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Prologue 

Bristow, Essex 
1810 

he sun must shine on the day a lady gets engaged. If that 
were not possible, then the rain must pour from the heav-

ens in great heaving buckets. There was something terribly ro-
mantic about a rainstorm, and Mary Hayward would be pleased 
with either option. However, sullen clouds on a dry afternoon 
would never do; gloomy weather was not permissible on the 
most important day in her life. 

After three days of the most disappointing weather, the 
skies had cleared in honor of this momentous occasion, casting 
the world in a vibrant wash of colors. Golden sunshine shone 
from the clear sapphire sky, sparkling off the emerald fields that 
stretched around her. Standing in the middle of the country 
lane, Mary basked in this most beautiful of days. Even the bird-
song was sweeter and the flowers were more fragrant, for the 
air was heady with the sounds and smells of nature. 

Stopping at a patch of cornflowers, Mary removed her bon-
net. The shabby thing had seen better days, but it was the best 
she had. Gathering a few of the blossoms, she threaded them 
through the worn holes in the woven straw, providing the drab 
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thing with a bit of decoration that complimented her dark hair 
and brought a hint of blue to her gray eyes. 

Examining her work, Mary wanted to laugh at herself. As 
though those little flowers could do much to compliment her 
plain features. Mary knew better than to hope for miracles, but 
she did wish to present her very best self to Mr. Henry Caven-
dish. A lady should feel beautiful on the day she gets engaged. 

Securing the bonnet on her head, Mary walked down the 
lane, twirling a stray cornflower between her fingers, the spiky 
petals brushing across her skin. Though she was mere moments 
from her dreams becoming reality, her mind played through the 
possibilities of what was to come. Mary had seen illustrations 
of medieval knights kneeling before their lady loves, and she 
pictured her dear friend, Henry, in a similar pose, supplicating 
with all the earnestness of his heart. That made Mary laugh, for 
that was a tad much even for her fantastical notions. 

But there would be a kiss. A lady did not get engaged with-
out one, and the thought of it had Mary blushing as she touched 
her lips. Their first kiss had been on a day much like this one. A 
lazy afternoon, the skies clear and bright as they strolled the 
fields of Bristow. Those dreamy hours as they explored those 
routes so familiar that their feet required no prompting. And 
then Henry had pulled her into his arms and pressed his lips to 
hers. 

Just the memory of it set her heart pounding. That kiss! For 
several glorious minutes, there had been nothing in the world 
but them. Her and Henry sharing that most tender moment. 
Mary longed for another embrace, but in the weeks since, they’d 
not had time alone to do so, and Mary could hardly wait to see 
him. 

And there would be a pledge of love. Mary stood in no 
doubt of Henry’s feelings, but she longed to hear them stated 
aloud. Not just the simple declarations they had shared so often 
throughout their childhood, but that of a gentleman bearing his 
soul to the lady he loved. She could hear his voice speaking the 
words, and that alone was enough to bring tears to her eyes. 
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A picnic on a sunny afternoon that culminated in a pro-
posal, a declaration, and a kiss. Mary could not think of a better 
day. 

Shaking herself from her thoughts, Mary hurried along. It 
would not do to make Henry wait. 

Cresting the hill beside the Peterson’s farm, Mary saw 
Henry standing beneath the large oak tree, surrounded by a 
mountain of food, blankets, and cushions fit for a dozen people. 
At the sight of her, he smiled, and Mary’s heart stopped. Oh, 
how she adored that smile. The way his handsome face lit up as 
though she were the very best thing in the world. 

“Mary!” he called, hurrying to her and catching her up in a 
hug. “I had just about given up on you. I was worried you had 
not received my note.” 

“I had,” she said, dipping her head in a manner that other 
girls used, smiling up at him with all the coyness she could mus-
ter. “But I am afraid I was waylaid by some rather lovely wild-
flowers.” 

Brushing his fingers across the blossoms, Henry’s eyes 
sparkled as he examined the adornments. “Then the time was 
not wasted. You look lovely, my dear friend. But I had wished 
for a bit more time before the others arrived.” 

“Others?” 
“For the celebration,” said Henry, offering up his arm so 

that he could escort her to the base of the tree. 
Mary’s eyes widened. She could hardly hold back the tears 

threatening to gather, but she would not allow them to overtake 
her for her skin had a tendency to redden in great splotches 
when she cried. It was bad enough that she could do nothing to 
erase the smattering of freckles along her cheeks; Mary need 
not add to it. 

