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London, 1817

ONCE AGAIN, SOPHIE PEERED OUT OF the carriage window. “Does it always rain like this in London? I cannot see anything except umbrellas and closed carriages!”

Mrs. Bridget Hastings ignored the question as she ignored everything about her daughter. With a worried frown, she leaned forward and took Isabella’s hand. “My dear, I hope you do not catch a chill.” 

“I assure you I am not in the least cold,” Isabella said. Bridget fussed with Isabella’s shawl. She had insisted upon bundling her up when they had left the ship. “You have a delicate constitution, dear. We cannot be careful enough,” she said, pulling the shawl lower over Isabella’s face. 

Isabella’s delicate constitution was a mystery to everyone – her included. But her mother constantly worried about Isabella. As she could not be gainsaid, Isabella meekly obeyed her strictures. 

Isabella was the daughter of an earl whom chance had brought into Bridget’s care. Her mother took her role seriously and did everything in her power to provide Isabella with a life befitting her noble birth. She also showered her with love and care. 

That same love did not extend to her own daughter. Sophie usually caught the rough side of her tongue. As a child, she tried to cling to her mother for whatever scraps of affection she could get. Over the years, she learned to pretend that her mother’s neglect did not matter.

The carriage stopped outside a modest house. “Sophie, do not just sit there and gawk! See to the trunks!” her mother said irritably and shepherded Isabella into the house.

The rain was now a drizzle. The driver grumbled about the trunks and the absence of a servant to help him. Sophie was worried he would dump everything on the road and leave.

“We have just arrived from the ship. There has been no time to hire servants,” she said, wiping the raindrops off her face.

The driver grunted and brought the trunks inside the house to Sophie's relief. Sophie thanked him and wished her mother would tip him, but instead she counted out the exact fare. She peeled off her outerwear and dumped it on Sophie. “Make yourself useful. I must speak to the landlady. Her house is back-to-back with this one.”

Sophie opened a couple of trunks and unpacked a change of clothes and night rails for them all. She next helped Isabella change her gown. “I think I shall sleep for some time. It feels strange to be off the ship,” Isabella remarked, suppressing a yawn.

Sophie started to shiver and felt the beginning of a headache. Her hair and clothes were damp from standing in the rain while the trunks were brought in. She would have liked a bath but did not know how to arrange one. If she were in India, she would have drawn water from the well. Here, the only water she found was in a small basin, and it was very cold. Isabella and Bridget had bathed on the ship; Bridget had bribed a crew member for hot water. Sophie could wait until they were at their lodgings, she said.

In a rare spurt of rebellion, Sophie decided not to wait for her mother. She cleaned herself with a wet washcloth and changed into dry clothes. She undid her tightly braided hair and toweled it dry. On an impulse, she went to the oval mirror in the room. Serious blue eyes in a heart-shaped face looked back at her. Her eyes were as blue as Isabella’s. Her hair was of the same rich gold. Why did her mother not care for her? She never ceased to praise Isabella and her looks. Why then did she not delight in her daughter? 

 




Chapter 2 
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CHRISTOPHER, SEVENTH DUKE OF HENDERSON and holder of two lesser titles, suppressed a yawn. He was finding Lady Caroline’s flirtatious behavior tiresome. For a moment, he considered snubbing her so she would leave him and look for other quarry, but abandoned the thought. He was a prize catch, and she would not easily let him slip her hook. 

Christopher was an enigma to most people. He could have easily shone as a Corinthian or joined the dandy set. Beau Brummell declared him the only gentleman who dressed well without trying to be fashionable. The well-known whip, the Earl of Sefton, called him a worthy opponent and regretted that he did not race. But Christopher was not known to indulge in the pastimes so popular among gentlemen of leisure. 

Most peers below the age of fifty followed the Prince Regent and did everything in excess. They had only contempt and ridicule for those who did not follow their way of life. Yet they were careful never to jest about Christopher.

Tall and well-proportioned, with a sculpted face that spoke of strength and noble lineage, Christopher wielded an aura of power. At six and twenty, he was already a respected voice in the House of Lords. Women found him irresistible. The combination of his good looks, his aloofness, his titles, and his wealth drew them like moths to a flame.

