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Introduction


                       [Rafe] had done his best as guardian of four penniless girls, and it wasn’t his fault that they had turned out to be the sort of young women who create scandals with the ease with which other ladies embroider handkerchiefs.

Kiss Me, Annabel

Hello! My name is Jody, and I’m the author of the Essex Sisters Companion Guide that you’re about to read, which means that I’m crazy, eccentric, and impassioned enough to think that there are other people out there like me—people who love Eloisa James’s series enough that they want to live in her world rather than their own, and think it would be fun to learn more about how Eloisa came up with the characters and what the clothes in the period were really like, not to mention read original material found only here that I either wrangled from Eloisa’s files or begged her to create!

I’m a huge fan of all Eloisa’s books, but I chose the Essex sisters for this companion because, frankly, I adore them. I particularly love the ease with which they create scandal. To my utter dismay, I have come to realize that Trouble! would be an appropriate title for a sitcom about my life. The actor portraying me would have to play an exaggerated personality who falls into ridiculous situations of her own making. I talk a bit too loudly, my hands wildly flying, and I find nearly everything funny. Can you imagine me in a Regency ballroom?

So, basically, I love the Essex sisters because they’re not perfect—in fact, they’re rather like me. We even have the same sort of nontraditional backgrounds. I grew up in the 1980s in a tiny town of five hundred people in northern Missouri. The walls in my house were standing due to the layers of wallpaper, and the frigid winter winds seemed to always find a home in my bedroom. Baths were taken in a metal washtub in the kitchen, with the water drawn from the well and heated on a wood-burning stove. My summers were spent running barefoot around the farm. See why I like the Essex sisters so much? We were poorer than they were . . . but still, I related so well to four girls growing up far from the glitter of London and suddenly thrust into the limelight.

In my case, when I turned twenty, I “married up,” as they might have said in the past. I married a military officer, and moved to an exclusive area of Tampa, Florida—a city with a population of over three million. The Essex sisters went from poor to comfortable, small to large, wilderness to civilization. Me too.

When I reread the stories of the Essex sisters, I always think about how far I have come. When I make a fool of myself or suffer through a particularly challenging day, I come home and cuddle up with a book. Historical romances are my favorite, and thank goodness there are so many of them, because I have a lot of those days! I love to escape into a different time and place.

I think Eloisa’s books are a special treasure in the genre, because she expands and educates the reader by introducing new historical details in her stories. Regency London is my favorite setting for historical romances, and yet novels often seem trapped in a microcosm, a mini-world of Almack’s and a townhouse or two. In the Essex Sisters series alone, Eloisa mentions over thirteen actual publications from the Regency era and over sixty assorted real-life places in England. Still, every time I finished one of her novels, I wanted more: more about the characters, more about the world they live in, more about the author’s thoughts as she created the book.

After a while, I started wondering if other readers might share my curiosity, and I got the idea of creating a comprehensive, easy-to-read guide that included all sorts of bonus Essex Sisters material, as well as historical essays on everything from fashion to newspapers.

When Ms. James was scheduled to appear at a book signing near my home, I pulled myself together and decided to ask her if I could write a companion piece to her books. Frankly, I was petrified. Even though she is an internationally acclaimed best-selling author, she talked to me! She was so delightful and approachable. What’s more, she agreed to assist me, although she is beyond busy every moment being a writer, professor, mother, and wife.

She even agreed to write a brand-new novella set in the Essex Sisters world, to include in my guide—and that novella eventually became two (hurrah!): A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace, which you’ll read right here in the companion, and A Gentleman Never Tells, which is being published in tandem.


Eloisa wrote Part One of this companion, which traces the Essex Sisters from her very first idea right through to a bonus chapter that revisits the sisters ten years after Pleasure for Pleasure. One of the most exciting moments for me, reading Eloisa’s account, was discovering that Kiss Me, Annabel exists in two versions—the published one, and another, with a very different second half. Eloisa had completely rewritten the last nineteen chapters for the published version. It took some persuasion, but you’ll find that alternate ending in the Appendix. Parts Two through Four sprang from my curiosity. As I quickly discovered, I am too curious, because it would take me a lifetime to research and discover all the little details Eloisa includes in her books. My essays look at fashionable attire, different theatres mentioned in Eloisa’s novels, and as many rich details about life in London as I could manage.

These essays are illustrated; I looked for images from the time period, as I personally love to see an actual book or building that’s mentioned in a book. My primary objective is to add depth to the visualizations we each create while reading a novel. My prediction is that, given the growing technical advances in publishing, novels will soon include illustrations. But until that happens, here’s my gesture in that direction.

I do have to note that some of these illustrations are very old, so images aren’t necessarily as clear as we may want. Ever since reading Eloisa’s books, I have been uncovering tens of thousands of old publications from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries now available on the Web. I’ve included etchings from those historical documents. Even when the reproductions are necessarily imperfect, I think they add to the idea of traveling back in time. The pictorial and accompanying descriptions are collected exclusively from these very old publications and Eloisa’s researcher extraordinaire, Franzeca Drouin. No Wikipedia or shortcuts. Most entries include publications or websites for you to explore further.

The guide is designed as a great companion to pick up after you’ve read all the novels—you definitely don’t want to read the author’s notes or the final bonus chapter until you’ve finished the last page of each of the novels!

Eloisa has been a huge help in making my parts of this companion guide a reality, and obviously, much of this book is straight from her work. I must stress that any mistakes or oversights are mine alone.

I hope you enjoy the companion guide as much as I have loved putting it together!
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Presenting the Essex Sisters Series


If you’ve read the series, you know the plots of the four books. But in case it’s been a while, here is a refresher on which book told the story of which sister.

In Reading Order

Book 1: Much Ado About You

Book 2: Kiss Me, Annabel

Book 3: The Taming of the Duke

Book 4: Pleasure for Pleasure

Original Covers:
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Much Ado About You


Book 1 in the Essex Sisters series
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Teresa Essex has a unique lot in life. Actually . . . she’d rather prefer that lots were not mentioned. She knows far too much about playing the odds: her widowed father gambled away any spare penny owned by their family. Shillings that should have been spent on gowns and governesses for Tess and her three younger sisters were spent keeping her father’s horses in proper condition for the racetrack.

When their father dies, the sisters become the wards of the Duke of Holbrook, who knows far more about brandy snifters than children. But Tess’s challenges have just begun. With nothing more than a horse each for a dowry, and a drunken duke as a chaperone, she and her sisters must achieve respectable marriages.

In the manner of romantic heroines from the time of Jane Austen, Tess must make a decision whether to marry for financial, prudent reasons, or to follow her heart. But unlike those tales in which heroines prudently make the correct decision, whatever that might be, here fate steps in and Tess must learn a hard lesson: not how to play at love, but how to play at that most serious of pursuits . . .

Marriage.





Kiss Me, Annabel


Book 2 in the Essex Sisters series
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What cruel twist of fate put Annabel Essex in a carriage on her way to Scotland (the place she abhors) with a penniless earl (she longs to be rich), and all the world thinking they’re man and wife? Sleeping in the same bed? Not to mention the game of words started by the earl—in which the prize is a kiss. And the forfeit . . .

Well. They are almost married, after all . . .





The Taming of the Duke


Book 3 in the Essex Sisters series
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Imogen, Lady Maitland, formerly Imogen Essex, has decided to dance on the wild side. After all, she’s in the delicious position of being able to take a lover. A discreet male who knows just when to leave in the morning.

But Lady Maitland is still under the watchful eye of her former guardian, the wildly untamed Rafe, Duke of Holbrook. She laughs at the idea that someone so insufferably lazy and devoted to drink can demand that she behave with propriety.

It’s Rafe’s long-lost brother, Gabe, a man who looks exactly like the duke but with none of his degenerate edge, who interests Imogen. To Imogen, he’s the shadow duke . . . the man who really ought to hold the title.

But when Imogen agrees to accompany Gabe to a masquerade, whose masked eyes watch her with that intense look of desire? Who exactly is she dancing with?

The duke or the shadow duke?

Rafe . . . or Gabe?





Pleasure for Pleasure


Book 4 in the Essex Sisters series
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Pleasure for Pleasure’s heroine, Josephine Essex, is quick of wit and lush with unfashionable curves.

Nicknamed the “Scottish Sausage” within a week of her debut on the marriage market, her chances of matrimony look dim. So Josie does what no proper young lady should—she challenges fate. She allows the scandalous Earl of Mayne to take her under his tutelage, discards her corset, and flirts outrageously.

Shakespeare’s play title Measure for Measure refers to a person receiving the punishment he deserves.

In this novel, Josie gives precisely what she deserves: Pleasure for Pleasure.





PART ONE

The Boundaries of a Book


by Eloisa James

When Jody first approached me with the idea for an Essex Sisters companion consisting of historical essays addressing various aspects of the novels, I imagined contributing a couple of pages. But once we began discussing possibilities that went beyond historical investigation, my contribution grew to include an original novella, extra material that had previously been published only on my website, and this narrative essay, which traces my initial idea for the quartet to an “extra” chapter set a decade after Pleasure for Pleasure, the final book in the series. While Jody and I quickly agreed to include material already available to readers, the really crucial question for me had to do with Kiss Me, Annabel, which exists in sharply different versions.

The original plot of Kiss Me sprang from the fact that my husband is an observant Catholic, whereas I was introduced as a child to a confusing medley of religions, from Lutheran to Buddhist, none of which I now practice. I wanted to write a novel in which hero and heroine are not of one mind with respect to faith.

My editor at the time found the second half of the novel far too dark. The change she requested required me to cut the last nineteen chapters and rewrite them. As it happened, I was reading Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House books aloud to my daughter at the time; I credit those books with inspiring me to reshape my overly dark story into a lighthearted road trip (with a detour into the mysteries of butter churning).

The two endings are so different that I don’t think it’s possible to say that one is “better” than the other. Reading the original draft all these years later, I love the focus on Ewan’s faith, as well as all the drama. But I might as well add that when I recounted the original plot to my current editor, Carrie Feron, her eyes grew round and she said that she likely would have found the story a bit dark.

For me, including the original half of Kiss Me, Annabel here definitively transformed this companion from a bunch of complementary essays to something that questioned our conception of a genre novel. Why shouldn’t a book exist in two different versions, as long as each ends happily? Why shouldn’t a reader be able to follow—and take pleasure in—two completely different paths by which the same characters end up in the same place?

Once I accepted that, the temptation to meddle with other parts of the series was irresistible. As I again immersed myself in the world of the Essex Sisters, I found loose ends in Pleasure for Pleasure that, interestingly enough, all had to do with bullying. The novel is a reader favorite, not least because Josie’s experience of being labeled with the horrid nickname the “Scottish Sausage” resonates with so many readers. What happened to the other girls mentioned in the book, who were ostracized along with Josie? What about the young lady deemed unmarriageable because her brother was “silly,” leading everyone to assume that her children would be cognitively impaired? Or the “Wooly Breeder,” so named because she had unruly, curly hair and a father who owned many sheep?

Part of the reason this companion took two years to assemble was that I found myself writing new, discrete novellas to answer those questions. A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace, included here, tells the story of the sister of “Silly Billy,” and her recognition that she was tired of being shunned; instead of silly, she chooses to be scandalous. A Gentleman Never Tells, another new novella, is being published in tandem with the companion; it answers the question of what happened to the “Wooly Breeder,” while also considering the long-term consequences of bullying on the bully. I hope readers will be happy to see that Josie and her husband, the Earl of Mayne, make a brief appearance in the companion, and then reappear in company with their daughter in A Gentleman Never Tells.





In the Beginning


To my dismay, I am not a fast writer. I spend a lot of time thinking about a new series before I pitch it to my editor. With her input, I may throw around ideas for as long as a year before writing the first chapter. In the case of the Essex Sisters series, I sent an initial letter to the editor I had at the time, while I was in the midst of writing my previous series. The letter below was written just after Fool for Love, the second book in the Duchess in Love series, was printed. I had two more novels in the Duchess series to go, but I was already thinking out the plot of the Essex Sisters. 

Letter to my Editor

August 18, 2003



I thought I would put into writing my ideas for my next few books. I’m planning to continue several aspects of the Duchess series that I consider my strengths: depictions of female friendships among sassy, intelligent heroines, and sexy plots. One aspect of the Duchess series that I definitely want to use again is a continuing story. I’ve had so many letters since Fool for Love was published, and readers appear almost desperate to read the next installment of Esme’s story. I want to create that same momentum with these four books.

The series will focus on the lives of four sisters, orphaned before the book began and raised by a young, flamboyant guardian, the Earl of Ilchester, a man who is not their relative. The second sister, Imogen, will serve as the continuing story. In the first book, Imogen is in love with a Regency version of a wild boy: a gorgeous, reckless, over-indulged young duke. They elope in the beginning of the book against her guardian’s wishes. Imogen’s young husband dies in the end of the book in a rash carriage accident. In the fourth book in the series, she will finally marry her guardian.

The eldest sister, Kate, is sharp-tongued, insecure and managing. Her story will be woven with Imogen’s in the first book. Kate is jilted at the altar, and ends up marrying Lucius Felton, from A Fool Again, the short story I wrote for Avon. I have a rough idea of the younger girls’ stories. The youngest sister, Lucy, is plump and ungainly. Her sister Cecily arranges for her to be compromised by the Earl of Amherst, thinking that she will never manage to find a husband on her own. But the plan goes awry, and Cecily has to marry Amherst herself.

I’m going to try the device of opening each novel with a flashback chapter to when the family of sisters were 9–14 years old, and had just been adopted by their uncle. I hope you like these ideas!

The letter made interesting reading, all these years later. By the time I actually wrote the Essex Sisters series, my ideas had changed. The books switched order, as Imogen’s story was originally the last of the four. The flashback chapters disappeared once I discovered that they killed the momentum of the plot. The girls’ original guardian was going to be the “Earl of Ilchester”; in the published series, he’s called Rafe, Duke of Holbrook. The girls themselves have changed names too: Lucy became Josie (a good choice—Josie is far too impudent to be a “Lucy”!)

But the core idea, a four-book series tracing the life of four sisters, remained intact. I firmly believe that romances, while escapist, must be rooted in the author’s own experience. For example, I was a plump young wallflower, which led directly to Josie’s experiences. The inspiration for the series as a whole came from my childhood, growing up with my younger sister, Bridget. We were inseparable as children, and lived in the same town as adults for many years. I created a family of sisters because I wanted to take a shot at depicting that deep and persistent bond.
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Bridget and Eloisa

I decided early on that I wanted to portray one of those sisters responding realistically to grief (or my experience of it)—in other words, not with immediate acceptance, but with anger. The grieving sister, of course, is Imogen, who loses her young husband in Much Ado About You.

The plot point was influenced by a romance that I deeply loved as a young girl, Rose in Bloom, a Louisa May Alcott novel published in 1876. Draven Maitland’s wild ride on Blue Peter is modeled, to some extent, on my memories of weeping over the death of a similarly feckless young man in Rose in Bloom. (By the way, Rose in Bloom is available free online at http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2804. If you adored Little Women, I’m certain that you’ll enjoy reading Rose in Bloom.)

But I was determined to turn a portrayal of grief into a tandem exploration of sisters. In the midst of her rage and grief, Imogen behaves horribly toward her oldest sister, Tess. After Much Ado About You was published, I received a small avalanche of mail telling me how much readers disliked Imogen.

That was precisely the point. I didn’t want Imogen to be sweet. She is so angry when her husband dies that she lashes out at one of the people whom she knows will love her no matter what—her oldest sister. I firmly believe that a novel is only as good as the challenge it sets the author, and it was a true challenge to rehabilitate Imogen. I’m still happy every time I get a letter telling me that the reader initially loathed her, but changed her mind after reading The Taming of the Duke.

Jody found a blog that I wrote back when I was writing The Taming of the Duke that explains a bit more about what I mean by the challenge of writing.





On the Challenges of Writing


March 29, 2006



The State (Columbia, S.C.) is running a review of The Taming of the Duke this week. Here’s how it opens:



                       Eloisa James doesn’t shy away from a challenge. In the third book of her Essex sisters series, she matches a character portrayed in the first two books as selfish, whining and overbearing with a slovenly drunkard with a pot belly.



When I began to read the first paragraph I heard that “Alert! Alert!” siren sound that an author gets when they start to read a bad review. It’s the kind of alert that I imagine you’d feel in a sinking submarine: RUN!—quickly followed by, EEEk! Nowhere to Run!

A second later I calmed down and realized I was being complimented. I got to the end of the review and discovered that the reader really loved the book. And then, finally, I realized that the reviewer had gone straight to the heart of something I deeply believe as a writer: you must continue to challenge yourself. If in your very deepest soul, you’re not a little unsure that your heroine and hero can grow and learn enough to be together, then your readers won’t be unsure either.

And if your readers are utterly convinced of the couple’s happiness from the first chapter . . . what’s the point of reading? The deliciousness of a romance is knowing that two people will fall in love (because it’s a romance) but being unsure that it’s actually possible to overcome the odds. Without uncertainty, the reading experience would be like reading a mystery in which it turns out the dead guy just fell down a [flight of] stairs and there was no murderer. Talk about a let-down! If my hero and heroine are perfectly balanced, rational and rich people who adore each other from page one . . . why keep reading? They’ll be in bed by page eleven, and you’ll be asleep, with the book falling from your fingers and landing on the floor. For me, the challenge is everything in a romance, perhaps because I consider myself just as much a reader as a writer.





The Stages of Writing a Book


While the initial idea and first draft of a book are mine, obviously, I am lucky enough to have a tremendous amount of help along the way to publication. The final draft of a novel reflects my researcher’s suggestions, editorial recommendations, copy editor’s marks, all the way through to readers’ comments and questions about a previous book, which often influence the sequel.

I’ll use The Taming of the Duke as my primary example of the stages leading to publication, though I refer at times to all four books. After the initial letter I sent to my editor, the next step was to make character sketches. I’m not sharing the sketches I created for main characters, as they altered so much as to be unrecognizable by the end of the novels (Rafe went from being a middle-aged drunk to a hero!). I am including sketches of some secondary characters, giving you a sense of the kind of incoherent thinking I do before starting a book.





Notes for The Taming of the Duke


Gillian

Gillian considers herself unsexed. Too clear-sighted, too unable to overlook men’s foibles. So she accepted a true fool (Draven) in a desperate moment. Then she is equally desperate to get rid of him. Got rid of him and is now interested in Rafe because of his kindness, not because she really desires him.

Gabe

Gabe’s mother was very sensual and very in love with Rafe’s father. It was a love affair, albeit with strong hierarchical patterns and illegitimate/adulterous. Gabe came to associate women’s femininity (sexuality/desire) with his mother.

So he loves Gillian because of her obvious distance from the sensual life. She decides life on a logical basis. For her, the brain comes first.

Loretta

Loretta is an absolutely driven, very young woman, who only comes truly alive on the stage. When Gabe’s carriage knocked her down and she briefly lost consciousness, coming to in his house, she knew instantly that she had lost her position. He comforted her and one thing led to another. Nine months later, the baby arrives. She promptly hands over the child, but ever since she’s had a lot of trouble finding another position and he feels guilty. So he sets up the theater.

I couldn’t find a character note for Lucius Felton, which means I was quite certain about his character, and didn’t need to feel it out on paper. There’s a reason for that! Sometime after Much Ado About You was published, a reader named Ashley wrote to me to point out that Lucius Felton and Lucius Malfoy, from the Harry Potter series, seem quite similar in their overall appearance, “snakelike” qualities, and the fact that they both carry canes. She also noted that the movie actor who plays Lucius Malfoy’s son Draco is named Tom Felton.

It was news to me, but it all made sense. When J. K. Rowling’s first books were published, my son Luca was not yet reading. I read aloud the first three novels in the Harry Potter series once, then again . . . then a third time! By the time the long-awaited fourth book was published, Luca was reading for himself, but even so, I read all the remaining books aloud. By then, it had become a family tradition. I never noticed this similarity until Ashley pointed it out, but the evidence for literary influence is overwhelming. Of course, Lucius Malfoy is no hero, and Lucius Felton definitely is, so the resemblance doesn’t go beyond the superficial.

I borrowed from myself when I was giving the sisters their final names. When I wrote Fool for Love, I gave the hero two little sisters, Annabel and Josie. And I gave the heroine one sister, Imogen. Sound familiar? I can hardly believe myself that I started the Essex Sisters series a few years later by naming three sisters Annabel, Josie, and Imogen. There is absolutely no connection between the series and those earlier characters.

After character notes come plot notes for the specific novel I’m writing, often edited in the midst of creating a book. What follows are my notes for The Taming of the Duke. As an aside, during the year I worked on the companion, I was also writing the manuscript of Four Nights with the Duke (2014), a book whose heroine is a romance writer. Forced to think about my own process, I deliberately structured the notes that open every chapter of Four Nights—Mia’s writing notes—to echo my own process. Mia’s annotations to her manuscript, An Angel’s Form and a Devil’s Heart, include incoherent character descriptions, plot ideas, and bits of dialogue as they occur to her.

Initial Plot Notes for The Taming of the Duke

Imogen is finally over grieving for Draven, and wants to have an affair. She chooses Rafe’s illegitimate brother, Gabe. Meanwhile Rafe quits drinking and kisses Imogen. He wants to marry her, but she refuses, laughing. So he has an affair with her while disguised as his brother Gabe, thinking that he will lure her to the point at which she will accept marrying him, because she’s seduced. Imogen discovers the truth somewhere in the middle of the first time they make love, but says nothing. So after two nights, she tells him that she wants to end the affair. He is struck dumb with shock.

I need some sort of climactic scene in which it is made clear that Imogen knew all the while, and that she only wants to marry Rafe, not Rafe-in-a-mustache/Gabe.

They could end up in bed together and she could tell him he looks better in his mustache.

They could get together and she would ask him to wear a mustache because that reminds her of happy times and he would be miserable but it would be a joke.

In Daddy Long-Legs, Judy refuses Jervie, then is miserable because she doesn’t hear from him . . . after she confesses by letter, she is summoned into his presence and discovers that DLL and Jervie are one and the same.

Here, she refuses Rafe and he is miserable about it . . . doesn’t hear from her . . . confesses love by letter . . . is summoned into Imogen’s presence and discovers that she always knew he was Rafe (not Gabe).

Important point: why didn’t she say something right away? For some reason, she wanted Rafe to tell her himself. Why?

Perhaps to do with her first marriage to Draven: she thought she had a huge passion and it wasn’t really anything: it wasn’t sex, it wasn’t communication, there was no romance. She thought she had a huge passion and it turned out to be emptiness.

She needs to know that this is going to be different. She needs Rafe to behave in a certain way that shows it’s going to be different.

So Rafe steps up to the plate and does the communicating. She doesn’t want to take the lead. With Draven, she did all the chasing. Maybe pretend he’d broken his leg? Some gesture. Willing to put himself in the position that she put herself into. Dropping all pride.

He hasn’t been able to be completely emotionally available with her. Disguised as his brother—pretending to be someone else. There’s a fundamental way in which he’s not emotionally there. Drank in order to make it clear to everyone that he wasn’t his deceased brother.

Set it up so that pretending to be Gabe has to do with bolstering his own self-confidence . . . maybe the ultimate thing for him to come to her as himself. Risking rejection as himself.

He doesn’t initially have the courage to let her know. And she wants him to tell her himself. He eventually realizes the truth about her first marriage. She needs a formal proposal. He is going to want to drink (why he was drinking in the first place). Does he love her more, or is he more afraid of being himself?

He’s hiding behind the ducal proposal.

Why did she refuse him in the first place? Because it’s old Rafe . . . drunken Rafe . . . Rafe who could never be mysterious or loverlike. Because she had a crush on “Gabe,” who isn’t Gabe. Did she get cross at Rafe for not telling her? For tricking her?

Maybe Rafe decides that he cannot confess. Asks her to marry him, and she agrees, and everything is great and they make love and then, right at the end of the book, she rolls over, says sleepily, “But I miss your mustache.”

One of the most interesting parts of these introductory notes is how vague they are, signaling how much the writing process actually changes a novel’s plot. I deviate into a note about one of my favorite romances, Jean Webster’s Daddy Long-Legs, published in 1912. Daddy Long-Legs is an adorable tale of love and disguise, written entirely in letters. If you haven’t encountered it, do take a look. Like Rose in Bloom, Daddy Long-Legs is out of copyright, and available through Project Gutenberg at http://www.gutenberg.org/files/40426/40426-h/40426-h.htm.

One can’t be quite so vague with the fourth and last book in a series, since most of the moving pieces (i.e., character motivations) have been established. Readers howl if a previously shy heroine is suddenly dancing the waltz wearing a corset and nothing else!

A big problem in this series had to do with the characters’ ages. I had to play around with birthdates as the series progressed. The truth is that Josie ought to be seventeen in Pleasure for Pleasure, based on being fifteen in Much Ado About You. I couldn’t countenance that, even though it would have been historically appropriate for a seventeen-year-old to debut. So Josie became eighteen, going on forty (i.e., far too wise for her age). Her husband traveled in the other direction; Mayne became a little younger from Much Ado to Pleasure for Pleasure. Think of him as a time-traveler. Or as a more appropriate husband to an eighteen-year-old.

I thought it would be interesting to include the plot notes for the final book in the series, Pleasure for Pleasure, because you can see how much the three previous novels shape what I have to work with. This note was written when I was about halfway through Pleasure for Pleasure. I often like to pause in mid-writing and make sure I’m going in the right direction. I ask myself questions about the characters in order to make sure that I’m not changing them. By this point Josie, in particular, had a very large fan club who knew her very well indeed. So I ask myself, “Is Josie the type to sacrifice herself?” The answer? “Not necessarily.” Those notes segue directly into a bit of dialogue. The scene made it to the book, although not in these words.





Notes for Pleasure for Pleasure


What do I have to work with?

Josie is sarcastic and has a repertory of animal drugs she could use.

Lucius Felton is in London and uses his money to make things work. He always makes things work.

Annabel will have gone back to Scotland, and Imogen is on her honeymoon. That leaves Tess in London.

Darlington wrote the Memoir and will be desperate because Griselda finds out.

Griselda finds out and is outraged and horrified and in love.

The book horrified Josie as well.

Sylvie is leaving with her lover for France. Josie thinks Mayne is in love with Sylvie (since he said so). She thinks his heart is breaking because Sylvie is going to France. She thinks he kissed the handkerchief.

Is Josie the type to sacrifice herself? Not necessarily. And would Sylvie want an “affair” with Mayne? I don’t think so.

Could I give Sylvie feet of clay so that Josie decides all Mayne needs is a long voyage with her in order to fall out of love? NO: risking an unsympathetic gay portrayal.

Could I use Mayne’s turret or magic garden somehow? Could Mayne find Josie in the turret? Or in the garden? If she drugs him that would be like A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Love-in-idleness.

 

SHOULD BE INVOLVED:

Darlington’s book

Griselda

Lucius and his ability to save things with money (perhaps he helps Mayne?)

Could Josie decide to “burn” his infatuation away by putting him on the boat with a note from her, all the time intending that his love for Sylvie would be worn away by the long voyage? That sounds OK. Would work for the drug.

Lucius could hear Josie telling Tess and leave the room. He could send a boat off to get Mayne. The Royal Navy will take him off (favor owed to Lucius).

Griselda is afraid that Darlington is going to turn her into a book.

Mayne assures her that he would kill Darlington. D. doesn’t have a death wish.

Josie could come up with a complicated plan, worthy of a novel. She’s going to drug Mayne and put him on the ship with Sylvie. Then he’ll figure out by the end of that long voyage who he really loves. Because Sylvie is boring. She’s thin but boring. Josie needs help. She needs Tess and Lucius.

Josie and Mayne split up when they reach London. Josie to Tess’s house. Mayne to Griselda. When Mayne comes back, I’ll drug him and send his carriage to the docks.

Tess: No, send the carriage to my house. Our footmen can put him on the boat with Sylvie. She leaves at 8 pm in the evening. No problem.

Mayne wakes up a little groggy to find Lucius grinning at him. She actually drugged me? Only so as to clear your vision. Read your letter, why don’t you?

What I didn’t understand is that love is more important than anything else. If you love Sylvie, then you should be with Sylvie. Even if she won’t accept your hand in marriage—I would guess not, since I’m already married—you can be with her. I cannot be responsible for the despair in your heart.

Mayne: God, I’m surrounded by florid writers. This could have been written by Darlington.

Finds her in the garden. Who are you?

A ghost?

Josie thinks she’s been reading too many novels.

She throws a glass of water over his head. Who are you?

“They dropped me in the rowboat and I drowned but I had to tell you—”

She faints. Dead on the ground.

“Damn it!”

Picks her up.

Shakes her. “You drugged me! You tried to get rid of me!”

“I didn’t; I love you, I love you.”

“Then how could you let me go?”

“Because I love you too much to keep you away from Sylvie.”

I never bothered to mention the biggest plot point of all—the fact that Pleasure for Pleasure is shaped around a marriage of convenience: Mayne marries Josie thinking that she has been raped by the despicable Thurman; she marries him believing that he’s still in love with Sylvie.

Jody found a blog in which I discuss the whole question of convenient marriages, so we decided to include it here.





“On Marriages of Convenience, Arranged Marriages, Fake Marriages and All Sorts of Delicious Marriages”


November 19, 2006



This is a blog for aspiring writers, and so I wanted to write against something that is often told me by aspiring writers: that their idea is “fresh and new”; that their critique partner said “she’d never heard of another story like it”; and that above all, their book avoids “clichés.”

OK.

That’s how Diana Gabaldon did it, and the author of the The Time Traveler’s Wife, and Laura London when writing The Windflower, and any number of other authors.

There are many authors who have made respectable careers by paddling in waters explored by others. Shakespeare, for example. He never created any genres or really anything new in format or topic. He even stole most of the plots of his plays. But he sure knew how to have fun with an old plot. How about J. K. Rowling? Academics have had a field day pulling out all the structural references to novels by C. S. Lewis and Tolkien, not to mention the fact that the whole premise of an orphan boy growing up in a boarding school has been done lots of times before.

This particular blog is not about original plots. I happen to have a deep love of hackneyed plots: the marriage of convenience, the secret baby, the surprise return from war (or another unpleasant place), the girl who masquerades as a boy, etc. What I’d like you to think about is how incredibly useful it is to pick up a plot that everyone understands—say, the marriage of convenience. You’re a new author: that means you’re grappling with learning all sorts of things, like pacing, and character, not to mention the difficult chore of writing bedroom scenes. Give yourself a break on the plot. I do it all the time.

Some of you will have surmised that Pleasure for Pleasure, the book I have coming out on November 28th, involves a less-than-ordinary marriage. Think of all the benefits: with a forced marriage, you can bring together a couple who might not otherwise do so. You can create all kinds of hysteria and funny situations by manipulating the way in which they end up together. Here’s my version, from Pleasure for Pleasure:



                       “It just doesn’t seem the same level of seriousness,” Josie said with a gulp. “I lied—well, in so many words—I lied to my husband. In order to get him to marry me.”

                            Annabel gave her a hug. “It’ll be all right by tomorrow morning. I promise.”

                            “I have to make him fall in love with me. By tomorrow morning!”

                            Annabel sat down on the bed. Tess was curled into an armchair by the fire, but Josie couldn’t calm down enough to sit down. She just stood in the middle of the room, feeling panic roaring through her like a tidal wave.



The forced marriage scenario has given me a delicious launch into the wedding night (obviously, Josie can’t just creep under the covers like a shy virgin—she has a lot to accomplish in the next twelve hours!).

There are a number of challenges one faces in writing genre fiction. For one thing, you are constantly dealing with extremely well-known romance tropes, such as the forced marriage. It can be very difficult to be original within the bounds of a much-beloved plot point. Loss of virginity is a good example. Virgins are very popular, especially in historical novels where most young aristocratic women would have been virgins, but trust me—it’s very hard to write a creative, original version of “Oh, that’s too big! It will never fit!”

The crucial thing about writing sex scenes is that they must reflect the specific characters who find themselves in bed together, and they need to move the plot—not just the sex—forward. Jody turned up a blog entry in which I talk about writing the sex scenes in The Taming of the Duke, which we thought might also be interesting.





On Writing Sex . . . After the Eleventh Book


March 31, 2006



Taming of the Duke is actually my 10th book but (some of you may be glad to know) Pleasure for Pleasure (coming out November 28th) is merrily making its way through copy-editing and proofing.

So I thought I’d blog today on writing sex. After all, this is, at once, often the favorite part of a reader’s experience of a given book—and the hardest part of a writer’s experience of that same book. In fact, in my years in publishing, I’ve heard plenty of multi-published authors explain their change of genre by noting that they were tired of describing Tab A’s exquisite, incredible, screamingly appropriate fit into Tab B. And—make no mistake about this—virgins are hard to write about. Every time you read a good virgin-sex-scene, make me two promises: 1) remember your own experience, and if yours was screamingly wonderful, ask your best friend about hers, and 2) send silent applause in the direction of the author. The truth is that writing variations of “What is that? Oh me! It will never fit!” takes a special skill that is akin to rocket science and should never be underestimated.

Even without the virgin issue, sex scenes do dwindle into a question of tabs and moans unless (to my mind) the scene itself is integral to one of the characters’ development. In Taming of the Duke, I had it easy. Imogen is a widow, so no size surprise was necessary. But she was feeling her way into life after Draven, and realizing that she wanted to engage with men in a very different way than she had with her husband. That fact had to become part of any intimacies, or (to my mind) I had lost a brilliant possibility. On the other hand, you can’t simply freeze the picture and have a lot of interior monologue in which the heroine suddenly realizes that . . . whatever. A sex scene has to sweep the reader up and carry her along with feverish excitement—it can’t stop for ruminations!

Here’s how I did it in Taming:



                       “How would a bird of paradise behave?” Imogen asked.

                            “An old-fashioned term for one as sophisticated as you,” Rafe said, sounding amused. “A bird of paradise would do precisely what would make her partner the happiest: and that would likely include a lively show of enthusiasm.”

                            “Oh.” It wasn’t very specific.

                            “But perhaps you’re more interested in a baggage than a bawd? Because a bold girl, a naughty girl, a woman who was in this bed for the pleasure not the profit, would make absolutely certain that she did precisely what she wanted to in order to increase her own pleasure.”

                            “Oh . . .”

                            “She wouldn’t give a damn about her partner. Let the man take care of himself.”



That’s the crucial bit of dialogue—for the effect, you have to read the scene yourself *grin*

That little conversation (and Imogen’s thought process) changed the whole complexion of her participation in the evening . . . and made it quite delicious in my point of view!

In the blog above, I’m talking about how to turn a sex scene into more than Tab A and Slot B by having the character actually talk about gender roles. Rafe and Imogen carve a space within the norms of sexual behavior that allows their lovemaking scenes to reflect the two of them.

One of the most popular scenes in the entire series is the chapter in Pleasure for Pleasure in which the Earl of Mayne rips open his future wife’s pink, sparkling dress and cross-dresses in order to show her how to attract men. Though it’s fairly common for Regency heroines to dress in breeches, Georgette Heyer established the reverse in The Masqueraders, when a Jacobite sympathizer avoids capture due to his command of female dress. As a professor—moreover, one who has published work addressing issues of sexuality and gender—I was fascinated to discover that the scene has attracted academic attention.

Jody and I decided to include this thoughtful, well-written article by Anne Bornschein titled “When the Hero Puts on a Dress,” which analyzes the fan-favorite scene from Pleasure for Pleasure. Romance writers think about “gender performativity”—i.e., how a person signals gender to society—all the time, though we may not put it into those words. Our Regency heroines have to act like “ladies,” in the simplest example. In contrast, Mayne’s excursion into a drag teaches my Regency heroine how to act not like a lady, but like a woman. He teaches her to perform “desirable woman”—because his kiss makes her understand that she is a desirable woman.





“When the Hero Puts on a Dress”


by Anne N. Bornschein

In her 2008 book Historical Romance Fiction, Lisa Fletcher provides an astute analysis of cross-dressing and gender performativity in historical romance novels. According to her research, cross-dressing is almost always limited to the heroine, who wears men’s attire to disguise her female identity and take on a male role, whether as an adolescent gentleman, a cabin boy, naval officer, cowboy, Bedouin, or valet.

In most novels based on the premise, the heroine is truly masquerading as a man, generally for expediency’s sake within the storyline. Cross-dressing offers either protection—for instance, in situations where a woman traveling alone may be particularly vulnerable to kidnapping or assault—or access to exclusively male spaces such as gambling dens or military barracks. Because the hero generally does not immediately realize the heroine’s identity as a woman, secrecy, confusion, and revelation are hallmarks of the cross-dressing romance.

As a trope, cross-dressing also provides the author with a means to subvert the severe delineation of gender roles in various historical periods, allowing heroines greater freedom of movement and experience than their setting might otherwise permit. Fletcher argues that in spite of any transgression the gender politics of the trope tend to reinforce the male-female gender binary when traditional gender roles are ultimately reestablished, and that cross-dressing heroines “stand uncomfortably between conformity and progression.”1

Far less frequent in popular historical romance is elective cross-dressing not intended to deceive others, and rarer still is a cross-dressing hero. However, in the past ten years a handful of romances with these features have been published. They may indicate that it is time to revisit cross-dressing in popular romance and assess to what extent Fletcher’s evaluation of the trope still holds true for more recently published novels.

Open male cross-dressing occurs memorably in Eloisa James’s Regency historical romance, Pleasure for Pleasure (2006). It is an isolated event in the story, but critical nonetheless in configuring the relationship between hero and heroine.

Author Eloisa James (alias Shakespeare scholar Mary Bly) states in the novel’s afterward that the principal intertext for Pleasure for Pleasure is Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, with its device of love-in-idleness. In the play, love-in-idleness is a flower (specifically, a wild pansy) made into a potion to incite love; when Puck mistakenly applies it to Lysander’s eyes, a romantic entanglement ensues. While cross-dressing is not a major motif in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, its aesthetics of enchantment and transformation play out during two important chapters in Pleasure for Pleasure.

In the key scene, the hero, the Earl of Mayne, is attempting to convince his friend’s ward, Josie, that her curvaceous figure is sexually appealing to men. Josie, in the wake of some cruel and very public taunts about her weight on the part of a spurned suitor, has resorted to wearing a draconian corset to squeeze into smaller dresses. In an act of defiance against both Josie’s detractors and her own insecurities, Mayne unbuttons her dress and unhooks the corset, exhorting her to remove both.

He then dons her dress and styles himself Miss Lucy Debutante to model self-assured femininity: “He put a hand on his pink-clothed hip and began to walk across the room toward her. Somehow, like magic, his walk took on the sleek stroll of a female predator, a woman so confident of her appeal that her hips swayed like a ship encountering a swell of water” (94).2

It is only in observing the movements of Mayne’s body that Josie gains an inkling of her own sensual appeal. By watching him move in the guise of a woman, she comes to perceive her own potential as an object of desire, and as a subject capable of wielding power through the desire she inspires. In a double-gesture, Josie is attracted to Mayne for his masculinity, and to her own erotic potential through the vehicle of Mayne-as-woman.

When called upon to follow Mayne’s lead, however, Josie initially reacts with skepticism; she is convinced that what appeared graceful on him will only seem ridiculous on her. As she attempts to copy him, she has a flash of insight that underscores the complex dynamic of gender performativity and essentialism in the scene: “She was trying not to think about how wide her hips would look, going back and forth like that. And then she realized that what she’d really like would be Mayne’s body in a female form, because his hips were absolutely flat and of course that was why he looked so sensual when he pretended to be a woman” (94). To Josie’s mind, Mayne makes a better woman than she does.

Eventually, and inevitably for romance convention, Mayne decides that Josie must be kissed to gain true confidence in her sexual appeal. Critically, their first sexual interlude is complicated by the fact that Mayne is still wearing Josie’s pink dress: “Then he was there, in front of her. He was wearing a pink dress with cap sleeves. The glass beads painstakingly sewn on by Madame Badeau’s seamstresses glittered in the moonlight. He should have looked absurd, but instead, Josie felt as if Bacchus himself had indeed wandered into this strange little turret room and was there, with a deep wild invitation in his eyes” (95).3

What strikes me as critically innovative in this passage is the use of the straight hero modeling female sensuality, then channeling that sensuality into a sexually charged encounter. During the kiss, Mayne’s performance of femininity remains visible to both heroine and reader, continually pushed to the forefront so that the kiss also seems to constitute a kind of transaction: a transfer of feminine confidence from the hero to the heroine. It is only after the kiss that Josie is able to master the strut that previously made her feel like a waddling object of ridicule.

To be clear, I am not intimating that Mayne confers femininity upon Josie, or that the scene promotes such a reading. Rather, the romantic interlude allows the heroine to become aware of her appeal and direct it outward. After the kiss, it is as though “she were seeing herself from the outside,” at last able to recognize the grace and attractiveness that have long been apparent to Mayne (100); Josie can both “[listen] to her body” and command it in new, thrilling ways (100). She begins the scene enamored of a single feminine ideal but ultimately learns that there are multiple ways to enact femininity, and how to embrace her own body’s potential.

Cross-dressing when used in this way opens up onto larger notions of transformation and performance, particularly when we take into consideration the fact that the novel’s primary Shakespearean intertext is not one of the cross-dressing comedies (Twelfth Night, As You Like It) but rather A Midsummer Night’s Dream.4

The clothing swap and kiss takes place in a turret tower in Mayne’s home. The ceiling has been painted with stars, and eight high-placed windows—one on each wall facet—allow moonlight to enter the room, making it “utterly magical” to Josie and evoking the woodland setting of AMND (66). Throughout the interlude, words associated with enchantment such as mysterious (66), witch (74, 75, 94), magic (81, 94), transfixed (92), moonlight (95), wild (95), bewitching (97), and spell (97) reinforce the setting as one in which uncanny transformations might take place. Under a simulated night sky, with moonlight pouring in, the two protagonists allow themselves to gradually fall under the room’s spell.

Alcohol helps; Mayne and Josie finish one bottle of champagne and start a second. The drink makes Josie feel “brave and reckless,” and while Mayne is not visibly intoxicated he declares himself “three sheets to the wind” (76). The champagne may serve as a substitute for the love-in-idleness used in Shakespeare’s play to transform the protagonists’ perceptions.

As noted above, Josie likens Mayne to Bacchus while he is wearing her dress. The designation actually appears three times during their interlude. In the first, as the two are sharing their champagne, Josie reflects that Mayne “looked like nothing in the world so much as a slightly wicked Bacchus crafted by a master sculptor” (74). And just before Mayne dons the pink dress, she reflects that he “looked wild, like Bacchus,” and that he would be “perfectly at home in a shadowy wood, vines wound in that mop of curls, a sleek mat of curls beginning at his waist” (93). This last reference again seems to evoke the woodland setting that was home to Puck, Oberon, and Titania in AMND.

The name Bacchus is fitting on multiple levels. Bacchus (or Dionysus) was the Greco-Roman god associated with wine and intoxication as well as ritualized abandon and excess. In sharing his champagne with Josie, Mayne fulfills this god’s role as a provider (and partaker) of libation. It is also worth noting that Mayne’s lithe form that Josie so covets is in keeping with many portrayals of Bacchus as a youth embodying both feminine and masculine traits; Michelangelo’s sculpture Bacchus is notably androgynous, as is the second-century Roman sculpture shown below.5,6 Either might serve as the inspiration for Josie’s musing that Mayne resembles a sculpture of the god.



And so Mayne is transformed, albeit briefly, into both a debutante and an androgynous god, while Josie makes a more lasting change from insecure girl to confident woman. Mayne’s spontaneous cross-dressing is only one piece of the scene’s richness, but it allows us to delve further into Pleasure for Pleasure’s intertexts and allusions. By channeling Shakespeare and Bacchus in this scene of abandon and transformation, James prepares both her protagonists and her readers to fall under the spell of a little of love-in-idleness.

Footnotes

[1] Fletcher, Lisa, Historical Romance Fiction: Heterosexuality and Performativity, Ashgate Publishing, 2008, p. 74. Emphasis in the quote hers.

[2] James, Eloisa, Pleasure for Pleasure, Avon Books, 2006. All of the passages quoted occur in chapters 7 and 9.

[3] This is the second reference to Bacchus in the interlude. Josie and Mayne have consumed a bottle of champagne at this point and are ensconced in a beguilingly fanciful turret.

[4] The cross-dressing trope does occur later in AMND, as secondary characters discuss the staging of Pyramus and Thisbe within the play. Quince tells Flute that he is to play the female lead while wearing a mask and speaking in as high a pitch as possible. And, of course, Mayne wearing a dress in Pleasure for Pleasure echoes the Elizabethan convention of requiring that male actors play all female parts; it is nearly impossible to separate Shakespeare from men in dresses.

[5] http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2d/Michelangelo_Bacchus.jpg

[6] http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dionysus#mediaviewer/File:Dionysos_Louvre_Ma87_n2.jpg





The Place of Research in Writing Historical Romances


It takes me around eight months or so to actually write a book. I work out the emotional dramas myself, but when it comes to historical detail, I get tremendous help from my research assistant, Franzeca Drouin. I managed to find some old e-mails that we exchanged while I was writing the series; they give a peek into the interaction between an author and her researcher. I talked in the section above about my characters needing to “perform” the part of a lady; one of the crucial aspects of polite society was an excellent command of etiquette. I can handle table manners, but I need Franzeca when it comes to aristocratic titles.

[image: Images]

Franzeca

We had a fairly lengthy exchange about the use of titles in the books, which I thought you might enjoy. You can see my responses following Franzeca’s commentary. And notice the book title that she refers to—Something Wanton? At some point, that title was nixed and replaced with Much Ado About You. Another interesting point is that Rafe started out “middle-aged” before I changed my mind and turned him into a possible husband for one of the sisters. On one level, this should be a simple discussion, but it isn’t. In Regency England, one’s title and rank determined the course of one’s life, and I can spend hours and hours figuring out precisely which title to give a character.


Franzeca: Okay. Here’s what’s shaking on the titles used in Something Wanton [Much Ado about You].

If the sisters’ father was an earl, then they would all be Lady Tess, Lady Annabel, etc. They would not be Miss Essex, or the Misses Essex. If, however, their father was a Viscount, then they would be officially as the Honourable Teresa Essex, but could be addressed informally as Miss Essex. Would it be worth making that change, as we have more information, and perhaps a surfeit of, Earls coming up?

Eloisa: I think the easiest thing would be to turn Tess’s father into a viscount then, because that way we don’t have to catch 6 trillion Miss Essexes and Miss Annabels. SO: if we change Tess’s father to Viscount Essex, then they stay Miss Essex (Tess), Miss Annabel, Miss Josephine and Miss Imogen, right?

Franzeca: In addition, he has to be something like Charles Essex, Earl of Nottingham, or wherever. He needs a place name with the title. On page 366, @ the Feltons’, Tess refers to him as the Earl of Essex, indicating Essex is both family name & title. This is also true if he is a Viscount, though he would be Charles Essex, Viscount Fig-Newton or whatever. I wouldn’t go so far back as having a title bestowed by William the Conqueror. The system, as we know it, didn’t really work that way then. I presume you want it to have great antiquity, but I wouldn’t take it any farther back than Edward I (my hero, tho’ cruel to the Scots). It’s 200+ years later than William the Conq, but still would be very impressive. Though I’m confused by the conversation on page 366, between Mrs. Felton & Tess. Who says “My father’s title was given to my great-great-grandfather by William the Conqueror”? It sounds like Tess, in context, and she repeats it in the next paragraph. So in addition, it’s exactly 750 yrs between 1066 and 1816, so Tess would have to be more general, “a distant ancestor” rather than great-great-grandfather. Though, if you stay with William the Conq, it probably would have to be an earl or a duke, I don’t think they did much between baron and those then.

Eloisa: OK, let’s make him Charles Essex, Viscount Brydone. His title can be granted by Edward I. Tess says that bit about William (must be wrongly assigned).

Franzeca: Queen Elizabeth would simply be known as that; as she was the only one in Regency times, so she wasn’t known as “the First” until there became a “the Second.” Just as King John, being the one and only (and likely to remain so), is never referred to as King John the First. I’ll try to catch the page this is on.

Re: Draven. If Draven’s mother married an earl, as she claimed, and Draven is the only child of that marriage, and the dad is dead, then Draven is an earl. At first, I thought he was the heir to an earl, some un-named individual who was a childless cousin or such, and he was next in line, though not directly involved. But if his dad was the earl, then he’s the man now. So he also needs a place name, Draven Maitland, Earl of Westover, or whatever.

Eloisa: I don’t want Draven to be an earl—that makes him too great a catch. Something under an earl, say a baronet, as you put below. Lady Clarice can be the daughter of a duke, which keeps her Lady Clarice. I don’t mind her being in a lower place because I can add a sentence about her wanting to marry Rafe because she was the daughter of a duke and wants to get back to her natural spot in life.

Franzeca: So that makes Lady Clarice’s title as Lady Westover, or Clarice, Countess of Westover. The fabulous url you sent me on titles doesn’t have a countess, or the relic of an Earl, addressed by Lady Clarice under any circumstance. If, however, Lady Clarice was the daughter of a duke or an earl, and married someone whose title didn’t extend to his wife (such as a baronet), then she would be Lady Clarice because of her father, not because of her husband. I know this doesn’t square with her snobby, social-climbing tendencies. While that’s happening, her son could still be the heir of an earl, without being the man himself, as the title of baronet is not, if I recall, inheritable. Also, a baronet wouldn’t have a place name, but just be plain Sir Sammy Maitland, though whatever earldom Draven is heir to would still have a name, and he would perhaps have a courtesy title as the heir. I know this will necessitate changes that you were trying to avoid, but I hope it saves you letters later on. (Though ending up in a humbler spot on the social ladder might make her more intent on climbing up. Also, with Draven dead, then she has no chance of bettering her social stance. Another woe.)

Eloisa: She’s not pregnant—and actually, I’ve pretty much decided to kill off Lady Clarice. I’m going to add something indicating that she’s ill at the end of the book, and then she’ll die between book 1 and 2, leaving Imogen an extremely wealthy young widow—she leaves it all to Imogen.

Franzeca: There’s no mention of Imogen possibly being pregnant. I think you told me earlier she’s not, but it would be of keen interest to Lady Clarice & the next in line (the heir to the earldom,) or the current earl, if Draven is the heir himself. So also, with Draven as an earl, after the wedding of Draven & Imogen, Clarice would become the Dowager Countess, as Imogen would be the countess, during the week of the marriage. Then that would change when it’s figured out who Draven’s heir is.

re: Rafe. His name in the bible is “Raphael Jurdain, Duke of Holebrook.” And almost constantly in the book, he’s referred to as Raphael Jourdain, Duke of Holbrook (though there are a few variants.) I’m presuming that you want to stay with Jourdain and Holbrook, and, unless I hear otherwise from you, will flag alternate spellings to those. Also, as he is a middle-aged, slightly sotted, unmarried, childless duke, I am very interested in who his heir is, and is that heir interested in Rafe’s social life, and the appearance of the nubile sisters (would an heir be more suitably younger than Rafe for a sister?)

Eloisa: I changed his name to Raphael Jourdain, Duke of Holbrook. He’s not middle-aged! He’s in his 30s. I originally had him in his 40s, so there might be left-overs. I’ll try to bring an heir into the next book.

Re: the Feltons. Mrs. Felton, as the daughter of the Earl of Devonshire, can continue to use the title “Lady” with her Christian name, so they would be Mr. Edward and Lady Marjorie Felton, or whatever. So I don’t know how the rewrite on the ending chapters is going to be, and whether she uses her title as Lady in pride of her origins, or goes by Mrs. in shame at her marriage, will be interesting to play out.

Franzeca: Great point. She should definitely be Lady Marjorie Felton. Would that be Lady Marjorie then? Or Lady Felton?



As well as guiding me in points of etiquette, Franzeca is the source of much of the historical detail in my books. For this series, we exchanged many, many e-mails about horse racing. Those letters cover everything from the way horses are described (according to Franzeca, the famous Secretariat was “nosy, alert, ambitious, playful, a big clown, and unruffled around crowds”) to their height and weight (Secretariat was sixteen hands, two inches high and weighed twelve hundred pounds). Some of her e-mails include information about horses written in the 1800s, so that I can strike the right note when my characters describe horses, and some of the letters take a broader historical perspective. She noted, for example, that racehorses were gradually getting bigger, and fifteen hands was a good size by 1818.

In a specific example, Franzeca sent me tremendous amounts of information about a stallion named Blacklock, born in 1814. Here’s Franzeca writing about him: “I like that he was big and not pretty and that Ewan got a bargain for him, though it’s hard to think of Annabel’s father letting a colt go so cheaply. Another bad decision by the viscount. I guess it would be better if Ewan bought Blacklock in 1815 as a yearling, which would be the year Annabel’s father died.”

One thing that nonwriters often don’t realize is the amount of work that can lie behind even a single sentence in a historical novel. For example, Franzeca and I exchanged a lot of e-mails about the Jockey Club, which was founded in 1751 and began regulating the horse racing industry in 1757. I had the idea of using it in reference to Draven’s ill-fated choice to race a yearling, but eventually the entire thing fell out of the book.

Mostly Franzeca puts me straight about history, but every once in a while I manage to score a point against her. For example, we had long discussions about Draven’s rash decision to race his yearling. Franzeca protested that yearlings were not put to race, but I had found evidence to the contrary (ha!). Here’s Franzeca’s note: “You were right: this is from the late 1700s: There were isolated instances of racing yearlings, but happily the pursuit of precocity to this outrageous length did not become general and was soon suppressed.” And Franzeca added a little note: “Bad Draven!”

As well as keeping me to the historical straight and narrow, Franzeca also steps out of the realm of history to play a more editorial/critique partner role, using her historical knowledge to create a coherent backstory for my characters. In one e-mail, for example, she writes, “Mayne’s mother was French, so he used to give the horses French names. That tradition continued as well, making sense to give French names to horses with French-named parents. So these are: Tournesol (Sunflower); Perigord, Millefleur . . .” You can see how well Franzeca knows the book; she figures out backstory herself and then tells me about it.
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Eloisa and Franzeca

I asked her to come up with a back story for Mayne’s fiancée, Sylvie. While no mention of Sylvie’s past made it into the final draft of Pleasure for Pleasure, her quiet but ferocious put-down of Mayne when he asks whether she is “happy” stems directly from the background Franzeca created for her.



                       Sylvie de la Broderie has a most interesting family background. Basically, her grandfather was beloved by his people, and the villagers actually defended him from the mob. So Sylvie’s young father was drawn to Napoleon and Paris, and became Napoleon’s finance minister. But he grew increasingly dismayed by the carnage and corruption of the new regime, and so he wisely began moving his holdings to England. During the Peace of Amiens (1802–1803), he fled safely to England. Sylvie thus moved from Paris to England at age ten.

Jody and I thought it might be fun if Franzeca offered an idea to all of you out there thinking about writing a Regency romance. Why not write something about a fabulous female jockey from the period? You’ll find her essay at the end of Part One. I think we’d all agree that a female jockey would make a terrific heroine!





Editing a Manuscript


My editor for the Essex Sisters series and I often figured out tricky aspects of a plot before she saw a first draft. For example, I had difficulty figuring out how to handle Rafe’s alcoholism in The Taming of the Duke. The problem, of course, is that back in the 1800s, people didn’t think of alcoholism as an illness, the way they do now. It was hard not to fall into modern patterns of speaking. But I found a letter to my editor, saying that I had just finished reading John London’s Jack Barleycorn: Alcoholic Memoirs, dated 1913. That is a century after the date of my book, but even so, it was invaluable because London talked about addiction to alcohol without medicalizing it (as I did above by calling it an “addiction”!).

When I finished a first draft of each manuscript, I printed it out and mailed it in (that’s how long ago the Essex Sisters were published!). Larger editorial suggestions would happen over the phone; in my experience, if an editor is going to tell an author to cut more than three chapters, she generally does it in person. Line edits were handled by e-mail. I managed to find a few snippets, so you get a glimpse of what those exchanges are like.


Editor’s Suggestion: Pg 18 ‘I only just lay down’ sounds very colloquial to me. ‘I’ve only just lain down.’

Eloisa: Great.

Editor’s Suggestion: Pg 145 ‘on-dit’ doesn’t really seem to make sense in this instance. Perhaps raison d’être would work better?

Eloisa: I’m not seeing how raison d’etre would work. She says that her family (Mayne) takes second place to a piece of great gossip (on-dit about Felton being chased by Annabel), and then says she brought a great quantity of stationery. That goes back to her previous paragraph saying that she will be able to make a “full report to all the dowagers” who have tried to match Felton with their daughters. I am understanding on-dit as gossip.

Editor’s Suggestion: Pg 182 I suggest we insert Maitland was behind them, and Imogen to make this passage a little clearer.

Eloisa: Great.

Editor’s Suggestion: Pg 226 I wondered if Tess might not be a bit more surprised to hear that Mayne has slept with many wives?

I’ve inserted: “Tess inhaled sharply but Mayne persevered.”

Eloisa: A foible, but I hate people who inhale. How about if we just go with a more simple statement: “I have slept with wives who”

Editor’s Suggestion: Pg 247 When Lucius asks Tess to marry him I thought we should add something like: “Tess’s heart pounded in her chest.”

Eloisa: Sounds good to me!

Editor’s Suggestion: Pg 279 I’ve added, after, “She had no mother, to advise her on these delicate matters.” What do you think?

Eloisa: Excellent. (no comma though)

Editor’s Suggestion: Pg 344/345 I think we should perhaps cut from “I feel so responsible . . .” to “. . . simply by allowing her to be angry at you.”, as this section seems very repetitious.

Eloisa: Sure.

Editor’s Suggestion: Pg 349 I have changed ass to buttocks here—as this sounds very American.

Eloisa: Great!



You can see that I almost always agreed with her suggestions. Obviously, it’s harder when one’s editor feels strongly that a book has gone in the wrong direction, as happened with Kiss Me, Annabel. Sometimes it’s simply necessary. An author has trouble seeing her own text clearly, especially because in her own revision process she ends up reading pages several hundred times.

I managed to find some cut snippets from Much Ado About You. From this vantage point, I don’t know why they were cut. This passage must have come in the very beginning, when Tess and her sisters are thinking about their new guardian before they’ve met him.



                       Their father had left them to a duke of whom they knew nothing, other than the fact that his name appeared regularly in The Sporting Magazine. They had found a mention of him in the Annals of Sporting too, and deduced from an ancient copy of Debrett’s that he was thirty-six and his name was Raphael Jourdain, Duke of Holbrook. In all, one could sum it up as: Holbrook liked his horseflesh enough so that he had taken all four of them in trade for a horse. Of course, Starling was one of her papa’s best horses.

                            Tess was the eldest, and sometimes it felt as if she’d spent her whole life worrying over her sisters. But in the past few months, while Papa lingered near death, and then in the months it took to bury him, and organize the estate, and hand it over to their cousin . . . well, she’d worried more than ever before in her life. What if the duke turned them into scullery maids? Or worse? Who could stop him from that?

                            All the way in the carriage from Scotland, she kept thinking dismally of the muddy, sweating troupes of gentlemen who made their way into the parlor every hunt day, eyeing the four of them in a way that made her feel both beautiful and discomforted. Those men talked endlessly of bits of blood and neck-or-nothing drivers, and all the time they stared at the four of them, up and down, from their chins to their knees. The Englishmen were the worst, or so it seemed to her: incompetent riders with leering eyes. Draven Maitland, Imogen’s adored beau, was a good example: a feckless wild—wild thing, just as her Papa had said.

                            What would such a man be like as the guardian of four girls? Would he bring them out? Find them husbands even though they had no dowries? Would he understand about chaperones, and reputations, and the importance of wearing the right clothing?

                            When they finally arrived at their destination, there was no outward sign that Holbrook Court was occupied by a duke mad enough about horses to trade the care of four young women for a thoroughbred mare. It was a huge old rambling pile of a manor, probably built in the days of Queen Elizabeth, to Tess’s untutored eye.

                            One thing she noticed immediately was that the mansion was glowing with light. Virtually every window was blazing. That had to mean that the duke’s purse was made of a finer silk than their papa’s. Lord knows, when the races were going badly, there’d been plenty a night when they’d eaten their evening meal by the light of bulrushes.


As I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, my editor and I really only had a disagreement about the last nineteen chapters of Kiss Me, Annabel. I was pretty early in my career in those days, and I didn’t fight very hard for my own story, which I regret now. I still remember getting the phone call, which sent me into a tailspin of despair. My editor had problems with the second half. In fact, she didn’t like where the novel was going at all—and the change she requested needed an entirely different focus and a new plot.

I gnashed my teeth and cried and ate a lot of chocolate, but finally I sat down and rewrote the book. I do love the book as it was published. I’m offering the alternate ending with the proviso that it exists only in an unedited manuscript. The pages you’ll find in the Appendix are my very first draft and first thoughts.

Please do not, under any circumstances, read those pages before you read Kiss Me, Annabel.

Copyediting a Manuscript

So now we’re at the point in a book’s life when it goes to the copy editor. As it happens, I was able to find the copy editor’s queries. This particular copy editor put a long note on the front.

I recognize this is a well-written book, and the changes I made were not done routinely, but with an eye toward improving a solid manuscript. I hope Eloisa takes my changes in that spirit. I have divided them into categories.

His categories were all rather arcane. A few times he didn’t like my use of an “implied point of view,” which is when a character refers to herself. He had quite a bit to say about the rhythm of dialogue, as in: “if this rhythm were breached by having the same character in successive paragraphs that might momentarily puzzle the reader and/or force them to double back.”

I am almost always grateful to copy editors. Their sharp eyes for grammar and spelling make novels legible. I can edit and edit and look straight past an obvious typo. I feel this even more strongly now that self-published books are such a strong part of the market; I have read wonderful stories that were marred by grammar problems. Some copy editors do go over the top, and I think the question of whether the rhythm of dialogue is “breached” is a bridge too far.





When the Manuscript Is Finished


I would love to be able to reproduce the series of changes that each book cover went through on its journey of a final cover, but that’s impossible as the images are actually copyrighted to the artist. There is a funny story behind The Taming of the Duke’s cover, though. The initial painting—this was before Photoshop was widely used for covers—showed the hero standing with his head bent, stark naked, his hands cupped over his privates. What’s more, this was supposedly a depiction of Rafe—the first hero I’ve ever created who started the series with a bit of a pot belly! The model, on the other hand, had a whopping six-pack.

I have what’s called “cover approval,” so I nixed that version. I’m a Shakespeare professor; I have to be able to keep my head up in class. The artist then painted a belt and a shirt on him. Well, that was better, but if you look closely at the cover, you’ll see that his head now looks rather small in comparison to his billowing pirate shirt.

Never mind: we can’t be too fussy, right? There were no belts in the 1800s, but at least it’s clear he’s not naked. But my agent still had a problem with it. She felt that the model’s bent head, together with the title suggesting that he was “tamed,” gave the book an air of being a male/male romance with a BDSM subtext.
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At that point, the artist added that two floating female hands coming over his shoulders. Better—but the right hand, in particular, seemed large in relation to his head. So the painting went back yet another time (I can just imagine the painter’s frustration at this point), and a large red jewel was added to her finger, signaling that she was female.

My dear friend Teresa Medeiros gave me a quote for the front; the marketing department wrote “cover copy” for the back, which I then edited, and the novel was finally ready for the printers. The Taming of the Duke was published at the end of March 2007.

When a book first gets to bookstores (because in 2007, there were few electronic books), no one knows how it’s doing until sales numbers start coming in from bookstores and distributors like Target. Here’s a note sent on April 3, 2007, from HarperCollins’s national account manager. The subject line says “Wal-Mart Bestseller.”

Huge week of on-sale for TAMING OF THE DUKE—Eloisa James beat out a top selling suspense novelist on the top 10 list—TAMING was #7.

Yay! He is not talking about a best-seller list, per se—the kind that gets published in the newspaper—but about an internal sales list for book distributors and Wal-Mart.

A week or so after that, the actual best-seller lists come out. There are three that count: the New York Times best-seller list, USA Today best-seller list, and Publisher’s Weekly best-seller list. The first news I got was that The Taming of the Duke had hit number ten on PW’s list, the highest I’d ever been on that list. Then I knew that the other lists were likely going to be good as well. And they were: The Taming of the Duke stayed on the New York Times best-seller list for three weeks!

What comes next in the life of a book are reviews and letters from readers. The reviews for Taming were very positive; Romantic Times BOOKclub nominated it for Historical Romance of the Year.

After that, more slowly, e-mail begin to pour in from around the world, as the book was translated into more and more languages (my books appear in twenty-five foreign languages, not counting special British and Australian editions).

While most fans loved The Taming of the Duke—and a sizable percentage still say it’s their favorite of the Essex series—I also started getting mail from unhappy readers. I try to write everyone back, no matter how critical, unless they are aggressively impolite.

Some readers pore over the novels with a fine-tooth comb. As an academic, I always find those letters particularly interesting. For example, a reader named Elizabeth wrote me about a conversation Darlington has with Griselda: “One never knows, of course, when the earth’s magnetic poles will change their position and turn this country into a sandy wasteland . . . I learned very little in school, but I do remember that.” Apparently, I was way off, and the possibility of geomagnetism polarity reversals was discovered well after 1818—in the 1950s, in fact!

Cherie wrote from England to point out a far more embarrassing error: Lucius describes a portrait of three “children of a roundhead cavalier.” Well, the Roundheads and the Cavaliers were on opposite sides during the English Civil War. What’s more, that war took place between 1642 and 1651, so the children would definitely not be wearing “the height of Elizabethan finery,” as they are described, because Queen Elizabeth died in 1603.

In a final example, from the first book in the series, a reader named Katheryn wrote to point out that although Much Ado About You is set in 1816, Hans Christian Andersen didn’t write The Princess and the Pea until 1835. Therefore, Rafe could not possibly have had a mural of the story painted on the nursery walls in Holbrook Court. Later on I merrily played with historical fact while writing my own version of that particular fairy story, The Duke Is Mine.

Along with factual errors, readers also write about errors to do with Regency etiquette and culture. In fact, I would credit a good deal of the working knowledge I have of the period to interested, engaged readers. Dawa, for example, wrote to point out that when Imogen and Rafe are at Cristobel’s performance, the innkeeper tells a patron to put his sword away. As Dawa noted, swords were not common Regency accoutrements.

The letters I’ve outlined so far are normal fare for a writer of period fiction, no matter how hard Franzeca tries to steer me away from mistakes. But when it came to The Taming of the Duke, the amount of puzzled fan mail turned from a trickle to a waterfall.

It’s an author’s worst nightmare, frankly. It turned out that some readers could not figure out when (and whether) Imogen knew that Rafe was pretending to be his brother while they were together. They didn’t know whether Imogen was aware that Rafe was Rafe when they were making love—or whether she thought she was making love to Gabe. And they really didn’t like the idea that she thought she made love to Gabe, only to marry his brother.

I ended up writing both a thorough explanation, and an extra chapter, a behind-the-scenes peek at a sweet conversation between Rafe and Imogen on that very subject. I’m including both. First up is my explanation of when Imogen knew that “Gabe” was actually Rafe.

About Men in Costume (originally posted on Eloisa’s website)



There’s a kind of literary criticism that argues that we shouldn’t even bother talking about an author’s “intention” because every reader essentially re-writes a book as she reads it, and I guess I’m more of that frame of mind than I would have thought.