“You are my dearest friend and have been my entire life,” 
said Henry, gathering her hands in his. “And I had to tell you 
the news first.” 

Mary thought that an odd way to word it, but she was not 
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about to critique the manner in which her love declared his in-
tentions. 

“I am in love,” he said. The emotion behind it softened his 
features, drawing her in, but Mary forced herself to stay put, for 
it would not do to act before the words were spoken. No matter 
how much she wished to get to the kissing. 

“And I am going to be married,” he said. 
Mary stiffened. It was not as though he had asked her yet, 

and though it was certain she would say yes, she preferred for 
his sentiments to be expressed in more of a question than a de-
finitive statement. But she waited, allowing him to continue his 
speech. 

“No doubt you have noticed my marked attention these last 
few weeks,” he said, and Mary felt her heart flutter at the 
thought of it. She and Henry had always shared a special bond, 
but since his return after Easter term, it was as though he were 
permanently attached to her side. 

“She is the loveliest of women,” he said, and Mary held her 
breath at the word that echoed his earlier compliment. “And she 
is kind and good, though I need not tell you how wonderful she 
is, as I am certain you are well aware of her virtues.” 

Clutching her hands, Henry looked ready to burst with joy. 
“I could not wait to tell you, and I knew I must say something 
before we announced it formally for you are so very dear to both 
of us.” 

The breath froze in Mary’s lungs. She could not have heard 
him right. Blinking at him, Mary somehow found her voice. 
“Pardon?” 

Henry cocked his head, his brows gathering together. 
“Have you not guessed how strongly I feel for Bess? I would 
have thought it obvious with how I have followed her around 
like the lovesick fool I am.” 

“Bess?” Mary’s heart twisted in her chest, and the strength 
ebbed from her, leaving her shaky and weak. She had never 
fainted in her life, but Mary felt distinctly light-headed. “You 
are engaged to Bess?” 
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Mary pulled her hands from Henry’s grip and turned to the 
trunk of the tree, leaning against it to keep herself from toppling 
over. 

“Are you unwell? May I fetch you something?” asked 
Henry, touching her shoulder. 

“No,” she said, holding a hand to her stomach as though 
that would settle it. “I am just in shock.” 

“Is it truly that surprising?” asked Henry. “You two have 
become thick as thieves since she moved into the neighborhood 
last autumn, and I know you care greatly for her and see how 
fine a lady she is.” 

“Of course,” she said, her voice catching. 
“Please, Mary,” he said, stepping closer. “Tell me what is 

the matter.” 
Mary turned to stare at him, though her tears blurred his 

face. “Are you going to pretend you do not understand the 
source of my distress?” 

His eyes widened, and Henry stared at her as though she 
had grown a second head, the honest confusion so clearly 
stamped on his face that Mary’s hand itched to strike it. “I 
thought you would be happy for us. Your two closest friends 
have fallen in love. Though our marriage is bound to change 
some things, the three of us will continue on as we have, and 
you will be like an aunt to our children.” 

“Continue on as we have?” asked Mary. “You made me be-
lieve that you loved me.” 

“I do,” he replied with a furrowed brow. 
“I thought you asked me here to propose,” she said. Just 

admitting it aloud made Mary’s face blaze, but the fire fueling 
her words burned hotter than the calm voice in her head telling 
her to remain silent. 

Henry’s head cocked to the side, his eyes widening once 
again. “Whatever made you think that? I have shown admira-
tion and brotherly affection but nothing more.” 

“A brother does not kiss his sister!” 
At that, Henry scoffed, shaking his head at her with a shrug. 
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“That was naught but a bit of fun. Just something to pass the 
time. You knew that.” 

Mary shook her head, her breath catching. She wiped at her 
tears, the droplets wetting her gloves. “All these years…I 
thought…” 

“Thought I would marry you?” Henry jumped backward, 
putting a firm distance between them. “I care deeply about you, 
Mary. I value our friendship and count you as my closest friend, 
but I have never felt anything more than that. I do apologize if 
you have misinterpreted my feelings, but I could never think of 
you as anything more than a chum.” 

Never had a word struck a girl’s heart with such force. It 
was so much worse than a mere friend or companion. Chum 
was what one called the lads at school. It was lifeless. Empty. 
The farthest thing from romantic. 