Those who did not know him well – and very few did – mistook his reserve for arrogance.  

Lady Caroline tittered and moved closer, even though the party was not a crush. 

“Henderson!” Lady Heather called out. In a none-too-subtle manner, she wedged her bony frame between Christopher and Lady Caroline. Lady Heather was Christopher’s aunt and the reason he was at the Bowles’ house party. She had used her advanced age and state of health to command his escort. He had gone along with the farce because he loved the old curmudgeon. For it was a farce; Lady Heather was a sprightly seventy and as healthy as a farm animal. She carried an ebony cane not because she needed it but because it served her in various capacities, all detrimental to the health of others.

“Henderson, I want you to meet Lady Morgan and her twin daughters, Lady Eliza and Lady Esther,” Lady Heather said, ignoring Lady Caroline’s ingratiating smile.

The girls were rather plain. Christopher guessed his aunt had taken them under her wing. She had a soft spot for unassuming debutantes who did not use wiles. Christopher rendered the girls speechless simply by speaking a few words to them. Mrs. Morgan cast him a grateful look and shepherded her daughters to meet another notable.

“Such charming, unspoiled girls! The one thing I cannot abide in a woman is lack of modesty,” Lady Heather said with a pointed look at Lady Caroline.  When that did not dislodge the lady from Christopher’s side, she brought her cane down on Lady Caroline’s trailing gown, where it mysteriously got entangled in a flounce. 

Lady Caroline spluttered. Lady Heather met her outraged look blandly. “I would advise you to repair that tear. I once saw a woman trip on her torn lace. She fell flat on her face and broke her nose. Never saw her after that. Loss of face, I presume.”

Words seemed to fail Lady Caroline. She clenched her hands and turned on her heel. Christopher shook his head and frowned at his aunt. “You might have maimed her.”

“Do not be ridiculous! ’Tis only a cane.”

“In your hands, it is a lethal weapon.”

Lady Heather swatted his arm. “Stop being a sapskull! You know she deserved it.”

Christopher sighed. “Shall we leave? This is a deuced boring affair.”

“We shall leave after meeting Lady Bowles’s niece.”

Christopher’s lips curved in one of his rare smiles. “The mystery is solved.”

“What mystery?”

“Your mysterious ill health. You brought me here to meet Lady Bowles’s niece.”

Lady Heather did not appear the least embarrassed to be found out. He already knew she considered it her duty to steer him towards suitable young women. He was her brother’s son and the head of their family. Her other self-appointed duty was guarding him from conniving females. 

Christopher escorted his aunt to her cronies and walked over to his cousin, Lord Barrington. His progress was slowed by women determined to catch his eye. That he refused to stop or do little more than coldly incline his head did not deter them in the least.

“I count my blessings when I look at you,” Lord Barrington said. “Being a younger son has its advantages.”

Lord Armitage begged to differ. “Henderson, I would not mind being in your shoes. Lady Caroline seemed quite smitten by you.”

“Lady Caroline cares nothing for me. It is those shoes she is in love with.”

“I would not say that. I happened to overhear a conversation. Your anatomy was under discussion. The lady could not decide whether it was your grey eyes, dark hair, or patrician nose that she found irresistible.”

“Did she mention Henderson Park?” Christopher drawled.

“She did that before dissecting you.”

“I rest my case.”
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Christopher returned to his townhouse late at night. He noticed that his butler appeared rattled. “I trust nothing is the matter, Lister.” 

“A minor disturbance, Your Grace.”

Christopher glanced towards the staircase. “I do not consider it minor if it has kept Mrs. Alice from her bed.” His stoic housekeeper usually retired to her room by ten while Lister stayed up until the house was shut down for the night.

“I am to blame, Your Grace.” Lister’s forehead glistened with perspiration. “The young lady looked respectable. She had a maid with her.”

“You had better tell me the whole of it. Did she steal the family silver?”

Lister turned white. “I did not check!”

Mrs. Alice intervened. “Your Grace, the hussy, pardon my language, was not after the silver. She did not even go towards the butlery. Mr. Lister was enjoying his glass of port after dinner when she arrived with her maid. It was pouring, Your Grace. The lady gave him some yarn about being Lady Heather’s neighbor in the country. The maid said their carriage had met with an accident, and they were new to London and quite lost. Mr. Lister permitted them the use of the small parlor. He lit the fire and left them to dry off.”

