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Prologue






Once there were four young ladies who sat at the side of every ball, soiree, and party during the London season. Waiting night after night in a row of chairs, the wallflowers eventually struck up a conversation. They realized that although they were in competition for the same group of gentlemen, there was more to be gained from being friends rather than adversaries. And even more than that, they liked one another. They decided to band together to find husbands, starting with the oldest, Annabelle, and working down to the youngest, Daisy.


Annabelle was unquestionably the most beautiful wallflower, but she was virtually penniless, which put her at the greatest disadvantage. Although most London bachelors hoped for a wife with a pretty face, they usually settled for one with a handsome dowry.


Evie was unconventionally attractive, with flaming hair and abundant freckles. It was well-known that someday she would inherit a fortune from her father. However, her father was a common-born ex-boxer who owned a gambling club, and such a disreputable background was a difficult obstacle for a young lady to surmount. Even worse, Evie was cripplingly shy and had a stammer. Any man who tried to talk to her would later describe the encounter as an act of torture.


Lillian and Daisy were sisters from New York. Their family, the Bowmans, were astonishingly, vulgarly, almost unimaginably wealthy, having made their fortune with a soap-manufacturing business. They had no good blood, no manners, and no social patrons. Lillian was a fiercely loving friend, but also strong-willed and bossy. And Daisy was a dreamer who often fretted that real life was never quite as interesting as the novels she read so voraciously.


As the wallflowers helped one another navigate the perils of London society, and consoled and supported one another through very real dangers, sorrows, and joys, they each found a husband, and no one referred to them as wallflowers anymore.


In every social season, however, there was no shortage of new wallflowers. (Then, as now, there were always girls who were overlooked and ignored by gentlemen who really should have known better.)


But then there was the Christmas when Rafe Bowman, Lillian and Daisy’s oldest brother, came to England. After that, life for one London wallflower would never be the same….















One




London 1845








“It’s official,” Lillian, Lady Westcliff, said with satisfaction, setting aside the letter from her brother. “Rafe will reach London in precisely a fortnight. And the clipper’s name is the Whirlwind, which I think is quite apt in light of his impending betrothal.”


She glanced down at Annabelle and Evie, who were both on the parlor floor working on a massive circle of red velvet. They had gathered at Lillian’s London house, Marsden Terrace, for an afternoon of tea and conversation.


At the moment Annabelle and Evie were making a tree skirt, or rather trying to salvage the fabric from Lillian’s previous efforts. Evie was snipping at a piece of brocade ribbon that had been stitched unevenly on one side, while Annabelle was busy cutting a new edge of fabric and pinning it.


The only one missing was Lillian’s younger sister, Daisy, who lived in Bristol with her new husband. Annabelle longed to see Daisy and find out how marriage suited her. Thankfully they would all be together soon for the Christmas holiday in Hampshire.


“Do you think your brother will have any difficulty convincing Lady Natalie to marry him?” Annabelle asked, frowning as she encountered a large, dark stain on the fabric.


“Oh, not at all,” Lillian said breezily. “He’s handsome, charming, and very rich. What could Lady Natalie possibly object to, aside from the fact that he’s an American?”


“Well, Daisy said he’s a rake. And some young women might not—”


“Nonsense!” Lillian exclaimed. “Rafe is not at all a rake. Oh, he’s sown a few oats, but what red-blooded man hasn’t?”


Annabelle regarded her doubtfully. Although Lillian’s younger sister Daisy was generally regarded as a dreamer and a romantic, she had a streak of clear-eyed pragmatism that made her judgments quite reliable. If Daisy had said their oldest brother was a rake, there was undoubtedly strong evidence to support the assertion.


“Does he drink and gamble?” Annabelle asked Lillian.


A wary frown. “On occasion.”


“Does he behave in rude or improper ways?”


“He’s a Bowman. We don’t know any better.”


“Does he pursue women?”


“Of course.”


“Has he ever been faithful to one woman? Has he ever fallen in love?”


