





	

	







    

Contents




1


A Brief Conversation The Duchess of Girton’s Bedchamber







2


An Encounter Between a Duke, a Piglet, and a Solicitor







3


Family Politics







4


Domestic Pleasures







5


Troubridge Manor, Crammed with Company and Giddy with Grandees







6


A Meeting of Spouses







7


The Afflictions of Memory Following Lady Troubridge’s Ridotto







8


In Which Beautiful Men Frolic by the River







9


A Slab of Pink Marble and a Contemplative Duke







10


The Fruits of Regret







11


Improper Shakespeare, in the Library







12


In Which the Marquess of Bonnington Suffers an Insult







13


Tasting Rain







14


The Truth Is Sometimes Displeasing







15


A Duchess in Dishabille







16


The Bedchamber of a Spurned Woman







17


In Which Desire Comes to the Forefront







18


Houseguests Need Not Rise Before Noon







19


A Piscatory Discussion on the Riverbank







20


In Which the Question of Marital Beds and Bedchambers Comes to the Fore







21


A Scandalized Solicitor







22


Lady Helene, Countess Godwin, Escapes an Unpleasant Experience in the City







23


A Brazen Challenge and an Injured Jawbone







24


The Second Council of War







25


In Which Mr. Finkbottle Proves Himself a Worthy Employee







26


Cabined, Cribbed, and Confined, as Hamlet Put It







27


Lady Troubridge’s Plunge-Bath, a Dark but Not Unpleasant Habitat







28


Mr. Rounton Defends His Heritage







29


Informal Dancing Followed by Private Intoxication







30


Courage Is Required: Lord Perwinkle’s Bedchamber







31


Curtain Call







32


Regret Is a Morning Affair







33


The Following Afternoon a Solicitor’s Creativity Is Deplored







34


Lady Rawlings Awaits Her Husband







35


Just Before Dawn







36


Sometimes a Wife Cannot Be Found







37


In Which a Duchess Dances for Joy







38


The Grand Staircase, Girton House











Epilogue







A Note on the Rarest of Marital Surprises: Of Recognition and Annulment







About the Author







Copyright







  











    




1


A Brief Conversation


The Duchess of Girton’s Bedchamber







Lady Troubridge’s House Party


East Cliff


“Well, what does he look like?”


There was a pause. “He has black hair, I remember that,” Gina said dubiously. She was sitting at her dressing table and tying a hair ribbon into small knots. Ambrogina, Duchess of Girton, rarely fidgeted. Duchess is as duchess does, one of her governesses had insisted. But Gina was panicking. Even duchesses panic, on occasion.


Esme Rawlings burst into laughter. “You don’t know what your own husband looks like?”


Gina scowled. “It’s easy for you to laugh. Your husband isn’t returning from the continent to find you in the midst of a scandal. I’ve been insisting that Cam annul our marriage so that I can marry Sebastian. After he reads that dreadful bit of gossip in The Tatler, he’ll think I’m a loose woman.”


“Not if he knows you,” Esme chortled.


“That’s just it! He doesn’t know me. What if he believes the talk about Mr. Wapping?”




“Fire your tutor and it’ll blow over in a week.”


“I won’t fire poor Mr. Wapping. He came all the way from Greece to be my tutor, and the poor man doesn’t have anywhere to go. Besides, he hasn’t done anything wrong, and neither have I, so why should I act as if I had?”


“Being seen with your tutor at two in the morning by Willoughby Broke and his wife was not the soundest policy.”


“You know we were simply observing the meteor shower. At any rate, you’re not answering me. What if I don’t recognize my own husband?” Gina turned around on her stool and fixed her eyes on Esme. “It will be the most humiliating moment of my life!”


“For goodness’ sake, you sound like a bad actress in a melodrama. He’ll be announced by the butler, won’t he? So you’ll have time to collect yourself. Oh my dearest husband,” Esme said, casting Gina a melting look of welcome. “What a terrible, terrible sorrow your absence has been to me!” She began fanning herself languidly.


Gina grimaced at her. “I suppose you employ that sentence frequently?”


“Naturally. Miles and I are always polite, whenever we meet. Which is rare, thank goodness.”


Gina put down the ribbon, now knotted in fifty places. “Look at this—my hands are shaking. I don’t know anyone who has experienced such a horrendous meeting.”


“You’re exaggerating. Think how poor Caroline Pratt felt when she had to tell her husband she was pregnant—and he away in the Low Countries all the previous year!”


“That must have been difficult.”


“Although she really did him a favor. What in God’s name would have happened to the estate if she hadn’t managed to produce an heir? They have been married over ten years, after all. Pratt should have thanked her very nicely, although I have no doubt but what he didn’t, men being the boors they are.”


“My point is that meeting Cam is going to be prodigiously difficult,” Gina said. “I’m not sure I will know him from Adam.”


“I thought you spent your childhood in his pocket.”


“That’s not the same as meeting him as a grown man. He was just a boy when we married.”


“There are plenty of women who would love to see their husbands move to the continent,” Esme pointed out.


“Cam is not really my husband. For goodness’ sake, I was raised to think he was my first cousin, until the very day we married.”


“I don’t see how that changes things. There are plenty of married first cousins, more’s the pity. And you are not truly first cousins, given that your mother merely raised you, as opposed to giving birth to you.”


“Just as my husband is not truly my husband,” Gina added promptly. “Cam jumped out the window within fifteen minutes of his father forcing him to say the vows. It has simply taken him twelve years to return and annul the marriage.”


“At least my husband left through the front door like a civilized man.”


“Cam was hardly a man. He turned eighteen only a few days earlier.”


“Well, you look glorious in that rose gown,” Esme said, smiling at Gina. “He’ll weep to think that he ever leaped out your bedchamber window.”


“Nonsense. I’m not beautiful. I’m too thin and my hair resembles nothing so much as a carrot.” She peered at herself in the mirror. “I wish I had your eyes, Esme. Mine are the color of mud.”


“Your eyes are not muddy, they’re green,” Esme corrected her. “And as for not being beautiful—look at you! You look like a Renaissance Madonna today, all slender and composed and a bit teary. Except for your hair, of course. Do you think you inherited all that red hair from your scandalous French maman?”


“How should I know? My father refused to describe my real mother.”


“Actually, a Madonna is a perfect description,” Esme continued with a wicked twinkle. “Poor dear…yet another married virgin!”


There was a knock at the door, and Annie, the duchess’s maid, answered it. “Lady Perwinkle would like to visit for a moment, Your Grace.”


“Do ask her to come in,” Gina replied.


Carola Perwinkle was small and deliciously rounded, with curls that bounced around her heart-shaped little face. She let out a squeal of delight at the sight of Esme.


“Darlings! I had to come even though it’s past time to dress because Lady Troubridge told me the most astounding tale about Gina’s husband—”


“It’s true,” Gina put in. “My husband is returning to England.”


Carola clasped her hands together. “How romantic!”


“How so? I see nothing romantic about my husband annulling our marriage.”