“I am sorry, Your Grace, I should have seen through them,” Lister said in an abject tone. “I do not know how the woman slipped past the two footmen in the passage. She tried to enter your bedroom, but Mr. Williams was awake. He apprehended her.”

Christopher’s valet, Williams, came down the stairs. “She did not expect to find your rooms guarded, Your Grace.”

“Mr. Lister and Mr. Williams wanted to detain the women, but that would only give rise to talk. I thought it better that they leave,” Mrs. Alice said. “I spoke to the maid separately. She was frightened and had been coerced into accompanying her mistress. I took the details of the young woman. I can give them to you if you wish, Your Grace.”

“Mrs. Alice, you acted with admirable tact.” Christopher noticed Lister stiffen. “And Lister, you cannot be faulted for your chivalrous behavior. If the woman was indeed Lady Heather’s friend, she would have had a claim on our hospitality.”

With a word of praise to his valet for being vigilant, Christopher retired for the night.

 




Chapter 3
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“MRS. PARKER IS A NOSY BIDDY,” BRIDGET announced, her lips pursing. “I have told her Isabella is my daughter. Do not tell her anything different!”

Sophie was surprised that her mother wanted to conceal Isabella’s birth from their landlady. In India, she liked to tell people about how Isabella’s father had entrusted Isabella to her care. Moreover, they were in London to restore Isabella to her noble family.

Bridget had become secretive on the ship. She had not allowed them to mingle with the other passengers. They were permitted on the deck only when it was deserted. If anyone tried to strike up an acquaintance, Bridget froze him out. She told Sophie it would not do for word to get around that the daughter of an earl had not sailed in a style befitting her birth.

Bridget was good at secrets. She refused to reveal the name of Isabella’s family, though Sophie suspected she had told Isabella and sworn her to secrecy.

“When shall we call upon my brother?” Isabella asked Bridget.  

“All in good time, dear. We must have new gowns if we are to gain an audience with your brother. I daresay his lordship’s servants will take us for beggars if we go as we are.”

“I think our gowns pretty,” Sophie said, rushing to defend the Indian seamstress. 

“Do not be silly,” Bridget said with a derisive curl of her lips. “The gowns are outmoded. They were never in fashion, I dare say. Sushila tacks on some native design to whatever you ask her to make.”

“That is not true. Sushila is verrry careful.”

Isabella usually kept out of any conversation between Bridget and Sophie. But she was excited about shopping in London. “Sophie, you can continue to wear the gowns if you want to. As a well-born lady, I am expected to dress a particular way. Is that not so, Mrs. Hastings?”

“Indeed, my dear. Sophie lacks the sense God gave a goat. She will change her mind when she sees the lovely muslins here.”

“The muslins in your London shops come from India!” Sophie retorted.

“That does not signify. The gowns here are more fashionable,” Isabella sniffed.

“Sophie knows nothing about fashion. She would wear a sack if Sushila made it. I wonder if it would not be better for all of us if I had left Sophie with Sushila.”

“I told you I wanted to stay back with Captain Hastings!” Sophie snapped back, hurt by her mother’s slight.

“You know why I had to bring you. Stop being silly and make yourself useful.”

Sophie marched to the window and stared out. Tears welled up in her eyes. Why did her mother have to keep calling her silly? She did it all the time! If only her stepfather had not decided to retire and follow them to England, she would have stayed back and kept house for him. She stood at the window until she managed to blink back her tears. Then she “made herself useful.”
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The next morning, Bridget took them to a modiste on Bond Street.

“She is a seamstress. Why do you call her a modiste?” Sophie asked.

“Isabella, my dear love, you go on inside. I want to have a word with Sophie.”

Sophie’s face fell. She knew that tone. Her mother was going to scold her.

“I will not have you making a laughingstock of us, do you hear?” Bridget hissed, giving Sophie a hard look.

“What did I do?”

“I know what you will do if we take you inside the shop. You will behave like the bumpkin you are!”

“I do not want to go in,” Sophie retorted, stung by her mother’s cruel words. “The place looks like a pagalkhana.”

