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Saint Germain des Prés


Paris, 1778


 


Ice hung from windowsills with a glitter that rivalled glass, and new snow had turned the sooty streets to rivers of milk. Looking at the city from the bell tower of Saint Germain, the Duke of Fletcher could see candles flaring in shop windows, and though he ­couldn’t smell roasting goose, holly leaves and gleaming berries over doors signalled that all of Paris had turned its mind to a delicious banquet of gingerbread and spice, of rich wine and sugared cakes. An ancient joy shone in the eyes of passers-by and spilled from children’s laughter. Magic sang in the wild peals of church bells that kept breaking out first in one church and then another, and in the way each sprig of mistletoe sheltered sweet kisses. It was Christmas . . . It was Christmas in Paris, and if there was ever a city made for love, and a season made to enjoy it in, the two of them together ­were as intoxicating as the strongest red wine.


In fact, philosophers have argued for years whether it is possible to be in Paris and not fall in love . . . if not with a ravishing woman, then with the bells, with the baguettes, with the gleam of the illicit that touches all hearts, even those of proper En­glish noblemen. The duke would have answered that question without hesitation. He had thrown away his heart after one glance at Notre Dame, had succumbed to the siren call of delicious food after one bite of French bread, and had ­finally—absolutely—irrevocably—fallen in love with a young and ravishingly beautiful member of the opposite sex.


From where Fletch stood in the bell tower, all Paris shimmered below him, a forest of spires and roofs, dusted with snow. Pont Neuf leapt the Seine in a voluptuous curve, and every gargoyle sported a long silver nose. Notre Dame floated ­queen-­like above the other more narrow and anxious spires that seemed to beg for God’s attention. The cathedral ignored such slender anxieties, counting herself more beautiful, more devoted, more luxurious than the others. Christmas, she seemed to say, is mine.


“It’s almost miraculous, how we feel about each other.”


Fletch blinked and looked down at his ­bride-­to-­be, Miss Perdita Selby, known to her intimate friends as Poppy. For a moment Notre Dame, Poppy and Christmas ­were confusingly mixed in his mind, as if a cathedral ­were more erotic than a woman, as if a woman ­were more sacred than the holiday.


She smiled up at him, her face framed by soft curls, the colour of white gold streaked with sunlight, her mouth as sweet and ripe as any French plum. “You don’t think it’s too good to be true, Fletch? You don’t, do you?”


“Of course not!” Fletch said promptly. “You’re the most beautiful woman in the country, Poppy. The only miracle is that you fell in love with me.”


“That’s no miracle,” Poppy said, putting a slender finger squarely on the dimple in the middle of his chin. “The moment I saw you, I knew that you ­were everything I wanted in a husband.”


“And that is . . . ” He put his arms around her, regardless of who might be watching. They were in Paris, after all, and while there ­were plenty of En­glish gentlefolk ­here, standards ­weren’t as rigid as they ­were back in London.


“Well, you are a duke,” she said teasingly.


“You just love me for my dukedom?” He bent his head to kiss her on the cheek. Her skin was inexpressibly creamy and soft. It drove him into an ecstasy of lust . . . a ­French-­inflected lust, the kind that wanted to kiss a woman from the very tip of her toes to the top of her ears, that wanted to lick and snuffle and eat her, as if she ­were more delicious than any truffle (which she would be).


It was not the kind of lust he had ever felt before he came to France. In En­gland, men looked at women as vessels in which to plunge and buck. But Fletch could feel himself growing, changed by the power of Paris and love. He wanted to worship Poppy’s body, taste the sweet salt of her sweat, kiss away her tears of joy after he brought her to the ultimate happiness.


“Exactly,” Poppy said, laughing. “Your dukedom is all important. I didn’t even notice how handsome you are, or the way you treat ladies with so much respect, or the fact that you dance so beautifully, ­or—or this dimple.”


“Dimple?” Fletch was bent on kissing her again, and he meant to distract her into talking as long as he could so she would relax into the intimacy of it. Little Poppy was the sweetest girl in the world, but she was de­vilishly hard to kiss. Every time he managed to get her alone, there was always some reason why he ­couldn’t hold her, why he ­couldn’t kiss her. At this rate, they would have to wait until their wedding night to indulge in any of the wanton things that paraded through his mind ­twenty-­four hours a day.


“In your chin,” she said, nodding her head. “The dimple was what really made up my mind.”


He pulled back, a little disgruntled. “I hate this dimple. In fact, I may well grow a beard to cover it up.”


“Oh, you ­couldn’t do that!” she sighed, caressing his chin. “It’s so adorable. One can tell just from looking at it what kind of man you are.”


“And what kind of man is that?” he asked, bending his head again and never guessing how much her answer would resound in his mind in years to come.


“Honourable, and true, ­and—and everything a woman could possibly want in a husband. All the ladies agree. You should hear the Countess Montsurry; she says you’re delicious.”


Fletch thought that Poppy might have missed the point of the countess’s admiration. “They all say that?” He was so close to her mouth that he made a sudden dive at it. For a second he thought she was yielding; those sweet rosy lips of hers that kept him up half the night in a fever of lust softened under his assault. But a moment later—


“Eeek! What are you doing!”


“Kissing you,” he said, dropping his arms from around her shoulders because she was whacking him with her muff and it seemed the wise thing to do.


“That is disgusting,” she said, glaring at him. “Dis­gusting! You don’t think that duchesses go around doing that sort of thing, do you?”


“Kissing?” he asked helplessly.


“Kissing like that. You put ­your—your saliva in my mouth!” She looked truly horrified. “How could you think that I would allow something like that? I’m disgusted!”


“But Poppy, that’s what kissing is like,” he protested, feeling a chill wisp of alarm down his backbone. “Haven’t you seen people kissing under the mistletoe? You can ask anyone.”