“All the way from Greece, simply to free you, to allow you to marry the man you love? I’ve no doubt but that his heart is secretly broken at the thought.”


Esme looked faintly nauseated. “Sometimes I can’t imagine why I’m friends with you, Carola. My guess is that Gina’s husband is outrageously pleased to be getting her off his hands. Your husband and my husband would jump at such a chance of annulment, wouldn’t they? Why should Gina’s husband be any different?”


“I prefer not to think of it that way,” Carola said, turning her little nose in the air. “My husband and I may not agree, but he would never annul our marriage.”


“Well, mine would,” Esme said. “He’s simply too good-natured to say so. After we first separated, I tried my damnedest to make him angry enough to divorce me, but he was too much of a gentleman. But if annulment were an option, he’d leap at it.”


“You are a fool,” Gina said, looking at her affectionately. “You destroyed your reputation just to get Miles’s attention?”


Esme smiled ruefully. “Close enough. I can’t imagine why you’re friends with me, proper duchess that you are.”


“Because I’m getting married, naturally. Whom should I come to for marital advice but you?” Gina had a wicked twinkle in her eye.


“Better Esme than me,” Carola put in, with a little giggle.


“My husband and I parted ways after only a month or so. Whereas Esme didn’t separate from hers for over a year.”


“The truth is, you’re the one who should be doling out advice, Gina,” Esme said. “Carola and I shucked off our spouses and have spent a good deal of time since blowing up scandals. But you have always behaved like an exemplary married duchess!”


“You make me sound so boring,” Gina protested.


“Well, in comparison to our tarnished reputations…”


“Speak for yourself,” Carola said. “My reputation may be marred but not yet tarnished.”


“Oh well, mine is black enough for all three of us,” Esme said lightly.


Carola was at the door. “I’d best be off if I don’t wish to look a proper hag tonight.” She slipped out the door.


Esme jumped from her chair. “I had better fly. Jeannie is planning to dress my hair à la grecque, and I don’t wish to be late. Bernie might despair of my arrival.”




“Bernie Burdett? I thought you said that he was a flat bore,” Gina said.


Esme smiled impishly. “I’m not interested in his brain, my dear.”


“You do remember that Lady Troubridge said your husband is arriving today?”


Her response was a shrug. “Of course Miles is coming. Lady Randolph Childe is already here, isn’t she?”


Gina bit her lip. “That’s only a rumor. Perhaps he wishes to see you.”


Esme’s eyes were a blue that had been likened to sapphires by many a young man. They were often just as brilliant and as hard as precious gems. But they softened looking at Gina’s face. “You are a truly sweet person, Your Grace.” She stooped and kissed her cheek. “I must go make myself into a femme fatale. It would be hideously uncomfortable if Lady Childe looked better than I.”


“That is not possible,” Gina said with utter conviction. “You’re simply fishing for a compliment.” Esme’s silky black curls, provocative mouth, and delicious curves had forced comparison with the most beautiful courtesans in London, since her very first season. And generally speaking, she was considered to leave her competition in the dust.


“Weren’t you fishing for a compliment when you moaned about your muddy-colored eyes?”


Gina flipped her hand at her. “Not the same. Every gentleman I know would grovel to enter your bedroom door. Whereas they just think of me as a straitlaced, skinny duchess.”


Esme snorted. “You’re cracked. Try telling Sebastian how homely you are. I’m sure he can wax eloquent about your alabaster brow, etcetera, but I must dress.” Blowing a kiss, she left.


Annie answered Gina’s sigh, not the silence. “It’s a shame, that’s what it is,” she said, picking up a hairbrush. “There’s Lady Rawlings, one of the most beautiful women in the whole of London, and her husband makes no pretense of his relationship with Lady Childe. A shame, that’s what.”


Gina nodded.


“You know, her husband requested a room adjoining Lady Childe’s,” Annie added.


Gina met her eyes in the mirror, startled. “Really?”


“It’s not all that uncommon. More the opposite. Now that I’m an upper servant, Mrs. Massey talks freely before me. And the trouble she and Lady Troubridge have had to go to during this house party, shifting the rooms around, well, you wouldn’t believe.”


“Goodness,” Gina said lamely. At least she and Sebastian wouldn’t be that kind of couple once they were married. Poor Esme.
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An Encounter Between a Duke,


a Piglet, and a Solicitor







There was no ignoring the fact that he had landed in England, Camden Serrard thought gloomily as he shook rainwater from the brim of his hat. His Italian boots squelched through rivers of mud. The rain was coming down so hard that the air had turned white, and he couldn’t see the end of the track leading from the dock.


“Look out, sir!”


He swung about, but not in time to avoid a pig eagerly bolting for freedom. Sharp little hooves trotted across his mudsplattered boots faster than he would have thought possible.


Cam continued walking grimly toward lights that indicated some sort of hostelry. Why the hell they had to land here, in a godforsaken dock on the far side of Riddlesgate, he didn’t know. The captain of The Rose had blithely announced that he’d made a small error in navigation, excusing himself with the claim that London was a mere hour by coach. From Cam’s point of view, London might be in the next continent, given the muddy salt flats that stretched in every direction as far as the eye could see.




He ducked his head as he entered and was rather dismayed to realize that while his man Phillipos had arrived before him and presumably bespoke a room, the pig had also joined the company and was rooting around a chair. Other than Phillopos, the pig, and the innkeeper, the room held only one customer, a fair-headed man who was reading by the fire and barely looked up when Cam entered.


John Mumby, the innkeeper, rushed forward when he saw the broad-shouldered aristocrat standing in his doorway. “Good afternoon, Your Grace! It is an honor—a true honor—to welcome Your Grace to my humble inn, the Queen’s Smile. May I serve you some refreshment?”


Cam slung his cloak over Phillipos’s waiting arm. “Whatever you’ve got,” he said flatly. “And don’t address me as Your Grace, if you please.”


Mumby blinked but quickly recovered. “Of course, my lord,” he said, beaming. “Yes, sir. Coming right up, sir. Lord Perwinkle, I’ll have to ask you to remove that pig. We don’t allow livestock in the public room.”


The fair-haired man looked up, aggrieved. “Damn it, Mumby, you just told me to leave the beast where it was. You know the blighted animal doesn’t belong to me.”


“Your coachman paid for him,” the innkeeper said with irrefutable logic, “and I’ve no doubt but what he’ll come back for him as soon as your axle is fixed. If it’s quite all right with you, sir, the boy will put him in the back shed.”


Perwinkle nodded, and a boy tucked the piglet under his arm and headed into the rain.


Cam threw himself down in a comfortable chair before the fire. It did feel good to be back in England. Last time he’d been in the country he’d been as raw as a rag, eighteen years old and full of rage…but even so he remembered with deep affection the smoky, wheatish smell of an English pub. Nothing like it, he thought as Mumby put a foaming mug of ale in his hand.