Lillian frowned at her. “Not that I’m aware of.”




Annabelle glanced at Evie with raised brows. “What do you think, Evie?”


“Rake,” came the succinct reply.


“Oh, all right,” Lillian grumbled. “I suppose he is a rake. But that may not be an impediment to his courtship of Lady Natalie. Some women like rakes. Look at Evie.”


Evie continued to snip doggedly through the brocade ribbon, while a smile curved her lips. “I don’t l-like all rakes,” she said, her gaze on her work. “Just one.”


Evie, the gentlest and most soft-spoken of them all, had been the one least likely to capture the heart of the notorious Lord St. Vincent, who had been the definitive rake. Although Evie, with her round blue eyes and blazing red hair, possessed a rare and unconventional beauty, she was unbearably shy. And there was the stammer. But Evie also had a reserve of quiet strength and a gallant spirit that seemed to have seduced her husband utterly.


“And that former rake obviously adores you beyond reason,” Annabelle said. She paused, studying Evie intently before asking softly, “Is St. Vincent pleased about the baby, dear?”


“Oh, yes, he’s—” Evie broke off and gave Annabelle a wide-eyed glance of surprise. “How did you know?”


Annabelle grinned. “I’ve noticed your new gowns all have front and back pleats that can be let out as your figure expands. It’s an instant giveaway, dear.”


“You’re expecting?” Lillian asked, letting out a tomboyish whoop of delight. She launched off the settee and dropped beside Evie, throwing her long arms around her. “That is capital news! How are you feeling? Are you queasy yet?”


“Only when I saw what you had done to the tree skirt,” Evie said, laughing at her friend’s exuberance. It was often difficult to remember that Lillian was a countess. Her spontaneous nature had not been subdued one whit by her new social prominence.


“Oh, you should not be on the floor,” Lillian exclaimed. “Here, give me the scissors, and I’ll work on this dratted thing—”


“No,” Evie and Annabelle said at the same time.


“Lillian, dear,” Annabelle continued firmly, “you are not to come anywhere near this tree skirt. What you do with a needle and thread should be considered a criminal act.”


“I do try,” Lillian protested with a lopsided grin, settling back on her heels. “I start out with such good intentions, but then I get tired of making all those tiny stitches, and I start to hurry through it. But we must have a tree skirt, a very large one. Otherwise there will be nothing to catch the drips of wax when the tree candles are lit.”


“Would you mind telling me what this stain is from?” Annabelle pointed to a dark ugly splotch on the velvet.


Lillian’s grin turned sheepish. “I thought perhaps we could arrange that part in the back. I spilled a glass of wine on it.”


“You were drinking while sewing?” Annabelle asked, thinking that explained quite a lot.


“I hoped it would help me to relax. Sewing makes me nervous.”




Annabelle gave her a quizzical smile. “Why?”


“It reminds me of all the times my mother would stand over me while I worked on my sampler. And whenever I made a mistake, she rapped my knuckles with a ruler.” Lillian gave a self-deprecating grin, but for once the amusement didn’t reach her lively brown eyes. “I was a terrible child.”


“You were a dear child, I’m sure,” Annabelle said gently. She had never been quite certain how Lillian and Daisy Bowman had turned out so well, given their upbringing. Thomas and Mercedes Bowman somehow managed to be demanding, critical, and neglectful, which was quite a feat.


Three years earlier the Bowmans had brought their two daughters to London after discovering that even their great fortune could not induce anyone from the New York upper circles to marry the girls.


Through a combination of hard work, luck, and a necessary ruthlessness, Thomas Bowman had established one of the largest and fastest-growing soap companies in the world. Now that soap was becoming affordable for the masses, the Bowmans’ manufactories in New York and Bristol could scarcely keep up with the demand.


It took more than money, however, to achieve a place in New York society. Heiresses of undistinguished bloodlines, such as Lillian and Daisy, were not at all desirable to their male counterparts, who also wanted to marry up. Therefore London, with its ever-growing pool of impoverished aristocrats, was fertile hunting ground for American nouveaux riches.


