies, would ever think of wondering why his mother was spending such a long time with his grandmother? He offered her his arm. 
"No." She shook her head. "You ought not to be seen with me, my lord. My father would not like it." 
"A gentleman being polite to his own daughter?" he said, falling into step beside her and clasping his hands behind his back. 
"You are going to marry Eve," she said. "You are, are you not?" 
"I have made no formal offer," he said. 
"But you will." Her pace had quickened. "You will discover soon enough that I am acknowledged only as a dependent. William is kind to Zachary, and my mother still receives me, but to my father I am no longer his daughter. Stay away from me, my lord. If you think to befriend Zachary and to be kind to me, you will find yourself in an untenable position after you are married." 
"I was not being kind last evening," he said. "I am sorry, Barbara. I did not mean to be insulting. I was playing with fire, coming late as I did and then dancing with you." 
She smiled unexpectedly. "At least I have danced again," she said. She looked up at him fleetingly. "It was wonderful." 
"Tomorrow there will be an orchestra at the house here," he said, and then wished he had not spoken. 
"Yes," she said. 
Zachary was sitting cross-legged in the straw, his chosen puppy sleeping in his lap as he stroked with one finger between its eyes. The mother looked quite unconcerned, glad perhaps to have one less puppy to worry her constantly. 
"Mama," the boy said excitedly when she appeared in the doorway of the stall with the viscount. He scrambled to his feet, holding the puppy in the palm of one hand. "Uncle Will says I can take him home tomorrow. Because it is Valentine's Day, he said. What is Valentine's Day?" 
"It is a day to show love," she said. 
"I am going to care for him until he follows me everywhere," Zachary said. "I am going to train him to fetch and to sit up and beg. Uncle Will says that the first thing I will have to do is train him not to make puddles on the floor." 
"Yes," she said with a sigh while the viscount chuckled. 
"Hello, sir," Zachary said. "Will you come tomorrow to see him? I want to show you my drawings of Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
horses. Mama says that one looks just like my papa's horse when he left for the wars. Mama says I am a good artist." 
Lord Brandon rubbed the backs of two fingers across the child's nose. "I shall call for a few minutes," he said, "if it is all right with your mother." 
"Oh, it will be all right with Mama," Zachary said confidently. "Won't it, Mama?" 
She looked up at the viscount's chin again. "You will be busy," she said. "But Zachary would be pleased if you can find a moment to come." 
And you?he wanted to ask. But it was a pointless question. It would draw merely a polite response. It was a good thing the boy was there, he thought, even though he had turned away to set his puppy down carefully beside the mother dog and was laughing at the squeaking of his waking pet. And it was a good thing that the voices of grooms told him that they were not far away. He might have drawn her into his arms otherwise. She looked so very tense, so very unhappy. 
She had been warm and soft and yielding and passionate the night before. She would be a calm and a gentle and a warm companion. And it was so long since he had contemplated a relationship with a woman. It was so long since he had had a woman. Even his marriage had not brought him that sensual satisfaction that he craved. 
But her son was there. And the grooms were there. And it was just as well. 
"I shall do my best to find a moment," he said. He bade her and her son a good morning and turned back to the house. He sensed that she did not want him to walk home with them. 
He wished suddenly that he had been invited to Durham Hall as just an ordinary guest. If that were so, he would know his course and he would pursue it without hesitation. But it was not so. Although no formal offer had been made, he had been invited there as the prospective husband of Lady Eve Hanover. 
Surely it would be arranged that she was his valentine and he hers the next day. He would be expected to pay court to her all day and to make his offer either during the evening or on the following day. 
He was not committed, of course. There was nothing to stop him from leaving Durham Hall a free man. 
But there was everything to stop him from turning his attentions to the girl's sister. 
Yes, it was as well that he had been stopped from acting according to instinct in the stables a few minutes before. It would be well for him to find it quite impossible to call at the dower house the next day. Except that the promise had been made to the boy. 
And except that he knew he would move heaven and hell to make that brief visit. 


* * *
 "DO YOU APPROVE OF our little game, my lord?" Lady Eve looked up into Lord Brandon's face as they strolled with the rest of her guests through the trees toward one of the follies later that afternoon. Her eyes sparkled with fun and merriment. 
"Now I know why you and the other ladies were absent for so long last evening," he said. "You must have made two hearts apiece." 
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"Right," she said. "One would think that a heart is a heart, would one not? We were amused to find that all were different when we were finally finished and compared efforts." 
The viscount smiled. This was exactly what he had been expecting. 
"Mine were short and fat," she said, laughing, "and extravagant. I used twice as much lace as anyone else. But I ought not to be saying this, ought I?" 
"That depends, I suppose," he said gallantly, "on who your listener is." 
"But it is all to depend upon chance," she said. "Or upon fate or Cupid. What did you think of the hearts on the gentlemen's table?" 