“How could I ask anyone?” she said in a heated whisper. “To ask anyone would be to allow them to know of your ­perversion – and I would never do that. You are going to be my husband, after all!” A strange mixture of adoration and reprobation flickered in her eyes.


“I know!” he exclaimed in relief. “Ask the Duchess of Beaumont. She knows exactly what I’m talking about.”


Poppy frowned. “My mother says that the duchess is the most unprincipled En­glishwoman in Paris. It’s true that I am very fond of Jemma, but I’m not sure that—”


“Your mother’s disapproval of the duchess,” Fletch said, “makes her the very person to ask about a little question like this.”


“But Jemma is not kissing anyone,” Poppy objected. “Why, Mama says that the duke barely even visits her. He finally came last summer, when Parliament was out.” She gazed up at him, her blue eyes impossibly innocent. “How could I ask her about kissing you? It would make her feel sad that her own marriage is so terribly empty, when ours will be so lovely.” She put a hand on his cheek, and suddenly none of it mattered.


“I don’t care if you ask or not,” he said, pulling her into his arms again. At least she let him hold her. That would have to do until they were wed. “We can work it all out on our wedding night.” He was determined to bring his beloved Poppy the same plea­sure that he would find in her body. He’d read all about it in a French book, stumbling along through the strange words. And he was astute enough to ­realize that none of the ­semi-­professional encounters with women he’d had before coming to Paris had had anything to do with his partner’s plea­sure. In fact, thinking of their practised moans made him shudder.


If Paris had taught him anything, it was this: he could sleep with Cleopatra herself, and if she wasn’t enjoying it, he didn’t want anything to do with it. When a Pa­ri­sian woman smiled, her smile was an invitation that had everything to do with her plea­sure, and little to do with his. When a Pa­ri­sian woman smiled at him, Fletch remembered Cécile, who told him that his lips ­were as beautiful as cherries, or Élise, who uttered little screams when she saw him unclothed. Of course, Élise and Cécile belonged to his first month in Paris, before he fell in love. Now his heart was full of Poppy . . . and his loins would love to follow his heart.


But Poppy, leaning against his broad shoulder, frowned to herself. What exactly did Fletch mean by saying that they would work it out? That sounded as if this type of kissing was something he had his heart set upon.


Poppy was a practical little soul at heart. She could see that her husband’s easygoing manners and sweet eyes masked a sturdy determination to get his own way. One only had to look at his ­wind-­swept locks to see that. Never a touch of powder! Her mother clucked, but Fletch refused . . . and Poppy had to admit that he looked very well with raven locks tumbling around his neck.


“I’ll ask Jemma,” she promised. Fletch was kissing her ear, and she liked that. In fact, she enjoyed many of the things Fletch did, like putting his arms around her (as long as he didn’t disturb her hair), and kissing her ear and her cheek and her chin, and even her lips, except when he became a trifle too forceful in that respect.


Her mother had instructed her very firmly on that front. “You must allow him to brush your lips with his,” she had said. “After all, he is a duke. You will be a duchess. In order to catch a duke, one must permit certain indignities.”


At the time, Poppy had laughed at the idea that Fletch’s lips on hers could be seen as an indignity. Joy had flooded her soul that she was so lucky. She was in love with a duke, and that made her mother happy. A duke (darling Fletch) was in love with her . . . and that made her happy. In fact, the world was all sunshine and light, if she could just work out this kissing business.


“Let me show you how nice it is,” Fletch said coaxingly. When his voice deepened like that, Poppy wanted to do anything he wished, though of course she would never have told him so. One mustn’t let men know how much power they have, her mother often said. And she was right, of course.


But she obediently bent her head up towards his, and he brushed his lips across hers. “That’s nice,” she said encouragingly. “Why, I—”


The next moment he pulled her so sharply into his arms that she felt her stays poke directly into her breasts; her brooch came unhooked and fell to the stone floor. “Fletch!” she cried. He took advantage of that, and stuck his tongue directly into her mouth. Directly! ­And—and swept it about, as if she ­were some sort of cupboard he ­were cleaning.


“Awk, urggh, no!” she shrieked, shoving him away. For a small woman, Poppy had a lot of strength.


“But Poppy . . .”


Not even his sad eyes could make her change her mind about this. “I love you, Fletch, you know that.” She narrowed her eyes and waited.


“You know how much I love you,” he said, giving her a coaxing little smile.


She didn’t smile back. “You simply have to learn that there are things ­that—that an En­glish lady ­doesn’t do.”


“What do you mean?” He looked a bit confused, and Poppy felt a flash of pride. For once, she knew something he didn’t!


“Mama says that ladies have different rules for intimacy ­than—than, say, our lavandière does,” she explained to him, carefully keeping even the slightest hint of condescension out of her voice.


“They don’t kiss? Of course ladies kiss. And washerwomen too, no matter whether they’re French or En­glish!”


“They may kiss,” she said, “but there are different kinds of intimacies practised by the different classes, of course. Just as we wear different clothing, and eat different foods. And different nations too. We are fundamentally different. My mother says that En­glish gentlewomen have very little in common with the French.”


He stared down at her and Poppy nearly blinked. Could that look be, just a little, well, disappointed? She hated disappointing people. “Do you understand?” she asked, a catch of anxiety in her voice.


“I suppose so,” he said, rather slowly.


“You can see it yourself, Fletch, if you compare our monarchy to that of the French. The En­glish court is virtuous, whereas the French court is riddled with scandal. My mother says—”


“Believe me, the En­glish court is as rife with scandal as is the French. The width of the Channel just makes it look cleaner. Their rumours don’t make it across the water.”


Poppy thought about that. “So you mean that last week, when there was all that fuss about Lady Serrard flirting with L’Anou . . .”


“They never heard about it in En­gland, obviously, but it was all we talked of for days. Yet it came to nothing. We never hear En­glish ­tittle-­tattle, any more than they will hear of Lady Serrard’s supposed indiscretion.”


