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In Which Scandal Brews in Wiltshire




Shantill House

Limpley-Stoke, Wiltshire

It is a truth universally acknowledged by women that it is far easier to dress when the point is to cover one’s body, than when one desires to leave expanses of flesh delectably uncovered.

In the days of Esme Rawlings’s reign over London society, it took her hours to clothe herself. She would emerge as a caterpillar from its coccoon: silky black curls gleaming over pearly shoulders, bodice miraculously suspended in air at the very moment of dropping to her waist, delectable curves swathed in a fabric so light and revealing that many gentlemen weakened at the knees at her very sight. Other gentlemen stiffened. It was all a matter of constitution.

These days it took precisely twenty minutes to throw on enough clothing to cover herself, and gentlemen in her vicinity never showed reaction beyond a sharpish discomfort at the apparition of a woman with a stomach the size of a large cannonball.

“I am plump as a pork pudding,” Esme said, peering at herself in the mirror over her dressing table.

“I wouldn’t say that,” her aunt said with her characteristic drawl. Viscountess Withers was seated in a small chair, riffling through her reticule. “Drat, I cannot find my handkerchief.”

“Stupendously stout,” Esme said disconsolately.

“You are carrying a babe,” Arabella said, looking up and narrowing her eyes. Clearly a pair of pince-nez would have come in handy, but spectacles were inconceivable, given the dictates of fashion. “I never liked the look of it. But you, my dear, might go far to changing my mind. How dare you look so delightful? Perhaps your example will finish the ridiculous habit of women confining themselves. Such a punitive word, confinement.”

“Oh pooh,” Esme said, rather rudely. “I am reaching elephantine proportions. No one would wish to see me on the streets of London.”

“I believe that your size is normal, not that I’ve had much to do with childbearing. In fact, this is the first time I have seen a woman so close to her time. So when do you expect it, my dear? Tomorrow?”

“Babies aren’t like house guests, Aunt Arabella. They choose their own moment, or so I gather. The midwife seems to think it might be a matter of a few weeks.” Privately, Esme thought the midwife had to be mistaken. If she grew any larger, she’d be confined to a bath chair, like the Prince of Wales when he had the gout.

“Well! Here I am, ready to help in every way!” Arabella threw out her hands as if she expected to catch the baby in midair.

Esme had to grin at that. Arabella was her very favorite relative, and not only because her reputation was as scandalous as Esme’s own. “It’s very kind of you to visit me, Aunt Arabella. Not to mention positively self-sacrificing in the midst of the season.”

“Nonsense! One can have just as much pleasure outside of London. Even in Wiltshire, if one applies oneself. I knew that you would be quite dreary in the country all by yourself. Always struck me as a foolish habit, women rusticating themselves in the wilderness merely because they’re carrying a babe. The French are much more sensible. Marie Antoinette was dancing up to the moment she gave birth.”

“I suppose so,” Esme said, wondering whether a black gown would diminish the look of her waist. She was no longer in full mourning, and the idea of returning to blacks was dispiriting. But then, so was her girth.

“I took the liberty of asking just a few persons to follow me tomorrow,” her aunt went on briskly. “We shall dine alone tonight, unless Stephen Fairfax-Lacy joins us in time. I suppose you know that your friend the Duchess of Girton is enceinte? If she births a male, obviously Fairfax-Lacy will lose his title. Mind you, it was only an honorary one, but having had it for eight years at least, the man will probably feel as if he’s lost his hair. We’ll have to cheer him up, won’t we, darling?”

Esme looked up, startled. “Fairfax-Lacy? I am not in a position to entertain a house party, particularly one which includes a man I have only the slimmest acquaintance with!”

Arabella ignored her. “And of course I’ve brought my dame de compagnie with me. Why be on our lonesome when we needn’t? It is the season, but I fancy that my invitation outweighs any tedious little parties that might be occuring in London.”

“But Aunt Arabella, this is not entirely suitable—”

“Nonsense! I shall take care of everything. In fact, I already have. I brought some of my staff with me, dearest, because there are such terrible difficulties with people hired in the country, are there not?”

“Oh,” Esme said, wondering how her butler, Slope, had taken this news. The extra footmen might come in handy if she was reduced to being hoisted about in a chair.

“As I said, a very few persons will follow tomorrow, just to enliven dinner, if nothing else. Of course, we won’t hold any public gatherings, or perhaps only a very, very small one, because of your condition.”

“But—”

“Now darling,” Arabella said, patting her hand, “I’ve brought you a basket absolutely full of the latest creams and soaps made by that Italian man, the one with the funny little shop in the Blackfriars. They are all absolutely efficacious. You must try them immediately! Your mother’s skin was disastrous when she was carrying you.” She peered at Esme’s face. “But yours appears to be remarkable. Ah well, you always did take after me. Now, I shan’t expect you downstairs until dinner. You do remember that Fairfax-Lacy is a Member of Parliament?”

Esme was starting to have an odd feeling about the presence of Stephen Fairfax-Lacy.

“Aunt Arabella,” she said, “you wouldn’t be thinking of matchmaking, would you? My husband died only eight months ago.”

Her aunt raised her exquisitely shaped and dyed eyebrows. “If you call me aunt again, my dearest, I shall scream! It makes me feel quite ancient. Arabella to you, thank you very much. We are family, after all.”

“I would be delighted,” Esme said, “but—”

Arabella was never one to respect another’s sentence. “It’s a dreary business, being a widow. I know, as I’ve been one three times over.” She lost her train of thought for a second and then continued. “Now, I’m not saying that I couldn’t be married if I chose, because I could.”

“Lord Winnamore would marry you in a heartbeat,” Esme agreed.

“Precisely,” Arabella said, waving her hand. “I’ve invited Winnamore as well; he should arrive tomorrow. But my point is, darling, that being a widow is rather—daunting. Fatiguing, really.”

“Oh, dear,” Esme said, thinking that her aunt did look rather more tired than she had seen her in the past. “You must make a long visit.”

“Nonsense,” Arabella said smartly. “I shall stay with you for the time being. But where’s the excitement in living with a woman, hmmm?”

Her wicked smile made her lose at least twenty years.