With Lillian, ironically, the Bowmans had reached their highest pinnacle in having married her to Marcus, Lord Westcliff. No one could have believed that the reserved and powerful earl would wed a headstrong girl like Lillian. But Westcliff had seen beneath Lillian’s brash façade to the vulnerability and fiercely loving heart she tried so hard to conceal.


“I was a hellion,” Lillian said frankly, “and so was Rafe. Our other brothers, Ransom and Rhys, were always a bit better behaved, although that’s not saying much. And Daisy would take part in my troublemaking, but most of the time she daydreamed and lived in her books.”


“Lillian,” Annabelle asked, carefully rolling a length of ribbon, “why has your brother agreed to meet with Lady Natalie and the Blandfords? Is he truly ready to marry? Has he need of the money, or is he seeking to please your father?”


“I’m not certain,” Lillian said. “I don’t think it’s the money. Rafe has made a fortune in Wall Street speculations, some of them a bit unscrupulous. I suspect he may finally have tired of being at loggerheads with Father. Or perhaps…” She hesitated, a shadow crossing her face.


“Perhaps?” Evie prompted softly.


“Well, Rafe affects a carefree façade, but he has never been a terribly happy person. Mother and Father were abominable to him. To all of us, really. They would never let us play with anyone they thought was beneath us. And they thought everyone was beneath us. The twins had each other, and of course Daisy and I were always together. But Rafe was always alone. Father wanted him to be a serious-minded boy, so Rafe was kept isolated from other children. Rafe was never allowed to do anything that Father considered frivolous.”


“So he eventually rebelled,” Annabelle said.


Lillian grinned briefly. “Oh, yes.” Her amusement faded. “But now I wonder…what happens when a young man is tired of being serious, and also tired of rebelling? What’s left after that?”


“Apparently we’ll find out.”


“I want him to be happy,” Lillian said. “To find someone he could care about.”


Evie regarded them both thoughtfully. “Has anyone actually met Lady Natalie? Do we know anyth-thing about her character?”


“I haven’t met her,” Lillian admitted, “but she has a wonderful reputation. She’s a sheltered girl who came out in society last year and was quite sought after. I’ve heard she is lovely and exceedingly well bred.” She paused and made a face. “Rafe will frighten her to death. God knows why the Blandfords are advocating the marriage. It must be that they need the money. Father would pay anything to pump more blue blood into the family.”


“I wish we could speak with s-someone who is acquainted with her,” Evie mused. “Someone who might advise your brother, give him little hints about things she likes, her f-favorite flowers, that sort of thing.”


“She has a companion,” Lillian volunteered. “A poor cousin named Hannah-something. I wonder if we could invite her to tea before Rafe meets Lady Natalie?”


“I think that’s a splendid idea,” Annabelle exclaimed. “If she’s even a little forthcoming about Lady Natalie, it could help Rafe’s case immensely.”


 


“Yes, you must go,” Lord Blandford said decisively.


Hannah stood before him in the parlor of the Blandford home in Mayfair. It was one of the smaller, older houses in the fashionable residential district, tucked in a little enclave near Hyde Park on the west.


Comprised of handsome squares and broad thoroughfares, Mayfair was home to many privileged aristocratic families. But in the past decade there had been new development in the area, oversized mansions and towering Gothic-style houses cropping up in the north, where the recently moneyed class was establishing itself.


“Do anything you can,” Blandford continued, “to help facilitate an attachment between my daughter and Mr. Bowman.”


Hannah stared at him in disbelief. Lord Blandford had always been a man of discernment and taste. She could scarcely believe that he would want Natalie, his only child, to be married off to a crass American manufacturer’s son. Natalie was beautiful, polished, and mature beyond her twenty years. She could have any man she chose.


“Uncle,” Hannah said carefully, “I would never dream of questioning your judgment, but—”


“But you want to know if I’ve taken leave of my senses?” he asked, and chuckled as she nodded. He gestured to the upholstered armchair on the other side of the hearth. “Have a seat, my dear.”


