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He strode through the dressing room and opened her bedroom door.



With a shriek of surprise, Evelyn, seated at her vanity in a dressing gown, jumped up. “I beg your pardon! What are you about?” she demanded.


Nathan didn’t answer straightaway; he was a bit taken aback. The dressing gown she wore was made of silk and was belted loosely at her waist. It skimmed every curve of the luscious body beneath.


Evelyn backed away from him. “Please stop looking at me in that manner!”


Nathan did not stop. “In what manner?” he asked. “In the manner a man looks at his wife? A wife as…lovely, as beautiful, as mine?”


“Stop, Nathan,” she said sternly.


“What’s the matter, darling? Afraid you will enjoy it?”
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The BOOK of SCANDAL






Chapter One

EASTCHURCH ABBEY


GLOUCESTERSHIRE, ENGLAND


1806





The remains of the abbey at Eastchurch sat upon one of the rolling green hills of the Cotswolds in Gloucestershire, England. Judging from the breadth of the foundation it had been quite a large abbey, but all that remained was a few walls, a stairwell that led to nothing, and heaps of rubble. Only sheep and cattle inhabited the abbey now, but one could imagine what it looked like when the hills had been dotted by white-robed monks working in the fields.


The abbey was emptied along with dozens of others in the sixteenth century, when Henry VIII broke from the Catholic Church, and its lands were leased to the king’s friend, Lord Lindsey, for only a few shillings per annum for as long as the Lindsey heirs survived. The abbey itself fell into ruin.


Yet it was not the ruins that were noted by denizens and visitors to the shire, but the house down the hill, a large, sprawling mansion situated in a dell, with a river and hills at its back, and fields and forests flanking it. It had been built sixty years ago with the grand confidence of a new earl.


Nor was it the mansion’s neoclassical architecture, the style favored by the venerable John Soane, or the mansion’s grounds, which were designed by the equally venerable Capability Brown, that captured the attention of people in the shire.


It was what went on inside.


Grayson Christopher had heard rumors in the last few years, and he heard them again at the public house where he’d stopped for a pint, having ridden all night from London to reach the abbey.


“You’ll not find your sort there,” the innkeeper told him as he placed the ale before him. “Not a fine lord like yourself, sir. There’s naught but women and drink at the abbey.”


Grayson smiled a little. “I have been known to enjoy women and drink, sir.”


“Aye, milord, but I’d wager not that sort of woman. Or that sort of drink, really. The Libertine of Lindsey is a congenial man, I’ll give you that, but what he allows to go on at the abbey?” He shook his head. “It’s not proper behavior for an earl, if you don’t mind me saying.”


Grayson knew that things had gone a bit awry for his old friend, Nathan Grey, the Earl of Lindsey. He assured the innkeeper he did not mind his remarks, paid his bill, and continued on to the abbey.


The road was remarkably clear, given the rain. He rode past fields where cattle grazed and beneath towering pines and beech trees. He rode past the abbey ruins and the small lake Nathan kept stocked with carp. He rode past the small church where the tenants of Eastchurch Abbey attended services, and its small graveyard.


He rode through a massive gate, down the lane, and into the drive. A groomsman was quick to greet him and take his horse. Grayson’s knock on the door was answered only moments later. Benton, Lindsey’s longtime butler, stood just inside. He was a thin, nervous man, with a wide, round countenance and hair that was combed to frame his face, as was the style.


“My lord Darlington,” he said, bowing low. “Please do come in.”


Grayson swept inside, quickly shrugging out of his soaking cloak. The foyer smelled of tobacco smoke, he noted as he handed off his cloak and hat. “I regret calling without sending notice, Benton, but I must speak with Lindsey.”


“Of course, my lord. This way.”


As Grayson followed the butler along a corridor, he noticed the consoles that had once graced the halls and held vases of hothouse flowers were missing. The corridor looked a little barren.


Benton reached a door and opened it slightly; Grayson’s nose was instantly assailed by the stench of smoke. He walked in behind Benton; the smoke was hanging like a cloud over the room. Furniture was scattered haphazardly about, save a card table in the middle of the room, where one chair had tipped over.


Lindsey sat at the card table with his back partially to the door. Lord Donnelly, whom Grayson knew as well, was seated at the card table across from Lindsey. In addition, there were three women, clearly harlots, judging by the immodest way they were dressed and the way one smiled brazenly at him.


One of the women sat on Lindsey’s lap, idly watching the card game. Another sat on Donnelly’s lap and smiled saucily at Grayson. The third was lying on a settee, her feet dangling over the arm. She was sleeping.


“My lord?” Benton said.


Lindsey did not acknowledge his butler but continued to study his hand, chewing on the end of a cigar.


“My lord.”


This time, Lindsey responded with a grunt of warning and a flick of his wrist—a signal that he was to be left alone. Donnelly seemed not to notice the butler either; he was as engrossed in his hand and the considerable pile of coins in the middle of the table as Lindsey.


Benton, a steadfast and loyal butler, was not to be deterred. “My lord,” he said, a little more forcefully. “There is a gentleman here to see you.”


“Benton, on my word I shall put you out on your arse today!” Lindsey groused. “There is always one gentleman or another here to see me. Show whoever it is to the salon or a bedroom, but leave me be—I am on the verge of divesting County Cork’s Donnelly of a considerable amount of money and I cannot be interrupted.” He looked up and grinned at Donnelly as he laid down his cards. He had three of a kind, and a cry of disbelief went up from his opponent.


“My lord!”


“What?” Lindsey snapped as he raked the coins toward him. He glanced at Benton, then started upon seeing Grayson.


“Good morning, Lindsey.”


Lindsey pushed the girl from his lap and came to his feet. “Christy, I cannot believe you’ve come!” he exclaimed.


Donnelly looked up with surprise. “Darlington!” he said jovially. “Come, come, and have a tot of good Irish whiskey—”


“Lord no!” Nathan laughed. “That is widow-maker poison, Declan, guaranteed to fox a man at first sip, and the Duke of Darlington will not be foxed.” He grinned at Grayson, swaying a bit unsteadily. He looked like hell—his shirt was rumpled, his neckcloth nowhere to be seen, and his dark brown hair mussed from the fingers of a harlot.


“What time is it, Benton?” Lindsey demanded.


“Half past ten, my lord.”


Lindsey blinked.


“In the morning,” Benton added.


