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Love in Disguise

Edith Layton


…For what is courtship, but disguise?

True hearts may have dissembling eyes…

—Thomas Campion, “Never Love Unless You Can”


1

The safest way to arrive in London this night would be to arrange to be born there. For a thin, chill, freezing rain glazed the surfaces of the roads so that the teams of horses had to tread like ballerinas to keep their balance and the coaches swayed in their wake, slewing wildly at every misstep, and shaking almost as violently as their terrified passengers did. A trip that ought to have been accomplished in hours now looked as though it might take the night to complete, or else be over at any moment, if completion were to occur with a spill into a ditch. Or so the inside passengers on the Brighton Thunder moaned to each other as they clung to their shifting seats.

The outside riders on their lofty rocking seats were taking the hazardous journey far differently. Half of them were whooping and shouting with every wild swing of their lurching ride, because they were just as drunk as the cliché said such young lords were supposed to be. From their elevated outlook they found every danger entrancing, their youth and their condition making death and injury as unreal as the state they were in. The wind carried their gleeful cries away into the night. But since the other four hapless passengers who shared the carriage roof with them were there for economy’s, not audacity’s, sake, they wished the driving wind would carry the young merrymakers away along with their shouts.

The lead horses mistook a turn in the road and the coach made a long slide to the left, just grazing a milestone, causing the inside passengers to shriek, as a young lord on the coach top rose and brandished his flask to the night and shouted, “They’re off!!” to the winds. He stood there swaying and giggling as the coach shuddered to a halt, its drag pan finally catching in a jagged rut, and the horses came to a steaming stand, trembling, at the road’s edge. Then a hard hand came down on the young reveler, and even in his drunken state he saw such rage in the face that glared down at him that he swallowed hard, and under pressure of that heavy hand, as his legs turned to jelly, he sank unresisting to his seat.

“Not another word, you young idiot,” a furious voice growled. “There’s nothing funny in these proud beasts working their great hearts out. A broken leg’s death for them, and their deaths would be more than the little inconvenience yours might be for your family when I tumble you from your seat—as I will, my word on it—if you stand up once more this night.”

And the proud young lord, who’d been taught all his privileged life that everyone on earth was inferior to him except for his father and his king, sat very quietly and obediently. Because it had been the coachman who ordered him to, and drunk as he was, the young gentleman knew the rules. The coachman was a law unto himself, and the absolute king of the road.

The sleet continued to hiss down as the coachman conferred with the guard. Then he climbed down and tried the surface of the road with his booted toe and scooped up some of the nubbly bits of sleet that began to bounce off the sheer ice that lay beneath, so as to assess its weight and texture in his gloved palm. He lifted his face to the racing clouds, and when a jagged bit of cloud tore off from the face of the bone-white moon, his eyes were as cold and colorless as the sleet which stung his own ivory face.

“The wind’s rising,” he said when he took up the reins again. And as he nudged the wheelers so that they might inch up on the leaders to get the coach on its way again, he added for the topside passengers who’d leaned close to hear him, “And the temperature’s dropping. It’s a skating pond now. Snowdrifts can be forded, my cattle can swim floods, but they’re not mountain goats. And we’re not the Royal Mail either, gentlemen. We’re not sworn to get to London, dead or alive, on schedule. So we’ll be inning tonight instead of just changing horses, courtesy of the company. We’ll stop at the Silver Swan, not a league ahead, not far from Blindley Heath and Gibbet Hill. Yes, a charming location for an overnight stay,” he said on a grin that was nonetheless as grim as his voice, “but better than the grave, I believe. I apologize,” he added in a most nonapologetic voice as the four horses inched their way down the treacherous road again, “for the delay, but the Thunder will not be rolling on tonight.”

And gifted with a quip that was as good as any they’d heard, and quotable at a dozen merry occasions as well, his sporting young gentlemen passengers sat back, content to get to the Silver Swan alive, even if it meant not having a tale of their derring-do on the Brighton Road to regale their friends with out of this night’s business.

*

It was such a terrible night that the Swan was almost filled. The Brighton Fancy had been the last stagecoach through, at dusk, when the road had just started to freeze. Even now the drivers and passengers of the Dart and the Eagle and the Royal George sat snug within the taproom. Their ranks were swelled by the wealthier owners of various stalled private coaches who now dined and drank as they looked out the Swan’s windows to curse the weather, and paid handsomely to do so in comfort. The proprietor of the Silver Swan had a hundred tasks to occupy him as his inn filled, but it was his sense of hospitality, as well as gleeful greed, that caused him to remain near the door.

“A filthy night,” he commiserated as he admitted another new guest.

“Aye, a filthy night,” agreed the robust, well-set-up gentleman after he’d stepped from his own fine coach, delivering what might have been the password to gain admittance for that night, it was spoken so often.

In a practiced single gesture, the landlord proffered the register and swept into a bow. But he had difficulty straightening up when he chanced to glance at the young female who’d come in on the gentleman’s arm, as she pushed back her hood and gazed about the inn. Hundreds of female visitors had graced the Swan, but still the landlord had seen few so stunningly lovely. For her hood fell back to reveal a quantity of cornsilk hair so light and shining it seemed richer and more extravagant than the sable fur that had covered it, and her white skin was the sort only fairy-tale maidens were supposed to have. But there was nothing classical or cool about her fair good looks, not when such liveliness sparkled in those wide brown eyes, not with that saucy pouting mouth she had. Hers was such an expressive, beguiling face, in fact, the landlord thought, that it made a fellow hesitate for a moment before he tried not to gape at her lush form. She took his breath away, and it added to her charm that she didn’t seem to notice it.

It wasn’t surprising to the landlord that the gentleman carefully signed her name separately on the register as “Miss Logan” to his own “Mr. Logan,” as it soon became obvious that they were brother and sister. For when the gentleman took off his high hat, it could be seen that his thinning fair hair was the exact match of hers in color, if not in wavy abundance, and both noses in profile tended to tip upward at the end of their insignificant lengths. And as soon as he’d done writing their names, she grinned, and teased him in the most sisterly fashion.

“What a charming inn,” she exclaimed. “Just smell that dinner cooking! Mmm. Poor Charlie, it’s too bad, isn’t it, because you did say you promised Mary you’d see to slimming?”

“Just so,” the heavyset gentleman answered comfortably, “I shall. I’ll watch my dinner carefully.”

“Oh, Charlie,” she laughed, “what a bouncer! You’ll only watch to be sure it all gets on your fork! If I didn’t know better,” she added on a mock sigh, including the landlord in her conspiratorial smile, “I’d vow you scented roast in the wind a mile back and poured ice on the road yourself.”

Before they’d done laughing, and even before the young woman’s very proper-looking maid staggered in muttering about her young lady catching her death on such a night, the landlord assigned them one of his last best private dining rooms and a pair of his finest bedchambers, for his experienced eye had noticed something else about the pair. The stylishly simple high-waisted gown that hinted, rather than boasted, of the lady’s shapely form, had immediately spoken up to him in accents as cultured as any he’d ever heard pronounced, and the gentleman’s tailoring had given him as many details as his bank statement could.

No sooner had he seen them snug and safely away from the common herd than the door burst open admitting gusts of cold air and a horde of stamping, blowing, and laughing young men.

“Filthy night,” the landlord dutifully informed the private coachload of dashing blades, and getting a strong whiff of alcohol as the gentlemen agreed with him in far more colorful terms, he recklessly consigned the lot of them to his paltriest private parlor when they requested superior accommodations, deciding to keep his best remaining private dining room and bedchambers against the arrival of some nob who’d appreciate them.

But the night drew on, and though incoming stragglers reported that the wind was cutting keen and ice was hardening like a moneylender’s heart, no one entered the inn to lay claim to those last best chambers and his finest dining room. The landlord was brooding over lost opportunities, muttering “Filthy night” to a somewhat unsteady gentleman who’d just arrived, when an amused voice said in reply, overriding the gentleman’s slurred “Too right, damn filthy.”

“Insalubrious, yes.”