“That’s a fair point,” Poppy conceded.


He grinned down at her and her breath caught in her throat. She ­couldn’t help thinking that Fletch was far too beautiful for her.


The eyes of all the French ladies followed him, even those of the Countess Montsurry. He often didn’t appear to notice, but Poppy did. Looking up at him now, she felt as if she could turn to stone, admiring his beautiful eyes (black with a luminous grey rim), his lean body, the way he moved so gracefully, even when just walking. A lady had once sighed and said that to watch the Duke of Fletcher make his bow was to see the male body at its utter peak of grace. How on earth could such a nonpareil have fallen in love with her, Poppy, short for Perdita and just short in general?


She wasn’t the only one with that question in mind. French ladies looked at her and tittered behind their fans. They drifted past, congratulating her on her cleverness or called her a mignonne, which was the next thing to calling her an infant.


Last night Fletch had worn a mantle of black velvet embroidered with jet beads to a ball given by the Duchess of Orleans. With his hair in a simple queue at his neck, he combined a rakish ­care-­for-­nothing air with the garments of an élégante. French ladies dropped their fans to smile at him, with that special pout they kept for delicious men. She had watched him smile in return, and then bow before the Countess d’Argentau, dancing with her for the second time.


“Sit up straight!” her mother had barked at her. “You are going to be his duchess, not that ­rag-­tailed piece of foreign nobility. Don’t peer like a lovesick nurseling; you lower yourself by even noticing her attentions to him.”


“But Mama,” Poppy had said, pushed into honesty by the twist in her gut, “the countess is so much more beautiful than I. And her gown is so much more revealing.”


“You are attired perfectly for a young girl making her debut,” her mother had said, looking her over. “And if your face and figure are not the height of regularity and beauty, no one could say that I spared the least expense.” That was true. Her mother favoured two ruffles where one might do, and often decided on five instead. Poppy’s skirts ­were festooned with strings of seed pearls, and her bodices ­were trimmed with ermine.


But Poppy thought (secretly) that something simple might suit her better. Her frame was so small that panniers, a long train, and a markedly large hairstyle, no matter how fashionable, made her feel like a decorated child.


Fletch tipped a finger under her chin. “I didn’t mean to send you into a daze, Poppy. I picked up your brooch, but I’m afraid the pin is bent. I’ll have it mended for you.”


It was foolish to worry. Fletch was ­here – and he was hers. She smiled at him. “Thank you.”


Fletch turned the brooch over in his hand. “What an odd cameo.”


“It’s the only cameo of a bird I’ve ever seen. The Wedgwood Company made it in honour of Queen Charlotte.”


“And just how is a flying crane with a crown on its head supposed to honor the Queen?”


“Foolish, isn’t it? But look ­here” – she pointed it out to ­him – “the craftsman was marvellous. You can see each feather in the wingspan.”


“But the crown makes it look as if the bird has horns,” he objected.


“I know. That’s a small problem in the execution, though I still like it.” She tucked her hand under his arm. “Shall we return? It’s quite chilly, and I ­wouldn’t want Mama to become concerned about me.” And then, because he still looked a little distant in a way that she didn’t like, she added: “I’ll ask Jemma exactly what ladies do and don’t do when it comes to kissing, Fletch. I promise.”


A few minutes later they walked out of the door of the abbey. Paris lay on either side of them, dreaming in the chilly morning air until suddenly the air came alive again with a wild ringing of bells, liquid notes falling from the tower above them, echoing off snowy walls and steep church spires.


“It’s Christmas,” Poppy said, feeling a sudden rush of joy. “It’s my favourite day of the year. I adore Christmas.”


“I adore you,” Fletch said, stopping. “Do you see what I see, Poppy?”


“What?” she breathed, looking up at him and not wherever he was pointing.


“Mistletoe,” he said, putting his arms around her. “Mistletoe, hanging in thin air.”


Poppy closed her eyes and tipped up her face. It was just the right sort of kiss: sweet, short and loving. Then they began to walk back, Poppy picking her way over cobblestones lined in a thin gleaming sheet of ice.


A young woman hurried toward them, head down, a long loaf of bread tucked under her arm. Fletch felt as if he could smell the warm, fresh bread, and then before he knew it, he was imagining the luxurious curve of her breast pressed against the warm crust. He would—


He wrenched his thoughts away. When he and Poppy ­were married, he would have ­fresh-­baked bread delivered to their chambers, and he would break it apart and eat it from her body, as though she ­were a platter for the gods.


“You have such a curious smile on your face,” Poppy said. “What are you thinking about?”


“You. Only you.”


Poppy smiled to herself, and an old Pa­ri­sian who passed reflected that he, one of the world’s connoisseurs of beauty, had never seen a lady quite so exquisite. In her face and figure ­were years of En­glish and French ancestry, and, having been raised mostly in France, every aspect of her figure and costume was à la mode. But it was her eyes, and the way she looked only at the tall En­glishman striding beside her, that made her shine with that par­tic­u­lar joy that makes even the plainest person beautiful.


“Ah,” he sighed. “L’amour!”










Chapter 1


 


 


 


 


Four years later


 


An excerpt from The Morning Post, 


April 22, 1783


The buzz of the past few days amongst the ton has been the challenge that the Earl of Gryffyn has offered to the Duke of Villiers. It seems that the Earl has stolen away the Duke’s betrothed. We cannot comment on the veracity of this report, but we would note that duelling has been strictly prohibited by our gracious Sovereign . . . 


 


 


Town­house of the Duke and Duchess of Beaumont


A morning party in celebration of the Earl of Gryffyn’s victory in a duel


 


“Her Grace the Duchess of Fletcher,” the butler announced with a magnificent bellow. When he said nothing about the Duke, Poppy looked behind her . . . but Fletch was gone. He had drifted away to some other part of Beaumont ­House without bothering to be announced. Or to inform her of his intentions.