“Or would you prefer a spot of brandy?” the innkeeper asked. “I admit, sir, that a friend of mine drops off a bottle now and again…through the back door. Nice stuff, even if it is French. Goes down a fair treat.”


Likely the captain, Cam thought idly. Smuggling brandy, the impudent sod. No wonder we landed at the back of beyond. He took a deep draught of ale. Superb ale, and a smuggled brandy. Life was improving.


“I was thinking of roast pheasant to start,” Mumby said anxiously, “and perhaps a little fresh pork to follow.”


“How fresh?” Cam asked. He didn’t necessarily wish to see Perwinkle’s piglet served up for dinner.


“Killed just last week,” Mumby affirmed. “Been hanging, it has, and it’s just reached perfection. My wife cooks a sweet pig, sir. You can depend on that.”


“Right. And the brandy when you have a moment.”


“Yes, sir!” Mumby chorused, seeing a shiny pile of coins growing in his mind’s eye.


One thing led to another, one of which was the discovery that the inn had a dartboard. As the evening wore on, it turned out that Lord Perwinkle was not only an expert with a dart, but he had a veritable passion for fishing, a passion shared by Cam. And by the time it transpired that Tuppy Perwinkle and Cam had attended the same school, separated by a mere five years, the two had achieved a state of intimacy found only among those raised in the same nursery or pickled in the same French brandy.


In fact, when Mumby inquired whether Cam wished to hire a coach at first light, the duke refused. It had been a weary journey from Greece, all of forty-five days and a storm around the Bay of Biscay. There was plenty of time to meet his ball and chain, and he didn’t feel any need to rush to London.




Tuppy agreed with that, having misplaced his own wife a few years before. “She left in a huff for her mother’s and never returned. Having tired of her complaints, I did not retrieve her. And so it’s been ever since.”


“Tell my solicitor to come to me,” Cam told Phillipos. “I pay the man enough. He can join me for breakfast.”


Phillipos never ceased to admire his employer’s ability to put away the best and show no effect the next day. Even so, he doubted whether the duke would really wish to see a solicitor at first light, given that a third bottle of brandy stood uncorked and waiting. But he bowed and sent off an urgent message to the metropolis, requesting the presence of Mr. Rounton, Esq., of Rounton & Rounton at a breakfast meeting with his esteemed client, Camden Serrard, the Duke of Girton.


As a matter of fact, Phillipos had no cause for alarm.


Edmund Routon, the Duke of Girton’s solicitor, was not a foolish man. He had had abundant—far too abundant—acquaintance with the duke’s late father. And on the off chance that the present duke was anything like his forebearer, Rounton had no intention of arriving until the early afternoon, when the man was as mellowed by food as possible.


Around two o’clock a starched and gleaming Rounton descended from a coach, uncomfortably aware of a flutter of nervousness in his stomach. Interviews with the duke’s father had been a trial, to put it mildly. In a nutshell, the old duke seemed to specialize in projects that wandered from allegiance to the rule of law, and he would explode with rage on hearing the slightest disagreement.


On the surface of it, the present duke seemed a different kettle of fish from his sire. “Good afternoon, Mr. Rounton,” he said, bounding out of his chair. He had the same dark eyes as his late father, although they were rather more cheerful. The old duke looked like Beelzebub, what with his nasty, sooty eyes and white complexion.




Rounton bowed. “Your Grace, it is indeed a pleasure to see you in such fine health and returned to your native land.”


“Yes, well,” Girton replied, waving at a chair. “I won’t be in England for long, and I need your help.”


“If there is anything I can do, of course, I am more than willing, Your Grace.”


“Do stop ‘your gracing’ me, then,” his client said. “I can’t stand formality.”


“Of course, Your—of course.” He eyed the duke’s casual attire. No coat! And his shirtsleeves rolled up, showing muscled forearms. In all truth, Rounton found such informality quite unattractive.


“I mean to annul my marriage,” Girton began. “I shouldn’t think it will take too long, under the circumstances. Everyone knows that it wasn’t a real marriage, and never has been. How long do you think it will take to draw up the papers?”


Rounton blinked. The duke continued blithely, “And I might as well see Bicksfiddle while I’m there. Not that I plan to make any changes to his management. He has been making a surprising amount of money. But I do want to ensure that it’s all in fine fettle for Stephen.”


At that the solicitor’s mouth fell open.


“I shall settle a good amount on my wife, of course,” Girton added. “She’s been remarkably nice about the whole thing.”


Mr. Rounton shook himself. “You wish to annul your marriage, Your Grace?”


“Exactly.”


“And did I understand that you wish to transfer your estate to your cousin…the Earl of Splade?” The man looked perfectly sane, if a bit unconventional. He was downright messy, the way his hair bristled up in that queer way, but he didn’t appear drunk.


“The estate and the title will ultimately be Stephen’s or his son’s, at some point. I make no use of it. Swore to my father my word that I wouldn’t touch his estate, and I’ve never taken a penny from it.”


“But…what—your heir—your wife—” Rounton spluttered.


“I have no heir other than Stephen,” Girton pointed out. “And I don’t have a wife in more than name. Given that I have no intention of marrying again, I would like to dispense with the estate as soon as possible.”


“You wish to annul your marriage, but you do not have another wife in mind.”


The duke began to show signs of impatience. “As I said.”


“Preparing the annulment papers is a relatively easy task, Your Grace. But such a process takes a great deal of time to effect. Much longer than a week.”


“Even in our situation? After all, I haven’t seen my wife since she was, what—eleven or twelve years old? There can’t be anyone foolish enough to think the fiasco was ever consummated.”


“I doubt that will present a problem given that your wife was so young,” Rounton replied. “However, the process requires the confirmation of Parliament and of the Regent. It could not happen readily. I am afraid that you must consider a longer stay in this country.”


“Can’t do it,” Girton returned promptly. “I have work to do in Greece.”


“Surely—” Rounton put in, desperately.


“No.” And the solicitor could see he meant it. “I go into a frenzy if I’m away from my studio too long. You wouldn’t want a mad duke roaming the English countryside, would you?” Girton stood up. The interview was clearly over. “Why don’t you see how far you can get in the next few days? If I sign the papers, surely you could take care of it on your own.”




Rounton rose slowly, his mind dancing over the thousands of legal obstacles that lay ahead of him. “I shall need to speak to you frequently before you leave the country,” he said, rather anxiously.


“I believe I’ll stay in this inn for a night or two,” the duke said. “I hear there’s some very good fishing just to the north. Why don’t you investigate the process, and return here tomorrow?”


“I will do my best,” Rounton replied. The young duke was like his father: they both wanted impossibilities, and wanted them yesterday.


“Then I shall look forward to seeing you for dinner. And thank you very much.” The duke bowed.


 


Back in London, Rounton settled into his comfortable office in the Inns of Court, and thought long and hard about the situation. He could see as clear as day that the duke was going to annul his marriage and then run back to the fleshpots of Greece, or whatever he had been doing over there in the last twelve years. And there would go the dukedom of Girton.