The landlord’s heart picked up even as his head did, and he looked up to try to find the gentleman who’d just unknowingly engaged the best dining room and bedchambers in the Silver Swan for himself and his three companions.

The flustered dandy attempting to extricate himself from his scarf and greatcoat was, from his cut and style, a London smart, at least three bottles to the better already, the landlord judged, quickly gazing past him. His auburn-haired female companion, pretty as a picture and painted up just like one too, was likely earning her keep as she stood there fawning on him. Another young woman, with hair as bright as a buttercup’s and about as real as the possibility of one blooming on such a March night too, attempted an air of dignity. But dignity didn’t march with such a lavishly rouged face, or such a daringly low-cut gown, so it must have been put on even as the gown had been, to please her escort, who was obviously the one who’d just spoken and engaged their rooms. For she didn’t attempt, as her friend did with the other gentleman, to please him by wrapping herself around him. She might have been no better than she should be, the landlord realized, but she was no fool. This wasn’t the sort of gentleman who’d take kindly to such public displays, whatever his private pastimes with her involved. This gentleman was, as the innkeeper had instantly recognized, a patrician in every particular.

He was tall and slender, but firmly muscled and evenly proportioned, as his well-cut, closely fitting clothes revealed when he removed his many-caped greatcoat. His dark blue jacket was fitted over a richly embroidered muted peach waistcoat, which had gone on over blindingly white linen. Dun pantaloons fit flawlessly over long legs encased in high gleaming Hessian boots. But anyone with funds could dress as a gentleman. This fellow, the landlord thought with great pleasure as he bowed, could have played the part in rags.

So when the gentleman was handed the register, and his host said, “If you’d be pleased to sign, your lordship,” he was surprised when the bosky gentleman muttered instead, “You do it, Warwick, damned if my hand ain’t frozen.”

The landlord hadn’t even addressed the drunken fellow, and so he only proffered the register to the elegant gentleman again, and said more clearly, “Here you are, your lordship.”

Only to hear him reply, “Certainly, I’ll sign, but my friend is quite right, landlord. It is Mister—Mr. Warwick Jones.”

And so he signed it, though he styled his friend as “Baron” on the next line. But it made no matter to his host. He knew aristocracy when he saw it, titled or not.

And in fact, the countenance before him was a complex one, that of a voluptuary and an aesthetic intermingled, the sort of face that came from discipline as well as breeding, where intellect had been trained to hold tight rein on strong passions. Soft, shining nut-brown hair was swept back from the thin, high-boned face. The nose was thin as well, but long and high and arched, over full lips that were either sensitive or sensual according to his mood, or the mood of the observer. The lean cheeks tapered inward from the prominent sweep of cheekbones, and his skin was clear and smooth, but of a pale and olive cast. He was clearly a young man, but still it had never been precisely a young face; age was incidental to it. Nor could it be termed a handsome face, not with such a nose dominating it, not with such contradictions in it, not, at least, until one saw, beneath the flyaway brows, the heavy-lidded long eyes, which turned down at their corners, open to bend a surprisingly brilliant sapphire gaze down upon the world. The centers of those large eyes were deepest blue, and the white surround showed all around them, and this was such an arresting feature that the viewer forgot to assess whether it was or wasn’t a handsome face when he was caught in that calm, intelligent regard.

It was that quizzical look of appraisal that convinced the innkeeper. This was the easy grace of a man used to respect, command, and instant obedience. Overall, the last, most important touch was evident: he looked as though he knew the reactions he’d caused in his observer and was vastly amused rather than gratified by them. It was the amusement, of course, that set the seal on it. This was a Man of Consequence.

Without a word, the landlord showed the quartet into his finest private dining room. A small fire had been laid in the enormous grate and it crackled merrily as they entered the room. But while his guests settled themselves, the landlord piled logs high until the fire thundered forth the warm welcome he wished he could express himself. Then, not even bothering to take their order, for he’d already decided to send his best to them, he wordlessly bowed his way out.

For a moment the landlord stood in the long common hallway listening to the increasing sounds of merriment from the crowded taproom, knowing that all his private dining rooms were occupied, and in that one small moment he was a man who knew the precise meaning of contentment.

And then a stableboy came dashing into the inn shouting for help, for he cried, “The Thunder’s comin’ up t’ drive! And she’s filled t’ the sky!”

The stranded coachmen and their guards who’d been taking their ease in the taproom lumbered out at once to aid their brothers. The coachmen were all fine specimens of the breed: big, thick-shouldered, red-faced men with mighty barrel chests and great burgeoning bellies, fellows who swaggered the earth with a clear regard for their own importance, and it was they who reached the Thunder first to help hand down the outside riders into the courtyard of the Swan. They shepherded all the passengers into the inn, congratulating them for arriving whole after such a journey, as the coachman of the Thunder coaxed his exhausted teams into the stable.

Only after all the passengers had left his care, after the coach was buffed and dried, and the horses untethered, rubbed down, and soothed, for they, poor creatures, had a short brutish life and deserved that courtesy at least, did the coachman of the Thunder finally allow himself to enter the Swan to thaw and seek his own comfort. The landlord saw him unlock his great Benjamin cape from around his shoulders and straighten as he eased it off, understanding his relief only when he saw the amount of encrusted sleet that had weighed it down. He went to help him find a place at the fire to dry it, but paused when he saw Nan, his steady serving wench, come out of the taproom, wipe her hands on her apron, and then run into the coachman’s arms with a great cry of joy.

“Oh here now, Nan,” the coachman said on a laugh, accepting the warm, wide armful of girl and speaking softly into her tangle of brown hair scented with ale, wood smoke, frying fat, and good laundry soap, “I’m come in from the Brighton Road, love, not from the wars. I haven’t been in France, only Brighton. And I’m not wounded, only half-frozen. But yes, love, warm me this way, do.”

The girl wrenched herself from his embrace and stepped back, running her hand beneath her nose as she struggled for control. She was a handsome creature, full-bodied and broad-boned, with a wide and open face and a fine pair of flashing hazel eyes to save it from plainness. And, the landlord knew, as he grinned almost as widely as the coachman did, watching her, she was furious with herself for her display of emotion. For Nan was an emotional girl, all right, famous for her tirades, but it was seldom sentiment she showed.

“I dunno what came over me,” she said, pushing him away as vigorously as she’d embraced him. “It’s only that I knew you was on the job tunnight, but I din’t know if you got through or not. But I ’spect you’d of been just as pleased if you’d pulled up at the Crown. Any port in a storm, that’s you all over, in’it?”

“The Crown?” mused the coachman in a low, gentle voice as he reached to push a coil of curls gently back from her brow. “Oh yes, that’s where that ugly little black-haired wench works, isn’t it?”

“Ho!” Nan retorted, throwing her head back and shaking off his hand, glad of a game to cover her lapse, and making much of it to recover her dignity. “I understand there’s some gents as don’t think her ugly when they stop over at the Crown. I understand there’s some as can make the best of it even if they do,” she said, eyeing him sidewise.

The landlord smiled and turned away to leave Nan to her love play. He’d a punch to concoct: a tankard black with rum, awash with oranges, dusted with cinnamon, smelling like a spicy tropical sea, hot and buttered to go down as smooth as a summer afternoon—that was the coachman’s favorite. And the coachman was a favorite at the Swan.

Before he could take more than a few steps to his mission, the door to the most meager private room flew open, and a tall, thin, chinless gentleman took a wavering step out into the hall, obviously in search of the convenience. When he saw the coachman, he stopped and stared, goggling as though he’d just seen him rise up from a green mist in a churchyard, rather than standing in the lamplight in a hallway of a wayside inn.

Of course, the coachman was singular. Indeed, he looked nothing like any others of his profession that the landlord had ever seen before, but he no longer occasioned comment at the Swan because, the innkeeper supposed, as he saw the gentleman continue to gape openmouthed at the driver of the Thunder, they were all used to him now.

It wasn’t just that he wasn’t broad and beefy, like so many of his confederates were. He was, after all, a few inches over average height, and though his frame was slender and articulate, his wide shoulders and flat abdomen spoke of his athleticism and hardihood as well as the overstuffed figures of any of the other coachmen did.