Still . . . here I go, wading in where angels fear to tread. BEWARE! If you are nurturing your own sweet progression for Rafe and Imogen, please don’t read this. Why would you want to know what I think about it? That doesn’t mean the relationship developed precisely as I say. I often feel as if I’m watching a movie while I’m writing, and Lord knows, I’m a terrible film critic!

OK, with that slightly crack-brained proviso, I’m going to leap in. The big question is, when did Imogen realize that Rafe was hiding behind a mustache and pretending that he was Gabe? I’ll explicate some structural bits of the book, dividing the crucial chapters into separate discussions.

One thing I want to note up front is that Rafe and Imogen’s relationship continued to develop on the side, in a very deep way, at the very same time that she was engaging in her excursions with “Gabe.”

Obviously, Imogen has no idea of Rafe’s masquerade in the beginning. The deliciousness of writing the first scene with Rafe in a mustache, for me, was staying in Rafe’s point of view a lot of the time as he kept telling himself that of course, Imogen didn’t really want to sleep with a man—and then discovering that in fact, she did. The whole first carriage ride—the first half of Chapter 19—was leading to this sentence: “Rafe knew deep in his bones that he would do whatever it took to keep her from knowing that Gabe was indeed in the ranks of Draven and Mayne: men who were inexplicably blind to her charms and couldn’t tell a diamond from a river rock.”

Now, Imogen’s realization of the truth is very slow, and very sweet. But you have to remember that she knows Rafe. And she already loves him, though she wouldn’t think so consciously. Why do you think she fought so hard to get him to stop drinking? Why she resented him, and fought with him, and basically, gave a damn about him? Because there was something about his rough outside and injured soul that spoke to her from the beginning, even when she was in love with her sleek and shining Draven, who turned out to be such a disappointment.

So: one thing I want to point to in this chapter is the following sentence. They’ve just kissed.

“Sophisticated Imogen, the young woman who had astonished—and delighted—the ton by flaunting her supposed affair with Mayne, sat on the other seat with the look of someone who had been struck by a bolt of lightning.”

She doesn’t know that she just kissed Rafe. But deep in her soul . . . she’s just been struck by a bolt of lightning. Remember, this sentence follows directly after Imogen’s very wise comment that “Gabe” is in the carriage out of reluctant chivalry, and doesn’t really desire her.

Imogen made some huge mistakes in judging men when she fell in love with Draven (and who doesn’t, when they first fall in love?). She needs to learn to trust her instinct . . . what you see here is her instinct sending her a message, loud and clear.

Going back to the question of disguise . . . Cristobel is also part of the question of when Imogen knew. I invented Cristobel not only because she’s a tremendously fun character and I ended up loving her bravado and sexiness, but also because she is the ultimate person in disguise.

In fact, the whole Cristobel chapter is about pretending to be someone else. The first woman who appears on stage is a well-endowed prostitute who is “posturing,” or pretending to be a statue of a woman in the act of undressing (men paid money for this sort of thing—go figure). She’s wearing patches to cover up spots from syphilis, the unfortunate effect of her profession.

She’s the first example of someone dressing as someone other than she is, and covering up her face in essential ways. I had a lot of fun fiddling with Rafe’s anxiety about being found out during that scene.

Then Cristobel comes on. Now Cristobel is the ultimate pretender. Here’s the description of her voice: “husky and erotic, a promise made in song, a mermaid’s call.” Her songs come from a wonderful collection of seductive verse: Bawdy Verse: A Pleasant Collection, edited by E. J. Burford and published by Penguin in 1982. The songs in his collection date from around 1400–1786; I actually judged some too wild for our delicate contemporary ears.

Cristobel is all promise and no substance—because she really isn’t a prostitute, only a singer, and yet her career is built on the promise that she selects one man from every performance. The key is the one man is always the same one—her husband, the young man who is dressed as a farmer, and whom Rafe says was dressed as a young law student, last time he saw him. The husband is a chameleon . . . the first pretender of the scene.

Cristobel recognizes Rafe. Because there was one time when she took a lover. The man wasn’t Rafe: it was Mayne. “He was an earl,” Cristobel says. “What a night I had with him! Your friend is a man among men.” She recognized Rafe, because in her mind he’s associated with a night of pure desire—and desire is key to Imogen’s discovery as well.

In terms of Imogen’s awareness of whom she was with, there’s a crucial moment on page 211: “She thought he was handsome before; now the lights of the tavern played over the planes of his cheekbones and his shadowed eyes and made him look far more than handsome: dangerous . . . And the line from the play describing Dorimant kept running through her mind; Gabriel Spenser, this evening, seemed to have something of the angel yet undefaced in him.”

On page 216, she tells him with a frown, “You do sound like Rafe!” Later on, Imogen tells Cristobel that she’ll inform the Earl of Mayne that Cristobel sends her compliments—yet how could a professor have an earl for a friend? Imogen hasn’t quite figured out yet . . . but there are certainly plenty of clues out there. One other point: in the carriage, Rafe perversely asks her what she thinks of himself—Rafe. And she refuses to answer.

She doesn’t know . . . and yet . . . the evidence is piling up.

Chapter 25, the Silchester scene, is crucial in terms of Imogen’s character and her understanding of the Rafe/Gabe switcheroo. Here’s the important thing, as I was thinking of it: Imogen is the kind of person who has a great deal of difficulty listening to her intuition. She knew very early that Draven would never love her the way she wanted him to. Yet she could not make herself understand the importance of that observation, and married Draven anyway.

When the Silchester chapter opens, Imogen already knows—inside—that Gabe in the mustache is not the real Gabe. She’s been showered in hints, from their kisses, to Cristobel’s recognition of Rafe, to the moments I’ve already pointed out. But she just doesn’t listen to herself very carefully.

In the beginning of this chapter, it’s Josie who almost figures it out—even though Josie has had nothing to do with the fake Gabe. She starts talking about how “good an actor” Gabe must be. And that page is followed directly by Imogen thinking about what a good actor RAFE is. She had actually asked him that afternoon how on earth he memorized his lines so quickly.

On page 294, she’s thinking about the kiss she shared with Rafe—and the way he looked at her at supper. “And yet,” she thinks, “did he say anything to her? Show by the slightest gesture or phrase that he wished to kiss her again, or—or anything? No.” Significantly, that’s Rafe and Rafe’s kiss she’s thinking about, not Gabe and the Cristobel scene.

The supposed “Gabe” laughs on the way to the carriage and Imogen thinks that “it was uncanny how much he sounded like Rafe.” This chapter is still dealing with the theme of disguise. I followed the Cristobel scene with a pantomime, because there too the actors are in disguise—and I wanted the really outrageous ones to be front and center: a man dressed as a woman.

On 302 comes a crucial line: “She could feel the calluses on his hands from gripping the reins of a hard-driving horse.” And that realization is followed directly by Rafe saying that he’s been thinking about kissing Imogen all day and Imogen gasping “You never showed—”

Relate her gasp to the moment above when she thought about Rafe not showing a sign of wishing to kiss her again.

She knows that she’s talking to Rafe and she almost blurted it out right there.

That’s why she says “Oh,” rather foolishly, on the next page.

She has realized who he is, and she knows he’s going to seduce her . . . and that she’s going to allow it to happen with Rafe—because it is Rafe. This is why the language changes on page 303 to a rather vague description: “Why else but that she could be seduced, and her companion allowed the liberties he would have had the night before . . .”

My use of the word “companion” is a clue that Imogen knows who that “companion” is. But she’s not going to let on. Look at the bottom of 303 and you’ll see her deciding just that.

I wanted to keep it a surprise for my readers. I thought it was all the more delicious if you weren’t sure (on the first reading anyway) when Imogen found out. I never would have let her make love to Rafe thinking it was Gabe—never. For me, that would have destroyed the romance, and besides she wouldn’t have wanted to.

The one reason Imogen went through with the seduction was because she realized it was Rafe, and she loves Rafe. She has for a long time. She fought for him to live, and give up alcohol, in a way that she never fought for Draven. She and Rafe have a deep-down bond that means she battled him tooth and nail to make him give up the alcohol—and he at least partially gives up drink for her.

In the bedchamber scene, I disguise the name: “But now she was in a hired room, and her companion was not her husband.” I only had to do it when we’re in Imogen’s point of view, when we’re seeing the action through Imogen’s eyes. She’s just recognized Rafe’s private parts from that early bathtub scene.




In addition, I got letters asking me why I kept comparing Rafe to the Shakespearean character Bottom. People were curious, but they didn’t necessarily remember their high school English class well enough to catch the nuances. So I wrote a little essay about that as well. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Bottom is an actor who is transformed by the fairy king and given an ass’s head. Chapter Thirty—the one readers found confusing—really cemented the theme of disguise that runs through the series (think of Mayne’s cross-dressing, Darlington’s secret career, Griselda’s affaire).

A Discussion of Bottom & Rafe


I’ll begin by pointing out the title of Chapter Thirty: “It Doesn’t Take Shakespeare for a Man to Make an Ass of Himself.” The overall reference is to Bottom in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In that play, a fairy puts an ass’s head on a lowly worker, Bottom (his name is an obvious clue!), and then enchants the Fairy Queen to fall in love with the Bottom/Ass.

The whole question of Rafe and the ass’s head has to do with alcohol. One thing you have to realize about Rafe was that his self-esteem is absolutely nil. Partly that stems from grief: when his altogether splendid brother died, Rafe not only grieved for him, but he measured himself against his brother and judged himself terribly wanting. He’s wrong, of course, and through the course of the novel, Rafe comes to a more balanced view of his brother. But he honestly believes that he has nothing to offer Imogen and that a brother—ANY brother—would be better than he.

Many of you have asked why it didn’t bother Rafe that Imogen hadn’t figured out who he was (as far as he knew) before they went to bed together: it not only didn’t bother him, but it hugely pleased him. From his point of view, he has everything to lose by Imogen realizing that she’s really sleeping with Rafe, drunken, useless Rafe (from his point of view). Of course that’s not how Imogen sees him.

Still, he can’t bring himself to court her seriously, because he has no faith in himself. That’s why he asks her to marry him so lightly, after a kiss, in a careless comment. He pretends it was a joke, but it wasn’t. He’s starting to understand the depth of the problem at the beginning of Chapter Thirty: he realizes that he didn’t tell her his true name because he is a coward. He can’t bear to tell her that her magnificent bed companion is only he, a “half-pickled duke,” as he thinks of himself.

From his point of view, he only has one thing to offer her: pleasure in bed. But he knows, inside, that pleasure is not enough. He realizes it consciously at the end of the chapter, when he shows Imogen the painting of Bottom wearing the ass’s head. “Only then does Bottom dare court the Queen of Fairies,” Rafe said, feeling rather queer. “When he wears the ass’s head. He has to be disguised because she’s so beautiful.” That’s the moment when Rafe realizes that he is being an ass. And yet he can’t throw away the ass’s head, not yet. So he makes love to Imogen again in the priest’s hole, in the dark.

For her part, Imogen looks up at him: “Slowly the amusement faded from her face, and after a moment she wrenched her eyes away and fairly ran back to the group.” Imogen knows exactly what she wants. She wants Rafe to throw away the mustache (or the ass’s head) and court her properly. So she sends him away when he comes to her bed as “Gabe,” telling him: “If I were ever to embark on another affair, Gabriel, I shall not be the one to chase my partner.”

Still, Rafe has one more challenge to face. He has to throw away those last bottles of whiskey that he has hidden around the house. He needs to make the final decision of his own initiative, with no input from Imogen. I wanted him to realize that he, Rafe, has no need to hide behind whiskey or mustaches—that he, and not his brothers, is the perfect man for Imogen.

After throwing out those bottles, he decides to court Imogen formally. He is the only person who understands that what Imogen needs, more than anything else, is to be courted with ceremony. In order for that to happen, Rafe must distance himself from the supposed Gabriel (remember, Imogen propositioned Gabe) and from Draven (whom Imogen madly pursued).

This is why there is a formal proposal scene at the end of the book, coming after Imogen has despaired. Rafe returns to the house, magnificently clad. Metaphorically he is no longer wearing the donkey’s head—but the clothing of a duke. He has, at long last, stepped into his brother’s shoes.

It is the duke who asks Imogen for her hand in marriage. He specifically tells her that he loves her enough for both of them—because she loved Draven more than Draven loved her. Those were the words she most needed to hear, in order to cure the pain of her first marriage. Of course, she really does love him. Their love is shared, and ten times stronger than anything Imogen felt for Draven.

But in that moment, they each shed their greatest fears. Rafe becomes the duke, taking on the responsibility and the self-esteem of the position. Imogen becomes a courted, adored, desirable woman . . . the kind of woman whom a duke kneels before while asking for her hand in marriage.

It’s a triumph for both characters, though, of course, the greatest triumph is just their love for each other, and their deep understanding of each other’s weaknesses and greatest longings.



In the end, though, these explanations were involved and after the fact. I ended up writing an entirely new chapter, spurred by the fans who were asking question after question on my bulletin board. It was the first time I’d thought of books as elastic, with changing borders. These days, self-published authors, in particular, pull their books off the shelf, reedit them, and republish as a matter of course. This was the first time I thought about amending one of my own books and in fact, this chapter is included in several translated versions of The Taming of the Duke, published abroad.





The Taming of the Duke Bonus Chapter


Following Directly After Rafe’s Marriage Proposal

Which is a gift from Eloisa to her Readers . . . because it is hard to say goodbye to the sweetness of Rafe and Imogen.

It was the middle of the night and he was standing outside Imogen’s bedchamber, frozen, his hand on the door latch. Hadn’t he promised that he would be ducal in all things? That hardly included barging into his future wife’s bedchamber in the middle of the night, like an under-butler furtively visiting a scullery maid’s bed.

Yet the devil on his shoulder reminded him that dukes were sneaking into bedchambers all over the country. At this very moment his fellow dukes were tupping married women, housemaids, maidens . . . in truth, therein lay the problem.

He would never wish Imogen to think that he saw her as a woman to tumble, a mere affaire, a lightskirt. His hand slipped from the latch and he turned to go, just as that same door swung inward.

Rafe’s first thought was that Imogen wasn’t wearing much. His second thought barely registered, something to do with the smile in her eyes and the saucy tilt to her hips.

“I was about to come and join you,” she said.

He blinked at her nightgown, an affair made of rosy silk. She shifted her shoulder and suddenly the silk slid down to her elbow. Rafe’s third thought, whatever it might have been, died a sudden death as their eyes met over the creamy expanse of plump breast before him.

“If I shrug one more time,” Imogen said gravely, though her eyes were laughing, “my gown will fall to the floor.”

Rafe didn’t say anything, just stepped into the room and pushed the door shut.

And Imogen shrugged. The gown slipped away, down her smooth curves.

No one in that room said a word for a good forty minutes, unless one counts moans, murmurs, and outright cries of pleasure as language.

“We cannot continue to act in this fashion,” Rafe said, after his chest had settled to a normal rhythm.

She was tucked, boneless, under his arm. All he could see was one eyelid and a trail of silky black hair.

He consciously schooled his voice to a commanding, yet thoughtful tone. “Imogen, I shall not come to your bed tomorrow night. In fact, not again until we are married.”

“Why?”

“My duchess will not arrive at the altar carrying a child.”

He could see the edge of a smile. “You needn’t worry about it if we marry in the near future. It takes forever to create a child. You’re going to have to work at it; did I tell you that I want at least six?”

“I hereby commit myself to slave labor,” he said, pulling her closer. “I told you that I’m the hairy, virile type.” He couldn’t help it; his fingers began dancing down the plump curve of her breast again.

She sighed, and threw an arm over her head, giving him better access. The curve of her slender wrist and the cream of her skin in the candlelight were like madness to him, better than whiskey, better than wine, better than anything he’d seen—or tasted—in his life. Their eyes met.

“Will you stay in your chambers tomorrow, then,” she whispered, “knowing that I’m wearing the nightgown I greeted you in?”

He nodded, stilling his fingers. “I must.” He said it almost desperately. “I won’t treat you like a woman to be tupped at my disposal, Imogen. You’re to be my wife.”

“I shall torment you,” she said, giggling a little. The lazy sweetness of her voice hung in the air. “I shall lean close to you at the end of the meal, and tell you that I intend to bathe before bed, and that I need help undressing myself.”

His fingers slid over the satin of her skin and his mind clouded again.

“There are times when I should go to sleep,” she said, “but I feel . . . oh . . . restless. Quite restless.”

Rafe couldn’t even answer that; he just lowered his head to her breast. Vixen that she was, Imogen kept talking, although a faint huskiness came to her voice. Talking . . . telling him all the details of her bath, and how she would lie alone in her bed, and she would—

He raised his head. “You will?”

She laughed at him. “Do you think that I haven’t found you in my dreams and in my thoughts the last few nights?” Her eyes met his. “I’ve dreamed of you touching me, just so.” She trailed a finger across her breast. “And so.” The finger wandered lower.

“But you didn’t think you were meeting me. You were making love to Gabe—that is, you—”

She was laughing again, not giggling, but full-out laughing. “You must think I’m a fool! A woman tricked by a mustache and a slow manner of speaking!”

Her laughter warmed some part of him that he hadn’t even known was mortally cold. “I gather I’m the fool,” he said, trying vainly to sound casual. “I thought you only found out in the last day or so. When did you discover my ploy?”

“Not immediately. Although”—she frowned—“I should have known within the hour. Do you remember when you kissed me in the carriage?”

“I did so more than once.”

“The first time. The truth is—” She propped herself up on her elbow, eyes serious now. “I should have known immediately because I knew Gabe didn’t really want me.”

Rafe opened his mouth, but she put a finger over his lips.

“He didn’t. I asked him, rather than the other way around.” There was something sweet and rueful about the curve of her mouth that made Rafe’s chest ache. “I knew he didn’t really want me, because I experienced precisely that with Draven. Draven was . . . perfectly willing.”

“I too am perfectly willing,” Rafe said, desperate to take the shadow from her eyes. He grinned at her wolfishly. “Always.”

She leaned over and dropped a kiss on the corner of his mouth. “I didn’t understand desire until you showed your version of willing.”

“Thank God, my brother’s a blind dolt,” Rafe said, heartfelt.

“Draven was rather cheerfully punctilious,” Imogen said. “And I imagine that had you not intervened, with your false voice and your mustache, Gabe might well have shown me the same favor.”

“I’d have had to kill him.”

Imogen looked at her husband-to-be and decided, calm though Rafe’s voice was, he really meant it.

“Well,” she said hastily, “do you see why I should have known immediately? Because when we kissed in the carriage, on the way to see Cristobel—well, that was my first kiss. My first real kiss. Of course that wasn’t Gabe kissing me.”

“But you didn’t realize,” Rafe said, looking ridiculously pleased with himself. “And I did pretty well in the inn, didn’t I? Did you notice that I knocked my wine on the floor?”

She laughed. “No. I did notice that Cristobel had obviously met you before, though, and in the company of an earl. I’m quite certain I know exactly which earl that was: your closest friend.”

“Damn Mayne,” Rafe said, putting on a tragic face. “I never had a chance with Cristobel, given that he was around.”

“And even so I didn’t jump to the right conclusion,” Imogen said, as much to herself as to him. “What a fool I was. I thought it was remarkably odd that a Cambridge professor had found his way into Cristobel’s presence—and yet it made sense, in an odd way. How else would Gabe have known about her, if he hadn’t heard her sing before?”

“He had no idea what he was suggesting. Saw a placard nailed to a tree and likely thought he was taking you to a revival meeting to listen to some rousing hymns. Well, then, when did you finally realize the truth?”

She laughed. “It was a little thing, really. But you asked me what I thought of Rafe, in the carriage on the way home.”

“So?”

“Gabe would never have done such a thing. Never. It was akin to asking me to criticize his brother, and it simply isn’t in him to do such a coarse thing.”

“So you realized on the spot?”

“Oh, no. But I remember blinking at you—it was quite dark in the carriage—and thinking this isn’t right. There had been several points in which you sounded just like Rafe—well, of course you did!—and then there was an odd eagerness in your voice when you asked me that question.”

“Why didn’t you say something?” Rafe said. He was looking remarkably happy. Almost as if he were bursting with it. “I can just imagine what you could have said.” He put on a fierce scowl. “Dastard, thou are not whom thou sayest thou art! Avast, and ne’er darken my door again!”

“I didn’t want it to be you,” Imogen said flatly.

The laughter faded from Rafe’s eyes. “Oh.”

She looked down at the sheet and started pleating it with her fingers. “If Gabe had handed me to you, that meant I was a charity case again. Draven married me because I loved him so much. And if you had slapped on that mustache so that my feelings wouldn’t be hurt, that meant that even when I offered myself to a man, without marriage being part of the gift—he wouldn’t bed me.”

There was a second’s silence, and then Rafe’s voice, as deep and tender as any man’s could be, “Sweetheart.”

She shook her head, looking fiercely at the pleated sheet. A tear slid down her cheek. “I know that’s the case.”

He tipped up her chin. The dark eyes that she loved so much were smiling. “You are indeed a fool. There’s not a man in all this country who wouldn’t bed you if you asked. But would you have preferred that Gabe enthusiastically said yes?”

“At the time, yes.”

He shook his head. “You wouldn’t have gone through with it.”

“I would!” Imogen said fiercely. “You don’t know how much—”

“How much you wish to be desired,” Rafe said, for her.

She swallowed. He plucked her hand away from the sheet and turned the palm to his mouth. “You and I are birds of a feather, you know. So much did you long to be desired, so much did I. I wanted you to desire me, from the very moment I saw you. But you never seemed to look my direction: first there was Draven, and then Gabe. I hadn’t your courage. I played the role of a coward in all this, Imogen. I should have thrown away that mustache and lusted after you under my own name.”

“Why didn’t you?” Her question sounded shy, almost hesitant.

His laugh was a bark. “I dreamed of it. I almost—the words were on my lips a hundred times. But I couldn’t. What did I have to offer you, Imogen? Nothing. Gabe is—”

“Gabe is in all ways a worthy gentleman, but he bores me, and you know it.” She spoke to the question in his eyes. “From that moment in the carriage I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t let myself bring it into words. The thought was too painful. Later, I asked you to take me to Draven’s house. We kissed in the field, and I kept comparing the way the man I thought was Gabe kissed, to the way you had kissed me, and trying to convince myself that I could feel . . . that . . . for two men practically on the same day.”

“Vixen,” he muttered. And: “But, Imogen, when did you look at me and say, this is Rafe?”

The desperation in his voice filled Imogen’s heart with joy once again. She rolled just next to him and put her arms around his neck. “Five minutes ago?”

He growled at her.

“Yesterday?”

He blinked down at her. “I thought . . .”

She ran her hands through his hair, smiling up at the male foolishness of him. “You took my hand at the theater, just before the pantomime began.”

“So?”

She said it patiently. “Gabe is a scholar.”

He didn’t seem to understand, so she sat up and pulled him upright as well. Then she took his hand and turned it over. Callused from holding the reins, large and powerful, it looked nothing like the soft hand of a scholar. Something lightened in his face.

“So when we made love—”

“Rafe, did it never occur to you that I might have recognized your body from that bath I gave you?”

“My body?”

“Well, parts of it?” There was a husky tone to her voice that made all parts of his body spring to attention.

“But I was wearing a towel,” he said.

She laughed.

“So you recognized my hands before my . . . other parts.” He looked down at them. “I do read books, sometimes,” he observed.

“So do I,” she said demurely. “When there’s nothing else to do.”

“I think I shall keep you too busy to read.”

She raised her eyes to his. “It will take a great deal of children, Rafe, to keep me too busy for you.”

He smiled but—“Are you sure you love me?” It burst from his chest. “I can’t help feeling that I don’t deserve you. I’m like a—a worn-out shoe, Imogen. I daren’t drink champagne at our own wedding! I’m—”

“You are one of the most loving, most responsible, and most generous men I’ve ever met. In fact, I didn’t think your kind walked this earth. And you—you are for me, Rafe. Just you. Not Draven, not Gabe. Just you.”

There was a moment of silence, one of those moments that pass between a husband and his wife and change the way they live together, the way they laugh together, the way they argue together . . . forever.

“I hated you for drinking,” she said, putting her lips to his palm. “I wanted to kill you for it. I hated you . . . and I loved you. And I was too much of a fool to see that the only thing that really mattered to me was keeping you alive.”

Rafe’s eyes shone—perhaps with tears, perhaps with a fiercer emotion. “I know I’m a half-literate dolt.” He said it huskily. “But if you’ll allow me to be Dorimant for a moment, I agree with him: my passion knows no bounds, and there’s no measure to be taken of what I’ll do for you.”

She took his face in her hands. “I don’t want poetry, even pretty bits of foolishness from the play. All I want from you is your heart.”

A moment later he was holding her so tightly that she could hear that heart beating against her cheek. “It’s yours,” he said. And cleared his throat. “This body, my hands, my heart: they’re all yours . . . forever.”

The Duke of Holbrook never returned to his chambers that night. But thereafter, though his fiancée teased and tormented until the very night before they wed, he stayed to his own rooms. If he couldn’t sleep at night, he spent the hours planning one of the largest, most lavish, and most quickly organized weddings that had ever been solemnized in St. Paul’s.





Introduction to Essex Sisters Series Extra Content


This section consists of a short romantic novella that I wrote just for the companion, followed by a bonus chapter that takes place ten years after Pleasure for Pleasure, written for the fans on my bulletin board.

In the years since I wrote the last words of Pleasure for Pleasure, I realized something important: Josie’s miserable experience on the marriage market, singled out and ridiculed for being a “Scottish Sausage,” struck a special chord with readers around the world. I got heartfelt letters from as far away as Slovakia and Indonesia, written by women who sympathized with the pain of a young woman who had to fend off devastating insults at an early, vulnerable age.

As I mentioned in the beginning of this section, I decided that I wanted to write about the two other women mentioned in Pleasure for Pleasure for being singled out with shaming nicknames: the “Wooly Breeder” and the sister of “Silly Billy.” Neither woman actually appears in the four books of the series.

The latter comes up when Lucius Felton tries to comfort Josie by telling her that she is not the only young lady ostracized by so-called polite society.



                       “You are not the only one,” Lucius added gently. “Cecilia Bellingworth will have a difficult time shaking the label Silly Billy, and that’s merely due to her unfortunate brother not being right in his head. Darlington didn’t make up that label; I’m not sure who did. But who will brave enough to marry her?”

A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace answers that question. It takes place one year after Josie and Mayne marry, so I had the fun of bringing them back as a married couple.

That left the “Wooly Breeder,” a label attached to a young lady whose father made a fortune farming sheep. When I created the ugly nickname, I was trying to portray English high society as a bully culture in which clever comments ruled. At the same time, I wanted to rehabilitate Darlington without minimizing the pain he had caused. He confesses his sins to Griselda, who reminds him that the Wooly Breeder is happily married.

While I could have written a romance for that heiress, now Lady Windingham, I decided instead to explore the long-term effect of being the name caller, rather than the victim. A Gentleman Never Tells features a hero—the Honorable Oliver Berwick—who first appears in Pleasure for Pleasure as one of Darlington’s close friends. He did not invent the terms “Wooly Breeder” or “Scottish Sausage,” but ever since, he has felt guilty for repeating them.

In A Gentleman Never Tells, Oliver decides to attend a house party hosted by Lady Windingham, using the opportunity to apologize. Catrina, formerly the “Wooly Breeder,” is happy to accept, but demands a boon: he must make her sister laugh. That’s no easy task, as Lizzie Troutt is only a few months out of mourning and has herself been scarred by cruel gossip. She doesn’t even want to leave her room, though Oliver is more than up to the task of luring her out. The story turned into a rollicking tale of stolen kisses and indoor croquet—along with a visit by Josie, Mayne, and their young daughter, who was born at the end of Pleasure for Pleasure.

A Gentleman Never Tells is being published separately from this companion, in e-book form. An excerpt can be found in the Appendix. I hope you enjoy the way the extra story and the new novella portray all three young women—Josie, Cecilia, and Catrina’s sister Lizzie—happily married. I suppose you could say that the stories together make up my version of the encouraging phrase that one finds all over the Internet: “It gets better.”

Following A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace, you’ll find another bonus: a chapter I wrote to cap the entire Essex Sisters series. It takes place ten years after the end of Pleasure for Pleasure, allowing us to catch up with each of the sisters, hearing about babies and husbands, with a small anecdote from each. It begins with a beautiful Essex Sisters family tree, designed by the brilliant minds at Wax Creative. Trace all the marriages and babies yourself, then launch into one last glimpse of my favorite sisters.





A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace
A Brand-New Story in the Essex Sisters World


Chapter One


June 21, 1819

A House Party

Kent

Seat of the Duke of Ormond



“I don’t understand what I did wrong,” Lady Bellingworth moaned, wringing her hands. “You had the best governesses money could buy, and I took you to church often, and certainly every Easter!”

“You did your best, Mama,” Cecilia replied. She spun in place, causing her new gown to swirl around her feet. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

The gown was better described by what it wasn’t: it wasn’t white, demure, or ruffled. It didn’t have the new gathered sleeves; in fact, it didn’t have any sleeves. There wasn’t much of a bodice either.

A fold of strawberry-colored silk wound around Cecilia’s bosom and draped over her arms. Rather than following the line of her narrow skirts—made from a darker shade—the transparent overskirt clung to her hips before belling out around her toes. A row of embroidered strawberries around the hem weighted the overskirt so it swirled around her as she moved, emphasizing her curves.

And she had them.

Cecilia considered her curves to be her best feature, with golden hair the color of old guineas a close second.

Coaxed into tight ringlets by a curling iron, her hair took on an oddly metallic gleam. But tonight her maid had styled it in a frothy pile of natural curls, stuck about with ruby-tipped hairpins.

“What are you wearing on your feet?” her mother cried, sounding rather like a kettle coming to boil.

Cecilia lifted her skirts and looked happily at her toes. “New shoes.”

Lady Bellingworth turned purple. “Those are your great-aunt Margaret’s diamond buckles!”

Her shoes were made of strawberry silk embroidered in a silver crosshatch pattern that went splendidly with diamond buckles. But the pièce de résistance was her heels. They were covered in strawberry-colored silk and guaranteed to catch the eye.

Generally speaking, ladies drifted around the ballroom in soft slippers, just as Cecilia had throughout the season. But she had carefully planned—in collusion with a brilliant modiste—to change her appearance from head to toe.

In the past two seasons, she had dutifully worn white (which didn’t suit her), sat demurely at the sides of ballrooms (which didn’t suit her), and smiled rather than spoke (which really didn’t suit her).

But she had arrived at the Duchess of Ormond’s house party this afternoon without a single white gown in her baggage. When a Bellingworth decides to change her appearance, she doesn’t hold back.

She was not going to drift around the ballroom: she would sway, and her hips would sway right along with her.

“You won’t be able to dance in those shoes,” her mother moaned.

“I shan’t need to dance,” Cecilia said, adroitly avoiding the issue, because in her opinion, the shoes turned a simple country dance step into an invitation. “The duchess announced a musical evening, remember, Mama? By the way, if we don’t go down to the ballroom immediately, we shall be late for the concert.”

Lady Bellingworth was slumped against the high back of the settee, hand over her heart. “I feel ill, positively ill. I cannot believe that my daughter is so lost to impropriety that she would consider wearing this . . . this costume better suited to the demimonde than a house party given by one of my oldest friends.”

“If I were one of those ladies,” Cecilia pointed out, “I would take off this corset, which is horribly uncomfortable.”

“Do you think to find a husband this way?” her mother demanded. “To entice a gentleman to wed you because your gown is small enough to cram into his pocket?”

“Marriage would be desirable outcome, don’t you think?” Cecilia asked. “My second season as a wallflower was more than enough.”

She was tired of being ignored, tired of sitting at the side of the room watching other girls curtsying. She was tired of pity dances with male relatives, and whispered advice from girls younger than she was.

She had an idea that gentlemen didn’t bother to look very closely at the rows of debutantes, because every young lady was dressed precisely the same. Swathed in white and trained to docility, they were no more distinct than one sheep in a flock.

“I know why you’re doing this,” her mother said, reaching up to pull Cecilia down onto the settee at her side. Her eyes had turned misty. “It’s because of that dreadful nickname, isn’t it? It’s because poor James is called ‘Silly Billy.’ It’s all my fault! There must have been something I could have done.”

There was no question but that Cecilia’s failure on the marriage market was wrapped up with the cruel, persistent jest about her brother, Lord Bellingworth, who had been dropped on his head as a baby. No one believed the truth about his injury. They thought that the Bellingworth blood was tainted and her babies would be silly as well.

She had a respectable dowry, excellent lineage, and even better teeth. She had shining hair, a slender waist, and slightly larger breasts than were normal for a young lady. But her second season had just drawn to a close, and she had had no suitors, not even one.

“It’s all just so foolish,” her mother continued, mopping her eyes. “Poor James was perfectly normal until he suffered that terrible blow. Perfectly normal!”

“There’s nothing you could have done, Mama,” Cecilia said, wrapping her arm around her mother. “You have no control over the fools who rule the so-called Beau Monde. Darlington and his ilk.”

“Charles Darlington didn’t create that despicable nickname. It came from a horrid fellow known as Eliot Thurman, who was part of his circle a few years ago.”

“I’ve heard as much,” Cecilia said absently. She caught sight of her gown in the dressing table mirror and eased her bodice a bit lower, tugging down that blasted corset while she was at it.

It was French and hoisted her breasts in the air like a gift, but it was deucedly uncomfortable.

Luckily, her mother didn’t notice what she was doing. “Thurman dropped out of society, and then of course, Darlington married Lady Griselda . . .”

Lady Bellingworth kept talking and talking until Cecilia finally intervened. “I think that people are fools to pay attention to people like Darlington. He published that fictional memoir about Josie’s husband, the Earl of Mayne, after all. Josie says the earl doesn’t mind, but I think it was rude.”

“I know Josie, I mean the Countess of Mayne, is one of your closest friends, darling, but you should also remember that Lady Griselda is married to Darlington, and she is something of a stepmother to Lady Mayne,” her mother said, tracing the twisty paths of society connections. “Besides, I like Darlington. He’s apologized to me a hundred times, if not more, for having brought Thurman into society.”

“Thurman may have invented ‘Silly Billy,’ but it took a whole herd of simpletons to repeat it over and over, turning my brother into a pariah.”

“I am not defending Thurman,” her mother said. “I loathe the man. Someone told me that he’d been shipped off to the Antipodes, though I don’t know how accurate the rumor is.”

“Mama, if we don’t go downstairs, we’ll be late,” Cecilia said again, drawing her mother to her feet. She picked up a wisp of silk tulle and wound it around her shoulders.

“You’re not pretending that scrap of fabric is a shawl!”

Cecilia put on an innocent expression. “Whatever can you mean? Madame Rocque fashioned it specifically for this gown.”

“I recognize that look, you know,” her mother said suddenly. “You had the same expression when you stole out of the house at twelve years old and begged that violin player to take you with him to Vienna.” Her mother shuddered. “I’ve never forgotten the horror of it.”

All Cecilia remembered was the disappointment. The violin player in question was Franz Clement, one of the best violinists in the world. Her attempt to persuade him to take her with him, back to Europe, had been the only time in her life, before this, that she had attempted to live life on her own terms.

She had failed, and in retrospect, she had to agree that the whole idea had been mad. Clement allowed her to play a Beethoven adagio and then promptly escorted her back to their London townhouse. “She’d be good enough if she were a man,” he had told her mother.

“She’s a lady!” her mother had retorted, in pure horror.

“Precisely,” Clement had said, bowed, and left.

Now Cecilia turned to her mother. “I’m not threatening to run away from home this time, Mama. I’ve done nothing more outrageous than commission new gowns.”

“I suppose we have no choice at this point,” her mother said, as tragically as any Cleopatra. “I might as well face the humiliation now, as wait for London.”

“It can’t be more humiliating than having a wallflower as a daughter,” Cecilia pointed out.

“Oh, how little you know of the world,” her mother said grimly.





Chapter Two


By the time they descended the stairs, the concert was about to begin. The butler opened the door to Lady Ormond’s ballroom with a whispered admonishment.

The first thing Cecilia noticed as they slipped into the room, temporarily transformed by rows of gilt chairs lined up before an improvised stage, was that the gentlemen attending the house party were conspicuous by their absence.

True, it was only the first day of the party, so not all the guests had arrived. Yet her friend Josie was sitting alone, with no sign of her husband, the Earl of Mayne. There wasn’t a man to be seen anywhere, not even the Duchess of Ormond’s son, Thaddeus Phinston, the fifth duke.

Ormond had just returned after spending years abroad. If Cecilia had to guess where he was, she’d guess he was out in the garden with an insect net.

From the time she was eight years old, Thaddeus—or Theo, as he used to insist on being called—had taken great delight in dropping various bugs down her bodices. Thank God, he had finally been packed off to university and then on a grand tour. The memories still made her shudder.

“Darling,” her mother said, “look, the duchess is waving at us. There are seats beside her in the front row.”

“We risk being joined by that horrid son of hers,” Cecilia whispered.

“His Grace may have changed over the years,” her mother replied. But her voice was uncertain. Undoubtedly she had clear memories of spanking the future duke after he arrived for tea with a grasshopper, which somehow jumped down Cecilia’s dress.

Cecilia had responded with a buttered crumpet, which hit the heir to the dukedom squarely in the forehead. The look on his face was still one of Cecilia’s fondest memories. But the idea of meeting a grown-up version of that rascal made her shudder.

Instead of parading to the front, they slipped into seats next to Josie, who turned with a warm smile and pressed Cecilia’s hand. Then she blinked and her smile grew even wider. “You visited my modiste!” she said with clear delight.

Cecilia kissed her cheek. “Thanks to you!” she whispered. “What’s more . . .” She hitched up her skirts to her ankles.

“You must—must—give met the name of your shoemaker immediately!” Josie gasped, her eyes gleaming.

Cecilia laughed before turning toward the front, as the musicians were poised to begin.

The Duchess of Ormond had assembled a largish ensemble for a mere country house party but, of course, she was famous for her love of music. The ensemble began playing the Piano Concerto no. 13 in C Major by Wolfgang Mozart.

Ho-hum. She loved Mozart, but not this particular concerto.

Cecilia watched a plump man play the cello for a while. He was holding his right arm too high.

Then she realized that the pianist was outrageously good-looking, with long eyelashes and a rakish lock of dark hair over his forehead. He met her eyes over the top of his instrument and she looked away, suddenly flustered.

She whipped open her fan and assessed his every inch from behind its shelter. A black coat stretched over muscular shoulders. A deliciously strong chin. Long legs. And his eyelashes . . .

Why couldn’t English gentlemen look like him? Horrid Theo had been a stubby piglet as a boy and had undoubtedly grown into a stubby little duke. It was so unfair, given that this delicious musician was utterly ineligible.

In every way.

She dropped her fan a trifle, just enough so that the pianist could see her smile if he wished.

Apparently he did wish, because his dark eyes went straight to her mouth, and something eased in his expression before he turned to nod, bringing in the three violins.

“You’re flirting!” Josie whispered next to her, sounding rather delighted.

“I am not . . .” Cecilia lost track of her sentence. She had never given much thought past the moment when she would dazzle a whole ballroom by wearing a scandalous gown and flashing her ankles now and then.

Her transformation had been a way to thumb her nose at the gentlemen who had refused to dance with Silly Billy’s sister. She wanted to stand out, secretly hopeful that a man would miraculously emerge from the crowd, one brave enough to overlook the nonsense about her brother.

But suddenly the conjunction of Mozart and a handsome pianist gave her a truly outrageous thought.

If she created a scandal—a true scandal—she would become unmarriageable in polite society. Her mother would necessarily have to give up the fruitless pursuit of a gentleman who might overlook the question of her tainted blood.

She would be sent off to her father’s country estate in disgrace. Her brother lived there already, cheerfully feeding his pet hens and going around the estate in a pony cart. She adored James; in her opinion, the world would be a far better place if people were so “silly” as to find joy in every day, whether the sun shone or the rain fell.

She wouldn’t have to waste any more time making morning calls and sitting at the edges of ballrooms while music was played by mediocre musicians. She could spend her days playing her pianoforte, or perfecting her ability to play the harp.

Once ruined, she could hire a violin tutor. After she turned fourteen, her mother dismissed her tutor, since she considered the instrument inherently improper.

“You lift your arms in such a way that your chest is emphasized,” her mother had explained. “Perhaps for some women that would be unremarkable, but clearly you have inherited your grandmother’s bosom.”

A ruined woman could play the violin all day long, and no one could command her otherwise. She could help James tend his chickens and make certain no one took advantage of him. Her mother could give up the painful business of trying to launch her wallflower daughter on the marriage mart and just enjoy herself in London with her friends.

It was the answer to all her problems.

To be precise: that pianist was the answer.

Being (most inconveniently) a virgin who had never even been kissed, Cecilia was uncertain about her ability to seduce a gentleman. But the hardheaded part of her knew quite well that a paid musician would be unable to refuse the advances of a young lady if she made a direct set at him.

There was nothing more scandalous than flirting with a servant. Everyone knew the story of Juliet Fallesbury, who was presumably living happily in Pennsylvania with a footman named Longfellow.

The details of the affaire, of course, were remembered not because of Juliet (a tiresome girl who always seemed to be giggling), but because of the footman’s name. Thanks to extensive research in a naughty book Cecilia found in the library, she had deciphered the innuendo that made Juliet’s elopement so infamous.

It would be wonderful if she could find a footman with a lewd moniker. But one can hardly ask a butler if any of the servants were named Woodcock. Or Maypole.

The musician was ready to hand, so to speak. What’s more, the Duchess of Ormond loved music as much as Cecilia did. That meant these musicians were quite likely staying in the house.

By the time the first movement, the allegro, drew to a close, her mind was made up.





Chapter Three


Now Cecilia merely had to get the pianist’s attention and keep it until he suggested some sort of scandalous activity. Just because Cecilia had never seduced a man didn’t mean that she was incapable of doing it.

In fact, it should be quite easy. Her governess and mother had drilled into her head the interesting fact that men are prone to disgraceful behavior if given the slightest encouragement.

As soon as the pianist’s hands rested on the keys at the beginning of the andante, his eyes went over the audience. Cecilia watched as he smiled at the duchess; he must be her protégé.

But directly thereafter he looked straight at her.

The smile that appeared on her face came without her volition.

And then, quite suddenly, his eyes still on hers, he raised a hand, nodded, and the second movement poured out at his behest, the notes sweeping along in a gorgeous wash of sound.

It was intoxicating. Cecilia couldn’t stop watching his body move as he played. His playing was powerful and direct, completely unlike the delicate way that her pianoforte tutor stroked the keys.

Disgraceful thoughts about long fingers drifted through her mind, and a feeling curled through her that she’d never experienced before. Well, how could it have? Surrounded as she was by boorish gentlemen whose idea of music consisted of drunkenly shouting out hunting songs after gorging themselves on beef.

This musician was an entirely different sort . . . powerful, gorgeous, inspired.

When the concerto ended, her mother sprang to her feet. Lady Bellingworth could never understand why her daughter was so entranced by music; she saw it, at best, as a necessary background for dancing.

“Wasn’t that delightful!” she said insincerely. “I must compliment the duchess.” She bustled away.

Cecilia was too dazed by the performance to move. She didn’t care for that particular piece, but tonight the concerto’s floating gracefulness had been deepened, even darkened, by an altogether masculine potency.

Her tutor labeled Mozart’s music an “eternally sunny day.” Not so, at least in this pianist’s hands.

Perhaps . . . just perhaps . . . if she stayed where she was, the musician might come to greet her.

It would be vastly improper. Her mother would faint at the idea of speaking to a hired man who accosted a lady.

It was worth a try. Maybe if she smiled at him again . . .

Josie stood up, so Cecilia necessarily joined her. It turned out that the gentlemen were crowding through the door, now that the musical entertainment had concluded.

“There’s Garret,” Josie said with satisfaction.

Cecilia followed her gaze and discovered that the Earl of Mayne was looking at his wife with a glance so intense that it made Cecilia shiver. He lowered his chin, clearly issuing a command to his wife to join him.

Josie just laughed, so Cecilia nudged her. “What are you doing?” she whispered behind her fan. “I think your husband wants you.”

“Yes, he does.” Josie gave her a very naughty smile.

“I didn’t mean it that way!”

“We’ve been married for over a year, and milord is still having some trouble absorbing the fact that he must come to me, rather than the other way around.” She shrugged. “What’s more, I’m hungry, and Garret won’t wish to go to dinner. You’ll see; he’ll have some excuse or other for why we need to retire before joining the rest of you at the table. My husband is turning into a proper recluse. I expect he’ll want to start sleeping above the stables one of these days.”

“It’s true that I’ve scarcely seen you since you married. I was so glad to hear that you’d be at this party. I’ve missed you.”

Cecilia’s tone wasn’t judgmental, but Josie looked apologetic. “Garret isn’t interested in taking up his seat in Lords, so the season doesn’t have much importance for us. He’s rebuilding his stables, and I find it so interesting too, and . . . well, I have to admit to finding balls tedious.”

“As do I,” Cecilia confessed. “I always thought you disliked them because we were wallflowers. That’s why I hated the season: because hardly anyone asked me to dance.”

“That was part of it,” Josie said. “But I’m also bored by evenings when the chatter grows so deafening, and you’re expected to stay for hours without talking of anything interesting.”

“Yet house parties offer interesting conversation?” Cecilia asked, wondering if Josie would be obliged to drop her as a friend if she caused a scandal.

Perhaps not. Josie and her husband didn’t seem to care much for society’s restrictions.

Josie nodded. “Garret wants to persuade His Grace into breeding Argo to one of our mares. The late duke was most conservative in that respect, but no one knows how his son will manage the ducal stables.”

“The earl is learning his lesson; here he comes,” Cecilia said, catching sight of the Earl of Mayne threading his way through the chairs even as footmen hastily gathered them up. The look in his eyes as he moved toward Josie was so intent that Cecilia got a lump in her throat.

“Dear me,” Josie said. She turned to Cecilia and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I haven’t seen my husband since breakfast and I think . . .”

“I see exactly what you mean,” Cecilia said, laughing.

“Tomorrow morning we must have a long talk.”

“Absolutely,” Cecilia said, kissing her back, while she wondered how long it took to brew a scandal. Would she still be in the house in the morning, or would her mother have already whisked her off to the country?

The Earl of Mayne bowed magnificently before the two of them. “Miss Bellingworth, it is a pleasure.” Then he turned to Josie. “Ormond is completely negligent regarding his stables!” He sounded outraged.

“He won’t allow you to breed Selkie with Argo?” Josie said, obviously disappointed.

“To the contrary,” Mayne growled. “He said I can buy Argo and the whole stables if I wish. Told me to name my own price. I cannot understand the man.”

“He was always awful,” Cecilia said, sotto voce, because, after all, it was a terribly rude thing to say about one’s host. “I know him quite well as our mothers are close friends.”

“Awful?” Josie said, turning to her, eyes widening. “Really? But I thought you—”

“He’s not awful,” her husband said, at the same moment. “He’s a decent chap.”

“I apologize,” Cecilia said, taken aback. Perhaps Ormond had changed, because the boy she remembered wouldn’t have commanded the earl’s respect.

“Stop that,” Josie said, pinching her husband. “Don’t be rude to Cecilia. It’s quite likely that she knows a different side of the duke, one that he doesn’t show to gentlemen. You know that men can be horrid to ladies and fine among the fellows.”

Cecilia realized that the earl was looking at her—really looking at her—for the first time. There wasn’t any desire in his eyes, not at all. But she did see a sort of general male appreciation.

“That is entirely possible,” he admitted, nodding. “If you’ll forgive the presumption, Miss Bellingworth, I wouldn’t be surprised if Ormond lost his head around you.”

Then he wrapped his arm around his wife, and dropped a kiss on her nose. He murmured something, and Josie turned to Cecilia with an apologetic grin, her eyes dancing. “I’m afraid that you’ll have to excuse me, darling. My husband wishes to discuss the possibility of buying the Ormond stables.”

“I completely understand,” Cecilia said gravely.

“I believe there will be dancing now, before a late supper. I’ll see you then.”

“I fear that you underestimate the complications of the subject,” the earl said, with a perfectly straight face. “We shall have to retire to our room in order to address the question in a thorough manner. We shan’t be done in time for even a very late supper.”

Josie laughed, and Cecilia felt a thump of longing at the idea of having a spouse who adored her so much that he pulled her away from a party to . . . well, to be alone with her.

“The duke has offered me first pick of his horses,” Mayne continued. “Any number of men would jump at the chance. I want to give the man a list in the morning before someone else realizes his slapdash attitude toward his stables.”

“I completely understand,” Cecilia said, dropping a curtsy. “Good evening, my lord. Josie.”

Josie leaned over and whispered, “I saw that flirtation, Cecilia. Bravo!”

Cecilia blinked at her. Josie was funny, wry, and often the liveliest person in a room. But she wouldn’t have thought that her friend would encourage ruination, precisely.

After all, it would influence Cecilia’s entire life. She might never marry, nor have children. And yet the lightning-quick decision felt right in her bones. She did not want to give up even one more year of her life to ballrooms and insipid conversation, even if her new clothing did gain her a suitor or two.

Seeing how absorbed Josie and her husband were by their stables confirmed her conclusion. She had thought that she could be happy if she simply had someone to dance with during a ball. But it wasn’t dancing that she wanted, not really.

She wanted some to make music with.

But if that wasn’t possible—and it wasn’t; no gentleman was interested in music—then she wanted time for herself.

Time for music.





Chapter Four


The footmen were clearing away the last of the chairs as Cecilia made her way to the side of the room. It seemed there was to be dancing, as Josie had said, so her new shoes would be put to the test.

She rather thought she wouldn’t spend this dance sitting at the edge of the room, given the admiring glances she was receiving from gentlemen. Even those who had previously considered her no more interesting than wallpaper were giving her the glad eye, as her governess would have said.

She turned about to see what the musicians were doing and discovered the pianist was coming up behind her shoulder.

One didn’t curtsy to servants. Yet somehow her knee almost bent in response to his smile. She spoke first, since they hadn’t been introduced, not that one had to be introduced to a musician. “Your playing was exquisite.”

“I was inspired.”

“Ah.” Cecilia tried to think of something else to say, but she hadn’t much practice with flirtation.

“Do you like the piece?” he asked.

Navy blue was an unusual color for eyes, Cecilia decided. Most people with blue eyes had—She pulled herself back together.

“I do not usually like Mozart’s Concerto in C. The rondo is disappointing, I think.”

All of a sudden, his large body became entirely still.

Likely she’d insulted him.

She hurried into speech. “The opening movement is magnificent, but it’s rather like Concerto no. 18, don’t you think? Both rondos are uninspired. But your performance of it was magnificent.”

He shook himself, rather like a dog coming in from the rain. “You surprise me. What did you—what did you think about my performance?”

Cecilia paused. She wasn’t sure how to describe his style. “You didn’t add anything,” she said finally, “except perhaps smallest and minutest of variations in the rondo?”

He nodded.

“Well, you remained true to Mozart’s intention, but at the same time you made the piece fresh. I particularly enjoyed the moments when you allowed the music to be rough without pathos, if that makes sense.”

“I was aiming for rustic but not sentimental,” he said, nodding. “When did you not enjoy it?”

“I wouldn’t say I felt a lack of appreciation at any point,” she hedged.

“But?” His eyes were so intent that she was starting to feel a bit breathless.

“Well, you play very seriously. I think you might overlook some irony, some of the privacy.”

“Privacy,” he said, his brows knitting together.

She nodded, even though he wasn’t looking at her; he was staring at the floor, likely replaying the rondo in his head.

Then he looked up. “I’ll have to think about it.” The look in his eyes sent an instant ache down her legs.

He was definitely about to say or do something improper. All she had to do was gain her mother’s attention and she’d be well on the way to a scandal. Unfortunately, Petunia was nowhere to be seen.

“I gather that you are a musician,” he said, disappointing her.

“I would like to be a musician,” Cecilia corrected him. “If it weren’t improper.”

“I suppose that being a lady does curtail one’s activities,” he offered.

The party was eddying around them, and no one seemed to have noticed that Cecilia Bellingworth was in a disgracefully close conversation with an itinerant musician. It was rather irritating.

“You have no idea,” she said. “The pianoforte is considered appropriate, but not more than a few hours of practice a day, except in the summer when I am allowed to play as much as I wish. We leave for the country after this party as it concludes the season. I’ve been looking forward to it for months.”

He looked surprised. Men were always surprised when it dawned on them that women didn’t have their opportunities.

She would have thought that a professional musician might have a better understanding of the limitations society can place on people due to their births.

“Do you like the pianoforte?” he asked, cocking his head as if he were really interested.

“Yes and no,” she said, deciding to take his question seriously. “I truly like to play the violin, but my mother dismissed my tutor a few years ago.”

“Raised arms,” he said, surprising her. “Quite improper.” His eyes didn’t go below her chin, but apparently he had already assessed her bosom.

“Exactly.” She had to get this seduction going, but somehow she couldn’t think how to do it.

Men were supposed to do this instinctively—one might even say obsessively—but he showed no sign of being on the verge of a shocking suggestion.

“What about the guitar?” he asked. “My mother plays the guitar, and so do my sisters.”

“I would need a tutor.” She stole a glance at him from under her lashes. Maybe he would offer his “services.”

“I could recommend the same man who taught my sisters.”

“That would be wonderful,” Cecilia said, starting to feel a little depressed. He wasn’t responding to any of her lures, if you could even call them that.

There was a sound from the top of the room; the musicians were returning to their seats and tuning their instruments.

Her mother appeared at her shoulder, accompanied by the Duchess of Ormond.

Caught!

Surely there would be—

Her Grace was smiling. “I see that my son has found you, Cecilia. I’m so proud of his talent.” She turned to Lady Bellingworth. “I know it’s most unusual, but—”

Her voice faded from Cecilia’s ears.

She was staring at the Duke of Ormond . . . not a professional musician with no appreciation of rank or proper behavior.

How could that be? She’d last seen the future duke at fifteen. He had been a pudgy tease with bad skin and . . .

Theo had grown to be taller than most men. His shoulders were broad and his skin was unblemished, other than being slightly more golden brown than that of most gentlemen.

He obviously grasped the fact that she had had no idea who he was. He grinned at her with a deep wicked joy. “And here I thought that all the insects I bestowed upon you had made me unforgettable,” he observed.

“In your own particular way,” Cecilia retorted. “May I inquire whether you have a grasshopper hidden around your person?”

“No, but only because I hadn’t time to prepare. Seeing you was a lovely surprise.”

She couldn’t help it; a smile trembled at the corner of her lips. “Why on earth did you toss all those insects in my direction?”

“I’m hopeless at resisting temptation.”

Even now, she gave a shiver at the memory of the scrabbling little legs. “I particularly hated those grasshoppers. It was so horrid of you.”

“I’m sorry,” Theo said, looking as if he meant it. “But you see, whenever I dropped an insect down your dress, you would scream. When we were young, I just liked to get your notice. When you were older, you would scream . . . and shiver all over, just as you did just now.”

“It was disgusting. Of course I screamed!”

At that, his eyes did go below her chin, and her gaze followed him to where her breasts plumped above her bodice.

She gasped. “You—you reprobate!”

He leaned closer. So quietly that only she could hear him, he said: “Fair warning, Cecilia. I decided early in my life to spend my life trying to make you shiver . . . in every way I can. I’m far more learned in that skill than I was as a boy. These days I have no need for a grasshopper.”

She felt his breath on her ear and—sure enough—caught herself trembling. He held her eyes for a moment, and then turned and bowed to her mother. “May I have the honor of Miss Bellingworth’s hand for this dance?”

He was the duke; this was his house party; he was asking for the very first dance. The moment he took her hand in his and led her onto the dance floor, everyone would think . . .

Something.

Her conclusion seemed so implausible that she couldn’t even put it into words. She was a wallflower. A failure on the marriage market. Of course, he didn’t know that. He’d been abroad.

Her mother had no objections, needless to say.

The musicians struck the first notes of an Austrian waltz. The duke took her hand, and everything in Cecilia’s body tightened. Heat raced through her with the same wild exultation she felt when listening to music.

It wasn’t until they were spinning as lightly as a seed puff on the wind, her skirts twirling around her ankles and showing off her shoes, that she knew exactly what everyone was thinking.

It was in the duke’s face, after all.

Theo was looking down at her with the absolute absorption with which she’d seen the Earl of Mayne regard his wife. As if . . .

“Cecilia,” he said, so quietly that only a seductive thread of sound reached her ears. “I taught my sisters to play the guitar.”

She gave a little gasp. “So when you said you would recommend the same tutor, you were offering your services!”

“I would be happy to teach you to play.” His heavy-lidded gaze sent a thrill down her spine. “With your approval, my lady, I could ask your mother if she would allow me the privilege.”

The question had nothing to do with guitars. It had to do with a lifetime of music, spent with a man who turned Mozart’s notes into a thunderstorm.

His eyes searched hers and there was desire there, but also reverence.

Cecilia couldn’t say a word. She was as startled as if—as if a boy with clear, dark blue eyes had dropped something that wiggled down her bodice.

This was entirely a different kind of shiver.

It made the Duke of Ormond grin as if she’d said yes to his offer of lessons. “But first I should like you to teach me to play that rondo ‘privately.’”

The music drew to a close.

Cecilia curtsied, feeling like an odd sort of Cinderella. “Of course, Your Grace,” she said, watching as he bowed and kissed her hand. “It would be my pleasure.”

“Perhaps I might meet you here tomorrow,” he said, nodding to the grand piano.

“I suppose . . . Yes. What time?” Cecilia said. Her mind was whirling.

“Six in the morning.”

Her eyes widened.

“I would not wish us to be interrupted,” he said blandly.

She couldn’t meet him at a time when her maid wouldn’t be awake, either to dress her, or act as a chaperone. But perhaps if she gave Betsy that blue ribbon she’d been admiring—

Theo glanced over his shoulder. “I’ve changed my mind, Miss Bellingworth.”

Behind him, Cecilia saw her mother approaching, a couple of gentlemen in tow. Her gown was doing its work. “Oh?” she managed.

“Five-thirty in the morning,” the duke stated. He didn’t just say it either. He commanded. Pronounced.

Ordered?

“It would be difficult for you to teach me how to play Mozart’s notes with appropriate sobriety if we are not alone,” he said in a silken voice.

No maid, that’s what he meant. That made it an assignation. If they were caught . . .

She could feel her cheeks warming. She’d never imagined being a duchess. But the way the duke was looking at her . . .

There was no point to lying to herself.

Her world settled into place. There would be music, and this man—this gorgeous, sensual, hungry man—and babies, someday.

But meanwhile . . . Cecilia narrowed her eyes.

There was an irritating air of arrogance clinging around the duke’s shoulders.

He knew she was his. And that was true. But his certainty didn’t please her.

It would not be good for the duke to start thinking that he could simply order her around, any more than the Earl of Mayne should be allowed to summon his wife with a mere jerk of his chin.

She had a lifetime to train His Grace, but she might as well begin now.

Her mother reached her side. “Darling, Lord Herberry would like to ask you for a dance.” Petunia was glowing like a candle in a winter window; Cecilia had the shrewd idea that there would be no further complaints about her new clothing.

Lord Herberry was lanky and tall, with intelligent eyes and a thick shock of black hair.

“Herberry,” the duke said, with a curt nod.

Cecilia glanced between them, and bit back a smile.

“Ormond, I heard you’d returned,” Lord Herberry said. “Who would have thought you’d grow to be anything but radish-sized? I gather you were doing some plinking of the keys while we were hunting this morning.”

Cecilia was rather interested to realize that this blatant insult merely made the duke glance down at Herberry with an amused expression. And he did glance down. The truth was that no matter how stubby His Grace might have been as a boy, he had the advantage on Herberry now. “Something like that,” he replied.

“Miss Bellingworth,” Lord Herberry said, turning to Cecilia, “you are looking particularly exquisite this evening. Our hostess has announced that there will be one more dance before supper. May I have the honor of your hand?”

The amusement stripped from the duke’s face He looked possessive. Hungry.

And yet utterly confident.

“Miss Bellingworth just agreed to give me the supper dance, Herberry,” His Grace lied, showing not even a shred of shame.

This wouldn’t do.

Cecilia gave him a cheerful smile. “You must forgive me, Your Grace, but I believe that Lord Herberry asked me first. In fact, it may be that you forgot to ask me altogether.”

A gleam lit his eyes. “Dear me,” the duke said silkily. “That’s right. I suppose I must have asked Miss Dering-Filch instead. I do apologize.”

Miss Dering-Filch had no sense of pitch whatsoever, but she loved to sing and regularly inflicted her voice on society.

“Do ask Miss Dering-Filch to entertain the company with ‘O Waly Waly,’ won’t you?” Cecilia asked. “I am persuaded that you will enjoy her interpretation.”

The duke’s eyes turned cautious. But that was nothing to how he looked when the meal was over and a delighted Miss Dering-Filch launched into a rendition of twenty-three verses of the Scottish song, several of which she had written herself.

In the middle of the lady’s fourth verse, Cecilia slipped from the room and went upstairs to bathe and go to bed.

She had to be up early.





Chapter Five


Just before sunrise, a great house has an empty quality, like a drum waiting to be struck. Cecilia rose in the pinky light of dawn and washed at the basin, then brushed out her hair. Without her maid she didn’t trust herself to pin up her hair without having it lopsided on her head, so she just tied it back with a ribbon.

Petunia had been overjoyed by the attention the Duke of Ormond had paid her the night before, but she would not be enthusiastic about this early morning rendezvous. Cecilia had to be so quiet that her mother—sleeping in the chamber next door—wouldn’t wake.

She slipped through her door, and closed the door quietly behind her—only to come to an abrupt halt. There, leaning against the opposite wall, arms crossed over his chest, was the duke.

For a moment they just stared at each other, and then a slow smile spread over his face.

“Hello there,” he said.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered.

“Waiting for you.” He took a step forward.

Their eyes met. It was amazing, really, how little words mattered. His had a question that she had already answered. Banked passion flared suddenly when she bit her lower lip.

“Oh,” Cecilia said, sounding foolish to her own ears. No man had ever looked at her like that. She felt beautiful, as if his gaze alone made her glow, spangled by early sunlight, glittering like something precious. “I really oughtn’t go with you, Your Grace,” she said, her voice breathy and low.

“Theo,” he said pointedly.

“It would be most improper to call you by your first name.”

“But my intentions are entirely proper, Cecilia.” Her name rolled off his tongue like a promise.

“Oh,” she said again, feeling herself turn pink.

“But also improper.” He gave her a wolfish smile, the smile of a boy who always got what he wanted. All the same, his eyes were direct and clear, showing desire and respect.

When he drew her into his arms, she didn’t squeak, or call to her mother, or any of the things that a proper young lady should do.

Cecilia had never been kissed, so she hadn’t realized how large the barrier was between ignorance and experience. It turned out that kisses weren’t a matter of lips, or even mouths, as she thought.

The duke’s tongue stroked into her mouth and her body woke up as if a deep chord of music had sounded nearby.

Her arms went around his neck instinctively, and then he drew her into his arms and brought their bodies together, turning and putting her back against the wall. It felt as if Mozart and Bach mixed together, joy and the grandeur and solemnity at once.

Cecilia had always been good at learning music.

Theo’s body—his mouth—was a new instrument, but she felt herself instinctively into the art of it, her fingers curling into his hair, her body melting against his.

Sometime later, he drew back, breath ragged, a curse word slipping from deep in his throat.

Forgetting about her mother, about the early hour, about any of it, Cecilia laughed aloud at his surprised expression.

He let out a breath and put his forehead carefully against hers. “You’ve unmanned me, damn it.”

She didn’t say anything because even a very young lady without much knowledge of the world could interpret the pressure of his body. He was not unmanned, no.

Not at all.

She grinned up at him, knowing that she was glowing with happiness and then daringly arched her back, just a little bit. Enough so that their silent conversation could refer to the question of manliness.

He bent his head again, as if he couldn’t stop himself, ravishing her mouth, drawing her against him tightly.

“How soon can we marry?” he asked in her ear, sometime later.

Cecilia had discovered that Theo’s back was corded with muscle; she could feel fascinating hollows through his coat. “Did I miss your proposal?” she asked, with a gurgle of laughter.

He cocked an eyebrow. “Here?”

Really, the man had a terribly provocative grin.

Cecilia leaned back against the wall. “The location is, of course, your prerogative,” she said gravely.

“Then I choose the music room,” he said. With one swoop, he snatched her into his arms. Cecilia gave a startled squeak but the duke was already walking down the corridor.

Over his shoulder, she saw something that made her wince. And wave. “My mother just saw you snatch me up like a pirate marauder. What do you think of that, Your Grace?”

He glanced down at her. “I think she’ll expect to see you at breakfast with a ring on your finger.”

Cecilia leaned her head against his chest. Her life had changed so sharply that she had a sense of vertigo. She was going to be a duchess.

Her duke was a brilliant musician.

Theo strode into the ballroom and walked straight to the piano. He didn’t put her on the seat; instead he seated her on the piano itself, which put her about eye level with him.

“I brought you this,” he said, pulling a ring out of his pocket and sliding it on her finger.

“It’s so beautiful,” Cecilia breathed, admiring the large pale pink diamond.

“It is the exact color of your cheeks when you would become furious and start screaming at me,” he said with satisfaction. “I saw it in Vienna two years ago and bought it for you on the spot. It just took me a while to come home.”

Then he kissed her until her cheeks were altogether rosier than the stone.

“I’ve been in London,” she said later. “I could have found someone. What would you have done with the diamond if I married someone else?”

He couldn’t have given it to another woman, not the ring he picked out for her.

He shook his head. “My mother would have written me immediately if you had a wooer. I would have returned.”

Cecelia’s heart plunked to the bottom of her chest. Theo knew that she had failed on the marriage market two seasons in a row. Who would want to marry a woman who was rejected by all his peers?

His hand gently tipped up her chin. “I know precisely why you didn’t ‘take.’ I heard the foolishness about Silly Billy. Believe me, I consider myself blessed that gentlemen were stupid enough to listen to that nonsense. Unless I am gravely mistaken, a good many men at this very house party are cursing their own stupidity.”

Cecilia managed a wobbly smile.

“Did it give James a moment’s sorrow?” Theo asked. “I remember him quite well from when we were children.”

Cecilia shook her head. “He didn’t know of it. But even if he had, he is innately joyful.”

“That nickname held off the vultures while I was greedily learning everything I could about the piano,” Theo said. “I always knew I’d come back.”

“When your father died, and you had to be duke,” she said, nodding.

“No, because I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” He shrugged. “I will do my best as a duke. But I had to come back so I could marry you.”

“Oh,” she breathed.

“I thought James might like to live with us,” he said, dusting her lips with kisses. “If he still has tame chickens, he could bring them along.”

There was an endearing flash of uncertainty in his eyes. Cecilia took a second just to savor the pleasure of having a duke at her feet, metaphorically at least. Then she twined her arms around his neck and took a shaky breath.

He was the one. The only one.

“I believe you were going to ask me a question?” she asked softly.

Theo cupped her face in his hands. “Will you marry me, Cecilia? To have and to hold, in sickness and health?”