Lindsey glared at the butler. “Now that was hardly necessary, sir.” He looked at Grayson and smiled again. “Good God, Christy, what am I thinking? Come in, will you? Are you up from town to avoid the inconvenience of all the social engagements?”


“Were I to leave town to avoid society, my lord, I should choose a place more restful than the den of iniquity the Libertine of Lindsey presides over at Eastchurch Abbey.”


That earned an appreciative laugh from Donnelly.


“A den made by Wilkes, Donnelly, and that Scots scoundrel, Lambourne,” Nathan said jovially. “Were it not for them, I should pass each night at a warm hearth with a good Christian book, would I not, Benton?”


“Undoubtedly, my lord.”


Donnelly snorted; the woman Lindsey had dumped off his lap giggled.


“The three of them have been in residence at East-church for two months now…” Lindsey paused, thinking. “Or perhaps three?”


“Devil take me if I can remember,” Donnelly added cheerfully.


“What brings you so far afield, Christy? Are we at war? Have I lost all my money? Has my title been revoked?” Lindsey laughed at his jest.


Grayson did not. He was a man who took the responsibilities of his title and his position in society to heart. There was a time Lindsey had, too, but he had seemed to forget them the last few years. Donnelly, from Ireland, was far more interested in horseflesh than in his title. Specifically, the racing of horseflesh and the wagering on it.


Benton stepped forward and announced, “I shall have a bath drawn at once, my lord.”


Nathan looked surprised, but then waved a hand at the man’s swiftly departing back. “Bloody butler,” he said with a grin. “He’ll be sweeping floors if he’s not careful. Come, Christy,” he said, gesturing to the door. “To the study, where we may speak frankly while my bath is drawn,” he said, in a voice mimicking Benton.


“What, you’re going?” Donnelly asked idly, but his attention was on the harlot who was stroking his ear.


In the study, Grayson picked up a decanter.


“I’d have a care with that, were I you,” Lindsey said, gesturing to the decanter as he eased himself onto a settee. “Bloody Irish whiskey. The devil brewed it, I swear it. Come now, Darlington—what’s brought you to Eastchurch? I’m on tenterhooks! You must have very good reason to ride all night from London in this deluge.”


“I won’t deny that it is a matter of grave importance,” Grayson agreed as he poured a tot of whiskey and tossed it down his throat. “I heard something quite disturbing and thought you should know straightaway. You are aware of the Delicate Investigation, as it has been dubbed, into the conduct of the Princess of Wales?”


Lindsey shrugged. “Bits of gossip here and there. Why? What has it to do with you?”


“Not me,” Grayson said dispassionately. “Allow me to explain. As you may or may not know, Caroline, Princess of Wales, adopted a boy a few years past. There are some who swore that the princess was with child around the time the boy would have been born. Caroline did not deny it, and reportedly said to more than one person she would claim the pregnancy was the result of a night or two spent in Carlton House, thereby insinuating the child was the legitimate offspring of George, the Prince of Wales.”


Lindsey laughed at that—it was no secret the Prince and Princess of Wales had been estranged since the early days of their marriage in 1795. Their dislike for one another was so intense that it was thought nothing short of a miracle they had managed to produce Princess Charlotte from their brief but disastrous union in the marriage bed. Since then, both had been rumored to have had numerous adulterous affairs. The prince had sired more than one illegitimate offspring.


“Naturally, the allegations were cause for great concern,” Grayson continued, “for it appeared as though Caroline would put a bastard son on the throne ahead of Princess Charlotte.”


“You must be joking,” Lindsey said.


“Not in the least. The king had no choice, really, but to convene a commission from the House of Lords to look into the matter. If they were true, it was high treason.”


Lindsey nodded.


Grayson continued, “While the Lords Commissioners could find no evidence that Caroline’s boy is anyone other than an orphan the princess did indeed adopt, they did find quite a lot of evidence to suggest that the princess had often engaged in questionable and repulsive behavior with a number of men…and perhaps even women.”


“Good lord,” Lindsey muttered. “You surely didn’t come all this way to tell me this.”


“Not this precisely,” Grayson said. “Hear me out. Caroline’s behavior was such that she was removed from the king’s favor and the Prince of Wales believed he at last had his grounds for a parliamentary dissolution of his marriage, which, as you know, he has long wanted. The king has not as yet decided if the dissolution will be put forth. But Caroline is canny. If the king does not intercede on her behalf and restore her to favor, there is speculation she will publish her correspondence with the king during the investigation in order to prove her innocence. In publishing this volume, which some have taken to calling The Book of Scandal, she would reveal some of the prince’s more egregious behavior.”


“Accusations that are probably true,” Lindsey said wryly. “Or were true when we were members of his inner circle.”


“Yes,” Grayson said. Ten years ago, when they’d been young men. Even then the prince had been a glutton for food and drink and women. Grayson considered it a tragedy, really, for the prince was extraordinarily well educated and knowledgeable. But his talents were wasted by his lusts, and the public disapproved of his extravagant, debauched behavior. Now, there were many in Parliament who feared that a closer look into the prince’s life might lead to a call to bring down the monarchy.


“The princess has hinted at rather sensational scandals involving other members of the royal family, as well,” Grayson added.


Lindsey smiled. “The prince has fourteen siblings, so there is quite a lot of room for it, I suppose. What sort of scandal would she allege?”


“Secret births. Murder. General disloyalty and mayhem,” Grayson said with an insouciant shrug. “But the point of it is, Nathan, if Caroline publishes these letters, there will be a scandal the likes of which London has never seen.”


Lindsey chuckled.


“Lindsey, listen to me. There are members of the haute ton who are expected to be named in the book as being witnesses or participants to scandal and potential acts of treason.”


Nathan laughed. “Are you implying me, Christy? Has the pastoral debauchery at Eastchurch Abbey suddenly become so important in London?”


“No, Nathan…” How could he say it? “Not you, but your wife.”


The smile melted from Lindsey’s face. “I beg your pardon?”


Grayson sighed and ran a hand over his head. “Shall I speak plainly?”


“I rather think you must,” Lindsey said, his voice calm, his demeanor sober, “but speak.”


“There is some…speculation…that Lady Lindsey is involved with Lord Dunhill—”


“Who?”


“Dunhill. Young and new to London, but a close acquaintance of the prince and his inner circle.”


Lindsey’s expression darkened.