But his complexion was smooth, and even after being stung by the storm and now warmed by the fire, its color rose only to the most subtle peach radiance of the hearth, and his eyes were so gray that in sunlight he looked blind, though now in the lamplight their troubled expression darkened them to a subtle shade of morning fog. His brow was high, his nose shapely, his mouth sensitive and tender, and his chin determined even though there was a light cleft gracing it. Framing all, his thick overlong hair glowed gold in the lamplight, curling only at its ends where it had gotten damp, and so forming wistful tendrils on his strong young neck. He did not look like a coachman. He looked nothing like a coachman. He looked rather like certain Attic statues or the stuff of maidens’ prayers. He was, in brief, quite beautiful.

The chinless gentleman in the doorway squinted and then spoke in a voice of wonder. “My God, it’s Hazelton! Damme, if it ain’t Hazelton himself. It’s been ages, and there he stands as though he were still alive. Come see. Good God, it’s Hazelton!”

A disheveled assortment of the gentlemen who were still able staggered to the doorway to peer out at the apparition. The coachman stood and faced them, seemingly at his ease, but something in his stance, something in the way he eyed them, like a man facing a hangman, caused Nan’s fists to clench beneath her apron.

“Damme, so it is,” cried one of the young gentlemen. “Hazelton himself,” agreed another.

“But what are you doing in that rig,” one demanded, “dressed as a coachman? Ho, Hazelton’s up to some sport. What a night, by God, what a night. Now, here’s Hazelton, cutting up, he’s up to something, all right.”

“What, Hazelton driving a coach? What a caper! What’s the wager?” shouted another gentleman eagerly. “I’ll put a pony on it myself.”

“Is it down in the betting book at White’s?” asked another, looking around wildly. “I didn’t see it there. Haven’t seen Hazelton in months either, though. Thought he was dead,” he whispered loudly.

“Not dead,” the coachman answered on a small smile, “only not at the club, Harry.”

“Same thing,” the young man replied, shrugging.

“See here,” the chinless gentleman said, suddenly as serious as only a gravely drunken man can get “why are you dressed up as a coachman, sir?”

“Because I am one, Bryant,” the coachman said calmly. “I drive the Brighton Thunder now.”

“A coachman?” hooted one of the young men, delighted. “Julian Dylan, fifth Viscount Hazelton, a coachman? Hear that rumbling, chaps? That’s all his ancestors turning over at the thought. Come, come, Hazelton, we’re friends, jolly good friends, and we’re ripe for a spree,” he said eagerly. “Let us in on the joke.”

“No joke, my friends,” the coachman said regretfully, “or rather I suppose it might be considered a howler of one, at that. Because I do actually drive the coach. And I do it for the money. For you see, I haven’t a penny piece left to my name. And I’ve gotten into the sordid habit of eating. I discovered I wasn’t astute enough to be a schoolmaster, tactful enough to be a butler, foolhardy enough to attempt to be a prizefighter, or even handy enough with my fives to be a tailor, and no one will pay me for my noblest skills: drinking, dancing, and wenching. But I can drive a coach. And so I do it for my living, not for sport. And,” he said into the silence which followed his words, “I’m told I do it rather well. At least I earn quite a nice bit of blunt from it.”

There was a moment of absolute silence before weak little comments of “Oh” and “Quite” and “Indeed” were heard, and then, no one of them quite meeting his eyes, some of the gentlemen made ragged, perfunctory bows to him before they turned and stepped back into their parlor, and at the last, the fellow who’d originally spied him said, “Servant, Hazelton,” and sketching a bow that almost landed him headfirst on the floor, he staggered back into the room and closed the door behind him.

The landlord rushed to make his tankard of punch, not knowing what other solace to offer. Nan stood with her hands twisting in her apron, as though she sought something there that she could take out and say to him.

But then a languid voice commented, “Shame, Julian. But that’s what you get for telling filthy stories in polite company. Yes, my dear,” the observer commented, taking his dark blue gaze from the coachman as Nan’s head snapped up to stare at him as he stood leaning, elegant and precise, against the door to the finest private room that he’d just left, “he could have told those gentlemen any number of scandalous details about his love life, or his other dealings with your sex, or even other gentlemen, or even their own grannies, I believe, but nothing would be considered so obscene as his talking about money. Or specifically, his complete lack of it. Julian, Julian, out of touch with society for only a few Seasons, and look at you, telling the truth. Is there no hope for you?”

“Warwick!” the coachman cried in delighted recognition.

He strode to the gentleman and put out his hand. Then the two shook hands so hard, grinning at each other so fiercely, that Nan, though used to more tangible signs of affection, stood and smiled tremulously at them, until she caught herself at it, frowned, and stamped away to the taproom, muttering about work not getting done standing gawking.

“Bryant was right,” the coachman finally said. “What a night, indeed. It’s been ages since I’ve seen you.”

“Oh, I know it,” his friend said softly, “because I looked for you, you know. Ah, I see you do know. That’s bad, I think. Should I be insulted? Should I leave now? I will, if you’d like,” he offered, unsmiling, holding his head to one side as he awaited an answer.

“No,” the coachman said, abashed, “please, don’t go. I knew you made inquiries, but I was very proud then and much younger than I am now. Five-and-twenty is very young, you’ll admit, Warwick, now that we’re old codgers with almost a full two more years in our dishes. I didn’t want anyone to see how the mighty had fallen. Even so, it was hard to turn away my closest friend then. But now, I think I’ve fallen on my feet at last. It’s good to see you, Warwick. Will you come have a drink with me?”

“Several. But first I have to make my apologies to my companions. No,” he said as he cracked the door open, “they’re not your sort, my friend. Actually, they’re not mine either,” he mused, “but loneliness breeds strange bedfellows. Or is it when one is lonely one doesn’t find any bedfellows strange? At any rate, Julian,” he continued as he eased the door ajar and peered into the dining room, “I haven’t changed at all, sad to say, except that once I’d lost my best friends to wedlock and foreign service and coachmen’s positions and whatnot, I seemed to lose my best intentions. You see the sot snoring in the corner? None other than the Baron Hyde, and he’s just as rackety as he was when you knew him, although, obviously, his capacity’s diminished over the years—he’s only had a tun of wine and he’s done for the night already. And so I suddenly have the uneasy notion that the two delightful females we struck up an acquaintance with in Brighton the other evening, the ones glaring at each other there, are about to draw straws for the use of my pure young body tonight. Perhaps you’d care to join us?” he asked hopefully. “I’ll admit I’d have reservations about asking you if I thought I had only the one to cope with, remembering your success with the gender. Well, you can scarcely blame me for not wanting to end up with only the kitchen cat to warm my bed, can you? But now I believe even I might prove insufficient to the task. They do look rather hungry, don’t you think?” he asked with a great deal of affected nervousness.

“You haven’t changed at all, Warwick.” His friend laughed. “Thank you, but as you very well know, I’d rather speak to you alone than cavort with your two light ladies.”

“You have changed.” The gentleman frowned as he paused at the door.

“No, it’s just that I have my own diversions here,” the coachman replied merrily.

He stepped out into the hall to wait for his friend to be done with making his excuses to his companions. As he stood musing, he became aware of the scent of honeysuckle before he even heard the hesitant murmured, “Pardon me, please,” at his elbow. And so he turned around before the words were done being uttered, to discover himself facing one of the most beautiful young women he’d ever seen, so lovely as to be almost more improbable than anything else he’d encountered in the Swan this improbable night. The top of her flaxen head came only to his shoulder, and he looked down into her wide, dazed dark eyes as she paused and looked up at him. She’d obviously just been trying to negotiate the narrow hallway and hadn’t meant to do more than alert him so she could pass by without brushing against him. But she’d been halted in mid-step by his appearance. She was a charming sight as she stopped and stared and the color slowly rose in her pale cheeks. But he was well used to such reactions, and lovely as she was, he’d had his fill of being gaped at this evening.