Esme grinned back. “I’ll take your word for it. Miles and I only lived together for a year, and that was years ago, so I can hardly speak from experience.”

“All the more reason to marry again,” Arabella observed. “Now I’ve been thinking about Stephen Fairfax-Lacy. He’s just the man for you. Lovely laugh lines around his eyes. That’s important. And he’s strong too. Apparently he boxes regularly, so he won’t keel over in the act the way your late husband did.”

“It wasn’t in the act,” Esme protested. Her husband had suffered an attack in their bedchamber. The fact that it had occurred during the first night they had spent together in years was not relevant.

“Close enough. Not that we can fault poor Miles too much. After all, he got the deed done, didn’t he?” She waved vaguely in the direction of Esme’s belly.

“Yes,” Esme said, dismissing the thought of another possible contributor to her situation.

“Fairfax-Lacy is not a man to leave you in the breech, so to speak.” Arabella almost choked on her smirk.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying this discussion,” Esme said pointedly. “It’s nice to know that my husband’s demise affords someone pleasure.”

“For goodness’ sake, Esme, don’t start taking on airs like your mother. The way Fanny wept over your father could hardly be believed. And yet she couldn’t stand the fellow. Well, who could?”

Arabella began opening the jars on Esme’s dressing table and sniffing each of them delicately. “This is the best of the lot,” she said, holding up a small jar. “Almond paste, straight from Italy and ground by nuns. Has a glorious perfume to it. Rub it on your chest every night and it will keep your skin as white as snow!” The viscountess had never been acclaimed as a beauty, but she didn’t let that fact get in her way, any more than she was allowing age to dampen her flair. Her hair had faded slightly from a fiery mass to a gingery pink, but it was swept up in an exuberant mass of curls. Her face paint could not have been more exquisitely applied: it alone took some ten years from her true age.

She put the jar down with a little thump. “Now, let’s see. Fairfax-Lacy has a good strong leg, and I like his buttocks too.” She rubbed a little of the miraculous almond cream into her neck. “He has plenty of blunt, not that you’ll need it, since Rawlings left you well established. The point is, Fairfax-Lacy is a good man and he won’t give out in the long term. Stamina, that’s what you want in a man. Look at me: married three times, and not a single one of them survived past a few years.”

Esme sighed. Clearly poor Mr. Fairfax-Lacy was about to be thrown in her direction until his head spun.

“We’re dreadfully awkward numbers tonight, with so few men,” Arabella said, patting the almond cream into her cheeks. “Yourself and I, of course, and your friend Lady Godwin, and my dame de compagnie.”

“Who is she?” Esme asked without much interest.

“Well, poor duck, she’s really my goddaughter. I don’t suppose you know her. She debuted four years ago.”

“But what’s her name?”

Arabella fidgeted with the glass jar for a moment, looking uncharacteristically hesitant. “I shouldn’t want you to—well, I can trust you to be kind to the gel. It’s not as if you’ve a puritanical past yourself.”

Esme looked up at her aunt. “Her name?”

“Lady Beatrix Lennox.”

One of the most irritating things about pregnancy, to Esme’s mind, was that she seemed to have no firm grasp on her memory anymore. “I’m afraid I know nothing of her,” she said finally.

“Yes, you do,” her aunt said rather brusquely. “Beatrix is one of the daughters of the Duke of Wintersall. In her first season, unfortunately—”

“That daughter?” Now Esme remembered. She raised an eyebrow at her aunt. “I suppose you consider her your protegée, so to speak?”

“You’re hardly one to talk, my girl,” Arabella observed, patting her curls in the mirror. “You’ve made quite a few scandals yourself in the past ten years, and I’ll have you know many a person considers you my protegée. Including your mama. Lord knows, Fanny has complained of my influence enough.”

Esme was trying to remember the scandal. “Wasn’t Lady Beatrix actually caught in flagrante delicto at a ball? I never did that.”

“Naturally, I would never inquire about such a delicate subject,” Arabella said, raising an eyebrow, “but perhaps you were merely never caught?”

Esme suddenly remembered a certain drawing room at Lady Troubridge’s house, and kept a prudent silence.

“I’m never one to approve of the pot calling the kettle black,” Arabella said, favoring her niece with a smug smile. “Poor Bea was only a baby, after all, and no mama to take charge. The duke had found some doddering old cousin to act as chaperone, and naturally Bea was lured into a closed room by Sandhurst. Happens to girls all the time, but the father generally hushes it up. Instead Wintersall decided to make her into an example for his other five daughters, or so he had the impudence to tell me. Apparently, he told Bea she was fit for nothing more than a hothouse and gave her the address of one!”

“Oh, the poor girl,” Esme said. “I had no idea.” At least she herself had been safely married when she’d embarked on a life that had earned her the sobriquet Infamous Esme.

“Well, don’t go thinking that she’s a wilting lily. Bea can hold her own among the best of them. I’m glad that I took her after her father disowned her. She keeps me young.”

Esme had a sudden thought. “You didn’t do this simply to irritate Mama, did you?”

“It did have a miraculous effect on your mother’s temper,” Arabella said with a smirk. “Fanny wouldn’t have me in her house for at least six months. Lately, I have contemplated a major renovation of my town house, if only because I could insist on staying with my sister for a time, and naturally I would bring my dame de compagnie with me.”

Esme couldn’t help laughing. “Poor Mama.”

“ ’Twould do your mother good to be around Bea for a time. The gel has a backbone of steel, and she enjoys putting people in a stir. Thinks it’s good for them. Wait till you meet her, my dear. She’ll go far, mark my words!”

“Oh my,” Esme said, suddenly remembering her Sewing Circle and their likely reaction to Beatrix Lennox. “I forgot to tell you, Aunt Arabella, that I’ve become respectable.”

Arabella blinked and then snorted. “You? Why on earth would you wish to do such an odd thing?”

“I promised Miles before he died that I would avoid any sort of notoriety. He wished to live in Wiltshire, you know. I’ve been establishing myself among the local people, and—”

“I thought it was deuced odd that you, Esme Rawlings, were whiling out your confinement in Wiltshire like some sort of milk-and-water country miss! So you’ve decided to change your wicked ways, have you?”