It was very tempting to lead her deliberately astray. And yet she was pretty and good-natured and favored him. He had come with the full intention of courting her. Had he not met her sister, the chances were that he would be entering wholeheartedly into this game of chance that was not intended to be left to chance at all – not as far as Lady Eve Hanover was concerned, anyway. 
"That one of them was lopsided," he said, "but otherwise perfect." It was not strictly true, but close enough. There would be some chance left in the game. More than one heart had been less than symmetrical in shape. He had not noticed another with a clumsy cut at its base. 
"You and I will be first to choose," she said. "You as the gentleman of highest rank and me as hostess." 
"Not your brother?" he asked. 
"William feels that as host he should be last," she said. 
"At least," he said, "he will not have the agony of a decision to make." 
She laughed. 
And so when the ceremony began later that evening, before dinner, with the duke and duchess as amused spectators, Viscount Brandon had seven hearts to choose among, while everyone else watched, the gentlemen joking, the ladies tittering and bright-eyed. 
Perhaps even then he would have given in to temptation if he could. But there was no mistaking the short and fat red heart with its two rows of pleated lace. He pretended to ponder before picking it up, turning it over, and smiling and bowing to Lady Eve. She blushed as everyone else exclaimed and applauded. 
She was not so fortunate. There were three lopsided hearts on the other table, one with the scissor cut at the bottom, another with the lace crooked at the center, and the third quite perfect apart from the lack of symmetry of its two halves. Lady Eve smiled and picked up the last of the three and turned it over. 
"Sir Reginald Brock," she said with a dazzling smile for that gentleman as he bowed and looked thoroughly pleased with himself. 
She was perfectly well-bred, the viscount thought. Not by the flicker of an eye did she show disappointment, if indeed she felt disappointed. She touched him on the sleeve while Miss Woodfall made her choice. "Would you believe that there were three lopsided hearts?" she said. 
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The viscount frowned and shook his head ruefully. "But at least," he said, "I had the good fortune to draw your name." 
She smiled again. 


* * *
 VALENTINE'S DAY WAS, as Lady Eve had predicted, one of good fun. For her careful planning of the Valentine's game had ensured that no couples were paired for the entire day to the exclusion of all others. No gentleman had had the fortune – or misfortune – of choosing a valentine who had also chosen him. 
Viscount Brandon found the situation to his liking. For while he gave his attentions to Lady Eve all day, seating himself beside her at luncheon, he found that the Honorable Miss Mowbury was intent on luring him into her company and that Lady Eve was flirting quite determinedly with Sir Reginald Brock. 
And the day was much to his liking, too. It was fun, exhilarating, busy. There was all the anticipation of the ball, which would bring other neighbors to Durham Hall. He could enjoy himself without in any way feeling trapped. 
Trapped? He smiled ruefully to himself as he went to his room to fetch his greatcoat after luncheon. Had he definitely decided, then, that he did not wish to offer for Lady Eve Hanover? She was as charming and as lovely and as eligible as she had been a week before, when he had been contemplating this week in the country and its probable consequences with some pleasure. 
Yes, he had decided. Of course he had. Circumstances made it almost impossible for him to pay court to Barbara. But he could not marry Eve when he loved her elder sister. Perhaps in the future, he thought. 
Perhaps after a year or so, when his prospective courtship of Lady Eve had been forgotten, when perhaps she would have married someone else. Perhaps he could come back. 
He walked through to his bedchamber from the dressing room and opened a drawer next to the bed, which held nothing except a large red velvet heart with lace that had yellowed with time. He smiled and waited for the stab of pain. But it did not come. Only a sweet nostalgia, a faint longing for what might have been. She had been dead for a little less than two years. Dear Anna-Marie. Could the heart mourn no longer than that? 
He set the valentine carefully back into the drawer where he had placed it on his arrival at Durham Hall and thought of someone who had not danced for eight years to the day, except for an awkward waltz in a small parlor to the accompaniment of his humming. Of someone who wanted to dance again, to live again. Of someone who was alive and warm. 
He shook his head and went back to his dressing room for his greatcoat. There was to be a drive to the village. Most of the guests, himself included, were eager to ransack the limited resources of the shops there for small Valentine's gifts. One for Lady Eve. None for Barbara. It would not be proper. She would not be willing to accept it. Perhaps something for her son instead. 
He left the room and hurried down to the hallway, which was loud with chatter and laughter. 


* * *
 BARBARDA DID CONSIDER going to visit Mrs. Williams on the afternoon of Valentine's Day to Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

deliver the shawl she had finished the evening before. But she had been there yesterday afternoon, taking a basket of cakes and a book to read from. It would be strange to call two days in a row. 
And she considered walking into the village to buy some new silks for her embroidery. But she had bought some just the previous week and told Miss Porter that she now had all the colors she needed for weeks to come. It would look peculiar if she went back so soon. 