From her dress and voice, he guessed she was a lady who’d doubtless soon regret her artlessness. And he was light-headed with pleasure at finding his oldest friend again. So he didn’t try to suppress a wicked impulse that came over him as suddenly as a sneeze. Instead of ignoring her momentary lapse and frank wide stare as a gentleman ought, or earnestly trying to press his acquaintance as a gentleman oughtn’t but a normal man might, he gave her a wide white smile and said as fervently as he was able, “Anything! Sweetheart, I’ll pardon you anything, if only you don’t say no to me.”

Of course, before he could go on to enumerate the things she should say yes to, she gasped, blinked, and, jolted from her rapt study of him, backed a pace, and then with a burst of bravery shivered past him and fled down the hall. Her form, in retreat, was so entrancing that when she’d opened the door to the private dining room she sought and glanced back, she discovered him still smiling at her bemusedly.

He found the next impulse irresistible as well. As she watched, he bowed as low to her as a cavalier of olden days would have done, sweeping the floor with his imaginary outstretched plumed hat in hand. At that, she wheeled about and so Warwick got to see only the back of her head as she firmly slammed the door on the pair of them.

“Oh, good,” Warwick said lightly, “there’s hope for me yet. I see there’s one female left in the world who’s refused you.”

“But I didn’t get a chance to tell her what I was offering,” the viscount explained, grinning.

“You never had to before,” his friend corrected him. “Now, can we find a room somewhere in this place where we can talk without distractions or even such diversions as that paragon of a girl? I want to help you, Julian,” he said, seriously, at last.

“I know,” the viscount said, saddened again, “but you cannot, my friend.”


2

The lovely blond girl looked down toward her toes, and from what could be seen of her averted, downcast profile, her lower lip was trembling. Her face had been pale to begin with, but now in her dejection she seemed lost as well as fragile, and as even her high-waisted gown was a study in deepest blue, she could, her guilty brother thought, have posed for the design on a funeral urn. He felt like a brute, and of course he knew he looked like one too.

But all he’d done was chide her after he’d heard her gasp and slam shut the door to their private parlor. He’d turned from taking himself an extra bit of that excellent nut cake when he’d heard her draw in her breath, and had only a momentary glimpse at the gentlemen in the hall before she’d closed the door in their faces.

“Of course you were met with insult, Susannah,” he’d said with some heat, after she’d explained. “I don’t know why you’re surprised, you’re lucky it was only a jest you attracted. I told you not to leave the room by yourself, you ought to have called your maid if you wanted to visit the necessary. The landlord said the place was all in a stew tonight, what with everyone and his uncle stranded on the road. Even though it’s a decent inn, if you’re going to stand like a gapeseed in the hallway, of course you were mocked, you deserved it.”

He hadn’t even thundered at her, he couldn’t. He’d frowned and deepened his voice, but still when he’d spoken he’d sounded more as if he were teasing than threatening her. But really, he thought on a sigh, she was such a charming little creature, it was impossible for him to get angry with her. It had always been that way. His own wife scolded him for it, saying that Susannah could run rings around him, and so she could. But not just because, as his good lady always added on a laugh, she reminded him so much of himself. As if he, a great balding, substantial man, could remotely resemble such a lovely creature, he’d always scoff in reply, although, as ever, there was a little hidden pleasure in the denial, since it was such a pleasant thought. For she was the beauty of the family.

Da had been fair-haired and light-skinned, and Mum had just that sort of delicate features and that heart-shaped face. It was the image of Da’s own snub nose that saved her face from perfection, making her beauty touching and human. But neither parent had possessed such cat-shaped eyes nor that impudent mouth, nor such grace and shapeliness in every limb and lineament. No, and neither did he or her other brother, though they both had her coloring and something of the look of her, so it could at least be believed they were related. But only that, for she was unique and as totally surprising in her appearance as she’d been in her initial appearance into the family, coming so late to them, and coming so lovely as well. Hadn’t Da himself said that it was as if her Maker had left her as an apology for taking her mum when she’d come? He’d never blamed her for Mum’s loss neither, for he’d always sighed that it was a treat to let his eyes rest on her at the end of a wearing day. And in truth, there was little enough beauty in the world, and when one found it, one oughtn’t to trample it, so the substantial blond gentleman gazed at the forlorn young woman, cleared his throat, and said, wheedling instead of reproving now, “Come, I never meant to make you cry. It’s only that the fellow likely found you pretty and was having a flirt in the only way he knew. Don’t take on, I didn’t mean to upset you, and if I did, why, I’m sorry for it, for there was no real harm done, Sukey,” he said anxiously when she didn’t raise her head, using her pet name to jolly her. “It isn’t the end of the world, give us a smile, won’t you, puss?”

She gave him more, for when she raised her head it could be seen that she wore a most unrepentant grin, and her eyes sparkled with laughter as she dissolved in giggles and said, as best she was able, “Oh, Charlie, some things never change. I believe I could have shot that gentleman in the hallway and left him there for dead, and still have gotten you to apologize for scolding me for it. My dear Charlie, Charlie my love, I’m all grown-up now, a great big whopping lass of one-and-twenty, and I have some manners, and know I deserved to be insulted for standing and gawking like a goose in a common public hallway. I was lucky that all the pretty fellow did was to twit me for my rudeness. Dear Charlie,” she said more soberly, giving him a warming smile, “will you never learn that your sister can do wrong, aye, and often does, too?”

“Of course I know that,” he said at once, seizing on her comment, for whatever his feelings toward his only sister, he was a man of business, and a good one too, and never a fellow to let such a rare opening for advantage get past him. “Isn’t that just what I’ve been saying all night? It’s a godsend, this weather, for it stopped us cold in our tracks and gives me an extra day and night to try to talk some sense into you. You don’t belong in Tunbridge Wells with Cousin May, no matter that we’re bound there, no, you don’t, no matter that she writes she needs a companion about the house. For you need a man about the house, Sukey, and that’s the whole of it. And for all she says she’s got a fine home, she’s old as the hills. How many dashing young blades do you think she’s got cluttering up her parlor? And though the place is supposed to be a fashionable spa, how many handsome, hardy young gents do you think go there on a repairing lease? No, gout and crotchets is what you’ll find in plenty, so if you want a nice old fellow reeking with liniment, why, then, it’s the place for you.

“A year in New Haven with Cousin Elizabeth ought to have been enough for you,” he said with real grievance, “with nothing to do but help with her brats while her husband was at sea, and no one to talk to but all the other married females whose husbands were at sea. I would’ve come to drag you away even if you hadn’t written when you did,” he grumbled. “All the young ensigns she promised me, all the worthy young chaps she raved about… ‘and all officer material, Charlie,’” he mocked in a brittle soprano. “All the grand young men that never materialized,” he sighed.

“Never say she promised you a young gentleman too!” his sister cried in mock horror, hoping to turn the subject, for he was getting onto firm ground now and she wanted to divert him.

But he was not to be sidetracked. “You might’ve gone straightaway to a convent after school for all the good that stay did you,” he said angrily. “Blast it, Sukey, you’re a rare beauty, don’t deny it, for I’ve eyes. You’ve a fine education too, out of the ordinary in fact, because that’s what Da wanted for you. And he provided for you in abundance, your dowry wouldn’t shame a queen. And how do you use it all? By agreeing to keep company to any old female relative that asks you in? It’s time to come out into the world, Susannah, it’s time to take your rightful place in it,” he shouted, bringing his fist down on the table and causing all the dessert plates of cakes and fruit to hop.

His sister remained very still, and then, when he again began to fear he’d wounded her, she spoke. Her voice was low and sober, and filled with such sorrow he realized this time she was beyond mere hurt. “And just where is that rightful place, Charlie?” she asked, gazing at him steadily.

But now he was ready for her, for it was an old hurt and so it was an old argument that he’d had time to ponder, and though he was doting he was never a fool.

“And how will you know unless you stop hiding and come out to try to find it?” he asked as steadily and seriously as he’d ever spoken to her.

She turned her head to the side to acknowledge the hit.