“I have,” Esme said, ignoring her aunt’s smirk. Arabella could smirk all she liked; Esme was determined to live the life of a respectable widow and mother from now on.

“So how are you effecting this miraculous transformation, then?” Arabella asked, having the impudence to appear utterly disbelieving. “The information might be useful in the unlikely event that I’m…I’m…” Arabella clearly couldn’t think of any circumstances that would drive her into respectability.

Esme shrugged. “It’s not so difficult. I joined the local Sewing Circle and—”

But when Arabella was in the room, it was always difficult to finish a sentence. “You? You’ve joined a Sewing Circle?”

She needn’t hoot with laughter like that. They could probably hear her in the next county.

“I have,” Esme said with dignity. “It’s a very worthy cause, Aunt Arabella. We sew sheets for the poor.”

“Far be it from me to get in your way! Just let me know when the ladies are descending on the house, and I’ll make myself scarce,” Arabella chortled. “I’ll have a word with Bea as well. I daresay she’ll flee into the village rather than be trapped with a bunch of seamstresses.”

Esme scowled at her. “There’s no need to mock me.”

“I’m not mocking you, love…well, not entirely. Would you prefer that I return to London and left you to the worthy matrons?”

“No!” And Esme found she really meant it. “Please don’t go, Aunt Arabella. It is truly wonderful having someone here, at the moment. Not that I wish Mama could, but—”

“There’s nothing wrong with wishing your mama wasn’t such a stiff-rumped old chicken,” Arabella put in. “My sister has always been a fool. Docile as a sheep. Let you be married off to Miles Rawlings without a by-your-leave, although anyone could tell that the two of you would never suit. Fanny never did learn to say no to your father, but what’s her excuse now? Your father went his way these two years, and has she come out from his shadow? No. Just as prissy as he was. The only thing that woman thinks about is her reputation.”

“That’s quite harsh,” Esme protested. “Mama has had a most difficult life. I know she has never recovered from the death of my little brother.”

“That was a grievous sorrow, to be sure. He was an enchanting lad.”

“Sometimes I’m terrified for my babe,” Esme confessed. “What if—what if—” But she couldn’t finish the sentence.

“That will not happen,” Arabella stated. “I won’t allow it. I do wish to point out, Esme, that while your mother has experienced tragedy, she needn’t have responded by becoming so highty-tighty.

“Just don’t turn into her, with all your plans for propriety. Promise me that. Poor Fanny hasn’t had a day in years in which she didn’t find some impropriety to turn her mouth sour. That’s the problem with caring overmuch about your reputation: it leads to caring overmuch about other people’s reputations as well.”

“I would never do that,” Esme said. “I merely promised Miles that I wouldn’t be a scandalous mother to our child.”

“Deathbed promise, eh? I’ve made a few of those myself.” Arabella was silent for a second.

“It wasn’t exactly a deathbed promise. We had discussed how we would raise our child a few days before he died.”

Arabella nodded. “It’s difficult to ignore the wishes of a dead man. I agree with you.” She seemed to shake off a melancholy thought. “Hey-ho for the Proper Life! Your mother will be pleased, I suppose. Actually, your ambitions are all the more reason to consider Fairfax-Lacy as a husband. He’s proper enough to suit your mama, and yet he’s not tiresome. Which reminds me. Such a hen party tonight. The only man in the lot will be Fairfax-Lacy, if he arrives, and even I can’t see the point of dressing for a man half my age.”

“He’s not half your age,” Esme pointed out. “He’s just slightly younger. You’re only fifty, and he must be in his forties.”

“Too young,” Arabella said firmly. “Do you know, I once took a lover who was ten years younger, and it was altogether an exhausting experience. I had to dismiss him after a few days. Too, too fatiguing. The truth is, darling, I’m getting old!”

Esme gathered her wandering thoughts just in time to answer properly. “No!”

“Surprising, but true.” Arabella looked at her reflection, but without a trace of melancholy. “I find that I don’t mind very much. In fact, I rather like it. But your mother complains endlessly about her aches and pains.” She turned around and fixed Esme with a fierce eye. “You are my favorite niece—”

“I’m your only niece,” Esme put in.

“Just so. And what I mean to say is, I want you to take life on the hilt, rather than sit back and complain about it. Not that I don’t love your mama, because I do. But you’ve more of my blood, and you always have done.”

She turned back to the mirror. “The only thing I regret about age are the wrinkles. But I have high hopes for this new almond cream! Do you know, that Italian apothecary promises the cream will make one’s skin as soft as a baby’s cheek? Once your child arrives, we’ll have a viable comparison. Not having seen a baby in years, how would I know what its skin looks like?”

“I’m glad my condition will prove to be of use,” Esme said rather tartly.
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A Hen Party…Plus One




Stephen Fairfax-Lacy straightened his cravat and wondered, for the hundredth time, what in the world he was doing attending a house party while Parliament was in session. It wasn’t just any house party either. No, in joining a flock of degenerates at Infamous Esme Rawlings’s house he was missing indubitably important speeches on the Corn Laws. Castlereagh was expecting him to keep an eye on things in Parliament while the foreign secretary was off in Vienna, carving up Europe like slices of woodcock pie. There were problems brewing between the Canadian frontier and those cursed American colonies—correction, former colonies—not to mention the ongoing irritation of possible riots due to the Corn Laws. He had a strong feeling there would be deadly riots soon, protesting the increase in food prices.

But he just couldn’t bring himself to care. He’d spent the last ten years fighting for the good of the common man. He had never used the honorary title he held as heir to his cousin Camden, the Duke of Girton. No, he’d been elected to the Commons on his own merits. Due to his own convictions.

And where were those convictions? Ten years of battling back and forth about Corn Laws and Enclosure Acts had drained the passion out of him. Years of trying to convince his own party to reconsider its position on Enclosures. Six years ago he’d put up fevered opposition to a proposed Enclosure Act. Now another such act was presented every week. He could barely bring himself to vote. No matter what he did, more and more families were being forcibly evicted from their farmland so that rich men could build fences and graze herds of sheep. He was a failure.