Bridget’s Hindustani vocabulary was limited, but she knew the word Sophie had used. “You think this place looks like a mental asylum? Very well. Stay here until we come out.” Bridget swept past Sophie and went into the establishment.

Sophie stared after her mutinously. She had had enough of being bullied. If she were in India, she could have gone to her friends, mostly daughters and wives of clerks and other lower-rung employees. Many were Anglo Indians—mixed race—who the British shunned. Bridget could not tolerate the sight of them, which made it easier for Sophie to lie low in their houses.

She squared her shoulders and stared in front of her as one well-dressed woman after another scrutinized her as if she were a strange being. Sometime later, an assistant came out of the shop and commanded her to move aside because she was blocking the display.

A tear trickled down Sophie’s cheek. She dashed it away with the back of her hand and peered into the shop. Her mother and Isabella were nowhere in sight. The shop assistant, however, was frowning at her.

Sophie started walking down the street without bothering to look where she was going. She hated her mother for bringing her to England. There was hardly any sunshine, and the people were all alike—they did not smile at all! 

The clouds shifted to let in some weak sunshine. Sophie tried to untie her bonnet but got the strings into a snarl. She tugged harder, and the string snapped. She turned into one of the lanes. Her new shoes had started to pinch. She was used to wearing soft sandals. She looked around for a place to rest for a while, but there was none with shops lining the street on both sides. To ease the pain, Sophie removed her shoes and held them. She barely took a few steps when she heard laughter. A gaggle of urchins were following her.  

A tomato whizzed past her ear. Sophie walked faster and broke into a run. She darted between people and carriages. When she looked over her shoulder, two loutish boys had joined the urchins. They were making rude gestures and jeering at her.

Sophie ducked behind a carriage and then crawled under it. She would stay there until the pests left. Surely, they would get tired of waiting for her.




Chapter 4
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CHRISTOPHER WAS AT THE BREAKFAST TABLE perusing the day’s freshly ironed news sheet when his aunt barged in. A footman followed in her wake, as helpless as a gasping fish. Christopher guessed he had done something foolish, like trying to announce Lady Heather.

“Henderson, must you have imbeciles in your employ?” Lady Heather said with her usual asperity.

“Good morning to you, too, Aunt Heather. Lister, please fix a plate for Lady Heather.”

“Toast, a slice of ham, and fruit preserve, please. See that you do not char it to cinders!”

Christopher waited until his aunt was served then dismissed the servants. “I trust you are well, Aunt Heather.”

“You saw me not a few hours ago. What could have happened between now and then? Of course, I am well!” 

Christopher recognized the signs. His aunt was using bluster to get her way. He leaned back in his chair. “You do look remarkably well. Riding roughshod over the staff seems to agree with you.”

“None of your balderdash! Do not forget I held you when you were a red-faced squalling infant.”

“I suspect you dropped me on my head,” Christopher said with a mournful air. 

“Do not be daft.”

“How can I help being daft? Dropped on my head at birth and all that.”

Lady Heather rapped Christopher on the knuckles with a fork. “I did not come here to listen to your inanities, boy.”

“What brings you here, Aunt Heather, if not to grace my lowly table?”

“You could have been trapped last night. Baron Mulberry did not raise idiot daughters. His firstborn is now the Countess of Rolling. She gained entry into Rolling’s house by deceit. When he came home late at night, she was in his bed. Her nurse and the servants were witness to … Lord Rolling had to marry her by special license. Now she is leading him a merry dance with her shenanigans. Cassandra was here to follow in her sister’s footsteps.”

Christopher’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “How do you know the woman was here? How did you learn her name? Do you have a spy in my household?”

“Do not be ridiculous! You sound as if I have uncovered a secret pertaining to the Crown. You must know that servants talk.” 

Christopher raised an eyebrow and looked fixedly at his aunt. 

“I told Mrs. Alice to keep me informed,” Lady Heather grudgingly confessed. “I thought it better after last Season.”

“What did you threaten her with? Dismissal? Really, Aunt Heather, how can I trust my servants if they do your bidding?”

“Your servants are loyal and know what is good for you. They do not want a repeat of last year. Nor do I,” Lady Heather said, glaring at her nephew. “Do not forget you called me to help get rid of that scheming piece of baggage!”