They did not often have the opportunity to speak privately. But Lady Blandford and Natalie were visiting a cousin who had taken ill, and it had been decided that Hannah would remain in London to prepare Natalie’s clothes and personal items for the upcoming holiday in Hampshire.


Staring into the wise, kind face of the man who had been so generous to her, Hannah asked, “May I speak frankly, Uncle?”


His eyes twinkled at that. “I have never known you to speak otherwise, Hannah.”


“Yes, well…I showed you Lady Westcliff’s invitation to tea as a courtesy, but I had not intended to accept it.”


“Why not?”


“Because the only reason they would want to invite me is to ferret out information about Natalie, and also to impress me with all the supposed virtues of Mr. Bowman. And Uncle, it is obvious that Lady Westcliff’s brother is not nearly good enough for Natalie!”


“It appears he has been tried and convicted already,” Lord Blandford said mildly. “Are you so severe upon Americans, Hannah?”


“It’s not that he’s American,” Hannah protested. “Or at least, that’s not his fault. But his culture, his values, his appetites are entirely foreign to someone like Natalie. She could never be happy with him.”


“Appetites?” Blandford asked, raising his brows.


“Yes, for money and power. And although he is a person of consequence in New York, he has no rank here. Natalie isn’t used to that. It’s an awkward match.”


“You’re right, of course,” Blandford surprised her by saying. He settled back in his chair, weaving his fingers together. Blandford was a pleasant, placid-faced man, his head large and well shaped, the bald skin hugging his skull tightly and then draping in more relaxed folds around his eyes, cheeks, and jowls. The substantial framework of his body was lank and bony, as if nature had forgotten to weave the necessary amount of muscle to support his skeleton.


“It is an awkward match in some regards,” Blandford continued. “But it may be the saving of future generations of the family. My dear, you are very nearly a daughter to me, so I will speak bluntly. There is no son to inherit the title after me, and I will not leave Natalie and Lady Blandford to the questionable generosity of the next Lord Blandford. They must be provided for. To my profound regret, I will not be able to leave a satisfactory income for them, as most of the Blandford monies and lands are entailed.”


“But there are Englishmen of means who would dearly love to marry Natalie. Lord Travers, for example. He and Natalie share a great affinity, and he has generous means at his disposal—”


“Acceptable means,” Blandford corrected quietly. “Not generous. And nothing close to what Bowman has now, not to mention his future inheritance.”


Hannah was bewildered. In all the years she had known Lord Blandford, he had never displayed an outward concern for wealth. It was not done among men of his station, who disdained conversations about finance as bourgeois and far beneath them. What had prompted this worry over money?


Reading her expression, Blandford smiled morosely. “Ah, Hannah. How can I explain adequately? The world is moving altogether too fast for men like me. Too many new ways of doing things. Before I can adjust to the way something changes, it changes yet again. They say before long the railway will cover every green acre of England. The masses will all have soap and tinned food and ready-made clothing, and the distance between us and them will grow quite narrow.”


Hannah listened intently, aware that she, with her lack of fortune and undistinguished birth, straddled the line between Blandford’s own class and “the masses.”


“Is that a bad thing, Uncle?”


“Not entirely,” Blandford said after a long hesitation. “Though I do regret that blood and gentility are coming to mean so little. The future is upon us, and it belongs to climbers like the Bowmans. And to men like Lord Westcliff, who are willing to sacrifice what they must to keep pace with it.”


The earl of Westcliff was Raphael Bowman’s brother-in-law. He had arguably the most distinguished lineage in England, with blood more blue than the Queen’s. And yet he was known as a progressive, both politically and financially. Among his many investments, Westcliff had garnered a fortune from the development of the locomotive industry, and he was said to take a keen interest in mercantile matters. All this while most of the peerage was still content to garner its profits from the centuries-old tradition of maintaining tenants on its private lands.


“Then you desire the connection to Lord Westcliff, as well as the Bowmans,” Hannah said.