“I will,” she whispered, tenderness and need roaring through her body like an ocean wave. “I will, Theo. I will.”

“We are going to spend our lives making music,” he said, his eyes dark with an emotion she didn’t yet know . . . but welcomed. “I’ll teach you the guitar, and you will teach me to play Mozart with irony.”

“And privacy,” she reminded him, knowing her face was lit with an impish smile. “I shall need many private hours to teach you to play properly.”

“Many, many hours,” the duke murmured, gathering her more tightly into his arms as he crushed his mouth against hers, giving her deep, hungry kisses that promised everything. “I’ll put a bar on the door of the music room. Banish everyone from the ballroom.”

She would have all the music she wanted, along with shivers that had nothing to do with grasshoppers.

And love.

Even chickens.

Cecilia couldn’t know it at that time, but the Duke of Ormond meant to give her her heart’s desire, and he followed through.

Their house overflowed with musical instruments and sheets of chamber music. Her brother trotted to and fro, peacefully happy to the end of his days.

Cecilia had never imagined that what she wanted most in life—after the love of her husband—were two bumptious, fractious baby boys who both had a tin ear and a mysterious passion for horses that would lead them to rebuild the ducal stables.

Still, that was the deepest wish of her heart, after the love of her husband.

And he gave them to her.
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A Final Chapter to the Essex Sisters Series



1831

Ten years after Pleasure for Pleasure’s Epilogue



They were all sitting around on a bed, of course. It happened to be a bed belonging to Lucius Felton, though that name was not frequently used, given that His Majesty had recently bestowed the title Earl of Barnett on Lucius. His bed was big enough for the king and most of his court, so the Essex sisters fit on it quite nicely.

“He’s in love,” Annabel announced.

“What?” Tess dropped her knitting and her mouth fell open.

Annabel’s eyes were a little shiny with tears. “It’s true. I found a letter”—her voice caught—“a letter he wrote to her. To a buxom, yellow-haired hussy who does nothing but giggle.”

“Oh, honey,” Tess said, leaning over to give her a hug.

“I never thought he would love anyone but me. Ever!”

“We are talking about your son Samuel, aren’t we?” Josie said, looking up from Weatherby’s General Stud Book, in which she was checking horse lineages for the Mayne stables. “There’s so much quivering emotion in the room that I thought perhaps your husband’s eyes were wandering.”

“Ewan’s? I wouldn’t be sitting here describing the woman; I’d be imprisoned for murder,” Annabel said. “Of course, I’m talking about Samuel. Samuel Raphael, my sweet boy, is in love! And what’s more, he’s growing hair.”

“More information than I wanted,” Josie said. “Poor little Samuel. I’m glad he doesn’t know his mother is blurting out the details of his personal development.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Annabel said, scowling at her youngest sister. “I have absolutely no idea whether Samuel has hair on his body and frankly, I don’t wish to know. What I meant is that he’s growing the hair on his head, well past his shoulders.”

“Well,” Tess said, “why not? Phin has taken to wearing a fringed cravat that he twists and then sticks through his buttonhole. I know it’s in fashion, but it looks ridiculous with his Eton jacket. He’s only thirteen.”

“Samuel is growing his hair in hopes he will come to resemble an ancient Pict,” Annabel said gloomily. “He wants it to flow free down to his waist. Luckily it doesn’t seem to be going much of anywhere. Your Phin, on the other hand, looks like a proper Englishman. Like Lucius, as a matter of fact.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Lucius’s wife inquired with just the smallest edge in her voice.

“Phin is sensible,” Annabel said. “He is as calm and rational as his father. I’ll never forget when he was eight years old and staying with us when Samuel’s cat died. You’d have thought the world had come to an end if you’d been there that day. Tears, howls, and some kicking of the wainscoting. Phin just gazed at him with his gorgeous solemn eyes, and said, ‘He’s gone to heaven, Samuel. Now he won’t pee on your bed anymore. He can pee on a cloud.’”

“Logical,” Tess said, grinning. “That’s my son.”

“No one’s listening to me,” Annabel complained. “My point is that Samuel is engaged in an illicit correspondence with a woman.”

“Who’s the lucky maiden?” Josie inquired.

“The baker’s daughter in the village.”

“How sweet,” Tess said in a tone that indicated (correctly) that her thirteen-year-old son was unlikely to ever fall in love with a baker’s daughter, buxom or otherwise.

“Her name is Marge,” Annabel said. “She is at least sixteen and remarkably well-endowed for her age. I don’t think she can actually read his letters, but it hardly matters; she only giggles in response to any question you put to her. Fortunately, she shows no sign of reciprocating his affection. I think she considers him a thick-witted younger brother.”

“That’s lucky,” Josie said. “Thank goodness, Cecily is only ten years old and I don’t have to worry about this sort of thing yet. What does Ewan say about Samuel’s hopeless passion?”

“He thinks it’s funny, so we argued,” Annabel said. “It takes me forever to make that man see reason. Hours!”

Josie snorted. “Let me guess. The argument ended when Ewan started kissing you.”

“He only does that when he has lost the battle,” Annabel said primly. And then at their laughter, “He does lose quite frequently, of course. If that man had his way he would sweep me upstairs every afternoon, not to mention bedtime. Honestly, I’m a bit tired of it.”

Josie giggled. “A surfeit of pleasure for Annabel. Who would have thought?”

“You’re too young to understand,” Annabel said. “It’s not that I don’t adore making love with my husband, but sometimes I just want to finish whatever task I’m working on.”

“It seems like just only a year ago that Samuel was a tiny baby,” Tess said a bit dreamily. “And then my Phin came along. Do you remember how many letters we wrote each other, Annabel? I used to write you a frantic letter every time Phin cried for more than two minutes.”

“Back then Samuel used to tuck into the crook of my arm. You’re exactly right: it feels like a year ago.”

“Thirteen years ago,” Josie said. “Feeling the creeping chill of age, are you? It seems to me that you’re veering close to a very, very, very big birthd—” She let out a hoot of laughter and ducked out of the way of the pillow that flew past her head.

“I’m closer than Annabel to that big birthday,” Tess said. “And I can’t say that I feel the least bit of dismay.”

“Why would you? Lucius adores the ground you walk on, and you look more beautiful all the time.”

Three sisters stared at Tess for a moment.

“I think it’s because she has such a classic face,” Imogen offered. “She’s going to be one of those gorgeous old ladies who keeps her cheekbones and puts all the rest of us to shame.”

“I am going to be a roly-poly old lady,” Annabel said.

“You always told me that it was good to be curvy,” Josie said, frowning at her. “You are gorgeously curvy, Annabel, and don’t you dare tell me that Ewan has started hankering after slender figures.”

The smile playing around Annabel’s lips told the answer to that question. “Luckily, my husband doesn’t seem to have noticed I’m getting older.”

“Neither has mine,” Imogen said, grinning. “We went for a ride a few days ago and ended up in a field of buttercups.”

“Remember when we first arrived from Scotland, and Rafe was the roly-poly one?” Annabel asked.

“Not to mention his eau-de-brandy,” Imogen said. “Thank goodness, we’re long past those days.”

“Rafe looks marvelous now,” Annabel said, with the grin of a woman who enjoys assessing a man’s attributes. “Taut and muscled in a way that I never could have imagined.”

“It’s the horses,” Josie said. “I decided that’s why Mayne stays so slim, though he and I eat precisely the same food.”

“Do you always call your husband Mayne?” Imogen asked. “And are you saying that Mayne hasn’t managed to get you on a horse yet? I thought he swore last Christmas that his New Year’s resolution was to have you riding like a Valkyrie.”

“Men,” Josie said. “They make so many foolish promises. And no, I don’t call him Mayne. In intimate situations, I call him Garret.”

“And riding?” Annabel asked. “What about that, Josie?”

Josie smiled, a little secret smile. “I’m too old.”

“Old?” Imogen squealed. “You’re scarcely thirty years old.”

Josie looked around the bed and felt her heart swell with love for her sisters, for calm, beautiful Tess, who had always looked out for others, until Lucius made it his life’s work to take care of her every wish; for delicious Annabel, whose sarcastic joyful comments only grew more funny when Ewan jousted with her; for fiery, emotional Imogen, who had rescued Rafe from a barrel of whiskey and turned him into a man who laughed for the pure joy of it.

“I’m having a baby,” she said, her hands cradling her tummy.

There was a moment of silence and then: “A baby! We’re done with babies!” Imogen blurted out.

“You’re done with babies,” Josie said. “You each have two or three, may I point out, and I only have one. Cecily is ten years old, and we thought she might like a sister or brother.”

“Oh my goodness,” Tess said. “That’s wonderful, Josie! A little one. We get to have another baby to hold. By Christmastime?”

“Approximately,” Josie said.

“The girls will be so excited,” Annabel said. “Clementina loves children.”

“And Elspeth?” Josie asked.

“If you were planning to give birth to a horse she would be very excited,” Annabel admitted. “I don’t know why, but my children seem to be extremely wild. The other day Elspeth assisted in the birth of a foal, and the stable master said she was as good as any of the men.”

“I like Elspeth,” Josie said. “I mean, I love all my nieces and nephews, of course. But Elspeth is a special soul.”

“I can’t rein her in at all. Sometimes I think—” Annabel hesitated. “Sometimes I think she’s so uncontrollable because her twin didn’t live.”

Tess scooted over and wrapped an arm around Annabel’s shoulder. “Now that doesn’t make a bit of sense, sweetheart. Elspeth is a gorgeous, spirited little person because that’s who she is, not because darling Bethany couldn’t be there with her.”

Annabel swallowed. “I still think of her, you know? Elspeth is nine years old, and I still think of Bethany every day.”

Imogen and Josie were there in a moment, a tangle of sisters’ arms and kisses in the middle of the bed. “I know, darling,” Tess crooned. “We all think of her.”

“I feel as if I shouldn’t,” Annabel said on a sob. “I’m so lucky that Samuel and Clementina and Elspeth are so healthy.”

“That isn’t the point,” Imogen said quietly. “We always miss people we loved when they’re gone. You don’t stop loving just because death comes between you.”

Josie’s arm tightened around Imogen, who had lost her reckless young husband after only a few weeks of marriage.

“I’m sorry,” Annabel said hiccupping. “It’s just that it will be their birthday next week.”

“We know,” Tess said, and her eyes were shining with tears too. “We all remember, darling.”

Annabel smiled in a watery kind of way and fished out a handkerchief. “Ewan says she’s in heaven waiting for us. Sometimes it’s so nice to have a husband with such a fierce certitude about these things.”

“He’s right,” Imogen said. “Ewan is absolutely right.”

“I didn’t mean to detract from your news,” Annabel said, giving Josie another hug. “I really didn’t. It’s just that it’s sometimes hard to hear about babies, which is so stupid.”

“Not stupid,” Tess said, rocking her sister a little in her arms. “It’s not stupid at all.”

“I wish Bethany could be here,” Josie said, “but even in her two days of life, she felt loved, Annabel. Deeply loved.”

“We never put her down,” Annabel said. “Never. They said she was too small and so we just—” She stopped.

“She was loved,” Josie said firmly. “She knew you were there, and she loved you back, with every inch of her tiny little body. And that love is waiting for you, just the way Bethany will be waiting for you to pick her up again.”

Tess smiled at her little sister. “Just when did you grow so wise? I keep forgetting that you’re grown up at all. I expect you to dance into the room complaining about the dancing master or your governess.”

“I was always wiser than the three of you,” Josie said. “It’s just taken you thirty years to realize the truth.”

“Oh, be still,” Imogen said, leaning back against the bedpost. “Remember all those schemes you had to catch a husband?”

“They worked,” Josie said smugly. “I was right in my assessments. All three of you had married in less than regular manner, and so I merely followed suit. I have so many friends whose marriages are not loving: I would say that the Essex sister way of finding a husband is a very good one. I couldn’t have done better.”

They each sat for a moment, Tess thinking of her beloved, solemn Lucius; Annabel of her adoring, steadfast Ewan; Imogen of laughing, big-hearted Rafe; and Josie of gorgeous, passionate Garret, known to the world as the Earl of Mayne.

“I think about what could have happened last month and I feel ill with the fear of it,” Imogen said, shivering a little.

“When Rafe got caught in a burning barn?” Annabel asked. “Do tell me how that happened! I got your letter, of course, but it wasn’t very detailed.”

“It was Luke’s nanny,” Imogen said. “At four, he was getting a bit old for his nursemaid, and so I found a lively young nanny. As it turned out, she was too lively. Rafe had a beautiful new barn constructed for the horses, but the old one was still being used for grain storage. Apparently, our nanny discovered that it was a good trysting spot. Until she knocked over a lantern in a sheaf of hay.”

“I expect it went up in a second,” Josie said.

“Yes. She was in the loft, waiting for her friend,” Imogen said, with a little wrinkle of her nose. “She started screaming. Luckily enough, we were actually in the courtyard. Rafe and I love to ride at night, and the stable master had just brought our mounts when we heard the noise.”

“That must have been so frightening,” Josie said. “Did she appear at the upper loft window, her long flaxen hair flowing in the wind?”

“Don’t make fun,” Imogen said. “It wasn’t anything like a novel. All of a sudden there were wild screams, and while I was still trying to figure out what has happening—and the stable master was as slow as I was—Rafe ran straight into the building.”

“That must have been very difficult for you,” Tess said, leaning forward to pat her sister’s slippers.

“Awful!” Imogen said. “It’s not that I ever miss Draven, because I don’t. But I know in the back of my mind that I might lose Rafe because I lost Draven, and—”

“You didn’t lose Rafe,” Tess said. “He’s fine, Imogen.”

Imogen took a deep breath. “Yes, he tossed the girl out the loft window and the stable boys caught her. And then he jumped down himself and fortunately didn’t break anything. A few minutes later the structure crashed to the ground. We were so lucky.”

“Sometimes I think that, for me, the most lucky thing of all was having the three of you as sisters,” Josie said, looking from Annabel to Tess and Imogen. “Because I never knew Mama, and while Papa loved us, he wasn’t terribly good at showing it. But I always, always felt loved because of the three of you.”

“Oh, Josie,” Annabel cried. “You’re going to make me cry all over again!”

But they ended up laughing.





“A Heroine Whose Story Needs Telling”


by Franzeca Drouin

There’s a joke about Ginger Rogers, that she had to take every dance step that Fred Astaire did, but backward and wearing high heels. The same could be said of an early nineteenth-century female jockey who was challenged by male jockeys, but had to compete riding sidesaddle and wearing women’s clothes, including a corset. This is the enchanting story of Alicia Meynell, which I serendipitously ran across while I was researching horseracing for Eloisa James to use in the Essex Sisters series. I definitely wish someone would tell this story in a novel. But I suspect Miss Meynell, who published quite a bit of awful prose herself, would have preferred to write her own version.

My source for most of the information is the huge two-volume work, History of the British Turf, from the Earliest Period to the Present Day, by James Christie Whyte, published in 1840. It’s available in Google Books, though the second volume, which carries this episode, lists James Rice as the author. It is also the subject of an article published in Sports Illustrated in December 2, 1968, by Mary Evans, called “A Jockey Named Mrs. Thornton” (available online).

Alicia Meynell was the daughter of a well-known horse trainer in Georgian England. She was twenty-two years old and styled herself as “Mrs. Thornton,” claiming to be the wife of Colonel Thornton, her protector, though apparently she wasn’t the only one to make that claim. In 1804 she was out riding with her brother-in-law, Captain William Flint. Following a heated discussion about whose horse was superior, they held an impromptu race, which Mrs. Thornton won. Captain Flint then challenged Mrs. Thornton to a proper race, with a prize of five hundred guineas for the winner.

The race was scheduled for August 25, 1804, the last day of the August Meetings (a series of horse races) at a racecourse at Knavesmire, near York, England. When the race was announced, bettors went wild, wagering not just on the outcome of the race, (which favored Mrs. Thornton), but also on Mrs. Thornton’s attire, and if she would ride sidesaddle. On the day of the contest, fifty thousand (the York Herald announced there were one hundred thousand) excited spectators were present, restrained by the mounted Sixth Light Dragoons. Mrs. Thornton’s attire was designed to resemble “a leopard,” and had blue sleeves and a blue cap. She rode her husband’s horse, Vingarillo, and Captain Flint rode Thornville.

Now, lots of folks had seen her practice gallop on Wednesday, at the end of which her saddle girths loosened and her saddle turned round, but she lost neither her composure nor her control. In fact, her “horsemanship” and “close-seated riding” astonished the bystanders, and changed the betting odds. More than two hundred thousand pounds in bets were placed on the race, a truly astronomical sum at the time.

The race was over a four-mile course. Mrs. Thornton led for three miles, at which time it became apparent that her horse lacked the stamina to finish the race. Five hundred feet from the finish line, she pulled up Vingarillo and conceded defeat. It was obvious to all horsey types that the weakness lay with the steed, not the rider. If Vingarillo had a longer stride, Mrs. Thornton would easily have won the contest. (Colonel Thornton never did pay the captain the fifteen hundred pounds that they bet. It ended up in court, and Colonel Thornton was awarded five hundred guineas, based partly on the horsewhipping the captain had given him while trying to collect.)

Mrs. Thornton also disputed the outcome in the papers, claiming the captain had used unfair racing techniques, and challenged him to another race. He accepted the challenge, but wasn’t present when she raced again at the York August Meeting on August 25, 1805.

Mrs. Thornton’s much-admired attire that day consisted of a purple cap and waistcoat, and buff-colored skirts short enough to show her purple embroidered stockings and purple shoes. Her first race that day was against a friend, a Mr. Bronford. Mr. Bronford didn’t show up, so she trotted around the course, unchallenged, on a horse named Clausum Fregit, and collected the forfeit of six hundred guineas and four hogsheads of Côte Rôti.

Then, she crowned her victory the same day with a race against the famous jockey (he had won the Derby in 1802) Frank Buckle, who rode a horse named Allegro. Mrs. Thornton rode a mare, Louisa. She wrote a rather dreadful poem about it all. It seems Buckle was crowding her at the post, so she reached out and pushed him, and nearly knocked him out of the saddle. She led for most of the two-mile race until the distance, when he briefly took the lead. She summoned all her skills and her horse’s strength, and, whip clamped in her mouth, won by half a neck, and the six hundred guineas riding on the race.

An Irish lady, a Mrs. Duzley, was the only other woman who competed in a race in Britain until the twentieth century.





PART TWO

The Essex Sisters and What They Wore: A Fashion Fairy Tale by Jody Gayle


Fashion is most obviously important to the plot of Pleasure for Pleasure, given Josie’s corset and Mayne’s cross-dressing. But as I see it, fashionable attire is important to each of the books, because in taking four sisters from poverty to high society, Eloisa essentially wrote four Cinderella novels. Accordingly, she lavished attention on the sisters’ attire.

While researching the dresses Eloisa describes, I discovered that fashion is tremendously important when it comes to understanding a given time period: just think about bell-bottoms in the sixties, or leg warmers in the eighties. Houses stand for centuries, and a good steak has been in fashion since the Middle Ages. But fashion? It never stands still. In 1595, an elegantly dressed young lady might have worn a pink-tinted cartwheel ruff, perhaps as wide as twelve inches. But if she wore that ruff after the turn of the century, she would have been scorned for her passé adornment.

The Regency period was a time of huge innovation in fashion. Not only were new fabrics driving new styles, but the first fashion magazines were being printed, which allowed styles to change with dizzying speed. In London and Paris, a type of gown could be au courant one month and hopelessly outdated the next.





Vogue by Any Other Name


I spent a lot of time trying to find illustrations from the Regency period that approximate the clothes Eloisa describes—a task made a bit easier because Eloisa told me that she often finds the perfect gown in the Vogue of the day, La Belle Assemblée. Another fashion magazine during this time was Ackermann’s Repository of Arts. Although Eloisa primarily uses La Belle Assemblée, I threw in some Ackermann etchings for fun.

One way Eloisa uses fashion is simply to give an accurate sense of what a lady’s day might have been like. One crucial aspect of fashion in the period is its domination of aristocratic women’s time.

Here’s Miss Gillian Pythian-Adams in The Taming of the Duke telling the clueless Gabe what it’s like to be a lady.



                       “Haven’t you ever noticed how difficult it is for a woman to be properly dressed?” And, when he shook his head, she continued, “As a man, you wear simple yet comfortable attire at all times, occasionally changing in the evening. Ladies must change their dress for every period of the day: morning gowns, riding costumes, evening gowns, opera gowns, ball gowns—even the greatest folly of all, presentation gowns sewn with pearls and other fripperies, and worn with hoops!”

                            “I thought women liked changing clothes,” Gabe said. His mother certainly had.

                            Miss Pythian-Adams sighed. “Some indubitably do. And there are times when I quite relish it. But it’s a sad way to spend one’s life.”

The Taming of the Duke

Gillian actually skimps on her list; I found lists of “necessary” clothing in Ackermann’s Repository of Arts that included carriage costumes, promenade dresses, sea-beach dresses, walking dresses, evening full dresses, evening half dresses, plain half dresses, dinner dresses, riding habits, concert costumes, court dress, cottage dresses, and dancing dresses. Given all these costume changes, women must have spent a great deal of time in their private chambers, allowing themselves to be shuffled from one garment to another. It sounds as if a lady could spend her whole day simply throwing on one dress after another!

Eloisa has to ignore many of these changes: she can’t possibly depict her heroines changing into all the categories and subcategories of dress worn by “real” ladies and have anything left for the plot. In fact, she pays by far the most attention to evening gowns (a touch of Cinderella!). Here she describes a gown from the beginning of Much Ado About You, when the sisters dine with Lady Maitland at Holbrook Court. She’s using the dress to characterize Lady Clarice, although I didn’t understand that at first; once I began looking closely at clothing in the series, it became obvious that Eloisa uses fashion in all sorts of ways to complicate and support the stories.



                       Lady Clarice was wearing a dress more gorgeous than any garment Imogen had ever seen. It was fashioned of twilled sarsenet in a rich crimson with three rows of rib-band trimming shaped into small wreaths along the hem.

Much Ado About You

Much Ado About You is the first book in the series, and it begins in September 1816. I started looking around in fashion magazines of the time. I couldn’t find an illustration of the precise gown Lady Clarice was wearing, but I did find pictures with accompanying descriptions that identified “sarsenet” (a fine soft silk fabric with a diagonal weave) and “rib-band” (alternate spelling of ribbon).
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In the May 1816 issue of La Belle Assemblée, I found a ball gown (above) with rib-band and a dress trimmed with flowers. La Belle Assemblée describes this ball dress as including “bunches of rib-band, and finished by an elegant festoon wreath of roses.” Festoon, by the way, is another word for garland. I would love to view this dress in person because the “wreath of roses” looks strange to me but in reality it was probably gorgeous.
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Another illustration (above) of an evening gown in the September 1816 issue of Ackermann’s Repository of Arts includes tiered trimming on the hem, along with the ring of flowers.

Ackermann’s describes this evening dress as a “British net dress over a white sarsenet slip; the dress is trimmed round the bottom with a deep double flounce of lace, surmounted by a wreath of roses. This trimming is uncommonly tasteful and striking.”
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When I asked Eloisa if she knew what the “wreaths” might look like, she sent me this fashion plate of a French ball costume dated 1814. Now remember that Lady Clarice’s gown had three rows of wreaths around the hem? We can start to see that her gown is ridiculously over-trimmed, even for the decorative fashion of the time. Eloisa is playing with fashion to give a sense of the lady’s character.

Mind you, I did find a lot of multiple rows of trimming, including wide borders fashioned from artificial flowers. They were very popular at the time, and were used in the hair, in festoons on the skirts, and on the hems of trains. Here’s another gown with deep trimming around the hem, shown in Ackermann’s in November 1816. Just look at all the ruffles on her hat!
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The secret behind making gowns that weren’t so heavy at the bottom that they dragged down the bodice was “net.” The bobbet-net machine had just been patented by John Heathcoat in 1808. Even the Empress Josephine began wearing machine-net gowns rather than net made by hand. Mind you, the net was rarely left plain; it was hand-embroidered with spangles and trimmings of all sorts.

One more note about this picture: not only is the lady much be-ruffled, but she holds a parrot on her shoulder. In Much Ado About You, Tess writes a letter to her sisters telling them of the parrot her husband, Lucius, gave her.



                       Lucius (perhaps I should refer to him as Mr. Felton, but he most dislikes that) is all that could be termed generous. He very much enjoys bestowing gifts on me. Yesterday he brought me a parrot with bright yellow feathers and a purplish beak. She is quite young and so cannot say a word, but apparently she will learn to speak if I apply myself.

Much Ado About You

The above etching was published in Ackermann’s during that time in the book—perhaps this illustration gave Eloisa the inspiration for the parrot!





Ruffles, Ruffles, and Then Even More Ruffles!


It turns out that scholars of fashion find Regency ruffles a particular interesting item. According to the Victoria and Albert Museum’s Four Hundred Years of Fashion, it was only when the Napoleonic wars concluded in 1815, and the English could again visit Paris, that dresses began gaining trimmings. English gowns had been high-waisted and straight, whereas French gowns were loaded with trimmings that soon came to dominate English style as well.

Trimmings at the hem remained fashionable until the 1820s, growing wider and softer. Here’s a fabulous evening dress, published in a French fashion magazine in 1817. Just look at these gorgeous scalloped flounces! It’s interesting to note the return here to a natural waist, though that is not the case in later English dresses shown in Ackermann’s.
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During the time of the Essex Sisters novels, dresses were decorated as never before—they couldn’t have too much embellishment. Luxury items such as lace, bows, artificial flowers, embroidery, glittering tinsel, and especially ruffles announced to anyone within eyesight that the owner was wealthy. A ruffle was a luxury item due to the tedious amount of time it took to sew them.

Eloisa specifically mentions the craze for ruffles at several points. In Pleasure for Pleasure, for example, Griselda asked to see Mayne’s horses in the Epson Downs racing stable.



                       “I’m not sure you should come to the stables,” he told Griselda. “There’s so many ruffles on that costume that you might frighten the horses.”

                            “Nonsense,” Griselda said, waving her parasol about in a manner guaranteed to strike fear into the heart of a skittish thoroughbred.

Pleasure for Pleasure

I found a walking dress from La Belle Assemblée that may have given Eloisa her inspiration—it even shows the parasol!
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And here’s another walking dress that is equally beruffled, this time from Ackermann’s September 1818 issue (Pleasure for Pleasure begins in the year 1818). Notice the ruffles running from under the bosom to the foot of the dress in front, as well as several layers of ruffles at the bottom!

Since dresses loaded with lavish trimmings dominated the English style during this time, Eloisa uses luxury fashion in a myriad of ways: to communicate status, but also to reveal competition, ambition, and taste. I’ll take a closer look at Kiss Me, Annabel to show you what I mean. In this novel Eloisa uses fashion in countless ways, but I will focus on Imogen to show how a woman can cause a scandal by going against the fashionable trends.

In Kiss Me, Annabel, Imogen, Lady Maitland, created a scandal with her choice of dress after the death of her husband. Imogen has inherited a significant amount of money, and she announces that “widows could dress precisely as they wished.” Imogen amuses herself by shocking respectable matrons of the ton and flaunting a wardrobe full of mourning clothing cut in daring styles that left little of her figure to the imagination.

Eloisa uses this rebellious decision to depict how Imogen’s gowns influence men’s attitudes at Lady Feddrington’s ball and, in turn, how Imogen behaved. Eloisa is using fashion to help Imogen deal with her grief.

Here’s a scene at the ball that explicitly discusses Imogen’s decision. Annabel is trying to pin up her unruly curls in the retiring room and Imogen plops down beside her. The scene is written from Annabel’s point of view, since she is the heroine of the book.



                       “You have to expect attention,” Annabel pointed out. “After all, you dressed for it.” She let a little sarcasm creep into her tone.

                            “Do you think that I should buy another of these gowns?” Imogen asked, staring into the mirror. She gave a seductive roll of her shoulders and the bodice settled even lower on her chest. She was dressed in black faille, a perfectly respectable fabric for a widow. But the modiste had saved on fabric, for the bodice was nothing more than a few scraps of cloth, falling to a narrow silhouette that clung to every curve.

Kiss Me, Annabel

The illustrations I found of evening and ball dresses did indeed have very low-cut bodices, although dresses worn during the day covered the ladies up to the chin. Here, for example, is a very low-cut dress, barely covering the bosom, taken from La Belle Assemblée’s May 1817 issue. Just take a deep breath or remove a bit of lace and you have the scandalous Imogen.
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After spending so much time with fashion plates, I became very curious about what the dresses would actually look like in real life. Of course, most garments from the period have not survived.

But Eloisa sent me this fashion plate with a photograph of the dress itself. The fashion plate is dated 1810, and appeared in Costume Parisien. The model is shown with her nipples barely covered (she’s living dangerously, lifting her arm like that). The actual evening gown was worn by the Countess of Palfi, and can be seen in the Châteaux de Malmaison et Bois-Préau Malmaison, the home of Joséphine Bonaparte. Interestingly, the countess has chosen to drop the decoration at the arms and around the hem.
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As I was researching all this clothing, I found myself spending a lot of time reading websites run by experts, in particular the award-winning website Regency World, run by best-selling Regency author Candice Hern.

Eloisa came up with the idea of asking Ms. Hern to share some of her incredible understanding of Regency fashion with us, and Ms. Hern graciously agreed to write the following for us. I am very happy to conclude our discussion of fashion with an essay that details the various categories of dress in the period.





“Regency Fashion Categories”


by Candice Hern

During the Regency period, the terms Undress, Half Dress, and Full Dress were used for both men and women to describe, in a very general way, the type of dress worn for different occasions. I have found no specific definitions for these terms in the ladies’ magazines of the period, but they are used so often that one can only assume that the terms were well understood by the magazines’ readers, so that no explanation was required. My general definitions are based on a study of the prints using these labels. Still, the designations can be confusing.

FULL DRESS was the most formal type of clothing, and included attire worn in the late evening to very formal events. Prints titled “Ball Dress” or “Evening Dress” or “Full Evening Dress” would fall into this category. Dresses for these formal occasions would be made of the richest fabrics and most expensive trimmings: silks and sarsenets and crepes, sometimes with overdresses of fine gauze, tulle, or net. Rather than simple embroidery embellishments, you might find beading, with seed pearls or silver and gold spangles. The best jewelry would have been worn with Full Dress, including expensive gemstones set in necklaces, earrings, and bracelets. If the dress was short-sleeved, over-the-elbow gloves would have been worn. These gloves were much more loose-fitting than those worn today, and may have included ties at the top to keep them on. French prints show much tighter-fitting gloves than in the British prints.
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“Evening Dress” from La Belle Assembleé, October 1817.

Hats are sometimes seen in Full Dress prints, but the majority of prints show bare heads with simple adornments, like fillets, bandeaus, and tiaras. Sometimes ropes of pearls or other gems, or sometimes flowers were woven into styled hair. Turbans, full and demi, were also popular throughout the period.

For more information on Full Dress, see the Full Dress Overview on my website at http://candicehern.com.

UNDRESS was not what you might think. It was not underwear! Undress was the least formal type of dress, something worn very casually or informally, i.e., the type of clothing one would wear at home, walking outdoors, shopping, etc. Those occasions where we might wear jeans would be the times when Undress was worn. The term is almost never used on a print title, but is sometimes seen in the accompanying commentary.

Prints of a “Morning Dress” would be considered Undress, especially an “Indoor Morning Dress.” If we use Morning Dresses as the most typical form of Undress, we see mostly white dresses, simple in style, and somewhat more loose-fitting than more formal wear. For more information on Morning Dresses, see the Morning Dress Overview on my website.

[image: Images]

“Morning Dress” from Ackermann’s Repository of Arts, June 1817.

Walking Dresses worn during the morning or early afternoon could also, generally, fall into the category of Undress. Just as we might hang around the house in jeans and a T-shirt, then just throw on a jacket to go shopping, the typical Regency miss might simply don a bonnet and throw a pelisse over her Morning Dress to go out walking. Some Walking Dresses were slightly more elegant than the indoor Morning Dress, as one never knew whom one might run into at the library or the linen-draper. Even so, these outdoor ensembles would still have been considered as Undress, as they were the least formal type of clothing. Walking Dresses always included an outer garment of some kind, such as a spencer (short jacket), a pelisse (long coat), a mantle, or a shawl. A bonnet was always worn when outdoors in the daytime. Walking Dresses worn in the later afternoon are often titled “Promenade Dress,” as these are the ensembles worn while walking, or promenading, in Hyde Park during the fashionable hours, where one went to see and be seen. The afternoon Walking Dress is typically a bit finer than the morning Walking Dress, because during that fashionable promenade, one wanted to look one’s best. For more information on Walking Dresses, see the Walking Dress Overview on my website.
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“Promenade Dress” from La Belle Assemblée, August 1811.
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“Morning Walking Dress” from La Belle Assemblée, October 1814.

HALF DRESS fell somewhere in between Undress and Full Dress. Half Dress follows the less formal morning dress and afternoon walking dress into the late afternoon and early evening, and sometimes later in the evening if the occasion was not strictly formal. Prints labeled “Afternoon Dress” would be recognized as Half Dress. “Dinner Dress” and “Opera Dress” would also have been considered Half Dress, as neither dinner parties nor the theatre were deemed formal occasions.
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“Half Dress” from Ackermann’s Repository of Arts, November 1810.

Sometimes a Promenade Dress is labeled as “Promenade Half Dress,” which one can assume referred to an ensemble worn in the late afternoon, generally after 5 p.m., when the haute ton made a show of walking through Hyde Park. The ensemble would be dressier than a Morning Walking Dress, with perhaps richer fabrics and trimmings, but not as fancy as an Evening Dress.

So, as you can see, Half Dress is sort of a catch-all middle area of fashion.

And just to confuse us further, there is also HALF FULL DRESS. It appears as though Half Full Dress is simply Half Dress with a bit of fancy accessorizing. One might, for example, attend the opera in Half Dress, then add expensive jewelry, hair ornaments, silk shawls, etc. to attend a late evening party. So, not quite the full-blown elegance and richness of Full Dress, but fancy enough for a night on the Town. Half Full Dress is more or less the equivalent of “semi-formal.”
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“Half Full Dress” from La Belle Assemblée, July 1813.

For more information and lots of Half Dress prints, see the Half Dress Overview on my website.

Not all women, of course, could afford the luxury of a wardrobe that allowed them to change clothes at least three times a day. The Essex sisters didn’t have much to work with when their father died, but to find the rich husbands they needed, they would have had to contrive wardrobes that allowed them to fit into the high society of the Regency. That would have meant they could not have worn the same dress in the morning and then again to an evening party, even if re-accessorized. People would notice. To move with ease among the ton they would have had to appear convincingly in Undress, Half Dress, and Full Dress, as the occasion required.





PART THREE

Publications by Jody Gayle


                       The blow descended, as bad news so often does, in the form of Bell’s Weekly Messenger, a gossip sheet delivered promptly at eight o’clock every Thursday morning.

Kiss Me, Annabel

The printed word, especially in the form of periodicals, offers a fascinating lens through which to view a moment in the past. From my experience working with newspapers and magazines, I know that life revolves around deadlines and print space. There’s always either too much or not enough space. Since a newspaper has to go to press daily or weekly, there isn’t much time to consider the historical significance of the printed word. Editors throw events onto the page—and in my experience that means periodicals offer the most honest and gritty look at their times.

As you can see from the quote above, Eloisa’s novels refer to all sorts of Regency publications, from newspapers to books. I thought it would be fun to survey some of the ones she mentions and see what they were like in real life.

In the first chapter of Much Ado About You, we run into our first publication. The Earl of Mayne inquires whether the Duke of Holbrook has met his four wards, who are about to arrive from Scotland. In his answer, Holbrook refers to Debrett’s Peerage in a casual manner that doesn’t explain much.



                       “Never. I haven’t been over the border in years, and Brydone only came down for the Ascot, the Silchester, and, sometimes, Newmarket. To be honest, I don’t think he really gave a damn for anything other than his stables. He didn’t even bother to list his children in Debrett’s. Of course, since he had four girls, there was no question of inheritance. The estate went to some distant cousin.”

Much Ado About You





Debrett’s Peerage of England, Scotland, and Ireland


Debrett’s Peerage of England, Scotland, and Ireland is regarded as the authority on the British aristocracy and is still in print. Their annual publication lists members of all the titled British families, even if they’ve become extinct, or the title holders are deceased.



                       Their Debrett’s may have been two years out of date, but it did list the duke’s brother, with a little note, “deceased,” beside it.

Much Ado About You

Debrett’s includes all British royalty, as well as dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, barons, knights, archbishops, and bishops, along with information such as coats of arms, family mottos, and official protocols. It serves as the definitive guide to forms of address. In the Regency period (and probably today as well), it was particularly useful for unmarried young ladies seeking a husband!

A good deal of the plot of Much Ado About You focuses on the question of marrying well. Annabel is especially attached to the idea. Eloisa seems to use her as the character who can say what every polite young lady was thinking, but perhaps not saying aloud. Here she is, speaking to her youngest sister, Josie.



                       “Perhaps you won’t marry as well as I, since there are only eight dukes in all England, not counting the royal dukes. But we shall find titled men for each of you.”

                            “What a sacrifice,” Josie said acidly. “I suppose you read all of Debrett’s in order to discover the names of those eight dukes?”

Much Ado About You

Debrett’s comes up several times in conversation as Annabel, in particular, is focused on marrying an aristocrat. Conversations like these certainly happened all over England, and Debrett’s actually seems to encourage daydreaming of this sort. During my research, I discovered that the 1820 edition had a section that listed the names of commoners who had married the daughters of dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, and barons. Talk about marrying up—a shopkeeper one day and listed in the infamous Debrett’s the next.

In Tess’s bedroom, the place where they always talk about juicy stuff, Annabel admits to seeking a tired old rake for a husband—so, naturally, she needs to find the current Debrett’s.



                       “[I]t is not yet entirely clear to me which of those rather aged gentlemen is unmarried. I keep meaning to ask Brinkley to point me to a current Debrett’s so that I can do the necessary research.”

Much Ado About You

Josie explains Annabel’s decision to marry an older man by reference to a different source of information: women’s conversation.



                       “You never paid enough attention to gossip in the village, Tess. But from everything I learned, one would wish one’s husband to be experienced and yet not so energetic that he cannot be pleased at home. A tired rake is precisely the best sort of spouse.”

Much Ado About You

Whatever criteria the mothers or unmarried young ladies determined were important, much of it could be found in a current copy of Debrett’s. One could even presume experience, if a man was listed as a widower who’d lost three wives!

The first book of the Essex Sisters series is set in 1816. Below, I’ve included a title page and listing for the Duke of Beaufort taken from the Debrett’s of that year. As you can see, Henry Charles Somerset held lesser titles, along with his dukedom. He was the Duke of Beaufort, but he was also Marquess of Worcester, Earl of Glamorgan, Viscount Grosmont—and he held four separate baronies. These are called lesser titles. His wife was the daughter of a marquess and the granddaughter of the seventh Earl of Galloway. Beaufort’s complete listing is three pages long. If you want to take a look at more listings of this sort, a full copy of the book is available online at Google Books.

Eloisa uses Debrett’s in various ways in the Essex Sisters series. Sometimes she uses it to pinpoint a character’s social ambitions and nervousness. For example, in Much Ado About You, Tess brings up Debrett’s when she’s trying to figure out Lucius’s vexed relationship with his horrid mother.
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                       “Your mother has an extraordinary interest in titles and matters of consequence, does she not?”

                            “Yes.”

                            “I would guess that she owns a Debrett’s Peerage and reads it regularly?”

                            “Of course.”

Much Ado About You

As we see here, even admitting a familiarity with Debrett’s says something about you—whether it brands a character as a husband-hunter, or just overly fearful of losing his or her place in society. In Pleasure for Pleasure, the Earl of Mayne’s French fiancée has heard of Debrett’s but isn’t quite certain what it’s called. And Griselda is far too sophisticated to consider looking someone up in the book.



                       “What is Darlington’s age?” Sylvie asked, as if she could read her thoughts.

                            “I have no idea,” Griselda managed, shrugging as if the question was of little interest.

                            “We can look in that book of people,” Sylvie said.

                            “You meant Debrett’s?” Griselda had thought of that, and discarded it as conventional and anxious. As if she were a young girl, pining for a duke’s son and looking up his birthday.

Pleasure for Pleasure

Of course, the flip side of Griselda’s recognition that young girls treat Debrett’s like a secret guide to eligible gentleman is that the gentlemen themselves know their status is open to all.

I love the quote below from Pleasure for Pleasure, because it shows that an eligible man definitely understood that a single woman would likely know his family history better than he would himself. Here is Darlington, flirting with Griselda. Obviously, he’s trying to figure out how interested Griselda is (and since he’s successfully seducing her, it seems she’s quite interested indeed!).



                       “But you haven’t a sister Betsy! Your father has three sons.”

                            He grinned at her. “Perhaps you looked me up in Debrett’s? Before sleeping with me, I mean. Surely every matron makes sure that bloodlines are in order before skipping off to a hotel.”

Pleasure for Pleasure

In the play A Woman of No Importance, Oscar Wilde uses Debrett’s to poke fun at his characters in the same way that Eloisa does: “You should study the Peerage, Gerald. It is the one book a young man about town should know thoroughly, and it is the best thing in fiction the English have ever done.” Debrett’s was a cornerstone of society in those days: without knowing who is significant, a society can’t rank people. And unless the persons making up that society read the book over and over, treating it like a bible, its ranking will have no effect.

Interestingly enough, The Essential Guide to the Peerage continues to be published, but the company has expanded its viewpoint. Their website boasts that two hundred and fifty years of expertise means anyone can be taught to live up to his titles—or better yet, to mimic a peer if he doesn’t happen to have a title. They offer private tutoring in etiquette as well as corporate training programs.





The Sporting Magazine


If Regency ladies spent their time memorizing Debrett’s Peerage, Regency gentlemen were engrossed in quite a different text: The Sporting Magazine. The following quote is from Much Ado About You.



                       On his deathbed, Papa had grasped her hand, and said, “Not to worry, Tess. I’ve an optimal man to look after you all. Asked him just after poor old Monkton up and died last year. I knew Holbrook years ago.”

                            “Why has he never visited, Papa?”

                            “Never met him again,” her father had said, looking so white against the pillow that Tess’s heart had clenched with fear. “Not to worry, lass. I’ve seen his name mentioned time and again in Sporting Magazine.”

Much Ado About You

When we think, learn, or read a particular word, the human brain unconsciously searches for word associations that help define it. I mention this because the words that pop into my head when I hear “sports” are “football” and “baseball.” So I was confused when Eloisa mentioned Sporting Magazine. “Sports” feels like a contemporary reference to me.

After a bit of research, I found that The Sporting Magazine, first published in October 1792, was the first publication dedicated to athletic pursuits. It was subtitled Monthly Calendar of the Transactions of the Turf, the Chace and Every Other Diversion Interesting to the Man of Pleasure and Enterprize. Obviously “sports” is not just a modern word but one that encompasses much more than the modern American pastimes of football and baseball.

Here is the title page of the first issue of The Sporting Magazine (1792).
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The magazine opens with an “Address to the Public” outlining its mission and including this fabulously long sentence: “Fortunately we have it in our power, from our official as well as enterprising concerns with the Gentlemen of the Turf, the Chase and the Temples of the fickle Goddess, to furnish such information as we hope will be found satisfactory to our Readers, and entitle us to such credit for our future endeavors as cannot fail to create reputation, and extensive circulation to our Periodical Performance.” They were right! The Sporting Magazine was a big success. In no time gentlemen became addicted to “sporting” news, as Eloisa depicts in Much Ado About You.



                       Lucius Felton was, like most men, enamored of habit. When he journeyed to the Duke of Holbrook’s house, as he did every June and September to attend the races at Ascot and Silchester, he expected to find the duke sprawled in a chair with a decanter at his elbow and a copy of Sporting News in the near vicinity.

Much Ado About You
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Surely Eloisa must have meant that Rafe was reading Sporting Magazine, not News, because to the best of my ability, all I can discover with that title is an American magazine that began in 1886 and was known as the “Bible of Baseball”!

The Sporting Magazine introduced different sports or entertainments with an explanation of how and when the sport was invented, and how the sport had changed over the years. They also speculated on its potential fate. The scope of the articles in the magazine is amazing!

It contained instructions on the care of horses and dogs, lists of the regulations of various games and sports, the deliberations and proceedings of Jockey Club meetings, racing calendars, as well as miscellaneous engravings/illustrations, religious essays, theatre reviews, and poems.

Both of the quotes above from Much Ado About You tell the reader that sports and publications about sports are important—especially the fact that Tess’s father had practically chosen his daughters’ guardian from the magazine. By bringing in an actual publication, The Sporting Magazine, Eloisa drops readers into the world of Regency England, but at the same time makes her heroes seem rather like men who sprawl in a chair with a beer and the Sunday football game on the television. Rafe is a duke, but showing his interest in sports makes him more relatable.

To conclude this section on The Sporting Magazine, I want to share a story from an 1811 copy of the magazine that I found particularly entertaining. I could see it happening in one of Eloisa’s books!



                       Whip, or Four-in-Hand Club



                       We collect from the Newspapers, (the only source of information open to us on this subject) that the Whip, or Four-in-Hand Club, intended a grand set-out Monday, the 17th instant, to the Castle, at Richmond; but the rooms being engaged on that day for the Prince Regent and Officers, after a Review on Hounslow Heath, the arrangements could not then take place; on the Friday following, however, the Club mustered in Mortimer-street, to process to the same Inn, where besides refreshments, a ball and supper were to be given. About one o’clock, six of them pulled up before the door of Mr. Buxton, in Mortimer-street, and started in the following order:

                       Mr. Buxton,      Mr. Webster,

                       Capt. Agar,      Mr. Rogers,

                       Mr. Spicer,      Mr. Onslow.

                            The set-out was complete, and each barouche took up ladies at Mr. Buxton’s door. Having dashed round Cavendish-square, they proceeded down Wigmore street on the way to rendezvous.

                            A great number of genteel folks attended the start, and the windows were crowded by elegant women. Lord Portarlington, and several other members, drove from different parts, and fell into rank on the road.

                            Some vulgar attempts at wit have made their appearance in the public papers relative to the meeting; their grossness is altogether founded on invention, and no ways suitable to the characters named, or for recital in the Sporting Magazine.

Sporting Magazine, June 1811, pp. 109–110.





General Stud Book

(also known as Weatherbys Stud Book)


Eloisa directly refers to Weatherbys only once in the Essex series, in Kiss Me, Annabel.



                       When Josie found him, Mayne was sprawled in a chair in Ardmore’s library. He was holding a copy of Weatherbys General Stud Book, but it looked to Josie as if he were just staring into the distance.

Kiss Me, Annabel

I found this reference fascinating, so I decided to look up the book. The title General Stud Book suggests it is a book listing virile single British noblemen for the marriageable ladies in the ton . . . but instead, it is an alphabetical listing of thoroughbred broodmares and their returns, i.e., foals or breeding results to stallions. Like Debrett’s Peerage, the General Stud Book is still published today. The book was first published in 1791, and was the first of its kind to track and publish the pedigree of racehorses, a kind of Debrett’s Peerage for thoroughbred horses.
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A gentleman who bred horses—one of the few acceptable “occupations”—would have been extremely dependent on the General Stud Book. It detailed a horse’s breeding and its success in a very tangible way, and it also documented a gentleman’s wealth. Through study of the book, an owner would find information so he could breed in desirable traits with the goal of raising a successful racehorse. Owning a winner was, of course, a matter of pride, prestige, and wealth.

When you read the example from the book below, it becomes obvious that breeders or owners are just as important as the horses themselves. The entry for Alladina lists four different breeders, including the Duke of York. A sophisticated gentleman could breed a horse that would be registered in the General Stud Book in the same entry as the Duke of York!

Example Listing from the General Stud Book (1832).
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The example entry from the General Stud Book makes a nice visual, but frankly I had no idea what it meant. Since Weatherbys is still publishing the stud book, I decided to contact them and ask. They explained that for the purposes of the General Stud Book, a breeder of a foal is the person who owned the mare at the time she foaled or gave birth.

The attached entry image in the General Stud Book, if translated into normal English, would be read like this.

Alladina is the broodmare whose progeny between 1828 and 1832 are recorded in this volume of the General Stud Book. HRH the Duke of York was the breeder of the mare (so he owned Alladina when she was foaled) in 1820. Alladina’s sire (father) was Aladdin, and her dam (mother) was sired (fathered) by Young Whiskey out of the mare Duchess, an Arabian mare belonging to Sir C. Cockerell.


	1828 is the year of foaling of Alladina’s bay filly sired by the stallion Whalebone. The breeder of the foal was Lord Egremont.

	1829 is the year of foaling of Alladina’s gray colt, named Bacchus, who was sired by Whalebone. The breeder of this foal was Captain G. Bulkeley.

	1830 is the year Alladina lost a foal fathered by Whalebone.

	1831 is the year of foaling of another bay filly fathered by Whalebone and bred by Lord Egremont.

	1832 is the year of foaling for what appears to be another bay filly (suggested, as the description is left blank), but this time by the stallion Gaberlunzie.



Mayne, as a gentleman of the time, would have closely studied Weatherbys General Stud Book, considering a horse’s pedigree, ownership, and championship wins when trying to decide whether to mate one of his mares with a champion stallion listed in the book (note that General Stud Book lists broodmares and their progeny—not stallions. The covering stallion is named against each of the mare’s progeny). The whole procedure doesn’t feel very different from mothers of debutantes studying Debrett’s Peerage in order to identify the best prospects for their daughters!

Now I want to read a book listing virile single British noblemen. Oh, well . . .





Challenges and Gambling


Not all Regency pastimes were as wholesome as those depicted in Sporting Magazine and the General Stud Book. After all, Regency gentlemen didn’t merely breed horses; they also bet on them. In fact, they seem to have spent a significant amount of time gambling, whether over cards, dice, or horse races.

In this 1821 illustration from the journal Life in London, you can see a cluster of elegantly dressed gentlemen watching a race below them. Some of those men would be cheering on their own horses, but quite a few would be cheering for the horse they were hoping would win.
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Eloisa incorporates wagering and gambling in Much Ado About You and Pleasure for Pleasure. Here’s a general description from Much Ado.



                       Horse races are noisy affairs. The Cup itself wouldn’t be run for two hours, but already the men crowding the railing were shouting and jostling amongst themselves, watching a group of two-year-olds tear around the backstretch, heading for the starting gate. Eager bettors were howling at the jockeys, and then howling at each other.

Much Ado About You

The Essex girls’ father was a champion horse breeder, obsessed by his stables to the point of neglecting his children. When Tess realizes that her father had forgotten to inform the duke of his daughters’ ages, she thinks ruefully, “Papa had likely informed him of Starling’s age, and Wanton’s stride, and what Lady of Pleasure liked to eat before a race, but not the ages of his daughters.” Although very few of his horses ever won a race, their father was completely horse-mad, which establishes a theme that runs throughout the series.

Each of the girls reacts to her father’s recklessness in a different way: Tess becomes cautious and tries to plan everything, whereas Annabel becomes intent on marrying a rich man. Imogen, on the other hand, falls in love with a man very similar to her father—which is, of course, something that many women do, for good or ill.

Draven, Lord Maitland, introduced in Much Ado About You, appears to have had many similarities to the girls’ father, such as a serious gambling problem. I asked Eloisa if she deliberately recreated the sisters’ beloved, feckless father in Draven Maitland, and she confirmed that she did intend a direct link.



                       [Maitland] was not only horse-mad, he was gambling-mad. Everyone said that he couldn’t turn down a bet, not if it were for his last farthing. Maitland would eat in a ditch, were there the chance of a race afterward.

Much Ado About You

If you’ve read Much Ado About You, you know that Draven Maitland’s addiction to gambling, and his inability to turn down any challenge, will (literally) be the death of him. Eloisa builds that point slowly over the novel as various people discuss his problem. Here’s Miss Pythian-Adams pointing out an unpleasant truth to Maitland.



                       “[Your mother] seems to have a particularly unambiguous doubt in your ability to keep two guineas in the same pocket without putting one out on a bet.”

Much Ado About You

But Imogen is in love with the young lord, and she remains the only person unable to see that he has a destructive streak. In fact, she stoutly defends his “system.”



                       “He is utterly different from Papa because Draven actually knows what he’s doing when he bets. He has a system, you see, and he understands horses in a way that Papa never did.”

Much Ado About You

The hope that a person could discover a “system” that would allow him to beat the odds persists to this day. From my research, a reckless addiction to gambling was experienced by many men and women during the period. For example, the Countess of Lovelace (one of Lord Byron’s daughters) found herself deeply in debt because she was certain her mathematical ability would make her a winner.

Unfortunately, it was all too easy for a gentleman of the time to lose significant sums on wagers. Gentlemen often involved themselves in what we would consider outrageous bets over carriage races, boxing matches, and games of chance. There’s even a record of a big wager based on a fly crawling across a window!

These bets were a matter of pride and printed in the newspapers, recorded at gentlemen’s clubs, and in general widely publicized.



                       “Oh, I did win,” Maitland said genially. “Essex thought that roosters always crowed atop a fence post. That wager was easy enough to win.”

Much Ado About You

The fact that publications of the time reported some of these wagers suggests they were not only accepted, but considered noteworthy and entertaining. Some bets were clearly ridiculous—like that between Maitland and Essex above, which had to do with a rooster’s crowing—and others were just standard bets on races, either held at the racetrack or privately, involving individual horses.

Obviously, what’s most fun from this vantage point are the absurd wagers, the ones that a reader can hardly believe took place. I found a number of them by reading a book entitled Year 1800, or the Sayings and Doings of Our Fathers and Mothers. Year 1800 is a compilation of interesting tidbits published in newspapers and other periodicals in that year. Here are a few of my favorite challenges. Just for fun, I’m splicing Eloisa’s references to foolish wagers in between real-life examples reported in Year 1800.
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                       “Well, what did you expect? You haven’t pursued an affaire in months—almost a year, isn’t it? And now Imogen is alternately rebuffing you and leading you on. The bets are at five hundred to one that she’ll accept you before the end of next month.”

Kiss Me, Annabel
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                       “Josie hasn’t created a scandal. But Darlington has swept up a storm of gossip on behalf of his despicable friend Crogan by putting a wager in the books at White’s that the man who marries Josie will have a liking for pork.”

Pleasure for Pleasure
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                       Wisley and Thurman trotted up to them like eager little spaniels. “By Jove, you did get in, Darlington!” Thurman bellowed. “I bet Wisley here five guineas that you couldn’t get yourself invited to Holbrook’s wedding fete.”

Pleasure for Pleasure
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                       “The life of a gentleman with nothing to do but enjoy himself,” Mayne translated. “I’ll tell you what such gentlemen do, Sylvie. They flirt with other men’s wives, and sometimes they bed them. They involve themselves in foolish bets over carriage rides and boxing matches.”

Pleasure for Pleasure
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                       “I’m afraid that Draven lost a great deal of money at Lewes this week,” she whispered to Tess.

                            “How much?” Tess asked bluntly.

                            “Twenty thousand pounds.”

Much Ado About You
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Depicting Life in London, with the Help of La Belle Assemblée


Eloisa wrote in a blog about writing that “one of the hardest parts of world-building, as you have to do with a historical novel, is coming up with the hundreds of little events that happen every day in a city like London.” One of Eloisa’s favorite resources is the journal La Belle Assemblée, especially the section “Remarkable Occurrence, Deaths and Marriages.”
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In The Taming of the Duke, we learn that the Duke of Holbrook has an illegitimate brother named Gabe, who knocked down (and nearly killed) a young woman while driving his carriage. After which he . . . knocked her up! Eloisa was inspired by a story published in La Belle Assemblée. Oh, not the knocked-up part, but the accident with the carriage. Eloisa describes the story as having happened to a young actress.



                       The theater manager at Covent Garden had been most unsympathetic when she appeared, late for the performance, and limping. When Mr. Spenser’s consoling sympathy had led to a most enjoyable evening—if a most unpleasant outcome—the manager had terminated her employment with little more than a grunt and a wave of his head.

The Taming of the Duke

Here’s the original event, as described in the September 1810 issue of La Belle Assemblée.



                       A dreadful accident happened to one of the Lincoln coaches while stopping in the town of Biggleswade, the horses were alarmed by the passing of a load of sheep-skins, piled to some height on the back of an ass . . . [The horses fled and in consequence] Miss Phipps, a young lady of Peterborough, who was traveling in the coach at the time of the accident, died in twelve hours after, in consequence of the fright.

Eloisa notes that her modern hardheadedness made her a little wary of her character dying of “fright,” so she changed that detail to a minor injury.

While this anecdote is rather dark, Eloisa found a funny one that she also used in The Taming of the Duke, when Imogen and Cristobel fall into a keg of wine.



                       [Rafe] caught a glimpse of Imogen’s face, her mouth forming a perfect little O, like a child seeing a birthday pony for the first time.

                            Then a tide of red wine reared out of the barrel as the top cracked and flipped to the side and with simultaneous—and very loud—screams, Cristobel and Imogen plunged down in the wine barrel up to their waists.

The Taming of the Duke

The real event was described in the February 1810 issue of La Belle Assemblée. A young lady was unable to see a performance, so climbed onto an empty hogshead in the tavern: “Here then she was, like a statue on its pedestal, enjoying the double gratification of seeing and being seen.” But then the lady invited her gentleman friend to join her. He nimbly sprang onto the cask, “but Oh fatal catastrophe! . . . our till then envied couple fell suddenly up to the middle of the leg in wine-lees left in the cask, and came to the ground, rolling in it and its offensive contents.”





Publications in Pleasure for Pleasure


The final book in Essex Sisters series, Pleasure for Pleasure, is particularly involved with the literature of the time, since the secondary plot hinges on the identity of the author of a widely proclaimed memoir, The Earl of Hellgate, or Night Scenes Amongst the Ton. Eloisa depicts all of high society eagerly reading this deliciously improper memoir.

But the salacious Hellgate is not the only inappropriate book that makes an appearance in the novel; Griselda discovers a few more in a friend’s library.



                       Griselda trailed a gloved finger over the spines of the books closest to her. They weren’t the sort of books she would have expected. Rafe had rows of classics in his study, all bound up in leather and dating back a few centuries, if the dust that fell from them was any indication.

                            Darlington had rows and rows of . . . how to put it? Books that the servants read. Books that she read with secret pleasure. Books from lending libraries. The kind that had titles like Nocturnal Revels and the Malefactors’ Bloody Register. Books about murder.

Pleasure for Pleasure

Griselda and Darlington end up talking about an actual murder that took place in 1779, when James Hackman, a respected Anglican minister, shot his former lover Martha Ray—who happened to be the longtime live-in mistress of the Earl of Sandwich, a minister to King George III. There’s a great book on the murder, if you’re interested: Martin Levy’s Love & Madness (William Morrow, 2004).

Of course I instantly decided to search out the contemporary books that Griselda read in secret (and Darlington was writing, also in secret).




Nocturnal Revels


(actual title: Nocturnal Revels: or The History of King’s-Place, and Other Modern Nunneries)
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Somewhat to my surprise, it turned out that Nocturnal Revels was indeed a real book, subtitled The History of King’s-Place, and Other Modern Nunneries. Nunneries? What kind of revel or merriment could possibly take place in a nunnery? As an American living in the Midwest, I don’t know anything about King’s Place, but I think of a nun as a woman bound by vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience.

Well, guess what? In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the word “nunnery” was used to refer to a bordello or, as they called them, a bawdy house. The madam was referred to as an abbess, another religious title. Franzeca Drouin, Eloisa’s researcher, told me she thinks part of the joke sprang from the fact that there were very few Roman Catholics in England at the time. Between 1536 and 1541, King Henry VIII “dissolved” all the monastic foundations in England, disbanding monasteries, nunneries, and friaries. He took their lands and income, and kicked them out of doors. The monasteries themselves, and their surrounding lands, were then sold or given to friends of the king. Some of the lands attached to former monasteries—especially a few in London itself—turned into racy red-light districts (to use modern terminology). I guess that’s where the “revels” come in!

Eloisa actually explains the word “nun” in The Taming of the Duke, linking it to a dubious area of London called the Whitefriars—which had been a monastery occupied by white-gowned friars before Henry VIII got involved.

In the novel Gabe (Rafe) and Imogen go to a pantomime in costume. Imogen’s gown is so low that it garners some disapproving glances from the other audience members.

“I am dressed as a sailor on leave,” Gabe explains. And then he uses a euphemism for prostitute to explain what people are thinking of Imogen:



                       “I do believe that I shall readily be taken as a sailor with his—shall we say—Whitefriars nun?”

                            “Whitefriars nun?”

                            “A popular pun. Whitefriars is a less than salubrious area of London, which used to house a monastery. Nuns are, of course, sworn to a life of chastity—”

                            “And the current occupants of that district do not adhere to ancient standards,” Imogen said, giggling. “I feel positively wicked.”

The Taming of the Duke

The frontispiece of Darlington’s volume would have had a quite long and descriptive title: Nocturnal Revels or the History of King’s-Place, and Other Modern Nunneries. Containing their mysteries, devotions, and sacrifices, comprising also, the present state of promiscuous gallantry: with the portraits of the most celebrated demireps and courtezans of this period: as well as sketches of their professional and occasional admirers.

Franzeca Drouin told me that all the wording here is ironic, since it is couched in the same words and phrases as a somber religious observation (“devotions,” for example). Remember, Henry VIII had changed England’s religion from Catholic to Anglican almost three hundred years earlier. So this sort of sardonic, sarcastic reference was common.

It turns out that the entire book is basically about brothels. It explains how they operate, and includes sketches of famous prostitutes and their “professional and occasional admirers.” This suggests that if people were willing to be linked to a book of this nature, prostitution must not have had the terrible reputation that it has now. Obviously there was some stigma attached, since the book rationalizes prostitution by explaining it as a service provided for the safety of society. The following quote is from the second volume of Nocturnal Revels (1779; pp.4–5).



                       Even in the state of matrimony itself, it often happens, that a man who holds his wife in the highest estimation, may be debarred the felicity of hymeneal raptures, from sickness, absence, and a variety of other temporary causes, which may with facility be imagined. If, in any of those situations, a man could not find temporary relief in the arms of prostitution, the peace of Society would be far more disturbed than it is: The brutal Ravisher would stalk at large, and would plead, as in the case of hunger, that the violence of his passion would break down even stone walls: No man’s wife, sister, or daughter would be in a state of security: The rape of the Sabines would be daily rehearsed, and anarchy and confusion ensue. In this point of view then, at least, female prostitution should be winked at, if not protected; and though it may be pronounced a moral evil, it certainly is a political good.

The argument is absurd, but overall Nocturnal Revels is an entertaining book that provides a window into a very different attitude toward sex work and brothels. The entire book can be found in the Digital Library of Free Books, at http://archive.org.




Malefactors’ Bloody Register


(also known as The Newgate Calendar)

The second book Griselda looks at is the Malefactors’ Bloody Register, which is the subtitle of a series of publications called the New and Complete Newgate Calendar. I was not familiar with the word “malefactor”; it turns out to mean an evildoer, a lawbreaker, a criminal or felon. This makes sense because Newgate was the most famous and dreadful prison in London during the time.
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Apparently, Newgate Calendar started as a broadside, or crude sheet of paper, hawked at public executions. It provided the crowd that gathered to watch this dreadful entertainment an account of the condemned criminal’s career. Later, it became a monthly publication produced by the Keeper of the Prison, and thereafter the title was borrowed by publishers who created lurid “true crime” biographies of famous criminals.

By the time of Eloisa’s Pleasure for Pleasure, which is set in 1818, the simple broadside had evolved into a substantial publication. The title in 1818 was The New and Complete Newgate Calendar or Malefactor’s Universal Register, Comprising Interesting Memoirs of the Most Notorious Characters Who Have Been Convicted of Outrages on the Laws of England, with Speeches, Confessions, and Last Exclamations of Sufferers.

Due to its vast popularity, the Newgate Calendar evolved into a “true crime” publication written by experienced writers who often had legal training. It offered descriptions of the most notorious criminals incarcerated at Newgate, including lists of their associates and details about the circumstances that brought them to their execution or punishment.

As you can see from the frontispiece below, the text stresses “horrid” murders. Entries generally tried to find an explanation for the criminal’s uncivilized behavior, much as a public defender might do today. Here these “unhappy men” become murderers due to “an inattention to their education.”
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As a former library worker, Franzeca said she can attest that the “true crime” section of a public library collection is very large and extremely popular. Library workers often just refer to the entire section by the main Dewey number, 364.1523, meaning, basically, true crime, or even “364.” So things haven’t changed much. Horrid murders are still fun to read about—and those books still try to explain murderers’ actions by exploring what went wrong in their childhoods.

It’s easy to find different versions of the Newgate Calendar online, and frankly, they are utterly fascinating. I was surprised by how many hours I spent reading different stories. If I had been a bluestocking living in a nineteenth-century country home without Internet service, I’m sure I would have easily become addicted to reading details about the “most horrid of crimes,” although I likely would have had to hide my reading material from my mother. Not only are the crimes bluntly described, but some of the engravings can be shocking, even to a modern sensibility like my own.





One Last Thought on Publications . . .


I have briefly discussed six publications that are mentioned in the Essex Sisters series. Numerous resources are listed in the back of the book. If you find a fascinating story—whether it’s about an outrageous wager or a horrid murder—please do share it with us on Eloisa’s Facebook page!





PART FOUR

Attending the Theatre by Jody Gayle


A Must for a Successful Season

We all know that Eloisa is a Shakespeare professor, but what you might not know is that she also edited some plays for scholarly publications. These included George Etherege’s The Man of Mode, first published in 1676. Her knowledge of literature and theatre is evident when characters quote from plays and sonnets. But when it comes to the Essex Sisters series, especially The Taming of the Duke, she drew more heavily on theatrical history than usual, particularly from Etherege’s Restoration-era play, which her characters perform. Eloisa told me that she feels Etheridge’s rake Dorimant is a model for all the Regency rakes we read about nowadays.

In The Taming of the Duke, the assorted company (along with professional actors) performed George Etherege’s The Man of Mode at the Holbrook Court Theatre. I thought it might be interesting to share the title page of the play, and an advertisement for purchasing a copy.



                       Gillian Pythian-Adams had been seated in the library for two hours, painstakingly copying out actors’ parts from The Man of Mode.

The Taming of the Duke
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Advertisement for The Man of Mode from A Collection of Choice, Old and Rare Books.

The theatrical subplot in The Taming of the Duke really sparked my interest, and I decided to find out a bit more about the world of Regency theatre.

In nineteenth-century London, there was substantial demand for theatrical entertainment. Attending the theatre was a way to be seen at your “best,” because evening dress was obligatory. In Much Ado About You and Kiss Me, Annabel, the settings of the stories did not lend themselves to trips to the theatre. However, in Pleasure for Pleasure, theatres were mentioned numerous times, and in The Taming of the Duke, actors and theatres played a central role in the plot of the story. These are the seven theatres mentioned in the series: Adelphi Theatre, Drury Lane Theatre, Regency Theatre, Fortune Theatre, the Theatre Royal at Covent Garden, Olympic Theatre, and the Hyde Park Theatre.