Grayson tensed. He didn’t want to open old wounds—everyone knew of the chasm between the Greys. He glanced at his hands. “Nathan…some advisors to Caroline believe that as a result of Lady Lindsey’s…association, she has been privy to the unlawful conduct of the prince. She has been in his company at Carlton House, and at the country races, and at Buckingham and perhaps St. James’s. She might be called to testify in a public trial, and certainly the details of her association would become public as well.”


“Well,” he said, folding his arms. “I suppose I can hardly feign surprise, can I? But I rather imagine Evelyn can fend for herself.”


“Your reputation would be ruined. And indeed, anything granted your family or your title by the crown could be called into question if your wife is implicated in a scandal against a royal. It is best—for your sake—that she be removed from London. It is best if it appears that the Earl and Countess of Lindsey have been reconciled, as the king will look more favorably on you, should anything come to light.”


Lindsey stood and walked to the bank of windows that overlooked the deer park. “Is it true?” he asked. “Does she know something?”


“Personally, I have no knowledge,” Grayson said, and that was true. But he’d heard enough to suspect she might know something. She was a frequent guest at the prince’s apartments at Carlton House, and he’d heard what went on in the prince’s private apartments—ribald pageants, even orgies. It was impossible to say what she might have seen or heard. “But it is rumored rather fervently among the ton.”


“Then I will send her to her mother—”


“That will appear to all the world as if you believe the rumors. If the king believes you believe your wife’s innocence, he will try and help you. But if he does not believe it…”


“If he does not?”


Grayson frowned. “Eastchurch Abbey is granted to you on a lease from the crown, is it not?”


Lindsey nodded. “For almost three hundred years.”


“Think of it, Nathan. If it appears that your wife was involved in a treasonous offense against the Princess of Wales, or privy in any way to treason against the crown, that lease may very well be revoked. For your sake, you must appear to believe in your wife…and remove her from London.”


Lindsey bowed his head and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Bloody hell,” he muttered at last. “It would seem the witch must come back to roost at Eastchurch.” He glanced at Grayson and smiled a little lopsidedly. “You have done me a great service, old friend.”


Grayson shrugged. It was no more or less than Lindsey would do for him.


Lindsey sighed. “This calls for several tots of Declan’s poison,” he said, picking up the decanter of whiskey.


 


Nathan could not believe he was about to leave for London to bring Evelyn back to Eastchurch. He’d rather have a bone broken and reset. Or be speared and roasted on a spit.


He and Evelyn had not parted on good terms three years ago. He could now admit to himself that perhaps he’d not been a proper husband, but it didn’t change the fact that the rift between them was deep. They had hardly communicated in three years, and even then, only through letters. He remembered only an angry woman who found fault with everything he did.


But here he was, waiting for the coach to be loaded so he could go and fetch her.


If he was going to London, he was going to at least make it worth his while. He had some business, and he had promised young Frances Brady, the son of his gamekeeper, that he would show him the city.


Nathan had stumbled upon Frances last year when he had been playing in the gardener’s shed without permission. He was eight years old, and after a good scolding, Frances had followed Nathan about the estate like a puppy. Nathan had taken an instant liking to him, with his moppish brown hair and bright brown eyes. The boy’s father was a widower, and while his grandmother often looked after him during the day, the lad had run wild. He was a ruddy child with a thirst for life, and with his father’s permission, Nathan had taken it upon himself to show the lad as much of life as he could.


Privately, Nathan wished for a son like Frances Brady. But as he would never have his own son—not with the chasm that stretched between him and his wife—he could at least be a decent godfather of sorts.


He was taking Frances to London to be fitted for proper clothing.


Benton walked out to the coach with him and handed the coachman a leather satchel to include with the luggage.


“Have a care with things while I’m away, Benton, or I will see you sowing winter crops in the fields,” Nathan said as he fastened his cloak at his neck.


“Yes, my lord,” Benton said, without missing a step.


“My lord!”


Nathan turned toward the sound of Frances’s voice. The boy bounded across the lawn, waving a red hat in his hand. A warm smile lit Nathan’s face as the lad reached his side.


“My lord, one of our plants is sick!” Frances exclaimed breathlessly, referring to some lavender he’d helped Nathan plant. “It is turning brown and Mr. Milburn said it’s not taking root properly.”


“Oh my,” Nathan said.


“My lord?” the coachman said, opening the door to the coach.


Frances looked anxiously at the coach, then at Nathan.


Nathan put his arm around Frances’s shoulders. “Hold the team,” he said to the driver. “We’ve a sick plant to attend to.” He winked at Frances. “We best have a look, eh?”


What was one more hour after three long years?








Chapter Two



After only a few days in London, Nathan felt the undercurrent of scandal—the city was a little more ruthless, a little more jaded. The morning newspapers were full of innuendo and speculation from the most important issues to the most inane. How much ale Princess Caroline might supposedly drink in a night was put up against the amount of whiskey Prince George might imbibe. It seemed that everyone had taken sides in the dispute between the Prince and Princess of Wales. There was also a good deal of speculation as to what the scandal might do to the king’s precarious health—the madness he’d suffered several years ago had not returned, but there were many who seemed to think he was on the precipice, and this scandal was precisely the sort of thing that would push him over the edge. Some snidely claimed that the madness had already returned, for it was well known that the king favored Caroline over George.


Even more unsettling, Nathan learned, influential people from both the Whig and Tory parties were banking on the prince becoming king sooner rather than later. The result was a fiendish jockeying for position and favor, depending upon one’s view of how the scandal would play out.


Because of the rumors and innuendoes swirling around him, Nathan did not call on Evelyn at Buckingham House, where she served as a lady of the bedchamber to the queen and her daughters. He preferred to apprise himself of the lay of the land before he spoke to his wife for the first time in three years.


Now, as he entered Carlton House to attend a ball, Nathan observed that the scandal had done nothing to dim the Prince of Wales’s taste for social frolicking. He guessed there were at least six hundred intrepid souls crowded into the mansion’s ballroom. Hanging just below the dozen chandeliers that illuminated the dance floor were gilded cages, the symbol for a prince who felt caged by his marriage.


No expense had been spared for the ball; champagne flowed from fountains, chocolate sculptures of women in Greek dress stood on pedestals with paring knives nearby. Predictably, the breasts of the sculptures had been carved away and presumably eaten.


But it seemed to Nathan as if everyone was looking over their shoulder. He moved through the crush, smiling and speaking to acquaintances.