“But you wrote to me,” said Mary, casting her thoughts to 
the stack of missives secreted in her room, bound with the rib-
bon he had bought her from the market when she was twelve. 

“As I would with any of my chums.” 
“You sent me flowers!” 
“Because you care for them,” said Henry with another ac-

cursed shrug. “You’ve often said how much you adore flowers, 
and you aren’t likely to receive them from any other gentle-
man.” 

And that was when Mary’s heart ceased beating altogether. 
She had thought the self-same words many a time, but she had 
never thought to hear them from Henry’s lips. 

“I apologize, Mary,” he said, reaching for her hands again, 
but Mary tugged them away. “I do not mean to hurt your feel-
ings. I never thought you believed my actions meant anything 
more than friendship, for I have never felt even an inkling of 
attraction for you. You are a wonderful girl and one of my dear-
est friends, but when a man marries, he wishes for something 
more than companionship.” 

Gritting her teeth against the sorrow washing over her, 
Mary jutted out her chin. “What do you mean?” 
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“You are the type of woman a man can talk to, but your 
looks are not the type to entice him to marry,” he said. “You 
have said as much on many an occasion.” 

Mary looked down at her lanky frame that looked as though 
it belonged to a “chum” and not a lover. Over the years, she had 
bemoaned her boyish figure but never had she thought that 
Henry agreed with her assessment. The stark truth of the mat-
ter struck Mary, the despair of her situation shooting through 
her in a quick flash, but Mary refused to be dragged down by it, 
choosing instead to embrace the fury that followed on its heels. 

“And you think you are—” But before Mary could finish her 
vicious thought, the sounds of a large party came from just over 
the hill, and Mary turned towards the tree trunk to collect her-
self. Henry’s footsteps moved away from her as he greeted the 
other guests. Wringing the edge of her shawl, Mary’s jaw ached 
as she choked back her words. Now was not the time for such a 
scene. 

Facing the crowd, Mary steeled her heart against the sight 
of Bess taking Henry’s arm, their smiles beaming as brightly as 
the sun above them. Family and friends gathered around as the 
couple made their grand announcement, and the people broke 
into cheers and applause. 

“We were wondering if you would ever gather the courage, 
my boy,” said Mrs. Drake. “You have been mooning over the girl 
for weeks now.” 

Bess blushed, dipping her face away from the crowd, and 
Henry rested his hand atop hers. 

Others expressed similar sentiments, and Mary felt her 
eyes burn anew. She fought it back, though she could not dis-
guise the unevenly red tinge to her cheeks. Not a single person 
there seemed shocked or surprised—not even her parents or 
sister. She had been the only fool to think that Henry’s heart 
leaned a different direction. Only she believed he had loved her. 

Though no one looked at her, Mary felt on display like the 
main attraction at a traveling carnival. She could not stand an-
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other moment of this humiliation, and Mary turned away, dis-
appearing from the party as though she had never been a part 
of it. 

Cutting through the fields, Mary felt the tears spilling down 
her hot cheeks. Her eyes burned, and her sleeve grew moist with 
each swipe of her wrist across her face. An utter fool. 

“Mary!” 
It was possibly the last person whom Mary wished to speak 

to, but the voice kept calling after her. 
“Please stop,” she begged. “Let me explain—” 
Mary whipped around to glare at Bess. “Explain what ex-

actly?” 
“I am truly sorry, Mary,” she said, a shine of tears in her 

brown eyes. “We never meant to hurt you.” 
“You knew that I loved him!” Mary’s voice broke, and her 

hands flew to her mouth to hold in a sob. Bess stepped closer, 
but Mary pulled away. When she gained control, she spoke. 
“You were my friend and confidant. You even advised me on 
how to catch Henry’s attention, and all the while you were 
courting him in secret!” 

Bess’s gaze dropped away, and a flush that had nothing to 
do with the warm summer sun filled her cheeks. “I did not wish 
to deceive you, but there was no way for me to tell you the truth. 
Henry does not love you as a man loves a woman, and I could 
not pass up an opportunity to secure my future.” 

“‘Secure your future’?” Mary fists clenched at her side, her 
shoulders stiffening. 

Bess dropped her head, and Mary could no longer listen to 
the mercenary who had stolen away Mary’s love. Turning away 
from the only two people whom Mary had ever counted as 
friends, she trudged through the field, her heart as dead as the 
dirt beneath her feet. 
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