To quote Shakespeare, “All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.” I have come to the conclusion from my research on London theatres that there was as much drama off the stage as on. It seems that theatres were prone to fires, riots, wildly misbehaving actors, irascible owners, management squabbles, political intrigue, and financial difficulties.

The amount of information on the history of theatres in London is massive. I will provide a little bit of background, an amusing story or two, and most importantly, images. The goal of this pictorial is to provide you with a general idea of how theatres may have looked in the Regency era.

As a side note, in writing this section of the pictorial I had a couple of pesky little problems. One was how to spell “theatre”: “theater” (as in the United States), or “theatre” (as in Britain)? To correctly spell the theatre names I had to use the British spelling, so for the sake of uniformity I used that spelling throughout. Another little problem also involved the theatre names. Each of the theatres I researched had “Theatre Royal” in its name, which became very confusing. I carefully kept each theatre’s history separate, but be aware you may see “Theatre Royal” attached to more than one theatre description.





Theatre Royal, Covent Garden
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	1732	Opened as Theatre Royal, Covent Garden.

	1763	Riots over ticket prices.

	1792	Major rebuilding work.

	1808	Burned down.

	1809	Second theatre built on same site.

	1847	Reconstructed as the Royal Italian Opera.

	1856	Burned down.

	1858	Third theatre built.

	Major remodels continue and still open to this day.



The above illustration of the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden shows how the theatre would have appeared during the time of the Essex Sisters series.

The theatre was first erected by John Rich in 1733. Some thirty years later in 1762, it was partially rebuilt, but a year later a riot over ticket prices took place, demolishing the interior, including benches and chandeliers. The damage was so extensive that it took nearly a week to restore the theatre.

Then, on the night of September 20, 1808, the theatre burned to the ground. During the course of the play Pizarro, a gun had to be fired. Speculation at the time suggested that smoldering wadding, a cloth, or the paper wrapping used in muzzleloaders became lodged in the decorations of the stage.

The fire started at 4 a.m. and, given the combustible nature of theatres, by 6 a.m. the interior was gutted and the roof had fallen in. Due to a combination of the falling roof and scalding steam, an estimated twenty-two firemen perished. As if that wasn’t tragedy enough, the theatre’s entire contents were lost: the valuable scenery and stage properties, stage jewelry and armor, the actors’ elaborate costumes. Handel’s organ and numerous original scores were destroyed. In addition, seven houses near the theatre burned down.

To much fanfare and a vast crowd of spectators, His Royal Highness, the Prince of Wales laid the first stone of the new Covent Garden Theatre on December 31, 1808. Amazingly, the rebuilt theatre reopened one year later, when Shakespeare’s tragedy Macbeth was performed on September 18, 1809—eight years prior to 1817, the year in which Much Ado About You was set.

[image: ]

Desperate to recoup their losses, the proprietors reduced the general admission seating and added more private boxes, while raising the price of admission from six to seven shillings for a private box and from three shillings and sixpence to an even four shillings for the pit (general admission). Even though the price of seats had not been raised in seventeen years, the increased prices distressed the public, leading to the Old Prices riots, or what was more commonly known as the “OP” riots. These riots continued on and off for the next two months in spite of arrests of the ringleaders by the Bow Street runners, and had a severe effect on the box office take.

The riots took place inside and outside the theatre, and clearly disrupted performances. To illustrate this, here is a contemporary quotation taken from History and Illustration of the London Theatres about the OP riots: “no female, nor any person but those who went either to enjoy the riot, or to riot themselves, would go to the Theatre.” The book explains that any lady who appeared in the new lavish private boxes would be subjected to harsh insults from the pits and galleries, since the popular notion was these rooms had been designed for secret rendezvous.

At last the proprietors were forced to compromise, and they reduced the price of admission back to the original rates. A number of the private boxes were also removed. Peace was restored; however, the damage was already done. As History and Illustration of the London Theatres explains, the “confidence of female timidity in security was too much shaken to render the boxes of Covent Garden sufficiently refulgent with beauty and fashion, those magnets of attraction, early enough in the season to enable the proprietors to make up their loss.”
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To return to Eloisa’s novels, Eliot Thurman in Pleasure for Pleasure goes to the Covent Garden Theatre in order to steal “clever remarks,” after his friend Darlington severs their friendship. Eloisa admits that one of the jokes he stole—the idea that a gentleman’s occupation should be smoking tobacco—wouldn’t be written by Oscar Wilde for some years (The Importance of Being Earnest was first performed at the St. James’s Theatre in 1895). But she wanted to use it because Wilde’s withering sarcasm is utterly lost on Thurman, who delivers the line straight. This theatrical thievery is both a sign of Thurman’s stupidity and a hint of his future attempt to steal Josie’s virtue. He is one of the few truly despicable characters that Eloisa has created.



                       Darlington was yesterday’s news, and [Thurman] was bursting with the ambition to make himself into Darlington’s successor. He was already in a good way to doing it. Last night he’d gone to the Covent Garden Theatre and surreptitiously written down a number of clever remarks.

Pleasure for Pleasure





Theatre Royal, Drury Lane
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	1663	Opened as Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.

	1672	Building burned down.

	1674	Second theatre built

	1794	Theatre had been demolished in 1791; new theatre opened.

	1809	Building burned down.

	1812	Fourth theatre building opened.

	2012	Current building had its two hundredth birthday.

	2013	Theatre celebrated its three hundred and fiftieth year of operation.



Stories of romance, triumph, and disaster crowd Drury Lane’s past, and the historical associations of the theatre are incredible. The Irish actor and dramatist Charles Macklin was notorious for the murder of another actor in the greenroom—after a brawl involving a wig. Sixteen years prior to the setting of Much Ado About You, King George III was nearly shot by a madman as the king entered the royal box; unmoved, he stayed on to watch the performance of She Would and She Wouldn’t.

To me, this incident has distinct similarities to the night President Lincoln attended the theatre, although his visit ended tragically.

The newspaper story of the attempted assassination of King George was included in a book published in 1861 called The Year 1800, or the Sayings and Doings of Our Fathers and Mothers, which is a collection of newspaper articles. A cartoon and newspaper clipping of the event are included below.
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The king was not the only family member to attend the theatre that night; as you can see in the article, the Duke of York was also there. At the time, that title was held by the second oldest child of the king, Frederick Augustus, who was created Duke of York and Albany, and Earl of Ulster, on November 27, 1784. Interestingly, while the king was very popular with his subjects, as was Frederick, this popularity did not extend toward his despised Prince of Wales. Eloisa adds this historical dynamic to the framework of Kiss Me, Annabel.



                       Annabel felt a prickle of annoyance. [Rosseter] knew perfectly well that she was awaiting his proposal. Was it too much to ask that he actually do that particular deed, rather than chatter nonsense with a fat overgrown lummox of an English prince?

Kiss Me, Annabel

The “lummox of an English prince” is clearly a reference to the Prince of Wales, heir to the British throne.

But let’s return to my overview of the Drury Lane Theatre just prior to the Regency period. In 1791, the 117-year-old theatre building was demolished and a new theatre was opened on March 12, 1794, staging Oratorio followed by Macbeth and The Virgin Unmasked.

Then, on the evening of February 24, 1809, the theatre burned to the ground—less than five months after the fire at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden. Public opinion was that the incineration of two Royal Theatres in such a short period could not be an accident, but nothing was ever proven. A new Drury Lane theatre didn’t open for another three years, until 1812.

The Taming of the Duke story begins in 1817, so at that point the new Drury Lane Theatre would have been only five years old and the Covent Garden Theatre eight years old. What’s clear from Loretta’s account, given below, is that her dismissal from the Covent Garden Theatre was less important than her planned triumph at the far more prestigious Drury Lane Theatre.



                       The theater manager at Covent Garden had been most unsympathetic when she appeared, late for the performance, and limping. When Mr. Spenser’s consoling sympathy had led to a most enjoyable evening—if a most unpleasant outcome—the manager had terminated her employment with little more than a grunt and a wave of his head. The very memory made Loretta narrow her eyes. He would be sorry later, when she was the star at Drury Lane. Of course, she would be gracious.

The Taming of the Duke

Loretta believes Covent Garden’s prestige was far below that of Drury Lane, but the History and Illustration of London Theatres maintains that Covent Garden was “more popular and attractive” during this time period. From the historical record, it seems that Drury Lane was clearly struggling. After the seasons of 1815–16 and 1816–17, Drury Lane management lowered the price of admission to increase attendance, after which the theatre was sold. The new owners made considerable improvements before it reopened in September 1818.

To be historically accurate, Eloisa would have had to switch the two theatres in the above quote; a young actress might well have been employed at the Drury Lane Theatre during that time period, but was less likely to be at Covent Garden. This is just a fun observation and certainly didn’t affect the story for me! From my vantage point, both theatres had equally turbulent histories, with a fickle public rushing back and forth between theatres seeking something new. A seesaw of fate determined their popularity at any given time.





Shakespeare, My Love


England was the birthplace of William Shakespeare, and Regency London loved Shakespeare. I must admit when Eloisa mentions a Shakespeare play in her novels I think perhaps her love (obsession) of Shakespeare is unconsciously bursting through to her writing. My opinion is that Eloisa is such a born teacher that she cannot help but educate readers about Shakespeare at every opportunity: we are all her students.

On her website, Eloisa actually pointed to her expertise in Shakespeare when discussing how she created Miss Pythian-Adams, a woman who ruthlessly quotes Shakespeare in order to put off an unwanted suitor: “Miss Pythian-Adams is kind of a joke on myself. After teaching Shakespeare for ten years, I have managed to memorize a great deal of verse without trying. There are moments when I have to restrain myself from boring everyone by dropping a particularly great bit of poetry into a conversation just because it occurred to me.”

On the other hand, though, did you notice in the above theatre descriptions that when the Covent Garden Theatre opened after the 1808 fire, it was with a performance of Macbeth? And after the third Drury Lane Theatre was rebuilt on March 12, 1794, its second performance was also Macbeth. What’s more, I discovered that after the 1809 fire at Drury Lane, the new theatre led the season with a production of Hamlet.

A detailed description of the new 1809 Covent Garden Theatre in the History and Illustration of London Theatres describes a portico in the middle of which sits “OUR immortal BARD and the emblems of dramatic poetry lying around him.” The group of statues include “Hecate, in her car, drawn by oxen; Lady Macbeth, with the daggers; and Macbeth, turning with horror from the dead body of Duncan.” In addition, a large statue of Shakespeare made of yellow marble by the sculptor Rossi was located in the anteroom at the top of the grand entrance staircase.

The main entrance of the new Drury Lane Theatre featured a statue of Shakespeare on the roof. Inside the theatre there was a two-story rotunda leading to the boxes upstairs. At the entrance of the lower level was a massive stove featuring a cast of Shakespeare with an inscription in gold letters: “He was not for an age, but for all time.” Inside the theatre, the fronts of the first level of boxes were decorated with panels depicting the most popular Shakespeare dramas. The greenroom also included a bust of Shakespeare—perhaps as motivation for the actors.

In short, I am forced to conclude that Shakespeare doesn’t pop up in Eloisa’s novels only because she is a Shakespeare professor. Remember the Hyde Park Theatre? It’s one of the few theatres Eloisa made up. She put Shakespeare into its (imaginary) repertory.



                       They were all talking about some Shakespeare play being put on at the Hyde Park Theater. “I shouldn’t want to see it,” Thurman put in. “The very name Shakespeare sends shivers down my spine. Memories of Rugby, you know.”

Pleasure for Pleasure

It’s pretty clear that any educated person at the time would have had a thorough knowledge of the plays, and might well have memorized Macbeth, given its popularity. This would explain why Eloisa’s characters quote Shakespeare at the drop of a hat. And any theatre wishing to be a success would have to put Shakespeare plays into its repertory.

I found one fascinating anecdote in Old and New London about the Royal Theatre at Haymarket (which Eloisa doesn’t mention) that I have to share. In 1810, a wealthy, middle-aged man decided that he knew Shakespeare as well as professional actors, and consequently, he would like to perform scenes from Romeo and Juliet. He is described as routinely wearing a “quantity of fur,” along with buttons and knee-buckles studded with diamonds. I can imagine him in one of Eloisa’s novels.

Well, he managed to book the Haymarket Theatre and announced he would appear in the character of Romeo. He appeared in a cloak of sky-blue silk, profusely spangled, red pantaloons, a vest of white muslin, and a wig of the style of Charles II, capped by an opera hat. Alas, “his nether garments” then burst in seams that could not be concealed. The anecdote is made more complex by a reference to the man as being of “West Indian origin”; racism certainly plays a part in the account of his disastrous performance. But it also points to the fact that Shakespeare plays were well enough known that any educated person could make a claim to being able to perform in one, and certainly he or she could quote extensively from the texts.

That said, Eloisa is very careful not to simply drop Shakespeare here and there, without a sound reason for it. Sometimes she uses a simple reference to make it clear someone is stupid, like Thurman, above. At other points, a Shakespeare reference may make a metaphorical point.

Eloisa’s essay earlier in this book discusses her use of the character Bottom, from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in relation to Rafe. In that play, Bottom is enchanted with a donkey head, after which the fairy queen Titania is drugged so she falls in love with him. Rafe refers to himself as Bottom because he has been wooing Imogen in disguise.

But my favorite use of A Midsummer Night’s Dream comes in Pleasure for Pleasure, where Eloisa doesn’t use Bottom as a reference, but instead writes the enchanted wood, the home of the fairy king and queen, into her novel. Here, the Shakespeare play isn’t used as a metaphor for disguise, but for magic, love, enchantment, desire—too many things to enumerate.

Remember the chapter that comes after Josie and Mayne marry? Mayne thinks Josie has been ravished by the despicable Thurman, and under those circumstances, he makes no move to consummate their marriage. Josie tries to tell him the truth—that she saved herself—and fails. So she retires to her room.

And that’s when Eloisa weaves in the longest reference to one of Shakespeare’s plays that I’ve recognized: the woods behind Mayne’s house clearly transform into the enchanted forest, the setting of the play.



                       Beyond the railing the garden looked magical and rather frightening, as if it were a place where wishes came true and fairies danced.

                            “Ridiculous,” Josie whispered to herself.

                            The moon was so bright that it was almost like daylight, except that daylight is a bright amber, and moonlight is a wilder, shimmering light. The whole lawn looked as if it were underwater . . . The little grove looked like a fairy city, a fairy forest, stretching up from the lawn to a sky studded with stars. . . .

                            It should have been frightening, she thought. She never believed in fairies, after all, not even when she was small. Some part of her still didn’t believe in them, and never would, not until she was face-to-face with an elfish creature. Preferably with wings.

Pleasure for Pleasure

Josie runs across the lawn and flashes of light catch her eye, which turn out to be glass balls hanging from a tree that catch moon glow—the ornaments that Mayne maintains in memory of his Aunt Cecily, who lived in a tower and believed in fairies.



                       Her husband was a man known to have slept with most of the married women in the ton . . . was he a man to have a fairy wood in his backyard? His fairies would be small lascivious nymphs, playfellows of Bacchus.

                            The inside of the woods beckoned like a dark dream. There were early roses growing somewhere; she could smell their faint, rather ragged smell. Their perfume beckoned too, and so without another glance back at the sleeping house, Josie drifted into the wood, holding her drop of moonglow in her hand.

Pleasure for Pleasure

If you go back and reread the chapters that follow, in which Mayne and Josie consummate their marriage, you’ll see that it all takes place in Shakespeare’s magical wood.



                       “What if I were a fairy queen?” she said.

                            “What then?”

                            “I would command you to stay. Out of this wood do not desire to go. Thou shalt remain here, whether thou wilt or no.”

                            “I feel a donkey’s head descending onto my shoulders,” he muttered. But he was walking after her.

Pleasure for Pleasure

If you’re reading some of these Shakespeare quotes for the first time, you might be interested to know that Eloisa first encountered Shakespeare through romance novels! For example, at one point in The Taming of the Duke, Josie distorts a line from Twelfth Night to express her dissatisfaction with her appearance: “Item, two lips, indifferent red, item, two gray eyes, item, one face as round as a pumpkin.” Eloisa told me while she often teaches the correct quote (which says nothing about pumpkins), she first encountered those lines in the delicious novel by Georgette Heyer, Venetia: “If you haven’t read Venetia, run to the nearest store! It’s her sexiest, to my mind.”

One aspect of the novels that many people may not understand is that Eloisa quotes widely from all sorts of poetry and drama, not just those by Shakespeare. She feels it’s very important not to simply drop verse into the play—it has to be useful, the way Josie’s misquote of Twelfth Night expresses her state of mind about herself. Returning to Josie, in Pleasure for Pleasure, she quotes the poet Andrew Marvell to Mayne, teasing him by saying that if he had “world enough and time,” he would have seduced most of the women in London.

Mayne correctly identifies that poem as Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress.” The poem is a particularly beautiful seduction poem written from a man begging his beloved to be less “coy,” or chaste. “If we had world enough and time,” he writes, “this coyness, lady, were no crime.” But since “time’s winged chariot” draws near, he wishes that she would give in to him now, rather than preserving her virginity.

This is an example of a poem lending itself to a lively discussion between two characters that makes a serious point (at least, from Josie’s point of view); Mayne has spent too much of his life seducing beautiful women.

Another important use of poetry comes when Tess and Lucius trade lines from Catullus, a Roman poet. Eloisa says that whenever she teaches Catullus, students are stunned by the frank way he talks about love and sex. He was an upper-class Roman who rebelled against his parents by becoming a poet, and even as a poet he was considered fairly outrageous because he used colloquial language in his verse, and talked mostly of love. (Well, love and sex.) Bringing Catullus’s poetry into the mix allows Tess and Lucius to have a far more daring conversation than they could otherwise.

It also needs to be said, though, that some of Eloisa’s literary references simply serve as “Easter eggs,” gifts to readers who happen to catch a literary reference. For example, in The Taming of the Duke, Rafe says that he received a remarkably tedious letter from an old school friend, Yates, who is obsessed with a performance of Lovers’ Vows. This is a tribute to Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, where a character named Yates is obsessed with Lovers’ Vows.

Obviously, I didn’t catch that reference, and likely most of you didn’t as well. But Jane Austen devotees likely squealed with delight. Eloisa says that she often borrows from poetry of the time. Hellgate’s flamboyant language pilfers from love letters written by various contemporaries, including Napoleon himself, and a French actress named Sarah Bernhardt. Eloisa highly recommends the anthology Love Letters: An Anthology of Passion, edited by Michelle Lovric.

The most extended literary reference in the series is to Christmas pantomimes, in The Taming of the Duke, so I decided to find more information about this genre, which is still popular in England but not performed in America.





Pantomimes


                       All in all, this Christmas pantomime was just as exuberant, delightful, and beloved as it had been the last six years.

The Taming of the Duke

Pantomimes are theatre performances with elaborate stage scenes in which most of the actors are cross-dressed (men as women), and the audience is expected to actively participate. It is hard to pin down an exact definition for pantomimes, but my favorite is from an article in the Los Angeles Times: “traditional elements of panto, including much music, naughty double-entendres, and, of course, plenty of over-the-top, Monty Python-esque drag, all loosely supported by the framework of a classic fairy tale.”

[image: ]

One of the first pantomimes performed in England, entitled The Loves of Mars and Venus, was staged in 1702 with great success. Thereafter, the Christmas pantomime became a traditional British entertainment, and in The Taming of the Duke we learn it’s a tradition at the Holbrook Theatre too. Eloisa manages to weave an explanation of the structure of the show into her text, for all her readers outside Britain who’ve never heard of pantos. Griselda has an idea for a performance that can be put on in their private theatre.



                       “What about a Christmas pantomime? Everyone loves a pantomime, and if the caliber of our acting isn’t all that it could be, it certainly won’t be noticed in a pantomime.”

                            “You mean a proper pantomime, with a farce and—”

                            “Precisely! It suits us perfectly. All the parts are generally taken by men, but we can give one female role to this young person from London. She can play a princess or something. I’m sure she’ll be happy if we find an ostentatious costume.”

The Taming of the Duke

[image: ]

Eloisa clearly did some extensive research about pantos (or perhaps Franzeca deserves the praise). This quote is actually Rafe acting as his brother Gabe when he takes Imogen to a performance.



                       [Imogen] couldn’t help but be cheered by the pantomime. “Will it be Cinderella?” she asked. “My sisters and I read about the play in Ackermann’s Repository when we were living in Scotland.”

                            “Very likely,” Gabe [Rafe] said. “It is the most popular panto, I believe. I saw it when it first appeared on Drury Lane . . . ten years ago that must have been.”

The Taming of the Duke

Since The Taming of the Duke is dated 1817, Rafe could have certainly seen the pantomime on the Drury Lane stage, although he’s a few years off. Cinderella, also called The Little Glass Slipper, first debuted at Drury Lane Theatre in 1804.

The panto is important to the plot of The Taming of the Duke; Eloisa was weaving together questions of identity and disguise, as discussed earlier in this book. But she also told me that she used the performance of the panto that Imogen and Rafe attend as a way of indicating that Imogen is finally ready to put her mourning aside and enter real life again—with Rafe at her side.



                       Gradually the show became more and more boisterous. Imogen’s favorite character was called the Widow Trankey. She kept prancing onto the stage and commenting on Cinderella’s terrible manners and her long nose (for in truth, one could not say in all honesty that the man playing Cinderella had precisely delicate features).

                            By the time Widow Trankey had decided that the ugly stepsisters were a terrible lot, and really ought to be disciplined—and she was the woman to do it, since Cinderella’s stepmother had failed in the task—Imogen was laughing helplessly every time she opened her mouth.

                            Finally Widow Trankey announced that the audience needed to hear about what happened to her the night before, a tale that she would sing to them. “I went to the Alehouse as an honest Woman should—” she sang.

                            And to Imogen’s astonishment, the audience uniformly opened their mouths and roared “So you should!”

                            “And a Knave followed after, as you know Knaves would,” she said, swishing her skirts in a flirtatious manner.

                            “So he would!” roared the audience, and Imogen shouted it too.

The Taming of the Duke





PART FIVE

Appendix


Character Index

A

Arbuthnot, Mr. Timothy—Pleasure for Pleasure

Mr. Arbuthnot is a widower and one of Josie’s admirers; he is seeking a mother for his children.



                       “I don’t like Mr. Arbuthnot. There’s something waxy about his face, as if he got up in the morning and had to push his nose into place.”

Pleasure for Pleasure

Ardmore, Dowager Lady “Nana”—Kiss Me, Annabel

The Earl of Ardmore’s grandmother is a feisty Scotswoman, yet formidable. One can see the resemblance to her grandson. Ardmore’s eyes are green, and hers are silvery and tired, but they have the same decided jaw and beautiful cheekbones. She is nothing but trouble.



                       She was a long way from the sweet, white-haired lady whom Annabel had imagined. Instead, she appeared to be wearing a straw-colored wig from the Elizabethan era. She had a beak of a nose and a slash of red lip rouge under it. All in all, she looked like a cross between a Roman emperor and Queen Elizabeth herself.

Kiss Me, Annabel

Ardmore, Earl—Ewan Poley—Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Ewan is absurdly handsome, with red-brown hair in thick rumpled curls down his neck, a square jaw, and sculpted shoulders that make him look like a medieval knight. His eyes are a clear green, lined with long lashes, and the out-of-doors sense he has about him translates into a kind of raw sensuality.

Every inch of him is Scots, from those sturdy, muscular legs to his strong chin and angled cheekbones. After an eventful trek to Scotland he marries Miss Annabel Essex.

Armailhac, Father—Kiss Me, Annabel

Father Armailhac is a priest who lives on the Earl of Ardmore’s land. He isn’t the typical serious monk, nor is he likely to pull out a string of beads and mumble prayers over people. He sometimes has a wicked twinkle in his eye. Father Armailhac is the father figure and moral compass for the earl, and plays an important role in the alternate ending to Kiss Me, Annabel, as well as the published version.

Augusta, Aunt—Pleasure for Pleasure, A Gentleman Never Tells

Berwick, a friend of Lord Darlington, was delivered from penury with the death of his adored and loathsome Aunt Augusta. She succumbed to some sort of malady while in Bath. Naturally, she left all her money to her beloved nephew. He finds himself raising his niece, Hattie. Some years after Pleasure for Pleasure, he and Hattie pay a visit to Lady Windingham, after he decides to apologize for his part in the label of “Wooly Breeder.” Cat demands a boon: that he make her grieving sister laugh.

B

Badeau, Madame—Kiss Me, Annabel, Pleasure for Pleasure

Imogen’s first modiste in London, promoter of the sausage casing (in other words, the infamous corset that Mayne detests so much)



                       The tighter the better, Madame Badeau had said, showing her how her maid should brace herself against the bed and force the lacings closed. And then she’d said the magic words: You won’t be able to eat while wearing this, of course.

Pleasure for Pleasure

Barnet, Mr.—Kiss Me, Annabel

The manager of Grillon’s Hotel in London.



                       “I’m afraid that Mr. Barnet has decamped from the hotel,” he [Lord Ardmore] said finally. . . .

                            “Mr. Barnet, the hotel manager,” he explained.

                             “What about him?”

                             “He was the person who provided Bell’s Weekly Messenger with information about the events of last night,” he explained. “He was eavesdropping, and I’m afraid that when he realized that he would lose his position due to Lady Griselda’s wrath, there was no reason for him not to sell the information.”

Kiss Me, Annabel

Beckford, Mr. William—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel

Mr. William Beckford (1760–1844). Beckford was an eccentric, even by the standards of Georgian England. By all accounts, he was the wealthiest commoner in England, and the titled never forgave him for it. He is mentioned in two books here, and Eloisa’s hero in Duchess by Night is partially based on him.

Bedingfield, Mrs.—Pleasure for Pleasure

Mrs. Bedingfield appears in the book only as a digression: Darlington uses a mixture of bribery and desire to entice Lady Griselda into an affaire. To lure her to a hotel on a given night, he has to take into account all other social events available that evening. Luckily, there is nothing except a soirée given by the Smalepeeces, which couldn’t be anything other than tedious, and Mrs. Bedingfield’s musical evening. Griselda would never go to that, because she’s escorting Josie.



                       No one would go to a musical evening unless they attended in the mad hope that a single gentleman would accidentally find his way there. Lady Griselda was far too experienced in the ways of the ton to consider the possibility.

Pleasure for Pleasure

Bedrock, Duke of—Pleasure for Pleasure

The Duke of Bedrock’s family name is Darlington, and Charles Darlington is the third son of the duke who has a dubious habit of creating cruel but witty descriptions of debutantes. He does have a reason for his madness; he makes fun of girls in order to disqualify them as future brides, since his father is obsessed with marrying him off to a rich woman. Here’s Darlington explaining his relations with the Duke of Bedrock:



                       “Once [the duke] accepted that the Church would likely never have me, he began bringing home lists of debutantes. Young girls of an appropriate family, with a large dowry. Of course, they couldn’t be of the very best quality, or they would never wish to marry one such as I. It had to be a nicely calculated mix: a girl with means, but one whose parents would be sufficiently dazzled by their new son-in-law’s relation to the Duke of Bedrock that they would overlook his impoverished status, his lack of skills, and his general uselessness.”

Pleasure for Pleasure

Beekman, Lord—Kiss Me, Annabel

One of Imogen’s admirers, with whom she is less than thrilled.



                       “Lord Beekman has twice asked me to dance with him. As if I would even contemplate dancing with that plump toadlet. He should look lower . . . perhaps in the scullery.”

Kiss Me, Annabel

Bellingworth, Cecilia—Pleasure for Pleasure, A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace.

Cecilia has a difficult time on the marriage market due to her family link to Silly Billy, a label stemming from her brother William having suffered the consequences of a severe blow to her head. After two miserable years as a wallflower, Cecilia takes matters in her own hands, gives herself a Cinderella makeover, and heads to the ball (in this case a musical evening thrown by the Duchess of Ormond). The one gentleman she does not want to attract is the obnoxious duke, who used to torment her by dropping grasshoppers down her dress. But that gorgeous, brilliant pianist whom she can’t stop herself from flirting with? He’s a different story!

Berwick, Mr.—Pleasure for Pleasure

Oliver Berwick, a friend of Lord Charles Darlington, has sulky good looks and now a fortune to boot. In the nick of time, he is saved from being obligated to marry some rich cit’s daughter by the death of his loathsome Aunt Augusta. Now he is as rich as Croesus and every mama’s dream.



                       The whole thought process gave Berwick an unpleasant feeling in his stomach. Had they really made something of a career out of ruining young women’s marriage prospects?

Pleasure for Pleasure

In years after, Oliver regrets his part in promoting Darlington’s witty but cruel remarks. What happens when he finally decides to seek amends? Read Eloisa’s novella, A Gentleman Never Tells, to find out!

Blechschmidt, Lady Emily—Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Lady Emily is not even forty, but already one of the fiercest moralists in the ton, quite as sharp-tongued as an old maid of eighty. She is known far and wide for her fierce and dogmatic views of unchaste behavior and loose women.

But given those opinions, why is she seen at Grillon’s Hotel late at night? Like many a politician who does in private the very things he excoriates in public, Lady Emily has been having an affaire. In fact, she’s in love with Gemima, but alas, Gemima has other fish to fry.

Bluett—The Taming of the Duke

Mr. Bluett is a symbol of the difficulties a young actress faces. It has been said that an actress gave the stage manager, Bluett, a favor for the role of Queen Mab.



                       “Everyone is saying that she did him a favor.” Jenny giggled. The stage manager, Bluett, was not a man for whom a woman would do favors unless there was a certain reward attached.

                            Loretta wrinkled her nose.

                            “How disagreeable.” Loretta did not like to dwell on disagreeable subjects.

The Taming of the Duke

Brinkley—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Brinkley is the Duke of Holbrook’s butler at Holbrook Court. He is always composed, as if he knows nothing, thinks nothing, and is far above gossip.



                       There was a reserved tone in his butler’s voice that signaled displeasure. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Brinkley’s tone signaled the disgruntlement of the entire household of elderly servants, not one of whom was enchanted by the idea of accommodating themselves to the presence of four small, female children.

Much Ado About You

Brodèrie, Sylvie de la—Pleasure for Pleasure

Sylvie was Mayne’s fiancée prior to his marriage to Josie. At the age of ten, during the Peace of Amiens and much to her dismay, her father fled with the family to England. She is very intelligent and paints exquisite portraits in miniature.

Her life intersects with that of Lady Emily Blechschmidt, but even more so with Gemima, with whom she travels to the Continent. One has to wonder whether she learned to like kisses (because she certainly didn’t like Mayne’s).

Bunts—Much Ado About You

The jockey Bunts refused at the last moment to ride Draven’s Blue Peter in the race at Silchester, which precipitated Draven’s reckless decision to ride Blue Peter himself.

C

Cambridge, Duke of—Pleasure for Pleasure

The Prince Adolphus (1801–50) was the Duke of Cambridge during the time of the Essex Sisters series. Griselda explained to Sylvie that the Royal Ascot was not just any horse race, because the queen would be there, along with the Duke of Cambridge and his new wife. The duke truly did attend the Royal Ascot that year. What fun that Prince Will and Kate Middleton are now the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge (not to mention, the family includes Prince George of Cambridge and Princess Charlotte Elizabeth Diana of Cambridge).

Carême, Madame—Much Ado About You, The Taming of the Duke

Madame Carême is the preferred modiste in the novels Much Ado About You and Kiss Me, Annabel.

Caribas, Marquis de—Pleasure for Pleasure

Marquis de Caribas was one of the few French aristocrats able to flee Paris prior to the war. He was the father of Sylvie and Marguerite de la Brodèrie.

It’s fun to note that this name was similar to the “Marquis of Carabas,” a character in the Puss and Boots story. But according to Sylvie, he was a great lover of dogs, and presumably not of cats.

Caudwell, Emily—Much Ado About You

Emily Caudwell is the name on the headstone Tess finds near the Roman ruins in Silchester, after her wedding to Lucius Felton. The pasture is owned by Mr. Jessop and had one of the finest Roman ruins near Silchester. Emily died at the age of sixteen and her husband William’s tomb nearby showed he died at the age of twenty-four or twenty-five.

Cavendish, Lady Margaret—Pleasure for Pleasure

In a bit of retiring room gossip, we learn that Griselda has run into Lady Margaret Cavendish, whose hair—according to Griselda—had turned “as yellow as a marigold.”

Clarence, Duchess of—Pleasure for Pleasure

Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen (1797–1889) became the Duchess of Clarence upon her marriage on July 11, 1818. In Pleasure for Pleasure, Griselda strolled by the royal enclosure at the Royal Ascot to see if she could catch a glimpse of the new Duchess of Clarence.

Clarence, Duke of—Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke

The Duke of Clarence (1765–1837) was crowned King William IV of England in 1830, well after the Essex Sisters series.

Clark—Pleasure for Pleasure

Clark is the butler at Darlington’s home on Portman Square. He is an elderly man with stern eyes, who bows stiffly when Griselda visits Darlington’s home unescorted. Little did Griselda know at the time that Clark was once accused of murder, though Darlington insisted his butler did not commit that murder.

Collins, Jenny—The Taming of the Duke

Jenny is an actress at the Regency Theatre and a close friend of Loretta Hawes.



                       Loretta looked up in surprise, and Jenny sighed. Loretta was a different sort of person than anyone Jenny had ever met. As far she could tell, Loretta never thought about anything other than how to become a great actress. Even when she stepped on people’s toes, it was only because she had forgotten that they weren’t privy to her thoughts.

                            “I didn’t mean it that way,” Loretta said penitently. “You know that I couldn’t touch butter, not after that unfortunate episode last year.”

                            Jenny was the only one who knew that the unfortunate episode was a baby.

The Taming of the Duke

Cooper—Pleasure for Pleasure

Upon learning of Eliot Thurman’s financial ruin, his butler, Cooper, fills two crates with silver teapots, a pair of candlesticks, and other household silver, whistles for a hackney, loads up the crates, and hops into the carriage. He leaves the front door swinging open, just in case anyone cared to enter (unfortunately for Thurman, two men do indeed enter).

Cooper, Mrs.—Kiss Me, Annabel

The village woman who tells Annabel that consummation needn’t be painful if she married a man who knew what he was doing. “Marry a tired rake,” Mrs. Cooper told her. “They know everything, and yet they’re worn out and ready to settle down. As long as he doesn’t have the pox.”

Cristobel—The Taming of the Duke

Cristobel is the memorable entertainer at Hynde’s Black Swan, who plunges into a cask of wine with Imogen. Eloisa did not base Cristobel on a particular historical figure; in fact, she thinks that Cristobel’s practice of choosing one man from the crowd to supposedly take to her bed might have led to arrest. The practice, of course, was a ruse, since her husband is a master of disguise and shows up in different clothing, waiting to be chosen. Cristobel broke this pattern only once, with the Earl of Mayne. Eloisa says that must have happened well before she married.



                       Before Rafe knew what was happening, one of the burly men had hoisted Cristobel directly onto the wine barrel next to Imogen.

                            Who gasped and straightened, automatically giving Cristobel more space on the top of the cask.

                            Cristobel laughed down at the crowd. “Aren’t we the prettiest ladies for leagues around?”

The Taming of the Duke

Crogan, Baby Son—The Taming of the Duke (b. November 1817)

The youngest of four boys of the eldest Crogan brother. There is an ancient agreement between the Crogans and Ardmores that when an Ardmore daughter marries a Crogan, a particularly large amount of gold travels to the Crogan household. The arrangement is of long standing, but to this date, no Crogan had managed to talk a woman of the Ardmore house into marrying him, even though Crogans had done some serious courting. Perhaps a future story for Eloisa! (A note: Eloisa says that she would have a terrible time creating a hero with such an unpleasant last name.)

Crogan Brothers—Kiss Me, Annabel, Pleasure for Pleasure

As Eloisa writes, “Neighbors may well be the nearest . . . but not the dearest.”

The Crogan brothers, Ewan’s neighbors, grow rather excitable once they’ve had something to drink. Annabel must endure a meal with the Crogans after the harvest fest; it would be paramount to a declaration of war to change the tradition, since the Crogans and the Ardmores have marched along beside each other for a century. The present Crogans’ grandda actually managed to feather Ewan’s grandmother in-law, and they nearly succeed in plastering Annabel with molasses and feathers prior to her wedding. They also attempt to court Josie and nearly ruin her season in London.

Cruikshank, George—The Taming of the Duke

Cruikshank (1792–1878) was a famous caricaturist and book illustrator in Georgian England. In The Taming of the Duke, he is reported to have made a wicked caricature of Lord Kerr’s gypsy eyes.

D

Dapper—Much Ado About You

In a letter to Annabel and Josie, Tess writes that the housekeeper, Mrs. Gabthorne, is feuding with the head housemaid, Dapper.



                       “According to Mrs. Gabthorne, Dapper has an eye for one of the footmen who is at least five years her junior, and Mrs. Gabthorne worries (very righteously, you understand) that Dapper will attempt to corrupt the youth. Meanwhile Dapper tells me that Mrs. Gabthorne is ‘borrowing’ tea and taking it to her sisters in the village. And how am I to ascertain the truth of that, pray? Of course, I daren’t mention the footman to Dapper, either. In all, I find it more work to manage an establishment with servants than it was to manage a quite similar-sized house without servants.”

Much Ado About You

Darlington, Anna—(b. 1821)—Pleasure for Pleasure

Anna is the daughter of Sir Charles and Lady Darlington (i.e., Griselda). Anna was born a couple months after her father was knighted for his work on Princess Charlotte’s biography.

Darlington, Sir Charles—aka Lord Charles Darlington—Pleasure for Pleasure

Darlington is a very good-looking, yellow-curled, blue-eyed writer who does not always put his creative gifts to good purpose. Not only did he come up with the term that plagued Josie—the “Scottish Sausage”—but he wrote the pseudo memoir of the Earl of Mayne, as well as many other popular books. He confesses his reasons for coming up with cruel nicknames to Griselda before he asks her to marry him, which she does. Later he is knighted for his work on Princess Charlotte’s biography, and he and Griselda have a daughter, Anna.



                       There was no doubt that life was difficult when cravats were so expensive, and the ton so tiresome. Of course, there were pleasures in life, although small.

                            The pleasure of a well-turned retort was one. One might think that Darlington was something of a monster, but he was not. He knew perfectly well that he was a trivial person, and he never failed to promptly acknowledge the fact, as did his friends.

Pleasure for Pleasure

Derwent—Much Ado About You

Lucius Felton’s gloomy manservant is resigned to his fate as an artiste in the service of a man with no sense of fashion.



                       Alas, Lucius Felton was resolutely conservative when it came to dress. No mustache. No facial hair whatsoever, as a matter of fact. The most he would allow his valet to do was to sleek his thick blond hair back from his face in a style that was most severe.

Much Ado About You

Devonshire, Duke of—The Taming of the Duke

A most interesting historical character. When Griselda informs Rafe that it is unsuitable for him to entertain his ward in the presence of his illegitimate brother, the duke asks her why not, given that the Duke of Devonshire raised all seven of his children (from three different mothers) together. The Fifth Duke of Devonshire, William Cavendish (1748–1811) was portrayed in the movie The Duchess, featuring Keira Knightley.

Dobson, William—Much Ado About You

William Dobson (1611–46) a portraitist, was one of the first notable English painters. Lucius reports having bought one of his paintings, a depiction of the children of a roundhead cavalier, for nearly a thousand pounds—a painting that Eloisa wishes she hadn’t described because she made so many errors in identifying the subjects (see Part One for her confession).

E

Ellerby, Miss Alice—Kiss Me, Annabel

Lucius Felton pays Miss Ellerby a large sum of money to publish a truly scintillating account of her relationship with Lord Ardmore, so that Annabel can return to London without marrying Ewan. By the time Annabel gets the news, she has already fallen in love with Ewan, so she goes forth with the marriage.

Elsie—Much Ado About You

Elsie, a nursemaid, becomes a lady’s maid after Holbrook met his new wards; she is assigned to Annabel. She travels with Annabel to Scotland.



                       “You’ll wear it with the double row of pearls from Mrs. Felton,” Elsie said, scurrying about the room. “And more of those French roses in your hair.” She had her jaw firmly set.

                            “All right,” Annabel said. “I’ll wear the gown, but I’ll not wear the slippers.”

                            Elsie scowled and Annabel wondered just how it happened that she ended up ruled by her maid instead of the other way around.

Kiss Me, Annabel

Essex, Charles—Viscount Brydone (deceased) Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke

Viscount Brydone was the father of the Essex sisters, and died when he was thrown from a half-tamed stallion. We learn he had written to a mere acquaintance, the Duke of Holbrook, asking him to be the guardian for his daughters, and offering him a horse in exchange.

Brydone was “horse crazy” and spent all his money on his stables while neglecting his family. The viscount repeatedly promised his daughters that they would have a season in London to find husbands once he won big at the racetrack. He left a racehorse as a dowry for each of his daughters, together with the stipulation that no groom could sell his horse before the first year of marriage had passed.

Essex, Miss Annabel—Annabel Essex Poley; Countess of Ardmore—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Annabel is the second eldest Essex sister. She has buttery hair that gleams with the dull gold of old silk, eyes tilted slightly at the corners and framed with sooty eyelashes. When she was thirteen, her father discovered that she had a gift for numbers and dumped the entire financial accounting of the estate on her. Annabel, with a brazen belief in her own magnificence, has made up her mind to marry a wealthy English husband.

Essex, Miss Imogen—Imogen, Lady Maitland; aka Her Grace, Imogen Jourdain, Duchess of Holbrook—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Imogen is the third eldest Essex sister. She has their mother’s sleek black hair and her laughing eyes, and an exquisitely curved mouth. In Much Ado About You, Imogen elopes with Draven Maitland, who dies just days after their marriage. Her first husband was penniless, but his mother dies shortly thereafter, leaving her private estate to her daughter-in-law, and making Imogen one of the wealthiest widows in all England. After her first six months of mourning, Imogen joins Annabel in London for the season and amuses herself by shocking matrons of the ton by wearing mourning dresses cut in daring styles. She is rumored to be having a flagrant affaire with the Earl of Mayne.

Essex, Miss Josephine “Josie”—Josephine “Josie” Langham, Countess of Mayne—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Josephine, or Josie, as she is called, is the youngest of the sisters. Josie is quick-witted, and lush with unfashionable curves. Nicknamed the “Scottish Sausage” within a week of her debut on the marriage market, her chances of matrimony look dim, at least until she allows the scandalous Earl of Mayne to tutor her in the arts of seduction.

Essex, Miss Teresa Elizabeth “Tess”—Mrs. Teresa “Tess” Felton—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Teresa, or Tess, as she is called, is the eldest of the Essex sisters. She conceals a dry sense of humor behind her irreproachable behavior. She is beautiful, with brandy brown hair and cheekbones that the harshest sunlight couldn’t diminish. She determines to marry a rich man for the sake of her sisters, and marries Lucius Felton after the Earl of Mayne jilts her at the altar.

F

Feddrington, Lady (Lucy)—Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

In Kiss Me, Annabel, Lady Feddrington is portrayed in the grip of a passion for all things Egyptian. Her ballroom is flanked by twenty-foot-high statues of Anubis, an Egyptian god, which originally guarded the doors of an Egyptian temple. Giggling, Lady Feddrington tells Annabel that she thinks of them like superior servants: “so silent, and you can tell in a glance that they won’t drink to excess.”

By Pleasure for Pleasure, Lady Feddrington is over her passion for all things Egyptian and she has donated the statues to the British Museum. Her husband was apparently quite displeased by this, as the statues were so expensive, but he was quickly reconciled once the museum promised to name a room after him. (A note from Jody: the statues shrank from twenty feet high in Kiss Me, Annabel to ten feet high in Pleasure for Pleasure!)

At the Epsom Downs race course, Sylvie notices that Lady Feddrington is wearing a bonnet that looks like a huge meringue, tied with a ribbon, along with diamond earrings as large as daisies. Sylvie views her attire as gauche, but original.

Felton, Mr. Lucius John Percival—later Earl of Barnett—A Fool Again (novella featured in the anthology The One That Got Away), Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Lucius looks every inch a duke, a patrician, a wealthy creature of privilege who dominates a room merely by entering it. He is worth more than the Duke of Holbrook and the Earl of Mayne put together. He marries the eldest Essex sister, Tess. He is characteristically calm and nonjudgmental. It becomes clear through the series that when something needs to be done, Lucius will get it done, quietly, and without a fuss. He longs for a home of his own, which Tess provides.

Felton, Phineas “Phin”—future Earl of Barnett—Much Ado About You, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure (b. 1818)

The son of Mr. and Mrs. Lucius Felton, and future Earl of Barnett, Phin is a sensible, calm boy who takes after his father. He is last seen at age thirteen in the bonus chapter that takes place ten years after Pleasure for Pleasure, having succumbed to a sartorial trend that involves wearing a fringed cravat that he twists and sticks through his buttonhole. As his mother says, it looks ridiculous.

Flambeau, Monsieur—Kiss Me, Annabel

Ewan’s French cook, whom his factor, Mac, found and lured to the Highlands for quite a large salary. He probably would have left during his first winter, except he fell in love with Mac’s sister. They now have two children, but Ewan still has to raise Flambeau’s salary every time the snow goes over five feet.

G

Gemima, Miss—Pleasure for Pleasure

Gemima is the only daughter of a younger brother of the Duke of Smittleton, who made a fortune in shipping. She is unmarried and enormously rich, so she does precisely as she pleases. She is wildly fashionable, with hair of an extraordinary striped, tortoiseshell color. We learn that she was once lovers with the august and severe Lady Emily Blechschmidt, but the next thing we know, she’s off on a trip with Sylvie. Which casts an interesting light on Sylvie’s dislike of Mayne’s kisses.

Godwin, Countess—Helene Holland—Your Wicked Ways, Much Ado About You, The Taming of the Duke, Kiss Me, Annabel, Pleasure for Pleasure

The Earl of Mayne once believed himself in love with the countess, Helene. Just a few months prior to Much Ado About You she rejected Mayne for her scoundrel of a husband. Eloisa says that she had no intention of bringing Mayne forward from Your Wicked Ways, but after the Helene debacle, he had a large fan club that wanted him to find true love at last.

Godwin, Earl—Rees Holland—Your Wicked Ways, Much Ado About You, The Taming of the Duke, Kiss Me, Annabel, Pleasure for Pleasure

Once an adulterous husband to Helene, who lived with strumpets and caused scandal after scandal, in Your Wicked Ways, a novel that Eloisa wrote before the Essex Sisters series, he changed his ways and swept his wife off her feet . . . and into his bed.

Graystock, Lord—Pleasure for Pleasure

Lord Graystock is a shaggy fellow with a cheerful face and a sharp nose, a possible spouse for Griselda. Darlington points out that Lord Graystock “resembles nothing more than an amiable badger, given that white streak in his hair.” He says that if Griselda married Graystock, the two of them could settle in the country and set up a badger run. As always when it comes to rudeness, Darlington has a sound motive: he wants Griselda for himself.

Gregory—Kiss Me, Annabel

Gregory is eleven years old and the Earl of Ardmore’s adopted son. His character changes somewhat from the published version of Kiss Me, Annabel to the unpublished, alternate ending.



                       “He’s up at the crack of dawn, singing lauds at the top of his lungs. And believe me, while I’m well aware of the existence of boy choirs, Gregory would not be a happy addition to such a group.”

Kiss Me, Annabel

Grimaldi, Joseph—The Taming of the Duke

Joseph Grimaldi (1778–1837) was a famous London clown who performed in pantomimes. Rafe apparently watched his performance of “Hot Codlins” and said he believed that his rendition could give Imogen and the lovely Cristobel a run for their money.

Grone, Harry—Pleasure for Pleasure

Harry is a journalist who had been pensioned off by The Tatler, who said they weren’t doing his sort of journalism any longer. But suddenly, out of the blue, they need someone to find the author of The Earl of Hellgate, or Night Scenes Amongst the Ton. Harry succeeds, naturally.

H

Hawes, Miss Loretta—The Taming of the Duke

Loretta is an actress, whose father left her all the profits of a lifetime’s worth of thievery. She wins a place at the Covent Garden Theatre, until Gabe accidentally knocks her down with his carriage (an incident that Eloisa took from historical record, as noted in Part Three). When she loses her spot due to the injury, she is promised a lead role at the Holbrook Theatre.



                       “Her father was a wealthy burglar who left her his fortune. She was raised by an aunt, but the moment Loretta turned eighteen years of age . . . she set up her own household. . . . She has a fierce passion for the stage.”

The Taming of the Duke

Holbrook, Duke of—Raphael (Rafe) Jourdain—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Rafe is a tall man with a messy shock of brown hair falling over his brow, making him look a bit like a wild man. His eyes are a curious sort of a gray-blue with a bit of sadness. He doesn’t look or act like an aristocrat—being unkempt and dressed in thread-worn clothes. He refuses to be called anything but his Christian name and not by his title because he believed it belonged to his deceased brother. His lingering sense of survivor guilt is integral to understanding his character and his addiction to alcohol.

Hunks, Harry—The Taming of the Duke

Harry doesn’t appear in the series, except in Gabe’s memory. Gabe was six years old when Harry pointed out the obvious in the schoolyard, that Gabe’s mother was light-frigate, a doxy, and a drab.



                       Gabe had promptly knocked Harry to the ground. He stood over him, knuckles stinging and his right knee bleeding, feeling rather triumphant because Harry had at least a stone’s weight on him. Then Harry looked up at him through a rapidly swelling right eye, and said: “I don’t care. Your mother’s no better than a chipper. My da said so.”

The Taming of the Duke

J

Jersey, Lady—The Taming of the Duke

Lady Jersey, Sarah Villiers (1785–1867), had the nickname “Silence” because she was such a gossip. Imogen tells Josie you can’t expect every woman to be as slim as Lady Jersey.

Jourdain, Luke—Future Duke of Holbrook—(b. 1820)

Son of the Duke and Duchess of Holbrook.

K

Kettle, Mr. and Mrs. (Peggy)—Kiss Me, Annabel

The Kettles are a young couple whom Annabel and Ewan meet on their way to Ewan’s home in Scotland. The couple is expecting their first child. Interestingly enough, they exist only in the published version of the book; Eloisa’s first manuscript goes in a completely different direction, and Annabel and Ewan spend no time in the Kettles’ cottage.

L

Langham, Baby—(due Christmas 1831)

Baby of Lord and Lady Mayne.

Langham, Lady Cecily (deceased)—Pleasure for Pleasure

Mayne’s Aunt Cecily had been born too early, so she was lame from birth and had weak lungs. She loved nothing more than to read books and she fancied herself a princess. Unfortunately, she died before Mayne was born, but even so she had a tremendous effect on his life. He maintains the glass fairy balls that hang in his back garden in her memory.

Langham, Lady Cecily—Pleasure for Pleasure (b. 1821)

Daughter of Lord and Lady Mayne, named after Mayne’s Aunt Cecily.

M

Maclean, Mr. “Mac”—Kiss Me, Annabel

Mac is a slight, bespectacled man with sweet brown eyes and an eternally harassed expression. He is the Earl of Ardmore’s factor; on the way to Scotland, Mac travels ahead of the caravan and arranges details at each stop. Mac and Ewan have been together for years. (A reminder, Eloisa points out, of the incredible importance of servants in supporting the way of life of a Regency aristocrat.)

Maitland, Lady Clarice (deceased)—Much Ado About You, The Taming of the Duke

Lady Clarice’s land runs parallel to the Duke of Holbrook’s estate. She is the widowed relic of a baron, and the force behind the engagement of her son, Draven Maitland, to Miss Gillian Pythian-Adams. Clarice is heartbroken when Draven passes away and she herself dies soon thereafter. Doctors say that people can’t die of grief, but parents know better.

Maitland, Lord Draven (deceased)—Much Ado About You, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Draven had been betrothed for over two years to Miss Gillian Pythian-Adams without ever progressing to the altar. He is singularly beautiful, with a wide square jaw, a little cleft in his chin, and almond eyes. More pertinent, perhaps, he’s not only horse-mad, but a rabid gamester. One of his better qualities (of which he has few) is that he doesn’t take offense quickly—a trait that had probably kept him alive during a lifetime crammed with well-earned insults. But in the end, his reckless nature leads to his demise.

Marge, Aunt—Kiss Me, Annabel

Imogen’s smile has a dangerous resemblance to that of Ewan’s aunt Marge, who once broke half a set of Spode china. Against his uncle’s head.

Margery, Lady—Much Ado About You

Lady Margery is Lucius’s mother. Her father was the Earl of Devonshire, but she rarely uses the title Lady Margery. She is not a nice woman.

Mayne, Earl of—Garret Langham—Your Wicked Ways, Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Garret Langham, the Earl of Mayne, is a typical English lord: sleek and faintly dangerous, with exquisite manners. His face has the graceful, sweet lines of an aristocrat, with the beauty of an altar boy grown to full adulthood. At the beginning of Much Ado About You, Mayne is experiencing a slow burn due to the astonishment of being rejected by the Countess Godwin (see Your Wicked Ways). He continues in a black mood throughout the book, but has cheered up considerably by Pleasure for Pleasure, when he marries Miss Josephine “Josie” Essex.

McKenna, Rosalie Mary Malcolm—Kiss Me, Annabel

Years ago, Rosy was betrothed to Ewan, the Earl of Ardmore. In a horrible turn of events, Rosy was sent to the earl in a carriage that was intercepted by ruffians. She wasn’t recovered until a week later. Rosy’s story differs markedly between the published and unpublished versions of Kiss Me, Annabel.

Metta, Miss—The Taming of the Duke

Miss Metta is a governess for the children of Imogen and Rafe, the Duke and Duchess of Holbrook. She’s not particularly stalwart, and (Eloisa says), she later moved on to a less exuberant household.



                       “Mama!” Imogen turned around. Her firstborn child, Genevieve . . . lowered her voice in the important way of a seven-year-old who understands proprieties. “Miss Metta has had palpitations from excitement, and now Luke is running about with his pants below his knees!”

                            Imogen curtsied to Griselda and Lady Blechschmidt. “If you’ll forgive me, ladies, I’m afraid there’s a domestic crisis behind stage.”

The Taming of the Duke

Mitford, Countess—Kiss Me, Annabel, Pleasure for Pleasure

Lady Mitford holds only one party a year, and it’s not to be missed. Her events are wildly anticipated by every member of the ton lucky enough to receive an invitation. In Kiss Me, Annabel, Lady Mitford’s garden party has a Renaissance theme.



                       Those who were, for whatever reason, uninterested in mating games enjoyed Lady Mitford’s considerable efforts toward producing true Renaissance cuisine. There was the year, for instance, when a pie was split open to reveal five cross and extremely undercooked doves who promptly flew into the air. When one of them dropped a noxious substance on the head of an upstart young lord, the pie was deemed an enormous success.

Kiss Me, Annabel

Mitford, Lord—Kiss Me, Annabel

Lord Mitford is proud of his lady’s annual event, though sometimes he privately bemoans the more dramatic aspects of her ideas. His plump physique is not flattered by Renaissance clothing, for example, particularly by canary-yellow stockings. What’s more, he would rather not greet his guests seated on a gilded armchair with a suspicious resemblance to a throne (Mitford is well aware that he looks about as regal as a carnival barker). And he doesn’t care for the small monkey tied to Lady Mitford’s chair with a silk ribbon. As he tells his friends later, that monkey shat all over the garden. But he’s a cheerful fellow who loves his wife, so he endures yellow stockings and incontinent monkeys.

Mucklowe, Lady—Pleasure for Pleasure

Henrietta, Lady Mucklowe, is a consummate hostess who knows exactly what it takes to make a ball into a tremendous success: a single stroke of genius. Her biggest success so far occurred when she invited Lord Byron to read aloud his favorite love poem, bringing every wanton woman in London to her doors.

Mucklowe, Lord—Pleasure for Pleasure

Lady Mucklowe’s husband, Freddie.

Freddie could be seen as the spur behind Henrietta’s brilliant party-planning skills.



                       Henrietta Mucklowe told herself for the fortieth time that if she had been lucky enough to have a more interesting spouse, she wouldn’t have such imaginative parties. Because if Freddie weren’t Freddie, they might actually have something to talk about at home, and she wouldn’t spend most of her time dreaming about fantastic entertainments.

Pleasure for Pleasure

N

Nash, John—Much Ado About You

John Nash (1752–1835) was a British architect and landscape designer. Lucius hired Nash for a few years to completely redesign his country estate, Strawberry Hill.

O

Ormond, Duke of—A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace

Thaddeus, Duke of Ormond, has just returned to England after spending several years abroad perfecting his ability to play the piano. Much to the Earl of Mayne’s delight, he has every intention of selling his father’s stables and devoting himself to the musical arts. But he does have one other object of devotion: the lady whom he decided at the tender age of eight to make his duchess, Miss Cecilia Bellingworth.

P

Pearce, Uncle—Kiss Me, Annabel

Pearce is Ewan’s great-uncle. He’s almost ninety but sharp as a tack; his favorite activity is cheating at cards for money. According to Ewan, one should never allow him to deal, or he’ll take every penny you have.

Perwinkle, Tuppy—Duchess in Love, Kiss Me, Annabel

Peregrine Perwinkle, known as “Tuppy,” is a gentleman who loves to fish, according to Mayne, who can’t imagine anything more tedious than sitting on a riverbank in the rain. Tuppy appears in an earlier book by Eloisa, Duchess in Love. His wife, Carola, has left for her mother in a huff and never returned, but Tuppy privately suspects that she left him because it is “considered tedious to live with one’s husband.” When he and Carola end up at the same house party, Carola shows her interest in fishing by reading a book about newts, and Tuppy learns some new skills in bed, and the marriage is mended.

Poley, Bethany—Pleasure for Pleasure—(b. 1822, survived only two days)

Daughter of Lord and Lady Ardmore, and never forgotten. See the bonus chapter taking place ten years after Pleasure for Pleasure.

Poley, Clementina—Pleasure for Pleasure—(b. 1820)

Daughter of Lord and Lady Ardmore.

Poley, Elspeth—Pleasure for Pleasure—(b. 1822)

A daughter of Lord and Lady Ardmore, she lost her twin, Bethany, at birth. Her mother thinks that she is so wild because Bethany didn’t live. In the bonus chapter, Tess points out that “Elspeth is a gorgeous, spirited little person because that’s who she is, not because darling Bethany couldn’t be there with her.”

Poley, Samuel Raphael—Future Earl of Ardmore—Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure, (b. 1818)

The son of Lord and Lady Ardmore. When last seen (in the bonus chapter taking place ten years after Pleasure for Pleasure), he is in love with a giggling, buxom maiden named Marge. Luckily, he is young enough that one hopes he will look past the baker’s daughter. He is also attempting, unsuccessfully, to grow his hair to his waist, so as to resemble one of the ancient Picts.

Poley, Tobin—Kiss Me, Annabel

The Earl of Ardmore’s uncle on his father’s side has a somewhat bloodthirsty nature. He spends most of his time hunting, and the household eats a great deal of venison, thanks to Tobin.

Pool, Lord—Much Ado About You, The Taming of the Duke

Lord Pool handles grief for his deceased wife in a remarkable manner: his hair changes color, from gray to black. Rumor has it he had been acting like an old fool, even embarking upon elk farming.

Pythian-Adams, Lady Ancilla—The Taming of the Duke

Miss Pythian-Adams’s mother, Lady Ancilla, has the air of a woman who knows she is still beautiful and is, therefore, accepting middle age with amusement. You can tell with one glance that she takes her own importance with a grain of salt and is conventional without being tedious.

Pythian-Adams, Miss Gillian—aka Gillian Spenser—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Gillian Pythian-Adams is a beautiful heiress, known as a cultivated and talented young lady. She was engaged to Draven, Lord Maitland for two years before he finally eloped with Imogen Essex, much to her relief. After a good deal of determined flirtation and some persuasive exchanges of poetry, Gillian marries Mr. Gabe Spenser, the illegitimate half brother of Rafe Jourdain, the Duke of Holbrook. It should be noted that Eloisa compares herself to Gillian in Part Four of this companion.



                       Rafe remembered her quite clearly as a young woman who was not tedious—but certainly not conventional. It would be an extraordinarily foolish man who didn’t look past Miss Pythian-Adams’s delicate features and Cupid’s bow mouth and realize that she was a true eccentric.

The Taming of the Duke

R

Ribble and/or Rimple—Kiss Me, Annabel

Rimple was Mayne’s butler at his London home in Kiss Me, Annabel, but by Pleasure for Pleasure, his butler had become Ribble. Whatever his name, he seems to have been an uncomfortable servant.



                       Rimple was a highly principled individual who had made it clear that he would countenance his employer’s debauchery only as long as proprieties were observed.

Kiss Me, Annabel

Rochester, Bishop of—Much Ado About You, Pleasure for Pleasure

The Earl of Mayne’s uncle, who initially hoped to marry Mayne to Tess, but finally succeeded in wedding him to Josie. He is rooted out of his bed in the middle of the night by Mayne, and only agrees to conduct the marriage after Garret threatens that he will complain to his mother, the bishop’s ferocious sister.

Rocque, Madame—Pleasure for Pleasure

The modiste who transformed Josie after the dreaded corset debacle. Happily, she is still designing clothing a few years later, because she also transforms Cecilia Bellingworth in the novella written just for this companion, A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace.

Rumford, Count—Kiss Me, Annabel

Benjamin Thomas Rumford (1753–1814) was an American physicist who came up with all sorts of wonderful inventions such as central heating, the smokeless chimney, the kitchen oven, thermal underwear, and the pressure cooker. Rumford stoves appear in many Eloisa novels, as she shudders at the idea of cooking over an open flame, and likes to give cooks in her novels as much scope for their genius as possible.



                       “My father ruthlessly modernized,” Ewan explained. “He was fascinated by Count Rumford’s inventions, and had several Rumford stoves installed, and a Rumford range placed in the kitchen that provides heated water.”

Kiss Me, Annabel

S

Severy, Lady Cecily—Kiss Me, Annabel, Pleasure for Pleasure

The Duke of Claire’s eldest daughter has a magnificent dowry. She isn’t bad-looking, but she’s gone three seasons without a marriage proposal, likely because she lisps and pretends that she is approximately five years old by talking in baby talk to her suitors. She was considered as a candidate for romantic rehabilitation when it came to writing a novella in the Essex Sisters world, but Eloisa decided her penchant for baby talk offered too severe a handicap to romance.

Shakespeare, William—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

The name Shakespeare occurs in the novels how many times?



Much Ado About You, ten times.

Kiss Me, Annabel, nine times.

The Taming of the Duke, fifteen times, including once in the author’s note.

Pleasure for Pleasure, twenty-two times.

The frequent appearance of Shakespeare’s name could perhaps be more than a coincidence, as the author is a Shakespeare professor. In fact, Eloisa describes Gillian Pythian-Adams, who ruthlessly quotes the bard in order to discourage her fiancé’s plans to marry her, as a joke on herself.

Sibble, Baron—Pleasure for Pleasure

He is one of Josie’s brother-in-law’s friends and always asks Josie for two dances at every single occasion. He seems to like Josie for herself and doesn’t dance with her as a favor. In short, he is a wallflower’s dream.

Skevington—Pleasure for Pleasure

Skevington is a tall man with a charming smile and a lock of brown hair falling over his forehead. Mayne believes that Skevington’s embroidered waistcoat is over the top—but admits that overdressing isn’t a mortal sin.

Smiley, Mr.—Much Ado About You, Pleasure for Pleasure

Smiley has spent the last twenty years as Mr. Felton’s butler at his London residence. He’s excited about the impromptu wedding of the Earl of Mayne taking place under his roof, but he thinks it could have happened at a better hour.



                       It was time for him to retire to his snug little sitting room, where Mrs. Smiley would have a pan of hot water ready for his feet. Powerful trouble it was, standing on his feet all day long, and much of that on marble floors.

Pleasure for Pleasure

Spenser, Miss Mary—The Taming of the Duke

Daughter of Mr. Gabriel Spenser and the actress Loretta Hawes.

Spenser, Mr. Gabriel “Gabe”—The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

A scholar of biblical history, Gabe is the illegitimate half brother of Rafe Jourdain, the Duke of Holbrook. Gabe’s father and mother were quite devoted to each other, and his father left a bequest to his mother and him. For a good part of his childhood, Gabe had no idea he was illegitimate.

Gabe has Rafe’s large body, albeit with no softness in the waist. Both have unruly brown hair, and those large feet. The curve of Gabe’s lip, the cleft in his chin, the square jaw were all similar to Rafe’s features. Even the way Gabe taps his middle finger against the arm of the chair is precisely the kind of fidget that Rafe did when he had an unpleasant subject to broach. These similarities explain why it’s possible for Rafe to pretend to be Gabe wooing Imogen. Meanwhile, Gabe is actually wooing the beautiful heiress Miss Gillian Pythian-Adams, whom he marries.



                       Rafe’s head was spinning. He had just discovered that he himself was named after an archangel and now it seemed that his brother was a scholar. A biblical scholar? For all Gabe looked like Beelzebub himself. “Damn me pink,” he said. “Father didn’t send you into that field because he named you with such ambition, did he?”

                            “The same nomenclature didn’t turn you into a priest. No. Your father did pay for me to go to Cambridge, however. I am still there, at Emmanuel College.”

                            “Is it bloody difficult to pass those exams?” Rafe said with ready sympathy. He’d been to Oxford himself, and although he found it easy enough, everyone knew that Cambridge was full of brilliant men who prided themselves on actually teaching something to their students.

                            “In fact, I did manage to pass the exams,” his brother said gravely. “I am a professor of divinity.”

The Taming of the Duke

Stewart, Mr. and Mrs.—Much Ado About You

Mr. and Mrs. Stewart are a married couple who never speak to each other. Mrs. Stewart (who lives close to the Essexes’ land in Scotland), talks of her husband in the third person only, even when he is standing beside her: “He doesn’t care for asparagus,” she might say, with Mr. Stewart just at her shoulder. “He will only eat cottage pie, and that only on a second Tuesday.”

Swinnerton, John—The Taming of the Duke

John Swinnerton is an actor, and London’s leading man. His black hair and white skin give him such a romantic air that ladies have been known to faint at the very sight of him. Not that he is in the least romantic off the stage. Swinnerton never leers at Loretta. He never leers at any woman, as a matter of fact.

T

Tallboys, Lord—Pleasure for Pleasure

This young gentleman eagerly courts Josie. Tallboys is only four-and-twenty, and Mayne believes him too young, though even Mayne has to admit that he is a good man with an excellent estate.

Thurman, Eliot Governor—Pleasure for Pleasure

Eliot Governor Thurman is one of Eloisa’s few truly villainous characters: a craven, cruel social climber, with a virulent dislike of women. He eagerly repeats Darlington’s description of Josie as a “Scottish Sausage.” Yet he himself is an “English Sausage,” if sausages came in a peculiar bell shape. He has a dimpled double chin and glinting, small blue eyes. He’d been called an ass so many times that he likely took it as a compliment. He comes to a very bad end.

Thurman, Mr. Henry—Pleasure for Pleasure

Henry Thurman, Eliot Thurman’s father, spent his life working at the printing press enterprise his grandfather started and has a smell of the printing press around him. He managed to send his only son to a fancy school, thinking that Eliot would elevate the family into the gentry. He borrowed some money and thought it would come through in the percents . . . but Lucius Felton called in the loan. He was ruined as a result of his son’s near-rape of Josie, though he has no idea as to the cause, and Lucius, characteristically, pays for Thurman’s younger son to join the military. Lucius also spares Mrs. Thurman’s jointure so that she can purchase a small house in the village where she grew up.