“A season, only a season in London,” he offered at once, pressing his advantage.

“A season?” she asked quizzically, one finely arched eyebrow rising. “Surely you don’t mean the Season? Just think, the closest I’d get to such a haven for society ladies as Almack’s would be if I passed it in a coach, and the nearest I’d come to a come-out ball would be if that coach rolled over someone coming out of one. A Season, Charlie? Not with all my dowry and education and looks rolled up in one, I think. For I’m no lady, Charlie, though I’ve been given all the trappings of one. I’m still the fishmonger’s daughter, and don’t forget it, for, believe me, no one will ever let me do so.”

“I meant a season, and so I said it,” he persisted, refusing to wince at her words, his fair complexion growing ruddy from the force of his emotions, suppressed and expressed. “This spring season in London, and perhaps, if this cousin of ours, this Mrs. Anderson I’ve turned up, if she’s got the sort of connections she says she does, why then, yes, something very much like a Season too. Oh, try it, Sukey, just once. For me, if for nothing else,” he pleaded, as she averted her head from him and kept to a stubborn silence, just as she’d done all night whenever he’d broached the subject to her.

“Because it pains me,” he continued in frustration, using almost all the same words as he had all evening, “it gives me real pain, it does, seeing you wasting yourself. I want to see you meeting fine young gentlemen, eligible men of wit and education and breeding, the sort you were made for. And London’s the place for it, never doubt it. Why, those young gents you saw in the hall, they’re London stock,” he said suddenly, inspired to new efforts by the thought of them. “You’ll never find their like in Tunbridge Wells or New Haven. Confess it, would you expect to? Why, take that young Warwick Jones for example, he’s top of the trees in London, and there are half a dozen other chaps I know—”

But she cut him off there, turning around at once and asking in surprise, “You know him? The young man I saw in the hallway?”

“Yes,” he answered, pausing to watch curiously as her color mounted as he spoke, before he went on to say slowly, as he continued to observe her interest, “As a matter of fact, I do. Capitol chap. From an old family, a fine proud-looking fellow but with not a toplofty bone in his body for all of it. I’ve done business with him and he’s never made me feel the less for it. Oh, you’d like him, my girl, why, it’s a wonder I never thought of it before,” he said, his enthusiasm mounting even as the flush in her cheeks did, for he was a born salesman, like his Da, and so knew how to shade his speech to suit his audience’s response exactly, and catching fire from her kindled interest he went on:

“He’s bright as a golden guinea and he’s got enough of those, Lord knows. He’s rich as Croesus, and getting richer as we speak, for he’s got a head on those broad shoulders and knows how to get a bit of silver to sire golden babies with the best of them. And he’s the best of them himself, never doubt it.

“But,” his sister asked, a frown replacing the wide-eyed attention she’d shown, “then why is he driving a coach?”

“Driving a coach?” Her brother laughed. “Why, I suppose if he does, it’s because he belongs to the Four-in-Hand Club, like so many of the young sporting gentlemen do, though I hadn’t heard of it. It surprises me, because Mr. Jones isn’t the sort of fellow to do the fashionable thing for the sake of it, not much of a clubman, I’d have thought. Bit of a renegade, he is—not,” he said hastily, “that he’s a rebel, or an upstart, or anything like, no, just his own man, is what he is.”

“Oh,” she said abruptly, visibly crestfallen, remembering then that some other fellow had come into the hall to join the young fair-haired coachman, “then I mistook you. It was the other gentleman I thought you knew. The one they called a viscount, though I suppose that was just a joke—the nobility don’t drive public coaches.”

“Some do, especially on the Brighton run, and not just for a joke neither,” her brother mused. “It’s a fashionable road, lots of the gentry go down to Prinny’s new palace and then back again, so I’d imagine the tips are good, since the quality try to outdo each other in everything. As a matter of fact, there’s a baron, and a lord, aye, and a marquess’s son that I know of, all down on their luck and so up on the coachman’s box to earn a penny, for what else are such cubs equipped to do after they’ve drained the family dry and their creditors are at their heels? No one’s going to pay them a farthing to play cricket or fence, taste wine or dance, or do the sort of thing they were raised to do, so driving’s as good a way to turn a living for them as any. Yes, he might well be a viscount, at that,” he went on, casting a shrewd glance at his sister’s complete, arrested attention as he spoke, “and as he’s obviously a friend of young Warwick’s, I can find out easily enough.

“I tell you what,” he said with great vivacity. “If you don’t mind sitting here alone for a spell, I’ll go and hunt up Warwick Jones and have a word or two with him, and find out the lot. I’d wanted to have a chat with him when I first saw him tonight anyway, but I scarcely could after you’d closed the door in his face.”

He left the room immediately, ignoring his usually collected sibling’s hesitant, embarrassed protests about not wishing him to bother, “since really it was only an idle thought, since actually it made no matter what the viscount did, really.” He decided it would be excellent for her to meet up with Mr. Warwick Jones, and hold a good thought for him while such a meeting was being arranged. Because that gentleman was one of the best that went by that name that he’d ever encountered. And since the fellow had no title, but a great deal of wit, sensitivity, and breeding to make up for it, it became clearer as he thought on it, and he regretted not having thought it sooner, that it was as though Mr. Jones had been made for Susannah.

Although he had no similar wish for her to encounter the unknown viscount, since that sort of young nobleman was just the type of reckless ornamental wastrel and care-for-nothing that he wanted to shield her from, if her interest in the fellow could interest her enough to move her to going to London to learn even more, why then, it was a worthwhile one. For then she could be in a position to meet Mr. Jones and a dozen other similarly worthy young men.

The robust gentleman wore a bright expression as he strolled down the hall to seek out the innkeeper and get Mr. Jones’s direction. He’d find out about the unfortunate viscount, he decided, and regale his sister with the story, suitably edited, when he rejoined her. He didn’t pause for a moment to worry about whether her interest in the nobleman might be a lasting one, because he was a fair judge of human nature and he didn’t believe it to be any deeper than the easy, romantic concern any impressionable young female might feel after seeing such an unusually handsome, ill-fated young gentleman. And at that, his Susannah, he thought smugly, was far more than just any young woman, for she had a first-rate brain in that beautiful head.

But then, he could be forgiven for his complacency, for he was a doting brother, and it had been, after all, a year since he’d seen his sister, and many more than that had passed since he’d really known her.

Because even as he sought information about the noble coachman, his Susannah—his clever, educated, and sensible young sister—sat back in a chair in their private dining parlor and used all the power of the considerable brain her brother had admired to dissect that last smile she’d received from the young man. And in her mind’s eye she reviewed it, turning it about and upside down, wondering what else she could read into it. She’d seen charm there, of course, and since the mockery had been so outsize, she discounted it, as its creator had doubtless intended; she found humor instead, along with a merry sort of self-deprecation, and so she reckoned humility was there as well. It was a great deal to infer from just a smile, but then, it had never been just a smile at all. It had been a revelation to her.

She’d been set on joining Cousin May in Tunbridge Wells, one more stop on her journey to a sufficient age to set up housekeeping by herself being much the same as any other to her. Her brother had been right, which was why she hadn’t bothered to dispute him: Cousin May looked to be a bore. Cousin Elizabeth had been one, but she hadn’t expected anything else from them. She didn’t expect much more from her life. She might well have an education, she granted that she had some wit, and though she doubted she was as exquisite a creature as her devoted brother thought, she believed she’d do. It was just that she knew there wasn’t any place for her anymore, at least, not in any world she knew.

She supposed it was her father’s fault, but even if it were, she couldn’t help but be grateful to him anyway. Raised by a fond papa and two older, protective and adoring brothers, she imagined that she might have grown to be a shockingly conceited, spoiled young woman. From earliest days her least frown had brought instant comforting, her largest mischief only indulgent chuckles. She had only to breathe to be admired, and being wrapped in unrelenting love, might have grown to adulthood never knowing or caring about how to win or deserve it. But her father in his wisdom had foreseen that, and wanting to save her from the results of unquestioning love equally as much as he’d wanted to lavish it upon her, he’d taken the harder road for himself and sent her off to school to be educated. It had saved her from conceit. It had also ruined her for the life it prepared her for.