She could feel her smile turning rigid as she edged down the three marble steps into the ballroom. Panniers made it difficult enough to negotiate doorways and stairs, but this morning her French maid had outdone herself. A veritable cascade of frills, curls and bows towered over Poppy’s head, the ­whole of it draped with strings of small ­pear-­shaped pearls. Walking was challenging; stairs ­were truly dangerous.


Not that it wasn’t worth it. She was fiercely determined to achieve an elegance to match her husband’s. Fletch and his costumes ­were the toast of London; she would never allow it to be said that his duchess shamed him. She didn’t want anyone to be sorry for her. Ever.


Naturally Fletch hadn’t said a word about her costume in the carriage, though he must have realized that her gown was new. Perhaps he thought its embroidery (in shades of gold and pearl) was too formal for a morning occasion. Poppy took a deep breath. If she’d learned anything from her four years of marriage, it was that one cannot guess what a man is thinking.


She revised that thought. Certain male thoughts ­were crystal clear.


“Duchess,” came a deep voice at her ear. “May I escort you to the other side of the ballroom, where there is less of a crush? My dear wife is to be found there.”


“Thank you so much,” Poppy said to her host, curtsying just deeply enough to acknowledge his rank without unbalancing her hair. The Duke of Beaumont was attired in a simple coat of dark green velvet with ­turned-­back cuffs of sage green. Of course, men rarely dressed as formally as women. She placed her hand lightly on his arm and they strolled through the ballroom, nodding at acquaintances. “I hadn’t thought to see you this morning,” Poppy said, before she realized that was rather impolite.


The ­duke – a consummate politician known jointly for his disdain for infamy and his infamous duchess, ­Jemma – gave a rueful smile. “Undoubtedly this party will be the scandal of the week, since it is held to celebrate a duel. To be quite truthful, in the normal run of events I would avoid this par­tic­u­lar gathering. But as it is my own duchess who is holding the party, and in my own ­house, more commotion would result if I did not attend.”


Poppy felt a rush of sympathy for the poor duke. He was one of the most important men in the ­House of Lords, a man whose conviction, eloquence and power ­were known all over En­gland. The last thing he needed in his life was scandal. And though she dearly loved Jemma from their days together in Paris, she had to admit that ­gossip-­mongers adored the Duchess of Beaumont for good reason; everything Jemma did seemed to cause a sensation. It must be difficult to be married to her.


Almost as difficult as being married to Fletch.


She froze for a second. “Are you fatigued, Duchess?” Beaumont asked, pausing. “Would you prefer to sit down?”


“Oh no,” she said, pushing thoughts about her marriage away. “I am so looking forward to seeing Jemma. I ­haven’t seen her since before I married, when we both lived in Paris. She must be happy to find that her brother won the duel.”


“Naturally we are all relieved that the occasion ended without undue bloodshed,” Beaumont said evenly, his voice showing how much he disliked the idea of celebrating his ­brother-­in-­law’s illegal foray into duelling. “And ­here is the duchess herself.”


He bowed, and left. Jemma looked even more elegant than she had four years ago in Paris. Though she was wearing panniers too, her skirts ­weren’t stiff like Poppy’s but soft and flowing. And whereas Poppy’s hair was curled into rigid little snail shells, Jemma’s hair was shaped into soft curls, so lightly powdered that its natural gold colour shone through. Her beauty had deepened; the sensual air that Poppy remembered was even more pronounced.


“Jemma,” Poppy exclaimed. “How lovely you look!”


Jemma turned and gave a little shriek of welcome. “It’s Poppy!” she cried, snatching her into a hug. Then she backed away and narrowed her eyes. “What has happened to the little ma­de­moi­selle I knew so well in Paris? You are exquisite! You put us all to shame. Look at us, three duchesses, and you are the only one who looks the part.”


Poppy had already realized that she had grotesquely miscalculated the formality of the party. No wonder Fletch had said nothing of her gown. She smiled apologetically at the lady standing beside Jemma. “Forgive me, madam, but I don’t think—”


“We’ve never met,” the lady said, dropping a curtsy. “Jemma is engaging in hyperbole. I am no duchess. My name is Lady Isidore Del’Fino.” Lady Isidore was wearing a gorgeous costume of soft ­rose-­coloured crêpe-­de-­chine. If Jemma was all sleek perfection, Lady Isidore looked like a ripe cherry, seductive and delicious. Poppy’s heart sank even deeper.


“Isidore, this is the Duchess of Fletcher. Isidore is almost a duchess,” Jemma said, giving Poppy’s arm another affectionate squeeze. “She married by proxy and is just waiting for her duke to return from his travels.”


“I might add that I’ve been waiting ten years,” Isidore said, with such a funny wrinkle of her nose that Poppy started laughing. “I’m very happy to meet you, Duchess,” she continued. “I’ve heard so much about your charitable endeavours.”


“Which I shall not be joining,” Jemma said. “I ought to make that clear to you now, darling, before I disappoint you. I’m no more charitable than I was when we knew each other in Paris. In fact, probably less so.”


“How can you be less so?” Isidore demanded. “I’ve been living in Italy for the past three years, but I paid many a visit to Jemma,” she explained to Poppy. “I ­can’t say that I ever saw her exert herself to sew a charitable seam.”


“I have my moments,” Jemma said. And then added: “I consider charity to gentlemen my par­tic­u­lar area of ­expertise.”


Her look was so mischievous that Poppy broke out laughing.


“It’s so strange to think of you being married, darling,” Jemma said. “You would hardly believe it, looking at her now, Isidore, but Poppy was the sweetest little poppet you ever saw. She used to wander around the French court with her eyes as round ­as—as plums.”


“While everyone laughed at me,” Poppy said to Isidore, snapping open her fan. “To call me naïve would have understated the truth. I was in a stupor of surprise most of the time.”