“Of course. It will put my daughter in a unique position, marrying a wealthy American and having a brother-in-law such as Westcliff. As the wife of a Bowman, she will be seated at the lower end of the table…but it will be Westcliff’s table, and that is no small consideration.”


“I see,” she said pensively.


“But you don’t agree?”


No. Hannah was far from persuaded that her beloved Natalie should have to make do with an ill-mannered boor as a husband, merely to have Lord Westcliff as a brother-in-law. However, she was certainly not going to impugn Lord Blandford’s judgment. At least not aloud.


“I defer to your wisdom, Uncle. However, I do hope that the advantages—or disadvantages—of this match will reveal themselves quickly.”


A quiet laugh escaped him. “What a diplomat you are. You have a shrewd mind, my dear. Probably more than a young woman has need of. Better to be pretty and empty-headed like my daughter, than plain and clever.”


Hannah did not take offense, although she could have argued both points. For one thing, her cousin Natalie was anything but empty-headed. However, Natalie knew better than to flaunt her intelligence, as that was not a quality that attracted suitors.


And Hannah did not consider herself plain. She was brown-haired and green-eyed, and she had a nice smile and a decent figure. If Hannah had the benefit of lovely clothes and adornments, she thought she might be considered very appealing. It was all in the eye of the beholder.


“Go to tea at Marsden Terrace,” Lord Blandford told her, smiling. “Sow the seeds of romance. A match must be made. And as the Bard so aptly put it, ‘The world must be peopled.’” He glanced at her significantly. “After we manage to marry off Natalie, you will no doubt find your own suitor. I have my suspicions about you and Mr. Clark, you see.”


Hannah felt color rising in her face. For the past year she had undertaken some minor secretarial duties for Samuel Clark, a close friend and distant relation of  Lord Blandford’s. And Hannah entertained some private hopes regarding the attractive bachelor, who was fair-haired and slim and not much older than she. But perhaps her hopes were not as private as she had thought. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Uncle.”


“I’m sure you do,” he said, and chuckled. “All in good time, my dear. First let us secure a satisfactory future for Natalie. And then it will be your turn.”


Hannah smiled at him, keeping her thoughts private. But inwardly she knew that her definition of a “satisfactory future” for Natalie was not quite the same as his. Natalie deserved a man who would be a loving, responsible, trustworthy husband.


And if Rafe Bowman were that man, he would have to prove it.















Two






“At the risk of sounding arrogant,” Rafe said, “I don’t think I need advice about how to court a woman.”


Rafe had arrived in London the day before. Today, while Westcliff was off visiting the locomotive works in which he had a share, Rafe gathered he was supposed to have tea with Lillian and her friends.


Rafe would have preferred to tour the locomotive works. He was a manufacturer’s son, and the lure of new machines and gadgetry held an unending fascination for him. On the other hand, Lillian had asked him to stay, and he had never been able to refuse her anything. He adored his sisters, who in his opinion were the best things his parents had ever accomplished.


“Miss Appleton is not going to give you advice,” Lillian retorted, ruffling his hair fondly. “We’ve invited her to tea so that she can tell us more about Lady Natalie. I should think you’d like to find out as much as you can about your future bride.”




“That’s still in question,” Rafe reminded her wryly. “Even if I want to marry her, it’s still left to Lady Natalie to consider whether she’ll have me.”


“Which is why you’re going to be so charming that Miss Appleton will run back home to deliver a glowing report about you to Lady Natalie.” Lillian paused and gave him a mock-threatening glance. “Aren’t you?”


Rafe smiled at his sister while he dandled her eight-month-old infant Merritt on his knee. The baby was dark-haired and brown-eyed like both her parents, with rosy cheeks and grasping little hands. After tugging off one of his waistcoat buttons with a determined yank, the baby attempted to put it in her mouth. “No, darling,” Rafe said, prying the button out of the wet clenched fist, and Merritt began to howl in protest. “I’m sorry,” he said contritely. “I’d scream too if someone took away something I fancied. But you might choke on that, love, and then your mother would have me shanghaied to China.”