He threw away the cravat, which was hopelessly creased. Generally he could make a simple trone d’amour in under eight minutes, but this evening he had ruined two cloths already. “Sorry, Winchett,” he said, as his valet handed him yet another starched cloth.

He stared at his reflection for a moment as he deftly tied the neck cloth. Even if this go at the trone d’amour finally seemed to be going well, nothing else in his life was. He felt old, for one thing. Old at forty-three years old. And, damn it all—he felt lonely. He knew exactly why that was. It was the visit to Cam. His cousin and wife had just returned from a visit to Greece. The duchess was radiant, intelligent, and expecting a child. And Cam—Cam who had been forced into a marriage, and then spent ten years hiding in Greece rather than acknowledge it—Cam was bursting with pride.

It was Gina and Cam’s sense of companionship that underscored Stephen’s loneliness. He’d distinctly seen Gina, the Duchess of Girton, tell her husband to close his mouth, and without saying a word! And Cam had done it. Amazing. Cam was friends with his wife.

Stephen’s mouth took on a grim line as he folded the last piece of linen. There were no women like Gina wandering around London. Not as intelligent and yet untouched, with that bone-deep innocence. Naturally, one had to have that quality in a wife. But he was—just to repeat—all of forty-three. Too old for a debutante.

Finally Stephen shrugged on a coat and walked down the stairs. Perhaps he would plead work and return to London first thing in the morning. He might even attend a ball at Almack’s and acquire some fresh young thing who didn’t mind what an old man he was. After all, he was a good catch, to put it vulgarly. He had a resoundingly good estate.

Of course, he hardly remembered what the property looked like, given that his work in Parliament had taken virtually all his time in the past ten years. He had a wash of longing for the lazy days of his youth, sitting around with Cam, whittling boats and fishing for trout they rarely caught. These days he fished for votes.

What I need, he thought suddenly, is a mistress. It’s a lengthy business, fishing for a wife, and likely tedious as well. But a mistress would offer an immediate solution to his malaise. No doubt life had a plodding sensation because he hadn’t had a mistress in a donkey’s age.

He paused for a moment and thought. Could it really have been a year since he entered a woman’s bedchamber? How could that be? Too many smoky late nights, talking votes with whiskey-soaked men. Had it truly been a year since Maribell had kissed him good-bye and walked off with Lord Pinkerton? Over a year ago. Damn.

No wonder he was always in a foul mood. Still, Esme Rawlings’s house would be an excellent hunting ground for a mistress. He walked into the salon with a surge of enthusiasm and bowed over his hostess’s hand. “I must beg your forgiveness for my importunate arrival, my lady. Lady Withers assures me that she treats your house as her own. I trust she didn’t prevaricate?”

Lady Rawlings chuckled, that deep, rich laugh that had entranced half the men in London. Of course, she was great with child and had presumably curtailed her seductive activities. Beautiful woman, though. She was even more lush than he remembered, with breasts that gave a man an instant ache in the groin. In fact…Stephen caught himself sharply before he formed the image. I must be getting desperate, he thought, kissing her hand.

There was something about the way Lady Rawlings’s eyes met his that made him think she could read his thoughts, so he turned quickly to the lady next to her. It was shameful to be entertaining such thoughts about a woman on the verge of giving birth.

“This is Lady Beatrix Lennox,” Lady Rawlings said. There was an odd tone in her voice, as if he were expected to recognize the girl. “Lady Beatrix, Stephen Fairfax-Lacy, the Earl of Spade.”

“I do not use the title,” he said, bowing. Lady Beatrix was clearly unmarried but equally clearly not eligible to be his wife. A wife had to have an angelic air, a sense of fragility and purity, whereas Lady Beatrix looked like a high-flying courtesan. Her lips were like a pouting rosebud, and that rosebud never grew in nature. Given that her skin was as pale as cream and red curls tumbled down her back, those velvety black eyelashes were obviously false too.

A beauty, a seductively false beauty. He almost laughed. Wasn’t she exactly what he hoped for? A woman the precise opposite of his future bride. A woman who would likely be unrecognizable in the morning, were he ever foolish enough to spend a night in her bed. Too bad she was both well-bred and unmarried, and thus ineligible for an affair.

“Mr. Fairfax-Lacy,” she said, and her voice had the practiced, husky promise of a coquette. “What a pleasure to meet you.”

He brushed a kiss on the back of her hand. Sure enough, she wore French perfume, the sort that a certain kind of woman considers akin to a night rail.

“The pleasure is all mine,” he said. She had high, delicate eyebrows, and the fact that she’d colored them black somehow suited her face.

Lady Arabella appeared at his side. “Ah, I see you’ve met my dame de compagnie,” she said. “Bea, Mr. Fairfax-Lacy is quite a paragon of good works. Just imagine—he’s a Member of Parliament! Commons, you know.”

“At the moment,” Stephen heard himself say and then wondered what on earth had led him to say such a thing.

Lady Beatrix looked bored by this revelation, so he bowed again and left. He’d just caught sight of Countess Godwin on the other side of the room. Now she was a distinct possibility, given that she hadn’t lived with her husband for years. Moreover, she was beautiful, in a pale, well-bred way. He liked the way she wore her hair in a nest of braids. It showed a flagrant disregard for the current fashion of dangling frizzled curls around the ears.

Unfortunately, Lady Godwin’s reputation was damn near irreproachable. She would be a challenge. But wasn’t that what he needed? A challenge? He strode across the room toward her.

In the kind of serendipity that happens only too infrequently betwixt the sexes, his companion was thinking along precisely the same lines.

Helene, Countess Godwin, had watched Stephen enter the room and had been instantly struck by how remarkably good-looking Mr. Fairfax-Lacy was. He had the long, narrow face and high cheekbones of an English aristocrat. Moreover, he was immaculately dressed, a quality she considered to be of the highest importance, since her point of reference was her husband. He was bowing over Esme’s hand and smiling at her. He couldn’t be interested in a flirtation with Esme, could he? Under the circumstances? Men were always flirting with Esme, Helene thought with a dispirited pang. But the next moment he walked across the room directly toward her.