“They never laughed!” Jemma cried, loyally. “They ­were too riveted with jealousy to laugh. You see,” she told Isidore, “Poppy appeared in Paris with her mother and within a ­week – nay within the ­hour! – she snapped up the most eligible bachelor in the city, the Duke of Fletcher.”


“I have seen him!” Isidore said, giving Poppy a smile. “In Italy we call such a man bellissimo.”


Poppy gave her a tight smile. There was a limit to how many times a woman wanted to be complimented on her husband’s beauty. It always made Poppy feel like a ­bracket-­faced harpy who had managed a miracle.


“Poppy seduced Fletch straight from the arms of the Pa­ri­sian court. I don’t think the Duchess of Guise has yet forgiven you. She still mutters about En­glish fledglings.”


“Did you fall in love at first sight?” Isidore asked. “I would so like to do that, but it never seems to happen. Perhaps I could have fallen for your husband. Although,” she added, “I ­wouldn’t want you to think that I will look to your husband now.”


Jemma broke in. “Don’t be silly, Isidore. Poppy has Fletch at her feet. She’s not one to become ner­vous about your charms. You see,” she said, turning to Poppy, “Isidore’s rather awkward position—”


“In fact, I’m legally married though I ­haven’t seen my husband since I was in leading strings,” Isidore interrupted.


“ . . . means that she tends to make married ladies ner­vous.”


“I ­can’t even talk to a married man,” Isidore complained.


“You can certainly talk to mine if you wish,” Poppy offered.


“There! I told you, Isidore. The two of you should become dear friends. Fletch is hopelessly in love, and so Poppy ­wouldn’t blink even if you flirt with him. Isidore,” Jemma said, turning to Poppy, “does have a disconcerting habit of making gentlemen fall in love with her, though I assure you that she does no more than talk to them.”


“I promise not to flirt with your duke,” Isidore said, giving Jemma a blinding smile. “But we shall be friends. The truth is that I find the Duke of Fletcher almost troppo elegante for me. I am greatly taken by men of a rougher cast.”


“I know just what you mean,” Poppy said. “A pirate!”


“Everyone loves a pirate,” Jemma said sadly. “Sometimes it seems so cruel that I find myself married to a politician.”


“There are no pirates in En­glish society,” Isidore observed. “Still, I would resign myself to a man without piratical attitudes if he would lavishly adore me as your husband does you, Duchess.”


“Please call me Poppy.” And, desperate to change the subject: “I’m sure that your husband will lavishly adore you.”


“If he recognizes me,” Isidore said with a little hiccup of laughter.










Chapter 2


 


 


 


 


The Morning Post (continued)


We do not comment on the veracity of this report, but we cannot help but wonder whether the Duke of Beaumont will be the next to challenge the Duke of Villiers, given the rumour that the Duchess, recently returned from Paris, is playing an intimate game of chess with the said Duke . . . 


 


“What you need is a mistress. For Christ’s sake man, you’re going to wither up and blow away. You’ll be sprouting bubbies, if you don’t watch out.”


Fletch curled his lip. “I’ll tell you what. If I grow breasts I’ll let you have a look so you can finally see what a woman’s chest looks like.”


Frederick Augustus Gill, the future Earl of Glasse, ­responded with an amiable curse, and they went back to leaning against the wall and watching the exuberant, chaotic scene before them. The room was full of titled gentlemen, shouting about the Earl of Gryffyn’s victory in a duel with the Duke of Villiers.


“Five minutes!” Fletch heard one ­red-­faced man shout to another. “That’s the way to do it!”


Gill shuddered and took a deep swallow of brandy. “Did you see the moment when Villiers brought out that pass in tierce? I thought Gryffyn was a croaker for sure.”


“Gryffyn had Villiers from the beginning,” Fletch stated. “It was merely a matter of his deciding the moment to take the Duke out.”


“They’re saying Villiers lost a lot of blood before the surgeon gathered his wits.”


“He should be all right. It was a clean blow through the shoulder.”


“Gryffyn is a lucky man,” Gill said with a little sigh. “You should see the way his betrothed looks at him.”


“What a romantic,” Fletch sneered.


“You used not to be so ­hard-­edged,” his friend said, startled into a rebuttal. “You act as if you’ve got a stick up your backside. For God’s sake, get yourself a mistress! So your wife’s not interested in your bed. Practically every man in this room has experienced that. You could give the average En­glish gentlewoman fifteen quinces, and they ­wouldn’t strike up a flush.”


“Back to the mistress you think I should take,” Fletch said, with deadly boredom in his voice. “I had no idea you ­were so interested in my bedroom activities.”


Gill’s face flushed, and he said something unrepeatable. And left.


Fletch sighed and drank from his glass again. He was a fool. It had been years. He needed a mistress. He needed to admit to himself that his marriage was a failure. He needed to . . . 


Poppy floated by on the far side of the room. Her breasts swelled from the stiff little bodice of her gown. He hardened instantly. It was like the tortures of Tantalus to desire someone who didn’t desire him. To be married to someone like that was like being tied to a well and never allowed to drink.


Yet the very idea of going to her chamber door made him wilt instantly. She would let him in, of course. Oh, her mother had tutored her in that. She would chatter and smile, but he was no fool. He could read the wary resignation in her eyes. Not to mention the way she would slip off her nightgown, lie down on the bed (his only triumph: she no longer insisted on being inside the covers) and suffer his attentions.


He drank again.


Suffer was the right word.


No matter what he did, she just lay there. In the beginning he had lavished time on her breasts, hoping that she would suddenly start panting and writhing beneath him, the way Élise had when he barely touched her. Élise had directed him around her body as if he ­were learning a new sport. “There,” she said softly, and then, “harder,” and then, “oui!!”


For God’s sake, he was sick of thinking about Élise.


Poppy, on the other hand, sometimes stroked his head. She would kiss him, even allow him to put his tongue in her mouth occasionally, but she never responded to anything. In the beginning, he had thought she was inexperienced.