“That’s only if Westcliff didn’t reach you first,” Lillian said, taking the squalling baby from him. “There, darling. Mommy won’t let mean old Uncle Rafe bother you any longer.” She grinned and wrinkled her nose impishly at him as she soothed her daughter.


Marriage and motherhood became Lillian, Rafe thought. His sister had always been a headstrong creature, but now she seemed calmer and happier than he had ever seen her before. He could only credit Westcliff for that, although how such a proper and autocratic man could accomplish such a change in Lillian was a mystery. One would have thought the pair would have killed each other within the first month of marriage.




After the baby had quieted and Lillian had given her to a nurserymaid to take upstairs, Annabelle and Evie arrived.


Rising to his feet, Rafe bowed to the ladies as introductions were made.


Mrs. Annabelle Hunt, wife to the railroad entrepreneur Simon Hunt, was said to be one of the great beauties of England. It was difficult to imagine that any woman could eclipse her. She was the perfect English Rose, with honey-blond hair and blue eyes, and a pure, fair complexion. Not only would her figure have driven a saint to sin but her expression was so lively and beguiling that it instantly put him at ease.


Evie, Lady St. Vincent, was not nearly so approachable. However, Lillian had already warned Rafe that Evie’s shyness was often mistaken for reserve. She was unconventionally lovely, her skin lightly freckled, her hair rampantly red. Her blue eyes contained a cautious friendliness and vulnerability that touched Rafe.


“My dear Mr. Bowman,” Annabelle said with an engaging laugh, “I should have known you anywhere, even without an introduction. You and Lillian share a distinct resemblance. Are all the Bowmans so tall and dark-haired?”


“All except Daisy,” Rafe replied. “I’m afraid the first four of us took up so much height, there was nothing left for her when she arrived.”


“What Daisy lacks in height,” Lillian said, “she makes up for in personality.”


Rafe laughed. “True. I want to see the little scamp, and hear from her own lips that she married Matthew Swift willingly, and not because Father bludgeoned her into it.”


“Daisy truly l-loves Mr. Swift,” Evie said earnestly.


At the sound of her stammer, which was something else Lillian had warned him about, Rafe gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said gently. “I’ve always thought Swift was a decent fellow.”


“It never bothered you, the way Father adopted him as a de facto son?” Lillian asked acerbically, seating herself and gesturing for the others to do the same.


“Just the opposite,” Rafe said. “I was glad of anyone or anything that took Father’s attention away from me. I’ve had enough of the old man’s damned short fuse for a lifetime. The only reason I’m willing to put up with it now is because I want joint proprietorship of the company’s European expansion.”


Annabelle looked bemused at their frankness. “It appears we’re not bothering with discretion today.”


Rafe grinned. “I doubt there is much about the Bowmans that Lillian hasn’t already told you. So by all means, let’s dispense with discretion and move on to the interesting subjects.”


“Are the ladies of London a subject of interest?” Lillian asked.


“Definitely. Tell me about them.”


“They’re different here than in New York,” Lillian warned him. “Especially the younger ones. When you are introduced to a proper English girl, she will keep her gaze fixed on the ground, and she won’t chatter and gush on as we Americans do. English girls are far more sheltered, and not at all used to the company of men. So don’t even think about discussing business or political affairs, or anything of the sort.”


“What am I allowed to talk about?” Rafe asked apprehensively.


“Music, art, and horses,” Annabelle said. “And remember that English girls seldom offer their views on anything, but instead prefer to repeat their parents’ opinions.”


“But after they are m-married,” Evie said, “they will be far more inclined to reveal their true selves.”


Rafe gave her a wry glance. “How difficult would it be to find out about a girl’s true self before I marry her?”


“Almost imp-possible,” Evie said gravely, and Rafe began to smile until he realized she wasn’t joking.


Now he was beginning to understand why Lillian and her friends were trying to find out more about Lady Natalie and her character. Apparently it wasn’t going to come from Lady Natalie herself.