His father and his father’s father had served the Dukes of Girton. And Edmund Rounton would be damned if he’d let it be thrown aside by an arrogant young whippersnapper who cared only about shaping bits of marble, and didn’t understand the importance of his own title.


“I can’t let the boy do it,” he muttered, walking around his desk. It was a serious matter, letting an ancient and honored dukedom fall into new hands.


Naturally he could understand why the man went abroad in the first place. Rounton never forgot the dizzy rage in the youngster’s face as he muttered his vows, marrying a young girl whom he had thought was his first cousin until that very morning. It didn’t surprise him when the bridegroom fled out a window after the ceremony and was never seen in England again. Not even when his own father was dying.


“Godspeed his soul,” Rounton said reflexively, and then added, “the old bastard.”


Besides, Girton’s only heir was the Earl of Splade, although as a Tory representative for the Oxfordshire district, Splade had long refused to use his title. Not that it mattered, because Splade was no better than his cousin. He was never going to get married. Too interested in politics. He was older than Girton anyhow. Must be thirty-six, if he was a day. Splade would fall dead on the floor of the House of Commons; Girton would continue his merry, unmarried debauchery off in Europe; and the dukedom would be gone. Doomed. Dead.


Rounton himself had failed to produce a male heir, and so the equally old and honored firm of Rounton & Rounton was due to fall into strangers’ hands as soon as he retired. At the thought a stab of pain shot through his stomach. Rounton sighed. Let Girton do as he wished. Throw away his lineage. The hell with it.


He opened up the newspaper that lay on his desk, neatly ironed and waiting. His doctor had suggested that calm activities such as reading would soothe his recurrent bouts of dyspepsia. For a few moments he stared listlessly at “General Observations About the Town,” mechanically reading down a list of frivolous activities performed by frivolous persons. Suddenly a passage jumped out at him:




We find ourselves confused by a recent trend amongst the most fashionable: the beauteous young Duchess of G__, who surely can have no complaints of boredom, given that she receives invitations to every amusement in the town, has taken a history tutor with her to Lady Troubridge’s famed house party. Rumor has it the tutor is a handsome young man…one can only hope that the duke will return from abroad and entertain his wife himself.





Rounton’s eyes narrowed, and he forgot the burning in his stomach. Energy ran through his limbs. He wouldn’t retire until he saved the Girton lineage. It would be his final act of loyalty: the last and best gift to the Dukes of Girton from the loyal Rountons.


At least he himself had made a decent attempt to produce a little solicitor to inherit the firm. He and Mary, bless her heart, had been unable to have youngsters; well, so be it. But the duke had a perfectly good young wife sitting around, and he could damn well try to breed with her before he went back to the continent.


“I’ll make him do it,” Rounton said to himself. His voice had the ring of a man who habitually wrangled the law—and feeble humanity—to suit his clients’ interests. “And what’s more,” he decided, “I’ll do it with a bit of finesse. Creativity, that’s what is called for.” God knows, the old duke had forced him to learn creative ways around the law. It shouldn’t be too difficult to make the new duke dance to his piping.
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Family Politics







The Queen’s Smile, Riddlesgate


The upshot of Mr. Rounton’s decision to rescue the Girton lineage from certain oblivion was that three men descended from a carriage in front of the Queen’s Smile, just around six o’clock the following evening.


It only took a second for Cam to recognize his heir, Stephen Fairfax-Lacy, the Earl of Splade. “Stephen!” he shouted, leaping up from his chair and hauling his cousin into his arms. “How marvelous to see you. It must be eight years since you came to Nissos!”


Stephen extracted himself and sat down, a quiet smile lighting his eyes. “Since when have you taken to hugging? What shall I call you? Your Grace would be proper.”


“Bollocks to that. I’m still Cam, and you’re still Stephen. I’ve come a long way from all that rotten English formality business that my father so believed in. In Greece, men express themselves as they wish.”


Rounton cleared his throat. “Your Grace, I trust you do not mind that I asked the Earl of Splade to accompany me. A subject of the highest importance has arisen.”




Cam grinned at Stephen at once. “The pleasure is mine.”


“May I introduce my junior partner, Mr. Finkbottle?” Rounton asked, indicating a nervous-looking man in his twenties. “He will act as a liaison between yourself and my office.”


“A pleasure to meet you, sir. Shall we all have a seat? There are plenty of chairs here, and the landlord has some excellent brandy.”


Stephen sat down and stretched his legs. A man of his height—he was a good six feet four in his stocking feet—found even an hour in a coach to be an uncomfortable endeavor. “You look older, Cam,” he said abruptly.


His cousin shrugged. “Age is an infirmity we all share. I’ve not been living the dandy’s life for the past twelve years.”


Mr. Rounton cleared his throat and started a fussy sermon about the legal hurdles involved in annulments. Stephen sipped his brandy and stared at his cousin. For a man who lived in Greece, Cam’s skin was remarkably white. In fact, in the flickering light of the fire, his eyebrows looked like slashes of charcoal on parchment. His was a face of hard angles and impatient gleams of light. But his hands hadn’t changed, Stephen thought with a fuzzy sense of nostalgia. Their childhood had been enlivened by what those long fingers could make from wood—


“Do you still whittle, Cam?” he asked abruptly, jumping into a moment’s pause in the conversation.


A fleeting smile crossed his cousin’s face. “Look here.” He reached down beside his chair and picked up a splinter of wood.


“What’s that?”


“It’s a dart,” Cam said, turning it over. Interest had lit up his eyes. “I had an idea that if I moved the flight up the shaft, the dart would be faster to the target.”




Stephen reached out and took the slender piece of wood in his hand. Like everything Cam made, the dart was beautifully shaped, a sleek, dangerous spike with a narrow groove waiting for its feather.


“What d’you think?”


“It’ll dip when weighted. It may fly faster, but once you put a tip, the feather won’t balance.” He illustrated with his finger. “See? The dart will spiral down rather than fly straight forward. You might get around it by narrowing the tip.”


Cam looked at it broodingly. “Likely you’re right,” he admitted.


“You always were short on the mechanics,” Stephen commented. “Remember all those boats you whittled?”


“Sank, almost every one of them,” Cam said, laughing.


“They wouldn’t have, if you had shaped them in a normal fashion. You invariably tried to be too clever.”


Mr. Rounton judged it time to turn the conversation to a more delicate area, since the duke seemed to be in a reasonable frame of mind. “Your wife is currently at a house party in East Cliff, around an hour’s travel from here,” he stated.


Cam’s deep-set eyes rested on the solicitor’s face for a moment and then returned to the dart in his hand. “A pity,” he said casually. “I would have liked to meet the chit after all these years. But I haven’t time to be jaunting about the country.”


Rounton recognized the set to his employer’s jaw immediately: he’d seen it often enough in the duke’s father. But he had his rejoinder planned.


“It appears to be virtually impossible to prepare annulment papers in a week,” he stated.


“May I suggest that you try very, very hard?” The duke’s tone was kind.