Besides, William delivered the puppy just after luncheon and brought word that Eve and most of the guests were themselves going into the village to shop. And of course there could be no leaving Zachary anyway. He was so very excited over his new pet and needed to share his excitement with someone more important to him than his nurse. 
And truth to tell, she did not wish to go out and miss the viscount's visit. The chances were that it would be very short. It was even possible that he would not come at all, but she thought he would. He was a man who seemed to feel it important to keep his promises to children. 
She would stay, she decided. After all, the few minutes of his visit were all she would have of Saint Valentine's Day. A foolish and a disturbing thought. 
And so she was at home when he came, in the nursery with her son and the puppy, which was trying to scamper beneath the furniture away from the busy hands of its new master. He was smiling and cheerful and very handsome, and her heart turned over inside her. 
"Well," he said to Zachary as her son rushed across the room to greet him. He ruffled the boy's hair. 
"How many puddles so far, Zach?" 
"Only two," the boy said. "He drinks milk from a saucer. You should see his tongue, sir. It is all pink. 
Shall I hold his mouth open to show you?" 
"Hm," the viscount said. "Would you like your mouth held open so that someone might view your tongue or your teeth?" 
The child laughed. "I am going to teach him to do tricks," he said. 
The viscount looked up at Barbara and grinned. "I suspect it is going to be like having another child in your nursery for a while," he said. 
"May I ring for tea?" she asked. 
"I cannot stay," he said. "I decided to walk home from the village instead of riding in one of the conveyances with everyone else. But I must be back for tea. It seems to be obligatory on this particular day. And there is a ball to get ready for." 
She smiled, disappointed, and glad that this encounter would not be prolonged. 
"Zach," the viscount said, "where is that picture of your papa's horse?" 
The boy raced across the room to fetch it, a drawing of a squat black horse whose hooves all rested solidly on the bottom edge of the paper. 
"Ah, yes," Lord Brandon said, "a cavalry horse if ever I saw one. What was his name?" 
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"Jet," Zachary said without hesitation. "He was my papa's favorite, was he not, Mama?" 
She nodded. 
And then, almost before she had caught her breath from his arrival, he was taking his leave, handing a parcel he had been carrying to Zachary and smiling as the boy opened a package of sweetmeats. 
"I am sure they must be strictly forbidden," he said. "But remind your mama that this is Valentine's Day. 
Let her have one." 
"You did not need to bring him a gift," she said as she accompanied him down the stairs. "But thank you." 
He stopped to look down at her before leaving the house. "It is almost over," he said quietly. "A few more hours and it will be February 15. Just an ordinary day, posing no threat at all." 
But this is the fourteenth, she told him only with her eyes. This is Valentine's Day and you are going to
be dancing with Eve this evening to the music of a whole orchestra while I have only my fading
memories of Zach and my painful dreams of you. 
She said nothing. She thought that perhaps she smiled. 
He set light fingertips against one of her cheeks. "Happy Valentine's Day, Barbara," he said. 
She watched him hesitate before bending his head and kissing her lightly on the other cheek. 
She smiled again as he turned to leave the house. She said nothing. She could not. She was waging too fierce a battle against tears. She did not believe she had ever felt more lonely in her life. 
"Mama." Zachary's voice came down the stairs. "He has made a puddle again." 
He, Barbara thought, turning back to the stairs, was going to have to acquire a name soon. Not to mention a few indispensable skills. 


* * *
 THE BALLROOM AT DURHAM HALL was decorated with flowers from the hothouses. And with the bright silks and satins of the ladies' gowns and the gentlemen's evening coats and waistcoats. The ballroom was not large. As a result it looked almost as crowded as any London squeeze. 
Viscount Brandon was not quite sure just how much the duke and duchess were expecting his offer for their younger daughter. They had been gracious to him and all their guests, and impeccably courteous. 
And yet at dinner, he noticed, a formal occasion attended by some of the neighboring gentry as well as the house guests, and one at which dinner partners were assigned rather than chosen, he was seated beside Lady Eve and was therefore to lead her into the opening set of the ball as well. 
She glowed and looked rather like an angel, he thought, dressed all in white satin and lace, her blond hair styled in countless smooth and shining ringlets. He felt that every gentleman present envied him and expected that he would take full advantage of his position as her favored suitor. 
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"I do think Valentine's Day is the most wonderful day of the year, my lord," she said to him as he led her onto the floor and they waited for the orchestra to begin playing. "Would you not agree?" 
He smiled at her and agreed. Her words came from a blissful inexperience of life, he thought. And he wished for her sake that she would always feel the same way about this day. 
And yet he could not force himself to enjoy the ball. He danced each set, smiled and conversed, gave every appearance of enjoying himself. And he thought of someone sitting quietly at home, someone who should be here as the elder daughter of the duke. And someone who was probably longing to be here. 
Someone he longed to go to. 