Then a year passed, and another year, and she never grew any more interested, never raised a finger, never turned ­pink—let alone called out “Yes, yes!” His thinking had changed.


Now he was pretty certain that it simply would never work with Poppy. He had stopped going to her chamber a few months ago. She said nothing; he said nothing. She was secretly relieved. She was probably celebrating it with all her friends.


And yet he still loved her.


Which was hell. She floated by again, laughing. Everyone loved Poppy. What was there not to love, with the sweetness of her eyes, and the kind way she listened to every foolish complaint anyone told her? She never told her dragon of a mother to take herself to the de­vil, even when the woman ran Poppy from pillar to post, so pleased to have a duchess for a daughter that she showed her off like a trained monkey.


Poppy never rebuked her, never said a word.


In short, she was an angel.


Bloody hell, angels ­were boring to take to bed!


Still, his innards revolted at the idea of paying a woman to bed him. Take a mistress, take a ­mistress—that was Gill’s advice. He’d be paying a woman to fake interest then. Paying her to pant and moan.


Yet there ­were other En­glish gentlewomen . . . women who ­were interested in bedding and even, perhaps, in him. The Duchess of Beaumont had just returned from Paris, and the ­whole world knew that Jemma and Beaumont never slept together and hadn’t in years. What’s more, she had been playing a scandalous game of chess with the Duke of ­Villiers – and everyone knew that if Villiers won two out of three, the Duchess herself was the prize.


Well, now Villiers was incapacitated. Lost a lot of blood, they said. Probably be in bed for weeks, if not months.


Fletch pushed himself away from the wall and twitched up the high collar of his coat. The duchess had an eye for male finery; Villiers was the ­best-­dressed man in London. But Fletch had brought over his own French tailleur; he thought he had a bit of an advantage.


He stood up, and put down his empty glass. Walked forward. Very few would have recognized the ­fresh-­faced young En­glishman who had walked across the Pont Neuf only four years ago. Back then he had been ­sweet-­faced, as Poppy had told him, with a dimple in the middle of his chin.


Now . . . 


His hair was pulled back in a way that emphasized his cheekbones. In a fit of anger at Poppy he had grown a little ­close-­trimmed beard, covering the dimple she loved. And he walked with the controlled, hungry prowl of a man who hasn’t had decent sex in years and is thinking of doing something about it.


He ­couldn’t help but acknowledge how ridiculous it all was. As his marital life had dwindled to a visit a month and even less, he had fashioned himself ruthlessly into the kind of man who drew all women’s eyes.


Except his wife’s, of course.


He wore one colour ­only—not for him the bright extravagances of the Duke of Villiers. For Fletch, clothing was not a matter of proclaiming one’s aggression, but about making clear his erotic appeal. His breeches ­were almost sewn on. They slipped, smooth as ­silk – and they often ­were ­silk – over thighs bulging with muscle from his daily pounding rides. His coats ­were designed to display his shoulders, to flaunt his chest, cut away from his flat stomach.


The only thing left of the unassuming duke who first arrived in Paris and fell in love with an En­glish girl was his habit of wearing his hair unpowdered. He still did, but less from a dislike of the powder itself than from the realization that when he pulled his hair from its ribbon, unruly locks tumbling to his shoulders gave the impression that he had just ­risen from a bed in which he had been well pleasured.


In short, Fletch knew perfectly well what an elaborate façade he had created. Only Gill knew he was a fraud. Only his old friend Gill knew how shocked the women who followed him with hot eyes, dreaming of his acrobatic stunts in the bedchamber, would be if they knew he was practically . . . practically a virgin, it felt sometimes.


Poppy played her part; he had to give her that. She even blushed in his presence sometimes. He had no idea how she held up the charade, and could only think that duplicity came naturally to her.


He could see her from the corner of his ­eye – to his disgust, he always seemed to know where his wife ­was – but he didn’t walk in her direction. Instead, he started to move deliberately in the other direction.


In that moment, he gave up.


He needed a lover.


Now.










Chapter 3


 


 


 


 


The Morning Post (continued)


The Duchess of Beaumont, recently returned from Paris, is playing an intimate game of chess with His Grace of Villiers . . . and reportedly with her husband as well. There has been some suggestion that these games are played in the ­bedchamber – even in the bed itself! This paper is moved to query the effect on the country’s moral fibre of the host of female libertines recently returned from Paris . . . 


 


“What’s the matter with my party?” the Duchess of Beaumont demanded. “There are no naked singers, and I promise you  I have no intention of stripping off my own clothing. Though if it weren’t such a cold morning I might consider it, just to vex Beaumont, since he has condescended to attend with all his parliamentary types.”


“Well,” her brother Damon said wryly, “let’s just say that it’s the first party I’ve ever attended in celebration of an illegal duel. I suspect there are those who ­might – just ­might – think it in rather poor taste.”


If there was one thing Jemma was absolutely certain of, it was that she never displayed poor taste. Outrageous taste, yes. Occasionally vulgar taste, because there is nothing more delicious than an occasional dollop of vulgarity. But poor taste? Never!


“You are mistaken,” she stated. “The only people who decry this festivity will be those whom I did not invite.”


“Invite?” Damon said. “How could you invite anyone? I thought these people just followed us home from the duel.”


“Quick,” Jemma said, taking her brother’s arm. “Let’s move to the other side of the room. Lady ­Chaussinand-­Nogaret is approaching, and I ­can’t bear the way she always chastises me for dressing in an overly Frenchified manner.”


“She looks French to me,” Damon said, with a characteristically ignorant view of clothing. Lady ­Chaussinand-­Nogaret was wearing a dress of French violet, but it was trimmed with puckerings of blue satin that no Frenchwoman would tolerate, let alone wear with a hat ornamented with marabou plumes.


Jemma steered him to the right. “Of course these people didn’t follow us home from the duel,” she said. “I invited them all. I had my secretary up half the night writing out cards, and they ­were delivered an hour before your duel ­began.”