Miss Spring’s Academy for Young Women was an excellent school, with lofty tuition fees and a manor to house its students in what was as fine as any nobleman’s principal seat. It attracted those who could afford it, and those who wished to be taken for those who could afford it. Miss Spring elevated the academy even more by instituting the discreet policy of letting titled young women in for a reduced fee so that the common young women’s families, such as Miss Susannah Logan’s, might think their offspring would be equipped to eventually socialize with just that class of person they’d been to school with. It was a clever ploy, and the academy prospered, even if some of its graduates broke their hearts colliding with the real world when they entered it. But this didn’t affect the school’s reputation at all.

After all, just as Miss Spring envisioned, any scheme that had to do with matters of social climbing and status would be amply protected by the secrecy of all involved. And so it was, for silence was kept on both sides. The unlucky young persons who weren’t admitted into select society when they exited the school were hardly likely to want the world to know it, and after graduation, the titled young persons would scarcely let on about how they’d been little more than charity cases at the academy, or mention how many commoners had attended with them. It was an excellent plan, for the school at least. And Miss Susannah Logan did receive quite an education there.

Perhaps living at school would have been difficult for her wherever she went, for she doted on her family just as much as they did on her. Then too, young females didn’t usually receive educations outside their homes unless there were unusual circumstances at work, and whatever girls she’d have met at any school would have been young persons with certain difficulties in their homes, and thus in their own lives as well. And of course, human nature being what it is, only the mediocre can sail through childhood without hurt or insult from their peers. An extremely bright and beautiful young girl encounters just as many problems in growing up as an extremely dull and ugly one does, perhaps more, because she’ll be more aware of them. And from the first, Susannah was aware.

Lady Mary might be at Miss Spring’s Academy because her papa drank, and the Honorable Miss Amelia might be there because her mama sought a new papa for her and so took a great many lovers in the process of elimination, and even simple little Miss Smythe might be sent there because her papa, a suspicious baronet, had decided her red hair proof that his lady had played him false, and with his best friend this time, but none of them had to apologize for any of these family failings for a moment. And Jenny Mason’s papa might have been only a man-at-law, even less important than Betty Howard’s father, who was a country doctor, and even further down on the scale from Bessie Parsons’s mam, who owned a horse farm, and yet they prospered at Miss Spring’s. But Susannah Logan’s father had started out in life as a fishmonger, and everyone knew it, and no one forgot it.

He was proud of it, and rightly so, for now he had more blunt than anyone else’s father at the entire academy, or in the entire county, for that matter. But that didn’t make things any easier for his daughter. Because a hundred years earlier he would have remained a fishmonger, hawking eels and waving his mullet under the nose of anyone who dared to challenge its freshness, to the end of his days. Still, a hundred years later, no one could get used to the idea that he was now rich enough, just as he often declared, to buy his own sea to fish in, and name it after himself too, if he’d a notion to.

But then, nothing was stable anymore, not these days. The winds of change were blowing a great many lives off course, for there was a war on and the world was suddenly expanding. Not only were there new inventions being unveiled daily for health and wealth—gas for heat and light, and machines to weave, farm, and cook with—there were new roads to get to new lands to make new trade with, there was talk of someday being able to travel altogether without proper roads, by sailing along tracks in a “Puffing Billy” engine, and those on the coast scanned the skies for the threat of Boney’s forces flying cross-Channel in those amazing enormous balloons. Overnight, it seemed, new successful businesses that dealt in these wonders were springing up like the “mushrooms” the quality called the men who made their fortunes from them.

Susannah’s Da was a man born for his time. He’d taken his profits in fish and cleverly put them into less ephemeral products: mines, mills, trading companies, and ships. But not one of the gently bred young women, and few of the commoner sort either, could ever forget that the richest young woman in school might have remained firmly in her place in front of her father’s fish barrow if he hadn’t had the audacity to step out from behind it.

She became a superior student. Books had the power to inspire her, but any hurt they might inflict was a distant, entirely intellectual sort of pain, and they made good companions for an increasingly dreamy girl whose best friends were made of ink and paper. Which was not to say that she shunned the other students. No, she was by nature a gregarious girl. But her living friends were never as close to her as her fictional ones were. Except for Lady Alice, that once, for that long, and then never again.

Lady Alice was exactly Susannah’s age. They met at the academy in their first years there, but each was too busy mourning her distant family, and too weary each day from lying awake stifling her sobs every night to pay much attention to each other then. But in time they did. It was only natural, they had so much in common. They both were motherless but home-loving children who enjoyed literature and music and hated the Honorable Miss Mary and their green vegetables and their French mistress, Madame Corday, with an equal passion. Lady Alice was a pretty child with brown ringlets and a merry, open countenance, and when Susannah’s Da saw them together one day when he visited the school: two lovely children, one fair, one dark, with their arms around each other’s waists, it could be said, just as he was that pleased to always say after, that his heart near broke it was so full from the beautiful sight of it, and as he didn’t say, from the pride of it. For he saw the fishmonger’s daughter and the duke’s own daughter, arm in arm, coming down the stair as though they were equals set on coming on through life together.

It was a friendship that supported both. It helped Lady Alice to bear the fact that she was exiled from her home because of her rakeshame father’s depraved entertainments there, and later on, it helped Susannah through the enormous pain of her own father’s death. But Lady Alice didn’t shed a tear when her papa finally met his end at the hand of a rival for some wench’s bed. She only clapped her hands together when she was at last alone with her friend, and said, eyes glowing with sudden joy she’d concealed in all propriety from everyone but her friend of friends, “Only think, Susannah, now I can go home! But, my dearest, don’t frown, for of course, you shall come visit me too. But oh, Sukey, I am free!”

It had been hard for them to separate, they were fifteen and had shared everything for five years of that short span. It was only Lady Alice’s promise to have her friend visit during the next summer vacation that kept Susannah’s heart high all that long, lonely winter. A dreamer by nature, now a dreamer by reason of necessity, she passed the winter by envisioning the delights of the coming summer: seeing her friend again, and at last meeting her friend’s idol, her brother. Susannah knew all about brothers, and took a great deal of what she’d been told about the new duke, newly returned home himself, with a tablespoon of salt. But when he came to the school with his sister to collect Susannah for the promised visit in her sixteenth summer, it was hard for her to fault one wonderful thing she’d been told about him.

He was slender and brown-haired, and if not particularly handsome, with his even features and ready smile, his charm and politeness made up for any lack in his appearance. Best of all, he was all of three-and-twenty, and so was a perfect, safe object of idolatry for Susannah, since he was of an age when he considered all his sister’s friends to be infants. In a year he’d seek a wife from their ranks, but in that summer they were still all children to him. And so he spared no effort to be charming to Susannah, for he liked children and she was a particularly lovely one, and his sister’s favorite.

It began thrillingly. Their home was a stately one, filled with the sort of inherited treasures that even Susannah’s father had never been able to buy, and it was staffed with a dizzying number of servants who all seemed to have been handed down in the family for ages as well. Lady Alice’s aged aunt was a benevolent chaperon, but the house belonged to the new duke and his sister now and they were clearly determined to bring it back to the calm state of grace it had enjoyed before their father’s misbehavior had routed them. Though she’d always been cosseted, Susannah’s life took on the even tone of privileged leisure that she’d only read and heard about before. She felt as though she were living in an enchanted world where noble, graceful people did even the smallest things with wit and elegance. Every day there were new diversions, as Alice and her brother took their guest on picnics and improvised water parties and led her on riding tours through the neighborhood. The first nights were filled with laughter as Susannah caught Alice up on all the gossip at school, and her friend, in turn, told her all about the neighbors and their peculiarities.

But then, even with their games of cards, and singing and performances at the pianoforte, time, especially on subsequent nights, began to hang heavy. For once the gossip dried up, Susannah realized, there were no exchanges with other people to feed them more. And after those first nights, the young duke, using a young gentleman’s prerogative, slipped off into the night to his own diversions.