Mrs. Averly excused herself before the end of the third set, since part of her hem, which had come down as a result of a collision in a vigorous country dance previous to that particular set, was proving troublesome and must be repaired. The viscount smiled and let her go and wandered from the room to enjoy the unexpected few minutes to himself. His steps took him to the conservatory, on the opposite side of the hall from the ballroom. 
And there he surprised and embarrassed both himself and a couple locked in close and somewhat indecorous embrace. Brock and Lady Eve. 
"I do beg your pardon," he said, inclining his head and half-turning to leave. They had sprung apart and she was plucking at the bodice of her gown. 
She laughed and shrugged her shoulders. "It is Valentine's Day, my lord," she said. 
"And I had the good fortune to be chosen as Eve's valentine," Sir Reginald added with a flash of white teeth. He was tall and blond and had been a favorite with the ladies all week. 
There was perhaps a little anxiety in Lady Eve's expression, Lord Brandon thought as he looked steadily at her. And a little defiance too. He grinned at her. 
"Continue where you left off," he said. "I shall make sure that the door is securely fastened behind me." 
"Thank you," Lady Eve said, and the defiance was quite unmistakable in her voice now. It was almost spite. "That is very good of you, my lord." 
"Eve, darling..." Sir Reginald was saying as the viscount shut the door quietly. 
He was, of course, only a baronet and only moderately wealthy. Not a rich viscount with prospects of becoming an enormously wealthy marquess. But he was handsome and charming. Perhaps she would settle for him, Lord Brandon thought. Or perhaps tonight's tête-à-tête was merely flirtation in the spirit of the day. 
But he did not care. All he knew was that she had just done him an enormous favor. All he knew was that he wanted to shout with laughter and with exuberance and joy. 
The Duke of Durham was talking with two of his neighbors. The duchess was beside him. Viscount Brandon waited until the neighbors turned away before crossing the room. He bowed and smiled at the duchess and turned to her husband. 
"Sir," he said, "may I beg the favor of a private word with you at your convenience?" 
Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
He was aware of her grace clasping her hands to her bosom. He saw the broad smile on the duke's face as he clasped a hand on the viscount's shoulder. 
"No time like the present, my boy," he said. "No time like the present. Come to my study. I have known your father for years," his grace said, his voice jovial as they left the ballroom and made their way to his study. "We were at school together and at university. A madcap fellow. Never a dull moment. He was the last one anyone would have expected to settle down and raise himself a large family. But he took one look at your mama and changed like that." The duke snapped his fingers and laughed heartily. "And who can blame him? A charming lady, Brandon. Charming. The toast of the ton ." 
The viscount could not quite picture his plump and placid mother as the toast of the London Season, though he had to admit that even after well over thirty years of marriage and eleven children, including the two who had died in infancy, she still had a pretty face. 
"Now." His grace rubbed his hands together and turned a jovial smiling face on his guest. "What can I do for you, my boy?" 
"I believe that your permission is not necessary," Lord Brandon said. "But I am asking for it, sir. I would like everything to be done properly. I would like your blessing on the offer I am about to make your daughter." 
The duke's eyebrows shot up. "She is but nineteen, Brandon," he said. "Had you thought her of age already? But of course, my boy, I am more delighted than I can—" 
The viscount interrupted him. "I am hoping that your elder daughter will do me the honor of becoming my wife, sir," he said. 
The duke stopped mid-sentence, and his jaw hung inelegantly for a moment. "Barbara?" he said. 
The viscount inclined his head. "I love her," he said. "I hope to persuade her that she returns my regard." 
"You have met her?" The duke's eyebrows drew together. "Why, the hussy. She has my express orders to—" 
"Her behavior has been exemplary," Lord Brandon said. "It is I who have gone out of my way to arrange meetings with her and her son." 
"And has she thought of telling you," the duke asked, "that the child is a bastard?" 
"That the father died fighting for the honor of his country before he could marry her, yes," the viscount said. 
The duke scratched his head. "You want to marry Barbara," he said, as if the truth of what he was hearing was only beginning to sink into his mind. "Your papa will not like it above half, my boy." 
The viscount grinned unexpectedly. "But both he and my mother – especially my mother," he said, 
"would doubtless be delighted to be presented with another ready-made grandson without having to wait nine months or longer after the wedding." 
"Well, bless my soul," the duke said. "Take a seat, then, boy. We have a few things to talk about here. 
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The matter of dowries and settlements and such. Barbara! When her grace and I both expected that it would be... Well, bless my soul." 


* * *
 ZACHARY HAD GONE TO bed long before, assured that his puppy would be returned to him in the morning. She had had to insist on Ben's taking it for the night, since it was likely to cry for its mother and the unfamiliarity of its surroundings for the first little while. And doubtless Zachary would take it into his bed if allowed to keep it for the night, and his sheets and blankets would be soaked in the morning. 
Barbara had tried to settle to her book, but the adventures of Joseph Andrews had no more power to hold her attention than they had had all week. She went upstairs and fetched the silver locket and the linen handkerchief, which was lying on the chest beside her bed. 