Helene felt a blush rising in her neck. Of course she shouldn’t have been caught staring at the man, for all the world like a debutante. But it would be a pleasure to make his further acquaintance, if only because he was such a conscientious member of Parliament. Her own father said he was the best man in London on grain. More to the point, he was remarkably good-looking. His hair just brushed his neck, whereas her husband let his hair wave around his shoulders like some sort of wild animal. Oh, if only she’d married someone like Mr. Fairfax-Lacy instead of Rees, all those years ago!

But of course Stephen Fairfax-Lacy would never in a million years have eloped with someone as young and foolish as she had been. In fact, it seemed unlikely he’d ever marry. The man must be in his forties.

She sank into a curtsy before him. “I am delighted to meet you again, Mr. Fairfax-Lacy. What are you doing in the country? I thought Parliament was in session. And you, sir, are known to be the House’s most determined whipper-in!” She allowed him to place her on a settee and sit beside her.

He smiled at her, but the smile fell short of his eyes. “They can spare me for a week or so,” he said lightly.

“It must be rather difficult to keep up with all those issues,” Helene said. He truly had lovely blue eyes. They were so respectable and clear, as opposed to her husband’s muddy, scowling look.

“I don’t find it difficult to follow the issues. But I’m finding it difficult to care about them as much as I used to.” Stephen was feeling more cheerful by the moment. What he needed was a woman to purge this sense that the world was gray and fruitless. Lady Godwin’s bashful charm was a perfect antidote.

“Oh dear,” Helene said, touching his fingers with her gloved hand. “I am sorry to hear that. I sometimes think that you are a remarkable voice of clarity in the midst of the Tories. I, sir, seem naturally inclined to Whiggery.”

“I find that alarming. What is it that draws you to the enemy side?”

His eyes crinkled in the corners when he smiled at her. Helene almost lost track of their conversation. He had very long, lean fingers. Didn’t that…hadn’t Esme told her something about a man’s hands? She snatched her mind away from that vastly improper subject. “I have not found the past years of Tory government satisfactory,” she said hastily.

“Oh?”

His eyes actually looked interested in what she was saying. Helene made a conscious effort to sound intelligent. “To tell the truth,” she said, “I believe the government is making a huge mistake by ignoring the numbers of unemployed men in the country. The homeless, jobless soldiers wandering the roads are a reproach to all of us.”

Stephen nodded and made a conscious effort to sound like a scrupulous and sympathetic politician. “I know. I wish I were convinced that a change of government would shift people’s perception of the discharged soldiers.” She was so slender that one really had to wonder whether she bothered to wear a corset. He’d never liked those garments, although women seemed to find them obligatory.

“I should not berate you of all men,” Helene said. “Didn’t I just read a speech of yours on the subject, transcribed in the Times? And you were quite eloquent on the state of the hungry laborers.”

It was appalling, how tired he was of thinking of the plight of the poor. “Thank you,” Stephen said, “but I am afraid my speeches are like water on stone; they seem to have little effect.”

She leaned forward. “Never say that! If good men such as yourself did not stand up for the poor and downhearted, well then, what should become of them?”

“I’ve told myself the same, time out of mind, but I must admit, Lady Godwin, that I find the counsel far more engaging when spoken by such an intelligent woman.” She was wearing a corset. He could tell by the way she moved toward him rather stiffly, like a marionette. It wasn’t as if she had extra flesh to confine, so why on earth was she wearing that garment?

Helene pinked and realized that in her excitement she had picked up Mr. Fairfax-Lacy’s hand. Blinking, she made to draw hers away, but he held it for a moment.

“It is a great pleasure to meet a woman interested in the political life of the nation.”

He had a lovely voice, she thought. No wonder his speeches were so closely attended! Luckily (because she really had no idea what to say), Slope brought them both a sherry, which broke the oddly intimate feeling of the moment.

But they sat together for a moment in silence, and any reasonable observer could have noticed that Lady Godwin was slightly pink in the cheeks. The same observer might have glimpsed Mr. Fairfax-Lacy stealing a look at Lady Godwin’s face, while she examined her sherry with rapt attention.

An acute observer—the kind who can see into human hearts—could have perceived speculation. Rampant speculation that led to a few conclusions.

Countess Godwin decided that Mr. Fairfax-Lacy had beautiful lean cheeks. She rather liked his thighs too, although she would never have formulated that thought into words. She was also still trying rather desperately to remember what it was that Esme had told her about men with long fingers.

As it happened, Mr. Fairfax-Lacy’s attention was also caught by the question of fingers. Countess Godwin’s fingers were slender, pink tipped and strikingly feminine. Being male, that formulation turned directly to self-interest. He liked the little flush the countess got every time she looked him in the eyes. And those fingers…

One thought prevailed: how would those slender fingers feel on my body? The image brought neglected parts of his anatomy to attention. Perhaps corsets weren’t such an impediment, a thought supplanted by an image of a Norse goddess, pale hair swirling over her slender shoulders, unlacing her corset with delicate fingers….
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So Young and Yet So Diabolic




Lady Beatrix Lennox was inclined to think that she had wasted her efforts dressing. She had expected more excitement from a house party being given by the scandalous Lady Rawlings. But Countess Godwin was the only guest other than those Arabella had brought with her, and the countess didn’t interest Bea. First of all, she was female. Secondly, she was prudish, proper and a strange choice of friend for the infamous Lady Rawlings. Thirdly, Bea had little patience for the martyred wife role.

Were I foolish enough to marry, Bea thought, wandering toward the windows, and were my husband as flagrantly unfaithful as is Earl Godwin, I’d take a fork to him. Outside there was nothing to see but a few stone walls with rusty ferns growing from them. She took a sip of sherry. It had a smoky sharpness that went with the gray afternoon.

A husband who invited an opera singer to reside in his wife’s bedchamber obviously deserved violence. Shattered china came to mind. She would have quickly taught the man better manners.

When someone tapped on her shoulder, Bea was far away, imagining a confrontation with her imaginary husband’s imaginary mistress. She spun around with a suppressed gasp. The countess herself stood before her.

They curtsied and exchanged the usual trivialities, and then the countess turned and stared at the same rusty ferns Bea had been looking at. After a second, she said, “You looked so absorbed by the view that I thought it must be magnificent. I forgot that this window looks only into the back courtyard.”