His father’s son, Rounton thought gloomily. “There is another problem, Your Grace.”




“Oh?” The duke had taken out a small knife and began whittling the tip of the dart.


“I am prepared to initiate the annulment. However, something has recently happened to your wife which has complicated matters.”


He looked up at that. “What about her?”


“The duchess is…” Rounton hesitated. “The duchess has found herself in the midst of a scandal.”


“A scandal?” The duke sounded only mildly interested.


“Gina? What sort of a scandal could Gina make? Likely a storm in a teapot, Rounton. She’s a sweet little thing.”


“Naturally I agree with you as to the duchess’s virtues, my lord. However, she is currently viewed by the ton in a less salubrious light.”


Cam turned the dart over and over, his long fingers searching for any irregularity in its surface. “Now that I find hard to believe. Every Englishman who has made his way over to Greece—and there’ve been a surprising number of them, with France in a frenzy—has been keen to applaud my wife’s virtues.”


Rounton said nothing.


Cam sighed. “I suppose they would say that?”


“If you seek to annul the marriage at this particular moment, I have no doubt that you can obtain that annulment, but I am afraid that Her Grace may be barred from society in the aftermath.”


“I gather little Gina has been burning the candle at both ends,” Cam said. His eyes moved to Stephen. “Well?”


Stephen shrugged. “I don’t move in those circles.”


Cam waited, long fingers flipping the dangerous little arrow.


“I’ve heard rumors,” his cousin said. “Gina has a rather wild group of acquaintances. Young married women…”


“All married?”




“Their reputations are not chaste,” Stephen added, rather reluctantly.


Cam’s jaw tightened. “In that case, why would annulling the marriage make any difference to Gina’s reputation?”


The solicitor opened his mouth but Stephen cut in. “Rounton thinks you should make a show of support. He has asked me to go to this house party as well.”


Cam scowled down at the dart in his hands. What the devil was he supposed to say to Gina? If she was gallivanting around with her marquess, well, she meant to marry him, after all. “Once Gina marries Bonnington, won’t it all blow over?”


“I doubt it,” Rounton said. “That would certainly mitigate matters, but what if the marriage does not occur?”


“Gina is thought to have spent the night not with Marquess Bonnington but with a man named Wapping, a servant of some sort,” Stephen put in. “There is now some doubt about whether Bonnington will wish to go through with the marriage.”


“That’s nonsense,” Cam snapped. “Wapping is the tutor that I sent her. Found him in Greece and dispatched him over here.”


Rounton nodded. “You can see how important your opinion will be in the aftermath of this unfortunate debacle, Your Grace. If you were to spend a few days at the house party, making it clear that Wapping is your employee, it will go a long way to soothing people’s suspicions.”


Cam’s jaw tightened. “Gina has written me letter after driveling letter about Bonnington, telling me how much she wishes to marry him. Someone has made a mistake.”


“I have no doubt but that is the truth of it,” Rounton said. “And after you make it clear where your opinion lies, Your Grace, society will follow your lead. You are her husband, after all.”




“Hardly. A few minutes before the altar twelve years ago doesn’t make the title worth much. I dislike even referring to Gina as my wife. She and I are both aware that we are not truly married.”


“I suggest we both travel to East Cliff,” Stephen put in. “I can spare a night or two. You may not know this, Cam, but Parliament isn’t in session until early November.”


“Of course I know that, you ass!”


Stephen shrugged. “Given that you have shown no interest in taking up your seat in the House of Lords…”


A twisted grin crossed Cam’s face. “You may be older, Stephen, but you haven’t changed. You were always the one who understood responsibility. And I was always the one who ran from that same admirable trait,” he continued. “I see no reason to alter my entirely comfortable habits at this point. I have work to do at home.”


“I think you owe it to Gina,” his cousin insisted.


“You don’t understand. I have work to do.”


Stephen eyed him. “Why can’t you make something over here? We have stone and chisels—and beautiful women to serve as models.”


“I’m in the middle of a glorious piece of marble, of the faintest pink. Do you know how much time I’ve already lost, just by traveling here?”


“Does it matter?” Stephen said with the insolence of a politician convinced of his own usefulness in the grand scheme of things.


“Yes, it bloody well does,” Cam snapped. “If I don’t work—well, it’s the only thing that does matter.”


“I saw your Proserpina, the one Sladdington bought from you last year. Quite nice.”


“Oh, yes. That was a bit risqué, wasn’t it? Now I’m working on a Diana. A prudish one. Modeled on Marissa, of course.”




“Of course,” Stephen murmured. “I think you owe it to Gina,” he repeated. “She’s been married to you most of her life. You can’t blame her for kicking up a bit of dust with you out of the country. But once she’s not a duchess anymore, she’s likely to be tossed out of society. I doubt she understands just how brutal the ton will be to an ex-duchess with a damaged reputation.”


Cam’s knife gouged the dart and broke off its tip. “Bloody hell!” He tossed the dart to the floor.


“We’ll go together,” Stephen said. “I’ll find a hunk of marble and you can bring it with you. Make yourself another Proserpina.”


Cam’s mouth quirked. “Do I detect a snide note, cousin? Don’t like Roman goddesses?”


Stephen said nothing.


“Oh, all right,” Cam said. “I’ll desert my Diana. I just hope that Marissa doesn’t gain too much weight while I’m gone. I’ll have to starve her back into a goddess shape.”


“Marissa is his mistress,” Stephen informed Rounton and Finkbottle.


“My muse,” Cam corrected. “Gorgeous woman. At the moment I’m sculpting her as Diana rising from the water.”


Stephen threw him a darkling look.


“Not to worry. I have put some foam around her hips.” He smiled his lopsided, sardonic smile. “Think it’s rubbish, do you?”


“Yes, I do,” his cousin said bluntly. “Because it is rubbish.”


“People like it. A beautiful woman can enliven the garden. I’ll make you one.”


“You don’t respect it yourself,” Stephen said savagely.


“That’s what I dislike the most.”


“You’re wrong there,” Cam replied. He stretched out his hands and looked at them. They were broad and powerful, marked by small scars from the slip of a chisel. “I’m proud of my goddesses. I’ve made quite a lot of money on them.”


“That’s not a good enough reason to keep fashioning naked women,” Stephen snapped.


“Ah, but that’s not the only reason. My talent, such as it is, lies in naked women, Stephen. Not in darts, nor in boats. I can’t really fabricate objects worth a damn. But I can fashion the curve of a woman’s belly so that it would make you uneasy with desire just to see it.”


Stephen raised an eyebrow but held his silence.


Cam shrugged an easy apology to Rounton and Finkbottle. “Please forgive the family squabble, gentlemen. Stephen is our gift to the world, standing up for crippled army veterans and climbing boys—”


“Whereas Cam has made a fortune selling plump naked women fashioned in pink marble to parvenus such as Pendleton Sladdington.”