Troutt, Mrs. Lizzie—A Gentleman Never Tells

Lizzie is Catrina Windingham’s sister. After an unpleasant and unconsummated marriage, which ended in her husband’s scandalous death in his mistress’s bed, she is out of mourning and pays a visit to Catrina’s country estate. The only thing she wants is to be left to read books in peace. But her older sister has other ideas.

V

Vestris, Eliza—The Taming of the Duke

Eliza Vestris (1797–1856) was a famous Georgian actress and opera singer. She starred in a current production at the Covent Garden Theatre.

W

West, Mr. Benjamin—Much Ado About You

Mr. West (1738–1820) was a famous Anglo-American portrait artist during the Regency period. Before marrying Tess, Lucius Felton bought beautiful homes for himself, replete with portraits of other people’s ancestors. Mr. West’s painting of a Lady Boothby hangs in his bedchamber.



                       “A Lady Boothby. I am not certain of her first name. The portrait was by Benjamin West and dates to the 1780s.”

                            Tess blinked at Lady Boothby. “She’s probably still alive,” she pointed out.

                            “I quite like her,” Lucius said.

                            “So do I,” Tess agreed. “But I am not quite certain that I wish to share my chambers with Lady Boothby.”

Much Ado About You

Whittingham, Lady—Kiss Me, Annabel

At Lady Mitford’s garden party, Lady Whittingham strolls toward Imogen with her feckless husband; Imogen smiles. Lady Whittingham turns her head and walks on. For a moment Imogen pauses as if she’d been struck in the stomach, but then she too walks on, Lady Whittingham’s snub forgotten.

Willis, Mr.—Kiss Me, Annabel

Imogen mentions Mr. Willis’s exclusive establishment, Almack’s, as being dusty. She must have been time-traveling, because Almack’s Assembly Rooms wasn’t bought by Mr. Willis until 1871.

Willoughby, Lady Griselda “Grissie”—née Lady Griselda Langham, Griselda Darlington—Much Ado About You, Kiss Me, Annabel, The Taming of the Duke, Pleasure for Pleasure

Griselda is the older sister of Garret Langham, the Earl of Mayne. She looks like a china shepherdess with a complexion as creamy as a milkmaid’s and bright blue eyes. The life of a giddy widow has left her plenty of time to chaperone the Essex sisters through the maze of the London social season. She is very witty—which helps to bring Darlington to her feet—and at one point compares her husband of one year to a small dog named Milo.



                       “Both of them thought about food before anything else. Both would get a painfully eager look in their eye and a little anticipatory wiggle in their bodies when it was time for a meal. . . . The only difference was that I did not wait to find out whether Milo killed himself overeating, the way Willoughby did. I gave Milo away.”

The Taming of the Duke

Poor Willoughby died facedown in a plate of jellied fowl. Eloisa notes that the overeating dog is modeled on her son Luca’s twenty-seven pound Chihuahua, Milo, whose gourmand tendencies are chronicled in Eloisa’s memoir, Paris in Love.

Windingham, Lady Catrina—A Gentleman Never Tells

Known as “Cat” to her family, Lady Windingham is the daughter of a wealthy sheep farmer and was labeled the “Wooly Breeder” when she debuted. After being sent home in disgrace, she returned for her second season, where she met the widowed Lord Windingham. They danced together once and he asked for her hand in marriage the next day. She is happily married with two small boys and a stepdaughter.

Wintersall, Mr. William—The Taming of the Duke

This pompous, overzealous suitor issues an arrogant and disastrous marriage proposal to Gillian Pythian-Adams, which includes his mother’s views of marriage, a hymn of self-praise, and a litany of insults. He then proceeds to assault her, expecting her to respond with gratitude, if not slavish adulation. Truly the worst marriage proposal ever!

Wintersall, Mrs.—The Taming of the Duke

Mr. William Wintersall’s opinionated and mean-spirited mother. She is of the opinion that Gillian Pythian-Adams is long in the tooth and difficult to bring to the bridle, and that private theatricals are rather risqué.

Wisley—Pleasure for Pleasure

Wisley is a member of Darlington’s group of friends from Rugby. His bride is pretty, even though he married for money. She informs him that if she hears of him at the Convent tavern again, he’ll be barred from her company. This leads to the breakup of Darlington’s clique, a good thing for all concerned, except Thurman, perhaps.

Woodliffe, Lady—Pleasure for Pleasure

Labeled the oh-so-righteous Lady Woodliffe, she is recently widowed. She apparently ordered all her petticoats in pale gray silk so that they will suit whatever garment she wears. She intends to stay in half mourning for her darling Percy for the rest of her life. Most of society considers this rather ridiculous, given that the man died in the arms of a strumpet.

Y

Yates—The Taming of the Duke

Rafe tells Lady Griselda during a conversation that he has received a remarkably tedious letter from his old friend Mr. Yates about a performance of Lovers’ Vows. This is a reference to Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park. In Mansfield Park, the young Mr. Yates convinces everyone to put on the inappropriate play Lovers’ Vows. To Mr. Yates’s dismay, plans for the play are terminated when the baron returns home. Mansfield Park was published in 1814, and The Taming of the Duke begins in 1817, so Rafe could indeed have received a somewhat belated wail from Mr. Yates.

York, Duke of—Much Ado About You, Pleasure for Pleasure

Prince Frederick (1763–1827) held the title of Duke of York and Albany during the Essex Sisters series and is mentioned several times in the series. This flamboyant royal was the second eldest child and second son of King George III. Eloisa depicts him as fat and lusty; in Pleasure for Pleasure, the duke encounters Griselda with his hand “plumply” encased in that of an actress from the Adelphi Theatre. He is wearing his commander-in-chief uniform, fringe and gold braid everywhere, with his ceremonial sword dangling at his side. He plays a somewhat larger role in a later novel, Eloisa’s Desperate Duchesses, when he encounters one of his former lovers in a boat on the River Thames.





An Excerpt from A Gentleman Never Tells



August 13, 1826

Telford Manor

Fontwell, Sussex



“I would prefer to take supper on a tray.” Lizzie didn’t look up from her book, because meeting her sister’s eyes would only encourage her.

She should have known Catrina wouldn’t back down. “Lizzie Troutt, your husband died over a year ago.”

“Really?” Lizzie murmured, turning a page. “How time flies.” In fact, Adrian had died eighteen months, two weeks, and four days ago.

In his mistress’s bed.

“Lizzie,” Cat said ominously, sounding more like an older sister—which she was—with every word, “if you don’t get out of that bed, I shall drag you out. By your hair!”

Lizzie felt a spark of real annoyance. “You already dragged me to your house for this visit. The least you could do is to allow me to read my book in peace.”

“Ever since you arrived yesterday, all you’ve done is read!” Cat retorted.

“I like reading. And forgive me if I point out that Tolbert is not precisely a hotbed of social activity.” Cat and her husband, Lord Windingham, lived deep in Suffolk, in a dilapidated manor house surrounded by fields of sheep.

“That is precisely why we gather friends for dinner. Lord Dunford-Dale is coming tonight, and I need you to even the numbers. That means getting up, Lizzie. Bathing. Doing your hair. Putting on a gown that hasn’t been dyed black would help. You look like a dispirited crow, if you want the truth.”

Lizzie didn’t want the truth. In fact, she felt such a stab of anger that she had to fold her lips tightly together or she would scream at Cat.

It wasn’t her sister’s fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault except her late husband’s, and he was definitely late—i.e., dead.

“I know you feel ashamed to be in company,” her sister continued, energetically digging her own grave, as far as Lizzie was concerned. “Unfortunately, most people are aware the circumstances of your marriage, not to mention the fact that Adrian was so imprudent as to die away from home.”

That was one way of putting it.

Imprudent.

“You make it sound as if he dropped a teacup,” Lizzie observed, unable to stop herself. “I would call the fact that Adrian died in the act of tupping Sadie Sprinkle inconsiderate in the extreme.”

“I refuse to allow you to wither away in bed simply because your husband was infatuated with Shady Sadie,” Cat said, using the term by which the gossip rags had referred to Adrian’s mistress. “You must put all that behind you. Sadie has another protector, and you are out of mourning. It’s time to stop hiding.”

“I am not hiding,” Lizzie said, stung. “I take fresh air and moderate exercise every day. I simply like reading in bed. Or in a chair.”

Or anywhere else, to tell the truth. Reading in a peaceful garden was an excellent way to take fresh air.

“Moderate exercise,” her sister said with palpable loathing. “You used to ride every day, for pleasure. We would practice archery on a fine day like this, or roam about the countryside, not sit inside reading.”

“Adrian’s stables were part of the entail, and went to his cousin,” Lizzie said, turning the page. She hadn’t read a word, but she was hoping that a show of indifference would drive her sister from the room.

“Not the mare that Papa gave you when you turned fourteen!” Her sister gasped.

Showing masterly control, Lizzie didn’t roll her eyes. “A wife has no true possessions,” she said flatly. “Under the law, they belong to her husband and Perdita was, therefore, transferred to the heir.”

“Oh, Lizzie,” Cat said, her voice woeful.

“It wasn’t so terrible,” Lizzie said, meaning it. “I went to the auction, and Perdita went to a family with a young girl. I’m certain that she is well cared for and happy.”

“Do you realize that by staying home and wearing mourning, you give the illusion that you are grieving for your husband?”

Lizzie’s hands tightened around her book. “Do you know what being a widow entails, Cat?”

“Wearing ugly black dresses for the rest of your natural life?”

“It means that I never again need put myself under the control of a man—any man. So, no, I have no interest in joining you at dinner. I know perfectly well that Lord Dimble-Dumble has been summoned to audition as my next husband. I don’t want him. I’d be more likely to come to dinner if you had invited the butcher.”

“I couldn’t do that,” Cat said, in a sudden digression. “Mr. Lyddle has developed a most unfortunate addiction to strong ale, and he’s regularly found lying about in the gutter singing, rather than butchering meat.”

“Who does the butchering now?” Lizzie asked, instantly deciding to take a walk to the village and see this interesting musical event herself.

“His wife. My housekeeper says that she gets better cuts at a lower price. You’re trying to distract me with talk of singing drunkards,” Cat said, unfairly. “Let’s discuss your future.”

“Let’s not.”

“We might begin with the fact that you were never in love with Adrian.” Cat began walking around the bedchamber, waving her hands as she waxed eloquent about her late brother-in-law’s flaws.

She was preaching to the choir, so Lizzie stopped listening and just watched Cat pace back and forth. How could it be that her older sister was positively frothing with life and energy and passion, while Lizzie felt like a tired, pale shadow?

Her hand crept toward her book. It wasn’t the most interesting novel in the world, but it had the inexpressible charm of being new.

Over the last eighteen months, Lizzie had read every novel she owned three times over. She would be quickly bankrupted if she bought more than two books a week, so one of the best things about visiting Telford Manor was access to her sister’s library.

Cat appeared to be hopeless at arranging a refurbishment of the manor—which desperately needed it—but she was very good at ordering novels. And clothing. If Lizzie looked like a black crow, Cat was a chic French peacock.

Lizzie raised her knees, surreptitiously propped her book against them, and slipped back in the story of Eveline, a sixteen-year-old girl being forced to marry an old man. She herself had been twenty when she walked down the aisle.

On the shelf.

Beggars can’t be choosers, her father had told her.

Her book suddenly vanished. “No reading!”

Cat was holding the novel above her head, for all the world as if they were children again. Lizzie used to hope that someday she’d grow up to be as commanding as her sister, but she had given up that idea long ago.

It wasn’t just a question of height. Her sister was the type of person who gathered everyone in a room around her, and Lizzie was the type of person whom they walked over on their way to be with Cat.

That sounded resentful, but Lizzie didn’t actually feel bitter. She would hate to be the center of attention. She wound her arms around her knees and propped her chin on them. “Cat, may I have my book back, please? It was a hard journey, and I’m tired.”

“What do you mean, a hard journey? It can’t have taken more than a day and a half!”

“My coach is over twenty years old and the springs are worn out. It bounced so hard on the post road that I couldn’t keep my eyes on the page, and my tailbone still hurts.”

“If your jointure won’t extend to a new vehicle, Joshua or Papa would be happy to buy you a coach.”

Lizzie turned her head, putting her right cheek on her knees, and closed her eyes. “No.”

She heard her sister drop into the chair by the side of the bed. Then she heard a sigh. “Papa is getting old, Lizzie. He made a terrible mistake, and he knows it. He misses you. If you would just pay him a visit . . .”

“No.”

Why would she visit the father who had turned her away when she ran to him in desperation? The father who had known precisely what a disaster her marriage would be, but didn’t bother to warn her?

An hour or so after their wedding ceremony, Adrian had brought Lizzie, still wrapped in her bridal veil, to his mother’s faded, musty house, and informed her that he had no intention of living with her.

Not only that, but he was late to meet his lover for tea.

It had happened almost six years ago, but she could still remember her stupefaction. She’d been such a silly goose.

“But where do you live?” she had stammered.

“I bought Sadie a house, and we live there,” Adrian had said casually. When she frowned in confusion, he had added impatiently, “Sadie. Didn’t your father tell you her name?”

“Sadie?”

For the first time—and in her experience, the last time—her husband had been a little defensive, even a trifle ashamed. “I never lied. He knows perfectly well that we shall lead separate lives.”

“Perhaps you should explain to me,” Lizzie had said, “because my father unaccountably forgot to mention it. As did you, I might add.”

Adrian had unemotionally laid out the terms of her marriage. It seemed her father had paid a great deal of money for the title of Lady Troutt. For his part, Adrian had wed her for her dowry, and because he needed someone to care for his mother.

“The estate is entailed,” he had told her, glancing around the dark sitting room. “It goes to some distant cousin, along with the title, of course. I told your father that I wouldn’t be adverse to trying for a child, once we’ve had time to get used to each other.”

Lizzie had just gaped at him.

“But we can’t bother with that now,” Adrian had told her briskly. “Sadie is upset about this mess, naturally enough. I promised her I’d be home by four. My mother takes her luncheon on a tray. There are a couple of maids, but it would be good if you could bring it in yourself. She complains of being lonely.”

After that, he left.

A few minutes later, Lizzie left as well. She went home.

Only to be sent back to her husband’s house.

There was no point in revisiting her father’s line of reasoning. Suffice it to say that no woman—even one who had abundant sensuality and beauty, which Lizzie did not—was capable of seducing a man who didn’t return to the house for a fortnight.

A man who doesn’t bother to consummate his marriage until he’s suffered a heart seizure and has, as the vulgar might put it, been given notice to quit.

A man who despises his lower-class wife, and never bothers to hide it.
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Alternate Ending: Kiss Me, Annabel


Chapter Seventeen

For the next two weeks, Annabel and Ewan kept resolutely to ten kisses and no questions. Every once in a while one of them would start to ask a question and stop. And sometimes the other would answer, just for the pleasure of it and although it was not a question. So she found out that his brother and sister had been twins and still small babes when they died. She found out that he remembered his mama but not his father, and the omission of that memory bothered him.

In turn, he got out of her, by turns and twists and sympathetic looks, the truth about her father’s circumstances. And the truth about her being her father’s bookkeeper, and even a few of the unkind things her father said to her. But she said nothing about wanting to marry a rich man. Besides, she was beginning to hope. It seemed to her that Ewan had no concern with money.

Of course, it might be that he merely had a remarkably careless attitude toward his estate. But that didn’t make sense either, because he obviously did care about his lands and the people who lived on them. So the only conclusion she could draw was that money was of no concern to him.

She couldn’t imagine that . . . no concern with money.

They talked endlessly about Imogen. Ewan thought she was a reckless girl who would come to grief. “After all,” he said, “first she eloped with her poor husband—and I get the feeling she probably forced the man over the border herself—and then she threw herself at me. A dangerous woman.”

Annabel knew she should defend her sister, but something in her liked the fact that Ewan showed no signs of wishing that Imogen had been the one to marry him. After all, he had set up an assignation with Imogen, for all she had decided not to go through with it.

“Are you asking me about how I dissuaded her?” he said hopefully.

“No!” she said.

He sighed. “I was as coarse to her as I could be, thinking I’d scare her off. You see, she threatened to go off with the Earl of Mayne. I met him the previous night, and he wasn’t a man to be toyed with. He’d clearly had many a lover, and I didn’t think she should be indulging in such antics with Mayne,” he said, shaking his head at her. “So I told her to come along to my room, and then I did my best to give her a fear of debauchery. And my plan worked like a charm.”

“How did you do it?”

“Now that’s a question,” he said, and the smile in his eyes deepened.

“I take it back,” she said hastily.

“You want to know what I said to her?”

Annabel let her smile be an answer.

“I suppose these are all relevant points, in the long run,” he said. There was a wicked glint in his eye. “I told her that she would have to sleep with me naked. That there’d be no nightgowns between us. Of course,” he added, “I wasn’t thinking about scraps of silk.”

A surge of desire swept over Annabel’s body at the look in his eyes. No nightgowns! “You mean adulterous women don’t—”

“Never,” he said, shaking his head. “Didn’t you know that, lass?”

“No, in fact, now that I—”

“Never. No more than do man and wife wear clothing in bed together. And then I told her that I hoped she knew how to pleasure a man.”

Annabel frowned at him. “That wasn’t a very nice thing to say!”

“I didn’t want to be nice,” he said painstakingly. “I wanted that silly girl to reject the idea of forgetting her husband and risking her soul in the bargain. And then I said something else, and I do think that the last was what changed her mind.”

“What was it?” Annabel demanded.

He looked at her.

“Oh, all right, it’s a question,” she said.

“I told her that I was particularly fond of a coney’s kiss.”

She blinked at him. “A what?”

He shook his head. “So much to learn . . . and only a lifetime to do it in.” He was laughing at her again, but Annabel was possessed by curiosity.

“Imogen knew what this kiss was? I can’t believe it!” Annabel was the one who had talked to women in the village, since she was the one who did all their bargaining. Imogen had stayed at home, mooning over Draven. How could she know what this kiss was, if Annabel had never heard of it?

“Have we done this kiss already?” she demanded.

He laughed even louder. “No. And now I believe you owe me a kiss.”

These days their kisses started as if they had never left off the last one. Their mouths met, hungry, open, seeking each other’s taste . . . he kept his hands to himself though. And she kept her hands tangled in his hair and didn’t try to direct him. Sometimes she still kept her mouth shut, and made him beg and plead silently for entry until he could slip past her guard, into the sweetness. Sometimes she thought those were the best kisses, and sometimes she thought a wild tangling, in which they were both shaking within a second or two . . . sometimes she thought those were the best kisses. And then there were the ones that Ewan didn’t count: the little morning touch on her cheek or an eye, the sweetness of their lips just touching over the bolster at night.

At the end of this kiss, her chest was heaving like that of a heroine in a melodrama and she felt mad, maddened by desire for him. But he sat down on the coach seat opposite her. “Was that a coney’s kiss?” she asked.

He just grinned. “Nope. Want to play cards?” He was teaching her vingt-et-un, so that Uncle Pearce would be able to fleece her without feeling guilty.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, after beating her in four straight games.

“Really?” she asked sweetly. “You must be wishing for a nap, then.”

“I’ve still got that special license,” he said, watching her. “I’m thinking that perhaps we might ask Father Armailhac to marry us on the very day we arrive. Would you be agreeable, darling?”

There was something about the way darling rolled from his tongue in a Scottish burr that made Annabel think that she could never say no to him, not if he called her that. A fact that must be concealed, obviously. So she pretended to think about it.

“Rafe would be happy to hear that you had followed through on your obligations,” she said.

“Yes, and just imagine. The more time that passes, there’s the more likelihood that I’ll lose interest and run for the hills.”

She had to smile at the look in his eyes. “’Tis a serious consideration,” she agreed.

“Of course, Uncle Pearce would likely step in and marry you, just to save the family name, and given as you’re such a ruthless cardplayer.”

“I’ve always thought maturity was an excellent thing in a spouse.”

“Damn it, Annabel,” he groaned, running his hand through his hair so that it stood straight up. “Will you marry me tomorrow? Please? I’m—I’m dying here.”

“That’s a question,” she whispered, looking at him from under her lashes.

“I’ll ask you a hundred,” he said achingly. “If you’ll marry me tomorrow.”

“Then I shall,” she said. “And that’s an honest answer.”

The smile growing on his face flew straight to her heart. “I’m saving that kiss for tonight,” he said huskily. “And Annabel—I’m giving you warning right here that I’m breaking that foolish rule about our bedchamber.”

She swallowed.

“I’ll be taking a ride now,” Ewan said. “Otherwise I won’t be able to keep my kiss until this evening.”

They were well into Scotland now, and Annabel was startled to feel how much her heart lightened at the sight of long stretches of dark forest. She liked England’s tidy green fields and neat little thickets. But there was something glorious about looking out of the carriage window at a rolling hill thick with towering firs. Great birds—kites? hawks?—flew in wide circles over the deep green treetops, as if they looked for fish in a deep sea. Ewan rode by her window, his hair blowing back in the wind, looking red-haired and brawny and Scots to the bone.

Annabel’s heart sang. “You’re turning into a fool,” she muttered to herself. “He’s making you into a fool.”

But there seemed nothing wrong with foolery, not on a crisp afternoon in May when her near-husband had smiled at her in such a way. He stayed on horseback the whole of that afternoon, and by the time they trundled into the village of Inverurie, she was exhausted and tired of jolting along on pitted roads. England’s roads were better; there was no two ways about it.

So she snapped at Ewan when he handed her from the carriage, and when he kissed her forehead, she insisted that was his last kiss. And then she stamped off to their chamber.

This inn was empty. Clearly they could have separate rooms. Plus, they were deep into Scotland now and there were no Englishmen around to send home tales of how the Earl and Countess of Ardmore behaved at an inn. She wallowed in a zinc bathtub and thought about that for a while.

It would serve him right if she demanded her own chamber. He meant to kiss her in bed. Perhaps even remove the bolster. Perhaps even—

But the thought made her squirm, and that made her self-conscious, so she sat up and vigorously rubbed her arms with almond soap. Annabel had never been very good at ladylike restraint. Nor had she much ability to lie to herself. She wanted those kisses of his. She wanted to know what the coney’s kiss was. She wanted everything he could give her.

So why cut off her nose to spite her face?

“I’d like to wear a dinner gown tonight, rather than my traveling dress,” she said to Elsie, her maid.

Elsie looked a little panicked. “It’ll show the creases,” she objected. “And I haven’t time to press it before you’re expected downstairs.”

“I didn’t think of that,” Annabel said.

“We’ll be at the castle tomorrow,” Elsie said. “And then—”

“The castle?”

Elsie nodded. “Yes, we should be there tomorrow, and then I’ll have everything washed and ironed in a moment. The dust that’s got into the trunk from this trip, well, you simply wouldn’t believe it, my lady. The top layer of clothing is quite brown with dust, and never mind all that paper I . . .”

Annabel wasn’t listening. Her husband lived in a castle. Her husband rode in a coach with four outriders. Her husband . . . her husband didn’t sound like an improvident, penniless Scot like her feckless father. Her husband was something altogether different.

She almost felt ashamed at the rush of pure joy she felt. Shouldn’t it matter less to her that Ewan was rich?

She shook the thought away. Just because she might marry a man who believed in God didn’t mean that she had to start worrying about her soul right and left. She’d never thought of such a thing while in England, and she wasn’t going to turn into a Puritan just because she married one.

But she walked down the stairs with a singing heart, wearing her durable traveling dress of brown that didn’t show the dust or an inch of her bosom either.

He was waiting for her in their dining room. “The innkeeper has opened a bottle of an excellent claret,” he told her, giving her a glass.

“Thank you,” she murmured, looking at him as she sipped. Of course he was a rich man. It spoke in every movement he made, in the gleam of his boots, in the casual way in which he trusted Mac to handle everything, in the very beauty of his horses. In his castle.

“So tell me about your home,” she said, sitting down by the fire. Spring was just coming to Scotland, this far up, even though it was now nearing June.

“It’s an old pile of stones,” he said easily, sitting down opposite her. “It’s been in my family for ages. Luckily for all of us, my great-grandfather was a bad-tempered old fellow who stayed put when Prince Charles summoned the clans. Apparently he said that he didn’t give a damn who was on the throne, and a Hanoverian would be as witless as a Stuart. If you wished to make some changes, I’d be glad. No one’s touched the furniture since my mother died, and that’s over twenty years ago now. My grandmother’s not a very domestic type of woman.”

She was skilled at asking questions with her eyes by now.

“She likes to be out and about. Nana’s not the type to sit around the house and think about furnishings. She spends most of her day visiting the cottages.” And then, when she raised an eyebrow: “Quite a few people live and work on my land. They’re the cottagers and crofters, or so we call them. And Nana runs about interfering with their lives and generally making herself a nuisance, but I believe they like her, for all that. She’s very good at birthing babies.”

Annabel imagined a sweet-faced Scottish grandmother, bringing everyone jars of homemade jelly and strengthening broth. “She sounds like a lovely person,” she said. “You were very lucky to have her when your parents died.”

“I was lucky,” Ewan agreed. “Although I’m not quite certain most people would describe her as lovely. She’s—well. She’s just Nana.”

The claret was sliding down her throat and burning a path as it went, urging her to be reckless and brave . . .

“I have a question,” she said, putting down her empty glass. “What are you most afraid of in the world?”

“A facer,” he murmured, filling her glass again. “A true question. And if I say nothing, as you said you had no faults?”

She shrugged.

“Honesty, then. I’m most afraid of losing my soul,” he said. “’Tis easily said, and I hope, easily prevented. And the fear of it certainly doesn’t keep me up at night.”

“What could cause you to lose your soul?” she asked, frowning. She was starting to think that perhaps a more thorough education in the religious doctrine might be helpful in making her way through this marriage.

“Only a terrible fault,” he said, smiling at her. “I shouldn’t lose it for lust, for example.” His eyes lingered on her, and Annabel knew suddenly that it didn’t matter whether she wore her old traveling gown or a burlap sack. Ewan wanted her. He lusted for her.

“Then?” she prompted.

“Oh, something terrible,” he said lightly. “I’m telling you, lass, I don’t worry about it. Perhaps adultery. So the marvelous thing is that by marrying you, I’m saving my immortal soul.” He rose and brought her to her feet. “For I could never sleep with another woman after you, Annabel,” he said. His mouth was so close to hers that their breath mingled.

“Who’s to say that?” Annabel said. “I’ve always thought that adultery was something that gentlemen practiced with some ease. And other types of men as well,” she added.

“Not all gentlemen.” He paused. “Did you think to practice adultery? And that’s a question, Annabel.”

“I thought to marry for practical reasons,” she told him, and only then did she realize that she was going to tell him the truth. “For comfort and ease. I thought to marry a man who desired me, and trade his desire for my security. And then . . . after I had fulfilled the obligations of marriage, I thought that he would likely turn to others and I might, someday, find pleasure for itself.”

“You actually planned to be adulterous,” he said, apparently fascinated.

“It wasn’t like that,” she said crossly. “’Twas only a practical look at the way people truly behave. I spent a great deal of time in the village, you know. I talked to people. Imogen could afford to be romantic, but I never could.”

“Poor love,” he said, and gathered her into his arms. Her arms slipped around his waist now as if they had always belonged there. She leaned her head against his chest and listened to the strong thump of his heart. “Obviously you haven’t been spending your time worrying about things as ephemeral as souls . . . what’s your greatest fear, then?”

“The kisses are piling up,” she murmured.

“Mmmm. . . . tonight,” he said, and she shivered against him with the promise of it. “What does one fear if you don’t believe in the hereafter?” He sounded genuinely curious.

“It’s not that I don’t believe in heaven,” she told him (although she didn’t, not very much). “But I don’t worry about it.”

“What do you worry about?”

“Being poor again,” she admitted. “I would hate that.”

His arms tightened. “Hunger is a terrible thing.”

“We weren’t ever really hungry,” Annabel said. “There was always enough to eat; it was just the same food day after day. No, I’m afraid of the exhaustion of it. The strain of not being able to pay a bill when it comes due. The humiliation of trying to convince someone to wait for his justly earned payment. Of not having a single chemise without a hole in it.”

“I’m a rich man, Annabel.”

She felt ashamed, to the very tips of her toes. But he was asking for honesty—still, she wished she hadn’t told. She felt shabby, and small.

“More to the point, I estimate that we owe each other five kisses,” he said, smiling down at her. There wasn’t an ounce of condemnation in his eyes.

“Don’t you mind?” she asked him.

“Mind what?”

“Mind that I—I wanted to marry a rich man, and now here we are—”

He smiled at her, with just his eyes again. “’Tis an example of God’s gift, isn’t it? Money has never meant much to me; I grew up with lots of it, and without family, and I hadn’t the heart to attach myself to the coins. But for you this money was important, and perhaps that’s the reason I have it.”

She buried her head against his middle and thought about how simple his view of life was, and then with a kindled fire, how easy it would be to love a person like him. Like Ewan. “But if you’re only afraid for your soul,” she asked suddenly, “does that mean you’re not afraid for your person?”

“What do you mean?

“Well, when the robbers were in the hotel room, you looked furious, but you undressed without putting up a fight.”

“I was furious. And I was frightened for you and your sister in particular. But there wasn’t any real reason to start a fight. The likelihood was that they might shoot off one of those guns, and then someone would be hurt. Whereas if I just gave them what they wanted, they would leave without violence.”

“Even though they tried to humiliate you by making you take off your clothing?”

He grinned. “I got to see your eyes widen when you realized what you were looking at. That moment paid back any humiliation. Besides, Annabel, what if I had fought?”

“You were much bigger than either of them.”

“I could have taken one of their guns away,” he said. “And then what would I have done with it?”

“Threatened them?”

“Do I look like someone who would hold a gun to your head and threaten to kill you?”

“Why not?” she asked uncertainly. “Anyone can do that.”

“You have to mean it. I would never point a gun at a person because I would never mean to kill them.” He paused. “And there’s an answer to what would kill my immortal soul: killing a man, and all because I wouldn’t share my money with him. How many kisses is that?”

She had to laugh. Until he took her breath away with a kiss.





Chapter Eighteen


They had a routine now, like any married couple. Annabel undressed with the help of her maid, and then tucked herself into bed. Sometime later, Ewan came in, all sluiced down from washing at the pump, and took off most of his clothes, and slid into bed. Then he usually got out of bed and found some sort of pillow and put it between them, because he was adamant that it would be a disaster if he woke with her in his arms.

“A man,” Ewan had told her one night, “would be happy to make love morning, noon, or night. But in the morning he’s primed for the exercise, if you take my meaning.”

She had. All those hours spent listening to the women in the village complain about their husbands were truly paying off.

Tonight didn’t feel like the other nights, though. Somehow all the stiffness Annabel usually felt after sitting in a coach all day long had melted away, replaced by a racing excitement and trepidation. For one thing, she couldn’t figure out what Ewan meant to do. Somehow she doubted that he meant to consummate their marriage, because they didn’t have a marriage yet. But—but—

He walked in and Annabel tried to look at him objectively, the way she had back at Lady Feddrington’s ball when she didn’t know him from Adam. He was tall, and powerfully built . . . but checking off those characteristics didn’t work anymore. Because glancing at his chest made her think about their picnic. And—

“Ewan!” she said. “What are you doing?”

“I’m not wearing this shirt to bed,” he said calmly. “I’ll keep on my smalls, to protect us both. But you’ve seen my chest before, lass, and after tomorrow, you’ll see it many a time.”

Annabel swallowed. Ewan pulled his shirt over his head, and his shoulders and arms bunched with muscle, and rather than making her embarrassed, it gave her a peculiar melting feeling in her stomach. His chest tapered to narrow hips, to which his white smalls clung as if they were about to fall down . . . Annabel closed her eyes. Her body felt suddenly all curves and softness, a natural complement to his.

He got into bed and the whole bed listed to that side with a mighty creak.

“It’s a good thing we’re not married yet, because this bed couldn’t survive a bout of shaking sheets,” he muttered, pulling the covers over himself.

Annabel kept her eyes closed tight.

“Now,” he said, sounding very pleased with himself, “I count six kisses left to me, and one of which is the most important of all, since it’s the one owing to me when you answered my question about marriage.”

Annabel’s heart was pounding so loudly that she could hardly hear him.

“I think I’ll save that last one for a bit of education,” he said thoughtfully. “Didn’t you ask me what a coney is, Annabel my love?”

She opened her eyes. “Yes.”

“A coney’s a rabbit,” he whispered, moving closer to her. “A soft, velvety rabbit.”

Annabel tried to think about rabbits and kisses, but his body was just next to hers, and the only thing between them was a frail bit of cotton. She felt as if she could feel the heat of his chest although he wasn’t yet touching her.

Ewan looked at his bride-to-be and told himself for the hundredth time that he would be able to control himself. She was breathing in a shallow way, and he’d seen her looking at him with a stealthy pleasure that suggested she’d be no help in kicking him out of bed. Except—

“Annabel?” he inquired. “Why have you closed your eyes? You’re not afraid of me, are you?”

Thankfully, he saw a glimmer of a smile on those luscious lips of hers. “Is that a question?”

“Yes,” he growled. And then he couldn’t wait any longer: he reached over and gathered the delicious body of his almost-wife into his arms. He kissed her until she was trembling in his arms, until they were both near senseless, until her tongue was as bold as his. And then he slowly, slowly rolled onto his back, bringing her with him.

Her eyes popped open. For one thing, she had direct contact with his groin now, and he wasn’t quite certain she understood the implications of what she was feeling. Not that his Annabel ever showed any particular signs of virginal innocence.

Sure enough, she obviously knew precisely what she was feeling. She was staring down at him with a little frown between her brows and he could practically see the objections racing through her mind.

“It’ll fit,” he said, pulling down her head for a kiss. “I promise. There’s no need to fear me, Annabel.”

She reacted just as he would have guessed. “I’m not afraid of that. You—”

But he swallowed her words, slipped between her lips with all the hunger for her taste that he felt in his body, kissed her until she was clutching his hair and kissing him back, and until she’d cradled herself between his legs in a way that told him that they would be a marvelous fit for each other.

He pulled away from her mouth only when he found that his hands had stopped caressing her narrow back and had shaped themselves to the most beautifully round bottom he’d ever felt in his life.

So instead of continuing with that caress, which would surely lead to madness, he rolled her over, keeping one leg over hers, determined to gain control of himself before he touched her again. She was exquisite, this bride of his, even with her smoky eyes squeezed tight. They tilted at the corners with an exotic little curve that was at odds with the practicality of planning adultery before she even decided whom to marry. The very thought of it made him grin. But he had to admit that for a woman this passionate, and yet so set on marrying a man of wealth, adultery was likely just a practical suggestion. He’d have to keep her too busy to think of other men.

He dropped kisses on her eyes and the rosy tilt of her mouth, but she still didn’t open her eyes. “Don’t you want to know what a coney is, then?” he whispered in her ear, giving her a little bite.

She gasped, and opened her eyes. She was a great one for seeing the world blind, this lass of his. “You told me,” she said. “It’s a rabbit.” Her voice was all husky and low, and made Ewan’s groin throb so that he almost lost control again.

He took a deep breath. “Aren’t you a bit more curious, then, about the origins of the phrase?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

He slid his leg down the long smooth length of her legs, and surprised himself by wondering if he truly would be able to stop in time. Surely he would. He hadn’t practiced restraint for all these years to have it desert him when he most needed it. Slowly, reverently, he put a hand on her breast.

The warm curve of it made him almost moan aloud but instead he stayed rigid, instead watching Annabel who, of course, had her eyes closed tight. He dared to rub a thumb across her nipple, and her body instinctively arched up. Her hand flew to his wrist and she said, her voice shaking, “Ewan!” But she didn’t open her eyes, and he counted that as a welcome.

“Yes, love,” he whispered, keeping his hand—and his thumb—right where it was. Then he let himself kiss her again and desire exploded like fury between them. She was writhing under his hand now, making little squeaking sounds that inflamed his blood. Slowly, slowly, he ran his hand from her breast to the sweetness of her flat stomach, over a hip, down a long sleek leg, and finally found the edge of her nightgown, bunched at her thighs.

Her eyes flew open. “What are you doing?” she cried, grabbing his wrist again.

It was time for kiss number three. He kissed her until her eyes closed in helpless surrender, until she dropped her fierce grasp on his wrist and wound her arms around his neck. And then before she could stop him, he ran his hand up the sweetness of soft skin at her inner thigh to . . . there.

She went rigid. “I thought we weren’t—” she said, with a gasp.

“We aren’t,” he told her, at the same time he warned himself of the same thing. “We aren’t. This is just another kind of kiss, Annabel.”

But her eyes were open, and narrowed at him. “I’ve never heard of such a thing!”

“You didn’t learn everything there is to learn in the village,” he said to her, trying to keep his voice even when his fingers were wandering over the softest tangle of hair he’d felt in his life, and his breath felt as it were exploding in his chest.

“I don’t think this is proper,” Annabel insisted. “We’re not—”

She squeaked, and Ewan knew it was time for kiss number four. And in the middle of that fevered kiss, he touched her until her legs relaxed and she cried out against his lips again and again, finally hiding her head against his shoulder and twisting against him.

“But the kiss, Annabel,” he said, knowing that his control was growing weak. Another moment of this and he’d simply roll over and—“Our last kiss, and my gift . . .”

She mutely tried to pull his head down to hers.

“Nay,” he said gruffly, “that’s not it.”

And then quickly, before those beautiful eyes of hers could fly open and she could leap off the bed, he moved down.

Annabel was in a haze of heat and desire. Against her thigh she could feel Ewan’s—Ewan’s—and for all he said things would fit, she had a nagging suspicion that they wouldn’t. But every time the suspicion grew firm in her mind, he would kiss her senseless again and she would forget the point she wished to make, lost in a haze of ecstasy.

At least he’d finally taken his hand off her breast, but—

“What are you doing?” she said, surprised by her own ragged voice.

He was lying between her legs and there she was, like a wanton, with her nightgown pulled up almost to her waist. “Stop that!” she cried, trying to sit up, but a huge muscled arm slid up her stomach and held her down. And his other hand . . .

He touched her there. She couldn’t help it; a whimper broke from her lips. But he could see her. He shouldn’t be in such a position. “Ewan!” she said, trying again for rationality, for decency, for—

She lost her train of thought. His fingers were—

That wasn’t his finger!

“Ewan!” she choked, but he didn’t answer, and his hand was holding her down—well, it was caressing her breast—and there was nothing to do but close her eyes tight and sink into a velvet darkness that had nothing in it but his tongue and the flames licking around her body, sending her arching helplessly against him, trying to cry his name but managing only muffled sounds, her voice cut into ribbons by the sweetness of his kiss.

This—this—but she couldn’t remember what it was called. She couldn’t remember her own name. Every sensation in her body was focused on the decadent, silky touch of his lips.

“I can’t—I can’t—” she managed . . . and then she shuddered, bursting into a spasm more intense than she had ever felt before, an all-consuming, raging explosion that had her gasping and crying out, and then falling back, limp, to the bed.

Eyes closed.

And when she finally opened them, he was there, propped on one elbow, smiling at her. She felt nothing more than a passionate desire to wipe that smile off his face.

“Do you know what Tess told me about marital consummation?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “I trust it wasn’t some foolishness about lying back and enduring.”

“She told me that whatever my husband does to me, I should do to him,” she said, making her voice as provocative as she could make it. And since Annabel had practiced the art of provocation for some four or five years, she was very, very good at that particular skill. “That means, oh my almost-husband,” she clarified, “that tomorrow night—”

There wasn’t a trace of laughter on his face now. His eyes had darkened to black and he looked as if he were in shock.

She let her smile turn from provocative to wicked. Then she reached out one finger and put it on the smooth skin of his chest. Delicately, delicately, she trailed that finger down . . . down . . .

“And what do they call the coney’s kiss when it’s not a coney being kissed?” she said, relishing the tightness of his jaw.

Her finger swept down to the rigid length of him, and if it made her blink with shock, her smile didn’t slip a notch. Ewan shuddered. He hadn’t taken his eyes from hers, though.

She pursed her lips at him and then he was there, rolling over on her with a strength that she was powerless to resist, plunging into her mouth with a ferocity that made her shudder against him as if she hadn’t been limp with pleasure only a moment earlier.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered against his lips, once she regained her breath.

And he was the one who closed his eyes this time.





Chapter Nineteen


It was a castle. A huge castle made of dark gray granite, with overhanging windows and little turrets and even what appeared to be the remains of a formal moat.

“You—you really live in a castle,” Annabel said quite unnecessarily, turning to Ewan.

They were rounding a bend in the road, and it lay below them, shimmering in a pink mist left from a quick rainstorm. The trees on the surrounding hills looked black against the rain-drenched sky.

“That’s Clashindarroc Forest,” he told her. “The River Bogie runs down that way, behind the castle; my father decided to lay pipes under the gardens. He was by all accounts a great innovator. I put in a plunge-bath off the kitchen because Uncle Pearce said he would have liked it.”

“Is Pearce your father’s brother, then?”

“My grandfather’s brother, actually. He’s a great-uncle.”

“You have a plunge-bath?” she said, a little belatedly. “How wonderful!”

“Better than that. I had a proper heated bath put into the master bedchamber a few years ago. So if you’ll eschew sleeping in the lady’s chambers down the corridor, and take your place next to me in my bed, you’ll have a bath of your own.”

“’Tis tempting,” she said.

But she didn’t want to meet his eyes. Somehow the idea that they would actually marry that day made her feel shy. It might have been better to go into the event blind. Now she wasn’t at all convinced that the business was physically possible, and at any rate, what about that kiss she promised him? She hadn’t the faintest idea how to go about it. Surely there were ways and ways . . .

She looked back out the window.

The outriders to the front let out a piping call on a trumpet.

“’Tis customary,” Ewan told her, leaning forward to look out the window. “I don’t normally announce myself like a king, I promise you that.”

The carriage seemed to pick up speed, rushing down the hill, and now Annabel could see that the great front doors were standing open and people were pouring out and lining themselves up in rows to the left and right. It was a far cry from her father’s rotting beauty of a house, and the four servants he’d managed to keep on reduced wages.

It was almost too much. She had all this, all these things she wanted, and—and Ewan too. She looked at him. He was grinning down at the house, his green eyes sparkling with pleasure, but he turned and met her eyes.

“If you look at me like that,” he said with mock severity, “we’ll not make it out of this carriage, and after all the waiting we’ve done, ’twould be a truly sad occurrence.”

Obediently she turned her head back to the window, and then the coach was drawing up with a great rattle of gravel flying from the carriage wheels. There was a cheer from the assembled servants, and Annabel stepped out into a future so different from that she imagined that she felt as if she’d wandered into a dream.

The family stood in front. She knew who Gregory was at once. He was a skinny little shrimp of a boy, dressed all in black and looking very solemn.

Nana was a bit more of a shock. She was a long way from the sweet, white-haired lady whom Annabel had imagined. Instead, she appeared to be wearing a straw-colored wig from the Elizabethan era. She had a beak of a nose and a slash of red lip rouge under it. All in all, she looked like a cross between a Roman emperor and Queen Elizabeth herself.

Ewan, naturally, was shouting hellos to all and sundry, and dragging her toward the group at a speed that didn’t allow her to walk in a dignified manner. Nor smooth her hair. But Annabel straightened her back and remembered that she was a viscount’s daughter.

“Well!” Nana said, on being presented to her. “You look older than I expected. But then Englishwomen do age at a faster rate.”

Annabel made up her mind on the spot. This old woman would either conquer her or be conquered, and Annabel refused to be bullied in her own house. “Whereas you don’t look a day over eighty,” she said sweetly, curtsying as if she stood before Queen Elizabeth herself.

“Eighty!” Nana roared. “I’ll have you know, girl, that I’m not a day over sixty-two.”

What a fibber. Annabel smiled at her. “It must be those Scottish winds. They fairly howl, don’t they? Ruinous for one’s complexion.”

Ewan turned around from giving Gregory a hug. “Nana, my wife is Scottish, so don’t play your tricks on her. She’s got the backbone of a Pict.”

“You found a Scotswoman by going all the way to London?” Nana snapped. “You could have had Miss Mary from next door if that’s what you wanted.”

“I didn’t want Miss Mary, so I found Annabel instead. I’ve always had the luck of the devil,” Ewan said, grinning broadly. “This is Gregory,” he added.

Gregory had white, white skin and hair as black as soot, with eyelashes to match. He would break some woman’s heart one day, unless he disappeared into a monastery, of course. He looked at her with a great deal of curiosity and then bowed as elegantly as if she were Queen Elizabeth.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gregory,” she said, taking his hand. “Ewan has told me quite a lot about you.”

His cheeks turned red so fast that she didn’t have time to blink. “You told her I’m a miserable singer!” he cried, turning to Ewan.

But Ewan just reached out and tousled his black curls. “Yes,” he said cheerfully. “But mayhap Annabel will turn out to have had voice training and she can—”

She shook her head.

“Ach, then, we’re stuck with your miserable voice, lad,” he said, giving Gregory another hug.

And just like that the red spots disappeared from his cheeks and Gregory gave Annabel a sheepish grin from within the circle of Ewan’s arms. She wasn’t the only one who felt safe around the Earl of Ardmore.

Uncle Tobin and Uncle Pearce were like salt and sugar. Uncle Tobin, the hunter, was lean and tall and keen-eyed. He bowed with great flair and twirled his mustache. “I knew Ewan would strike gold in London!” he said, giving her a very appreciative looking-over.

Annabel curtsied and gave him her very best sweetly-flirting-with-old-men smile. He warmed up instantly and told Ewan that he’d made a damn fine choice.

Uncle Pearce was as plump as Tobin was thin, and as irascible as Tobin was gallant. “Play vingt-et-un, do you?” he growled at her.

“Not terribly well,” she admitted.

“We’ll try your paces after supper,” he said gloomily. “But I’ll warn you, missy, I play for high stakes.”

“Not tonight,” Ewan said, putting his arm around her waist. “I’ve brought Miss Annabel home to marry me, and I’m hoping Father Armailhac will do just that, and this very evening. Which will make us a little too busy for cards, Uncle.”

A moment later, she was holding the hand of Father Armailhac, and he was smiling at her in such a way that she actually forgot to give him one of her carefully selected smiles, and just grinned back at him.

Because he was the kind of monk who made you smile, no two ways about it. As she had with Nana, she’d built up a picture in her mind that was entirely mistaken. She thought of monks as dressed in black with cords tied around their straining middles. From what she’d heard, they crossed themselves every other moment, carried around any number of necklaces that they counted out prayers on, and wore little black caps on the backs of their heads.

True, Father Armailhac was wearing a black cassock. But he didn’t look serious, nor likely to pull out a string of beads and mumble a prayer over them. She blinked at him and then realized in a moment what he looked like. He looked like a llama Annabel had seen once at a fair. His hair was wooly, and his face narrow, like a llama’s. He had the same gentle eyes and thick eyelashes of those animals, along with an amiable curiosity that wasn’t in the least cloying.

“My dear,” he said, putting both his hands on hers. He had the rushing syllables of a Frenchman, but his English seemed impeccable. “This is a true pleasure. I had no idea when I sent Ewan to England that there was such a lovely Scotswoman to be found there.”

Annabel felt herself blushing. She never blushed!

He chuckled and turned to his right. “May I introduce my comrades, Miss Annabel? This is Brother Barbet, and Brother Dalmain.” The two monks smiled at her, and one of them was actually wearing a little cap. “Brother Dalmain,” he continued, “is Scots by birth, and so ’tis he who persuaded us to come to this country and take care of Rosy. And here is Rosy. I’m sure that Ewan has told you of her.”

He drew from behind him, rather like a mother cat pushing forward one of her kittens, one of the smallest, prettiest women Annabel had ever seen. She had her son’s creamy skin, and his soft black curls, but without any of the angularity of a young boy. Instead she looked about fifteen, if not younger. And yet—

Obviously she was older. She held Father Armailhac’s hand tightly, and now Annabel could see there were wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She smiled obediently, and then curtsied. Her eyes showed no curiosity, and she said nothing. She curtsied again, and Annabel realized with a start that she would have kept curtsying if Father Armailhac had not quietly told her to stop.

The idea of anyone hurting this fairylike child of a woman was agonizing. “Oh, dear,” she breathed, turning to Ewan. He was standing behind her, waiting. Rosy’s wandering eyes caught at his boots and a frown creased her face. Then slowly her eyes traveled up his trousers, and her fingers grew white on Father’s arm.

“It’s all right, Rosy,” he said to her. “It’s just Ewan, come back from England with his beautiful bride. Of course you know Ewan.”

But she didn’t stop frowning until her eyes reached Ewan’s face, and then slowly the pinched frown smoothed out and she smiled at him, as cheerful as any child on Christmas morn. And only then did he step forward and kiss her cheek.

Annabel swallowed.

But Father Armailhac bent his head to the side, like a curious robin, and said to her, “There’s no need to be sorry for Rosy, my dear.”

“I think there is,” Annabel said. “Why she—she—” She gestured, and she meant it all, all the things that Rosy had lost: Ewan, and Gregory, and the castle . . .

“God’s given her a wonderful gift in return,” he said, and he didn’t even sound preachy. “Joy.”

Annabel looked back at Rosy, and sure enough, her face was lit with laughter. After a moment she went over to take Gregory by the hand and began pulling him away.

“Oh, Rosy,” he groaned. “I don’t want to play now.”

But she reached up and touched his cheek, and smiled at him, and with a sheepish nod of his head, he allowed himself to be pulled away.

“Doesn’t she speak?” Annabel asked.

“Never. But I don’t think she misses it. Now, daughter, we must talk about your marriage.”

Annabel felt herself blushing again. Father Armailhac held out his arm, for all the world as if he were a French courtier, and she allowed herself to be drawn away from Ewan and all the servants whom he was greeting now, one by one, as if he’d been gone for years.

“Do you wish to marry our Ewan?” he asked, when they were walking under the shade of the looming firs that surrounded the castle on three sides.

“I . . . I do,” she said.

“Are you quite certain? May I call you Annabel?”

“Please do.” And then: “I wasn’t certain when I began this trip with Lord Ardmore but—” The blush was coming back again. She stopped, tongue-tied and not certain what she wanted to say.

They were following a small path that wound its way through the trees and suddenly opened up to show a tiny building made of stone, a small chapel set in the firs. Annabel had a pulse of anxiety. Likely he would ask her to say a prayer or something, and she’d say it wrong because she wasn’t a Papist.

“We needn’t go inside,” Father Armailhac said, his great peaceful llama face turned to her. “But if you ever did wish to join me, I would always be happy to see you.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“A letter has arrived from your family,” he said, still clasping her arm. “It was brought by a man who took the mail coach from London to Edinburgh and then rode horseback all the way here. I believe he came the distance in only a week.”

“My sisters!” Annabel said, turning white.

“No, no, I asked him whether it contained unfortunate news,” he said, “and it doesn’t. But perhaps you should read that message, my dear. And if you still wish to marry Ewan, I will perform the ceremony whenever you wish. I think”—and he smiled at her, the gentle grin of a man who knew nothing of those kisses she and Ewan had traded so feverishly—“I think you two will make a remarkably happy couple. I shall probably have to pray for forgiveness tonight, since I am feeling prideful for sending Ewan to London. Wait for me one moment, my dear.”

He turned and hurried into the chapel, his tall, slightly bent figure almost stooping to enter the low door. When he returned, he held a rather battered letter.

“I shall leave you to read it in peace,” he told her. “If you follow that little path, it will take you back to Ewan. The servants are waiting to greet you, and I’m certain they will be furious with me for monopolizing your time.”

“Thank you,” she said, taking the letter. And then remembered that there was one thing she did want to say to him: “Ewan has told me how much you mean to him, and how very helpful you were to him in overcoming his grief over the fire that took his parents.”

Father Armailhac was a great one for grinning. “He told you that, did he?”

“It seems to me,” Annabel said, “that he cannot remember his father well because you have become that father to him . . . he’s a rather wonderful person.”

“He is! He is!” Father Armailhac said, practically crowing. “But that’s none of my doing, my dear. ’Tis God’s hand in it, and I merely had the joy of watching him grow. He was nearly seventeen when I arrived here, you know. A grown man, he was, and a good one.”

Annabel’s eyes dropped to the letter she held. It was Tess’s handwriting on the direction.

“Read your letter,” Father Armailhac said to her. “Read your letter, dear, and then no matter what you decide, we’ll have a happy meal tonight. This place is always better when the earl is in residence. It’s an ancient superstition and a true one.”

He hurried away inside. Annabel turned the letter over in her hand and then ripped it open. For all the messenger’s assurances, she couldn’t help feeling a leaden pit of fear in her stomach. Why on earth would anyone send a man on horseback, all the way from London to Scotland, unless the news were—

Her breath caught in her chest at the thought and she ripped open the seal. The letter read:



Dear Annabel,



I am writing you with all haste. Do not marry Ardmore!

My husband has solved everything, in his usual inimical way. It turns out that a certain Miss Alice Ellerby (a Miss A.E.) is quite desperate to escape her parents’ grasp, and Lucius paid her a large sum of money that will enable her to do so. She penned a truly scintillating account of her “relationship” with Ardmore, publishing it in Bell’s Weekly Messenger, naturally . . . and then ran away to America with her beloved, a groom, as I understand it. Thanks to Felton, they will be able to set themselves up in comfort in New York.

So please, Annabel—don’t despair! I am sending this by man on horseback. He will try to intercept your carriage, but we decided it was most important for him to get the letter into your hands before the marriage is solemnized, so he will likely stop only to change horses.

Just stay calm, darling, and we’ll have you back in London in no time. I’m sure Ardmore, who seems a most reasonable man, will entirely understand. We are coming to you with all possible speed.

There may be a bit of a palaver about your marriage that never was—but since it truly never was, we all believe that the scandal will die down. We will ask Ardmore to return with us and maintain the truth of your nonmarriage, of course. And I have every expectation that he will be agreeable. He will find his reputation as a rake has grown and blossomed in his absence: what with Imogen’s behavior on the dance floor, and now the ardent Miss Ellerby, he is quite the man of the moment.

In the expectation of seeing you within a few days at the most,

Your loving sister, Tess.

P.S. When I say that we are all coming, I truly mean it. I do hope that Ardmore has enough linens for a large group. Otherwise, perhaps there is an inn nearby?

Annabel drew a deep breath and looked around her. The chapel lay utterly silent before her, dusky sunshine filtering through the tall firs. She turned the letter over in her hands. Freedom lay before her: freedom to return to London and find a rich Englishman, a sleek, practical man who would understand the limitations of their obligations to each other. Who wouldn’t confuse her with talk of his soul or—worse—her soul. Who wouldn’t embarrass her by saying that she was the best of God’s creations, and other naive compliments along those lines.

What’s more, she had a suspicion that Father Armailhac would likely lure her into that chapel someday and before she knew it, she’d be out on the battlements in the rain, singing prayers with Gregory. She didn’t want to become a psalm-singing righteous type of woman. She’d always found them boring.

But—she reminded herself—marrying Ewan wasn’t a question of marrying Father Armailhac. It was about Ewan.

It was while thinking about Ewan that a smile grew on her lips that she didn’t even realize was there, not until Ewan himself came down the path. In a flash, she saw him with all that objectivity she’d lost since leaving London. He was tall, and wickedly handsome, and powerfully built. He had russet hair and green eyes. He spoke with a Scottish brogue. He was absurdly far from the rakish dissolute that Londoners now believed him to be, thanks to Tess and her husband. He’d lost his parents, brother and sister, and found another family for himself. He’d made Gregory into a son, and Rosy into a sister. He’d—

He’d made her fall in love with him.

Then Ewan stepped out from under the fir tree and smiled at her, that wicked little smile that said he was thinking about kissing her and damned with the questions, and she let the letter fall to the ground.

A second later he had her in his arms, and she had her hands buried in his hair and he was kissing her as if he were starved for her, as if they hadn’t kissed so much in the carriage that morning that her lips were bruised with it. He was rocking against her too . . . gently, just a reminder. And she didn’t leap away from him, brandish the letter, announce her freedom . . . no. She melted against him and relished the rasp of his breathing, and the way he was about to pull his mouth away—because she knew before he did it.

“Will he marry us soon?” he asked, his voice as rich as dark honey.

“I think so,” she said, smiling up at the Earl of Ardmore with such an open, happy grin that he almost closed his eyes against the beauty of her, all that rumpled hair, the color of gold coins falling over his arm, and her eyes, with their seductive laughter, and the intelligence of her face, and the courage there too—

He pulled himself upright, on the very edge of lowering her to the ground.

“Ah, Ewan,” Father Armailhac said, showing a sense of brilliant timing, “have you come to find Miss Annabel, then?” His gaze flashed to the letter crumpled on the ground, and then his smile grew. “My dear, am I to take it that you have come to a decision?”

“My family is coming to see us,” she told Ewan.

He shrugged that off, his eyes searching hers. “I didn’t realize that there was a decision to be made.”

Annabel blushed, wondering if a monk could possibly look as if he knew precisely how she felt. “I would . . .” She paused and looked up at Ewan. The gold glints in his eyes were shining. “I would like to marry you, Ewan Poley, Earl of Ardmore.”

“That’s Ewan to you,” he said, and took her in his arms again, heedless of the benevolently smiling monk, and gave her a hard kiss.





Chapter Twenty


The castle had great doors hewn from oak that swung open to reveal a vast antechamber, large enough to receive a king and all his court. The ceiling arched far above them, the stone looking solid, ancient, and dirty. The walls were hung with tapestries.

“The Battle of Flodden, 1513,” Ewan remarked, bringing her to the left wall. “My great-great-great grandfather had these tapestries woven in Brussels as a warning to all future Ardmores to avoid war. He lost two sons in the battle.”

Annabel peered at the tapestries, which were positively littered with men and horses. The light was not the best.

“The ground is covered with dead young men. This tapestry and the warning in it saved our lands from being taken over by the Butcher in 1745.”

A faint chill of ancient, raw stone hung in the air, and Annabel shivered. Suddenly living in a castle didn’t seem quite as romantic as it sounded. But Ewan was leading her through a door to the right, and then they were in a warm, cheerful parlor, heated by a trim iron stove set in the enormous stone fireplace, but otherwise not looking very different from any of Rees’s best sitting rooms.

“My father ruthlessly modernized,” Ewan explained. “He was fascinated by Count Rumford’s inventions, and had several Rumford stoves installed, and a Rumford range placed in the kitchen that provides heated water. You can look at all this later. For now, why don’t I show you our suite?” Considering that he was a Christian man, he had one of the most wicked glints in his eyes that Annabel had ever seen.

The bedchamber was dominated by an enormous bed. Over it hung a canopy of wildly entwined and colorful flowers, embroidered by a master.

“It’s lovely,” she said, awed.

“My parents brought it back from their wedding trip,” Ewan said. He hadn’t touched her since they entered the chamber, but his eyes held a caress. “Shall we travel to celebrate our wedding, Annabel? Perhaps up the Nile?”

But Annabel could hardly think past the wedding night, let alone consider trips. “I will go nowhere in a coach for the foreseeable future,” she said.

He laughed. “Then we’re stuck here for the moment. I’m afraid that the coastline is some distance.”

The most fascinating thing about the bedchamber was the bath. The walls were tiled blue and white, with a frieze of laughing mermaids, and the bath itself was made of white marble. “Mac had it sent from Italy,” Ewan said. “I do believe that it’s large enough for two.”

She looked up at him.

“Of course I’ve never tried that method.” He smiled wolfishly. “But I can think of several ways in which we might . . . christen it, so to speak.”

Annabel turned away, suddenly terrified that she would fail him. She’d never thought to marry a man who had been without a woman for years. A rake would have been different: more knowledgeable, and she would have had no part in the business but to follow along and see whether she enjoyed it. But with Ewan . . . for one thing, he had an uncanny ability to know everything she was feeling. All that advice she received from women in the village, about appearing to enjoy it no matter what one truly felt, was not going to work.

Her maid, Elsie, bustled into the chamber, followed by two footmen with Annabel’s trunks. Anxiety bristled in the air about her. “You don’t have a single white gown that won’t need to be bleached after all this dust, not but what that’s a newfangled idea anyway—”

“Anything will do,” Annabel told her.

Elsie gaped at her. “Anything will not do, Miss Annabel! This is your wedding, after all.” Elsie had originally been hired to be a nursemaid, and sometimes she seemed to forget that her charge had left the nursery long ago.

“I shall leave you to your preparations,” Ewan said. “Perhaps we might marry in a half hour?”

“A half hour?” Elsie half shrieked. “Certainly not! First, Miss Annabel has to decide on a gown, and it must be sponged and pressed, and she needs to bathe, and her hair—”

“Whenever you finish your ministrations,” Ewan said to her. “There’s no particular hurry.” It was clear to Annabel that he meant precisely the opposite.

As soon as he was gone, Elsie began clucking like a nervous chicken. “I’ll run the bath,” she decided. “Although whether that great behemoth will actually fill with hot water is another thing. I don’t believe it. I’ve no doubt but what I’ll have to call for buckets in the old-fashioned way.”

“I could wear the plum-colored sarsenet,” Annabel said.

“The one trimmed with swansdown?” Elsie said, thinking about it. “At least the trim would be white. And it has a nice long train.”

Annabel nodded. She wasn’t certain that the dress in question was really appropriate for a wedding. After all, Imogen had given it to her, and the bodice was low-cut. But the dress made Annabel feel beautiful. Majestic, even. And somehow, when one found oneself marrying an earl who lived in a castle with fifty servants, one felt the need to look regal.

Elsie thought for a moment and nodded. “That might work. It’s at the bottom of one of the trunks, and will have been protected from the worst of the dust. We can sponge the swansdown thoroughly and it will dry in a twinkle.”

She ran into the bathroom and then trotted directly back into the bedroom. “I’d better find the gown first, and perhaps the housekeeper might have someone sponge it for me. Although whether I’ll be able to find the housekeeper is another question. It’s monstrously large, this place.”

“There seem to be footmen everywhere who can direct you.”

“I never thought to work in a castle,” Elsie told her. “Never!”

Annabel laughed. “I never thought to marry a man who lived in one either. Now, let’s see if we can get this bath to work.”

It did. Hot water gushed from the taps into the smooth marble bath.

“The mermaids are a bit heathen to my mind,” Elsie said with a sniff. “Not but what this is a most godly household, miss. Do you know that they have chapel on Sundays and the servants attend with the family, rather than going to the village?”

Annabel thought about that. “You needn’t if you don’t wish to. I’ll speak to Lord Ardmore.”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Elsie said earnestly. “The service is given by a monk, a real one. And though my mum never held with Papists—thought Catholics were a terrible heathen lot, always kissing pictures and the like—he seems quite lovely, rather like my grandfather. Plus, I wouldn’t want to miss the service, miss; it might seem as if I were putting on airs, and that would never go over well with the butler, Mr. Warsop.”

Annabel cautiously put a toe into steaming water, and a second later she was leaning back, bathed in pure bliss.

“That’s right, then,” Elsie said. “If you don’t mind, miss, I’ll just take this dress down to Mrs. Warsop and ask her to have it sponged for me. I wouldn’t like anyone to iron it whom I don’t trust, but sponging is another matter.”

“Don’t hurry,” Annabel said, wiggling her toes so that little ripples spread through the bath.

The door clanked shut behind Elsie, and Annabel lay back and tried to think wise thoughts. Premarital advice. What would Mama have said to her? But since their mother had died when Annabel was only six years old, she found herself unable to imagine that particular brand of advice.

Instead she found herself thinking about Ewan. She was marrying a man who was almost her complete opposite. She prided herself on thinking through situations without allowing a romantic haze to muddle her deliberations, whereas he seemed to embrace the idea of romance. She believed fervently in the power of money; he believed in God and seemed to give love the same importance. Would he come to wish that he had married someone who wanted to go to endless prayer services with him?

Annabel regarded her pink toes. A better woman than she would send the romantic earl into the sunset on his own, castle, wealth, and all. A better woman would recognize that the holy part of him would never be matched in her. In fact, if she really loved Ewan, she would send him off to find a psalm singer like himself.

But along with Annabel’s practicality was a ruthless self-knowledge. She would never give up Ewan. Godless sinner that she was, she wanted his deep, honest nature, his laughing green eyes, the goodness of him, too much. She felt safe around him.

At the same time, she was worried that somehow it might all disappear. It was too perfect: that she, Annabel Essex, who had never been very ladylike or romantic, should end up in love. And in love with a rich man.

But sometimes good things happened. Perhaps it was just her turn. Annabel tried to imagine a white-haired old man looking down at her from a cloud and deciding to toss a windfall in her direction, but she gave up after a moment. The whole idea of religion eluded her.

Elsie came back, gasping and holding her sides. “These stairs, miss! To reach the housekeeper’s room, I have to go down the back stairs, and then down another set on the left, and then up again, and then down once more!”

Annabel stepped out of the bath into a towel warmed before the fire.

“The dress is all ready. Mrs. Warsop offered to do it with her own hands, and a beautiful job she’s done as well. Do you know, she and Mr. Warsop have been married these forty-three years? And he’s been the butler here at the castle since he was twenty-six.”

Elsie kept talking while Annabel’s hair dried, and while she brushed it until it shone. Finally Annabel put on her chemise, and then her corset, the French one that Imogen bought her, that made her breasts look twice as large as they really were. And then the dress: a long sweep of plum-colored, figured sarsenet that hugged her curves and then widened into a long train. The swansdown trim followed her bodice, and the edges of her sleeves. Elsie tied Annabel’s hair into a knot of curls, and finally Annabel looked at herself in the glass. She thought she looked fit for a castle. For an earl. Even . . . perhaps . . . for a man such as Ewan. But she caught herself up trying to coax her face into a pious expression: the kind of look that Ewan’s wife ought to wear. Love was one thing, and playacting quite another.

“It’s to be a private meal for the two of you,” Elsie said. “Mrs. Warsop said as how the earl laughed and said he’d give you a chance to cry off.” She smiled. “As if the whole castle couldn’t see the two of you were as happy as could be, and the earl that impatient to have his wedding!”

Annabel’s hands shook during dinner. Ewan didn’t seem to notice but talked of the castle, and of Rosy, Gregory, his uncle, the crofters, the servants . . . It seemed she had hardly drawn a breath when Mr. Warsop removed the last covers.

Ewan said, “I just want to make absolutely certain that you wish to marry me, Annabel. Back in London, I didn’t mind very much the idea of marrying you because of that blasted article. Now I find that I do.”

“Do what?” Annabel said, gathering her scattered thoughts. It was distracting, being so close to Ewan. She couldn’t help thinking of things that made her blush. Like the coming night.

“I mind marrying you, if you are doing so merely because of that article,” he said, watching her.

“I am not,” she said promptly. “But—” She stopped.

“What is it?” Ewan reached over and took her ungloved hand.

“I am worried that I shouldn’t marry you,” she said, love warring with practicality. “I shouldn’t marry you because at heart, Ewan, I’m a terribly greedy person. I truly wished to marry a rich man. And I don’t think I shall ever feel the way you do about the church. I’m just—I’m afraid that we wouldn’t suit, in the long run.”