“And what did those cards say?” Damon said, starting to laugh. Mr Cachemire paused before him and congratulated him on an excellent bout.


“Did you note his wig?” Jemma said, after Mr Cachemire had drifted on, trailing perfume and hair powder behind him.


“Two pounds of false hair at the least,” Damon said. “But really: what on earth did your invitation cards say?”


“They invited everyone to a festivity in honour of your success,” Jemma replied, tapping him with her fan. “You see how much sisterly devotion I show you. I anticipated your win before you reached the field.”


“There’s your husband,” Damon said. “I must remember to thank him for attending the party. Though perhaps I should apologize for issuing the challenge at all. I know how fiercely Beaumont feels about illegalities.”


Jemma spied her husband in a huddle of men, and then noticed Miss Charlotte Tatlock in the midst, her thin hands flying in the air as she said something. She must have made a salient observation, because even Lord Manning was nodding with approval. Tatlock, or Fetlock, Jemma thought to herself. The woman looks like a ­horse. I don’t care how intelligent she is.


Deciding there was nothing more pretentious than a woman who claimed to love ­politics – or ­politicians – she moved in the opposite direction, dragging Damon with her.


“What are you scowling at?” he enquired.


“My husband’s propensities.”


Damon groaned. “There’s nothing worse than the inner details of a marriage; please don’t tell me.”


“Only matched by brothers who engage in scandalous duels,” she added. “Villiers is going to be all right, isn’t he?”


“Of course he is,” Damon said. “I was very careful; the blade went just where I planned and didn’t touch the bone. The truth is that your party will likely cause more scandal than the duel itself. Poor Beaumont.”


All morning the ducal butler, Fowle, had been opening the grand salon doors and droning out the names of various peers. But at one name Jemma’s and Damon’s heads both swung around.


Fowle spoke rather louder than he needed to, and as the ballroom had gone suddenly silent, his voice boomed over the heads of the assembled throng.


“His Grace the Duke of Villiers.”










Chapter 4


 


 


 


 


The Morning Post (continued)


The host of female libertines recently returning to London is not limited to the Duchess of Beaumont, though perhaps she carries with her the most notorious reputation . . . reportedly, the Duchess’s friends of the same rank are as untamed and unprincipled as she. In short, duchesses of a desperate disposition . . . wild to a fault and liable to obey no man’s word.


 


Fletch knew exactly the type of woman he wanted to find. Someone who would be interested in plea­sure, but not love, someone who would come with no emotional ties. Someone who would actually touch him.


The thought steeled his determination. Damn it, he’d spent enough nights lying in an empty bed, pleasuring himself by ­thinking – like a callow, ­fourteen-­year-­old – about his wife’s delectable little body. He had to get over that. He had to leave that behind.


What he needed was a bout of enthusiastic sex with someone. Anyone who desired him. He met Lord Randulf ’s eyes and changed that sentence. Any woman who desired him. His crafted eroticism, he had quickly discovered, pleased indiscriminately.


He saw the Duke of Beaumont in a cluster of politicians to the side, doubtless poring over tedious matters of state, as that type ­were wont to do. Fletch had yet to take up his seat in the House of Lords. He was too busy riding off his sexual frustration.


And mooning over Poppy, he said to himself with a sickening jolt of ­self-­hatred. Beaumont looked up and welcomed him with a smile. “Do you know Lord Holland?”


“I was a great supporter of your father’s on the debating floor,” Holland said. “It’s a plea­sure to meet you, Duke. Your dear wife and mine serve on the Board of Directors of Queen Charlotte’s ­Lying-­In Hospital.”


“Really,” Fletch murmured. “My wife is remarkably devoted to her causes.”


“So’s my wife,” Holland said with a twinkle. “Keeps ’em busy, what? Wish we could say the same about Beaumont’s duchess ­here, but she dances to her own piper!”


Beaumont’s face instantly became frigid. “My wife’s charitable activities may not be well known, but they are no less bountiful. Not long ago I found my wife closeted with a young woman collecting for Chelsea Pensioners, for example.”


“I meant to imply nothing less,” Holland said.


But it was obvious in his tone that he felt the Duchess of Beaumont was a liability. That was one good thing about Poppy, Fletch thought. She would never cuckold him.


Holland turned to Fletch. “Though I hate to say it in front of Beaumont, since he’s of the de­vil’s party, we’d like to see you take your father’s place in the ­House of Lords. He was a fine debater, never missed a point.”


“A son needn’t follow his father into the same party,” Beaumont pointed out.


“Ah, but the clever ones do,” Holland said, beaming at Fletch. “May I enquire whether you will take your seat with us, Duke?”


“Naturally,” Fletch said. He had no real idea what either stood for, and at the moment he didn’t give a rat’s arse. His priorities ­were rapidly becoming clear: he was going to rut his brains out (to use the coarse country phrase) and then he would go to the Lords and start being the sort of man his father had been. He could figure out the actual politics of the thing later. “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen?” He swept a bow and wandered on.


Two rooms later, he found exactly what he was looking for.


Lady Nevill.


She was slightly older than he, with precisely the sort of French elegance that he remembered. And he’d heard about her. Her husband had been incapacitated in a carriage accident; so who could deny her the plea­sure of an affaire now and then? The ton’s pity was such that she was never denied an invitation to any event, although everyone knew perfectly well that she had thrown away her reputation long ago.


She was luscious, ­deeper-breasted than Poppy, with long­er legs, and a ­loose-­limbed air about her that suggested she would throw her legs around a man’s neck and ­ride him for all he was worth.


The lady was talking to Lord Kendrick, who had to be old enough to be her father. Fletch paused to watch and instantly knew that she was aware of him. He could see it in every line of her body, all those invisible, sweet ways that women have of registering interest in a man. He was probably one of the most observant men in the world when it came to that sort of thing, since he kept looking for signs of desire in ­Poppy – and not seeing any.