“Marissa is not plump yet,” Cam observed mildly. Then he reached over and swatted Stephen on the shoulder. “It feels good to argue with you again. I missed you, old moral sobersides that you are.”


Rounton cleared his throat cautiously. “Am I to understand that you will join the earl in a visit to Troubridge Manor, Your Grace?”


Cam nodded. “I just remembered that I have a gift for Gina, sent from her mother’s estate. I’ll deliver it in person…if Stephen arranges for a one-foot-cube of marble to be delivered within a day of my arrival.”


“If you fashion it into something other than a female body,” Stephen snapped back.


“A challenge!” Cam said gleefully.


“No less,” his cousin retorted. “I doubt you know how to model anything but life-size female torsos.”




“I can hardly make a life-size torso out of a block that size. But promise me you’ll display whatever I make in your house and you’re on,” said Cam.


“Done.”


Rounton sighed inwardly. Now he had to depend on the duchess’s beauty to win her husband’s heart. It was the best he could do, to throw them together for a brief period and let nature take its course. The young duchess was famed for the vivid beauty of her red hair and green eyes; Rounton returned to London, offering a brief prayer to the gods that Girton would find himself unable to resist her hair, if nothing else.


Stephen stayed on at the Queen’s Smile with his cousin. He sent Cam’s man back to London to fetch his own valet, some luggage and one-foot block of marble. It felt oddly comfortable to be sitting in an inn in the back of beyond, drinking brandy and amiably quarreling with his only living relative.


Tuppy Perwinkle joined them as evening wore on. Apparently, the cartwright would not be able to fix his gig’s axle until the following day.


“How do you do, sir?” he asked, shaking hands with Stephen.


Stephen immediately warmed to the man’s blue eyes. “Very well,” he replied. “Are you a resident of these parts?”


“Leave him alone, Stephen,” Cam said, looking up from his fifth attempt at making a dart. “Tuppy’s house is in Kent, so he’s out of your bailiwick. No votes there.”


Stephen’s mouth tightened. “It was merely a polite question,” he snapped. Seeing that Tuppy’s eyebrow was raised, he explained, “I’m the MP from Oxfordshire.”


Tuppy nodded. “Congratulations.”


Stephen bowed slightly and turned to his cousin. “How on earth did you find out that I’d made it into the House, then? Don’t tell me the London Times makes its way over to Greece!”


“Actually, it does. Not that there’s much of interest to read in it,” Cam said. “I heard from Gina, of course. She’s written me about your campaign. I even got you a vote.”


Stephen looked deeply skeptical.


“I did!” Cam protested. “Some old fussbudget named Peter Parkinson ended up at my table. He was from Oxford and he solemnly promised to vote for you.”


“Thank you. Are you getting many Englishmen over there?”


“More and more,” Cam replied. “Come out of curiosity, I suppose. You don’t even have to pay tuppence to see the cracked English duke. What’s more, you can take a statue home to plant in your garden, if you have the money. I charge absurd amounts these days.”


Stephen snorted. “Using your title to get yourself sales?”


“Absolutely. It’s useless in every other respect. Only good for handing on to a son, and I’ve got no wish to acquire one.”


“You might well marry once you get this annulment out of the way,” Stephen pointed out.


“Not bloody likely,” Cam grunted. But when he said nothing further, Stephen changed the subject.


“What are you doing in these parts, Lord Perwinkle?” he asked.


“On my way to visit my aunt. She’s a funny old thing, and she always has a house party around now. Wants me to come and show myself as the heir, even though I don’t live up to her expectations.” He grinned faintly. “She’ll shriek herself blue in the face when she sees these clothes, unless my man discovers where I am. He was following with my luggage.”


“What the devil’s the matter with your clothes?” Cam asked.


Tuppy laughed. “Nothing that’s not wrong with yours.”




Cam wore a shirt of white linen tucked into gray trousers. Neither article of clothing was in the first fashion, nor were they new; instead, they were comfortable and extremely clean.


“Who’s your aunt?” Stephen asked.


“Lady Troubridge of East Cliff.”


“We’ll take you up with us tomorrow, if your gig isn’t repaired. That’s the house party where you’ll find your wife, Cam.”


He grunted and didn’t look up from his dart.


Tuppy’s mouth quirked. “We’ll both be seeing our wives, then.”


At that, Cam did look up. “I thought you lost yours.”


“Doesn’t mean I don’t see her now and again. Generally only at this house party. I can’t miss it since my aunt threatens to disinherit me. I spend most of my time fishing. My aunt has a decent trout stream.”


“So what’s the house party like, then?” Cam was still whittling away.


“A nuisance. My aunt fancies herself something of a literary hostess. There’s a load of bad poets and dissolute actors wandering about. Gawky girls, being polished up for their debuts. And my wife’s set, of course. They’re usually there as well.”


At Stephen’s raised eyebrow, he went on. “Young and married, bored to death with their own lives and their own skins, rich enough to flaunt convention and discontented enough to do it.”


Cam looked up. “My duchess?”


Tuppy’s smile was rueful. “Quite so, Your Grace. I believe she is one of my wife’s closest friends.”


“Don’t call me that,” Cam said impatiently. “I can’t stand all that folderol. Call me Cam, if you please. Why didn’t you tell me yesterday that our wives were friends?”




“I didn’t think it was particularly relevant,” he replied, surprised.


“Gina always was a devilish little thing. Remember when she followed us fishing, Stephen?” Cam turned to Tuppy.


“We wouldn’t take her with us because she was a girl, so she snuck after us and while we were fishing she stole our lunch.”


Stephen gave a snort of laughter. “I’d forgotten that.”


“What’d she do? Throw your food away?” Tuppy asked.


“No, that would be too simple. We’d told her that she couldn’t come with us because girls can’t handle worms without screaming. So she opened up every pasty and every tart and carefully packed worms inbetween the layers. Cozily lined the basket with worms as well.”


“Once we got over the shock,” Stephen chimed in, “it was fabulous. We had no lunch, but we had enough worms for a week’s worth of fishing.”


Cam grinned. “We took her along the next day, of course.”


“She got more fish than either of us.”


“Now I think about it,” Cam said thoughtfully, “it makes absolute sense that Gina would be in a wild set.”


“As far as I can tell, she and her friends don’t do anything but make scandals,” Tuppy said. “Sometimes I think my wife left me merely because it was considered tedious to live with one’s husband.”


Stephen looked curious. “That is a remarkably frivolous reason to desert the marital bond,” he commented. Tuppy shrugged. “None of them have husbands about. Your wife”—he nodded at Cam—“has you, and you live abroad. Esme Rawlings has a husband but they haven’t shared a house in ages. Mind you, he makes no secret of his love affairs. And the last is Lady Godwin.”


“Oh,” Stephen said. “That would be Rees Holland’s wife, correct?”




“He has brought an opera singer to live in his house in Mayfair,” Tuppy put in. “Or so they say.”


Stephen frowned.


“So they are all husbandless and free to do as they wish,” Cam said thoughtfully.