He spotted a familiar face in the crowd—Lady Fiona Haines, the younger sister of Jack Haines, the Earl of Lambourne. She was in the company of two young women, the three of them whispering urgently about something. The moment Fiona saw Nathan, her face broke into a lovely smile. “My lord Lindsey!” she exclaimed, dropping into an elegant curtsy. “I’d no’ heard you’d come to London.”


“As I am in town only for a few days, it did not bear mentioning.”


Fiona introduced him to the two young women, Miss Clark and Lady Martha Higginbotham. They eyed him closely, smiling coyly over the tops of their fans.


“Mind you have a care, ladies,” Fiona said. “My lord Lindsey has quite a reputation, he does.”


“Pardon?” Nathan asked playfully, taking Fiona’s hand. “Why, that is purely conjecture and rumor, my lady, for I am lost in the hope of you,” he said, bowing gallantly over her hand.


One of the young women tittered, but Fiona smoothly removed her hand from his grasp. “You are married, my lord.”


He smiled. “A mere distraction, I assure you.”


Now both young ladies tittered with delight.


“You are worse than my bonny brother.” Fiona laughed. “How does he fare? I’ve no’ seen him in a fortnight.”


“He is well, indeed.”


“I am glad to hear it. Now you must tell us, sir—who do you side with?”


“Side with?”


Fiona exchanged a glance with her companions and leaned forward to whisper, “Who do you side with, Lindsey? Your friend the prince? Or the princess?”


“Ah,” he said, and laughed. “I am on the side that best suits me,” he whispered back.


“Aye?” Fiona reared back. “And which side would that be, precisely?”


“I’ve not the foggiest notion.”


The three ladies laughed.


He chatted a bit longer with them before moving on through a crowd that seemed to be growing. He happened to bump into Lord Fawcett, who expressed surprise to see Nathan in London. “Why ever should you come here to this bloody mess? I’ve heard Eastchurch is filled to the rafters with women and horseflesh.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Nathan said. “It holds only as many women and horses as a mortal man can handle.”


“And how many might a mortal man handle, my lord?” Fawcett laughed.


“As many horses as I have stables, but only one woman at a time. It takes all my energies to pursue the one thing I desire while she pursues my purse.”


Fawcett laughed heartily. “Good to see you, Lindsey. I hope you aren’t mired in this awful to-do between George and Caroline.”


“Not in the least,” he lied. Yet he sensed the entire ballroom was mired in it, and the sooner he could be done with his business and gone, the better. Unfortunately, finding his wife was not unlike finding the proverbial needle in a haystack.


It was, therefore, something of a small miracle that he managed to spot his wife a quarter of an hour later, under the glittering light of what seemed like a thousand beeswax candles. She was moving through the crowd, talking and smiling. He watched the familiar sway of her hips, how her hands fluttered like little birds when she spoke. Her golden hair seemed to glow in the candlelight, her smile was angelic, and her countenance as lovely as he’d remembered it—no, cherished it—in his mind’s eye these last three years.


She was beautiful. He’d always thought so, but tonight she seemed especially so.


Nathan followed her meandering path through the crowd, trying to catch up. He saw her pause to speak to a gentleman, and something the man said made her laugh. Nathan’s heart lifted a little; he moved without thought, as naturally drawn to her as any man would be to his wife.


But as he progressed through that crowd, he watched her lean in to the man as if confiding something, and it slowly dawned on him that she was engaged in an intimate tête-à-tête.


His heart sank back into the cold darkness from which it had dared to rise.


By the time he reached her, Nathan felt nothing but a numbing distance. He stood at her slender back, admired the way it curved into her hip, and said, “Evelyn.”


His voice was alarmingly rough; it was a moment before she turned toward him, but when her eyes met his, he could sense the tension in her body. “My lord?” she said uncertainly.


His gaze moved over the top of her head and the thick, blonde, wavy hair he used to liken to honey, to remarkably expressive eyes, to her lush mouth, and down, to the low décolletage of her gown.


Evelyn’s skin pinkened at his scrutiny.


“I beg your pardon, sir, but the lady is engaged in conversation,” the gentleman said coldly.


Nathan did not spare the man a glance—he could not take his eyes from his wife. Nor could she take her eyes from him, eyes gone wide with surprise and filled with dread.


“Lady Lindsey? Are you all right?” the gentleman demanded, putting his hand on her arm.


Nathan looked at that hand and imagined breaking each finger, one by one. “Perhaps you should introduce us,” he suggested.


“I…I…Yes, of course. Where are my manners?” Evelyn said, and nervously cleared her throat. Without taking her gaze from Nathan, she said, “My lord Dunhill, may I introduce…May I introduce m-my…”


She couldn’t say the word.


“Husband,” Nathan finished for her, and looked at her lover. “I am her husband, the Earl of Lindsey. If you would be so good as to remove your hand from my wife, I should like a word with her.”


Dunhill eyed Nathan as if he didn’t quite know what to make of him.


Nathan, on the other hand, knew precisely what to make of this ass. He stepped forward, forcing Evelyn to step away from Dunhill’s side. “Perhaps I was not clear,” he said coldly. “I should like a private word with my wife.”


Dunhill looked at Evelyn, whose cheeks had turned crimson. “Lady Lindsey?”


“I had not…I did not know,” she stammered.


“Sir,” Nathan said, drawing the man’s attention back to him. “Allow me to speak plainly. Walk away now, or I will dispense with the formality of calling you out and happily break your neck here and now.”


Evelyn gasped. “My lord!”


Dunhill at least had the grace to recognize there was no easy out for him. He pressed his lips together and exchanged a look with Evelyn before giving Nathan a curt nod and turning on his heel.


She watched Dunhill go, her horror plainly evident in her expression, and then shifted her gaze to Nathan. Her eyes were hazel, almost green with flecks of gold. In his memory, they always sparkled, but they didn’t sparkle now. Her nose was appealingly small and straight, and her lips were dark pink and enticingly wet.


She shifted self-consciously.


Nathan remembered himself. “Would you care to dance?” he asked, extending his arm.


She looked at him as if he were mad. “Dance?”


“Yes. Dance,” he said, his eyes on her mouth. “It is a rather common occurrence for a man and his wife to dance at affairs such as this, and given how a host of souls is scrutinizing us now, I suggest you take my arm and pretend all is well.”


Evelyn stole a quick look around and frowned slightly. “Good Lord,” she muttered. But she put a gloved hand on his arm.