He smiled at her in such a way that she felt a prickle of annoyance. Wasn’t he listening to her?

“I really did consider that adultery was a certain part of my future,” she told him fiercely.

“If you had married someone else, God forbid,” Ewan said, “and I met you after the fact, I expect I would be thinking about adultery as well.”

“You are not listening to me,” she told him. “I do not fear for my soul. I would have shot those robbers without blinking, if I’d had an appropriate weapon!”

“Man and wife do not have to be in agreement on all things,” Ewan observed. “And I consider that God’s love brought you to me. You and no other. And I tell you truthfully, Annabel, you’ve ruined me for other women. I either marry you, my little hedonistic pagan, or I marry no one.”

She couldn’t smile because the lump in her throat was too big.

He turned over her hand and brought her palm to his mouth. “Would you wish me to marry someone else?” he asked. “With honesty.”

They had a code between them now, and that was a question, and there was the question of honesty attached . . .

“Never,” she said, her voice husky with tears. “I’d kill the woman who tried to marry you, Ewan. With the first pistol that came to hand.”

He threw back his head and roared with laughter. “I’m to marry a bloodthirsty wench, that’s for certain.”

“You’ll have to guard my soul for me,” she said.

“It would be my honor,” he said, and his voice sounded a little husky too. And then he kissed her, and they rose from their chairs and went to the door.

“No last regrets?” he asked.

“Do you want me to have them? You’ve asked so many times.”

“No!”

The wedding was a matter of a brief half hour. Father Armailhac laughed at the special license when Ewan produced it. “And how am I, a Catholic monk, to use a license issued by an Anglican bishop?” he inquired. “Nonsense, my lad. I have need of no other authority than that given to me by God and—thankfully—by the Scottish government as well. For you could be married by the blacksmith here,” he said, turning to Annabel, “if you had the inclination.”

“I should prefer you,” she said, smiling at the monk.

“In that case, I shall use the words of the Scottish wedding service, as they are most beautiful,” he said. “They seem to me to echo the best parts of the wedding service as I know it, in the French language. And God means the same thing any way you say it, dears.”

They married in that little chapel, all lit with candles because the evening had come on by that time.

Annabel didn’t listen very closely to the service. She felt as if she were walking through a dream: not an unhappy dream, but . . . Could this be she, Annabel, marrying without her family present? She realized about halfway through the service that had they waited a week or so, she could have been married with Tess, Lucius, Griselda, and Rafe in attendance.

And then she caught Ewan’s secret smile when Father Armailhac asked him to repeat, With my body I thee worship, and thought that she wouldn’t have liked to wait a week. She felt with a deep clarity the importance of the moment when Ewan slid a cold, heavy ring over her finger. And the rightness of the moment when he bent his head and kissed her, one of those clear, tender kisses that they shared over the bolster.

“The Earl and Countess of Ardmore,” Father Armailhac said, turning from them to the assembled household clustered in the pews. Everyone broke into shouts . . . Nana was crying and smearing the heavy rouge she’d put on for the occasion. Gregory was jumping up and down, looking far younger than his eleven years. Rosy was sucking a finger and smiling. Uncle Tobin wasn’t wearing a hunting coat . . .

Annabel clutched her husband’s arm and they walked out into the cool, dark pine forest, lit by torches along the path now. It was strewn with little white flowers and her dress swept through them, leaving a wake in its stead, like the prow of a ship.

Those servants who hadn’t fit into the tiny chapel were waiting for them outside the castle, along with a man moaning on the bagpipes.

“I don’t like bagpipes,” Annabel observed.

“You’re no true Scots,” her new husband retorted. “Wait until my neighbors hear of this. They’ll all be here, with fiddlers and pipers, and the celebration will last for twelve hours. But for now, the night is ours.”

Annabel shook hands with every resident of Ewan’s castle, from Mrs. Warsop down to Tibbon, the shoe-black.

Then Ewan held out his hand.

And she went to him.





Chapter Twenty-one


“I just want to say that this is bound to be a disappointment,” Annabel said. She was as perfumed and curled and polished as Elsie could make her. She was wearing the scrap of French silk that Tess gave her. She was cold—not with fright but with apprehension.

She’d been thinking about it. She didn’t have much idea how to do this, and if everything Ewan said was correct, neither did he. The local women had all told her that consummation needn’t be painful, if she married a man who knew what he was doing. “Marry a tired rake,” Mrs. Cooper had said. “They know everything, and yet they’re worn out and ready to settle down. As long as he doesn’t have the pox.”

The pox was something she didn’t have to worry about. But Ewan clearly would have no idea how to make this whole business less painful. Her thighs tightened at the thought. But what had to be done had to be done.

He walked into the bedchamber as if it were an evening just like any other. She almost expected him to pick up a bolster and place it in the middle of the bed.

“Are you frightened?” he asked.

“Not at all,” she said stoutly. “I just think that we should—we should understand that beginnings are not always the most propitious of all occasions.” She knew that sounded pompous but she couldn’t think of a better way to phrase it.

He looked a little puzzled as he untangled her language. Then, Ewan-like, he went straight to the heart of the matter. “Aye, lass, I’ve heard that it can be painful for a woman. And I’m sorry about that.”

“There are ways to make it not painful,” she said hopefully.

But he was shaking his head. “Old wives’ tales, or so Nana says.”

“You asked her?”

“Of course. Nana knows all there is to know about a woman’s body. She says some women suffer quite a bit, and others don’t even notice and might as well not be virgins at all.”

Annabel nodded, a little jerkily.

“Did you and your sisters ever ride horses astride, the way men do?”

She just stared at him, and he frowned. “Of course you didn’t,” he muttered, “you’re ladies.”

He was standing just before her now, and then he suddenly dropped to his knees. She had a moment’s desperate thought that he meant to pray—pray, how embarrassing!—but thankfully, no. Instead of praying, his hands closed around her slender ankles.

“I’ve been dreaming of this moment,” he said, his voice husky as the darkness itself. “I’ll do my best to make it an occasion we both enjoy, Annabel.”

She was shivering at his touch, already shaking a bit. His hands slid up her ankles, up long smooth legs, and his mouth followed, pressing hot kisses everywhere. Her knees shook. “Could we—shouldn’t we lie down?” she whispered, peering down at him.

But Ewan was deaf to her voice, hearing only the hoarse sound of his own breathing as he tasted her sweet flesh, danced higher, his fingers pushing aside the silk of her nightgown. It fell over his shoulders and then he was in a golden, gleaming tent of silk, with nothing but the cream of Annabel’s legs and an enchanting buttery patch of hair that was begging for his touch . . .

He let his hands shape her round bottom, pulled her sleek body against him and then . . . Ewan didn’t know anything about the art of seducing virgins, of taking virginity, of introducing a woman to the pleasures of the bed. But he knew one kind of kiss they had both enjoyed, and one thing at which he appeared to be quite capable. He let one hand slide between her rounded thighs and pushed them apart slightly, then began to kiss his way up her creamy thigh.

Annabel’s legs were trembling at his caress, and their situation struck him as rather uncomfortable, so he eased her down to the carpet, pushing her nightgown to her waist.

Her legs fell apart, and left her open to his sweet torment. And slowly the pounding in his ears receded, and he could hear her frantic little breaths, the silken sound of her gasps, and frantic twist of her body up against his mouth. Without ever losing his touch on her, he pulled her nightgown over her head. Granted, it had a wide neckline, but that was quite adroit of him. A touch of pride surfaced in his mind.

Her whole body was before him now, one slim leg flung to the side. She had both hands over her eyes, as if merely shutting them wasn’t enough for the embarrassment of lying on the floor without clothing . . . He thought fleetingly of moving to the bed, but instead he stood up and wrenched off his own clothing.

The moment he stopped touching her, her body went rigid. He could see her breasts rising and falling with little pants but she said nothing. And she didn’t take her hands from her eyes.

“Are you all right?” he whispered, coming on his knees next to her.

She didn’t say anything so he caught her hips between his hands and eased her rigid legs back open. Then he started kissing her stomach, kissing his way down to that buttery patch of hair again, down—

“You needn’t do that,” she said, her voice stifled by her hands, which covered her whole face.

“I want to,” he said simply. And then, two seconds later, her moans were flying into the night air again. One hand even fell from her eyes, and her legs slid restlessly up to form a perfect cradle for his body. Soon, he promised her silently, soon. Tremors were wracking her now, and she was whimpering, crying, coming to him—and then she flew free, hands over her head, her body arched into the air . . . and falling back down, gentle as thistledown.

It took everything he had to stay in control. She was sweet, swollen, ready for him . . . He said, “Annabel, could you open your eyes now?” And then: “Please?”

So she did, dewy, smoky blue peering at him. He nudged against her, and her eyes grew wider.

“Don’t shut me out, sweetheart,” he breathed. “I want to see you . . . if only this time. This first time.”

A shaky smile curved her lips. “I—”

Annabel caught back her words, shut her eyes tight, remembered and opened them—because he was there, he was sliding inside her, and there was no pain—

“Ewan!” she cried, “Ewan, my sisters and I”—her breath caught on a moan—“we sometimes rode without saddles and—” She arched and he came to her, all the way.

“Thank God,” he said, as if it were wrenched out of him, and then: “Does this hurt?”

And it didn’t.

And none of it did. Not even when he started taunting her, pulling back and smiling down at her as she tried to pull him down to her, then choosing his moment and thrusting home. Not when she decided to taunt him, and dimly remembering Tess’s advice, let her hands slide to his hard buttocks and linger there . . .

He groaned and then took her mouth, hard and purposeful, the wild kind of kiss that meant something quite different now. Annabel tasted the moment her husband lost control. He plunged deeper and deeper, his breath coming in gasps. At first she just enjoyed looking at him, but then a feeling started growing and growing, a kind of molten desire that spread from their joining through her whole body, and she found herself arching to meet him, her fingers clenching on his muscled shoulders.

“Annabel,” he said, in a growl that was half a moan. “Oh God!”

And she didn’t think he was referring to a deity now. The feeling was growing and growing, and finally Annabel just let herself slide into the chaos of it, into the sweat and rhythmic madness of it . . .

Until she cried out against his shoulder and he thankfully let his jaw unclench and drove home, home to her, to his still center, to his wife.

It was hours later. They’d moved to the bed and fallen asleep curled together, but she woke to find that he’d lit candles all over the room.

“What are you doing?” she asked sleepily.

“Looking at you,” he said, and there was such a deep, languorous satisfaction in his voice that Annabel smiled. So much for all her plans to trade her body and her bankable kisses for a man of wealth and title. In the end, she knew with a bone-deep instinct that her body was always meant to be here, adored by Ewan, even—even worshipped.

“I’m thirsty,” she whispered.

He tried to hold a glass to her lips, as if she were a child with a fever, but water ran cool down her neck. He kissed the damp away, and then Annabel suddenly realized that she could have all the kisses she wanted from Ewan, for free, without asking questions. . . .

“Kiss me,” she said.

“Annabel—”

She pulled his head to hers. “I didn’t marry you because you had a castle,” she said against his lips.

Of course there was laughter in his voice. “Nay, I know all too well that you married me because you had to do so.”

“I just want you to know that I had no idea you were so rich,” she said. “None!”

“I know that,” he said. “It was obvious in your desperate eyes when you accepted my proposal. Plus, no one in London seemed to know a thing about me, except your sister’s husband, Felton. He knows everything about finances, it seems.”

“Lucius knew you were rich?” Annabel said.

“You can’t move stocks and such without encountering a few of the men interested in doing the same thing. We’d never met, naturally, as I’d send my secretary around to do such things as have to be done in person—”

“Ewan,” Annabel interrupted. “Just how rich are you?”

He smiled at her, and there wasn’t much of the simpleton about him now. “I expect I’m the richest man in Scotland, give or take a castle or two,” he said.

Annabel let her head fall back. “I don’t believe it.”

“It’s my belief that that’s why we found each other,” he said, looking at her, amused. “I have had little trouble increasing my possessions because I am willing to take risks. Father Armailhac always says that possessions bring with them responsibility. And sometimes I think that I try to shed responsibility by shedding possessions.”

“But everything you make simply comes back to you tenfold,” she guessed.

He nodded. “If you don’t wish for money, it comes to you easily. And if you don’t wish for responsibilities, they come in droves.”

“I don’t believe you. How would you feel, would you really feel, if you were no longer the Earl of Ardmore? It’s such a part of you, almost as if you were a medieval feudal lord, with the crofters and cottagers, and all the people who live in the castle, and the way they depend on you.”

He propped himself up on an elbow and thought about it. He always took her questions seriously, even when there was no question of kisses, and she loved that.

“So I lose the earldom . . .”

“Yes.”

“And the castle . . .”

“Yes.”

“And all the trappings, all the possessions—”

“More than that. You lose all the people who love and depend on you.”

“Gregory and Rosy?”

She nodded. “And the cottagers, your servants, Mac. All the people and things that make you formidable in the eyes of the world.”

“Are Gregory and Rosy safe and well-cared for?”

“Of course.”

“Then . . . do I get to keep you?”

There was a note in his deep voice that made her shiver, and she said, rather breathlessly, “I suppose so. I thought I was marrying a penniless earl.”

“Then I don’t care.” He wasn’t even touching her and she felt as if she’d received the sweetest caress of her life. “If I had you, Annabel, I could start in a hovel and make us a home.”

Annabel tried to smile, but it trembled on her lips. The magnificent bedchamber was hung with Gobelin tapestries woven in Paris. Their bed was laid with linen of finer weave than Rafe had ever owned. There was a small statue of a woman praying on Ewan’s bedstand, made by someone called Cellini. And even Annabel, who grew up in a falling-down house without a thing of value in it besides herself and her sisters . . . even Annabel could recognize great beauty when she saw it. “I’m glad we don’t have to live in a hovel,” she said finally.

“Father Armailhac says that one should be able to give up the things of the world without a moment’s regret,” Ewan said, lazily turning over and nuzzling her shoulder.

“Good for him,” Annabel said, a bit crossly. “I don’t believe that you could do it, for all you say so.”

“Believe it,” he said, but his voice was muffled by kisses. He was kissing his way down her throat, past her collarbone . . .

“What if you didn’t have me either?” Annabel asked. “What then?”

He didn’t even hesitate. “If I had no responsibilities and I had to live without you, I’d become a monk. Or a priest. Something of that sort.”

His lips were drifting across her breast; Annabel was terribly glad that Ewan had been born with so many responsibilities and hadn’t disappeared into a monastery somewhere. “I have another question.”

“Mmmm,” he said, not paying her close attention.

“If you haven’t been with a woman for years . . . how on earth did you know about that kiss?”

“Which kiss?” he asked, with maddening obliviousness. He was running his fingers over the curves of her breasts as if he would never get enough.

“You know! That coney’s kiss,” she said.

“Oh, that.”

“How did you know how to do it? How did you know what it was?”

He lay down, and began stroking the undercurve of her breast with his lips. “I made it up.”

“You what?”

“I made it up . . . well, part of it. Men are always telling jokes about coney-catchers, you see. Coney being a rabbit, but also—”

“I know,” she said hastily.

“So I was trying to think of a way to horrify your sister, and I made up a coney’s kiss. It worked, didn’t it? And as for how to do it . . .’twas instinct, darling. I trust my instinct a great deal.” His mouth closed around her nipple and she squeaked aloud. “My instinct tells me that you like that,” he said, smug as a cat by the hearth. “And I know I do.”

She swatted him.

“It’s a God-given gift I have, obviously.”

He was laughing against her breast, and kissing her at the same time, and Annabel, for once, had to agree with him on a matter of theology. ’Twas, indeed, a God-given gift.





Chapter Twenty-two


Annabel’s family arrived a few days later. She was sitting in the library, which was where the family tended to gather before dinner. Ewan was patiently teaching Rosy how to play spillikins.

“I thought you said she knew how to play spillikins,” she had said to him quietly.

“She did. But she always forgets.”

Gregory was playing a lively game of vingt-et-un with Father Armailhac, Uncle Pearce, and Brother Dalmain. They were playing for beans, much to Uncle Pearce’s disgust, but since the monks kept no personal possessions, Pearce could hardly try to take pennies from them. Annabel had begged off the game and was sitting to the side, reading Ewan’s ledger for the household.

“Mind you,” he had said, “you needn’t do it. Mac is perfectly capable of running this household and five others like it. In fact, he does just that.”

“I should be happy to,” she said. And she was finding it was true. When every penny wasn’t squeezed to the limit, it was a pleasure to see numbers in orderly columns, bills paid on request if not before, expenses balanced by income.

Ewan cocked his ear. “We have visitors,” he said, rising to his feet.

Then Annabel heard a distant horn blaring. “What on earth is that?”

“I keep sentries on the hills,” he said, helping her to her feet. “I wouldn’t want you to think that the woods are full of marauding madmen, but it’s a sad truth that there are bands of desperate men roaming Scotland, and England too, I’m sure.”

“Former soldiers, Father always said.”

“And he was right. If we teach men to kill, and then send them into battle to have their souls scarred for life, we should at least provide sustenance for them once they return home. Otherwise, they turn to the only practice they know.” Ewan’s voice was uncharacteristically stern.

“And that horn—”

“Signaled visitors,” he said. “The men are there as a precaution only. I’ve actually never heard the sentries signal marauders, and I hope I never shall.”

Tess and her husband, Lucius, emerged from the first carriage, followed by Rafe and—rather surprisingly—the Earl of Mayne. They all looked as tired as Annabel had felt a few days ago. Then came Rafe’s carriage, out of which tumbled Josie and her governess, Miss Flecknoe; Lady Griselda; and Imogen. Five sturdy carriages stuffed with servants and luggage followed.

Tess was hugging Annabel as if they’d been separated for months rather than weeks, and then Imogen and Josie joined in.

“How are you?” Annabel asked Imogen.

Imogen’s eyes, it seemed to her, seemed less fierce. “I’m better,” she said simply. “Mayne is a great help.”

“Mayne!” Annabel exclaimed. So that explained Mayne’s arrival. Her little sister was having an affaire.

It was Lady Griselda who caught sight of Annabel’s ring and said the obvious. “She’s already married him! This was a wild-goose chase, and here I am at least five years older from the pure exhaustion of it.”

Annabel hurriedly took her hands. “But I’m so happy to see you all; I can’t tell you. And there are”—she looked about—“so many of you!”

“I’m sure it will be a very educational trip,” Josie said. “And Griselda,” she added, “I do believe that Lucius was correct. The Earl of Ardmore has more than enough room to put up all of us!”

Griselda had only just noticed that the carriages were pulled up before a castle. “Goodness me!” she said, leaning backward so as to see all the way to the highest turret. “What a surprise.” She gave Annabel a look that indicated perhaps her marriage was no longer quite so surprising.

Rafe wandered over to Ewan, who was standing at the side, looking amused. “I hope that you have a fountain of that Glen Garioch whiskey,” he said. “It’s been a brutal journey, given that Griselda has a weak stomach.”

“I hope I never hear the word ‘carriage’ again!” Griselda said, catching his words. “It was fifty times worse for me, I assure you. Just look at me: I’m a shadow of my former self!” She looked down with horror at her figure. Sure enough, her luxuriant curves did seem slightly less generous.

“Better than the Glen Garioch,” Ewan said to Rafe. “May I beg you all to enter my house?”

“House?” said Tess, who was gazing up at the turrets in some amazement.

“But how did it happen?” Imogen burst out. “We came to save you, Annabel. Why are you married? Didn’t you get Tess’s letter?”

“There’s time for that later,” Tess said hurriedly.

But Annabel saw her husband’s puzzled glance. “I did get your letter,” she said. She reached out and took Ewan’s hand. “But by then I knew I wanted to marry Ewan.” She met Tess’s eyes with a look of perfect understanding. Tess loved her husband; she would know precisely what Annabel felt for Ewan.

Griselda harrumphed. “We should have sent a chaperone along with the two of you.”

Ewan was grinning now. “I assure you that Annabel and I were a pattern of rectitude in the carriage, Lady Griselda.”

But Griselda’s spirits were obviously dashed by the fact that they’d come so far to save a damsel from a horrible marriage—and that damsel had chosen to enter into it willy-nilly. “I’d be grateful for a chamber in which to lay my head,” she snapped. “These Scottish roads are deplorable.”

Ewan took her arm and led her toward the house. “I completely agree with you, Lady Griselda . . .” Josie danced after them, followed by her weary governess.

Annabel had greeted everyone but the Earl of Mayne. “This is a delightful surprise,” she said to him.

“To myself as well,” he said, looking faintly annoyed. “I’m afraid that I’m in grave need of a tailor. I was kidnapped by your sister.”

Annabel turned to Tess, who shook her head. “I’ve nothing to do with this,” she said, drawing her husband into the house.

Imogen laughed. “Poor Mayne has been complaining about the state of his dress all the way from London. He’s had to wear Rafe’s clothing, and a sad comedown it’s been.”

“You kidnapped him?” Annabel asked Imogen, with some fascination.

She waved her hands airily. “Mayne is so dreadfully set in his ways, and truly, such an old-fashioned man. I knew he’d refuse to accompany us.”

“Indeed,” Annabel said, noticing that Mayne was smiling, “why should he wish to make a fortnight’s journey into Scotland?”

“In the middle of the racing season,” Mayne put in.

“Because I asked him to,” Imogen said stoutly.

“Except apparently you didn’t ask him—”

“She did not,” Mayne said. “She called to pick me up in a coach, and naturally I jumped in, since I had not yet beat it into your sister’s head that it is thoroughly indecorous to halt her carriage outside my house where all and sundry might see us. Next thing I knew, I was on my way to Scotland.”

“Goodness,” Annabel murmured.

But Mayne read her face. “You needn’t worry about putting us in adjoining chambers,” he said briskly. “So far I’ve managed to keep my virtue.”

Imogen glared at him, but he winked at her. And while Annabel watched, fascinated, he took Imogen’s arm and led her into the house.

“I thought I was going to have to slay the man in cold blood,” Rafe said laconically. He was the only one of her guests still outside. “But luckily Mayne has his head on straight, for all that London thinks they’re in the midst of a torrid affaire. She’s managed to ruin her reputation. His was already in tatters, so that’s no trouble.”

“Oh, Rafe,” Annabel said, “it was so very kind of you to come save me from marriage, and I am sorry that I’ve put you to such trouble for nothing.”

“I owed it to your father,” he said brusquely. “Wouldn’t have wanted you to be unhappy.”

“My father would never have put himself to the trouble,” Annabel said. “It was your kindness that brought you here, Rafe.”

“It was really Lucius who took care of it all, finding that Miss Ellerby and so on,” he said, looking even more embarrassed. “You are happy, aren’t you?”

She smiled at him. “Ewan is the most wonderful man in the world.”

To her surprise, he shuddered. “For a moment, you looked like Imogen back when she used to rattle on about Draven Maitland from dawn till dusk. The most wonderful this and the most wonderful that.”

“Ewan is going to live a great deal longer than Draven Maitland!” Annabel said sharply.

“I didn’t mean to suggest that he wouldn’t,” Rafe said. “Merely that—” He broke off and flapped his hands. “What am I doing? As if I’m the one to hand out marital advice.”

Annabel squeezed his arm. “There’s a very pretty girl whose father’s land runs next to Ewan’s . . . her name is Mary. Perhaps she will change your bachelor instincts.”

Rafe picked up his pace. “Ewan should have had enough time to decant something drinkable.”

It was midnight by the time Annabel got everyone set in a comfortable room, with a steaming bath and fresh nightclothes to change into. And she was exhausted.

Imogen demanded a room next to Mayne, and he insisted on a different floor. Josie didn’t want to be in the schoolroom, but Miss Flecknoe said that they’d missed enough lessons in deportment, and she wouldn’t be responsible if Josie acted like a wild crocodile during her debut. “Which, Lady Ardmore, will presumably happen next year,” she said with a sniff. Miss Flecknoe clearly found it difficult to believe that her charge would join the ranks of polite young ladies. Tess and Lucius were perfectly happy with their chambers, but Lady Griselda disliked an east-facing room due to the possibility of morning sunlight.

Yet finally . . . finally, everyone seemed to be suitably accommodated.

Annabel had just entered the bedchamber she shared with Ewan and was thinking gratefully of her own hot bath when she heard an awful shrilling noise. For a moment she didn’t even recognize it as a scream, it was so high and so piercing.

Then she started running blindly in its direction, chilled to the heart by the pure terror of it. The screaming went on and on as Annabel flew down the corridor, down the stairs. Doors were opening up and down the hallway, people’s voices were calling out, and still she ran. It was the library, she thought.

And it was. She threw open the door, Ewan appearing at her shoulder. He was wet, hair dripping, coming back from a late swim in the river.

Rosy was screaming. She was standing in the middle of the floor, shrilling. She looked up at them and Annabel was shocked. The sweet, docile little Rosy whom she’d come to know was gone, replaced by a grown woman with a white, enraged face, eyes snapping with fury. She wasn’t screaming in terror; she was screaming with rage. Ugly, vicious rage.

And leaning against the wall, looking utterly limp, was Rafe.

Ewan rushed across the room and shook Rosy. She kept screaming. He shook her again, not roughly, but firmly. “Stop it, Rosy. Stop.”

Mac appeared at the door and said, “I’ll fetch Father Armailhac,” and rushed away.

Finally Rosy’s voice faltered and stopped.

“God damn,” Rafe said into the silence that followed.

The hallway was full of people now, spilling in the door. Ewan turned about. “No men in here!” he shouted.

He turned to Rafe, still leaning damply against the wall. “Your Grace, if you wouldn’t mind—” He nodded toward the door.

“My pleasure,” Rafe said weakly. Then he stopped. “Just so you know, I didn’t touch her. I didn’t—”

“We know that,” Annabel said, taking his arm and leading him back into the hallway. “Rosy is quite disturbed, that’s all.”

“Disturbed?” Rafe said, his voice rising now they were in the hallway, surrounded by sympathetic faces. “Disturbed? She’s bloody mad, that’s what she is. I wandered down there to have another nip of that whiskey, and there she was. So I said hello, and she started looking at me from my toes up. Maybe she didn’t like my cravat, because the moment she caught sight of it she started screaming, and she threw something at me as well.” He was actually shaking. “I felt as if I’d assaulted her or something, damned if I didn’t.”

Annabel caught the butler’s eye. “Warsop, I think His Grace would be the better for a drink of something.”

“A walk will do just as well,” Father Armailhac said, appearing out of nowhere and smiling his gentle llama smile at Rafe.

Rafe blinked at him. “If you don’t mind, Father, I’d prefer a drink to ambling out in the dark amidst God knows how many Scottish lunatics.”

“Perhaps Ewan could use help with Rosy,” Annabel said to the monk.

“Ewan is quite skilled at gentling her.” Father Armailhac took Rafe’s arm and turned him inexorably toward the front door. “I think you should see what a Scottish moon looks like.”

Mac opened the door and they vanished.

“Well,” Griselda said acidly, “perhaps that priest will baptize Rafe and make him give up his whiskey. I gather the crisis is over for the night?”

“I’m very sorry,” Annabel said. “Rosy is easily disturbed and she finds strange men truly terrifying.”

“I’m sure I can guess why without being told,” Griselda said with a shudder. “Upstairs with you,” she said to Josie.

Slowly their guests drifted back upstairs, and finally Annabel opened the door to the library again. Rosy and Ewan were seated on a couch before the fire, Rosy at one corner, and Ewan at the other. But Ewan’s arm was strung across the back of the sofa, and he was stroking Rosy’s hair. She had her customary, rather sleepy expression again. She looked like someone who would never scream. In fact . . . she looked happy. Serene.

Ewan looked up at her with a rueful smile. “I expect that took ten years off Rafe’s life.”

“Twenty, at least. Father Armailhac took him for a walk.”

“A walk! I would have thought Rafe would prefer to drown himself in a barrel of the best.”

“I believe that was his idea, until Father intervened. Is she all right?” She whispered it, for Rosy was humming a little tune and looking into the fire as if it depicted the most interesting of plays.

Ewan raked a hand through his hair. “She seems to be. Her nurse is supposed to prevent this sort of thing from happening. Whenever I have guests, she’s to stay in her chambers.”

“I didn’t know,” Annabel said guiltily.

“I just wasn’t thinking. I should have moved her into one of the cottages while your family is here. But she takes so badly to change . . .”

“Oh dear.” They both looked at Rosy, who seemed oblivious to them.

Ewan sighed. “I’ll tell her nurse that she must keep a sharper watch. The problem is that Rosy is used to freedom. You’re the first visitor we’ve had in ages, and she took so well to you that I stopped being cautious.”

“Men pose the problem,” Annabel said.

“And she’s getting worse about it,” Ewan said flatly. “She attacked him, you know. Look.” He nodded to the wall where Rafe had been leaning. The floor was littered with broken crockery. “She threw a vase at him that was half her size. If she’d hit him in the face, it could have done considerable damage.”

Annabel couldn’t think what to say.

“Gregory’s getting older. She sometimes forgets who I am, and attacks me. If she did that to Gregory . . .”

“He doesn’t seem to think of her as his mother.”

“But he knows the truth of it. And it would be damaging to have one’s mother turn into a lunatic and attack you. He didn’t come downstairs, did you notice?”

Annabel shook her head.

“He can’t stand seeing her like this.”

Rosy got up and ambled away. Mac was waiting by the door and gently took her arm and began to lead her upstairs. Ewan held out his hand and Annabel snuggled down in the curve of his arm.

“You’re very kind to her,” she said, feeling a surge of adoration. “Most people would have had her sent away.”

“She would be miserable away from here. Let’s talk about something else. I’ve been wanting to tell you something.” He tipped up her eyes, and skimmed her mouth with his. “Open your eyes, Annabel. I love you. I want to shout it,” he said, sliding his lips across her cheek. “I’ve never been in love before. I want to shout it from the mountaintops.”

“You’re a romantic,” she said, battling to keep her head clear.

“And you’re not?” he said. It was no use keeping up a front before him. He knew what she was thinking. “You love me, Annabel,” he said. “You’re in love with your husband.” He kissed her eyes. “You’re deliriously in love with your husband,” he whispered, kissing her nose. “You’re beside yourself in love with your husband,” and he’d reached her mouth.

“Yes,” she said, winding her arms around his neck. “Oh, yes, Ewan. Yes.”

Sometime later the fire was tumbling in on itself, sending just a wavering spark now and then into the darkening chimney. The great huge house was quiet. Not even a servant could be heard. Father Armailhac and Rafe had come in and gone up to bed . . . The butler, Warsop, had sent the last footman away.

Ewan was thinking about taking Annabel upstairs. After all, they had a perfectly comfortable bed waiting for them, and although this couch was very nice, it wasn’t quite long enough and—

“Ewan,” she said. She was pulling off his cravat, which really meant that he should pick up his beloved wife and make their way upstairs. “Do you remember the coney’s kiss?” she whispered into his neck. Her hands were making their way under his shirt now.

“Forgotten since last night, have you?” he said. “And you the one of us with a decent memory. I suppose I’ll have to give you a demonstration, lass.”

“Do you remember when I asked you what its mate might be?” Her eyes were sparkling in the last glow of the fire.

“Its mate?” he asked, but her hands were at his waistline. “No!”

“What’s sauce for the goose is fit for the gander,” she said severely, and started to kiss a line down his stomach.

Ewan looked down at her curls and made one last attempt at gentlemanly behavior. “You needn’t,” he gasped.

“Of course I needn’t,” she said, looking up at him for a moment. “I want to. Wouldn’t you like me to?”

He blinked at her. No decent gentlewoman—he couldn’t think how to phrase it.

“Ewan,” she said, “an honest answer. Wouldn’t you like me to?”

There was no way to answer that, but with honesty. They’d hewed that between them, with all their question games on their journey here. Any time one of them mentioned honesty in the same breath with question . . .

“Aye,” he said at last, “I’d love nothing better.”

She smiled at him brilliantly. “In that case . . .”





Chapter Twenty-three


“When I get married,” Josie said, “I want to marry a man just like Ewan. I want him to have a castle, and a million servants, and stables just like Ewan’s—”

“I don’t think there is another one,” Imogen said. “I am amazed. I am truly amazed, Annabel.”

Annabel grinned. She and Imogen were sitting at one end of Imogen’s bed, and Tess and Josie were at the other. “Do you think it’s too much good luck?” she asked, with some anxiety. “That something will happen?”

Josie’s eyes shone. “Such as, Ewan has another wife, hidden somewhere, perhaps on the Continent! Does he ever talk in his sleep?”

“Do you get these ideas from those novels from the Minerva Press?” Tess asked, looking rather scandalized. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have bought them for you.”

“There’s a great deal of helpful guidance in them,” Josie told her. “I know all the signs of a man who is perfidious to the core.”

“And those are?” Annabel asked, grinning.

“Well, for one thing, he should have black hair. And he should stalk about, tossing his hair in the wind.”

“Ewan doesn’t do that,” Annabel observed.

“If he were French, we would know for certain,” Josie said.

“Not a drop of French blood that I know of,” Annabel said.

“If he has a guilty secret, he’ll talk in his sleep. Or moan. Kind of like this.” Josie put her hands up to her hair and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Oooooo . . . Marguerite . . . I cannot forget her . . . Oooooooo!” Then she put down her hands and looked at Annabel. “Does he ever do that?”

“No!” Annabel said, laughing.

“Does he say anything in his sleep?”

“Not that I’ve heard.”

“Oh well,” Josie said. “Even so, your marriage does seem like the beginning of a novel, complete with a mad wife in the back bedroom.”

“Rosy is not someone to make fun of,” Annabel said, frowning at her.

“All right.” Josie sighed. “But you must admit that your life is rather like a fairy tale: you wanted to marry a rich man, and then you had to marry due to scandal . . . and finally here you are, living in a castle! Lucius says that Ewan’s holdings rival his own.”

Tess was smiling at Annabel. “That money doesn’t make a great deal of difference, though, does it?”

Annabel opened her mouth, and then closed it.

“Ewan wouldn’t have had a chance at Annabel if he had nothing more than a few chickens to his name,” Josie pointed out. “When she thought he was poor, she was most reluctant. You can’t have forgotten all those lectures she gave us last year about marrying for practical reasons and not for love. I know Imogen hasn’t, because Annabel was constantly lecturing her.” She raised her voice to a hectoring level and said: “The best marriages are those between levelheaded persons, entered into for levelheaded reasons, and with a reasonable degree of confidence in compatibility.”

“Be quiet, you little termagant,” Annabel said. “I certainly hope that you don’t have ambitions to go on the stage.”

“But now you are overtaken by passion, aren’t you?” Imogen asked her.

Annabel bit her lip. “I—”

“You look head over heels in love to me,” Josie put in irresistibly.

“Did you always talk this much?” Tess said. “I seem to remember days in which you were a quiet, sweet little thing.”

“That’s because you’re getting so old that you’re losing your memory,” Josie retorted.

“So are you in love?” Imogen asked again.

“I—I suppose so,” Annabel said, feeling queerly embarrassed. Why should she be embarrassed? These were her sisters, the dearest people in the world to her, next to Ewan.

Josie answered that question, hooting with laughter. “How the mighty have fallen!” she chortled. And she went back to mimicking Annabel. “I have no expectation of ever falling in love, in fact it seems a most uncomfortable business!” She broke off. “So, is it uncomfortable?”

“Not so far,” Annabel said. She was looking at Imogen. “I owe you an apology. I didn’t respect your feelings sufficiently, back—back when Draven was alive. I didn’t understand what love felt like.”

Imogen smiled, even if her smile wavered a bit.

“I had no idea how important someone could become,” Annabel said simply. “I don’t know what I would do without Ewan.”

“You just go on,” Imogen said. “Day by day, that’s all.”

Annabel felt her throat tightening at the mere thought. “I couldn’t do it, Imogen. I’m just so sorry for what’s happened to you. I don’t know how you are—”

“Surviving?” Imogen asked, her voice brittle. But her eyes were tearless. “Or do you mean, how can I flirt with Mayne?”

Tess leaned forward from the other end of the bed. “Don’t, Imogen!”

But Imogen was off the bed in a swirl of black hair, looking out the window. Her fists were clenched, shoulders stiff.

“That’s not what I meant,” Annabel said, feeling a flash of irritation. Imogen was so quick to take affront. “I only meant that I understand for the first time what you felt for Draven.”

“You will never understand that,” Imogen said fiercely, still staring out the window with her back to them.

“But I can—”

“You will never understand, because Ewan loves you,” Imogen said.

There was a moment’s silence. Annabel looked at Tess, panicked.

“Draven did love you,” Tess said. “I was there when he died. I remember how much he loved you. Don’t diminish his love, now that he’s not here to repeat it to you.”

Imogen turned around. Her face was white, but still tearless. “I do not diminish his love for me,” she said, cutting her words off sharply. “I would never do that. I know precisely how much he loved me: as much as he was capable of loving any woman, probably. He loved me somewhat . . . after his stables, perhaps more than his mother.”

“Oh, Imogen,” Tess said. “Why—”

“Because grief is like that!” Imogen snapped. “You can only fool yourself so far. And now I’ve seen that two of my sisters are truly loved. I saw it in Lucius back when we met at the races, the first time after you married. And Ewan fairly beams when he looks at Annabel.”

“I do not agree with your idea that Draven did not love you,” Tess said firmly.

“He did love me! He just didn’t love me very much. I know that, Tess. And you, who are married, know as well as I do how many tiny things each day tell you precisely how much you are valued by your husband. I have had nothing to do but think over the two weeks Draven and I were married. I know precisely how he valued me.”

“Well, if you’re right, you might as well stop weeping over him,” Josie said, with her customary brutal frankness. “Why grieve at all if he didn’t treat you properly? And what did he do, anyway?”

“That’s none of your business!” Imogen snapped. “And I’m not crying, am I?”

“Is that why you’ve taken up with Mayne?” Annabel asked. Somehow the whole idea of Imogen taking revenge for Mayne’s jilting of Tess didn’t ring true to her.

“Mayne doesn’t love me either.”

“I feel as if violins should be wailing in the background,” Josie remarked. “If you’re looking for love, I think you’re going about it the wrong way. Kidnapping Mayne is not going to make him love you.”

“I don’t give a damn if Mayne ever loves me!”

“Come sit down again,” Tess said. “Please, Imogen.”

Imogen hesitated and then moved toward the bed.

“How was your trip?” Annabel asked Tess, feeling that they desperately needed a new subject of conversation.

“Fatiguing,” Tess said.

“Exciting,” Josie put in. “There we were, dashing to the aid of a desperate young maiden, after all. So confess, Annabel. Did you get Tess’s letter in time or not?”

“I had it in time,” Annabel said. She could feel a little blush rising on her neck.

“But you’d already seen the castle,” Josie guessed.

Annabel nodded reluctantly. She hated the idea that the castle had influenced her decision.

“She’d seen Ewan as well,” Tess said.

“I’ll say,” Josie said. “Every day for a fortnight in a carriage. You’re lucky you don’t have a weak stomach like Griselda. Ewan would probably have cried off, and there would have been no decision for you to make.”

“The castle was not relevant to my decision,” Annabel said firmly.

Josie looked skeptical. Even Imogen raised an eyebrow.

“It wasn’t!” Annabel repeated.

“Well, you’ll have to forgive our hesitation,” Josie said. “After all we only knew you for twenty-two years as our hardheaded, unromantic sister who repeatedly announced that she wanted to marry a man with a title and a castle. And here you are: married to a man with a title and a castle. But not for those reasons, or so you say.”

“Don’t be unkind, Josie,” Tess said. “Ewan is a lovely man. Anyone with the faintest claims to being observant can see reasons why Annabel would wish to marry him that have nothing to do with his title, or anything else of that nature.”

“It was those other things,” Annabel said. “I was so grateful to Lucius for finding Miss Ellerby, Tess. But by the time I got the letter I truly wished to marry Ewan, for himself, not for the castle.”

Josie leaned forward. “Don’t you find it a bit awkward, being married to a man with his own pet priest? I mean, Papa didn’t exactly bring us up to be hymn singers.”

“Father Armailhac seems to be a very kindly man,” Tess said.

“A foolish one as well,” Imogen said dispassionately. “Do you know, I heard him telling Rafe that whiskey was a gift from God? Clearly, he’s not very observant or he’d see what whiskey is doing to our beloved guardian.”

“It is odd sometimes,” Annabel said. “The whole household goes to Mass, for example.”

“Lord,” Tess said sympathetically. “Do you even know what to do, Annabel? Catholic Masses are quite different from our own services, aren’t they?”

“Not so different, as a matter of fact. I went to Mass last Sunday, and I stood up when everyone else did. But I didn’t know any of the prayers.”

“So there’s a darker side to life in the castle,” Josie said with relish.

“It’s not dark,” Annabel said.

“It sounds very dreary to me.”

“I rather liked it,” Annabel confessed, her eyes seeking out Tess’s. “The service was very quiet, after all, and it gave me time to think.”

“And you have much to think about,” Tess offered with a smile.

“Exactly.”

“The priest who came when Draven was thrown from the horse was very kind,” Imogen said. “I still remember the way he said: In thee, O Lord, do I put my trust. I had a flash of hope that perhaps praying would help. Of course, it didn’t do any good. Draven died anyway.”

Annabel reached forward and stroked Imogen’s foot. “I think that Father Armailhac would say that Draven is happy now,” she said.

“Perhaps,” Imogen said. “I hope so.”

“I expect that Draven’s heaven is a place where his horse wins a twenty-pound Cup every day,” Josie said.

“Quite likely,” Imogen said, but without that bitter edge that she had so often in her voice. There was even a faint smile on her face. “He would ride the horse himself to a blazing victory, of course.”

“What would Lucius’s heaven be?” Josie asked Tess. “A day in which his stocks doubled in value?”

Tess thought for a moment. “I don’t think so. I think it would be the two of us. And perhaps a Roman ruin or two.”

“A Roman ruin!” Josie said, struck. “I had no idea Lucius was interested in antiquities.”

“Oh, he has many interests,” Tess said airily. Annabel noticed that Tess had gone slightly pink.

“And Ewan’s heaven?” Josie asked her.

“I don’t know,” Annabel said. “But I expect since he believes in the soul, he probably has a traditional view.”

“White clouds and harps,” Josie said. “All the sinners—i.e., interesting people—excluded and no one left but a bunch of people singing.”

Annabel felt that she should defend her husband, but she didn’t have the faintest idea how to do so. “I think that he sees heaven as something quite ordinary,” she said.

“What do you mean?” Imogen asked. Annabel wished she’d asked Ewan herself what heaven consisted of. After all, Imogen had more reason to be interested in the place than the rest of them did.

“Ewan doesn’t seem to have any idea of punishment or purity, really,” she said, thinking it out. “He believes that he has a soul. And that he can’t lose his soul unless he does something truly terrible, since his God is merciful.”

“Ah,” Josie said with satisfaction. “Shakespeare said it: mercy fallest as the gentle rain from Heaven.”

“Yes, exactly,” Annabel said. “Which play?”

“Maybe in Measure for Measure?” Josie said tentatively. “It’s all about a girl who wants to become a nun, but then she meets a duke and a bunch of other things happen and before you know it, she’s married rather than a nun.”

“You should tell Gregory about it,” Annabel observed. “He wants to become a monk, you know.”

Josie snorted. “That boy? A monk?”

“Why not?”

She shrugged. “He doesn’t look like one.”

“What does a monk look like?”

“Ewan,” Josie said rather unexpectedly. “Ewan looks like a monk. All in black and those eyes. Very kind, they are.”

Annabel smiled. “Yes.”

“And the way he takes care of that poor mad girl,” Imogen put in.

“Yes, that too.”

“You did well,” Tess said, smiling at her.

“Not through any effort on my part,” Annabel said. “I don’t deserve him.”

“Well, that’s true,” Josie said. “I’m much nicer than you and—” but she scrambled off the bed when Annabel swatted at her, and then they all left for their own bedchambers.





Chapter Twenty-four


A week later, Ewan stood up at the head of a long table. They were all chattering, nineteen to a dozen. He smiled down the table and raised his glass. “I think I speak for both myself and my wife when I say that I hope this becomes a yearly excursion.”

The table was lit by candles stuck in great claw-footed silver candlesticks, brought back by some Ardmore ancestor who traveled out to the Crusades. The ancestor had left Scotland thinking to become holy, and came back laden with gold in lieu of godliness.

But now the current earl looked through the glowing light of those candles and saw his wife. And she was true gold.

Annabel was so beautiful that it made Ewan’s heart ache a bit just to see her sitting there. She was talking to Uncle Pearce, one hand fluttering in the air, and she laughed suddenly.

It wasn’t manly to feel so strongly for a woman. For a moment he wondered what his father would say, were he here to see his son reduced to a lovesick puppy by a woman. By his own wife, which was even worse, because of all the jests about men who were tied to their wives’ apron strings.

He didn’t remember much of his father, but he did have one memory: he had crept out of the nursery, and wandered around the castle after dark, when he was supposed to be in bed. He was full of glee because his nurse was napping, worn out by caring for the twins, and hadn’t even heard him open the nursery door and escape. He had come down the great curving stairs, and there at the bottom of the stairs were his parents. His mother had her back to the railing, he remembered that. And his father had his fingers spread through her hair and he was kissing her.

Ewan had waited a while, but they kept kissing. And kissing. Until he had finally turned around and gone back to the nursery.

On the strength of that memory, he raised his glass again. “I’d like to make one more toast,” he said, looking directly down the table. “To Imogen, because without you, I wouldn’t have my wife at all.”

Everyone raised their glasses.

“And to my wife,” he said. “Because I love her.” Annabel’s smoky blue eyes grew misty, meeting his down the table, and he didn’t give a damn who thought he was tied to her apron strings. He drank to her.

Father Armailhac was grinning with approval, Josie was giggling, and Imogen looked faintly stricken, at least until Mayne leaned over and said something in her ear. Nana gave him a lavish, approving wink, and Ewan sat down.

Josie was to his right, and Gregory next to her. Gregory had merely rolled his eyes at Ewan’s toast, and now went directly back to telling Josie about singing lauds.

“I see you’re part of this mania for self-improvement,” Josie said to him. “I don’t hold with that myself. Your character is whatever it is; you would do better to read some Aristotle.”

“Prayers are far more important than mere self-improvement,” Gregory snapped.

“Are prayers so different from self-improvement?” Ewan asked.

“The point is that prayers and self-improvement do not necessarily go hand-in-hand,” Josie told him. “Haven’t either of you read Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure?” Neither of them had. “You see, the heroine wants to be a nun. But when she begs a judge for mercy, he offers to save her brother’s life if she will spend one night with him.”

Ewan looked at Josie with some amusement. She looked like a younger version of her sister Tess, with a mass of honeyed brown hair and enchantingly arched eyebrows. But the acerbic spice to her voice was utterly at odds with Tess’s observant nature. And her utter disregard for ladylike topics of conversation must be the reason for her governess’s despairing comment about her unsuitability for polite society.

“That’s revolting!” Gregory said.

“Yes, well, she refuses to do it.”

“I should hope so!”

“So you think she should let her brother die? Die?”

“The alternative is unthinkable,” Gregory stated, scowling.

“Isobel—that’s her name—agrees with you,” Josie said with relish. “She has a lovely line: More than our brother is our chastity. You religious types are all alike. You should become a monk.”

“I certainly hope that the young woman in question did not become a nun,” Father Armailhac said, leaning into the conversation unexpectedly.

“She did not,” Josie said. “The duke finds a way out of her situation. But why wouldn’t you wish her to become a nun?”

“She has no true faith in God,” Armailhac said gently, smiling at Josie as if she were a particularly intelligent student in divinity school. “From what I’ve heard you say, she begs for mercy from the judge, but she doesn’t really believe in the concept. That is, she doesn’t believe that God’s mercy applies to herself.”

The whole table was listening now. “So you think this young woman should have spent the night with the judge,” Griselda said, obviously scandalized.

“That would have been a most unfortunate occurrence,” Armailhac said. “I am quite certain that a man so perfidious would not honor his word the following morning.”

“He didn’t!” Josie cried, looking at the father with renewed respect.

“But I am also certain that forgiveness would have come to her for that sin,” Armailhac said, “as indeed for any sin for which one repents.”

Griselda muttered something to Mayne about the ton apparently being less forgiving than God. Ewan didn’t feel any real interest in joining the conversation. What he wanted was at the other end of the table. Annabel was laughing again. Uncle Pearce must have reached into some nearly forgotten well of courtly language because he was certainly keeping her entertained. With a start, Ewan realized that he was jealous.

Jealous of his own uncle, a man in his eighties? Of any man who made Annabel laugh? You’re losing your sanity, he thought, and caught Father Armailhac’s eye.

“It’s a gift from God,” Armailhac said quietly. “Accept the blessing.”

Ewan smiled wryly. Father might not be so gentle if he knew the images that were racing through Ewan’s mind. They had naught to do with godliness.

He had a mind to fill that bathtub with hot water and then turn his wife’s sleek stomach against the marble and—

He wrenched his mind away. Thank goodness, the meal was finally drawing to an end. Footmen were removing the walnut praline gâteau, and Annabel would take all her sisters and his grandmother off to the drawing room for tea. Not that Ewan wanted any port. But any more time spent staring at his wife down this long table and he would burst out of his chair and take her upstairs.

A few minutes later, there was no one left in the room but men. Gregory went off to his bed; the rigor of singing lauds at five in the morning sometimes made him fall asleep over supper. Uncle Pearce never drank port and so made his good-nights; Uncle Tobin had a mind to leave in the morning on a fishing expedition, and he said good night as well. Two of the monks left, but Father Armailhac stayed, smiling gently at Rafe when he poured himself a monstrous amount of brandy.

“When you’re ready to give up that servitude, I’d be happy to help,” he said.

“Servitude?” Rafe said. “With whiskey this glorious, I may never stop drinking!”

Father Armailhac just smiled.

Mayne lit a cheroot, and a smoky, comforting smell drifted down the table.

“Come join us at this end,” Ewan said, beckoning to Mayne and Felton. They amiably moved their chairs and for a moment they all just sat around in a comfortable, woman-less silence.

“So . . .” Rafe said after a moment and a half beaker of golden whiskey. “Tell me about Rosy, then.” He had in mind as Annabel’s guardian that there were a few things he should be asking, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember most of them.

Ewan explained who she was, and why she came to be part of the household.

“Gregory’s mother,” Mayne said, frowning. “I had no idea. He seems thoroughly rational.”

“He is,” Ewan confirmed. “As was Rosy, before she was kidnapped. Her father described her as a most docile and cheerful girl. She was only thirteen at the time, though, and I’m afraid she lost her mind. In the beginning, the doctors had some hope she might recover, but they gave that up some time ago.”

“Thirteen!” Rafe said, chilled by it. “That’s god-awful. Did you catch the curs who did such a thing?”

“We did,” Ewan said. “But only after they caught another young woman. I’m afraid that we have a recurring problem here in the Highlands with marauding bands of criminals.”

“But what are you planning to do with Rosy in the future?” Rafe asked, remembering one of the things he meant to say. “Because that young woman, although I regret wholly that she has suffered so, is dangerous.” He said it firmly, because he had a clear vision of a terrifyingly enraged woman looking at him with all the maddened frenzy of a Medusa, and he didn’t think he’d ever forget it. “For a moment, I thought she was trying to kill me.”

“I have no doubt but that death was on her mind,” Father Armailhac said quietly. “In one way, we could consider this an improvement in Rosy’s condition. She now feels comfortable enough that she can enact revenge on the men whom she assumes have been abusing her. Time doesn’t have the same meaning for her as it does for us.”

“I didn’t touch her,” Rafe said, unnerved even by the suggestion.

“No one thinks you did,” the monk said. “I’m quite certain that Rosy thought you were one of the men who originally attacked her, years ago.”

“Well, I can’t say it looks as if she’s likely to improve,” Mayne put in, stubbing out his cheroot. “She needs a nurse day and night, Ardmore.”

“She has one,” Ewan replied. “Her nurse fell asleep.”

“You can’t keep a madwoman on the premises,” Rafe said, remembering again that he was Annabel’s guardian. Practically her father. “You have children to think about.”

Ardmore blinked at him. “Children? What children?”

Mayne laughed. “There speaks a man after my own heart.”

Father Armailhac laughed as well. “Your children, Ewan. Rafe is quite rightly concerned that Annabel’s own children may be threatened by Rosy. And I am afraid that he makes a good point.”

“Nonsense,” Ewan said. “Why, Rosy was never other than loving toward Gregory as a child.”

“But that was eleven years ago,” the monk said. “At that point, Rosy did not erupt into open rages the way she does now. Had she struck Rafe with that vase, I am not entirely convinced that the duke would have survived the attack.”

“I could have warded her off,” Rafe protested, feeling like a weakling. “I simply had no idea what was happening. One moment the library was dark and quiet, and the next she walked out and started looking at me. I could tell something was a bit odd, but—” He broke off and shuddered.

“It would break Rosy’s heart to be put away,” Ewan said with a flash of anger at Father Armailhac. What kind of Christian was he to suggest that Ewan put Rosy into an institution due to the mere suggestion that she might be violent toward children? Children who were not even conceived?

“Where is she now?” Mayne asked.

“You needn’t worry that you’ll be attacked,” Ewan said sharply, suddenly irritated beyond all measure with these feeble Englishmen. “I’ve sent her to stay in one of the cottages with her nurse.”

Father Armailhac smiled around the table. “Ewan has cared for and loved Rosy as if she were his own sister.”

“I can see that,” Lucius Felton said, rather unexpectedly. He spoke rarely, and Ewan had almost forgotten he was there. “But it seems to me that encounters with strange men are likely quite discomfiting for Rosy, if she indeed thinks herself back at the time of her rape. Perhaps an all-female living environment would be more restful.”

“Perhaps,” Ewan said. He rose. “If you will forgive me, gentlemen, I must talk with Mac before going to bed.”

“Mr. Maclean is a treasure,” Lucius said. “I would offer him double his salary to work for me, but I have a suspicion that he’d turn me down.”

“Ewan inspires great loyalty amongst his servants and tenants,” Father Armailhac said. “Of course, he gives equal loyalty to them in return.”

Ewan left the room, taking care not to slam the door behind him. No doubt they would continue to discuss the situation in his household.

But it was his household. His and Annabel’s. At the thought, his heart quickened. He didn’t have to make these decisions alone. Perhaps he and Annabel could discuss the matter of Rosy that very evening . . . in the bath.

He put his head into the drawing room. The ladies appeared to have finished their tea. Griselda was demonstrating a tatting stitch to Josie, who was making a sad bungle out of it. His grandmother had fallen asleep and was snoring gently. Annabel looked up.

“May I request your assistance?” he asked her, keeping his face merely polite. “Mac has a suggestion and I thought we should consult you.”

“Of course!” Annabel exclaimed. “I’ll return in a moment—”

“I’m afraid it’s a matter of some complexity,” Ewan interrupted.

“In that case, I’ll say good night,” Annabel said, stooping and kissing Lady Griselda’s cheek. “Perhaps Mrs. Warsop would help Nana to bed tonight?”

“Don’t stay up too late,” Tess said, a flash of mischief in her eyes as she glanced at Ewan. “Household affairs can be so wearing.”

Annabel was saying good night to Imogen and didn’t hear her, but Ewan gave her a grin. Tess was a beautiful and intelligent woman, rather like her sister.

And he liked her husband too. He would think about Lucius Felton’s comment. Tomorrow.





Chapter Twenty-five


Annabel couldn’t help giggling. “This is a matter of great complexity?” she asked, gazing at a steaming bathtub.

“Certainly,” Ewan said. “I’ve sent your maid off, so you’ll have to depend on me for the night. All those fastenings and strings that hold your clothing together are quite complex.”

“You’re getting experienced at disrobing me,” Annabel said. “And if I hadn’t wished to engaged in this sort of marital dalliance? What then, pray?”

“Then I’d do my best to change your mind,” Ewan said, with all the certitude of a man who’d had an erection since approximately eleven o’clock that morning, when he glimpsed the curve of his wife’s neck in a mirror.

She bent that neck now, so that he could unbutton her gown. It was long and graceful, as exquisite a neck as he could ever remember seeing. He started kissing it and forgot her buttons, his hands straying around her front, his body fitting against hers like two puzzle pieces.

When Annabel spoke, her voice had taken on that slightly husky tone that he loved. “The water cools,” she pointed out. “I greatly dislike cold water.”

He had her dress off her shoulders in two seconds, her corset unlaced and her chemise over her head, and there she was, wearing nothing more than clocked silk stockings, direct from Paris, and beautiful little taffeta slippers. There was no courtesan in the world who looked as sensual as his own wife.

“Why don’t I help you?” she asked, probably because he was standing there like a schoolboy, gaping through a window at the butcher’s wife in her chemise.

She unwound his cravat, and Ewan let his fingers dance down the slim curve of her sides, down the lush swell of her hips. Her stomach had an enchanting curve, a belly—he stopped, struck by the thought of those children Rafe had mentioned.

“Did you think that you might be carrying a child?” he asked.

Her fingers stilled for a moment, about to pull his shirt over his head. “Oh, I doubt it. From what I have heard, it can take up to a year.”

Ewan grinned at her, but she shook her head. “No, truly, I think it often takes a year or even longer—”

“Or just one night,” he put in.

“That is most unusual,” Annabel told him. “And don’t tell me that you wish that I were lying about casting up my breakfast and scolding you? Because women are terrible scolds when they’re carrying a child.”

“I didn’t know,” Ewan said, lifting one of her elegant feet and pulling off her shoes. Then he rolled down a stocking and threw it to the side.

“It’s the truth,” Annabel said. “Lady Bendlemeyer threw a book directly through the window. She had aimed it at her husband, but he ducked.”

That reminded Ewan of Rosy, and he didn’t want to think of her now. Besides, he had Annabel’s second stocking off and there was his delectable, naked wife . . . about whom he’d been thinking all day. So he picked her up, hardly listening to her stream of evidence about the irritability of women with child, and sat down in the bath with her on his lap, facing him.

The water surged dangerously and almost splashed over the side.

“Oh!” Annabel said, startled.

He scooped up water and poured it down her breasts. They were pressed against his chest, their lovely round shape flattened. So he pulled back and they stood out, round and full again, her nipple standing out, a delicate pink against her white skin.

Suddenly Ewan wasn’t sure that he had time for the lengthy seduction he had carefully planned. Why hadn’t he just taken off her clothes and coaxed her onto the bed? He could have been inside her by now and—

But Annabel was never one to just sit about and let her husband admire her, as if she were a rather naughty statue. She wiggled off his lap until she was leaning against the opposite end of the tub. She’d seen that look before.

So, grinning, she raised her knees, and he actually closed his eyes.

“Well,” she said. “I think I should wash.”

“I can wash you,” he said instantly.

“Oh, no,” she said. “Why don’t you just watch this time? After all, washing is a delicate art.” She poured a small amount of almond oil into her hand. “For example, I never use soap twice in one day, and I already had a bath this morning. It’s too drying for my skin.” She came up on her knees, the water sluicing off her upper body as she rose. “I just rub oil instead . . . like this.” She poured the oil over her shoulder and began rubbing the sweet, gleaming oil into her arm.

His eyes were almost glazing over, his hands reaching toward her.

“Not yet,” she said. “You see, I put the oil everywhere.”

“Everywhere,” he breathed, his voice little more than a scrap of sound.

She cupped the oil and poured a little between her breasts and then began gently massaging it into her skin.

He was breathing deeply, to her enormous satisfaction. So she played it up a little, batting his hands away when he tried to help. But something wild was building in her too, with every stroke of her own hand, with the look in his heavy-lidded eyes, with the fact that he sat opposite her, leaning back against the bathtub edge now, his large body indolently sprawled for her admiration.

She rubbed the oil slowly down her stomach, unsure how bold she wanted to be, driven to recklessness by the intensity of his gaze. Her hand dipped lower. And lower. Finally he reached out a hand and this time his voice allowed no compromise. “I believe you cannot reach your back.”

“No,” she whispered, and then sank into the hunger of his kiss. When they surfaced, he turned her about so her belly was cool and slippery against the marble. And then his hands began smoothing the oil into her shoulders, sending little wakes of flames as water races from the prow of a boat.

Suddenly she heard a gurgling and knew that the water was draining away, but his hands were practicing magic, stealing around to her front, driving her head to arch against his chest. And when his body fit against hers, she arched back against him, her breath caught in a moan. She felt wild and safe at the same time, trapped against the side of the bathtub, trapped by the hard enclosure of his arms, braced on the sides. Safe.

They migrated to the bedroom sometime later, and Annabel lay in the sleepy circle of her husband’s arms and grinned to herself.

So she’d been wrong about the important thing in a marriage being a castle and a lot of money. Although her common sense compelled her to note that those things were very pleasant. The only thing that mattered was the sleepy man next to her, the hot curve of his body around her, the sweetness in his green eyes when he told the table—the whole table—that he loved her.

It was enough to make her giggle, even remembering. Ewan murmured something in his sleep and pulled her tighter, and she simply relished the memory . . .

She was never the sort of woman who thought she’d be in a love story. Whose husband would love her. Imogen, yes. Or even Tess, in her quiet way, because she was so eminently lovable. Annabel had always seen herself as desirable.

Which was quite different.

But at dinner . . . Ewan said he loved her.

Annabel felt as if she were daydreaming. Someday her children would sit at that same table, likely taking sides between their father’s beliefs and their mother’s lack of them . . .

It was a lovely daydream. She had never imagined, in those miserable days in her father’s house, that life could ever be so safe, and that she could feel so beloved.

Dreams are like bubbles . . . beautiful, gleaming, quick to break.

Annabel managed to keep her dream intact for a few more hours.





Chapter Twenty-six


Ewan called on Rosy every day, but Annabel had been busy with her family and had not yet visited the cottage. But the next morning he asked her to join him: “Not that I don’t enjoy Rafe and Tess and all the rest of them, but it would be nice to see you alone.”

“You do see me alone,” she said, smiling. “We are quite alone at the moment, for instance.” They were curled in bed together.

“But we’re never alone during the day,” Ewan said. “Before half of London descended on us, I used to see you in the morning.”

“But you work in the morning.”

“I would change my schedule for you.”

Annabel rolled away from him and hopped out of bed. “All right. I’d like to see Rosy. And I haven’t been on Sweetpea in days. The poor horse must think I’ve deserted her.”

“’Tis I who’ve been deserted. Here we’ve been married over a month, and already I never see you.”

She turned around and planted a kiss on his lips. “You stop all those Scottish lamentations,” she told him.

“Lack of sleep,” he said. “You sleep like a starfish, you know.”

“Like a what?”

“You’ve never seen one? They’re animals of the sea, with five arms spread out like the rays of a star.”

“You’ve seen one of these creatures?”

“Gregory has a dried one, bought from a trader who happened by. At any rate, every time I ease into sleep, you throw out your arms and legs and wake me up.”

“So that’s your excuse for all the times you have woken me up?” she asked impudently.

He grinned at her, enjoying the curve of her waist as she sat before her dressing table. Then he remembered. “We have to make a decision about Rosy.”

“Isn’t she happy in the cottage?”

“I am worried that she might wander away if her nurse turns her back. The cottage is one of those that are farthest out, so that no laborer is likely to stray by the place and frighten her, but if she were to walk into the forest, she might get lost.”

“Rafe is already talking of returning to London,” Annabel noted. “As soon as they’re gone, she can return to the castle.”

“But the children,” Ewan said, loving the thought of them more every moment.

“What children?” she asked absentmindedly, pushing a few more hairpins into the coils of her hair.

“Our children,” he said, watching her in the mirror.

Her face went very still. “Oh.” And then: “You think Rosy might grow dangerous toward children?”

“Felton also pointed out that she might be happier in a house that held only women.”

“Ah. That’s quite thoughtful of him.” And then: “Whatever you decide, Ewan. I don’t think it would be right for me to judge what happens to Rosy.”

But he’d made up his mind.

They had been riding for almost an hour when they finally reached a small clearing and the stone cottage where Rosy now lived.

“It’s lovely!” Annabel exclaimed. Rose briars curled up and over the threshold. The briars seemed to hang in a pink haze created by little coral buds; in a few weeks they would be heavy with blooms. The cottage lay dreaming in the sunshine, with no sound but that of bees, like a fairy-tale house belonging to a princess in disguise.

“Rosy likes it,” Ewan said. “I do believe she—” He stopped his horse suddenly and frowned.

“What is it?”

“I thought I saw someone on the ridge there. I’ve made it quite clear that no one is to approach the house.”

“I don’t see anything,” Annabel said. The hill behind the house was covered with gorse, and gorse was so scratchy to the legs that it was hard to believe anyone would willingly tramp through it. Horses loathed it.

“Must have been my imagination,” Ewan muttered, starting down the path to the cottage.

Annabel followed him, enjoying the way the buttercups gleamed through wavy grass, as if they were made of gold and had been polished by a footman. She glanced at Ewan’s back as he rode down the path before her. He would say that God was doing the polishing.

Not that she believed the way Ewan did, but she had to admit that the effect was beautiful.

They tied their horses at the side of the house and Ewan stepped aside to allow Annabel to enter the door before him.

One moment she was walking into the dusky coolness of the cottage, and the next a strong male arm whipped around her chest and jerked her to the side while a hand covered her mouth. She tried to scream, to take a breath, but the hand stifled her. A second later Ewan entered, head bent as he came through the low stone lintel. None of the three men in the room tried to physically control him. One simply leveled a long rifle at him.

Ewan looked quickly at Annabel and then backed against the stone wall as directed. “Where’s Rosy?” he barked at them, ignoring the rifle entirely.

These were ruffians with nothing in common with the robbers in London except their weapons. They were the kind of men who instill fear merely walking down the street: dirty, with filthy snarls of hair and a swaggering walk.

Annabel could see two men, neither of whom answered Ewan. One of them laughed, a coarse, raucous cough, and the other just stared at him with his mouth open, like a freshwater trout.

Then a fourth man lounged out of the door leading to the room beyond. He had a black beard and terrifying eyes, like black, shiny river rocks.

“Where is Rosy?” Ewan demanded again, looking to the man who entered.

“If by Rosy you mean the female yonder, she went a wee bit berserk on us, and we had to put her out. But she’ll be fine. The older woman may be a loss. She took quite a crack on the head. And you must be the laird of these parts.”

“I’m no laird,” Ewan said. “I’m the Earl of Ardmore, and you know it well. I would gather you’ve been living on my land.”

“’Tis true, ’tis true. I do know a bit about you, milord. For example, you’re quite the religious type, aren’t you?” He cast up his eyes, clearly enjoying himself. “Lord, forgive me for killin’ yon old lady in the next room. There.”

“Do you want money?” Ewan asked quietly, when it seemed that the leader had done with crossing himself and spitting.

“We never turn down a shilling, but we came here for a woman. We heard all about the pretty little duck you was keeping here in the cottage, the one you wouldn’t let anyone see. Course, there was a few things we didn’t know. That she was barmy, for one thing. And that you was the kind who brings the wife along to meet the mistress. Perverse, I call it. But then, I’m an old-fashioned man.”

“If you take Rosy,” Ewan said steadily, “I will hunt these hills until I find you, and I will take every single one of you, and you will hang until you are dead.” His eyes swept the four ruffians. Only the fishlike one showed a reaction. His eyes widened and he closed his mouth.