Bea was feeling that pulse of wicked boredom, the one that always got her in trouble. “I was meditating on unfaithful husbands,” she said, looking at the ferns and not at her companion.

“Oh?” the countess sounded startled, but not appalled. “I have one of those. I hope you’re not planning to follow my example.”

Bea laughed. “I have no plans to marry, and so hopefully I shall avoid that conundrum.”

“I eloped,” the countess said rather dreamily. “That was the problem, I do believe. Elopement is about the intoxication of acquaintance. And acquaintance is hardly a solid basis for marriage.”

“I always thought elopement was rather romantic,” Bea said curiously. It was hard to imagine anyone wishing to elope with Lady Godwin, to be honest. The countess was a slender woman with stark cheekbones and a good deal of braided hair, not a look that Bea admired much. It made her look positively medieval. Plus, she was hideously flat-chested. Bea’s own undergarments were cleverly designed to enhance every inch of flesh she had, as well as suggesting many inches that she didn’t have, and she maintained a lively scorn for any woman who didn’t avail herself of such garments.

“I must have thought elopement was romantic as well,” the countess said, sitting down. “I can hardly credit it now. Of course, that was years ago, and I was a foolish girl.”

Bea’s mind had jumped back to her bloodythirsty fantasies. “Do you ever think of taking your husband in hand?” she asked.

“Taking him in hand?” The countess looked up at her, one eyebrow raised.

Bea’s streak of mischief grew larger. Surely, listening to the countess’s marital woes would be more fun than examining rusty ferns out the window. She sat down as well. “Why haven’t you evicted the opera singer from your bedchamber?” she asked, precisely as if she were inquiring the time of day. This was a deliciously improper conversation, even given that Bea rather specialized in unsuitable topics. Surprisingly, Countess Godwin didn’t turn a hair at her impropriety.

“Absolutely not,” she said, gazing into her glass of sherry.

“I would never allow another woman to sleep in my bedchamber.”

“To evict the woman in question would imply that I had an interest in entering that bedchamber.”

Bea waited. She had discovered that silence sometimes inspired interesting confidences.

“If she weren’t in my bed,” the countess continued, “who would be there? I think of her as a necessary evil. A nuisance because everyone is so aware of her presence. Along the lines of a bed warmer.”

Bea choked. She had just discovered why the notoriously proper Countess Godwin was friends with the equally notoriously improper Lady Rawlings. “A bed warmer?”

The countess nodded, looking as serene as a dowager discussing a baptism.

Bea could see her point. If Lady Godwin didn’t want to bed her husband, the opera singer might as well do the chore for her. But all the world knew that Lady Godwin lived in her mother’s house, rather than in her husband’s house on Rothsfeld Square.

“That’s not equitable,” she pointed out. “You should be able to sleep in your own house. You are married to the man.”

The countess cast her a sardonic glance. “Have you found that life is fair to females, then, Lady Beatrix? I think we would both sum it up as deplorable.”

Until then, Bea hadn’t been quite sure whether the countess remembered her scandalous past. “I don’t consider my situation a deplorable one.”

“If my memory serves, you were caught in an indiscretion with Sandhurst. His reputation was untouched by the scandal; yours was ruined. You were forced out of your childhood home, and”—she paused, looking for the right word—“ostracized by a great many people you once knew.”

“But I didn’t want to marry Sandhurst,” Bea pointed out. “Had I married the man, I suppose it would have all blown over. I refused him.”

“I admit, I thought the offer had not been made,” the countess admitted. Then, after a moment, she added, “Why didn’t you wish to marry him?”

“I didn’t like him very much.”

The countess swirled her sherry, then drank it in one gulp. “You are wiser by far than I, Lady Beatrix. I didn’t discover a similar dislike until I was already married.”

Bea smiled at her. “They should outlaw Gretna Green weddings, perhaps.”

“Perhaps. Do you really think that you’ll never marry?”

“Yes.”

“And did you always feel that way?”

Presumably the countess knew as well as Bea did that no respectable man would wish to marry a person like her. Bea didn’t say anything.

“Of course you thought to marry,” the countess said to herself. “Otherwise, you never would have refused Sandhurst’s offer. I’m sorry.”

Bea shrugged. “This is a case where dreams have been supplanted by reality. I could not tolerate a husband such as yours, my lady. I’d probably take to him with a blunt instrument. Truly, I am better off in my position.”

Lady Godwin was grinning. Bea was surprised to find how enlivened her face was by humor. She didn’t look boringly medieval anymore, but sparkling and quite lovely, in a slender kind of way.

“And just what would you do to my husband?” she asked with some curiosity. “And by the way, you must call me Helene. This is one of the most intimate conversations I’ve ever had with a complete stranger, after all.” In fact, Helene was surprised at herself. There was something about Beatrix Lennox, some sort of mischievous sparkle, that reminded her of Esme. Which must explain why she, Helene, was being so uncharacteristically indiscreet.

“I would love to, as long as you call me Bea. I gather that you do not wish for your husband to…play an active role in your life,” Bea said, trying for a delicate tone. Subtlety wasn’t exactly her strong point.

Helene laughed, a short, rather bristly laugh. “No.”

“I would make him sorry, then. I would make him very, very sorry that he ever thought to leave my bed. At the same time that I made it clear he hadn’t the faintest hope of returning.”

“Revenge is mine?” Helene asked, eyebrow raised again. She rather liked the idea of revenge. There were whole days—such as the one when Rees appeared in the Godwin opera box, doxy in tow—when she thought of nothing but doing Rees serious injury.

“Precisely,” Bea nodded. “Besides, revenge is not only sweet in itself, but enjoyable. You, Lady Godwin—”

“Helene.”

“Helene,” Bea repeated obediently. “You have the kind of reputation that the three other women in this room could only dream of. That is, if we had the desire for such dreams.”

Helene looked around. True enough, Bea, Lady Arabella and Esme herself could hardly be called champions of propriety. “Esme is turning over a new leaf,” she pointed out. “I believe she does indeed dream of being a proper matron, or widow, rather.”