Christopher groaned. His aunt never missed an opportunity to hold that incident over his head. 

An enterprising young woman had claimed to have lost her memory. The only fact she was certain about was that he had married her secretly. When the threat of a magistrate had not worked, he sent for his aunt. A few well-chosen words and, he suspected, the use of her cane had the woman remembering the direction to her lodgings with miraculous speed.

“It is your fault.” Lady Heather shook her head and resumed eating. “You are like a tempting fruit within the reach of these young women. Why do you not find someone suitable and make her your duchess?”

“Lady Bowles’s niece?” Christopher asked with a chuckle.

“Do not be impudent. Lady Bowles misled me about her. The chit is poor-spirited and a whiner. Fortunately, she is not the only woman I have in mind.” Lady Heather stayed long enough to list the eligible young women who would fit the role of Duchess of Henderson and left.

Soon after, a footman announced Lady Barton. Groaning, Christopher put aside the news sheet. His dear sister had surely come on the same errand as Lady Heather. She was a good four years younger than he but presumed that her married status gave her the right to meddle.

Charlotte waved aside breakfast and accepted a cup of tea. Once again, Christopher dismissed the servants. By Gad, was he not to be allowed the luxury of breakfasting in peace? He was besieged by managing females. It mattered not a whit that he was twenty and six and the possessor of three titles.

“It is early yet,” Charlotte said, sending a covert glance to her brother. 

“Indeed, it is early. At least half the ton, namely the female half, is still in bed.”

Charlotte lightly rapped her fan against her brother's arm. “I did not mean that! The Season is only now begun. You should acquaint yourself with the better prospects before the social scene becomes too hectic. The Duke of Southall’s daughter is a beauty. I met her yesterday.”

Christopher’s eyebrows shot up. “Lord, she cannot be a day more than sixteen!” 

“Let me remind you, dear brother, that you are only twenty-six. Sixteen is a perfectly suitable age for a young woman. I myself got married at sixteen.”

“I remember,” said Christopher, his lips quirking up. “Father threw a fit. He wanted to shoot Barton.”

“That was when he thought him a fortune hunter. It had nothing to do with my years. If sixteen is too young to marry, pray, why do we see so many debutantes of that age?”

“Beats me. The girls look like lost lambs.”

Lady Charlotte Barton rolled her eyes. “Henderson, do you realize your precarious position? You are young, handsome, and the only unattached duke. You are every young woman’s dream when it comes to making the most eligible match. You are like a … like a …”

“Tempting fruit within their reach?” Christopher repeated.

“Exactly. You cannot blame them for trying desperate measures.”

“What would you have me do? Offer for the first female who throws herself at me?”

“Of course not. Choose from among the most eligible families. Make an offer. Unless you hope to marry for love?”

“Marrying for love is not a bad idea. Our cousin Barrington fell in love and, even after three years, has a fatuous look on his face around Amy. You and Barton are no better. But it is different for me. I am the Duke of Henderson.” 

Charlotte understood what her brother meant. Lord Barrington was the second son of a duke, and her husband was a viscount. They did not have women trying to trap them by pretending to be in love.

“It will be far better for you to look for an eligible young woman from the best families. Someone who earns your respect with her decorous behavior. Most marriages in the ton are based on respect and affection.”

Christopher thought he had humored his sister enough. “I shall be going to Parliament for an hour. You are welcome to stay on.”

“I do not think I shall.” Charlotte slipped on her gloves. “Would it be too much trouble to take me to Barrington House? It is out of your way but not enough to signify.”

“Where is your carriage?”

“I sent it back,” Charlotte said, not quite meeting his eyes.

“Shall I order another carriage for you?”

Charlotte shook her head. “I cannot be bothered to wait. I would rather come with you.” 

Christopher gave up. He knew his sister well. She wanted to prolong the discussion and would give him no peace in the carriage.
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“Henderson, shall I invite His Grace the Duke of Southall for tea this week?” Charlotte asked when they were in the carriage. “You can meet his daughter. She is a pretty young thing. I was much taken with her.” 

“I am rather busy this week,” Christopher said.