“You’d better start praying,” the leader said, sounding bored. “Because people have been searching for Black Haggis for years and they ain’t find him yet. And in case you’re wondering, I’m Black Haggis. Haven’t you heard of me?”

“Certainly. You’re wanted for murder. You’re also a coward, who once left your men in the hands of the village watch and ran for your life.”

“Ain’t you heard the one about how I killed me own mum? No? Disappointing. On to business. I reckon there’s a problem with yon Rosy. She’s a berserker as wouldn’t keep a man’s bed warm because she’d have to be tied up. This one, though”—he nodded toward Annabel—“she’ll do nicely.”

Annabel’s stomach dropped into her feet. “No,” she gasped, or tried to, but her mouth was stifled by a large, dirty hand. She tried to twist free, but the man holding her just pulled her tightly against him.

Ewan didn’t even look in her direction. “You cannot hope to escape with the Countess of Ardmore. You will be hunted down within a matter of hours and killed.”

“No one knows these mountains the way I do,” Black Haggis said. “Fang, me lad, you’d do me a favor by taking out your pistol and leveling it at his lordship here. Seems to me that the man may try a bit of derring-do in order to rescue his wife, and two weapons is better than one.”

Fishlips snapped his mouth shut again, and a second later Ewan was being guarded by a deadly-looking pistol in addition to the rifle.

Annabel swallowed. She could stand this, if she had to. She could. Ewan would get her back. She wouldn’t go mad the way Rosy had.

“If I have to burn down every inch of pine on these mountains to find your hideout,” Ewan was saying, “I shall do so.” The look in his eyes would have made Annabel shiver, but Haggis didn’t flicker an eyelash.

“I’m afraid you won’t be around to make the attempt,” he said, turning toward the man holding Annabel. “Nisbit, I’ll thank you to tie up that lady you’re holding and get the crazed one, Rosy. I’m thinking that she’ll be good for one night at least.”

The man who was holding Annabel kept a hand over her mouth, but the other slid from her waist to her breast. And all of a sudden he was pressing against her from behind. He was unmistakably—obscenely—aroused. He made a sound in his throat, and then started to move her toward the door by bucking against her backside to move her forward. His hand scrambled at her breast, squeezing it painfully.

Annabel’s vision went black. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t be brave, she would go mad as Rosy had. All of a sudden she started struggling as hard as she could, bit the dirty fingers that covered her mouth, and kicked backward.

She heard an astonished oof, and then she was free of his stench and his arms and was running across the room, heading toward Ewan. But Black Haggis was laughing, and he put out his foot.

Annabel struck it and flew forward, off her feet, careened into the robber holding his pistol on Ewan. He dropped his weapon and she fell hard on top of it, knocking the breath out of her lungs. For a moment she just lay there, stunned by the pain in her breast where it struck the pistol. The only thing she could hear was Black Haggis’s coarse voice. “Damn it, Fang,” he growled, “you’re no better than a butterfingered lad. If you cost us our honey, I’ll floor you.

“All right. I think it’s time to put his lordship out of his misery.” He kicked Annabel in the side. “Your husband has done naught to save you, girl, although you show a pleasing bit of life yourself. You might want to remember that. Nisbit, take out his lordship, if you please.”

Just as the man who had been holding Annabel took a pistol from his pocket, Annabel launched herself from the floor and hurled toward Ewan, pressing the pistol she had been lying on into his palm.

“Where the hell is Fang’s—” Black Haggis exclaimed.

Ewan jerked the pistol up, toward Haggis, and a great burst of light and noise came out of it. Annabel screamed because the fire burned her arm. But at that same moment she saw a flash of movement from the doorway behind Haggis and, for a second, caught a glimpse of Rosy’s crazed face and her arms swinging something over her head.

Later Annabel decided there were two cracks of noise, sounding like an echo of each other. The one killed Haggis, and the other . . .

The one that killed Haggis was made by Rosy whacking him over the head with a firestone that she should never have been able to lift to her knees, let alone over her head.

And the second was the noise of Ewan’s pistol.

Fishlips jumped out the window. Ewan pushed Annabel aside and dashed forward. Annabel collapsed to her knees, holding her burned arm, her eyes blinded by tears. Then the man Haggis called Nisbit pocketed his gun and grabbed her other arm, yanking her so hard that she came to her feet.

“Ewan!” she cried.

Ewan looked around, grabbed Haggis’s abandoned pistol, and shot Nisbit without a second’s pause. The robber made a muffled sound and plummeted to the floor.

Annabel stood there, stunned, but then she started shuddering. Dark red blood was creeping along the floor toward her slippers so she stumbled toward Ewan.

He was kneeling on the floor, and now she saw for the first time what he was doing. He was holding Rosy.

“Oh God,” Annabel cried. “Oh no!”

Rosy had been shot in the heart. There was a surprisingly small wound, with not much blood. She had her eyes open and she was looking at Ewan. Her face had returned to its normal, peaceful expression.

“Oh God,” Annabel sobbed, falling to her knees beside the two of them.

Ewan was cradling Rosy against his chest, his head bent, and then Annabel saw he was crying. Ewan was crying.

She reached out and put a hand on Rosy’s forehead. It was cool, almost cold. Ewan was rocking Rosy back and forth now.

“Ewan,” she said, stilling him. Then she put her hand on Rosy’s forehead again and smiled at her. Rosy looked back, her gaze as innocent as any child’s. She seemed to feel no pain. The words that Imogen had repeated came back to her. “In thee, O Lord, do I put my trust,” she said to Rosy.

Ewan ran his hand along her cheek. “Rosy,” he said, his voice rough with tears. “Go with God. Let Him take you to a kinder place, where you can run free with no fear of men.”

Rosy smiled at him as if he’d asked her to a picnic, but she looked very tired, and her face was even whiter than it had been a moment ago.

“I love you,” Ewan whispered. “Gregory loves you too.”

She smiled again, faintly.

“Aye, lass, I’ll tell him you love him,” he said.

Annabel was crying so hard she could hardly see.

Rosy closed her eyes and then she opened them once more. Ewan was sobbing, holding her against his chest. “I’m so sorry, Rosy,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do it! I’d have killed myself first.”

“Ewan,” she said, her voice small but clear. It was like a blessing. Then she closed her eyes and Annabel knew she wouldn’t open them again.

Ewan’s head was bent over Rosy’s body, clutching her and rocking back and forth.

Annabel put her arms around him. “I love you, Ewan,” she whispered. “I love you.”

He said nothing for a moment, and then his voice grated into the silence. “Oh God, I wish that you hadn’t given me that gun.”

“What?” she whispered.

“I killed Rosy with that gun,” he said. “Why did you give me the damn gun, Annabel?”

She stared at him, the breath shuddering in her chest, unable to answer.

“I killed her with that gun,” he said. “You asked me once what it would take to kill my soul.” He rolled the unresisting body of Rosy back from his chest. Her head fell back against his arm, white and still. “I should think this will do it, don’t you? I’ve killed the most innocent person on all my holdings. Killed a child.”

Looking at Rosy, Annabel for the first time understood the existence of the soul. Not because of what Ewan said, but because the body he held was not Rosy. That which made it Rosy was gone, flown to a kinder place.

The little cottage was utterly silent, a silence broken only by the sound of the bees, humming in the roses.

After a time Annabel got up and went into the other room and looked without touching at the broken body of Rosy’s nurse. Then she went out to her horse.

Sweetpea whinnied at the smell of the blood on Annabel’s skirts, and tried to get away. But Annabel swung onto her back and galloped away, back to Ardmore Castle.

If anyone had been watching the cottage, they would have seen a Mr. Maclean arrive two hours later, followed by two litters and men, and somewhat after that, more men with hunting dogs, and horns, and long guns.

The Earl of Ardmore accompanied Rosy’s body back to the castle, where it was put in the chapel under Father Armailhac’s care.

The earl didn’t sleep in his own chamber that night.





Chapter Twenty-seven


Ewan woke in the chill of a back bedroom, and for a moment he couldn’t think where he was. He reached out for the warmth of Annabel’s body but she wasn’t there. And then suddenly a surge of cold fear gripped his heart and he remembered.

He’d killed Rosy. Rosy was dead. He’d killed another man as well.

He tried for a moment to pray, but he knew there would be no warm feeling of response, and there wasn’t. He was alone. Alone in a fathomless, empty world without a soul, without a future, without God’s love.

The loss was wrenching. He didn’t know how sustaining the certainty of God’s love was until it was taken from him. He was—damned.

He had always felt faint curiosity about the state, but now he knew what it was to be damned. Damned was not pitchforks, or fire. It was loss, cold, and silence. The silence of being cast out, having done the unthinkable, of having killed a child, an innocent one, someone you love.

He felt his teeth grind together and got up, swinging his legs over the side. He had to think. To pull himself together. For a moment he thought of going to Father Armailhac and begging for forgiveness, pleading with the father to intercede . . .

But there was no hope, no point, no reason. He had felt the comforting presence of his soul for years, its existence as well-known to him as the beauty of God in a field of blue flax.

It was gone. There was no one who could bring Rosy back to life.

He felt as if he were watching himself from an incalculable distance, a man like any other sinner on the earth: not blessed, as he had thought. Not loved, as he had thought. A man who takes a pistol and kills his sister. A man who has done an unforgivable sin.

He had never imagined such loneliness.

He got up. He didn’t feel like taking a bath, so he didn’t ring the bell. Instead he raked back his hair and simply walked out of his chamber.

Father Armailhac was waiting for him, of course. Numbly Ewan allowed the priest to take him into his study. They sat in silence, the monk’s fingers telling prayers on the beads he held in his hands.

“I believe you are despairing,” Father said finally.

Ewan met his eyes. They were so kind that he almost ran from the room. He didn’t deserve that look. “I killed her, Father,” he said hoarsely.

“Tell me.”

So he did: about holding Rosy in his arms and watching her fall away, even as he still felt the weight of her body.

“Death is like a falling away,” Father Armailhac agreed. “Could you think of it as God taking her from your arms, into His?”

“No.” There was no point in sweetening it. “I killed her with my own careless bullet. I took her life. I—”

As always, Father Armailhac seemed to know what he was saying before he said it. “Self-punishment is not the same thing as damnation,” he said gently.

Ewan swallowed. “You think I am worrying about myself when I have killed Rosy?” But he was, he was. He felt as if he were drowning in a slough of despair, grief, and self-hatred. And fear.

“Yes,” Father Armailhac said. “I would guess that you have lost your faith, Ewan. That you feel deserted and unloved by God. Those feelings are inaccurate.”

Ewan stood up. “I have to arrange for the funeral, Father.”

The monk looked up at him, more tired and older than Ewan had ever seen him. “Don’t be too harsh on yourself, Ewan. Please.”

Ewan bowed.

He left to the gentle click of prayers falling on the air.

They buried Rosy in a little churchyard strewn with buttercups and maiden’s lace. The gash in the earth where they laid her was next to the simple markers that identified the graves of Ewan’s father and mother, his brother and sister.

Ewan stood beside the coffin and wept unashamedly, his head bowed, and his chest heaving. Annabel stood next to her husband, afraid to touch him in case he would repulse her, or worse, she would remind him of how Rosy died.

Then Father Armailhac moved between them and took one of each of their hands tightly in his. “We say goodbye to Rosalie Mary Malcolm McKenna,” he said, “knowing that she was a child of light, and a child of God. She is blessed, for she died in the Lord . . .”

Annabel couldn’t listen. Imogen was staring at the coffin, her face shadowed and white. Tess was crying in her husband’s arms. Nana was weeping silently, tears falling down her old face. Gregory was brushing his arm over his eyes, trying to turn from an eleven-year-old boy into a hardened man overnight. And as she watched, Josie wound her arm around him and shook him a little, as if to say, Be sensible, and he turned his face into her shoulder.

When this was over . . . she could talk to Ewan. For the moment she stood rigid, miserable, praying as she had never prayed before.

But Ewan again didn’t come to their bedchamber, although she fell asleep waiting for him. She woke at dawn and began to seriously look for her husband. He wasn’t sleeping on the third floor. He wasn’t eating breakfast. Then she had a thought and walked through the chilly dawn down the little path that led to the chapel.

Father Armailhac was there alone, sitting in a pew, looking exhausted. “Do join me, my dear,” he called to her.

So she sat beside him and they watched in silence as light began to filter through the small blue stained glass window above the altar. Slowly the rose window filled with light until it glowed like a great colored pearl on the wall.

“I try to watch this every morning,” Father Armailhac said. “It reminds me of the beauty men can create.”

“They can destroy so much,” Annabel whispered. She felt as if the shards of her marriage lay about her in the dust.

“Nothing that is strong and true will be destroyed by grief,” he said, his voice gentle and understanding.

Annabel knew just what he was telling her. She and Ewan hadn’t shared anything strong and true, and so their pleasant illusion of a marriage had been destroyed.

“That is not what I meant,” the monk said sharply, putting a hand on hers. “You and Ewan will have many years together and doubtless weather many griefs side by side. But the two of you together are as beautiful as that rose window.”

“Perhaps,” Annabel said, exhausted. “I can’t find him, Father. We haven’t spoken. And—” She couldn’t say it.

“And?”

“I’m so afraid,” she whispered.

“Of what, child?”

“That he wants me to leave. I saw it in his eyes. I think he wants me to leave.”

She was desperately hoping that Father Armailhac would burst into a flurry of denials. But he said nothing for a long moment. “I hope that is not the case,” he said finally.

She swallowed.

“It would merely be a matter of Ewan taking time to find himself again. He has lost so much, you see. It may be that he wishes to push you away, before he loses you as well.”

Annabel sat in the pew, gazing at the clear blues and reds of the window until she was quite certain that she could speak again without weeping. Then she said: “Do you know where he is, Father?”

“Most likely in his study.”

She rose and then stooped to kiss the monk’s cheek. “Take care of him for me,” she whispered.

Ewan was sitting at his desk writing a letter. The morning sun was leaking a cold blue light into the room, just beginning to rival the Argand lamp that stood on his desk.

Annabel’s heart stopped at the sight of him, and then started beating a quick rhythm in her ears. “Ewan,” she said, “we must talk.”

He rose. “I have been meaning to find you.” His voice sounded casual, polite. “I must apologize for what I said to you in the cottage. I should never have implied that you had any part in my killing Rosy.”

“You didn’t kill Rosy,” she protested, her heart turning to stone at the sound of his uncaring voice. “It wasn’t like that!”

“It doesn’t matter how we portray the action. My point is that I should never have implied that you had a part of what happened, and I most regret it. You handed me the pistol in order to defend both of us; it was inexcusable of me to blame you.”

“Ewan!” she cried. “Don’t do this! Don’t shut me out, please,” she said, her voice breaking. “You do not have to grieve for Rosy all alone.”

His eyes dropped from hers and stopped for a moment at the thick bandage on the inside of her left arm, and then went back to his desk. “Believe me, Father Armailhac seems to be at my shoulder every time I turn around. I am not alone, but I’m having difficulties sleeping at the moment. I’m sure everything will return to normal in due course.”

He didn’t mean it for a moment. Annabel could see in his eyes that as far as Ewan was concerned—

“But you don’t really blame me, do you?” she whispered.

“No.”

She could see he meant it.

“I blame myself.”

“Don’t—don’t—” but Annabel couldn’t even put into words what she meant to say.

He looked at her and she saw with a pang that his face was thinner. Had he eaten in two days? He had never joined them at the table.

“I see you think I’m in anguish,” he said, his voice kind. “I’m not, Annabel, although I’m grateful for your concern. As a matter of fact, I feel rather numb.”

Annabel felt a jolt of anger. “I don’t believe you.”

“Believe me,” he said, and there was almost a trace of humor in his voice. “I’m not sitting about weeping. I have actually finished a tremendous amount of work that I neglected while in London. I am not in agony by any means, Annabel.”

“Why are you being so cold?” she cried.

“As I said, I feel a bit numb at the moment. Likely due to the shock of killing someone.” He paused for a moment. “Killing two persons, I should say. And I seem to have—to have temporarily lost my faith, likely due to shock. It will wear off.”

His detached tone was too much to bear. “Stop being such an utter idiot!” Annabel half screamed at him.

His eyes narrowed. “Your reaction is unwarranted—”

“So is your stupidity!” she cried. “There is something wrong with you, Ewan Poley. You’re blaming me for killing Rosy, aren’t you? Why don’t you just say so? If you want me to leave, tell me so!”

And then she waited with pure terror in her heart. Of course he didn’t want her to go. Of course it wasn’t her fault. Was it?

“Of course I don’t want you to go,” he said. There was a chilly tone in his voice that suggested the opposite.

“Then why aren’t you coming to me,” Annabel said, her voice falling to a whisper. “If you’re not angry with me, why aren’t you with me?”

“I haven’t felt sociable,” he said. “But I will certainly come to our chambers this evening if you have missed my attention.”

The tone in his voice made her feel like a wanton who was demanding sexual favors from a grieving man. “I don’t know how to talk to you,” she said, stepping back. “I don’t know how to help you.”

For a moment there was a flash of agony in his eyes. “I think I would just like to be left alone for a while.”

“Left alone,” she said, suddenly tired to the bone. “You want me to leave.” All her terrified thoughts of the last two nights were right. He did want her to leave.

“You’re my wife,” Ewan said. “Of course I don’t want you to leave my house. Where would you go?”

“I have many places to go,” she said tonelessly. “The real question is you. Why do you want to be left alone? Why don’t you want me to—to comfort you?” She reached out her hand to him but he pulled back.

There was an instinctual revulsion there that wounded her to the heart the way nothing else had.

“Oh God,” she breathed. “It is over, isn’t it? You’ll never forgive me.”

“I can’t seem to make it clear to you, Annabel, but this has nothing to do with you. I was irrational in the moment after Rosy’s death. But I do not blame you.”

She didn’t believe him. “A question,” she said. “With honesty.”

It was the key word from their game. “Of course.”

“What do you feel toward me at this moment? Do you—” She swallowed. “Do you still love me? The way . . . the way you loved me before?”

He said nothing.

“What do you feel, Ewan?” she said, hearing the harshness of her own voice.

“I wish I had never gone to London,” he said finally, his voice infinitely weary. “I wish I had never met your sister, and never met you. And that’s the—”

“The God’s truth,” she finished for him. “I see.”

“But you are my wife, and I’m sure this will all blow over in a short time. We’ll go back to being the way we were before.”

“No it won’t,” she said. The room was whirling around her. She knew, she’d always known, it was too good to last. She, Annabel Essex, was not the sort of woman whom men fell in love with. She was the sort whom men fell into desire with, and desire didn’t last. It was only Ewan, in his blind romantic naiveté, who had mistaken desire for love.

Desire fled before hardship like the night before dawn. But love, the kind of love she had thought Ewan felt for her, that love was only strengthened by misfortune. If he loved her, she would have been the only one who could comfort him. She knew that because—because he was the only one who could have done the same for her.

“I can’t stay here,” she whispered.

“You can’t leave. You’re my wife. You’re the countess.”

“Yes, I can,” she said flatly. She turned to go, not wanting to look at him even one more time. It hurt too much.

He came out from behind the desk and followed her, coming up behind her to catch her wrist. She didn’t notice until she sensed him behind her and lurched away, a broken scream coming from her throat.

He froze.

“I’m sorry,” she said, breathing quickly as if she’d just run a race. “I am having some difficulty getting over what happened. I didn’t mean to—to remind you of Rosy.”

Ewan stared at Annabel. “You were afraid of me.”

“Only of people coming up behind me,” she said. “Only that. I’m not going to start throwing vases.”

“Annabel—”

But she couldn’t bear to hear him say things to her. Say anything, anything at all, now that she knew he didn’t love her.

“Don’t go,” he said, reaching out a tentative hand. “I’ll get over this. You’re my wife and I love you.”

“We have always had honesty between us,” she said, forcing herself to meet his eyes. “Always. That’s been a gift we had, Ewan, and you can call it a gift from God if you wish. I don’t want things to be different now, at the end. So don’t say you love me. You don’t. You’ve desired me, and that’s a different thing from love.”

“I don’t—”

She cut him off. “I’ll tell you what love is,” she said fiercely. “Someone who loves another person does not blame her for trying to save herself from rape. Perhaps he even tries to save her himself. Black Haggis had the right of it, perhaps. You would have watched me be carried off rather than shoot one of those men, wouldn’t you?”

He stared at her. “I did shoot one of those men.”

“Only when I gave you the gun,” she said. “Only then, Ewan.” There was no scorn in her voice, nor in her heart. Only a sadness so great that she felt as if it swallowed up the world and everything in it. “You didn’t care enough to put me before your principles, and that’s where the pain of it is now. I forced you to defend me by giving you that pistol.”

“I’m sorry if you felt I was ineffective in defending you,” he said. “I was trying to think how we could get out of the situation without injury. I was thinking of you, every moment.”

“I don’t care what you were thinking,” she cried. “I only care that you don’t really love me. You loved Rosy, and it breaks my heart that it was your bullet that killed her. Because I love you. You mistook desire for love, not having experienced the first for ten years. And, oh God, if you wish you’d never seen me, Ewan, ’tis only the same as I feel for you. I wish you had never come to England.”

“I’m—I’m sorry,” he said.

“So am I.”

And then she left.

Ewan sat down at his desk and took a deep breath. For a moment he heard Annabel’s cry of fear in his ears, and felt a flash of agony so acute that he almost doubled over. But then the numbness came back. It wasn’t the same as what he felt before . . . before, when he was one of God’s creatures.

But it was better than torment.





Chapter Twenty-eight


Tess was checking the dressing on Annabel’s arm. The burn was glaring red but healing well. “I’m worried that you’re going to lose some movement in your elbow,” she said, fussing with the new wrappings. “It’s healing beautifully, but scars may impede your ability to bend that arm.”

“I don’t care,” Annabel said, adjusting the sheet around her waist. She was so tired that she could hardly imagine traveling, but it had to be done. “I’ve told my maid to start packing my things. I’d like to leave tomorrow. Would you mind coming with me?”

Tess’s hands froze in the middle of wrapping. “What did you say?”

“I’m leaving Ewan. You had said that when I was tired of Scotland, I could come live with you, or in one of Lucius’s houses. I’m tired of Scotland.” She had told Tess what happened in the cottage, and what Ewan had said. She couldn’t bring herself to tell her that he wanted her to go.

“You can’t mean this. A terrible thing has happened to him. You can’t leave Ewan in such a grieving state, Annabel! It wouldn’t be right.”

It spilled from her mouth anyway. “He wants me to leave. It will never be the same between us.”

The door opened and Imogen walked into the room. With the ease of years of practice, she looked quickly between Tess and Annabel and said, “What?”

“Annabel says she wants to return to London,” Tess said, when Annabel didn’t answer.

Imogen turned to Annabel. “Why?”

“Our marriage is over,” Annabel said woodenly. “Over.”

“Why?”

“Can’t you simply trust me?” Annabel could hear her voice rising. “Must you hear every pitiful detail? He asked me to leave!”

Imogen’s eyes narrowed. “Never.”

Annabel stared back at her. “I was there.”

“I just—” Imogen was obviously dumbfounded. “I don’t mean to question what you’re saying. I simply can’t believe it. That man is so in love with you—”

“No, he’s not,” Annabel interrupted.

Imogen looked as if she were about to contradict her, so Annabel kept right on going. “He lusted after me. That’s all. And it’s a quite different emotion from love.”

“I don’t agree with your assessment.”

Annabel felt a surge of anger. Tears were beginning to spill from her eyes from the pure humiliation of it. “What do you want me to do?” she cried. “Spell out what he said? He wants me to go! Before Rosy was killed, before, he wanted me. But now he doesn’t. He sleeps on the third floor. He can’t bear the idea of having me about him.”

“That’s not lack of love,” Imogen said slowly. “I’m not sure—”

“How would you know!” Annabel cried at her.

“I could see it on his face. And he did say that he loved you at the table,” Imogen said.

“Just as you said that you loved your husband,” Annabel said, driven beyond herself. “But did you truly love Maitland, Imogen? How well did you know him? How long do you think that love would have lasted in the face of a tragedy?” Annabel could feel sobs tearing up into her chest. “If something horrible happened, would you have turned to him—or to us? Because Ewan wants nothing to do with me now.”

Imogen looked as if she had been struck in the face.

Tess handed Annabel a handkerchief. “I don’t think the comparison is a worthy one,” she said, obviously trying to keep the peace.

But Imogen took a deep breath. “I can see what she means.”

Annabel looked at her, gulping for air.

“If I had accidentally killed one of my own sisters, where would I have turned?” She looked at Annabel and Tess. “To my remaining sisters or to my husband?”

“I would have turned to Ewan,” Annabel said, her voice catching. “I would have . . . but he—he doesn’t want me. He says he’s lost his soul because he killed Rosy. He says I shouldn’t have given him the pistol.”

“Bastard!” Tess said. It was the first time Annabel had ever heard her use such a word.

“We love you,” Imogen said, winding an arm around Annabel’s shoulders.

Tess wrapped the bandage tightly, pinning it in place. “We’ll be packed by nightfall,” she said, dropping a kiss on her sister’s head.

Annabel swallowed back her tears and curled into a ball. “I think I’ll try to go back to sleep,” she said.

“She sleeps all the time,” Tess said a moment later to Rafe, whom she encountered in the corridor. “Why does she sleep so much?”

“It was a harrowing experience. Perhaps this is her way of healing. What does Ardmore make of it?”

“I don’t believe they are speaking,” Tess said, leading him down the hallway. “He’s been sleeping on the third floor, you know. Annabel wants to leave tomorrow. She wants us all to return to London.”

“Leave?”

“Yes. Leave. And much though I regret to say this, I think perhaps she’s right, Rafe.”

“Leave! Has she told her husband?”

“Apparently he told her to go.” She caught Rafe’s arm as he headed toward Ewan’s study, murder in his eyes. “Don’t, Rafe. We have to think of Annabel now. Let’s get her out of here, as soon as possible. Perhaps she’ll heal better away from Scotland.”

Rafe stopped and dragged a hand through his hair. “I should have burned down the office of the Bell’s Weekly Messenger when I had a chance.”

Imogen came running down the stairs, Mayne behind her. “How are you feeling, Rafe?”

Tess frowned at Rafe. “Are you not well?”

He snorted. “I’m just fine.”

“He’s given up liquor,” Imogen said. “I’m fully expecting him to be dead by nightfall, but he’s still standing at the moment.”

“When did you do that?” Tess asked, startled.

“This morning,” Rafe growled. “That damn Father Armailhac talked me into it with his blather about how I was in servitude to brandy.”

“He’s right,” Imogen said.

“Mind your own business,” he growled at her.

Mayne took Imogen’s arm. “We’ll just—”

But Tess interrupted him. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning, Mayne. Annabel will return with us to London.”

Mayne raised an eyebrow. “An unexpected development.” He glanced at Rafe. “Yet I think I’ll stay for a time with Rafe.”

“With Rafe? What do you mean? Rafe is coming with us.” Tess looked between Rafe and Mayne.

“He may not be feeling quite himself tomorrow morning,” Mayne said quietly.

“You’re making altogether too much of this,” Rafe blustered. “I’ll be as fit as a daisy in the morning. No headache!”

“That’ll be the first morning in years,” Imogen agreed. “Actually, if you can take care of Annabel, Tess, I think perhaps I shall stay a few days as well. I will join you in a week.”

Tess looked from one to the other. “What?”

“If I stay, I might actually be able to talk Mayne into showing me some proper attention.”

Rafe glared at her.

“Or not,” Mayne said, taking her arm. “Shall we go for that walk now?”

Imogen let herself be drawn away, but she threw a look over her shoulder. “Just let me know when you need your fevered brow soothed by a woman’s touch, Rafe.”

“I don’t know why she’s so rude to you,” Tess told him. “I’m sure she’s as glad as I am that you’re giving up drinking.”

“You’re all making entirely too much out of this,” he said. “I shall miss the whiskey, but I don’t expect to run a fever. I like the flavor, that’s all.”

“She’s just funning,” Tess said soothingly. “I should start packing.”

“I can’t believe Annabel is leaving her husband,” Rafe said gloomily. “That’s two of my wards who left the house only to reappear like homing pigeons a month later. I must be doing something wrong.”

Tess reached up and ruffled his head. “We like you too much.”

“I suppose you’re my success story. You’re not thinking of leaving Felton, are you?”

Tess grinned.

“Don’t tell me,” Rafe grumbled. “I can’t stand the sentiment of it all.”

Ewan paid his wife a silent farewell, creeping into their bedchamber in the middle of the night.

Annabel lay on her side, curled into a ball, her face tight and anxious in her sleep. Her left arm was stretched on top of the covers, held straight by the great many bandages wound around her elbow. He almost touched it, but then he thought she might be afraid and scream, and he drew back his hand.

He couldn’t help thinking of how she slept before all this happened, all loose-limbed and sprawled across the bed. Now she curled like a hedgehog trying to defend herself.

The guilt he felt was like a blow to the chest. During the attack in the cottage, he had been thinking as fast as he could, planning to strike the moment he had a chance . . .

But Annabel had taken matters into her own hands and saved herself. If he hadn’t already felt self-loathing for killing Rosy, that realization would have brought him to his knees with the strength of his self-hatred.

His wife would be better without him. She always planned for infidelity anyway. He turned to go and started.

There, in the corner of the room, sat Tess, staring at him with unforgiving eyes. She slowly rose to her feet. “We are leaving tomorrow morning,” she told him.

He nodded. “I know.”

“I just want to say that I think you are the most craven, revolting man in all Scotland,” she said, her voice shaking. “How can you leave her to deal with the effects of those men? Do you know that she only sleeps for two to three hours at a stretch? That she dreams of being touched and wakes screaming?”

His mouth seemed to have turned dry as a desert and he couldn’t shape a word.

“No, how would you know?” she said bitingly. “You’ve been off nurturing your asinine little soul. Annabel told us all about it: how you blame her for handing you the pistol. How you stood there and would have watched her taken off into the mountains, to be ravished by four men likely until they killed her. Aye, she told us all about you. How they touched her, and you did nothing, didn’t even watch.”

Tess walked toward him a step, her eyes as wild as any mother wolf defending her cubs. “And I’m telling you right now, Ardmore, that if you ever come near my sister again, I will not hesitate to take up a pistol and shoot you. Without a thought for my soul, other than the certitude that God would thank me for taking you off this earth. You’ve destroyed her, destroyed one of the most loving people on this earth, and all out of your own damned selfish concern for your soul.” She turned and opened the door. “Take your soul and I hope it rots within you!”

Ewan looked back once at Annabel. She lay on the bed like a dream he had once, a sweetness never truly his own.

Already he felt as if his life with her was like one of those dreams that one can hardly remember, a dream in which days pass, but later, when awake, all one can remember is some flickering sparks, a few memories faint and cold on the horizon.

“I shan’t bother her,” he said to Tess.

“I have no expectation that you will,” she said. “You’ll be too busy licking your invisible wounds. My husband will be in touch with you about Annabel’s support. She would not want to be beholden on me, and I will have her supported in the manner which a countess deserves!”

“I’ll send anything she wants.”

Tess’s mouth turned down. “You’re a fool,” she said. “The only thing she wants you could never give her.”

Ewan’s eyes were burning. They’d been burning ever since the funeral. “You’re right,” he said. “You’re right.”





Chapter Twenty-nine


He sat up all night in his study, watching with dispassionate interest as the light crept into the room, then across the floor. With every inch the time came nearer for Annabel to leave. When there was a scratch at the door, his head swung up, but it was Gregory.

He came over and sat on Ewan’s lap, for all the world as if he wasn’t eleven and nearly a man in height, but just as he had when he was small.

Ewan’s arms tightened around his thin body. It was hard to imagine that Gregory had been a wee child. Rosy’s child.

“Can’t you stop her from leaving?” Gregory asked.

Ewan shook his head against Gregory’s hair. “I can’t.”

“Just—just ask her.”

Ewan took a deep breath. “I failed her, Gregory. I can’t ask her to stay. Annabel is right to leave me.”

“But she loves you,” he said. “And Father Armailhac says that love—”

“Father Armailhac knows nothing of men and women,” Ewan said. “She won’t stay, Gregory.” Suddenly he had a thought. “Would you like to go with her?”

“No!”

But Ewan thought he felt in his bones Gregory’s instinctive wish to go, to leave this gloomy house where his mother had lived. He reached behind him and rang the bell. “I’ll speak to Rafe about it. I’m sure he would be happy to have you. You’ll be company for Josie in the carriage.”

“But Rafe is staying,” Gregory said.

“Staying? What the devil is that about?” For a moment Ewan had a wild thought that Rafe meant to challenge him to a duel, once the family was out of the way. He would delope, shoot into the sky . . .

“Father Armailhac talked him into giving up the whiskey,” Gregory said, with the indifference of an adolescent. “Rafe says he’ll try it. So that’s one person who’s staying. Actually, I think the Earl of Mayne is staying with him.”

Mac appeared at the door. “Would you ask Mr. Felton if he would join me for a moment?” Ewan asked.

Mac nodded and disappeared.

“I don’t want to go,” Gregory said, but his tone was uncertain. “I should stay here with you and Father Armailhac and—”

“I’ve neglected you. I’ve kept you here up in the woods when you should be amongst other people.”

“No, you haven’t!” Gregory protested.

“How do you feel about your mother’s death?” Ewan asked, tightening his arms around the lanky body in his lap.

“Sad,” Gregory said awkwardly, “I mean, she wasn’t much of a mum, really, but she was sweet, and I think she loved me, in her own way.”

“She did,” Ewan said. “She truly did, in her own way.”

“She scared me sometimes, though. Father Armailhac says she’s much happier now.”

Ewan nodded. “I think he’s right. I’ll miss you.”

Gregory leaned against him. “I’ll just stay a few weeks, how’s that? Just to see England. Josie makes it sound so interesting.”

“Of course,” Ewan said, knowing that Gregory wouldn’t want to come home for months, if ever.

“Perhaps I could talk Annabel into coming back.”

“No,” Ewan said. “Promise me you won’t do that.”

There was the sound of approaching footsteps. Gregory toppled off Ewan’s lap, not wanting to be caught in Ewan’s embrace like a babe in arms.

Ewan stood up. “Promise me, Gregory?”

“All right,” he said reluctantly. “I won’t say anything to Annabel.”

Tess’s husband looked at Ewan with the same calm, thoughtful expression that he always had. From him there was none of the livid hatred that his wife showed the previous night. He quietly agreed that of course Gregory could make a stay with them, as long as he wished.

“I adopted Rosy as my sister some years ago,” Ewan told him. “So Gregory is my nephew.”

“I fully understand.”

Felton bowed; Ewan bowed. Gregory gave Ewan a hasty hug and dashed out of the room to talk to Mac.

Ewan sat down again and watched specks of dust revolve in the sunlight striking his desk.

A few hours later all the noise in the courtyard had died down. The sunlight had moved toward the very edge of his desk and was beginning to fall on the rug, a rug his parents brought back from their wedding trip.

Ewan watched the light move as if his life depended on it.

And then, after a long while, the sunshine faded and grew dim, died into itself and disappeared.





Chapter Thirty


Rafe was vomiting again. Imogen could hear him all the way down the corridor. She couldn’t sleep. Of course, he deserved all the discomfort he got, but still . . .

Finally she got up and walked out of her room and down the hallway. It was the dead of night, and the castle was as a church on Wednesday. She hadn’t even caught sight of Ewan. The only people they had seen were servants, and the ever-helpful Mac.

Imogen stopped outside his door. He was retching again and again. He’d probably curse at her if she entered the room.

She entered the room.

“Damn you!” he roared. “Get out!”

“At least you’re not naked,” she said. He had a towel around his waist, but he was an odd gray-green color, covered with sweat, and shivering. “Do you think you’ve taken a chill?”

“Out,” Rafe said, bending over. “Get out. Do you hear me?”

But there was no way Imogen was going to leave him alone in this state. “You need a bath,” she said.

He was doubled over at the waist, almost gasping he was retching so hard. Imogen felt a germ of panic.

“Perhaps it’s too much to give liquor all up at once?” she said, panicking a little. “You could try cutting back first.”

“Father Armailhac says I have to get it out of my system,” he said, grunting as he straightened up. “Imogen. I’m begging you. Can I just go through this humiliation on my own? I’m sure it will be over in the morning.”

“No,” Imogen said. “Definitely not. You need a bath.”

“I am not calling the servants at this hour—”

“You don’t need to,” she said. “We’ll go to Annabel’s chamber.”

“Her husband—”

“Sleeping on the third floor,” she said. “In the throes of guilt, most like.” She took his arm. It was chilly and covered with sweat. “You’re a mess.”

“So leave me alone,” he growled. “You shouldn’t be in here, in the middle of the night.”

“You’re not going to seduce me, are you?” she said. “Because I’m nothing more than a wee, frail female and I might be overcome by the sight of your belly.”

“God damn—” but he was retching again.

As soon as he was done she took his arm again. “Come on,” she said bracingly. “Just down the hallway.” She got him down the hall and into Annabel’s room, protesting every inch of the way. Then she went into the bathroom, turned on the faucets, and dumped in some salts from a jar to the side.

“Isn’t this wonderful?” she said, watching as the hot water poured into the bathtub.

Rafe had followed her. “I have one of those,” he grunted. “Oh God—”

“Pail’s in the other room,” Imogen said. She had decided that the last thing Rafe needed was sympathy.

A moment later he returned, wavering in the door of the bathroom, pail in hand, looking about to faint. She grabbed his arm. “I’m not taking a bath with you in here,” he said, but his voice was losing strength.

“Nonsense,” she said. “You’ll do just as I please.” She pushed him down into the bath, taking some pleasure in the fact that a man who topped six feet and was a good hundred pounds heavier than she was would collapse at the press of her hand. His white towel billowed a little as he settled into the water, but it still covered his privates.

He didn’t even look to see if he was decent, just leaned his head against the back of the tub with a groan.

“God almighty!” he said. It didn’t sound like a prayer.

Imogen perched on the side of the tub. He was white as snow and sweating unattractively. But he couldn’t be more than thirty-five, for all he’d turned himself into a dissipated brandy bottle. “So did you start drinking when your brother died?” she asked, just to make conversation.

He rolled his head against the marble. “What if I have to vomit?”

“Pail’s next to the bath,” Imogen said. “When did your brother die?”

“Six years ago now,” he said. “Six years.”

“What was he like?”

“Argumentative,” Rafe said, not opening his eyes. “He would argue till the sun came up and went down again. He had a born lawyer’s tongue too. He would talk circles around me, and then talk himself into such a state that neither of us knew what the point was anymore.” He smiled faintly.

“Had he been to university?”

“No. He became the duke when he was only seven. Our guardian didn’t think it was appropriate for the Duke of Holbrook to go to Oxford. Peter . . .” his voice trailed off and he started to look a bit green again.

Imogen perched on the edge of the bathtub and threw a little water over his chest. It was broad and muscled, for all that he did little more than soak himself in whiskey. It must be because when he wasn’t drunk, he was down at the stables. “Was your brother’s name Peter?” she asked. She was thinking that he needed to be distracted. It couldn’t be good to be so sick, so many times.

But he threw up again anyway, though not much went into the pail she held for him.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” he said weakly, leaning back. “Quite the fastidious maiden, are you?”

“I’ve been married,” Imogen reminded him.

“More fool you,” he said.

Imogen narrowed her eyes. “Don’t speak ill of Draven.”

“I didn’t,” he pointed out. “I spoke ill of you.”

“You’ve no call to speak anything of me,” she said haughtily, rinsing out the basin in the sink.

“You were a fool to marry that puppy,” he said, still with his eyes closed.

Imogen filled up the basin with cold water and dumped it over his head.

“Argh!” He sat straight up and glared at her, water dripping down his face.

Imogen started laughing. All that messy brown hair of his was dripping with cold water, hanging over his face. “You look like some sort of water monster,” she said, gurgling with laughter. “Green and weedy. You could frighten children.”

“Shut up and give me the pail again,” he snapped.

Afterward she filled up the basin and he opened one eye. “Don’t throw any more water on me.”

“Warm this time,” she said. She poured it carefully over his head and then poured a handful of Annabel’s soft soap into her hand.

“What are you doing now?” he asked suspiciously.

“Washing your hair,” she said. She slapped it on top of his head and then started to rub it about.

“You can’t do that,” he said, sounding really shocked. “It’s entirely too intimate.”

“What? And holding a pail for you isn’t intimate?” She laughed at him. “Just think of me as your old nanny come to nurse you through an illness.”

“My nanny never wore a nightgown that turned transparent in the light,” he said.

Imogen looked down at her white nightgown. “Really?”

He nodded. “Every time you walk in front of a candle, I can see everything you have to offer.”

“That’s extremely coarse,” she said. “Not that it matters because you don’t care what I have to offer, and I certainly don’t care about your offerings, if you have any—”

He growled, a deep masculine sound that almost made her giggle nervously, but instead she just kept rubbing the soap around his head. She had never washed anyone’s hair. He had a beautifully shaped head with ears set back against his scalp. Bone-deep beauty. And his hair was long and surprisingly silky for a man. She wouldn’t have thought men’s hair felt soft.

Which made her think about Draven. Had his hair been soft? Draven had fine blond hair that he wore sleeked back in a style that accentuated his high cheekbones.

“What are you thinking about?” he demanded.

“Draven.”

“What about him?”

“His hair.” Then she added, “He had very soft hair.”

“He was going to lose it,” Rafe said dispassionately. “All those fair-headed men do. In a few years, he would have looked like one of those marble balls you find at the bottom of staircases.”

“Whereas you will just get hairier and hairier,” she said, sliding her fingers over his scalp again and again.

“God, that feels good,” he said, leaning into her hands. “Did you do this for Draven?”

She and Draven had never been so intimate. He was bathed by his manservant, and she by her maid, and they only met under the covers. “Of course,” she said without hesitation. “Draven loved the way I bathed him.”

“Well, damned if there isn’t something about which I agree with that husband of yours.” Rafe sighed. “Did he bathe you as well?”

“Naturally,” Imogen said, turning her mind away from the awkward couplings that she and Draven had shared.

“Lucky man,” Rafe said, sounding almost drowsy. “Perhaps I should get married. This is the part of marriage that you never hear about.”

Because usually it never happened, Imogen thought. In her experience, husbands and wives didn’t find themselves alone in palatial marble bathtubs lit with candles. At least she and Draven hadn’t. The thought made her irritated, and she didn’t pour quite as warm water as she might have into the basin.

“Oof,” he said, shaking his head like a dog coming out of a lake.

Imogen stood over him, grinning as he ran his hands back through his hair. Then she noticed.

His towel had come undone and was floating on the surface of the water. He had a little gut, but his legs were strong and muscular—the riding, she would guess.

And there between his legs—

She turned away to get more water and poured it over his head. He was definitely looking less green. His eyes were closed. She peeked again.

He was definitely much larger than Draven had been. Who would have thought that men came in different sizes?

Interesting.





Chapter Thirty-one


The carriage swayed down Scotland post roads. Griselda moaned; Josie and Gregory chattered; Tess leaned against her husband’s shoulder. Annabel stayed in the corner and slept, league after league, hour after hour.

Father Armailhac had gripped her hands tightly when she was leaving, his mild llama face concerned. “We’ll bring him through this,” he had said to her.

“You don’t understand, Father,” Annabel told him. “Ewan never really loved me. He only desired me, and he confused the two because he had so little experience.”

“You talk, my child, as if desire were not a gift from God Himself,” Armailhac had said, his hands tightening. “Do not despair, promise me?”

Annabel had no trouble fulfilling that promise. She was beyond despair. She felt as if she could drift in and out of sleep forever. It was better than being awake, even though she had bad dreams sometimes.

Of course, she was awake part of the time. She sat through meals at inns, not letting herself remember that she and Ewan had supped at the same inns. It was easier to not think of him at all.

She could have forgotten him, almost, if her sisters would just let her be. Instead, night after night, they crowded onto the bed in whatever inn they happened to be, talking—always talking. Tess clucked over her like a mother hen, and Josie tried gentle humor. Both of them acted as if she were dying of a wasting disease.

“You have to stop it,” she finally said after a few days of this. “I’m fine. I’m the nonromantic one, remember? The logical one? I have to admit, there is a certain comfort in realizing that I was right all along. The best marriages are those entered into by practical persons, for practical reasons.”

“Love doesn’t have to be uncomfortable,” Tess said earnestly.

“You will be the standard-bearer for marrying well,” Annabel said, smiling at her. “Josie, please keep Tess in mind while making your choice.”

“I shan’t choose a Scotsman,” Josie said immediately. “And what else should I look for? Oh yes, I should ask any candidates whether they have ambitions to race their own horses. And whether they intend to die young.”

“Marry someone who loves you,” Annabel said drearily. “Not someone who showed no real interest in whom he marries. Ewan just wanted a bride. He asked Imogen to marry him as well, you know.”

“I think he wanted you,” Tess said.

“Oh, he did. He wanted me. He desired me. But he hadn’t been intimate with a woman in years—”

Tess made a disgusted sound. “The more I learn about Ardmore, the more I dislike him. Who does he think he is, a priest?”

“Plutarch would agree with you, Annabel,” Josie put in, looking thoughtful. “I forget exactly how it goes, but he says that just as fire catches quickly in chaff, but goes out quickly, so mere physical love between married people can burn away in a moment.”

“Plutarch begins to sound like someone worth reading,” Annabel said, leaning her head against the headboard.

“He also says that a man who is enchanted by a woman’s beauty, and does not love her for her company and character, is a dull-witted fool.”

“Better and better,” Annabel said wearily.

“Yet Ewan did seem to like your company,” Josie said a bit uncertainly.

“I wish that translated into love,” Annabel said tightly. “But . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“I’m afraid that I agree with Annabel,” Tess said. “No man who truly loved a woman would be able to stay calm while she was being handled in such a fashion. I wish to God it were different.”

“So do I,” Annabel said.

“Don’t you think he feels guilty?” Josie asked. “He must have had something in mind to—”

“The problem for Ewan is not that he did not immediately save me,” Annabel said, pleating her sheet carefully so as not to meet Tess’s eyes. “I do not think that he has a cowardly nature. I’m fairly sure that he would have tried to save me when he felt the time was right. It is that in killing Rosy, he felt he killed his sister.”

There was a moment’s silence at that. They, if anyone, could acknowledge that as a horrific idea.

“That doesn’t explain why he no longer wishes to be married to you,” Tess pointed out.

“He hasn’t said anything of a divorce,” Annabel whispered, out of a throat that felt suddenly tight. “Has he? Did he say something to you?”

“No!” Tess said. “But . . .”

“I know,” Annabel said. “The marriage is over. But I can’t bear—I just—”

“Oh sweetheart, you do love him, don’t you?” Tess said, pulling Annabel into her arms.

“I will always love him,” Annabel said, her voice shaking. “It’s stupid of me, and yet I can’t stop. I try to make myself stop. I think about how he didn’t even look my direction when that man was touching me, and yet I can’t stop loving him anyway. My mind just goes in circles, thinking of reasons why he didn’t—”

Tess’s arms tightened in silent sympathy.

“I know!” Annabel cried, tears burning down her cheeks. “I know that if he loved me, he would have looked. He didn’t—he doesn’t—” and then her voice caught on her own breath, and she was silenced.

“Perhaps he was making a plan,” Josie said bravely.

“I expect he was,” Tess said. “The problem is that he showed no visible sign of worrying about Annabel while he was formulating it.”

“Ewan did shoot Nisbit when he tried to drag me away,” Annabel said, wiping her eyes. “He just grabbed a gun from the floor and shot him.”

“He must be an excellent shot,” Josie said. “It’s very difficult to hit a moving target without taking time to steady one’s aim.”

“But I still don’t see why all of this means he doesn’t want to have you in his house any longer,” Tess said, after a few moments of silence.

“I think he realized that he doesn’t really love me,” Annabel said. “There, when he was faced with having shot Rosy. And he did love her, he really did. Even though she was—”

“Mad,” Tess put in. “Are you saying that he loved Rosy and not you?”

“It wasn’t like that. Rosy was his sister, as if she were the sister who died in the fire. And then he killed her.”

“It’s awful,” Tess said. “And if he were anyone other than the man who married you, darling, I would have huge sympathy. But why does his grief have to lead to your going to England? That’s what I don’t accept.”

“Because he doesn’t love me,” Annabel cried. “Don’t you understand? I handed him the pistol that he used to shoot the person he really loved. And then he looked at me, and he knew I wasn’t the sort of woman that he could really love—just someone to desire!”

“That is so untrue!” Tess said sharply, giving her a little shake. “You are precisely the kind of person that he could love, if he were capable of loving a woman rather than a simpleminded child!”

Annabel gulped back her tears. “He believes in God, truly believes in God. And now he thinks that God will never forgive him for killing Rosy.”

“It’s Measure for Measure to the life,” Josie said with fascination. “The heroine doesn’t believe that God will have mercy on her, even if she believes in the idea of mercy in general.”

“Maybe he should take up Shakespeare.”

“Are you saying that Ardmore doesn’t feel guilt for the way he stood aside while you were mistreated by those men?” Tess demanded.

“Oh, he does.” She’d seen agony in Ewan’s eyes. “He does. But even that doesn’t change the fact that desire is no basis for a marriage. When it’s gone—” She shrugged. “There’s nothing left.”

“This is all his fault,” Tess said fiercely. “I only hope he comes to England so that I can shoot him myself!”

“For goodness’ sakes,” Josie said. “Our calm older sister has metamorphosed into a tiger. You shock and surprise me, Tess.”

“Stop funning,” Tess snapped at her.

Annabel swallowed and wiped away more tears. “I’ll be all right,” she said, her voice quavering. “I had—I had a lovely marriage while it lasted.”

“It lasted longer than Imogen’s,” Josie said encouragingly. “That’s something.”

“I wish Ardmore were as dead as Draven Maitland,” Tess spat.

“You grow more bloodthirsty by the moment,” Josie told her. “Do you think this is a side-effect of your marriage?”

“No,” Annabel said, “it’s likely just from watching two of her sisters marry utter idiots.”

“Something like that,” Tess agreed.

“You’re a tragic woman,” Josie said, staring at Annabel. “I could write a novel about your life and sell it to the Minerva Press.”

Annabel managed a weak smile. “Don’t tell me that you’re taking to writing prose.”

“Well, not yet, but I am thinking about poetry. Perhaps I’ll write a tragic epic.”

Annabel leaned her head against Tess’s shoulder and listened to Josie talk about Gregory’s lack of literary perception. She had put him to reading Shakespeare and the poor boy was finding it hard going.

But she was sleepy again, even though she’d slept on and off all day, and pretty soon Tess eased her down on the pillow and tucked Josie in beside her.





Chapter Thirty-two


Father Armailhac turned out to be a demon at whist, rather to everyone’s surprise.

“I thought that cards were the devil’s work,” Rafe said, drinking a glass of water. Now that three days had passed, he looked slightly better, but only slightly. He drank water like a man lost in the desert, and when he wasn’t drinking, he was eating. He could feel his belly pushing against the table.

“Anything can be the devil’s work,” Father said calmly. “Or not.” He grinned and put down his final trick. He had been holding a run of hearts. “I prefer to think of the game as an intricate—”

“I know,” Rafe said, “gift from God, right?” He took another huge swallow of water.

“Be careful,” Imogen told him, “you’ll make yourself retch.”

“Not directly,” Father said, gathering up everyone’s cards. “But obviously one of the pleasures of being human.”

“Whiskey is one of the pleasures of being human,” Rafe said. Now that the worst of his illness was past, he was grappling with a burning desire for liquor. It was most acute in the evening; he felt as if his throat were parched, no matter how much water he drank.

“Ah, but like many pleasures, it can control you,” Armailhac said. “Then it ceases to be a pleasure, and becomes servitude.”

Rafe had heard that before, and he didn’t agree. In fact, there was nothing to stop him walking over to the sideboard right now and pouring himself a glass of that exquisite golden whiskey they had in Scotland. The idea had hovered at the edge of his mind all day. He could see himself throwing down his cards and saying, “Enough is enough!” He was a duke, wasn’t he? He could do as he wished.

Imogen looked at him sharply and then pushed away from her chair. She walked over to the sideboard while he watched hungrily.

“Has anyone seen Ewan today?” she asked.

Father Armailhac shook his head, as did Mayne. Rafe was too busy watching her. If she took a drink in front of him, that would be a sign. He’d been through enough agony. He could drink a little and then keep his drinking more controlled, so he didn’t have a headache every morning. It wasn’t as if he ever neglected his estate. Perhaps he would only allow himself a drink three times a week. That sounded good. Or perhaps only when he had guests.

He started to his feet. “What the devil are you doing?” he asked.

Imogen had pushed open one of the castle’s narrow windows, designed to protect its inhabitants from sieges. “I’m throwing out this liquor,” she said, simply, as if she were discarding a piece of broken glass.

Rafe wasn’t even sure how he found himself on his feet, but there he was, grabbing her arm.

“Ow!” she said.

“That’s Ewan’s whiskey,” he snapped. “My God, you’ve tossed the Tobermary.”

With her left hand she reached out and grabbed a crystal decanter. “Why not?” she said tauntingly. “You’re not going to drink any of it again.”

“That’s no reason to destroy it!” He looked wildly back at the table. Father was smiling. “You!” he said. “Tell her that she has no right to pitch Ewan’s best whiskey into the bushes.”

“Ewan will not begrudge his liquor in a good cause,” Father said.

“The only one who will care is you,” Imogen said, still holding the decanter high in her left hand. “You can’t stop thinking about it, can you? I’ve watched you look over here all evening. I wouldn’t put it past you to sneak down after we’ve all gone to bed and drink the place dry!”

Rafe just stared at her. He had toyed with that idea . . . but—

Crash! The crystal decanter shattered against the stone wall, and quick as the flash of an eye, Imogen snatched up another.

“Don’t—” Rafe gasped, but it shattered next to the first, filling the room with the pungent, deep smell of the best whiskey made in the world. Rafe felt like a hound, scenting a fox.

“You’re pathetic,” Imogen said to him, tossing another decanter into the corner.

This one didn’t smash; it just fell on its side with a dull clunk. Rafe watched numbly as jewel-colored port leaked onto the floor.

“Will you please sit down so that I don’t have to destroy any more of Ewan’s glassware? Because I will,” she added.

Rafe just blinked at her, a hairsbreadth from doing her an injury. Then Mayne took him by the elbow and led him back to the table and Imogen commenced, as happy as a housewife hanging out laundry, to empty all the decanters Ewan owned: whiskey from the Bowmore distillery, from Ardbeg, Glen Garioch, and Magnus Eunson. They weren’t labeled; one told which was which by the color and the weight of the liquor.

“I expect Ewan has more of the same stored around the castle,” she said. “Phew, what a stench!” She reached out and pulled the bell.

Mac appeared so promptly that he must have been just outside the door, probably wondering about all the crashing glass. “Mr. Maclean,” Imogen said airily, “I’ve had to purge Ardmore’s whiskey collection. He may, of course, build it up again once the duke is off his premises. Now, is whiskey kept in another location as well?”

Mac nodded, eyeing the pile of crystal.

“Then why don’t you lead me to it,” Imogen said, her voice allowing no disagreement.

Mac nodded again and she followed him from the room.

“I know why Draven Maitland jumped onto that horse,” Rafe said hoarsely. “He was just trying to get away from his wife.”

“Imogen has backbone,” Father Armailhac said, dealing out the cards. “I expect she fought to keep that foolish young man alive.”

Rafe didn’t like the implicit comparison. “I’m not trying to kill myself.”

“In that case, it’s a good thing that you’ve given up the liquor. There!” He looked with satisfaction at the little heaps of cards. “What a pleasure it is to have someone to play with other than Pearce. I’m afraid that his cheating does detract from one’s enjoyment.”

“We can’t play without that she-devil,” Rafe snarled.

“She’ll return in a moment,” Armailhac said.

And she did, positively beaming with success.

“Well?” Rafe couldn’t not ask. “Did you destroy the best whiskey in this part of Scotland, then?”

“Just imagine. He had kegs of it in the basement. So rather than throw it all out, Mac is loading it onto a cart and taking it far away. Would you like to confirm that it is all leaving the premises?” She nodded mockingly toward the windows that faced the courtyard. “I wouldn’t want you to injure yourself wandering around the castle at night searching for the wine cellars.”

He hated her. With every bone in his body, he hated her. He didn’t move.

She didn’t even shiver at the look in his eyes. “In that case, you’ll have to take my word for it. Mac is taking all the wine, even the port. He seemed to have some scruples about moving the port—something about it needing to remain still—but when I made it clear that it was either move or be smashed, he gave in.”

Rafe looked down at the cards. They seemed to be pulsating in his hand, growing larger and then shrinking. He jumped to his feet. “I have to get out of here. I’m going for a walk.”

“I’ll join you,” Imogen said.

“Anyone but you!”

“What’s the matter?” she taunted. “Are you afraid I’ll say something you don’t want to hear?”

Father Armailhac took back the cards and started reshuffling them. “Mayne and I will play a two-handed vingt-et-un.”

Mayne groaned. “I’m tired of that game. I played with Pearce all afternoon, and he won every hand.”

“He’s a masterful swindler,” Armailhac said, nodding. “After years of watching him, I’m not even sure how he does it. He used to go down to Aberdeen on occasion, until Ewan wouldn’t allow him to go anymore because there was a chance he’d be shot by any number of people whom he duped over the years.”

Rafe strode out of the room after Imogen. He pushed open the great north door and they walked into a patch of light cast from the entry at their backs. The tall firs that usually tossed their heads in the sun and the wind had merged into shapeless, dark crests, barely moving in the light of the moon. He walked down the steps, his feet crunching on the gravel sweep before the great door.

“It’s rather gloomy out here,” Imogen said.

Rafe heard with pleasure the shiver in her voice. It would do that termagant good to be unnerved. She generally acted as if nothing could frighten her. “Let’s go,” he said.

“Where? Into the dark?” But she trotted after him as he stepped out of the circle of light.

“To the stables.” It really was dark, so he let her catch up and took her hand in his. It felt oddly intimate. He had walked arm-in-arm with ladies his whole life, but it was different to walk through the trees in the dark, feeling only the clutch of a woman’s hand. She had a small, delicate hand for such a shrew.

“Why the stables?” she said. Then she stopped, pulling him to a halt. “You’re not thinking of riding to the next village to find a pub, are you?”

The scorn in her voice stiffened his backbone. “Actually, no.” And he hadn’t been. That was too demeaning, as if he were—indeed—in servitude. “I wanted to see if Milady’s Pleasure has adjusted to her new quarters. She was delivered earlier today.”

“Why was she delivered?” Imogen demanded. “That’s Annabel’s dowry horse! Ewan shouldn’t have her, not after throwing his own wife out the door!”

“Annabel left him, as I understand it,” Rafe said. “And I’m afraid that the details of the marital contract are unbroken by separation. At any rate, it took Milady’s Pleasure four weeks to come here in slow stages, and I want to make sure she’s well cared for.”

They followed the path by avoiding the pitch black of the forest around them rather than by actually seeing their way. He could hear only little rustlings in the woods. For a moment his stomach roiled, and then quieted.

“It sounds as if we’re walking through a huge abandoned house,” Imogen said. He could hear the fear in her voice. She was holding his hand tightly.

“Amazing,” he said laconically. “You’re actually showing an emotion that characterizes ladies. Afraid of the dark, are you?”

She didn’t answer. They walked into the yard surrounding a long row of whitewashed stables. A boy started to his feet as they walked in the door, rubbing his eyes.

“You shouldn’t sleep with the lamp lit,” Rafe said, his voice unnecessarily harsh. “You could start a fire.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy stammered. “Yes, sir, I know that. I just dropped off for a moment, sir.”

Rafe unhooked the lantern. “Why don’t you go to your bed? We’ll blow this out when we leave.”

“I can’t, sir,” the boy said. “Mr. James said as how I was to stay because the mare in south loose box is expecting to foal, sir, and if she makes a sound I’m to wake Mr. James, sir.”

“Right. I’ll bring the lantern back to you.”

They walked down the alleyway between the stalls. None of the horses seemed to be sleeping. They were standing in their clean, spacious stalls, stamping their feet and whickering anxiously as they walked down the aisle. “It’s the foal coming,” Rafe said. “They can tell and they don’t sleep.”

“Here she is,” Imogen said, stopping. The mare had glossy, swollen sides. She turned to look at them, a bit of hay stuck to her nose in a way that made her look comical, like a clown wearing cat’s whiskers.

“I don’t think she’ll foal tonight,” Rafe said.

Imogen had her hand out and the mare began snuffling, licking her palm for the salt. “She’s lovely,” Imogen breathed. “Oh, you’re a beauty, aren’t you?”

Rafe walked on, carrying the lantern, and after a moment she ran to catch up. “You could have waited while I greeted that mare,” she said crossly.

“I haven’t time for a girl’s palaver with ponies,” he said.

“Oh? Because you have important things to do, do you? Out here in the middle of the night?”

Milady’s Pleasure seemed perfectly happy, so Rafe thought about how much he hated Imogen. “I’m thinking of taking a ride.”

“A ride? In the dark?”

He liked the idea more and more. “You needn’t join me. You’re not dressed for it.”

“I can ride in anything!” she said, just as he knew she would. “But where would you go?”

“This is a good fellow,” he said, stopping before a cheerful-looking gelding with a high arching nose and sweet eyes.

“He’s not heavy enough for you!” Imogen exclaimed.

He liked that she knew horses so well. “For you,” he said. Then he turned and bellowed down the stables. “A sidesaddle, if you please.”

Imogen’s eyes were huge in the light of the lantern. “I’m not going sidesaddle in the dark,” she said. “It’s unsafe. I’ll ride him astride.”

“In that dress?” he flicked a glance down at her black dress. Of course it had practically no bodice; none of her garments did.

“I’m sure I can manage,” she snapped.

The boy came, puzzled, and then swung a saddle onto the gelding. “He’s called Joe,” he told her.

Rafe had found himself a huge thoroughbred with a barrel chest.

“Well, he should be able to manage your weight,” Imogen said to him. He felt another surge of dislike. Maybe she wouldn’t be so cocky riding down a strange road in the dark.

“Let’s go,” he said, leading his horse out and allowing her to take her own. He had sent the boy back to the far end of the stables, with the lantern. Now the stables were lit only by the chilly light of the moon.

“I hope movement makes you vomit,” she said suddenly. So she had figured out why he wanted to go for a ride in the dark. Rafe grinned, his first real smile in days. Too bad she couldn’t see it.

Outside he swung onto his horse without offering to assist her. A woman who thought to ride astride in an evening dress had no need of his help. But he did look around. She had deftly backed Joe to a mounting post and a second later she was on the horse. The horse stood quietly enough, his ears flicking back and forth, while Imogen rustled about with her skirts.

“Right,” she said. “Let’s go, then.”

Rafe couldn’t see how she’d arranged herself. In fact, he’d never seen a woman ride astride. If she hadn’t been the shrew that she was, he would have found it incredibly arousing. Presumably her legs were hugging the back of the steed—

“Are those your undergarments?” he asked. Her legs seemed to be clothed in white.

“Yes,” Imogen said casually. “French pantaloons. Quite useful for riding, if only Papa had been able to afford such a thing back when we used to ride without saddles.”

He grunted and moved off toward the road. The last thing he needed to do was stare at his ward’s legs. He had enough problems.

At first they both minced their way down the road. The moon slipped in and out of clouds, and when it was hidden the road would suddenly disappear. Rafe guessed she must be frightened. Once he thought he heard a gasp. But he kept his horse ahead of hers, relishing the idea of Imogen with wide-open, terrified eyes. It would do her good.

There was a ripping noise behind him.

“Imogen!” he said sharply, swinging about. He didn’t want her so terrified that she fell from her horse.

At that moment the moon sprang from behind a cloud, covering the road and the trees with a silvery trembling light. Imogen held up a stretch of black cloth. She was laughing, with not a sign of terror on her face. Then she let it go.

“It was in my way. Isn’t this brilliant? I love riding at night!”

He watched her skirt fly into a ditch. Now all she wore was the low-necked top of her gown and those white pantaloons.

“Isn’t that uncomfortable?” he asked.

“Nope.” She grinned at him. “Want to have a race?”

“A race? In the dark?”

“Yes!”

“No! You’re risking your horse’s fetlocks. There might be a hole in the road and he’d have no time to adjust.”

She pouted. Her hair was falling down all over her shoulders. He looked back at the road. It shimmered in front of them, looking as straight and clean as an English toll road.

“The clouds have blown away for the moment,” she pointed out.

He hesitated. “You’re not drunk,” she said acidly. “I’m sure you’ll have much steadier hands with your mount than you are used to.”

“Fine!” he snapped, backing his horse next to hers. He glanced at her and frowned. “Why are you riding like that?”

She was poised above her saddle, bottom tilted slightly in the air, legs gripping her horse.

“It’s more comfortable,” she said cheerfully. “I’m afraid I don’t have a great deal of padding where it most counts.” She looked down fleetingly.

He felt a surge of lust, such as he hadn’t felt in years. He swallowed. It must be an effect of giving up the liquor.

Actually, he couldn’t remember the last time he felt desire for a woman. One advantage, to put against all the disadvantages of not drinking. Even if he did have to recover his desire in the presence of his least desirable ward.

“Your choice,” he said, shrugging.

“The jockeys ride this way,” she said, clearly unconcerned by the fact he was seeing every curve of her bottom, clad only in the lightest cotton. A lady she wasn’t. “That means I shall win.”

“No, you won’t,” he growled. “We’ll go to that bend. On my mark.”

He won. But only by a hairsbreadth, and only in a terrific gallop at the end of the road, and a wild scream of laughter from her.

“Oh, that was marvelous!” she cried when it was over. “Joe, you’re a beauty, a true beauty! We would have had you if you weren’t riding such a monster of a horse,” she said to Rafe.

Rafe grinned back. But he noticed how she winced as she sat back on her horse. “Perhaps we should walk them now,” he suggested. “After all, it’s the middle of the night and they must be tired.”

“All right,” she agreed, too quickly. So he jumped off his horse and then came to the side of hers and held up his hands.

He hadn’t done such a thing in years, and so he bungled it; somehow his hands caught on her bottom rather than her waist. And where she should have been covered by layers and layers of cloth, of course there was only fragile French cotton, tied with little blue bows, he noticed now. His hands were sliding down a curve that had him harder than—

Harder than he’d been in six years.

Perhaps there was something to giving up the tipple. He could take a mistress . . . a lush, welcoming woman who would greet him with a smile and a hot look of desire. Who would never scold.

He saw something in Imogen’s eyes when he put her on the ground. She had felt his hands too. And it had quieted her, at least. So that was good. She didn’t rail at him on the way home. That would teach her not to rip off her skirt and throw it in a ditch when there was no one around but a man. She was lucky he was a gentleman and her guardian.

They walked their horses back down the moonlit road. Imogen’s hair spilled around her shoulders, making her look witchlike.

He felt completely alive, his hair blowing from his brow, his legs warm from the exercise, his horse snuffling cheerfully in his ear. They walked farther, and it occurred to Rafe that he couldn’t remember having such a vivid experience in years.

Six years.

Oh, he remembered the headaches in the morning. And the golden, burning pleasure of his first drink in the evening. And the lullaby sweetness of finishing a glass and feeling calm steal over him.