Bea shrugged. “Lady Rawlings may be aspiring to a chaste reputation, but I certainly am not. And I’ve seen no signs of such ambition on Arabella’s part either. The point is, though, that you are the one of us who has been most flagrantly slighted by a man, and yet you are the most prudent of all of us. If I were you, I would be flaunting my affairs before my husband.”

“Perhaps if he cared, I would. But Rees wouldn’t give a hang, to be honest.”

“Nonsense. Men are like dogs: they want the whole manger, even though they don’t eat hay themselves. If you have an affair, especially one in the public eye, it will curdle his liver.” Bea said it with a certain relish. It was gratifying to see how closely the countess was listening to her. “Not to mention the fact that you will enjoy yourself.”

“My goodness,” Helene said. Then she smiled again. “Naturally, I like the idea of curdling his liver.”

“Your husband has the best of all worlds,” Bea insisted. “He has that opera singer, and he has you. The world and all knows that you’re faithful to him.”

Helene chewed her lip for a moment. “The problem is that I’d have to have an affair in order to flaunt one,” she pointed out.

“Precisely!” Bea said, grinning at her. “You have nothing to lose but reputation, and what has that got you?”

“Respectability?”

But Bea knew she had her. She paused and looked at Helene from the top of her tightly coiled braid to the tips of her slippers. Her gaze spoke for herself.

“I think they warned me about women like you when I was in the schoolroom,” Helene observed.

Bea fluttered her eyelashes. “So young and yet so diabolic?”

“Something of the sort.” But Helene had come down to earth with a thump. She looked back into the depths of her sherry. “It hardly signifies, because I haven’t the faintest hope of attracting a man with whom to have an affair, if you must know. No one has made me an indecent proposal in years. In fact, I think my husband may have been the first, and the last, to do so.” She felt a crawling mortification at the admission.

“Nonsense. Available men are everywhere,” Bea said, giving her an encouraging smile.

From Bea’s point of view, Helene thought glumly. She was likely propositioned every other day.

“Men do seem a bit thin on the ground at this particular party,” Bea continued. “What about that—that politician Arabella dragged out here? I’ve forgotten his name.” She nodded toward him.

“Mr. Fairfax-Lacy?” Helene asked. “I’m not sure that—”

“I know, I know. I thought just the same: Church fathers, propriety, honor, Old Testament…A boring old Puritan!” Puritan was Bea’s worst insult.

“I didn’t mean that! I actually find Mr. Fairfax-Lacy quite attractive, but he is unlikely to make imprudent love to me. Let alone in front of my husband. Men simply do not think of me in those terms.”

Bea hesitated. She could hardly inform a woman whom she had just met that she needed a new wardrobe. “Sometimes those Old Testament types are longing for a diversion,” she said. “If not, why on earth did the man take up Arabella’s invitation? This is not the house party for a prudent public servant. Arabella is not interested in him for herself; she would have told me. Besides, she dislikes younger men.”

They both stared across the room at Mr. Fairfax-Lacy, who was talking to their hostess.

“Do you think he knows anything of music?” Helene asked dubiously.

“What’s that got to do with the price of oranges?”

“I couldn’t—I’m very fond of—that is, I couldn’t spend my time with someone who didn’t like music.”

At that very moment, Mr. Fairfax-Lacy turned to the pianoforte in the corner of the room, sat down with a twinkling smile at Esme, and began to play a lively tune.

“Does he pass muster?” Bea asked. She herself had been trained on the harp, since her father considered tinkling little tunes to be indicative of ladylike thoughts.

“Not in terms of taste,” Helene said a bit sourly. “He’s playing one of my husband’s arias. You do know that my husband writes comic operas, don’t you?”

Bea nodded, even though she hadn’t had the faintest idea. Helene was married to an earl. Did earls write comic operas?

“The piece he’s playing comes from an opera called The White Elephant. Drrread-ful,” Helene said. “Overall, the opera wasn’t bad. But that particular song was absolutely dreadful.”

“What’s the matter with it?”

“The soprano has to sing an F in alt. The poor girl nearly strangled herself trying to reach it, and the audience thought her stays were pinching,” Helene said, gazing across the room. “And the overture had so many dissonances that the orchestra sounded as if it were sight-reading the piece. Disaster. It was an utter disaster. The fact that Mr. Fairfax-Lacy liked it enough to memorize the piece doesn’t say much for his taste.”

But Bea had already made up her mind that Helene and the politician were a possible match, and she wasn’t going to allow his inadequate musical judgment to influence Helene. “I’ll walk you across the room, and you can improve Mr. Puritan’s musical taste,” Bea said encouragingly. “Men love it when a beautiful woman corrects them. Meanwhile we can assess whether he is worth your time and effort. He’s old enough to be going soggy at the waistline, which is far worse than a lack of musical ability. Trust me on this.”

“It hasn’t been my experience that men enjoy correction,” Helene said, “and I’m hardly—” but Bea was pulling her across the room like a determined little towboat.

Stephen looked up to find the glorious bit of disrepute, Lady Beatrix, and the graceful Lady Godwin peering over the pianoforte. His fingers almost stumbled when he realized what a mistake he’d made in choosing a piece of music, and he leaped to his feet.

But the countess was smiling at him, and there was amusement in her eyes. He gave her a wry grin.

Lady Beatrix also smiled at him, but damned if she didn’t turn a normal greeting into a shamelessly wanton invitation. It was something about her eyes, the way they melted into a sultry little examination of his body and lingered around his middle. Luckily his stomach was as flat as the day he left Oxford—or was she looking lower? But the last thing he needed was a flagrant affair with an unmarried lass who already had the reputation of a highflier.

He wrenched his eyes away and looked to the countess. “Lady Godwin, I had the pleasure of hearing a canzone of yours at a musicale some years ago. Will you honor us with a composition?”

Lady Godwin gave him a reserved but genuinely friendly smile and took his place at the keyboard. “I’d be happy to play something else for you, but I rarely play my own compositions in public.”

To Stephen’s surprise, Beatrix Lennox didn’t seem to have realized that he had snubbed her; perhaps she was so ready with her invitations that they weren’t even personal. She leaned over the pianoforte, looking like a schoolgirl, an absurd comparison given that her bodice was so low that her breasts almost touched the glossy surface of the pianoforte.