“Then next Monday? You will be delighted to make Lady Priscilla’s acquaintance, I assure you.”

“Lady Priscilla?”

“The Duke of Southall’s daughter.”

“What is that cloak you are wearing? I have not seen it before today,” Christopher asked.

“I thought it fetching when I ordered it. Mme. Capelle told me it would soon become the rage, especially for carriage rides in the morning.”

Christopher suppressed a smile, knowing his sister was easily led when it came to fashion. “How many yards do you think went into the making of it? I would guess at least twenty.”

“Do you not think it attractive?”

Christopher cocked his head. “I have not seen anything like it. It is a cross between a cloak and a gentleman’s cape. Only, a gentleman would not wear damask and velvet. I daresay it is a bit too much for a lady, too. I cannot find you amid so many frills and flounces. You look weighed down, my dear.”

Charlotte picked at the neckline of the cloak and frowned. For the moment at least, she had forgotten about Southall’s daughter. “It is rather heavy,” she confessed. “There is whalebone at the shoulders, and the inside is lined with taffeta.”

“By Gad, is it an article of clothing or a ship’s sail? A gust of wind could take you up.”

Charlotte giggled. “You mean like a hot air balloon? That would be droll! But I think I shall perish before that if I do not remove it. It is too warm!”

“You can remove it. Your walking dress is rather pretty. Why do you want to cover it with this monstrosity of a cloak?”

Charlotte slipped the cloak off as the carriage came to a stop. “Do not bother to send the cloak,” she said, “I shall not wear it again.”

Christopher did not suffer any pangs of conscience for having distracted his sister from her matchmaking. The cloak did not become her at all. The thing could serve as a tent for a family of three. He picked it up from the floor of the carriage and threw it in a heap on the seat.

He directed his carriage towards Parliament. He knew nothing important was up for discussion, but if he did not go, he would feel a cad for having lied to Charlotte. She was as subtle as a brick wall in a desert, but he loved her all the same.
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The first person that Christopher met was Lord Barrington. “Have you heard the latest on dit?” he asked, a worried frown creasing his forehead.

“Nothing I heard could have put that look on your face. What is it?” 

“Lady Dorothea is coming back. By a surprising chain of events, her brother inherited a fortune. An eccentric, miserly uncle left him everything. He was in the habit of making small investments every week. At today’s booming prices, Baxter is worth thirty-five thousand pounds.”

Christopher had no interest in Lord Baxter’s inheritance, but Lady Dorothea was bad news. She would either seek to avenge her humiliation or try to snare him again. 

“We can expect to see her everywhere,” Lord Barrington said gloomily. “I cannot abide her. She loves to make trouble. She was furious when I married Amy.”

“I did not know you had an interest in her.”

“I did not. She made a play for Henry because he is the heir. When he did not encourage her, she directed her charms at me. She thought it would make Henry notice her. I did not have any experience with predatory women, as they usually go after a title or the heir to a title. As you know, mine is merely an honorary title. For two weeks, I followed her like a besotted fool. As soon as I saw through her, I left London and rusticated at one of our properties. That was the best thing I did. I met Amy at a village assembly and married her. Three months later, I ran into Lady Dorothea. She spewed such venom against Amy, I would have planted her a facer if she were a man!”

“Surely, Lady Dorothea will not hold a grudge for three years. With her beauty and fortune, she will not lack for suitors.”

“May I speak plainly?” 

“Of course.” 

“I was not in London last year, but I heard what happened between you and Lady Dorothea. She is dangerous, Henderson. Be careful. She will want to avenge her humiliation.” 

Christopher remained impassive as his cousin voiced his fears. Lady Dorothea was forced to flee London after last year’s scandal. She and her brother had moved to Boston, where she was rumored to have used her wiles to try to trap Lord Nethercote. Her trickery had backfired, and she and her brother had become persona non grata in Boston society. And now, buoyed by the inheritance, they were set to return.

Lord Barrington was not the only one to inform Christopher about Lady Dorothea. He guessed that the ton was eager to see sparks fly between them. He would not be able to avoid her. She would not lack for invitations. Her brother’s fortune, her undoubted beauty, and her birth would soon have the ton ignore her past indiscretions.