The locket sprang open to her touch upon its catch. But it was as empty as it had ever been. She wished, as she had wished a thousand times before, that she had a picture of Zach. Though portraits never did justice to the original, of course. Nothing did. No picture could have captured the youthful eagerness and energy of Zach, his boyish good looks that would have developed in time into undisputed handsomeness. But there had been no time. He had died one month before his twentieth birthday. 
Poor Zach. So much zest for life. So many plans and dreams. All smashed to nothingness by a French shell. But the pain of the thought, the rawness in the throat, the bitter sense of loss, would no longer come. They had not come for a long time. Only the restlessness and the frustration of knowing that she was tied to that one girlish and passionate love for the rest of her life. 
She would not call it a mistake, for Zachary was never a mistake. And never regretted and never unwanted from the moment of his conception, even after she had been told of Zach's death. Not a mistake. Only this unending bond to a long-dead love. 
She closed the locket and held it regretfully in her hand for a long moment before setting it down beside the handkerchief. And she picked the latter up, carefully opened its folds, and looked down on the sugared sweetmeat lying there. 
And the tears came and dripped onto one corner of the handkerchief. 
He would be dancing now. With Eve. Smiling at her with those kindly blue eyes. Perhaps he had already asked her. Perhaps the announcement had already been made. Perhaps he had a new Valentine's Day to remember to ease the memory of the single one he had spent with his wife. Perhaps all was celebration at the house. 
She wished him happy. She closed her hand about the handkerchief and sweetmeat and shut her eyes. 
She wished him happy. And he would be. Eve was a good girl. Heedless and flirtatious, it was true. But the errors were on the side of youth and exuberance. Under the influence of her husband she would mature well. 
Her husband. Viscount Brandon. Barbara felt his fingertips light against her one cheek again and his lips warm against the other. He had wished her a happy Valentine's Day. 
Oh, God! She threw back her head, her eyes still closed, and felt hot tears running down her cheeks and dripping onto her dress. Had the pain been this sharp when she had lost Zach? This unbearable? But it must have been. Of course it must. Zach had been her world and she had just borne his child. Life was Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
perhaps merciful in that way, she thought. Just as pain and grief faded, so did one's memory of just how dreadful they had been. 
And would this pain fade too? And its intensity be forgotten? Of course it would. She had but to be patient. But what was ahead of her? Nothing but emptiness and more emptiness. She set the handkerchief aside and gave in to despair and self-pity. She spread her hands over her face and cried and cried. 
She was coming downstairs half an hour later, having bathed her face in cool water and combed her hair and picked up her embroidery bag, when there was a knock on the outer door. She stood quite still, waiting for a servant to answer it. It could not be. There was a ball in progress at the house. He was with Eve. He was probably betrothed to her already. It could not be. But who else could it be? 
He was wearing a black evening cloak and beaver hat, which he removed and handed to Ben, bidding him a good evening and asking if Lady Barbara was at home. Beneath the cloak he looked even more magnificent than he had looked two evenings before. His brocaded coat was burgundy, his waistcoat and knee breeches silver silk, his linen and stockings a sparking white. There were copious amounts of lace at his neck and wrists. Diamonds sparked from among the folds of his neckcloth. 
"I am here, Ben," she said, "thank you." 
And he looked up at her and smiled and she saw nothing else as her servant withdrew to the back of the house again. She did not know if she returned the smile or not. 
"Good evening, my lord," she said. 


* * *
 SHE WAS DRESSED VERY plainly in comparison to the ladies he had just left in the ballroom at Durham House. She wore an unadorned long-sleeved, high-necked silk dress of dark blue. Her hair was dressed neatly and simply. She had been crying. There were no telltale red marks on her pale cheeks or about her eyes, but he knew she had been crying. 
She looked beautiful. 
"Good evening, Lady Barbara," he said. He felt suddenly anxious, unsure of himself. If his guess was correct, this was a painful anniversary for her. Her son must have been conceived on this day eight years before. Had she been crying for her dead lover? "I seem to be making a habit of calling at improper hours." 
She came down the remaining stairs. Would he know that she had been crying? That she had been crying for him? She felt mortified. She wished he had not come. Had he come to tell her of his betrothal? 
But why would he do that? 
"Will you come into the parlor, my lord?" she asked him. "Shall I have tea brought up?" 
"Not for me," he said, following her into the parlor. 
She wished he had refused both invitations. She wished he had stated his business and left again. And she wondered desperately if his visit would be as short a one as that afternoon's, if he would leave before she could grasp onto his presence for one more memory to carry into the emptiness ahead. 
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Perhaps his visit was an intrusion on this day of all days, he thought. Perhaps she wished to be alone with her memories. Perhaps she would be insulted by his ill-timed attentions. 
"Am I disturbing you?" he asked. 
She shook her head and indicated the chair he had sat in two evenings before. 