Looking from Lillian’s face to those of Annabelle and Evie, Rafe said slowly, “I appreciate your help, ladies. It occurs to me that I may need it more than I thought.”


“The person who will be most helpful,” Lillian said, “is Miss Appleton. One hopes.” She parted the lace curtains at the window to glance at the street. “And if I’m not mistaken, she has just arrived.”


Rafe stood in a perfunctory manner while Miss Appleton came into the entrance hall. Lillian went to greet her while a servant collected her coat and bonnet. Rafe supposed he should be grateful to the old biddy for coming to visit, but all he could think of was how quickly they might be able to obtain the necessary information and be rid of her.


He watched without interest as she came into the parlor. She wore a dull blue gown of the practical and well-made sort seen on retainers and the higher caliber of servants.


His gaze traveled up to the neat shape of her waist, the gentle curves of her breasts, and then to her face. He felt a little stab of surprise as he saw that she was young, no more than Daisy’s age. From her expression, one could deduce that she wasn’t any happier to be there than Rafe. But there was a suggestion of tenderness and humor in the soft shape of her mouth, and delicate strength in the lines of her nose and chin.


Her beauty was not cool and pristine, but warm and slightly disheveled. Her brown hair, shiny as ribbons, seemed to have been pinned up in a hurry. As she removed her gloves with a neat tug at each fingertip, she glanced at Rafe with ocean-green eyes.


That look left no doubt that Miss Appleton neither liked nor trusted him. Nor should she, Rafe thought with a flash of amusement. He was not exactly known for his honorable intentions where women were concerned.


She approached him in a composed manner that annoyed Rafe for some reason. She made him want to…well, he wasn’t certain what, but it would begin with scooping her up and tossing her onto the nearby settee.


“Miss Appleton,” Lillian said, “I should like to introduce my brother, Mr. Bowman.”


“Miss Appleton,” Rafe murmured, extending his hand.




The young woman hesitated, her pale fingers making a slight flutter beside her skirts.


“Oh, Rafe,” Lillian said hastily, “that’s not done here.”


“My apologies.” Rafe withdrew his hand, staring into those translucent green eyes. “The handshake is common in American parlors.”


Miss Appleton gave him a speculative glance. “In London, a simple bow is best,” she said in a light, clear voice that sent a ripple of heat down the back of his neck. “Although at times a married lady might shake hands, an unmarried one rarely does. It is usually regarded here as a lower-class practice, and a rather personal matter, especially when done without gloves.” She studied him for a moment, the hint of a smile curving her lips. “However, I have no objection to beginning in the American fashion.” She extended a slender hand. “How is it done?”


The unaccountable heat lingered on the back of Rafe’s neck and crept across his shoulders. He took her slim hand in his much larger one, surprised by the needling sensation in his abdomen, the shot of acute awareness. “A firm grip,” he began, “is usually considered—” He broke off, unable to speak at all as she cautiously returned the pressure of his fingers.


“Like this?” she asked, glancing up into his face. Her cheeks had turned pink.


“Yes.” Dazedly Rafe wondered what was the matter with him. The pressure of that small, confiding hand was affecting him more than his last mistress’s most lascivious caress.


Letting go of her, he dragged his gaze away and struggled to moderate his breathing.




Lillian and Annabelle exchanged a perplexed glance in the charged silence.


“Well,” Lillian said brightly as the tea trays were brought in, “let’s become better acquainted. Shall I pour?”


Annabelle lowered herself to the settee beside Lillian, while Rafe and Miss Appleton took chairs on the other side of the low table. For the next few minutes the rituals of tea were observed. Plates of toast and crumpets were passed around.


Rafe couldn’t seem to stop staring at Miss Appleton, who sat straight-backed in her chair, sipping carefully at her tea. He wanted to pull the pins from her hair and wrap it around his fingers. He wanted to tumble her to the floor. She looked so proper, so good, sitting there with her skirts precisely arranged.


She made him want to be very, very bad.
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