Silence fell over the group, broken only by the gentle slide of Cam’s knife up and down the dart.
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Domestic Pleasures







Troubridge Manor, East Cliff


Emily Troubridge was a woman who considered herself lucky indeed.


About twenty years previous she had had the good fortune to attract a man whose chief characteristics were years and holdings on the ’Change. In both areas, his possessions were enormous. In fact, as her second cousin had whispered to her on the morning of her marriage, her husband was twice as wrinkled as Methuselah and richer than Midas.


Not that hers was an enforced marriage. After Troubridge had declared himself captivated by the young Miss Emily, who paired docility with likely fertility, Emily’s mother had not scrupled to point out the advantages of the match. Troubridge was old; ergo, he would not trouble her for long. He was rich; ergo, she would have a maid in country and a maid in the town, and more drunken footmen than she knew what to do with.


And sure enough, Lord Troubridge quickly went the way of all flesh. Somewhat to Emily’s relief, he suffered a heart spasm after only two months of marital bliss. The funeral was followed by a rather apprehensive fortnight, during which everyone waited to find out whether her presumed fertility was up to task, but after that possibility had been cleared away Lady Troubridge settled down happily to spend as much of her yearly income as was humanly possible.


Early on she flirted with the idea of remarriage, but quickly realized that she had no interest in a long-term bed partner. Nor, more to the point, did she want a male to hold her purse strings. So she summoned her husband’s heir, Lord Peregrine Perwinkle, also known as Tuppy, assured him that she would never marry, and proceeded to spend every penny of her dear, dear husband’s money that wasn’t entailed.


In the next few years, Emily Troubridge grew into a woman whom her ancient husband would not have recognized. She adopted an air of authority and command. Her dress took on an eccentric sense of fashion only successful among those who were either very beautiful or (as in Emily’s case) who paid obscene amounts of money to their modiste. Her face was pale and too long, but it daily became lovely through an exertion of its mistress’s strong will combined with her maid’s gift for cosmetic application.


With the passing of time, Lady Troubridge’s parties—especially those held in the tedious summer months after the close of season and before the return of Parliament—became well known. In fact, invitations were fairly lusted after, given that her gatherings spanned the scandalous and the marriageable. Those seeking to marry and those seeking to undo a marriage could find themselves equally entertained, and since Lady Troubridge had decidedly advanced opinions on horticulture, she dotted the landscape with small Greek temples and circular conservatories, ensuring privacy enough to achieve whatever goal one might wish to advance.




Young men flocked to hunt Troubridge’s grouse-rich forests, and to flirt with unprincipled young matrons. Where unmarried men went, there went matchmaking mamas, daughters trotting at their sides like beribboned spaniels.


As well as the cream of the ton, Lady Troubridge always invited a bevy of performers, musicians, painters, and artists, who attended in the hopes of gaining a patron, and with the certitude that they could live high on the hog for a matter of a month.


Of course, the presence of those with artistic temperaments did not make things easy for Lady Troubridge. But, as she told her friend Mrs. Austerleigh, artists were hardly more trouble than lovers. And lovers she had plenty of, this summer at least.


“For there’s Miles Rawlings and Lady Randolph Childe,” she said, ticking them off on her fingers. “And I believe Rawlings’s wife is setting up Bernie Burdett as her latest flirt, although how she can stand his company, I simply can’t say!”


“Well, I can,” Mrs. Austerleigh said. “He’s terribly beautiful, you know, and Esme Rawlings is partial to beauty.”


Lady Troubridge had no such weaknesses. She merely snorted and continued. “Sir Rushwood hemmed and hawed and finally informed me yesterday that he would like to be housed on the same floor as Mrs. Boylen.”


“Oh?” Mrs. Austerleigh tittered. “Dear me, I remember when she married Boylen. She rushed all over London declaring that there was no lady happier than she.”


“I don’t suppose she knew about his fancy bird then, did she? All those children of his—five or six, isn’t it?—must have been a terrible shock for the poor girl.


“And there’s the dear duchess, of course,” Lady Troubridge continued.


But Mrs. Austerleigh broke in. “The Duchess of Girton? Just who do you consider her lover? Or should I say, which one?”


“Marquess Bonnington, of course, my dear. You don’t believe that taradiddle about the tutor, do you?”


“I don’t see why not. Willoughby Broke was quite adamant that he saw the duchess and her tutor in the conservatory in the wee hours of the morning.”


“She says they were watching a meteor shower.”


“Scandalous, that’s what it is,” Mrs. Austerleigh remarked, wondering if the haddock served at breakfast could have been off. Her stomach was taking a nasty turn.


“The duchess is no more disreputable than Mrs. Boylen.”


“Yes indeed she is. Mrs. Boylen is discreet. But the duchess was seen with the man at night—and he is a servant!” It was hard to shock Mrs. Austerleigh, but she looked genuinely shocked at that.


“Well,” Lady Troubridge said, “I simply don’t believe it. Mr. Wapping is a very odd little man, after all. Have you encountered him?”


“Certainly not.” Mrs. Austerleigh tittered. “At my age, I have no occasion to frequent a classroom!”


“The Tatler took a great liberty in calling him handsome. He has hair all over his face, which I most dislike. He has a pompous manner as well. Knole complains that he doesn’t know his place.”


“Butlers always do say that, don’t they? Mine is always making a fuss about someone’s valet not knowing his place. Meteor shower or not, the duchess ought to be more circumspect. Marquess Bonnington is a very prudish sort, for a man so young.”


“Did you hear the rumor that the duchess’s husband is returning to England?”


“No!”




“Yes indeed. And there can only be one reason for it, in my estimation. Bonnington must have asked for her hand.”


“I expect that was before this Wapping business,” Mrs. Austerleigh remarked. “I still think it’s quite strange that she brought her tutor to your house party, my dear.”


“There is something odd about Mr. Wapping in general,” Lady Troubridge agreed. “Perhaps he’s an impoverished younger son, or some such thing. Because he—”


But whatever insight she was about to deliver was lost when the door burst open. Mrs. Massey, the housekeeper, had just discovered that mice had gotten at the linen over the winter, and what did the mistress care to do about it?”


 


Mrs. Austerleigh was not the only person in Troubridge Manor who felt that tutors do not belong at house parties.


“I would like you to consider giving up your tutor,” Marquess Bonnington told his betrothed, the duchess herself, as he handed her a peeled pear. “It is quite unheard of to bring a history tutor to a house party.” Then he added, rather unwisely, “There’s nothing more dreary than a bluestocking.”


He was answered by soft lips feathering across his cheek. “Am I so dreary, then?” came a seductive voice.


“Don’t, Gina.”


“Why not?” she coaxed. “Do you know, Sebastian, your hair looks exactly like guinea gold, shining in the sunlight. How annoying to be marrying a man so much more beautiful than oneself. You truly would have made a lovely woman.”


“Please do not make funning comments about my person.” He pulled away. “Kissing in the open is extremely inadvisable.”