Nathan covered her hand with his. Her fingers were small and fine-boned, the feel of them fragile. They brought back a rush of memories—the last time he’d held his wife’s hand, they’d walked behind a coffin.


“Do at least try not to look as if you are headed to the gallows,” he murmured as he led her through the crowd.


Evelyn instantly lifted her head and forced a smile at a pair of gentlemen who watched them walk past. “Frankly, I’m uncertain where I am headed,” she admitted. “I am a bit confounded and…and surprised,” she said, and turned her forced smile to him. “Could you not have sent word you were coming?”


“Did you need to be warned of my arrival?”


Evelyn’s smile deepened below a pair of marvelously daggerish eyes. “What’s happened, Nathan? It’s so unlike you to come to London,” she said sweetly. “Have you perhaps come to petition the banker for a loan to support your gambling?”


He smiled. “Were I to petition for a loan, madam, it would be to pay for your extravagant tastes in clothes and millinery.”


With a brazen smile, she inclined her head and daintily indicated the gown she was wearing. It was dark green with dozens of roses embroidered in red and white. He had to admit, she was truly lovely. “If not the gambling, then it must be a mistress that has brought you here,” she continued as they stepped onto the dance floor. “Poor thing probably wants out of the country.”


“If I had a mistress, she would be content to live where I put her…unlike my wife.”


“Mmm,” she said, ignoring his remark as she studied his face. “Then perhaps it is your friends from whom you refuse to be parted. My guess is that the sport at Eastchurch has run its course, and they seek new diversions.”


“Wrong again,” he said cheerfully, and turned to face her.


Evelyn curtsied very grandly; Nathan quickly lifted her up, and with her hand firmly in his, he led her into the steps of a waltz, just as in the days long gone. They moved together as if they’d never parted, as if they had danced this way a thousand times.


It hadn’t been a thousand times—perhaps not as many as a dozen. But once, on a wintry cold afternoon, Evelyn had insisted they practice this very dance, the waltz. “You stepped on my toes at the Farmingham gala, you know,” she’d said, poking him playfully just above his belt. “Didn’t they teach you at least a bit of dancing at school?”


“We were boys!” he’d playfully scoffed. “The only sort of dancing with a woman that interested us was another sort of dancing entirely.” He’d given her a wolfish grin, grabbed her up in his arms, lifted her off her feet, and twirled her around and around as she laughingly begged for mercy. And then they sank onto the floor before the hearth—


“Shall I continue to guess, or will you tell me what brings you to London after all this time?”


He realized his hand had slid down her back to the more familiar spot on her waist, just above the curve of her hip. Evelyn was watching him closely. There was something different about her, he realized. She looked wiser. Her beauty seemed deeper, more natural. It suddenly struck him—Evelyn had matured. She was a twenty-eight-year-old woman now, more confident and courtly than the girl he’d married.


He wondered how he looked to her.


“Very well, I shall guess. I guess that the buckets and buckets of whiskey they say are consumed at the abbey have given you a malady that only a London doctor can cure.”


He smiled. “Buckets and buckets of whiskey? Evelyn, you know me better than that. Buckets and buckets of ale, perhaps…but not whiskey.”


She smiled wryly. “Well, then, it seems I cannot guess,” she said pertly. “You must tell me after all.”


She had changed in more ways than one. The Evelyn he’d married had been a diffident young woman. This one was self-assured and bloody well bold.


“I think it must be obvious.” He twirled her to the right, then to the left. “I came for you.”


Damn her if she didn’t look perturbed. “For me? But why? I have written you every other month, as we agreed,” she said, as if that should have satisfied him and kept him forever in the country and away from London.


“And I have received all of your missives,” he said with an incline of his head. “Should I ever be called upon at a moment of crisis to name the number of toast points her highness Princess Mary prefers with her morning tea, I shall not fail the lady of the bedchamber who has dutifully reported them to me.”


That earned him a bit of a laugh; Evelyn’s eyes warmed. “I think all of England will rest comfortably knowing such valuable information is in your hands,” she said.


A chunk of ice broke away from Nathan’s heart. He pulled her closer, recalling again the feel of her in his arms. She was so slight compared to him, so soft. He hadn’t understood that softness was missing from his life until this very moment. He could not resist letting his gaze drift down her body. Her curves had deepened; she wasn’t as thin and girlish in figure as she’d once been. She was every inch a woman, voluptuous, and God, very alluring. When he looked up, she wore an expression that suggested she knew very well what she did to men.


“You look very well, madam,” he said softly. “Very well indeed. Better, in fact, than I recalled.”


Evelyn gave him a softly lopsided smile at the compliment, and Nathan could only imagine the number of gentlemen who would be charmed into dangerous desire by that smile. “Thank you,” she said. “You look very well, too. It seems Benton is taking good care of you.”


“Benton.” Nathan rolled his eyes. “On my word, the man fancies himself my jailer. He rarely lets me out of his sight.”


Evelyn laughed, the sound of it sending a wave of unexpected longing through him. “He has long tried to save the Libertine of Lindsey from himself, has he not?”


Nathan grinned. “I suppose he has.”


She smiled and cocked her head slightly as she gazed up at him. “Tell me, Nathan—are you well?”


“Nothing that a pint or a good hunt won’t cure.”


“Ah…it would seem some things never change,” she said, still smiling.


Oh, but she was wrong. Everything had changed dramatically—there were times he wondered if he’d actually lived that life with Evelyn or just dreamed it. “You seem to be favorably situated here,” he said, seeking his footing. “Lady of the bedchamber seems to suit you.”


“It suits me very well,” she said as he twirled her into the center of the dance floor. She had relaxed; her body felt more supple in his arms now. “Princess Mary and I have become good friends.”


“Has the scandal not troubled you?”


Evelyn looked at him curiously. “The scandal between the Prince and Princess of Wales?”


“The Delicate Investigation,” he clarified.


“No,” she said with a shrug, “other than the entire affair is distasteful. The Princess of Wales is obviously unhinged.”


Was it possible she didn’t know she was mentioned in the princess’s book or the rumors flying about London? “That’s all?” he asked.


“All?” she repeated uncertainly. “It’s rather vile to have it all in the open, if that is what you mean, but you can thank Princess Caroline for that. She has spread awful lies about the royal family. Discord between a husband and a wife should be left private…” She colored slightly when she realized what she’d said—the discord between them had been anything but private.