 




Chapter 5
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SOPHIE CROUCHED BELOW THE CARRIAGE, breathing hard. There was no sound of her pursuers, which meant she was safe in her hiding place. Or was, until the adjacent carriage moved away, exposing her. She scrambled out to the other side and slipped into the carriage, peeking through a gap in the tasseled curtains. The boys were still there. What was she to do?

Her clothes were smeared with dirt. Her bonnet was a mess, and her shoes were ruined. Her mother would kill her. By now, she must have finished at the modiste. Her mother would not take kindly to being kept waiting. Perhaps she should leave the carriage and ask someone to help her return safely to the shop. But the thought of talking to strangers terrified her. 

Before she could act, she heard voices outside the carriage door. Too late, she realized it was not at all wise to enter a carriage without permission. A heap of clothing was lying on one seat. She could not make out what it was except that it was voluminous. She lifted one end of the garment and dived under it.
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After leaving Parliament, Christopher directed his coachman to a shop that sold artifacts and curios from around the world. The shop was small and known only to serious art lovers. Christopher was a regular. The shop owner would have sent a selection to Henderson House if he had asked, but Christopher rather liked examining the consignments and discovering treasures on his own. An hour later, he emerged from the shop, pleased with his selection of a pair of jade vases dating from the Ming dynasty.  

An acquaintance stopped him on his way to the carriage and took pains to inform him about Lady Dorothea’s imminent arrival. He was only the fifth person in two hours to do so, Christopher thought grimly.

Christopher got into the carriage and stared gloomily in front of him. From the age of twenty-two, when the title descended on him, he was always on guard.  The only woman who had nearly succeeded in trapping him was Lady Dorothea. And now she was returning. As if it was not enough to have matchmaking mamas and fresh-faced debutantes snapping at his coattails, now he would have to deal with a woman scorned. 

Christopher was not a man given to profanity, but that moment, he was so full of ire that he let out a string of curses, all capable of putting a lady to blush. He leaned back against the squabs and took a long, deep breath. It would be all right. Lady Dorothea was not a threat. If she had even a modicum of sense, she would avoid him. 

By the time the carriage pulled up outside Henderson House, he managed to regain his equanimity. He informed Walter, his coachman, that he would not require the carriage for the rest of the day and strode into his mansion.

A pile of letters awaited Christopher’s attention. His steward was a capable man who took good care of the Henderson estates, but Christopher, unlike his sire and grandsire before him, took an interest in the running of the duchy. Christopher attended to estate business and later sent for Mr. Chambers, his secretary, to give directions about his next speech for Parliament.

A footman brought a message as he was dismissing Chambers. It was from Lord Armitage, to invite him to spend the evening with friends from Eton who were in town. Christopher had thought to stay at home that night as he did not want to hear more talk about Lady Dorothea. But this was a gathering of old friends and not a Society event. He sent his acceptance, well pleased with the day’s work. 

When he was ready to leave and called for his carriage, Lister informed him it would take a little time. Walter had put away the carriage in the carriage house and was out on an errand. 

“It is of no import. Have my curricle readied,” Christopher said.

Christopher joined his friends at the theatre. However, very soon, he regretted coming. The others were only interested in Lord Baxter’s windfall and Lady Dorothea’s imminent return.

“I have always admired Lady Dorothea. She possesses such countenance,” Lord Harris declared.

“Doing it rather brown!” Mr. Mead sniggered. “You never evinced an interest in her before.”

“I did not say anything because I had neither fortune nor title, and thus no chance of gaining her favor.” 

“What makes you think you have a chance now? Viscounts like you are aplenty. Lady Dorothea will angle for becoming a duchess.”

“I say, Henderson, are you interested in courting Lady Dorothea?” Lord Harris asked. “Begging your pardon, but you wounded her deeply last Season.”

Christopher shrugged and sent Lord Harris a bored look. “You have harbored a long and deep devotion for the lady. It is only proper that you gain her hand,”

“That is dashed sporting of you!”

Christopher inclined his head and turned his eyes towards the play. The leading lady was like a ray of sunshine, a veritable sprite, and had a smile that lit up the stage. Unlike most other actresses who were voluptuous, she had a neat figure and an angel’s face. But her voice was that of a siren. It was rumored she was looking for a protector. Gentlemen were going to absurd lengths to win her favor, showering her with expensive gifts and performing ridiculous acts in the name of chivalry.