"You have been crying," he said, and she shot him a glance, doubly mortified. "Is my presence here distressing to you, Barbara? Would you prefer to be left alone? Or can I lend a sympathetic shoulder to be cried on?" 
"It was nothing," she said. "It is over now. Are you not dancing?" 
"Later," he said, smiling. "There is plenty of time left." Though he knew that he would do no more dancing that night unless she danced with him. Was he intruding? "You loved him very much?" 
"Zach?" She looked up at him with luminous eyes. "Yes. I thought I could not live when he went away. 
And I thought I would surely die when I knew he was dead. It did not seem possible for this world to go on without Zach in it. He was so full of life and laughter. But of course the world did go on and I lived on. 
I had no choice. I had Zachary." 
"I am sorry," he said. "If only we had lived through different times, perhaps there would have been no wars to take so many young men and to widow so many young women." 
"I was not married to him," she said, lowering her eyes to her hands in her lap. 
"Oh, yes, you were," he said. "In your heart you were. Unfortunately you also had your family's censure to live with, since they appear not to have seen that. But it is true, Barbara. Have you been grieving for him tonight?" 
So that was why he had come. Out of kindness. She might have guessed it. He had thought that she would be grieving for Zach, and he had come to offer company and perhaps some comfort. She loved him for his kindness. If there had been nothing else, she would have loved him just for that. 
"I think I have been trying," she said. "There is a locket. An empty locket, since he never had a chance to have his miniature painted to put inside. The sight of that emptiness always used to be able to bring on the pain. It no longer does so. Too much time has passed." 
Her tone was regretful. He knew exactly what she meant. 
"And you have been crying over the fact that you can no longer cry?" he asked, smiling. 
She smiled back. "I would have loved him all our lives," she said. 
"Yes," he said, "as I would have loved Anna-Marie." 
Ah, yes, this was another reason for his coming. His wife, so much more recently lost than Zach. He needed to spend at least a few minutes of a festive evening with someone who would understand because she had suffered a similar loss. 
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"Yes," she said. "But we did love them while they lived, and that is what really matters. It would be even more dreadful to lose loved ones and have to live with the guilt of knowing that we had not loved them as we should while they lived." 
"Are you ready to love again, Barbara?" he asked quietly. He unconsciously held his breath. 
She laughed softly and smoothed her hands over the silk of her dress on her lap. "I gave up the right when I lay with Zach and conceived his child," she said. 
"Is the ability to love a right that can be lost or discarded, then?" he asked. 
She smiled down at her hands. No, it was impossible that that was why he had come. She must not even begin to think such a thing. She was a fallen woman, he the heir to a marquess. She must not invite unnecessary pain. She raised her eyes to his. 
Such misery and such suffering he saw there that his smile faded. God, what was it? He crossed the room to her and was down on his knees before her chair and taking her cold hands in his before he realized what he was doing. 
"Barbara," he said. "I am ready. I did not think it would be possible, or not quite so soon anyway. I was prepared to make a marriage of convenience. Or perhaps not quite that – a marriage of affection, let us say. I did not know that I was ready to love again. Not until I met you." 
Tears sprang to her eyes and she bit her upper lip. "Don't," she said. "Please don't. You must know how vulnerable I am, how lonely. You must know the temptation you are pressing on me. But I will not take another lover. Not even if I were ten times more lonely." 
If he had not been directly before her, blocking her path to the door, and if he had not had such a strong grip on her hands, she would have fled the room and left him to find his own way out of the house and back to the ball and Eve's waiting arms. She hated him at that moment. She hated him because she wanted him so much and she knew she could have him with just one word. 
"Lover," he said. "Yes, I want to be that to you, Barbara. And friend. And father to Zach. And your husband." He watched her face closely. He could not guess at her thoughts. He watched two tears trickle down her cheeks, and resisted the urge to take her into his arms. "I have come here to ask you to do me the honor of becoming my wife." 
She was on her feet then and pushing past him. She stopped in the middle of the room, her back to him. 
She was laughing, though there was no amusement in the sound. 
"Do you not realize what I am?" she said. "'Whore' is the word that has been used in my hearing more than once. Do you not realize what Zachary is? 'Bas—'" 
He caught her by the shoulders and spun her around to face him. "You are a woman who loved unconditionally," he said. "Zach is a product of that love. You have never let those labels destroy your pride, Barbara. Why remember them now?" 
"Why?" she said. "Because you have just asked me to be your viscountess, daughter-in-law of your father, the Marquess of Highmoor. Because you have asked me to take a place in respectable society at your side and to allow my son to become your stepson. Do you not realize the utter impossibility of what you ask?" 
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"There is only one fact that would make, it impossible," he said. "Only one, Barbara. If you do not love me. Sometimes in the last few days I have thought that perhaps you do or that perhaps you can come to do so, given time. But perhaps it has just been your loneliness or your sympathy with my past with which you can identify. Or perhaps it is just friendship and can never be more." 