“It is no longer a private affair between a husband and a wife, but a very public one that could end in trial, or at the very least, in Parliament, if George has his way,” Nathan said.


“But that has nothing to do with me or my position here.”


“Evelyn—have you not heard?” he asked. “Many expect you to be named in the scandal.”


The news stunned Evelyn so badly that she stumbled; Nathan held her up, pulled her into step again. “Me?” she demanded in an angry whisper. “How could I possibly be named? With regard to what, pray tell?”


“You are truly unaware?” he asked, surprised. “Granted, the princess’s papers have not been made public, but I would think the contents would have been leaked and devoured by the ton.”


“Much of it has, obviously, but I’ve heard nothing about me, nor has anyone suggested such a thing! What have you heard?”


He twirled her around. “By virtue of your associations,” he said tightly, “you may have been privy to certain unlawful and immoral acts by the Prince of Wales.”


“My associations. With Princess Mary?” she asked, confused.


Nathan frowned at her. “No, Evelyn, not Mary. Your associations with men.”


Evelyn blinked. And then colored. “That’s absurd!” she cried, oblivious to the startled look of a couple dancing nearby. “That…that book is nothing more than an attempt by Caroline to sully the prince’s name! If she has said anything about me, it is because she knows I wait on Mary and that Mary cannot abide her!”


While he was mildly intrigued by his wife’s self-assurance, he spun her away from the curious gazes. “Whatever the reason you are mentioned, you must come home now,” he said. “I will not allow scandal to touch the good name of Lindsey.”


“Scandal will not touch my name,” she said adamantly. “It is ridiculous. Caroline is…is quite the philistine. Do you mean to say you came to London based on her accusations?”


“I came,” he said evenly, “to protect my name and my honor. You may think her accusations are empty, but others do not—there are vultures lurking everywhere, waiting to pick over the carcass of this scandal.” He cast a quick look around before continuing. “If and when a trial begins,” he added low, “you could be called to testify, and I don’t need to tell you the scandal that will erupt with it. Everyone knows the king is sympathetic to Caroline, and if he knew that my wife was privy to unlawful acts against Caroline by the prince—that is treason, Evelyn—he might exact his displeasure by recalling Eastchurch to the crown. I shouldn’t need to remind you that any personal scandal would remove you from the Queen’s House, if not society altogether.”


His wife looked suitably concerned.


“The best thing is for you to come home—”


“Impossible,” she said instantly.


Nathan took a steadying breath. “You are involved, Evelyn. We must appear to be happily reconciled, and even that may not be enough.”


“No,” she said, and adamantly shook her head. “No.”


“Evelyn—”


“I won’t go back, Nathan! I won’t go back to that…that place,” she continued heatedly. “There is nothing you can say to entice me.”


Dancing among the ton’s most exalted members at Carlton House was not the place for this conversation, Nathan realized. He had not expected Evelyn to argue with him—frankly, he wasn’t certain what he’d expected. “That place,” he said tightly as he waltzed her to the edge of the dance floor, “is a rather large and grand house, filled to the rafters with the finest furnishings money can buy—all for you, remember?” With his hand firmly on the small of her back, he escorted her off the dance floor.


Evelyn hardly seemed to notice they’d stopped dancing and were now moving through the crowd. “It may be a grand house to you, but to me,” she said, pressing a hand to her breast, “it is a place of very painful memories.”


“Do you think you are the only one with painful memories?” he asked sharply. “At least I have known a measure of peace since you left!”


“I, too, have known peace, sir, since I left you!” She came to a halt mid-step and glared up at him. “Nothing will entice me back! Not time, not distance, not even death! My life is here, in London! Not at Eastchurch Abbey, and well you know it. You’ve been perfectly content to keep me at a distance.”


“Indeed I have,” he said angrily. “Do keep your voice down,” he said, and nodded at a pair of noblemen watching them curiously. He steered his wife through the crowd, toward a small drawing room that was located at the end of the crowded reception hall. “I understand your reluctance, but the potential for damage is too great in London. I must insist you come home for a time until the scandal has subsided.”


“No,” she said again, defiantly. “I am a lady of the bedchamber in the queen’s house, and I cannot simply pick up and leave.”


He was beginning to understand that bloody wild horses could not drag her back to Eastchurch Abbey, and that angered him. They’d had their share of troubles, and he was mindful of her feelings—but she was his wife. He’d never denied her a bloody thing and she was not in a position to deny him, not after all the concessions he’d made to her.


“Evelyn—”


“I will not leave,” she said again. “And you cannot force me.”


Something snapped inside Nathan. Suddenly oblivious to the people around them, Nathan paused and took her firmly by the elbow, prompting her to look at him. “Perhaps I should state it another way,” he said coolly. “I am your husband, madam, and I have allowed you quite a lot of liberty. More, I dare say, than any husband in England would allow his wife. And now, I am not requesting your return to Eastchurch, I am demanding it.”


“I beg your pardon?” Evelyn retorted, shifting to face him fully. “I am not your chattel to be ordered about as you please!”


“Chattel?” he echoed with incredulous anger. “You’ve been given free rein!”


“Oh no,” she said, yanking her arm free of his grasp. “Do not pretend that you have been some benevolent master!”


He caught her elbow again and leaned in close. “I am indeed the master, Evelyn, and if you have any doubt of it, you may consult the law. You are my wife,” he said through gritted teeth, “a fact you have apparently forgotten.”


“Oh, and you have lived like a monk all this time, is that what you’d have me believe? I have always had the misfortune of knowing what went on at Eastchurch Abbey, but now it would seem the whole country knows of it! I’ve heard of the women, Nathan, and the gambling, and the soirées!”


“You are coming home,” he snapped.


She tossed her head back and stared at him defiantly. “Do you intend to force me? For I will not go willingly.”


His gaze hardened. “Is that a threat?”


“Take it as you will! You dare to waltz into my life after three long years and think you can tell me what to do, particularly based on something as absurd as the accusations of the Princess of Wales!” she said. “Now kindly let go of my arm and allow me to return to the ball!”


But Nathan did not let go. He was aware that several people watched them, feeding on the spat between the Earl and Countess of Lindsey, but he hardly cared. The only thing that concerned him at the moment was the infuriatingly stubborn and open way his wife defied him. “I will say this once, wife. Gather your things, say fare thee well to your lovers, and be prepared to travel to Eastchurch Abbey by week’s end!”