“We’re picnicking in the country! There isn’t a gabster for miles. Hawes is all the way down the road at that inn. No one can possibly see us. Why not kiss me?”


“This picnic is improper,” he replied. “I don’t care for kissing in the outdoors. It’s unsightly behavior at the best of times.”


“I’ll never understand men,” Gina lamented.


“It’s not that I don’t want to kiss you. You understand that, don’t you?”


“There’s nothing improper about kissing your betrothed,” she pointed out.


“You are not my betrothed, given that you are married,” he said, frowning. “I should never have agreed to accompany you on this picnic. Imagine if your mother knew where you were.”


“Don’t fool yourself, Sebastian. She wouldn’t give a hang, and you know it.”


“Well, she ought to,” he said.


“Do you know what they do to adulterous women in China?” Gina asked, braiding three grass strands together.


“No idea.”


“They stone them,” she said with some relish.


“Well, you may be married, but you’re not adulterous.”


She giggled. “Thanks to you.”


The marquess stiffened. “You don’t really mean that, Gina. You’re just trying to shock me by talking like your friend Lady Rawlings.”


“Please don’t criticize Esme. Her bad reputation is vastly exaggerated. You know that all those gabsters watch her like a cat, simply longing for a misstep.”


“No doubt. After all, she’s provided so many interesting tales in the past.”


Gina scowled. “Esme is my very dearest friend, and since you’re marrying me, you’ll have to start squelching rumors about her, rather than starting new ones.”


“That will be difficult,” he said. “Don’t tell me that she was only exchanging kisses last night—why, she and Burdett were absent from the ballroom for over an hour!”




“I couldn’t say what they were doing. But I am quite sure that it was nothing improper,” she snapped. “For one thing, Esme thinks that Burdett is a dead bore. She would never allow him any familiarities.”


“He’s a handsome bore.”


She narrowed her eyes. “You are being quite unfeeling. Esme has suffered a great deal due to her horrible husband—and it’s too mean of you to carry tales about her!”


“I never carry tales,” he retorted. “I simply don’t understand why you can’t find friends as virtuous and unblemished as you are!”


“Esme is virtuous,” Gina said. “She’s also funny and clever and she makes me laugh. Moreover, it doesn’t matter what people say about her, she’s my friend.”


A puzzled frown creased Sebastian’s forehead.


“Oh, all right, let’s leave,” Gina said, standing up and shaking out her light muslin gown. “I suppose you’re right about the impropriety of our picnic, although everyone knows how it is with Cam.”


“The only reason I agreed to accompany you is because you are married. I would never accompany an unmarried damsel on a picnic without a chaperone.”


“You know, Sebastian,” Gina said thoughtfully, slipping the plates back into a basket, “you are beginning to sound just a bit priggish.”


“Paying attention to propriety is not priggish,” he huffed.


“Ever since you inherited the title,” Gina continued.


“Why, when I first met you, years ago, you were far less interested in propriety. Remember when I stole out of the house and you took me to Vauxhall?”


His lips tightened. “Achieving maturity is not the same as being priggish. I do not wish the reputation of my future wife to be slurred by gossip. After all, you will be my marchioness, perhaps as early as the new year.”




Gina was fast losing her temper; he could tell that by her rising flush and the way she was fairly throwing the silver into the picnic basket. He kept silent and watched as she gathered the sliding strands of her hair and began pinning them to her head.


“I don’t wish to brangle with you.”


“Nor I with you,” she said. “I am sorry, Sebastian. I love you for being so steady and respectable, and then I nag at you for the same reason.” She wound her arms around his neck.


But he didn’t kiss her. “We are a most appropriate match, except when it comes to your friends. You are a woman of the highest moral fiber. Why do you have such ramshackle acquaintances? I believe not a one of them is living with her husband.”


“They are not ramshackle. Esme, Carola, and Helene are unlucky in that they have unsteady husbands. But one could say that it’s due to them that we are together. After watching their marriages, I knew exactly what I wanted in a husband—you.”


His eyes softened, and he pressed a kiss on her forehead. “I dislike it when we are irritable with each other.”


“Yes indeed,” Gina said, looking at him with a gleam of mischief in her eyes. “We’re already squabbling like an old married couple!”


“Quite so,” said the marquess, looking taken aback.
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Troubridge Manor, Crammed with Company and Giddy with Grandees







“Carola!” Gina called, leaning over the banister.


Carola threw her head back and smiled. “I’m afraid the orchestra will begin playing soon, and I should hate to miss the first dance.”


Gina walked down the last few stairs. “You look lovely.” She took her arm and gave it a little squeeze.


“I’m not certain that this light material is becoming for someone as short as I am.”


“Those bosom crosses are the very newest style,” Gina said comfortingly. “You look just like an angel, all floaty silk and curls.”


“I’m a bit nervous because my husband generally attends the opening assembly,” Carola whispered. “Are you certain I don’t look plump, Gina?”


“Quite certain.” They drifted past Lady Troubridge, greeted with secret smiles that promised intimate discussion at breakfast.


“Why does your husband make you nervous? Granted, I only met him once, but I thought he was very likable.”




“He is likable,” Carola said, rather miserably. “That’s the worst of it. I do like him, I do.”


“I’m suffering a similar case of nerves,” Gina remarked.


“My husband may also appear tonight.”


Carola raised an eyebrow. “Has he landed, then?”


“I received a note from his solicitor saying he would probably attend the party tonight,” Gina explained. “And I don’t remember what he looks like.”


“I wish I didn’t know what my husband looked like. It would make it all so much easier.”


“Make what easier?”


“Well, living away from him…” They slipped past a cluster of diamond-clad matrons. “When I’m not with Tuppy, I don’t think about him all that much. You know I love to dance and shop, and I see my friends.”


“Yes?”


“But when I see him, well—I feel guilty!” she finished in a rush.


“Why did you leave him?”


“We fought,” Carola said. “We fought bitterly, and so I left. I thought he would come to my mother’s and beg me to return, but he didn’t.”


Gina looked at her curiously. “Did that make you sad? I thought you had a perfectly amicable arrangement.”


“Oh, I cried endlessly at first,” Carola said lightly. “I had high ideas about marriage, in those days.”


Gina noticed that her eyes looked a little watery. “But you are very happy without him.”


“Yes, of course,” Carola replied, giving a wavering smile.


“It’s vastly more entertaining this way. He is a terrible stick in the mud, Tuppy. Never wanted to go out in the evenings.”


“Hmm,” Gina said. She had just caught sight of Sebastian talking Cecilia Deventosh, who had five daughters to marry off. “Look at Lady Deventosh! She’s trying to wrap up my fiancé and give him to one of her daughters as a present.”


“I wouldn’t worry. The marquess is devoted to you. Anyone can see that.” An impish smile lit up Carola’s brown eyes.


“What does he offer as a husband that the duke does not?”


“It’s different!” Gina exclaimed. “Camden and I barely know each other, but Sebastian is everything I want in a husband: calm, and steady, and just good.”
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