Her hand was against his cheek suddenly, though she could not remember lifting it from her side and placing it there. "I have one of the sweet-meats from Zachary's box wrapped in a handkerchief upstairs," 
she said, looking directly into his blue eyes. "I know that I will keep it there for the rest of my life, along with the silver locket Zach gave me on this very day eight years ago." 
His hand was over hers, holding it against his cheek. "Say it, then," he said. "Say it, Barbara." 
"What is the point?" she said. "I cannot marry you. We both know that. And I will not lie with you. I will not. Ah, please don't ask that of me, for I might say yes, you know." 
"Say it," he said. And his eyes burned into hers and exultation was growing in him. 
"I love you, then," she said. "There. Are you satisfied? I love you, my lord." 
"Caleb," he said. "Cal." 
"I love you, Cal," she said. "Now, will you return to the ball? I am ready for bed." She looked distressed. "Alone. Will you leave?" 
"Yes," he said, and her heart plummeted right down inside her slippers and she realized how much damage his visit had already done and just how sleepless a night she was facing. "In a little while. There are some matters to be dealt with first." He felt rather like whooping with joy, but it was too soon yet. 
And that misery was back in her eyes. 
"What?" she said. 
"This, for a start," he said, and lowered his head and kissed her. 
Yes, it was true. Even if she had not said it in words, he would have felt it in her body and tasted it on her lips and in her mouth. She was his. Hot and passionate with physical need, but warm and tender too with love. Her fingers dealt gently with his hair even as her body pressed to his own from shoulders to knees and then drew back from the waist up to allow his hands to cover her breasts. 
It was true. He kissed her, held her, fondled her, and fought to keep the control that would prevent him from making this evening merely a repeat experience of eight years before for her. He wanted her on their marriage bed, his ring on her finger, his signature beside hers in a church register before he took final possession of her body. Before he impregnated her with the first of their children. 
She did not care any longer. She was in his arms and they were warm and strong about her, and his mouth was hot and demanding over hers, his tongue firm and seeking. And she could feel his need as powerful as her own. She did not care. For she had spoken the simple truth. If he asked, she would say yes. And he was asking. Demanding. Soon, in a moment, he would lift his head and either lay her down on the carpet or lead her upstairs to the greater comfort of her bed. And either way she would lie down with him. 
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Perhaps she deserved that label after all. But label or no label, she did not care. Not any longer. He had said that he loved her. She loved him. That was all that mattered. 
He lifted his head and she opened her eyes slowly. And she wondered even at that late moment if she would have the will to send him away. 
"And this, second," he said. "Will you marry me, Barbara? Your single state and Zach's existence aside, and your mental image of my father beating us both about the head with a big stick and of society gasping in horror. All those things aside, my love, because really, they do not matter at all. Not one iota of one iota. Will you marry me?" 
"Cal," she said. "Cal, it is a fairy tale. Fairy tales are not reality." 
"This one can be," he said. "With one little word, Barbara. Yes. Say it. If you do not, you know, I will build me a willow cabin at your gate. Do you know Shakespeare?" 
"And camp there until I do say yes?" she said. "Yes, I know the play." 
"You said yes," he said, grinning down at her and tightening his arms possessively about her. 
"I did not," she said. 
"You said 'Yes, I know the play.'" 
"Cal." 
He rubbed his nose across hers. "The sunshine has started to come back into my life," he said. "Don't take it away again, my love. Not unless I cannot bring it back into yours." 
"Oh," she said, and she hid her face against his shoulder. 
"What does anything else matter?" he asked. "Only the sunshine, Barbara. That is all that matters." 
"And you will not one day regret that you have chosen to wed a fallen woman?" she said. Her voice was muffled against his coat. 
"How could I regret turning my face to the sunshine?" he said. 
"And you will never regret taking on Zachary?" 
"The puppy will doubtless have stopped making puddles by the time we are married and Zach turns him loose on my carpets," he said. "That is the only detail that might have me a little anxious." 
She laughed against his shoulder. 
"This is better," he said. 
She looked up at him, and he was dazzled suddenly by the sunshine. 
"Well?" he said. 
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"Yes," she said. 
"Yes?" 
"Yes." 
They smiled into each other's eyes for a few moments before he tightened his arms about her once more, lifted her from her feet, and swung her twice around. 
"Then it is settled," he said, setting her down on her feet again. "Just as soon as ever the banns can be read. I wish it could be sooner. And third..." 
She looked at him expectantly, and he drew the diamond, pin from his neckcloth with its head of tiny diamonds arranged in the shape of a heart. He had bought it in London, intending to give it to Lady Eve if his plans to court her had brought them to a betrothal on this day. He took Barbara's hand and set the pin in it. 
"It will keep better than a sweetmeat," he said. "Happy Valentine's Day, my love." 
She raised her face to his, radiant with love and happiness, and kissed him. 
"And now I can return to the ball," he said. 