It was different with Lady Nevill. She turned her head and met his eyes straight on. No subterfuge, no silliness, no flirtation.


He didn’t smile. He let his eyes smile instead.


She said something to Lord Kendrick, and turned toward him. He walked a step or two, bowed before her.


“Do we know each other?” she said, laughing a little.


“I think not,” he answered.


“It is much nicer this way,” she said. “One can hardly ever endure the conversation of old friends, whereas that of new friends can be irresistible.”


Her eyes ­were a strange dark golden colour; she was as sensuous as a purring cat in the dark. “I shall do my best to be irresistible,” he said, feeling as if he ­were grasping at sophisticated conversation. He and Poppy never had conversations laden with doubles entendres.


She tapped him on the arm with her fan. “There is nothing a woman desires more than . . .”


He leaned toward her. “Yes?”


“To be desired.” Her voice was husky and suggestive. Maybe Poppy truly was unusual in that respect. She didn’t want to be desired. He shook the thought off. Poppy was his wife. Lady Nevill was . . . 


“How does the lady in question choose among all those who desire her? For their numbers must be legion.”


“Like the maddened swine in the Bible?” She unfurled her fan; her eyes laughed over the edge. They ­were delicately marked with a sensual line of kohl. “The lady simply looks for the least ­pig-­like, I assure you.”


“And if they hide their curly little tails?” He laughed right back at her.


“Ladies are never interested in anything little,” she said softly. Fletch let the corner of his mouth rise in brief appreciation of her jest. She was perfect: interested in his body for the plea­sure it would bring her.


“I put away childish things long ago.”


“And yet you are still so young!” Her eyes raked his body from head to foot, lingering in places where Poppy never bothered to look. The Frenchwomen had exclaimed over his endowments. He ­wouldn’t disappoint her.


“Not so young,” he said, almost sadly.


“None of us can claim eternal youth.” He could see in her eyes just a shadow of regret that echoed his.


“Yet you look as beautiful as a girl of eighteen,” he said, taking her hand to his mouth.


“I shouldn’t want to be that,” she said. “If I ­were only eighteen, after all, I should be young and just married. Which is what you appear to be.”


“Married four years,” he said. “Believe me, that ­doesn’t come within the purview of just married.”


“We must stop telling each other truths this very moment,” she said, her eyes dancing. “There is nothing more ­disconcerting – or ­dreary – than a conversation laden with veracity.”


But Fletch was enjoying a conversation in which the truth was desire, and the words ­were nothing. “The most dreary conversation,” he said, “is one in which all the truths are unspoken.”


“Now I can see that you are no newlywed. A wearisome topic, marriage,” she said, tapping him again on the wrist with her fan. “Since there seems to be no one ­here to introduce us, sir, perhaps we should do the honours for ourselves.”


Fletch was suddenly overcome by a giddy delight, by the pure plea­sure of being in the company of a woman who wanted to touch him, who used her fan as an extension of her fingers. “But surely there is no need . . . I can guess who you are. A goddess?”


“Do not say Venus, if you please. I find that good lady remarkably tiresome, and so overused.”


“I wasn’t thinking mythologically. But if I ­were . . .”


“Helen of Troy?”


“I hope not. Poor Helen. Young Paris simply scooped her straight from her older husband’s bed.”


“I didn’t know that her husband’s bed was involved,” she said.


“I assure you that it was. Paris arrived on the shores ­of—the shores ­of – where the de­vil was it, anyway?”


“Greece,” she said, giggling. Her laugh was a century away from a girl’s excited giggle; it was a sultry chuckle that heated his groin. “I am fairly sure that we are talking about Homer’s epic about the Trojan War, are we not? In which Paris left Troy and came to Sparta to steal the queen.”


“He didn’t come to steal her,” Fletch objected. “He was promised her, was he not?”


“Ah, men. They always think they have been promised some woman or another.”


“Are we so demanding?”


“Without fail. In my experience, men live in a fever of expectations about promises they think they ­were given.”


“For example?”


“Oh, that their wives will desire them forever . . . that they will be desirable forever . . . that their breath will always be sweet.”


“But women are just the same. Oh, the promises men break without ever knowing that they made them! When all along women break their promises right and left.”


“Now you must tell me.” Her eyes ­were dancing in the most delicious way. “What promise did I ever break to you?”


“You ­haven’t broken any yet,” he said, allowing his voice to drop a register into a deeper intimacy. “But you will.”


“I will?” She raised a delicate eyebrow.


“Alas and alack,” he said, sighing. “A man says he loves a woman, and she invariably believes that he worships her. Yet we men are so awkward at kneeling. We do it without much conviction.”


She shook her head dolefully. “And still a man invariably expects that a woman will kneel in front of him with . . . ­the utmost enthusiasm.”


Fletch had a sudden, enlivening idea of precisely what she would do, kneeling before him. The smile lurking on the edge of her lush lips suggested she might even enjoy it.


“You ­haven’t guessed my name yet,” she prompted.


“I know you are Lady Nevill,” he said. “But I don’t know the most important thing of all.”


“And that is?”


“Your given name, of course.” He picked up her hand. “One learns much from a woman’s intimate name. I hope you aren’t a Mary . . . so puritanical.”


She giggled at that, and the sensual sound of it raced down his legs. “I’m not Mary.”


He traced a small pattern on her wrist. “There are many names that evoke a kind of sturdy En­glishness,” he said. “But I find it hard to imagine you with a name like Lucy or Margaret.”


“Surely I don’t look like a sturdy En­glishwoman!”


He took up her invitation and surveyed her from head to foot. Her eyes had a wicked slant, tipped up at the edges and emphasized by the kohl. Her lips ­were lushly red, crimson almost. Her bodice was stiffly laced and low; her breasts ­were much larger than Poppy’s and plumped above their restraint, as if begging for a man’s hand.
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