Each night, then, after those first weeks, the girls went to bed earlier and retired alone, with nothing like the forbidden, deliciously wild giggling sessions that had kept them up half the night, stifling their laughter under their coverlets, at school. Very soon, Susannah thought with disquiet one warm moonlit night as she sat in her room alone, they would be going to bed with the sun, and rising with it, like farmers, not best friends. Yet, she recalled, Alice’s letters had been full of local dances, routs, and supper parties. It was then that Susannah began to entertain the most serious doubts about her welcome. She resolved to ask about it first thing in the morning. But she never had to.

For she rose early, before Alice’s maid could awaken her, and she slipped into her clothes and went downstairs. She’d worried about how to ask her friend so as to present the matter lightly and avoid the risk of saying anything insulting. She was rehearsing how to put it as she entered the morning room where Lady Alice and her brother were taking coffee after their earlier morning ride and conference. Then she heard them, and so had her answer before she ever had the chance to frame her question.

“Well, Allie, my sweet,” the young duke was saying in his usual light, casual tones, “I’ve racked my brain but I can’t think of another place we can safely take her. So if she’s truly your friend, I believe the sacrifice of a few weeks of your entertainment is only right. Your beaux must wait, your other friends will understand. She’s lovely as a sprite and as clever as you claimed, but there’s absolutely no way we can foist our beautiful mermaid on polite society, love, not without disgracing ourselves, and that’s all there is to it.”

“I do wish you wouldn’t persist in calling her that,” she heard Alice sigh.

“But, love,” the young duke answered, laughing in his gentle, charming fashion, “what else would you call a fishmonger’s beautiful daughter?”

Susannah squirmed even now, remembering, even though she sat alone in a parlor of a wayside inn, five years after and a hundred miles away from that place and that one summer’s morning moment. But it was a moment that remained evergreen, and appeared whole and clear in her most unsettled dreams, and would, she believed, always.

But on that morning they were all mutually aghast and embarrassed when the young duke spied movement in the corner of his eye and turned in time to see Susannah flee. Being a gentleman, he of course sought her out that very day and apologized handsomely, and being trained to be sensitive to his inferiors, he felt badly about it for a week. But by then she was gone from his home. For being very well-bred herself, she’d accepted his apologies and then given hers to Lady Alice just as nicely when she left two days later, pleading her own brothers’ sudden desire to see her home for the summer, after all.

As both girls were extremely polite, having been trained to it in the same classroom, they could never discuss it again, and so after a few stilted letters passed between them, the friendship ended gently, deflating rather than exploding, full of sighs but with no harsh words on either side. Because, Susannah had thought then, as she thought now, what was there to say, after all? She was a fishmonger’s daughter, and true gentlemen and ladies of the ton were made of older, if not finer, stuff than that.

But she’d been educated as a lady even if she was never to be accepted as one. And when school was done and she came home to live with Charlie and his wife (her other brother living on the Continent, managing their growing businesses’ interests there), she found that her education had ruined her for the suitors Charlie brought around. She doubted any of them would have pleased her, but in any case, she scarcely had the opportunity to find out. Although they were impressed by her looks, most of those earnest, rising men of business were dismayed at the amount of her knowledge and the extent of her social graces, fearing she was too far above them, since, having just risen so high, they were not anxious to be brought or thought low in their own homes or bedrooms. Or else they were just the opposite sort, and so, and far worse in her eyes, they were clearly desirous of acquiring her as they would any other souvenir they’d picked up on their travels to the top, and for the same reasons of purely proud show.

The gentlemen she’d dreamed of, and read about, and had been trained to meet and consort with, were not available to her. Unless, of course, they were like those few who’d sought her out even in her obscurity, the sort she’d learned of and scorned even in school: those who were gentlemen born, but out of funds, and so out of desperation willing to sell their names, even to a fishmonger’s daughter, in order to live like gentlemen again.

There was no one for her, because she didn’t know quite what she was anymore. She had a great deal of knowledge but couldn’t be of help with the family business, since all her schooling had to do with things a lady ought to know, such as poetry and art, and she hadn’t a grain of skill with math or matters of finance. She’d been told she was beautiful, but if she was, of what use was it? She couldn’t be a suitable helpmeet for a man of business, nor could she do more than attract a gentleman’s interest. Unable to be a wife, unwilling to be a mistress, there was little else she could think to do except grow old enough to set up her own household.

Ironically, and lately she’d thought it often, she believed she’d become very like the mermaid she’d been named years before. She was, she knew, in some ways just such a hybrid creature, not fitted for one way of life or another. Whatever she was, she was clearly not wholly suitable for the usual sort of life, however she might dream of love, of happiness. That was why she’d refused her brother’s latest offer of London for a season with some genteel relative he swore he’d unearthed. That was why she’d been on her way to Tunbridge Wells to live out a few more years in seclusion, until that eventual day when her brothers deemed her old enough to let alone, and let live alone.

Yet tonight she’d had a glimpse of something else. Perhaps because she was still very young, she had not buried hope quite so deep as she’d thought.

She sat back in her chair now, entirely passive, waiting for her brother’s return, and she thought of the beautiful young coachman again. If he were truly a gentleman, then he was certainly an unusual one, quite as unusual in his way as she was in hers. For if she were a commoner with the style of a lady, then he was a nobleman taking on the ways of a commoner. But he was more admirable, she thought with sudden painful honesty, for he didn’t shrink from the world’s opinion as she’d done, as she was now shamed but able to admit she’d done. She took courage from his courage, for she’d overheard his whole encounter with the other young gentlemen, and it was obvious he was willing to work at the most menial chores for his living, though he reaped scorn from his fellows for it.

And so, she thought, picking up that one strand of information she’d gotten and spinning out an entire story from it as daydreamers do, as she always did, surely if such a gentleman wanted a wife, if he hadn’t a wife—and he hadn’t the look of a married man—he wouldn’t think of either money or class in his search. And just like the prince he resembled from all the fairy tales she’d loved, he’d seek out the one lady who suited him, who fitted him as well as her lost slipper fitted her, and he’d love her, whether she were truly a born lady or not.

It was true that this was a great deal to imagine from a very few facts and one small encounter. But she had the time and the imagination and the need to embroider upon it. It was also true that their eyes had met for only a moment, but they had met, and she’d never forget it, so it was not too much to believe that he might remember her if they ever met again. And now she had hopes that they might. Her brother might have been right, she thought: this night might have been a godsend after all. For if nothing else, at least she had hopes again, and if they had any foundation, they were a class above dreams.

She hoped her brother would go about his business discreetly and not embarrass her by betraying her interest. For she decided that she might just go to London after all. It might be that she’d given up too soon on too much. Once, before reality had frightened her away from life, she’d hoped for a great many things. Now it seemed, incredibly enough, as she sat and stared into the firelight and allowed herself to see a certain bright face instead of the flames leaping there, that it might just possibly turn out just the way it did in all her favorite stories, in all her dreams, in all her best, most secret hopes.
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“Now, this,” Warwick Jones said with satisfaction as he strolled into the room, “is much more like it. More like a home than any parlor I’ve ever seen in an inn, at least,” he mused as he seated himself at a planked wooden table and lifted a tankard, twin to the one his seated companion already held to his lips, and raised it to his own. “It makes me quite nostalgic for… I’m not quite sure what”—he frowned—“for I’m positive my mama would never have given house room to that pair of chipped china spaniels, much less placed them on the mantel to enchant her guests. Ah well… Good God, Julian, what is this concoction?” he asked as he gagged on it, and then, grimacing, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and demanded, “Have you taken to drinking perfume? I’ll swear this is heated bay rum, someone’s put a hot poker in a cup of scent. You’re supposed to dab it on your cheeks and put it behind your ears, man, to delight the ladies from without, not swill it to destroy yourself from within. You can’t be that far down on your luck, Blue Ruin’s only a penny a glass, and though it’ll make you blind, I believe you’d survive it better than a swallow of this.”