"Yes." Her smile faded a little. "Yes, you must. You will be missed." 
"With you," he said. 
She looked at him blankly. 
"Will you want to change?" he asked. "To me you look lovely enough to eat, but I know that ladies are very particular about such matters. I can allow you half an hour to get ready if you really must." 
"To go to the ball?" she said. "I cannot do that. You know I cannot. But it does not matter." She smiled more determinedly at him. "I shall go to bed and dream of you and hope that this part too is not a dream." 
"Twenty-nine minutes," he said. 
"Cal..." 
"Your father is expecting you," he said. "And probably your mother too." 
Her smile faded right away. 
"I asked your father for you before I came here," he said. "The settlements have all been agreed upon. 
All that was left to do was for you to accept me. Your father is to make the announcement before the end of the ball – if we get there in time. You have twenty-eight minutes." 
"He would not," she said. "Papa hates me. He has had almost nothing to do with me in eight years, apart for paying all the bills here." 
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"The dowry he offered with you was many times larger than I expected," he said. "I do not need a dowry. I have a fortune of my own with which to care for you. But he insisted. No daughter of his would go to a husband without bringing a respectable dowry with her, he told me. And it was no more than was to be settled on you at his death." 
Her eyes widened. 
"And I have been told in no uncertain terms that the only thing I will be required to bestow on Zach is a father's love," he said. "A sum quite as large as your dowry has been established for his education and settlement in life, a sum that would have been his in trust on your father's death, even if I had never shown my nose in this county." 
"William?" she whispered. 
"I believe fathers take their daughters' troubles harder than anyone else," he said. "Your brother, I believe, has been your father's eyes and hands in the past eight years. Though I am sure he is fond of you and the boy in his own right." 
"Oh," she said. 
He set his head to one side and looked closely at her. "You are not about to cry again, are you?" he asked. 
"Yes, I think so," she said, dashing a hand across one cheek. "I am not usually such a watering pot, I do assure you, my lord." 
"Cal." 
"Cal." 
"I think you must be down to twenty-four minutes," he said. "Go." He bent his head and kissed her swift and hard on the mouth. 
She went. 


* * *
 SHE FELT VERY inappropriately dressed in her rose-pink silk. It was the best she had. She had not had need for any fancy evening gowns for many years. She wore Cal's pin at her bosom and the small diamond earrings she had been given on her eighteenth birthday. She had coaxed her hair into curls at her temples and ears. 
And she was terrified. Almost shaking with fright. It had been eight years. And she was to face her father, her mother, William, Eve, all their guests, all the neighboring gentry, who had done little more than nod to her after church for years past. Her betrothal was to be announced. She was to dance with Cal. 
He had said so. 
She gripped his arm after a footman in the grand hall had taken their cloaks, and was reassured by its firmness and warmth. She received his brief kiss gratefully, heedless of the presence of several of her father's servants. 
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"I am terrified," she said. 
"I know," he said. "You look lovely, Barbara. I love you." 
His blue-eyed smile, his hand over hers, calmed her. She raised her chin. 
"That's my girl," he said, and he led her in the direction of the ballroom. 
She could never afterward remember the following half-hour with any clarity. She knew that her father opened his arms to her and that she went into them, forgetting all about bitterness and blame and pride and a long estrangement. And she knew that her mother hugged her as if intending to break bones. And William was winking at her and Eve looking shocked. And there were neighbors too, and people she had never met before. Her father was presenting her to some of them, Cal to others. 
And the announcement of her betrothal. And exclamations. And more hugs and kisses. Even eventually from Eve. And the growing conviction that it must after all be a dream, that it was too perfect and too bizarre to be real. 
But there always, beyond the noise and the confusion and laughter and hugging and exclaiming, was Cal. 
Cal steady and smiling and kindly. Cal with pride in his face and love in his blue eyes. Love unmistakable. 
And she was more convinced than ever that she dreamed. 
"You have come late," her father told them when all the excitement of the announcement seemed finally to be dying down – except in her heart. "We keep country hours here, my boy, and do not dance until dawn as you do in town. The last set is about to begin." 
"A waltz, I hope." Lord Brandon said, smiling at his betrothed. 
"Probably not," the duke said. "But it will be, my boy. My elder daughter and her fiancé must have their wishes granted on this particular evening." He strode away in the direction of the orchestra. 
"Not a waltz," she said in some panic. "I will make a spectacle of myself, Cal. I will tread all over your feet." 
"I want you to look into my eyes the whole time," he said, leading her onto the floor. "I want you to pretend that we are dancing among the stars, Barbara. And it will not be entirely pretense. That is what we will be doing. Stars were not meant to be put in pockets, you know. They were meant to be danced among." 
He smiled slowly into her eyes, drawing an answering smile from her. The music began and she held his eyes determinedly and almost immediately forgot her terror and her inexperience with the dance. 
They waltzed among the stars. 


* * * *
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