Evelyn’s eyes narrowed in a way Nathan recalled all too well. “I will say this once, husband,” she said, yanking her arm free of his grasp once more. “I will not return to Eastchurch Abbey! Not now, not ever! You cannot force me against my will!” With that, she whirled around and marched into the crowd, her head high.


Nathan forced down an overwhelming desire to snatch her back and take her now. To take her in more ways than one. She’d riled his blood in a way it hadn’t been riled in a very long time.


Instead, he watched her disappear into the throng, and when he could no longer see her, he turned and strode out the door, signaling to a footman to have his coach brought round at once.


Bloody hell, Evelyn.


If she insisted on making this difficult, he would certainly oblige her.








Chapter Three



Evelyn’s heart was still pounding, her hands still shaking, and it was two hours after her encounter with her estranged husband.


She paced the floor in her rooms at Buckingham House, where the queen and her six daughters currently resided (the king preferring St. James’s Palace), trying to rid herself of the feelings of confusion and anger.


Horrible, wretched man!


Oh, but she’d forgotten how blue his eyes were, as blue as a cloudless October sky. She’d forgotten how little lines fanned out from the corners of his eyes, indicating his easy smile. He’d had an easy smile once. It was one of the things she’d loved about him when she was young and naïve and far too trusting.


And his hair, so darkly brown it was almost black, thick and shining. He wore it a little too long for London, but then again, he’d not been to London in years as far as she knew. He was impeccably dressed, his figure commanding in formal black tails. His shoulders were a little broader than memory served…


How dare he suddenly appear in London without as much as a word of warning and command her home? She was furious with him!


Evelyn was determined not to return to Eastchurch Abbey—it was not to be borne! She couldn’t go back there, not after everything that had happened.


Mary would help her. Princess Mary would never allow her to be whisked away! On the morrow, she would seek Mary’s help.


But tonight…tonight, she had to get word to Pierce. She hurried to her secretary and withdrew a piece of thick vellum. In her haste to dip the pen in ink, she spilled a bit from the well. She muttered under her breath as she dabbed at the stain. If nothing else, her husband’s sudden appearance had finally forced her to admit that she was developing feelings for Pierce.


That realization appalled her, titillated her, and frightened her. It was precisely the reason she hadn’t wanted to attend the ball at Carlton House tonight, and it was precisely the reason she could not stay away.


When she’d first escaped to London, she had found great relief in a Carlton House ball. She could lose herself among the hundreds of guests, dance until she was dizzy, drink punch spiced with whiskey until she was numb. A restless nervousness had pervaded her that could only be quenched with exhausting social activity.


But things had changed since her first year as a lady of the bedchamber to the queen and the princesses, and in particular, to Mary, the Prince of Wales’s favored sister. Now, Evelyn wanted to avoid the crush and prying eyes, to avoid the man who had captured her attention so completely of late: Pierce Fielding, Lord Dunhill.


Evelyn could scarcely say how it had even happened. She’d met the dashing Lord Dunhill at a supper party and had found a bit of common ground: an intense dislike for peas.


Pierce had noticed Evelyn absently pushing them around her plate, and had remarked on it.


“I beg your pardon,” she’d said with a smile, “but I cannot abide peas. I couldn’t tolerate them as a child, and I cannot tolerate them now.”


“Really?” he’d asked, arching a golden brow high above the other. “Even the duke’s peas?”


Amused, Evelyn had looked around the room then whispered, “Especially the duke’s peas.”


Pierce had laughed and moved closer to her.


They chatted all evening, and she’d left Lord Cumberland’s that night feeling as light as a feather, as if she were floating out to the carriage the queen had sent for her and the other ladies in attendance. Evelyn hadn’t felt that way since…since a time she could no longer bear to remember.


Her affection for Pierce had grown since then. She saw him at this party, or that soirée. She was acutely aware of his increasing interest in her, and she was certain he was aware of her interest in him. How could she not find him agreeable? He was witty; he was handsome, slender and golden-haired. He was a gentleman, well regarded by most. And the way he looked at her…Lord, but it made her feel all fluttery inside.


And then one morning he’d come to Buckingham and asked Evelyn if she would join him in a walkabout in the gardens. As the heady scent of lilacs enveloped them, Pierce had let it be known how much he enjoyed her company…but how much more he could enjoy her company were she of a mind. And then he made a very romantic and stirring speech as to how he would enjoy her—and she him—even more in his bed.


Evelyn had managed to maintain her composure, even though her heart was racing. She refrained from telling him how much she liked his company, too, how she would very much like to be in his bed—she’d fantasized about it often enough. Instead she’d said, “Surely you must know that I am married, my lord.”


He’d laughed at her naïveté. “It has hardly escaped my notice,” he said, glancing at the finger on which she wore her wedding ring. “But it is a marriage in name only, Evelyn. You cannot claim otherwise—you have been waiting on the princess for three years.”


It was true and everyone knew it. Evelyn had heard the whispering about the demise of her marriage in the hallways of Buckingham House. Her wedding to Nathan Grey, Earl of Lindsey, had been a notable event. Even the king and queen had attended the ceremony. But their very public marriage had dissolved after the death of their son.


She and Nathan had failed one another miserably after Robbie’s death, and Pierce wasn’t the first man to have eyed her lustfully since then.


But he was the first to have captivated her.


“I believe, with all my heart, that you have feelings for me, as well,” he’d said boldly that sunny morning.


“Sir! I would never own to such a thing!”


“Wouldn’t you?” he’d asked, and dismissed any more protest with a kiss behind a lilac bush—a soft, sweetly tender kiss that conveyed his regard and his desire for her.


That was the second time Evelyn had floated to her rooms.


Since that morning in the queen’s garden, she’d been at sixes and sevens. She’d lain awake more than one night, considering his proposition. Could she really have an affair with him? Toss aside all her moral convictions? The Lord knew she desired him—oh yes, she desired him. She missed a man’s touch. And really, why shouldn’t she accept his offer? She was young; she had her own physical needs that had gone unmet for far too long. Besides, everyone in the prince’s circle engaged in adulterous affairs, and rather openly at that—it was common knowledge that the prince particularly made a habit of it.


Was it really so wrong? Wasn’t it just as Pierce had said—people involved in marriages arranged for title and fortune were expected to find love elsewhere?


Perhaps…but what bothered her was that she hadn’t believed that when she took her vows. She had believed in the marriage of fairy tales. Yet she had not laid eyes on her husband in three years.