During an intermission, a young man from the theatrical company came to their box. “Your Grace, La Flora would be honored to receive you in her dressing room,” he informed Christopher with a smirk.

Christopher had no wish to join the throng of La Flora’s admirers. He also held the belief that actresses were more trouble than they were worth. “Perhaps some other day,” he said, and the young man went away, bemused.

 


Chapter 6
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SOPHIE AGONIZED ABOUT WHETHER the garment fully covered her. Though curled into a tight ball, the glimpse of her shoe or gown would give her away. Her heart thudded against her ribs. It sounded so loud that she was afraid the carriage’s other occupant would hear it and toss the cloak from over her. 

When the untoward did not occur, she frantically thought about what to do when the carriage stopped. If only the rightful passenger were a kind-hearted old lady who would take mercy on her! Perhaps she would even employ her as a maid. It was disloyal to wish for a life away from her mother, but it was not the first time Sophie had longed to escape Bridget.

Her hope that there was an old lady in the carriage was shattered when a manly voice reeled out a string of curses. The swearing did not bother her—she had heard worse in both English and Hindustani—but she was terrified that the man had discovered her. Trembling under the suffocating garment, she braced herself for the terrifying moment of exposure. 

Nothing happened. The curses stopped as suddenly as they had begun. 

She desperately tried to think of a plausible tale to explain her presence. Her panic increased when the carriage came to a stop. She squeezed her eyes shut and hugged herself. Any moment now, the man would discover her.

She heard the carriage door open and the man exit. The carriage started. A few minutes later, it stopped again. Once again, filled with trepidation, Sophie waited. She heard footsteps outside the carriage and two men talking. Suddenly, she fell back against the carriage wall, and the floor of the carriage tilted. The horses had been removed. Silence reigned after that.

Sophie nudged the cloak aside and, with some difficulty, got out. The jump from the carriage caused her to stumble but luckily did not cause an injury. 

She guessed the large barn-like building with two high windows was a carriage house. The men were talking outside the closed door. She stood on the other side, debating whether she should call out. But what would she tell them?

Sophie walked away from the door. The carriage house was dry and fairly clean. The windows, though a little high, did not have bars. She could wait for the men to leave and make her escape through a window.

She sat down cross-legged on the floor. It was something she had learned in India. The people there were comfortable sitting on the floor. The poorer families did not even buy furniture. They simply spread a mat—a chattai, they called it. Chattais were woven with reeds or other tree fibers and painted with vegetable dyes. As a child, she had once told her mother that she preferred the chattai to her bed in summer. And her mother’s reply was, “Do not be silly, Sophie.”

The stone floor was cold and uncomfortable, making Sophie wish she had a chattai. She paced the floor. The men were still outside. She could not fully understand what they said because they had an odd accent and some of their words were new to her.

She remembered the cloak. It would keep her warm, but it was an expensive garment and she could not dirty it by spreading it on the floor. She pulled herself into the carriage and snuggled under the cloak to wait until the men left. Unfortunately, the voices droned on and on and lulled her into sleep. When she opened her eyes, she thought she was in the small cabin of the ship and panicked that the ship had tilted. 

She sat up hurriedly and remembered where she was. Night had fallen while she slept. She carefully climbed out of the carriage. Blinded by the dark, she stubbed her toe against the hard floor. Hungry and frightened, she wished she had not walked away from the shop. Was her mother looking for her? Probably not. Bridget was most likely happy to be rid of her. 

Her plan of escape through the high windows, so plausible during daylight, now seemed impossible. She was locked in for the night.

“I must stay calm,” she said aloud, the sound of her voice a relief in the silence. “I am safe and unmolested. In a few hours, someone will open the door, and I will be able to go home.”

However, when the door opened, questions would arise, so her problem persisted. She still needed to come up with an explanation. Sophie racked her brains. Nothing came to mind until she remembered a childhood incident. A white man had wandered into their compound claiming he did not know his name or address. The doctor had said he had lost his memory. They had all felt sorry for the man and had looked after him until, bit by bit, his memory had returned.
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