“I didn’t know you wrote music, Helene!” she said. “What a wonderful gift. Will you play us something you have written yourself?” And then, when Lady Godwin hesitated, “Please?”

Stephen had to admit that Lady Beatrix was pretty damn near irresistible when she pleaded. Lady Godwin blushed and nodded.

“Would you like to hear something polished or something quite new?”

“Oh, something new!” Lady Beatrix exclaimed.

Naturally, Stephen thought to himself. That sort of flippery young woman would always be looking for the very newest attraction.

Lady Godwin smiled. “All right. But I have to ask a favor of mine own, then.”

He bowed. “For the pleasure of your music, my lady, anything.”

“I’m working on a waltz at the moment, and it is so difficult to maintain the rhythm during the transitions. Would you and Lady Beatrix dance while I play?”

Stephen blinked. “I’m afraid that I haven’t had much practice in waltzing.”

Lady Beatrix was looking at him with one slim black eyebrow raised. “One Christmas I taught my grandfather, who is quite unsteady on his feet, to waltz,” she put in, with a sweet smile that didn’t deceive him for a moment.

She thought he was akin to her grandfather. Stephen felt a stab of pure rage.

“It’s not a question of skill,” Helene said earnestly. “I’m quite certain that you will be nimbler than my music, Mr. Fairfax-Lacy.” She called to their hostess. “Esme, may I employ your guests for a practical purpose? Mr. Fairfax-Lacy and Lady Beatrix are kind enough to attempt one of my waltzes.”

“I only wish I were capable of dancing myself,” Lady Rawlings said cheerfully, hoisting herself from a chair and waving at her butler. A moment later the footmen had cleared a long, polished expanse down the center of the Rose Salon.

Stephen eyed it with distrust. Holding a seat in the House of Commons hadn’t left him a great deal of time to spin women around the dance floor, especially in this newfangled German dance. Damn it, he’d probably only waltzed three or four times in his life. And now he had to try it before an audience. He stalked to the floor. She flitted out before him, the better to display that round little body of hers. Well, she wasn’t so very little. He was a quite tall man, and yet she wasn’t dwarfed by his height, as so many women were.

He glanced back at Lady Godwin. Truly, she was very attractive. She looked like a cool drink of water.

“This is so kind of you,” she called. “You must tell me precisely what you think.”

Stephen snapped a bow in the direction of Lady Beatrix. “May I have this dance?”

“My pleasure,” she said demurely.

If demure was the correct word. That sleepy, sensual smile of hers ought to be outlawed. It said everything, without saying anything. And yet it was more a matter of her eyes than her mouth. Why on earth was she bothering to give him, a man her grandfather’s age, apparently, such an invitation? Naturally his body didn’t understand that it wasn’t personal.

“There’s a small introduction before the waltz proper starts,” Lady Godwin said. She nodded, lowered her hands and the music splashed around them.

The waltz had none of the ceremonial pacing that Stephen vaguely remembered from the waltzes he’d encountered in the past. No, it leaped from the keyboard.

For a moment he was frozen in place, already behind in the beat. Then he literally grabbed Lady Beatrix’s waist, pulled her hand into the air, and plunged into the cleared space.

They galloped down the center of the room. Stephen didn’t attempt a twirl; it was all he could do to keep them on time when the music suddenly broke off.

“I’m so sorry!” Lady Godwin called from the pianoforte. “I’ve set it far too fast. I see that now. One minute—”

His companion was giggling. “You were far more agile than my grandfather.” Her face was pink and her chest was heaving.

There was always the chance that her dress would fall to her waist, Stephen thought with a flash of interest. She had glorious breasts for a schoolgirl. Not that she was a schoolgirl, except in relation to his years.

“You don’t seem at all out of breath,” she observed.

“We’ll start again, please,” Lady Godwin called.

Stephen settled his hand more firmly on his partner’s waist. This time the music began more slowly, so Stephen ventured a turn. He suddenly remembered that he had once considered dancing a delight, but that was long ago, before he’d discovered politics. Now he had no time for such frivolity. The melody drove them on. It was beginning to speed up again. One Two Three! One Two Three! Faster and faster they circled and spun. Lady Beatrix was grinning like the schoolgirl she wasn’t, her eyes shining with delight.

“May I offer you my compliments?” she said, obviously rather out of breath. “You keep to this rather rapid pace extremely well.”

Was her compliment in respect to his age? “I should say the same to you,” he said stiffly. It was annoying to realize that his hand on her waist was tingling. That he was taking huge pleasure in holding such a ripe piece of womanhood in his arms…and all the time she was thinking that he was fit for the knacker’s yard. It was repugnant.

Yet any man would feel a pang of interest. For one thing, he could tell from his hand on her back that Lady Beatrix did not wear a corset. His leg brushed hers as he turned her again. If this dance had been in vogue when I was young, Stephen thought suddenly, I’d be married by now. It was intoxicating to hold a woman in one’s arms. No wonder all the old biddies thought the waltz was too scandalous for Almack’s. This was the closest he’d ever come to lovemaking by music.

The waltz reached out and pulled them forward. It suddenly grew slower and rather melancholy, shifting to a minor key. They floated down the room on the sadness of it. That deep curve to her bottom lip was not something that could be enhanced by art, he thought absentmindedly.

“She must be putting her marriage into the music,” Lady Beatrix said, meeting his eyes. “The music is so sorrowful now.”

It was extraordinarily imprudent to remark to a perfect stranger about the countess’s marriage! She spoke as if they were acquaintances of old, as if he were her uncle, or her infernal grandfather. And she was waiting for a response. “I would disagree,” Stephen said, rather stiffly. “I’m not sure the music is sad as much as resigned.”

“That’s even sadder,” Lady Beatrix observed.

Stephen dropped his hand from her waist the instant the music stopped. He didn’t want her to think that she’d enticed him, with all her uncorseted beauty. “That was indeed a pleasure, Lady Beatrix,” he said, with just the faintest touch of irony.

She caught it. Her eyelids flickered, and she gave him a langorous look that drifted down his front and made his private parts shoot to attention. “The pleasure,” she said, “was entirely mine.”

Damn it, she was worse than a courtesan!

Lady Godwin was rising from the
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