But now he felt alive, raging with desire, if unfortunately directed in absolutely the wrong place. But still, it was back. His head didn’t hurt. He felt alive, every inch of him, alive.

He knew without thinking that he wouldn’t drink again.

Ever.





Chapter Thirty-three



 

Early morning

Ardmore Castle



Ewan pulled himself together enough to say goodbye to Rafe, a different-looking Rafe actually: stronger around the jaw and steadier of eye. Mayne and Imogen were already in the carriage by the time he came downstairs.

“You’ve botched it all up royally,” Rafe said, by way of farewell.

Ewan nodded. He didn’t feel much like talking, these days.

“Your mare foaled two days ago,” Rafe told him. “Beautiful little filly, doing well. They tell me that you haven’t been there to see her yet.”

“I will certainly go at the first opportunity,” Ewan said politely. He only wanted for this foolish English duke to leave, get in his carriage and leave him to the blessed, empty silence of his study.

“When my brother died, I took up drinking,” Rafe said to him.

Ewan searched his empty mind for the appropriate response. Nothing appeared. “An unfortunate choice,” he said finally.

“You won’t be able to do that because Imogen destroyed all your whiskey. I’m sorry about that.”

Ewan shrugged.

“You look like hell,” Rafe said, hesitating as if he actually were thinking of staying rather than going.

Ewan reacted immediately. He summoned up a smile and put out his hand. “It’s been a pleasure having you at Ardmore Castle,” he said briskly. “Now you should probably get on the road so that you can make Inverurie before dusk. Do have a good journey.”

When the carriage finally trundled off down the road, Ewan stood for a moment in its dust, his hands in his pockets. He had a plan for the day. He was going to purge Annabel from his life and from his heart, the way Imogen purged the castle of liquor.

For the first time, he went to the room they had shared. Anything she had left he planned to throw out, throw away. When there was nothing in the castle to remind him that she was ever there, it would be easier to forget her. All those lacy camisoles she had, all those French bits of silk that she loved so much.

She would be nothing more than a memory, among all the other memories he had of people he’d lost. His mother, his little brother and sister. Rosy. Even Gregory was gone.

But she had left nothing. He ripped open the wardrobe and found empty shelves. He went into the bathroom, and there was nothing there but the lemony soft soap that he had brought back from London himself. There was no book on the table, no scrap of writing, no ribbon.

It was all gone. Finally, on the floor next to her dressing table, he found one hairpin. He sank onto her chair, holding the pin.

It was hard to purge someone from your life when she had already purged herself. For a moment a surge of agony swept his heart. It was like an open wound, all that longing for her—not desire, not lust, just longing to see her, to cup her face, to kiss her, to have her smile at him, laugh, kiss him again—

But she would never kiss him again. Not him, the man who hadn’t saved her. The man who had accused her of killing Rosy. Not him . . . a blackened cinder on the earth’s surface.

Something in him recoiled at his own self-pity, so he got unsteadily to his feet and flicked the hairpin into the close-stool.

He had done all the work that had built up during his stay in London. His desk was empty, and unless he manufactured business by selling one of his holdings just to create needless work, he was done. Finished.

Of course, he should go to the stables and see that new filly.

He walked downstairs. Father Armailhac was sitting in the hallway, hands clasped in his lap. Ewan almost groaned. The last thing he wanted was to see this silly old man with all his talk of God’s gifts. Armailhac didn’t seem to understand that Ewan was no longer one of the people who would ever talk of God. He was in no mood to jolly the priest along by listening to his prattle. Perhaps it was time that the monks left. He could give them land to found their own monastery.

But Armailhac didn’t try to stop him. “I just want to tell you one thing,” he said.

Ewan waited impatiently for some soporific trifle.

Sure enough: “There is no sin that is unforgivable. God forgives all. And He loves you.”

Ewan couldn’t resist one retort. “For killing Rosy?”

“That is a lesser sin to the one you are committing now,” Father Armailhac said calmly. “Rosy’s time had come and you, Ewan, were unfortunately the instrument of that time. But she died at peace, and with God. Shutting out your wife, with selfishness and self-hatred . . . ’tis the greater sin.”

Ewan didn’t even answer him. The man was crazed, cracked. It was no wonder that Napoleon dissolved his monastery. He strode by the monk, out the door, and then stopped. Where to go?

Father Armailhac appeared at his back. “They’re pulling flax in the north field,” he said cheerfully, quite as if Ewan hadn’t snubbed him. “They can always use an extra hand.”

More to get away from him than anything, Ewan grunted and strode off toward the north field. He’d never engaged in physical labor. After all, he was the earl, master of eleven lairds, owner of a handsome chunk of his own country . . .

Two hours later he was stripped to the waist, pulling small sheaves of flax in motion with the rest. At first the men hadn’t known what to make of the earl being amongst them. But when he just kept working, silent, possessed, they began ignoring him.

By the time the field was done, they were throwing back and forth comments to each other as if he weren’t there, as if he were an itinerant laborer hired for the season who couldn’t speak with a country Scots burr. Worse, a Sassenach who could speak only English.

He came back to the house aching in every limb, a dull ache that sharpened to agony when he bent over or tried to raise his arms. And when he automatically walked into the bedchamber he and Annabel had shared, he didn’t turn and go upstairs. There was nothing of her here. It was, again, his bedchamber and no more.

He had no sense of her while he took a bath. No images of her intruded. That night he fell into bed and slept through the night. And he had no dreams.

The next morning was the field, another field. He grunted with every pull this time because his arms screamed in agony. But it didn’t matter. He finally worked his way to the edge of the field, where he wouldn’t hamper his laborers, who were far faster and more thorough than he was.

On the fifth day, when he got to the end of a line of flax, Mac was there, holding a small pile of paper. He wiped the sweat from his brow and took a tin beaker of ale. Then he signed the pages Mac held out without looking.

That became something of a routine as the long summer wound into fall. The hedgerows were turning crimson alongside the roads that Ewan walked to reach the fields. He had harvested, plowed, planted and weeded.

He worked longer hours than his men, and only now was he beginning to appreciate the amount of work they got done.

One morning he left the house just at sunup and surprised himself by noticing how beautiful the lane was, the hedges all pillowed with thistledown blown into little heaps. A rusty sound echoed in the early morning air, and a flock of geese flew over. Winter was coming. Already he could feel a snap in the air in the morning, a little chill reminder of what lay ahead.

And for the first time, he thought of Annabel without pushing the thought away. It was just as well that she’d left him, for Scottish winters were long and cold. She was better off in London, where it likely sparkled with lights no matter what the weather.

Or perhaps she would spend Christmas with Rafe in some rambling pile of an English country house. Either way, it was better than a Scottish castle that grew cold in the winter, even with Rumford stoves to heat it.

They were harvesting wheat today, the second sowing. The first sowing had gone into Ewan’s own stables, for his horses and cattle. The second was for his laborers and their animals. They were in high spirits, calling to each other not to miss that row or that tuft of wheat.

As always, he worked silently. He was aware by now that they had decided he was daft. His wife left him, they thought, for that reason. They knew something of what had happened with Rosy.

At noon he found Mac waiting for him with a tankard of water and a pile of papers. Mac rapidly explained each page, until they reached the last one, and then he fell silent.

Ewan looked up at him questioning, and then took the sheet. It was a draft against Ewan’s English bank, a draft for a substantial sum . . . enough to buy a house in the country and another in town, if she wished. Mac had written, simply: Maintenance for the support of Annabel Poley, Countess of Ardmore.

Ewan swallowed and scrawled his signature across the paper. Then without a word he took his scythe and returned to the field.

He swung the scythe to the tune of the same thought, over and over. She was better off without him. He didn’t protect her from those murdering bastards.

She was better off without him. He was a man damned, a man without belief in God, a man—

He dropped the scythe. The world hadn’t stopped being beautiful merely because he was no longer thinking it was a gift from God. The gift was still there, whether he welcomed it or no.

As he stood, a delicate thistledown floated into his hand, a structure of heartbreakingly fragile little threads supporting a tuft of cotton softer than all that silk Annabel loved so much.

It flew with hope, on the wind, trusting that it would come home to the green, dark earth.

And then suddenly, one sentence of Father Armailhac’s slipped into his mind like a benediction. “There is, after all,” Father Armailhac had said severely to Uncle Pearce, when Uncle Pearce had blatantly cheated and won a game, “so much that we have to take on trust. We trust that every road leads to some destination, and that an unspoken promise is still a promise.”

The thistledown trembled in his open palm, like a promise of beauty, a gift. Acknowledged or not, believed in or not, the gift was still there.





Chapter Thirty-four



October 12

Bramble Hill



It turned out that Annabel was tired because she was carrying a child.

“I’ve never seen someone sleep so much,” Tess kept saying, as Annabel dozed off over tea, while sewing a stitch in her embroidery, at an hour when most of the ton were just considering the possibility of going out to the theater for the evening.

“It feels good,” Annabel said, sleepily. “You wait until it happens to you.”

Then she looked at the growing smile on Tess’s face and sat straight up. “Oh, Tess!”

And Tess broke into laughter.

“You’re happy now,” Annabel said sometime later. “How will you feel when you grow as bulky and round as I am?”

Tess patted the hard drum of Annabel’s growing tummy. “I shall take you as my model,” she said. “You haven’t made a single complaint about gaining weight.”

“I love it,” Annabel said with satisfaction. If she could be pregnant all the time, she would be. True, her ankles had thickened, and her arms were plump. Her breasts were double their former selves. She took to wearing the kind of corsets that old women wear, just to keep everything in place. She felt utterly undesirable, and she adored the sensation.

“Perhaps you’re carrying twins,” Josie suggested when she came to visit. Bramble Hill, one of Lucius’s country houses, was only an hour by carriage from Rafe’s estate, so they saw Rafe, Josie, and Gregory frequently.

Imogen was off in London with Griselda, living a dazzlingly fashionable life. She wrote frequently, including copies of Bell’s Weekly Messenger, which provided fawning descriptions of her every gown.

She and Mayne were the couple par excellence, necessary at every party in order to declare it a success. They were scandalous, beautiful, and unutterably fashionable.

“The midwife doesn’t think it’s twins,” Annabel said, patting her tummy lovingly. “He thinks it’s merely a big baby. Ewan is a large man, you know.”

She prided herself on saying little phrases like that, just to demonstrate to Tess that the demise of her marriage didn’t bother her any longer. It had been five months, after all. She certainly should have been able to put Ewan from her mind.

“It must be a boy,” Tess said. Neither she nor Josie could stop staring at Annabel’s belly. They were curled on Annabel’s bed just as they always had, but it was as if they’d invited a stranger to join them, one that they couldn’t stop watching.

“Have you told Ewan yet?” Josie demanded. Josie had slowly taken over the role of defender of Ewan. Why, no one knew.

“No, I haven’t,” Annabel said. “And I don’t intend to.”

“I’m having trouble controlling Gregory,” Josie reported. “He thinks Ewan should be informed about the baby.”

“He doesn’t think that,” Annabel observed. “You do, and what you think, Gregory thinks. The poor boy hasn’t had an independent thought in months.”

“That’s not true!” Josie protested. “You aren’t around to see it, but Gregory is insufferably independent. For one thing, he’s still singing lauds up on Rafe’s roof in the morning. And for another, we quarrel all the time. He has terrible taste in literature.”

“Well, maintain enough control to keep him from telling Ewan, would you?” Annabel asked.

“I just think that Ewan should—”

“I know,” Annabel said, tired at the thought. “He should know that I’m carrying his child. But Josie, think about it. Please. My life is so comfortable, since Tess kindly allows me to live with her.”

“Allows you!” Tess said, taking Annabel’s hand. “It’s my pleasure! And Lucius’s too. We adore having you with us.”

Annabel smiled at her thankfully.

“Yes, your life is comfortable,” Josie said, “but still Ewan should know that you’re having a child. It’s not fair.”

“He may have a fit of concern about his possible heir. Men do.” Although, to do Ewan justice, Annabel had never heard him mention an heir, only the possibility that they would have children.

She shrugged that memory away. “What if he makes me go back to Scotland and raise the baby there? With our marriage in such a desperate state, it would be awful.”

“I see that,” Josie said, after a moment. “But why shouldn’t you merely inform him that you are raising the child here? That way, he knows of the child, and you stay with Tess.”

“Life isn’t always so simple,” Tess put in. “Annabel’s baby may be the next earl. Ardmore would be well within his rights to demand that the child be wet nursed in Scotland, if Annabel refuses to return to his house.”

Annabel shivered at the thought of a wet nurse. “Never!” she said.

“I’ll impress silence on Gregory again,” Josie said. “But I have to tell you that he’s turning into a little Father Armailhac. He keeps babbling about children being a blessing, and Ewan being cheated of his blessing.”

“Ardmore deserves to be cheated,” Tess said. She hadn’t forgiven Annabel’s husband one iota. In fact, as the months wore on with no news from Ewan, she grew sterner.

And as for Annabel . . . she just loved him. With a bone-deep, aching love that didn’t seem to be going anywhere, even after the months of silence.

Her hope was gone, that was true. She had foolishly nurtured the fantasy that he would write. That he would come to himself and think of her. That he was merely grieving for Rosy in a solitary way, and that—

But too many months had passed. Summer had faded into fall while she slept, and now fall was turning into winter.

There had been no word from Ewan, even though she knew that Gregory received regular letters. Yet Ewan never even sent word through Gregory.

A hello, a mere courtesy, would have been nice, she thought forlornly.

She looked up to find Tess staring at her hands. She was pleating the sheet again. Hastily she dropped it.

“Don’t even think about him!” Tess said fiercely.

“I’m not,” Annabel said. “How is the dancing practice going, Josie?”

“It’s the most annoying thing,” Josie said, with the readiness of a sixteen-year-old to discuss herself at any moment. “I simply can’t dance. I don’t understand it!” She looked stunned.

Annabel laughed. “What do you mean, you can’t dance? I thought you were just having trouble counting the beats in your head?”

“I’m terrible,” Josie pronounced. “Monsieur Flibbert despairs of me. And here’s the worst of it—Gregory is flawless!”

“That is a cruel twist of fate,” Tess said, grinning. Gregory and Josie were just apart enough in age so that she wished to govern him in everything, and he wished for the same of her.

“He glides about the floor as if he knew instinctively what to do next,” Josie said, her mouth turning down at the corners. “Whereas I try to think about what’s coming next, and I get twisted up, and then I panic—and then it’s all over and Monsieur Flibbert is shrieking again.”

Annabel let Josie’s complaints fade out of her mind. If Ewan meant to save their marriage, thought to take her back to Scotland, he would have come for her by now.

She had imagined him coming so many times. There had been days when the mere sound of a coach in the drive leading to Bramble House had set her heart thumping.

These days, she didn’t pay attention. By this time of year, snow must be coming on in the Highlands and traveling wasn’t practical, anyway.

He would have come, if he wanted her. The whole question of wanting . . . She had long ago admitted to herself that she would have returned to Scotland with him, had he asked, even knowing that he felt only desire.

She would have gambled on her love and his desire being enough to carry them through a marriage.

But now she wasn’t even desirable. And ironically, although it felt as if her tie to Ewan was broken, the fact still made her happy. All her extra flesh felt safe and warm. She no longer dreamed of ruffians grabbing her and pressing themselves against her.

She was a mother now. Men bowed or doffed their caps respectfully. They didn’t look at her with desire.

What’s more, their wives didn’t look at her with the hidden fear that she might dally with their husbands. They crowded around and told her stories of births and predicted her child’s gender and even patted her tummy.

Even if Ewan had wanted to resume their marriage on the basis of the one thing they had shared—desire—it wouldn’t work.

So the marriage was truly over, and it was time that she accepted that. Certainly, her family thought she had made great strides in forgetting Ewan.

Lucius had obtained a vast sum of money from Ewan, again sent without a word to her. She could have the baby and return to a brilliant life in London.

The last time Imogen visited, she had great plans. “You can leave the child—or not,” she had amended, seeing Annabel’s face. “You can bring the child and its nurse to London. And you and I will reign over London. We will give parties that people will cry, beg, and plead to attend. We will be kind to all the women who are less fortunate than ourselves, and cruel to all the men. I will keep Mayne, of course, and you must take a cicisbeo as well.”

Annabel had smiled weakly.

But now she thought that perhaps she would have to take a lover at some point. Just so that there was some other memory, some other image, to intervene between her and her dreams of Ewan.

Sometimes it felt as if the pain actually increased rather than lessening. Who knew that love was so uncomfortable? She had parroted it, without understanding what she was saying.

Love wasn’t just uncomfortable. It was burning, grievous pain.

She found she was pleating the sheets again and looked up. Tess was smiling wryly at her. Josie had hopped off the bed and was inspecting a pink spot on her chin.

“It’ll take time, darling,” Tess said softly. Even though she loathed Ewan, she never underestimated the depth of Annabel’s feelings for him.

“Of course,” Annabel said, summoning up a smile. “It’s already much better.” Liar, she thought to herself.

Liar.

Harvesting was over. The barns were full to their rafters with sweet-smelling hay and piles of grain. October left, taking with it the last of the golden leaves hanging on the lime trees to the side of Ardmore Castle.

The firs turned darker and looked more sturdy, as if they’d spent the summer thickening and bracing themselves against the howling winds that would come from the north.

One day Father Armailhac searched him out in his study. Ewan had hardly seen him in weeks.

After he deeded a plot of land to the three monks and their Benedictine order, they spent most of their time there, supervising the building of a monastery, dealing with the legalities of it all. Since the Catholic Relief Bill, it was certainly possible to be a monk in Scotland, but it still wasn’t easy.

But now building had stopped for the winter, and his three monks had returned home like wintering birds.

Armailhac poked his head in the door, his gentle inquiring face covered with a smile. “May I enter, Ewan?”

He had been sitting, staring out the window. The sky was a pearly gray color that made him think, irrationally, of Annabel.

Who the hell was he kidding? Everything made him think of Annabel: the last few red leaves hanging on to a lone chestnut reminded him of her hair; the chicken at dinner the night before reminded him of their picnic; in the last few weeks their bedchamber had stopped being a mere bed and had become a haunt of ghosts.

“Of course,” he said, rising and leading the old man to a comfortable seat by the stove. They had stoves going in every room, fighting off the winter that was already putting its chilly fingers on the stone floors.

Father Armailhac took his time, settling down in the chair with a rug over his lap, accepting a glass of whiskey (recovered from a nearby farm, although Mac despaired of the port ever returning to excellence).

“What can I do for you?” Ewan asked, controlling his own restlessness.

“I want to talk to you about Rosy,” Father Armailhac said, his quiet eyes resting on Ewan’s face. “And about your wife.”

His wife . . . It seemed so odd to hear someone say that.

All the castle servants had tacitly lapsed into silence on the subject of Annabel. No one ever mentioned her name or even indicated she had existed, although there were days when he longed just for the sound of her name.

“Speaking of Rosy,” Ewan said, choosing the easier of the two. “I had a letter from Gregory yesterday and he sends his best. He has engaged in a study of Plutarch with Josie. I think I shall write to Rafe and request that he get him enrolled in Eton. We neglected him shamefully, allowing Uncle Tobin to tutor him since his nurse left.”

“I think Tobin enjoyed the exercise, and Gregory certainly learned a great deal from him. He reads Latin and Greek fluently, you know.”

“Yes, I suppose,” Ewan said, getting up and striding about the room. He felt like a caged lion these days, trapped by the lack of physical exercise. He had grown accustomed to it, to the oblivion and deep sleep brought on by exhausted muscles. Without constant exercise, the days stretched into hours of thought.

“Does Gregory say anything of Annabel in this letter?”

“Nothing. He has never said a word.”

“Doesn’t that strike you as odd?” Father Armailhac said, sipping his whiskey as if he were considering a philosophical problem.

“No. I asked him to say nothing to Annabel.”

“But you didn’t ask him to say nothing of Annabel to you, did you?”

“The two follow,” Ewan said impatiently. “I know nothing of Annabel, Father. I’m sorry if you were hoping for news of her.”

“I was hoping for news of you,” he said serenely, looking at the fire, not at him. “How are you feeling about Rosy’s death now?”

Ewan grasped the change of conversation with gratitude; anything so as not to talk of Annabel. “I feel less—less reproach,” he admitted. “I think about her often, of course.”

“She is happier where she is,” Father Armailhac said.

“I suppose I have come to believe that.”

“I would not have wished you be the instrument of her death, of course. But she achieved two great things before she died. The first is that she defended herself, something she was not able to do when she was thirteen years old. And the second is that she spoke. And when she spoke, she acknowledged your love for her. I think both of those things were very important to Rosy.”

A lump in his throat made it hard for Ewan to speak immediately. “Yes,” he said finally. “I see what you mean.”

“And now,” the monk continued, smiling at Ewan, “you must let her go. And you must forgive yourself.”

Ewan spun away and stared out the window at the darkening evening. “I think I do,” he said. “I feel . . . forgiven.”

“Good.” Armailhac waited, and Ewan knew why.

“You said once that there is no unforgivable sin,” he said, leaning his arm against the window and bracing his forehead against it.

“Yes.”

Ewan felt as if he were poised midway between the warm room with the glowing fire and the frigid, wintry outdoors. “I miss my wife,” he said, his voice stifled.

“You love her,” the priest said, his voice allowing no compromise.

“Love is not always enough,” Ewan tossed back at him. “God may forgive all sins, but humans are not so generous. Even if—” He took a breath. “Even if I begged her to come back to me, she would never be able to forgive me, inside, for not saving her.”

“But she saved herself,” Father Armailhac said.

“It is I who should have saved her. Apparently that man touched her . . . he handled her. I didn’t know; I didn’t see it happen. I didn’t help.” His voice shook with the rage he felt. If only he hadn’t already killed Nisbit, he could search him out and kill him slowly now.

“What were you doing while this happened to Annabel?”

He tried to think. All he’d thought about for months had been what Nisbit might have done to Annabel while he didn’t notice—what the man could have done that would scar her so quickly and so devastatingly. “I was talking to Black Haggis,” he said haltingly.

“For how long?”

“It didn’t seem long to me . . . I don’t know!”

“Tell me what you remember.”

So Ewan did. It was emblazoned in his memory, from the moment he entered the cottage, to the moment he shot Nisbit.

“That’s a matter of two minutes,” Armailhac said. “Two minutes, perhaps three. There was no time for Nisbit to do more than fumble at Annabel. And she saved herself from his groping, did she not?”

“She shouldn’t have had to,” Ewan said, swallowing audibly. “Her husband was there, and he didn’t even notice.”

“And you think that Annabel will never forgive you for focusing on Black Haggis, the man who, after all, was threatening both your lives?”

“How could she? You didn’t see her, Father. I came up behind her and she screamed. There was such terror in her scream . . . she slept curled up, as if she were fearful in her sleep.” His voice died in his throat. “What have I done to her?”

“You have once again underestimated love,” Father Armailhac said. “When your bullet killed Rosy, you decided that God’s mercy did not apply to you. That He no longer loved you. And then when you failed Annabel, you again decided that mercy was not a possibility. In essence, that Annabel did not love you.”

“If she loved me, she loves me no longer,” Ewan said.

“Did she tell you that?”

He was silent. He remembered exactly what Annabel had said. She had begged him not to shut her out. She had said he chose his principles over her, that he wouldn’t have defended her if she hadn’t given him the pistol. And she had said that she loved him.

“No,” he said finally. “She said that she loved me, but that I only felt desire for her, and that was why I didn’t defend her. And she said my lack of love was why I wanted her to leave.”

“She was wrong,” the monk said serenely. “You love your wife very much, Ewan. Desire is a gift, as love is, and the two of you are lucky enough to experience both at the same time. But I think you decided at a very early age that the world would show you no mercy. I would guess this happened in response to your parents’ death.”

Ewan clenched his jaw.

“Which is odd,” Father Armailhac continued, meditatively, “because you were the one shown mercy. Your father saved you, out of love. And he did not save himself, out of that same love. You have been given tremendous love, Ewan Poley. You must stop discounting it.”

Ewan pressed his forehead hard against the cold glass. “She doesn’t want to see me. She thinks I only desire her.”

“Then you have a challenge before you,” the monk said, putting down his empty glass and rising. “I suggest you take it on tomorrow.”

Father Armailhac left without another word, with just a touch on Ewan’s shoulder that was enough to unman him.

The hot, empty grief he felt was his own doing, his own fault. He had taken his wife’s love and thrown it away as if it were worthless. He had undervalued Annabel’s loving, generous nature in assuming that she would never forgive him. He had thrown away a pearl of great price, merely to hang on to a pebble.

He pushed himself away from the window and turned to ring for Mac.

If he failed, he failed.

He didn’t let himself imagine success.





Chapter Thirty-five


It was midway through November and they were having an early snowstorm. Annabel lay on the chaise longue in her bedchamber, lazily looking out the window. At first the snow had danced from the sky, but now it was starting to hurtle down, darkening the window and weighing down the vines that climbed around her windows.

Perhaps it was time for a nap . . . Annabel curled on her side, her hand caressing her stomach.

She had felt her baby moving inside her, quickening into life as they called it. At the moment the babe felt as if it were dancing with the snowflakes. Smiling, Annabel pulled a light cover over herself and drifted off to sleep.

Ewan had a brief conversation with the butler and found himself in Lucius Felton’s study. Felton looked at him with his steady, calm eyes, showing no sign of resentment or anger. He put down his quill precisely on its stand. “I would gather that you’ve come to speak to Annabel.”

“Yes.” Ewan said. “I would like to see my wife.”

Felton looked at him for a moment longer. “She may be resting. I believe she is in her chambers. Second door on the right, top of the stairs.”

“Thank you,” Ewan said, his heart thumping so loudly that he scarcely heard Felton. Ewan closed the door behind him and ran up the stairs. Did Felton say second on the left? No, second on the right. Resting? Why would she be resting?

He paused outside the door and raked a few wet flakes of snow from his hair. It wasn’t too late—he could turn . . .

It was too late. It had been too late for him the moment that he saw Annabel surveying those great statues of an Egyptian god, looking so puzzled, intelligent, and altogether delectable. He reached out and turned the doorknob.

She was sleeping. She was lying on her side, facing him, her cheek resting peacefully on her hand. Her hair was bundled in a shining heap of curls on top of her head. She looked rosy . . . lovely.

He swallowed. She looked well. He had been imagining her wracked with grief and tense with horror, as she had been when he last saw her.

Now a million thoughts flooded his mind at once.

Perhaps she had found a lover, someone who made her look so happy and cared for. Perhaps the man was in an adjoining room. Perhaps the man just left her.

Ewan had seen her look so contented and happy, but only after they had made love.

His heart froze at the horror of it. What had he been thinking, staying in Scotland for so long? Even as he watched, her mouth curved into a smile that he’d seen only a few times. He looked away, as if he were desecrating her privacy.

Annabel was dreaming of Ewan. They were dancing around an empty ballroom, and music was playing, although there were no musicians to be seen. He was teasing her, asking her questions.

“What do you like for breakfast?” he asked.

And then, when she told him toast, he shook his head. “Not honest enough. You can’t have a kiss.”

“Do you like stewed mushrooms?”

But when she said no, he shook his head and said she was wrong, she loved stewed mushrooms and she ate them every day.

And he wouldn’t give her a kiss.

He was laughing at her, those beautiful green-flecked eyes were laughing, and so she pulled herself from his hands and stood in the middle of the empty ballroom, laughing back at him.

Then she put her hands on her breasts and smiled, a knife-edged, invitation of a smile. “What do I like best in bed?” she asked.

And when he said—

But she was losing the dream, just when she was finally going to be able to kiss him, her husband, her Ewan.

She opened her eyes and the familiar sense of aching loss filled her heart. Then she frowned.

Across her bedroom she could see a pair of legs. Male legs wearing wet boots. A man was in her room! It was the thought of a second, of an instant. Her hands shot into the air, flailing, and she opened her mouth to scream as loudly as she could—

And he was there. On his knees next to her. It was Ewan. His eyes weren’t laughing as they had in her dream. They were somber, panicked.

“Oh God, sweetheart,” he said, “I didn’t mean to frighten you. Forgive me.”

She stared at him, slowly coming back to herself. “What are you doing here?” she finally asked, whispering it.

Ewan couldn’t remember.

He got hold of her hands somehow and he brought them to his mouth.

And then finally, looking at her almond-shaped eyes, he remembered. “I came to ask you to forgive me,” he said hoarsely.

“Oh.” Her voice sounded flat and unforgiving to him.

“I can’t forgive myself unless you forgive me. But if you can’t forgive me, I understand—I understand, Annabel. Because I can’t forgive myself, and I can’t forget. And”—his hands tightened—“merely the way you screamed when I entered shows me that you’ll never be able to forgive me for what I did. I’ll just—”

She blinked at him. “Ewan, what are you talking about?”

“I didn’t defend you,” he said, the raw ache of it sounding in his voice. “I let that man touch you and I didn’t rip him to pieces with my bare hands. But, oh God, Annabel, if I had seen it, I would have. I have no principles where someone like that is concerned, I swear it.”

“Ewan—”

But he swept on, all the fear and self-loathing in his heart coming to an articulate point. “You’ll likely never feel safe around me again. But if you could just forgive me, Annabel, that’s all I ask.” And then at her silence, “Please.”

That was all he could do. Beg. Silently he held on to her hands, hoping out of the darkness of his soul that she still loved him a little bit.

Annabel was still wondering if she was dreaming.

It felt like a dream, to have Ewan before her, to hear the tender anguish in his voice, to have him begging her to forgive him.

“Why did you come?” she whispered.

“I said—”

But she shook her head. “Why did you come here?”

Ewan swallowed hard. He wasn’t ready to answer that question.

No: he’d come all the way from Scotland to answer just that question.

He clung to her hands, searching her eyes until he read the truth in her eyes. She didn’t care about forgiveness; she only cared about one thing.

“Because I’m a fool,” he said, his voice harsh with the truth of it. “I love you, Annabel. I know you think I don’t. But I do. And yet when the worst happened, I threw you away. Because I don’t—” He swallowed and held her hands even tighter. “I don’t know how to love someone.”

There was a glimmer of tears in her eyes, and he knew that she understood. He would never be the husband whom she wanted. He’d failed her, and he’d failed their love.

“I can see that you—” He broke off. His voice grated with the pain of it. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Annabel. I’m no good at loving, and I deserted you when you most needed me. But I love you, and I always will.”

“People who love each other,” Annabel said, “don’t leave.”

“I lost my mind,” Ewan said simply. “I don’t have any excuses.”

“I’m the one who left.”

Ewan’s heart leapt. Was she smiling through her tears?

“I’m no better at being married than you are,” she said in an aching whisper. “I’ve kept thinking for the last month that I should have stayed there. I should have fought to be with you, locked you in a room with me and thrown the key out the window. Screamed at you until you remembered we were married.”

Ewan couldn’t bring himself to smile. “But would you ever feel the same about me?” he said, asking the question that he’d answered negatively so many times in the middle of the night. “I didn’t save you from those men, I—”

“Do you know why I love kissing you?” she whispered, her eyes searching his.

He shook his head. A tiny gleam of hope shone in his heart. She hadn’t put her feelings in the past tense.

“Because I always feel safe with your arms around me. Always.”

He swallowed.

“And do you know why I close my eyes when you make love to me?”

“No,” he said hoarsely.

“Because I am safe with you . . . I don’t need to see what happens. I can simply be . . . simply feel.”

He ran a hand over her cheek. “Do you . . . do you forgive me, Annabel?”

“There is something that I can’t forgive you for.”

His heart stopped. It had all been too easy, too much of a gift. He couldn’t bring himself to ask.

“You haven’t kissed me in months,” she said, her voice an aching whisper. “I haven’t felt safe in months.”

Slowly, slowly he bent his head to hers and their lips touched. It was like all their kisses: the sweetness was there, but the wildness too, the sense that they had only just stopped kissing and now they were continuing the same kiss they shared in May and then in June.

Two seconds later, he was devouring her, pouring his soul and his love and his unhappiness into the kiss.

And she was kissing him back . . . she was, she was.

“I only taste you, and I am hopelessly drunk,” he whispered finally, kissing her closed eyes.

They flew open. “You desire me?”

“Of course. And love you. Oh God, Annabel, ask me how much I love you.”

“How much do you love me?” She was smiling, a little.

“Honestly?” he said.

She nodded.

“So much I can’t add it, nor count it,” he said, his eyes searching hers. “No matter how I try not to, I simply love you more. If I am drunk with love for you, I will never be sober.”

“But you desire me too?”

Her eyes still looked unconvinced, so Ewan took the kiss he earned by answering her question. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her with all the pent-up longing of the last months, with all the longing he always felt for her, and always would.

“And Rosy?” she whispered, when he lifted his mouth.

He traced her crimson lips with a finger. “She is with God,” he said simply.

“And you?”

He knew what she meant. “And I. Although I shall take more care in the future not to turn my back on His gifts.”

Annabel smiled but she had that little frown again. “What is it, sweetheart?” he whispered, kissing her eyebrows.

“I’m afraid,” she said.

His heart sank, but he put his arms around her. “I’m here,” he said fiercely. “I swear by everything sacred that I will never take my eyes off you, Annabel. And I will kill anyone who touches you again in cold blood.”

“Not that!” she protested. “It’s—do you still desire me, now?”

Surprised, he pulled back and looked at her. His wife had a face like a delicate triangle, arched eyebrows, tip-tilted blue eyes, lips that looked kissable even when she was scowling at him.

She was the most desirable, beautiful woman in the world. “Of course I do,” he said, tilting her face so that his lips could touch hers. “How can you doubt it?”

But Annabel had to say it.

“What if I told you that I didn’t want to make love for three months? That you couldn’t share my bed? What if I became unattractive and—and utterly unappealing?”

He grinned at that. “Impossible!”

“But what if I did? And I want an honest answer,” she added. “What if I were sick and had to keep to my bed for months? Or I came out all in spots? Or I contacted some sort of plague?”

“I would miss making love to you. I dreamed of it every night in the past five months. But what I truly missed had nothing to do with our bodies joining. What made me wake, aching, in the middle of the night was my heart, not any other part of my body.”

Tears rose to her eyes. “Are you quite sure?” she whispered.

“If you don’t want to make love to me ever again, I understand,” Ewan said. “If that experience in the cottage gave you a revulsion for men that can’t be overcome, we’ll live with it. You needn’t be afraid of me, not ever.”

“It’s not that!” Annabel said, almost laughing when she realized what he thought. “It’s—it’s this.” She pulled off the cover that had been tucked up to her breasts.

He looked at her face, puzzled.

“Dunce,” she said to him lovingly. Then she took his hand and put it on her great, hard tummy.

He reeled and almost fell back. “God almighty, Annabel!”

“Father Armailhac would not like to hear you use the Lord’s name in vain.” She giggled.

He had both hands spread over her now.

“February,” she said, knowing his question before he asked it. “I think that we must have made a child on our first night together, Ewan.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Our wedding night. ’Twas a beautiful night, Annabel.”

She nodded.

“Do you know what gave me hope again?” he asked, his hands spread on her stomach. “I was in one of the fields and a little seed-blossom blew into my hand, Annabel. It blew straight into my hand, and it was so beautiful, so fragile, and so precious that I realized I’d been an idiot.”

“Oh,” Annabel breathed.

“But I didn’t really understand, did I?” Ewan said, his voice breaking with the strength of it. “God sent me a gift so beautiful that I couldn’t even grasp it at first.”

She put her hands on top of his. “’Tis a delicate, precious thing.”

Ewan’s eyes were unashamedly brilliant with tears. “You are that to me.” He kissed her. “My wife. My heart. My beloved.”

After they stopped kissing, he drew back again. “You’re so beautiful,” he breathed. “Look at your breasts, Annabel!” His hands hovered, uncertain.

“I won’t break.” She giggled, joy welling up inside her like a flood.

A moment later her head had fallen against the back of the couch. Her heart was beating in her ears; his hands were shaping her into fire.

She opened her eyes and saw that his eyes had gone pitch black. “Who knew that women became so beautiful during this time?” he said hoarsely. “We’re going to have to sleep in different rooms, Annabel, if you don’t want me to touch you.”

He rubbed a thumb across her nipple and she moaned, her hips involuntarily flexing. He pulled his hands away and actually stumbled as he rose. “’Twill be a trial,” he said, dragging his hair back from his forehead. “A challenge.”

Annabel stretched. She hadn’t felt so good in months. Nor so—so beautiful. Nor certainly so desirable. “It will be like our first trip to Scotland together,” she suggested. “Perhaps we could play the kissing game again.”

“No,” he said. His face looked agonized. “No. No kisses.”

She rose to her feet and stretched again. He wrenched his eyes away. “Aye, a challenge,” he muttered to himself.

Annabel grinned. She had never felt more provocative, more potent, more—more loved in her life. She strolled over to the bed and sat down, stretching her arms behind her so that her breasts showed to their best advantage.

“Lass, you’re going to have to help me,” her husband said earnestly. “No looking at me in such a way.”

She hid her smile and her joy, and pouted. “But I need help. And that you are here to aid me.”

“Anything,” he said. “I’ll do anything you wish, Annabel.”

“In that case,” she said gently, “I’d like you to take this gown off.”

He stayed utterly still in the middle of the room.

“And then,” she said, her voice drugged with desire, “I’d like you to kiss me here.” She touched her breast. “And here.” She touched her great stomach. “And then . . .”

But he was there, next to her on the bed, gathering her into his arms in a movement so quick that she didn’t see it happen. “I love you, Annabel,” he said to her, his voice deep with the promise, the honesty, and the truth.

“Ask me how much I love you,” she said, cupping his face in her hands. “I promise you an honest answer.”

“How much do you love me?” he whispered.

“Too much,” she whispered. “’Twill go past death, there’s so much of it. And now you owe me a kiss.” A moment later, they were rolling on the bed, nothing between them but the growing child.

And as it happened, Samuel Raphael Poley, future Earl of Ardmore, was fast asleep.
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Chapter One



April 16, 1801

Snowe’s Registry Office for Select Governesses

14 Belgrave Square

London



Nothing ruins a dinner party like expertise. A lady who has attended fourteen lectures about Chinese statuary will Ming this and Ming that all evening; a baron who has published an essay about vultures in a zoological magazine will undoubtedly hold forth on the unpleasant habits of carrion-eaters.

Eugenia Snowe’s area of expertise, to the contrary, would have made dinner guests squeal with laughter, if only it were appropriate to share. For example, she knew precisely how the Countess of Bedford’s second-best wig had made its way onto the head of a terrified piglet, who dashed across the terrace when the vicar was taking tea. She knew which of the Duke of Fletcher’s offspring had stolen a golden toothpick and an enameled chamber pot and, even better, what he did with them.

Not only did she have to keep those delicious details to herself—she couldn’t even burst into laughter until she was in private. As the owner of the most elite agency for governesses in the whole of the British Isles, she had to maintain decorum at all times.

No laughing! Not even when her parlor maid ushered in a boy wearing a tapestry curtain pinned like a Roman toga—although the gleaming, glistening blue that covered the exposed bits of his body warred with the senatorial drape of his clothing.

His mother, Lady Pibble, trailed in after him. Eugenia didn’t see many blue boys in the course of a day, but she often saw mothers with the hysterical air of a woman who has failed to corral the species of wild animal known as an eight-year-old boy.

“Lady Pibble and the Honorable Marmeduke Pibble,” her parlor maid announced.

“Good afternoon, Winnie,” Eugenia said, rising from her desk and coming around to greet her ladyship with genuine pleasure. Her old school-friend Winifred was lovely, as sweet and soft as meringue.

Alas, those are not helpful characteristics when it comes to raising children. Fate or Nature had cunningly matched Winnie with her opposite: Marmeduke was a devilishly troublesome boy by any measure, and Eugenia considered herself an expert on the subject.

“I can’t do it!” Lady Winifred wailed by way of greeting, staggering across the room and collapsing on the sofa. “I’m at my wit’s end, Eugenia. My wit’s end! If you don’t give me a governess, I shall leave him here with you. I mean it!” The way her voice rose to a shriek made her threat very persuasive.

Marmeduke didn’t seem in the least dismayed at the idea of being deserted in Snowe’s Registry Office. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Snowe,” he said cheerfully, making a reasonable bow considering that he was holding a homemade bow, a fistful of arrows, and an extremely fat frog. “I’m an ancient Pict and a smuggler,” he announced.

“Good afternoon, Marmeduke. I didn’t realize that smugglers came in different hues,” Eugenia observed.

“Smugglers may not be blue, but Picts always are,” he explained. “They were Irish warriors who painted themselves for battle. My father told me about them.” He held up his frog. “I started to paint Fred too, but he didn’t like it.”

“Fred is looking considerably plumper than last time I met him,” Eugenia said.

“You were right about cabbage worms,” he said, grinning. “He loves them.”

“I can smell beeswax—which I gather turned you blue—but is that odor of river mud thanks to Fred?”

Marmeduke sniffed loudly, and nodded. “Fred stinks.”

“Don’t say ‘stinks,’ darling,” his mother said from the depths of the sofa, where she had draped the handkerchief over her eyes. “You may describe something as smelly, but only if you absolutely must.”

“He smells like a rotten egg,” Marmeduke elaborated. “Though not nearly as rank as Lady Hubert when she came out of the river.”

Winnie gave a stifled moan, the kind one might hear from a woman in the grips of labor. “I almost forgot about the river. Eugenia, I am not going home until you give me a governess.”

“I cannot,” Eugenia said patiently. “I’ve explained to you, Winnie, that—”

Winnie sat up, handkerchief clutched in her hand, and pointed to her son. “Tell her!” she said in throbbing accents. “Tell her what you said to Lady Hubert! I wouldn’t drag him here if it was simply a matter of turning blue. I am inured to dirt.”

For the first time, Marmeduke looked a bit fidgety, shifting his weight to one leg and tucking the other up so that he looked like a blue stork. “Lady Hubert said that I should always tell the truth, so I did.”

“That sounds ominous,” Eugenia said, biting back yet another smile. “Where were you when Lady Hubert gave you this inestimable advice?”

“We were having a picnic by Thames, down at the bottom of our lawn,” Winnie said, answering for her son. “Did I mention that Lady Hubert is Marmeduke’s godmother and has no children of her own? We had rather hoped. . .but no. After today, no.”

“She gave me a sermon just like those in church except that she’s a lady,” Marmeduke said, apparently deciding to get it over with. “She said as how deceit and hippocrasty are barriers to a holy life.”

“Hypocrisy,” Eugenia said. “Do go on.”

“So I did it.”

“What?”

“Well, first I entertained her by doing the dance of the Picts. They’re wild savages. They howl. Would you like to see?” He gave Eugenia a hopeful look.

She shook her head. “I shall use my imagination. Did Lady Hubert enjoy your performance?”

“She didn’t like it much,” Marmeduke conceded, “but she wasn’t too stuffed. Then she asked me what I thought about the book of church history that she had brought me for my birthday last month, and had I read the whole thing.”

“Oh dear,” Eugenia said.

“I was being honest, like she said to, so I told her that I didn’t like it because it was boring and three hundred pages long. Mother was kerfluffled after that, but she settled down and after a while, Lady Hubert asked me what I thought of her new gown. I said that it would look better if she hadn’t eaten an entire side of beef. Father always said that about her.”

“It was not kind to repeat your father’s comment,” Eugenia said. She had discovered over the years that children learned best from simple statements of fact.

He scowled. “I was being honest and besides, after I did the warrior dance she said that my father likely passed on because he needed a rest cure.”

“That was truly unkind,” Eugenia said with her own scowl, “and very untrue, Marmeduke. Your father was a war hero who would have done anything to stay with you and your mother.”

She glanced over at Winnie, who was flat on her back again with an arm thrown over her eyes.

Marmeduke hunched up one shoulder by way of reply.

“Did you throw, push, or otherwise inveigle Lady Hubert into the Thames?” Eugenia said, feeling a wave of dislike for the lady in question.

“No! She fell in all by herself.”

“After a horned beetle that my son had around his person found its way onto her arm and ran inside her sleeve,” Winnie clarified.

“I wouldn’t have thought she could leap like that,” Marmeduke said, with an air of scientific discovery. “Being as she was so large and all, but she did, and into the water she went.”

“Head first,” Winnie added hollowly.

“I wish I’d seen it,” Eugenia said, pulling the cord to summon her parlor maid.

“It was funny,” Marmeduke confided, “because her clothes were all frilly pink underneath, though of course they had turned black by the time we hauled her out. I had to run for the footmen, and then two grooms as well, because the bank was so slippery with mud that it was hard to haul her out. The butler said later that it was like getting a water buffalo out of a mud hole.”

“That’s an extremely vulgar description,” his mother said, with the patient voice of a vicar sermonizing in Latin to an audience of laborers.

The door opened. “Ruby,” Eugenia said, “I should like you to take Master Marmeduke into the garden and throw a few buckets of water over him.”

“Mrs. Snowe!” Marmeduke said, dropping back a step, his eyes widening.

“It’s not only Fred who smells. What did you mix in the beeswax to get that color?”

“Indigo powder from my paint box but the color wasn’t right so I mashed up some blueberries too.”

“A good washing should get off the blueberries,” Eugenia said to Ruby. “I’m not sure about the indigo powder.”

“I don’t want to,” Marmeduke wailed. “Mommy said that I could keep it on until bedtime.”

“Fred is looking very dry,” Eugenia said firmly. “He needs a bath as well.”

Ruby was the eldest of seven; she walked over Marmeduke, took his arm, and marched him straight out of the room.

Winnie sat up to watch him go, blotting her eyes. “He wouldn’t have gone with me, nor with Nanny either. May I borrow your parlor maid for a governess?”

Eugenia sat down beside the sofa. “Marmeduke needs to go to school, dear.”

“He’s my baby,” Winnie said, her eyes filling with tears again. “I merely need a governess, Eugenia. Why won’t you give me a governess?”

“Because Marmeduke needs to be around other boys. Didn’t his father put his name down for Eton?”

“I can’t let him go.”

“You must.”

“You don’t understand,” Winnie wailed. “Darling Marmeduke is all I have left of John. You just don’t know how hard it is to be widowed and all alone!”

There was a moment’s silence.

“I didn’t mean that,” Winnie said hastily. “Of course, you’re a widow too.”

“But it’s different for you,” Eugenia said. “For me, it’s been seven years.”

“That’s what I meant,” Winnie said, blowing her nose. “I just want my son home with me, where he belongs.”

“He belongs with other boys. This is the third time you’ve been to see me in as many weeks, isn’t it?”

Winnie nodded, her blue eyes filling with tears again. “There was that thing that happened to the cat—its fur is all growing back in, thank goodness—and then all the frontispieces of the hymn books. Yesterday the vicar greeted me in a horridly stiff manner. And my Uncle Theodore still believes that we have a monkey as a pet; I daren’t tell him what really happened to his corset.”

Eugenia wrapped her arm around Winnie. “Eton,” she said firmly. “Send them a letter and tell them Marmeduke will attend the Michaelmas Term. I’ll send you a tutor, a young man who can take your son fishing when they’re done with studies.”

“His father planned to teach him to fish, just as soon as he got back from fighting in Portugal,” Winnie said, hiccupping and then dissolving back into tears.

“Oh, honey,” Eugenia whispered, easing Winnie’s head onto her shoulder. When she had begun the registry office seven years ago, she’d had no idea that she’d find herself at the center of so many domestic crises. She could write a book about the hidden dramas of high society.

Of course, when it came to widowhood, birth or place in society was irrelevant.

The desk was piled with letters, and there were undoubtedly parents waiting to see her in the parlor. Eugenia rocked Winnie back and forth as she watched Marmeduke scampering around the back garden.

“I suppose I’ll take him home now,” Winnie said damply, straightening up. “Nanny will not be pleased by what’s happened to the nursery curtain.”

“I think tea and cakes are in order,” Eugenia said. “Eight year old boys are always hungry.”

“I couldn’t! You don’t want him to sit down on your lovely chairs.”

That was true.

“Take him to a tea garden,” Eugenia suggested. “You can sit outside, which means Fred won’t cause a commotion either.”

“Only if you come with us.”

“I’m afraid I can’t. I have appointments this afternoon.”

Winnie’s eyes widened. “Oh no, I’m so sorry! There was a lady waiting, but I rushed past her and demanded to see you.” She scrambled to her feet and snatched up her reticule. “My dear, you are such a comfort to me! Send me a tutor!” she called as she trotted out the door.

Eugenia ought to have returned to her desk, but instead she stood at the window and watched as Winnie chased her son, still faintly blue, around and around the fountain where Fred was enjoying a bath.

Even through the beveled glass, she could hear Marmeduke’s screams and Winnie’s laughter.

It seemed to her that widowhood would be bearable if your husband left behind a child, a part of himself.

The door popped open behind her. “Ma’am, may I send in Mrs. Seaton-Roby?”

“Yes,” Eugenia said, turning about. “Of course.”





Chapter Two



Later that afternoon



Theodore Edward Braxton Reeve—Ward, to his intimate friends—walked up the steps to Snowe’s Registry Office thinking about how many governesses he’d chased away as a boy.

He had vivid memories of the dour women who had come through the door of his house—and what their backs looked like as they marched right back out the door.

If his father and stepmother hadn’t been traveling abroad, he would have dropped by their house to apologize, if only because his young wards seemed capable of topping his score, and it was a pain in the arse to be on the other side.

Frankly, his half-siblings Lizzie and Otis—whom he hadn’t known existed until a few days ago—were hellions. Devils. Very small devils with trouble stamped on their foreheads. Their governess had been in the household for only forty-eight hours, which had to be a record.

He was greeted by a footman who eyed him sharply from head to foot before ushering him into a reception chamber. Snowe’s wasn’t at all what Ward had expected, from that burly guard posing as a footman to the empty room in which he found himself.

He had envisioned a cluster of women sitting about, waiting to be dispatched to nurseries—and he planned to choose whichever one most resembled a general in the Royal Marines.

This chamber looked more like a lady’s parlor than a waiting room. It was elegantly appointed, from the tassels adorning thick silk drapes to the gilded chairs. In fact, it was about as fancy as any room he’d seen in a lifetime of living in his father’s various houses.

And his father was an earl.

That said, Snowe probably had to put on the dog in order to convince people to pay his outrageous fees. Since Ward needed his young brother to be up to snuff so he could enter Eton in September, he was prepared to pay whatever it took.

A young parlor maid appeared from a side door. “I’m here to see Mr. Snowe,” Ward told her.

It took a few minutes to sort out the salient facts that Mr. Snowe was deceased, that Mrs. Snowe had started the company some years ago, and that no one saw Mrs. Snowe without an appointment.

“They are arranged weeks in advance,” she told him earnestly. “You might request an appointment now, and we would inform you when she had an opening.”

“That won’t do,” Ward said, smiling because her voice took on a reverential tone whenever she mentioned her mistress. “I sacked the governess you sent. I need a new one, but I have a few stipulations.”

Her mouth fell open and she squeaked, “You sacked one of our governesses? A Snowe’s governess?”

He rocked back on his heels and waited until she stopped spluttering and trotted off to inform someone of his crime.

The front window looked down on two oil lamps positioned on the heads of brass winged horses. Never mind the incongruity: the governess business must be wickedly profitable for Snowe’s to own a building in this neighborhood.

Obviously, he wasn’t the only one prepared to pay virtually anything to a woman who could corral wild beasts posing as young children.

He had planned to spend the day working on incorporating a steam engine into the continuous paper-roller that had made his first fortune. But the sketches were left in his study when he set off from Oxford at the crack of dawn.

Ward jammed his hands in the pockets of his breeches and took a deep breath. Much though he hated waiting, he had no bloody idea where to find another registry office. The last thing he wanted was to hire another random woman who would quit or be dismissed a few days later.

From what he’d heard, Snowe’s had tied up all the good governesses. And to be fair, even given Miss Lumley’s habit of weeping like a rusty spigot, she had been better than many of the governesses he’d had as a child.

All the same, she wasn’t right for this particular position. His siblings were recently orphaned, opinionated, and idiosyncratic, to say the least.

Damn, he wished his father and stepmother were in the country. Roberta had tamed him, and she would do the same for his siblings. In fact, the moment they returned from traveling, he meant to fall on his knees and beg them to raise the siblings he never knew he had.

But meanwhile?

He needed a really fine specimen of a governess, something special.

Eugenia hadn’t moved from her chair in three hours, and yet, to all appearances, the pile of correspondence on her desk had hardly diminished.

She stifled a moan when her assistant, Susan, popped through the door with another fistful of letters. “The afternoon mail has arrived, and Mr. Reeve is asking to see you.”

A drop of ink rolled off Eugenia’s quill and splashed in the middle of her response to a frantic lady blessed with twins. “Bloody hell, that’s the third letter I’ve ruined today! What did you say?”

“Mr. Reeve is here,” Susan said. “We sent him Penelope Lumley a week or so ago, on the countess’s request. I mean your stepmother, of course,” she added, as if there was more than one countess begging Eugenia for favors.

Actually, there was, but her darling Harriet was the only one who mattered.

“Oh, I remember. Reeve has two orphaned half-siblings to raise,” Eugenia said, trying to remember the details.

“Likely born on the wrong side of the blanket, just as he was.” Susan leaned against Eugenia’s desk and settled in for a proper gossip. “Not only that, but he was jilted at the altar last fall. I expect the lady realized what that marriage would do for her countenance.”

“His father is the Earl of Gryffyn,” Eugenia pointed out. She didn’t add that her stepmother had said Reeve was outrageously wealthy, but it was a factor. Registry offices didn’t pay for themselves.

“I would guess he’s as arrogant as if he were an earl himself. I peeked at him, and he’s got that look, as if the whole world should bow to him.”

Eugenia gave a mental shrug. It was unfortunate that the conjunction of a penis and privilege had such a bad effect on boys, but so it was.

Without just the right governess, they never learned how to be normal. Having grown up in a household that prided itself on eccentricity, Eugenia was a fierce proponent of the virtues of normality.

Better for oneself, and infinitely better for the world at large.

“He’s wickedly handsome, which probably plays a part in it,” Susan continued. “I could tell that he always gets his way. Though not,” she said with distinct satisfaction “with the lady who jilted him.”

Rich, privileged, and handsome, for all he was a bastard: that was a formula for disaster, from Eugenia’s side of the desk. She crumpled the blotted letter and threw it away. “I find it hard to believe that he has a complaint about Penelope.”

Some of Eugenia’s governesses were formidable, terrifying women who could be counted on to train a child as spoiled as a week-old codfish.

Others were loving and warm, just right for orphans. Penelope Lumley was sweet as a sugar plum, and, admittedly, about as interesting. But to Eugenia’s mind, grieving children needed love, not excitement, and Penelope’s eyes had grown misty at the very idea of two waifs thrown into an elder brother’s care.

“He told Bessie that he sacked her,” Susan said. “That’s an exact quote. I have a tear-stained note from Penelope to prove it.”

Reeve must be one of those frightful clients who poke their nose into the nursery and wouldn’t let the governess get on with the alchemy needed to turn a cabbage into a rose.

Or worse: several cabbages into a whole rose bush, if more than one child was involved.

It wasn’t easy. Winnie wasn’t the only parent singularly unsuited for the job, in Eugenia’s opinion.

“Did Penelope say what happened?”

“She crossed her lines and wept over it, so I couldn’t make out much beyond a reference to a locust, though perhaps she meant a swarm of them, à la Exodus.”

“Her father is a vicar, isn’t he?” Childhood in a vicarage was practically a prerequisite of employment at Snowe’s, as it so often resulted in ladylike accomplishments without a dowry.

“Yes, and unlike me, the Bible lessons took hold,” Susan said with an impish grin.

Eugenia leaned forward and gave Susan a poke in the hip. “There’s a reason I never sent you out as a governess. You’d unleash a plague of locusts on the man who tried to sack you. I suppose I’ll have to see him, but I shan’t give him another governess.”

“I expect Penelope’s nerves got the best of her,” Susan said, standing up and shaking out her skirts. “She has masses of them and they make her horribly twitchy.”

“That is no reason to dismiss her,” Eugenia said firmly. “She is an excellent governess, and just what those children need.”

In fact, Mr. Reeve should have thanked his lucky stars that she had sent him anyone—twitchy or not—but the fact he’d shown up in the office suggested that he didn’t understand the value of her stepmother’s personal recommendation.

The mother of twins to whom she’d been writing—not to mention poor Winnie—was one of many begging for a Snowe’s governess. Mr. Reeve had been given Penelope only because her own stepmother had appealed on the basis of his orphaned siblings.

Eugenia’s registry office was the most elite establishment of its kind, famous for its vow to take children to majority or marriage, whichever came first. As Eugenia saw it, that vow was a pledge to “her” children. She had been known to keep a governess in place, the salary paid by the agency, even if a family lost its funds.

But if a family simply didn’t like their governess? That was a different story. She couldn’t spend all her time shuttling employees around England because an interfering man thought his siblings deserved someone better than Penelope Lumley.

“Please ask him to join me,” Eugenia said, coming out from behind her desk and walking over to the window looking onto Belgrave Square. The crocuses were just coming out. This year she had to make time to walk in the park.

Every year she swore that she would take more fresh air and exercise, and then somehow the days spun by in the whirligig that was Snowe’s.

“Shall I order tea?” Susan asked.

“No,” Eugenia replied. “I mean to dispense with him quickly so I can go for a walk in the park.”

“I doubt you have time,” Susan said apologetically. “You have Lady Hamilton, and I squeezed in the Duchess of Villiers after that.”

“Is there some problem in Her Grace’s nursery? I thought Sally Bennefer was very happy there.”

“Sally has accepted a proposal from the vicar. He must have behaved in a most unvicarish fashion, because she needs to marry spit-spot. Ergo, the duchess needs a replacement.”

“Is unvicarish a word?”

“I expect not,” Susan said. “But the man only took his post a few months ago, so he must have jumped on Sally like a cat on raw liver. My father would not approve.”

“Didn’t you tell me that Genevieve Midge is ready to take another post? She wouldn’t be put off by the irregular nature of the Villiers household,” Eugenia pointed out. Most of Villiers’s children were now grown up, but he had raised six illegitimate children under the same roof as the three belonging to his duchess.

Susan nodded. “I’ll send her a note and ask if she’s interested. Ruby will bring in Mr. Reeve. I’ll be listening, just in case Reeve’s claim to being a gentleman isn’t as strong as it might be. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in a ballroom.”

After a few unfortunate incidents during which degenerates acted on their conviction that any woman engaged in commerce had no morals and would welcome their advances, Eugenia had had a discreet hole drilled in the wall between her office and Susan’s study so that Susan could dispatch their footman if need be.

Eugenia liked to think that she was a brave person, but it had been shocking to learn how easily a man can overpower a woman; it was only by the grace of God that she had escaped serious harm in the early days of the agency before she learned to be cautious.

And fierce, to be honest.

The first time a man lunged at her, she had tried to reason with him, which had absolutely no effect. She had slugged the second one in the eye, and found that both satisfying and effective.

“Don’t worry,” she said now. “I’ll brain him with the poker.” Their fireplace implements were topped solid brass knobs for just that reason.

“Actually, Mr. Reeve is so handsome women likely just drop at his feet,” Susan said with a smirk. “If I hear the thump of your falling body, I’ll be sure to leave the two of you alone.”

Eugenia rolled her eyes. “There are days when I might fall to my knees before a freshly baked crumpet, but never a man.”

Susan took herself away, and a moment later the door opened again. “Mr. Reeve,” Ruby announced, snapping the doors shut behind her. Apparently, Reeve had not made a good impression on their parlor maid.

The man who strode into the room was tall, with thick brandy-brown hair, his eyes marked by darker eyebrows that were the color of tarnished brass.

He had a lean rangy look, but there was something about the way his coat fit across his upper arms that made Eugenia think he was muscled. What’s more, his nose had been broken at some point.

In short, he looked like a boxer.

This was not the sort of man who generally showed up in Snowe’s cultured drawing room. He breathed a different kind of air than did the mothers she dealt with on a daily basis.

Abruptly, Eugenia realized that she was staring, her thoughts straying in directions they hadn’t gone for years.

Since Andrew died.

She didn’t give a damn what Mr. Reeve’s thighs looked like!

And she would do well to keep it in mind. He was a client, for goodness’ sake. Did she see . . .

No she didn’t.

And she didn’t want to, either.





About the Authors


ELOISA JAMES is a New York Times bestselling author and professor of English literature who lives with her family in New York, but who can sometimes be found in Paris or Italy. She is the mother of two and, in a particularly delicious irony for a romance writer, is married to a genuine Italian knight. Visit Eloisa at www.eloisajames.com or on Facebook or Twitter.

JODY GAYLE, bestselling author and researcher, likens her work to that of a literary archeologist rather than a traditional author. She is dedicated to unearthing publications of the past, and sharing these long-forgotten books . . . the jewels and riches of the written word. She has uncovered tens of thousands of old publications from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and wants to bring them to life, and send her readers traveling back in time.

Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.






By Eloisa James


My American Duchess

Four Nights with the Duke

Three Weeks with Lady X

Once Upon a Tower

As You Wish

With This Kiss (a novella in three parts)

Seduced by a Pirate (a novella)

The Ugly Duchess

The Duke Is Mine

Winning the Wallflower (a novella)

A Fool Again (a novella)

When Beauty Tamed the Beast

Storming the Castle (a novella)

A Kiss at Midnight

A Duke of Her Own

This Duchess of Mine

When the Duke Returns

Duchess by Night

An Affair Before Christmas

Desperate Duchesses

Pleasure for Pleasure

The Taming of the Duke

Kiss Me, Annabel

Much Ado About You

Your Wicked Ways

A Wild Pursuit

Fool for Love

Duchess in Love



[image: Images]




Copyright


This is a collection of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Excerpts from Much Ado About You copyright © 2005 by Eloisa James.

Excerpts from Kiss Me, Annabel copyright © 2005 by Eloisa James.

Excerpts from The Taming of the Duke copyright © 2006 by Eloisa James.

Excerpts from Pleasure for Pleasure copyright © 2006 by Eloisa James.

“When the Hero Puts on a Dress” copyright © 2015 by Anne N. Bornschein.

“Regency Fashion Categories” copyright © 2016 by Candice Hern.

“A Heroine Whose Story Needs Telling” copyright © 2016 by Franzeca Drouin.

A Midsummer Night’s Disgrace copyright © 2016 by Eloisa James, Inc.

Excerpt from A Gentleman Never Tells copyright © 2016 by Eloisa James, Inc.

Excerpt from Seven Minutes in Heaven copyright © 2017 by Eloisa James, Inc.

All photos included are property of the Public Domain.

THE OFFICIAL ESSEX SISTERS COMPANION GUIDE. Copyright © 2016 by Eloisa James, Inc. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books. For information, address HarperCollins Publishers, 195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007.

EPub Edition MAY 2016 ISBN: 9780062317179

Avon, Avon Impulse, and the Avon Impulse logo are trademarks of HarperCollins Publishers.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1





About the Publisher


Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

2 Bloor Street East - 20th Floor

Toronto, ON M4W 1A8, Canada

www.harpercollins.ca

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OEBPS/images/page190.jpg
(322% A marm, belonging to Mr, Robson, of
Little Britain, was matched last week to trot
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do it; Mr. Marsden thinking it impossible any
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(319.) A cmnriEMaN at Ipswich last week
betted fifty guineas that he would walk from that
place to Sudbury and back again (a distance of
forty-four miles), in twelve hours, which he lost.

He then proposed to ride his horse the same
distance for double the sum in four hours. The
bet was pted, and he lished it with
apparent ease.
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(314.) Ox Thursday last, a most ludicrous cir-
cumstance occurred at Bristol, ‘A man under-
took to walk through the city backwards with a
weight of five pound and a half affixed to his

nose by three yards of string; this he actually
did to the no small amusement of an immense
crowd, for the sum of five shillings.
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the King,” in which they were cordially joined,
in full chorus, by every person in the Theatre,
the ladies waving their handkerchiefs and huzza~
ing. Never was loyalty more affectionately dis-
layed, and never was it called forth towards
overeign who more justly deserved the love of
his people. His Majesty, who at the first moment,
of alarm, had d.ilplaycg that serenity and firm-
ness of character which belong to a virtuous
mind, was now evidently affected by the passin
scene, and seemed for a moment rather dejected.
The Duke and Duchess of York, who were in
their private box below, hastened to the king,
who was eagerly surrounded by his family.
more A and i il
cannot be imagined.

After the Duke of York had conversed for a
few moments with the King, His Royal High-
ness and Mr. Sheridan went into the music room,
where the traitor was secured. Being inf
gated, he said his name was Hatfield, and it
appears he formerly belonged to the 15th Light
Dragoons, and served under the Duke of York in
Flanders, where he was made prisoner. He is
much searred in the forehead, of low stature, and
was dressed ina common surtout, with a soldier’s
Jjacket underneath.

Tn the music room he appeared extremely col-
lected, and confessed that he had put two slugs|
into the pistol. He said he was weary of life.
Sir William Addington then camein, and at his|
request no further interrogations were made, and
the man was conveyed to the prison in Coldbath
Fields, where, in e depfowsag. evening, the|
Prince of Wales, and the Dukes of York, Clarence,
and Cumberland went to see him,

As s00n as the event came to the knowledge of
the ministers, a_Privy Council was summoned,
and at ten o'clock the traitor was carried to the
Secretary of State’s Office, where the Cabinet,
Ministers and principal Law Officers were assem-
bled, and he continued under examination when
this paper was put to press.

We have omitted no pains to investigate all the
circumstances of this extraordinary and dreadfal
transaction ; and we believe they have been
faithfully and accurately detailed, as far as it is

rudent to publish them. Were it possible to

ivest the mind so quickly of all the horrors in-
spired by this atrocious parricide, or to feel any
hher sentiment, than of devout gratituds for tho
public deliverance in the King's escape, we
should advert to the satisfaction His Majesty
must receive in the general undisguised, and
natural testimony of zeal, tenderness, and affec-
tion which was displayed upon this unhappy
oceasion by his people.
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(349.) Ax event which happened in the even-
ing, added very much {0 the anxiety that had
been felt from what had ocourred in the morning,
Their Majesties having aunounced their inten-
tion of going to the ] at Drury-lane, the
house was extremely crowded. The Princesses
first came into. their box, as usual, the Queen
next, and then the King.

The audience had risen to receive and greet
the royal family by c]q)pmg of hands, and other
hshmome- of aﬁewon when at the fstant His

entered, and was advancing to bow to

the m lience, an assassin, who had placed Iumul[
about the middle of the second front row of the

pit, raised his arm and fired a pistol, which was
levelled towards the box. The flash and tho
report ‘caused an instant alarm through the
house, but after an awful suspense of a few
moments, the audience perceiving His Majest,
unhurt, a burst of most enthusiastic joy succeed
with loud exclamations of “ Seize the Villain !
“8hut all the doors!” The curtain was by this
time drawn up, and the stage was crowded by
persons of all deseriptions from behind l,he
scenes. A gentleman who stood next the assassin
immediately collared him, and after some strug-
gling he was conveyed over into the orchestra,
where the pistol was wrenched from him, and
delivered to one of the performers on the stage,
who held it up to public view, There was a
general ery of ¥ Shew the Villain " who by this
time “loonveyed into the music room, and given
in charge of the Bow-street Officers. The cry sull
continuing to see him, Mr. Kelly came forward
to assure the audience that he was smie in
custody. The band then struck up “God save
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