He put down his tankard and gazed at his friend, looking very affronted. But the coachman, who had taken off his jacket and high boots, sat relaxed in his shirtsleeves and vest, and only stretched out his legs to the fire to dry the last damp from his pantaloons.

“It’s a Jamaican punch our landlord’s made in my honor,” he replied, unfazed, “and I like it. That’s spice and citrus and cinnamon in it, Warwick, but you know it, since as I remember, you’re something of an epicurean. And this is his private parlor, and I’m honored, if you’re not, that he’s lent it to us, because he hasn’t a private mousehole left in the Swan tonight, and I told him I wanted some time alone with you. I could hardly ask you to throw your ladies out into the cold.”

“You could have asked,” the slender gentleman said, laughing. “Oh Lord, Julian,” he sighed, “I’m not at all sure I wouldn’t have obliged you, too. It’s fairly awful having to face what seemed so entrancing face-to-face the night before, the evening after. I should have been thinking back on my little impetuous encounter with the young woman with fond remembrance tonight, instead of actually attempting to converse with her. Which was, by the by, perhaps the only thing I didn’t attempt with her last night when we first met. My only excuse is that I’d just passed a dreary week at an aged uncle’s bedside. I was spoiling for some merrier sport, I suppose, and went directly to an acquaintance’s country home near to my own, by invitation. I won’t bother to mention his name, it makes no matter, it turned out the sport there was too merry for me.

“I don’t know if I’m too young or too old for orgies,” he said on a shrug, “but they don’t suit me, so I took off in the night, bound for London, and decided to stop over at the Ship in Brighton. There I met the baron and his young companion, and before I could close my wallet, the other young female showed up. This morning, out of courtesy, I offered them all a ride home with me. By rights, and as a reward for my charity, I ought to have been in London now, with the baron sleeping in his own house, the two young lovelies sleeping with whomever they choose for the night, and I in my own little bed, happily alone at last, sleeping or not. My, whatever has happened to me, Julian?” he asked on a sad smile.

“You didn’t used to talk about your young ladies,” his friend said from the echoing depths of his tankard, so that only the edges of his grin could be seen above the rim.

“No, and I still don’t. It must be quite some time since you’ve dealt with young ladies, Julian, for I assure you, these two are not of their number,” he replied lightly. “No, they are women of business, my dear, I believe one of them even has a card printed up,” he mused, as his friend choked on a swallow of punch, “or is it a broadsheet? No matter, the point is that I haven’t had much to do with ladies of late, either. Or gentlemen, for that matter. That was why it was so good to see you tonight.”

“Oh yes,” the viscount said, his handsome face grown expressionless, “quite a gentleman, driving the Brighton coach and touching my hat to the passengers for a generous tip.”

“Is that all you get to touch? Poor lad,” Warwick sighed as he won a grin from his companion, “but if a frog can be a prince, I have no trouble recognizing a gentleman in a coachman. It’s not the way of it that concerns me, it’s the why,” he said, fixing his friend with a sudden long and serious stare as he waited for his reply.

“As I said,” the golden-haired young man answered, the flickering firelight giving his face its only change of expression, “not a penny to my name, Warwick, I’ve lost it all, and so, as you see, I wield a whip for the horses and chat up the topside gents for my bread now.”

“Driving the Brighton coach after you’ve driven yourself down the road to perdition? No, I don’t see it, Julian. I haven’t seen you for a while, true, but you were never a gamester, not a fellow to lose the family home on the turn of a card. And you’ve always had ample companionship, so you’re not a fool to throw it away at the feet of some enticing adventuress, and you look remarkably healthy, so I doubt it was opium-eating that brought you to ruin. I know it wasn’t Jamaican punch,” he added with a haughty sniff down his long nose at the tankard, “so what was it? You were well enough to grass when last we met.”

“No,” his friend said slowly, “actually, Warwick, there’s the whole of it, I wasn’t. I hadn’t been for years, you see, only I didn’t see, I didn’t know.”

And then, keeping his voice as calm and steady as he was able, he told his friend all of it. There was little enough to tell, he thought when it was done, and his friend rose and stood against the mantel looking down into the fire, his thin face set, obviously thinking deeply. For it was a simple, trite enough tale, he thought, even as he’d said.

His father had no head for business matters, but even that was commonplace enough, few gentlemen did, he only needed a good man of business to keep his estates in good heart and his fortune intact. Only, it transpired, his father had engaged a rogue, or at least, to be fair, the fellow had turned into a rogue after decades of good service. He’d run at the last with the last of the funds he could squeeze from the estate, knowing a noose or a transport ship awaited him when his clients found him out, and he’d been entirely successful, for only his body had been recovered when Bow Street located him, swinging from the ceiling of his rented room in Houndsditch. His light lady friend had taken what remained of the money they hadn’t squandered or gamed away, and where she’d got to, only her creator knew.

At least the matter had been kept quiet; if his father had known nothing else, he knew the code of the nobility and realized such things must be kept in the family. But since his remaining family consisted of one charming, adorable wife whose pretty head ought not be troubled with money matters, and one young growing son whose shoulders were not yet broad enough to bear the truth, his father had kept the matter to himself and his new man of business.

“I believe the burden hastened his death,” the viscount said softly, as his friend nodded, “you remember, Warwick, for at his funeral, Mama said that he had been in a decline in the past months, before the attack that carried him off.

“And then, of course, it was up to Higgins, as his lawyer, to tell Mama, but then, of course, you remember Mama, she was beautiful and gay and utterly lost when serious matters were spoken of. And as Higgins was an old bachelor, and as she could never restrain herself from flirting, God,” he said on a reminiscent smile, “she would flirt with the gardeners when they brought in a rose. How was he to know it was just her way? Perhaps it wasn’t, maybe she was interested in him at that, he certainly thought so. That’s why, he said, he didn’t tell her. He didn’t want, he said,” the viscount said in a louder voice, with a trace of temper coloring his speech, “to coerce her into accepting his suit. That’s why I didn’t know that the fellow was secretly footing all our bills, keeping me in school, and keeping the estate solvent as he paved the way clear to making her his wife.

“It wasn’t charity, I suppose,” he said bitterly at last, as his friend looked up at him with a disconcertingly vivid blue stare, “as he was only feathering his own nest, thinking he’d be her next husband. And as to that, I would’ve been in gravy if he’d become my new father. Higgins was a wealthy man. Is a wealthy man,” he corrected himself.

“And I wonder,” he added, lowering his head so that he could avoid his friend’s complete and piercing gaze, “if I’d have protested if when he’d married Mama, he’d continued to keep me in the state I was raised to think was natural. Would I have requested a look at the books any more than I’d have asked it of my father? I never did ask him, you know. Would I have asked any pertinent questions if my pockets were left full and my tailor’s bills paid and my club fees in on time? I don’t know, Warwick,” he said at last, shaking his head so violently that his fair hair rippled in the firelight and obscured his light, suspiciously glittering eyes for a moment. “We were taught to be gentlemen, and nothing else, weren’t we?” he asked in an unsteady voice.

After a silence, he raised his head and went on more easily in his usual light and natural tones. “That’s hardly fair, you were always something more, weren’t you? But no matter, none of it matters actually. There was that stupid carriage accident, and she was gone before I could get home to say good-bye. That was over a year ago. I was living in London in our town house then, in quite the grand style. And as she was gone before Higgins could finally nerve himself to ask her to be his wife, by the time I got home I discovered that everything had gone with her.”

“Nothing is left?” the other man asked into the quiet.

“As usual, Warwick,” the viscount sighed, “you are way ahead of me. No, something is left,” he said, before he drained his tankard.

“It would be lovely,” Warwick said pleasantly, “to be as brilliant as you always credit me. But it’s only a matter of simple observation, Julian. If there was nothing at all left, you’d hardly be sitting here tonight, with your coachman’s cape drying in the hall. You’d be off and about the world looking for your fortune. You always were intrepid, if not a little headstrong. Something is holding you here beyond your love for the innkeeper’s Jamaican punch, I think.”
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