Surely there was another alternative to adultery. Parliamentary divorce? It was the only route that seemed plausible, given that she could not prove any other standard for divorce, such as insanity or relation by blood. A parliamentary divorce was very expensive, she knew, but she fancied that her father—or even Pierce—would want to help her.


Perhaps…perhaps after all this time, her husband might be agreeable. The Prince of Wales sought a divorce—how could anyone fault her for doing the same?


But what if her husband wasn’t agreeable?


Her confusion as to what to make of her feelings for Pierce had grown as quickly as her regard for the man. The more she saw him, the more she wanted to retreat, to deny her feelings. She was afraid to see him, afraid not to see him. She was afraid of what she might do, of what she might not do.


She’d told Pierce as much in a letter this past week. She’d expressed her fears and her doubts, laboring over the wording, careful to tell him of her regard for him, but imploring him not to call on her any longer. She was a married woman. She could not forsake her vows, not even in the privacy of her own heart. Even if her vows had been, for all intents and purposes, forsaken years ago.


Or could she?


After she’d written it, Evelyn had debated whether to send the letter, but in the end, she had given in to the need to reach out to him. From the moment she’d watched the footman carry the vellum out her door, she’d waited. And waited.


She imagined every footman she saw was bringing her a letter with Pierce’s response; every messenger that arrived would surely ask for her. But at week’s end, she’d heard…nothing. Her letter had been met with a deafening silence.


Where was he? Had he received her letter? Had it somehow been diverted? Or perhaps her letter had displeased him. Perhaps he’d merely been carrying on a meaningless court flirtation after all.


When Princess Mary had asked Evelyn to attend the Prince of Wales’s ball tonight, Evelyn thought she might at last have her answer.


Mary had fallen in love, unfortunately, with Prince William of Gloucester, and as the queen rarely let her daughters out of her sight—particularly not to attend a social event with potential for scandal such as one of the Prince of Wales’s balls—she had to rely on various ladies to communicate for her.


In other words, the only way Mary could communicate with Gloucester from under the watchful eye of her mother was to send a note.


Evelyn had seen her opportunity, for surely Pierce would be in attendance as he was a friend of the prince. She had gone, crowding into the ornate hall beneath a dozen crystal chandeliers and a dozen gilded cages, with a bulky letter in her pocket intended for William.


She’d been at the ball an hour without seeing any sign of Pierce or, for that matter, Gloucester, and was beginning to fret she’d not see either man when she spotted Gloucester chatting up the Prince of Wales—who, incidentally, looked rather well into his cups at only half past midnight.


Evelyn started in that direction—the sooner she had divested herself of Mary’s love letter, the sooner she could take her leave. She moved through the crowd, smiling and greeting acquaintances by rote, her heart feeling a bit hurt by Pierce’s silence.


But as she passed the door leading into the service area, someone caught her by the elbow. “My Lady Lindsey.”


She recognized his voice instantly and whirled around; a smile instantly lit her face. She looked directly into Pierce’s brown eyes, shining with pleasure and desire.


“Dunhill,” she’d said demurely, conscious of the ears and eyes around them, as she sank into a curtsy. “I thought you hadn’t come. I thought perhaps you wouldn’t come.”


He lifted her up and leaned forward slightly. “I debated it, in truth. I didn’t relish the thought of having my fool heart crushed again.”


Evelyn blushed. “I didn’t crush your heart—”


“You did,” he said, putting a hand to his chest. “Into pieces.”


She quickly looked around and leaned forward slightly. “Don’t tease me. The situation is impossible—”


“Not impossible, Evelyn,” he’d urged her, and cupped her elbow, pulling her a bit closer. “You can come with me, now. Tonight.”


She was mesmerized by his eyes and his offer, but torn with indecision. “Pierce!” she whispered. “Please have a care! There is enough scandal among the royal family without adding to it.”


“You are the one who has created this scandal, by taking my heart and folding it up in that letter and sending it back to me.”


“Now you are being overly dramatic.”


“Am I?” he asked, leaning closer, his mouth almost touching her hair. “I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, for thinking of you. I long for you in my bed, Evelyn. I know you want it as much as I do—I can see it in the flush of your skin, in the shine of your eyes. Say you will come with me tonight. My town house is empty, save an old butler who cannot hear.”


Come with me tonight…


Evelyn had been on the verge of saying yes. The word had been on her lips, her desire fanning out through her limbs—


And then he had come.


Now, pacing alone, she hugged herself. She felt restless. “What will I do?” she asked herself. She couldn’t bear to return to Eastchurch Abbey. She couldn’t bear to see the church graveyard where her son was buried, to face all those memories in every single room of that sprawling mansion. She couldn’t bear to revive the pain of her marriage, always wondering where Nathan was, if he was with Mrs. DuPaul, the woman in whose arms he’d sought solace after Robbie had died.


Evelyn paused at the window and gazed up at the starry night. “Mary,” she muttered. “Mary will not allow him to take me from here.”








Chapter Four



Princess Mary didn’t seem as keen to keep Evelyn close at hand as Evelyn had hoped. Frankly, the princess looked a bit uncomfortable with Evelyn’s request to help her.


The princess was seated at her writing table, hard at work at her morning correspondence, prettily dressed in white muslin with a wrap of brown silk on her shoulders that matched the brown bandeau wrapped around her locks. She blinked large blue eyes at Evelyn. “Lord Lindsey is here? In London?” she asked for the third time.


Mary was two years older than Evelyn, but sometimes she seemed far younger. Evelyn clasped her hands tightly in a bid to be patient. “He is indeed, Your Highness.”


“And he wants you to go home?” Mary asked again.


“To Eastchurch Abbey. In Gloucestershire.”


“Yes, of course,” Mary said. “I don’t rightly know what to say. He is your husband, after all.”


“In name only,” Evelyn said quickly. “You’ve remarked it yourself.”


“Yes, but I hardly expected him to come for you. That seems rather dramatic, does it not?”


Romantic, she meant, Evelyn thought. Mary loved tales of romance. Evelyn believed it was because she’d been cruelly robbed of romance herself ten years ago. She’d fallen in love with the Dutch Prince Frederick. The king and queen consented to an engagement, but Mary was not permitted to marry until her older sisters—three of them—had wed. That, of course, was practically impossible, as the king and queen were notoriously protective and kept their daughters at home, finding various reasons not to consent to a royal match that would send them to the Continent.
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