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Chapter 1 ~ Sunday, 2nd February
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Grove Park

Gordon, Lord Musgrove, looked out on the shimmering lake and sighed inwardly.

Nothing in his stance revealed his discontent. His head was held at the correct angle, his shoulders perfectly straight above a precisely aligned spine, his hands clasped loosely behind his back. So carefully did he conceal his thoughts that he might have been conversing with a peer or discussing the fluctuations on the `Change or perusing a selection of leathers at Hoby’s on St. James Street.

Instead of those subjects, however, he listened to his mother harp on his need to produce the next Musgrove heir, an event he could not set forward until he married.

Last autumn he had dangled after Josette Sourantine, the half-French middle-class granddaughter of a wealthy mill owner. That combination had given the Marchioness of Musgrove three separate scares about launching any prospective daughter-in-law into the rarified salons of London society. While Miss Sourantine was as clever as she was pretty, Gordon had wryly confessed to his friend Tobias Kennit that he was not disappointed when another man—a better man—had snared her hand.

Josette Sourantine would not have been happy with Gordon, Lord Musgrove. He knew his faults: too somber, too controlled, too practiced. And he knew his mother was correct—at two and thirty he should be married and his wife rounded with his heir.

He sighed again.

“Musgrove, are you listening to me?”

“I always do, dear Mother.”

“I would be most pleased if you would combine listening to me with heeding me.”

He turned from his view of the lake. A force in black and dagger-point lace, his mother sat ensconced in a straight-backed chair near the fire, kept blazing at her command during the winter months. Lady Euphemie, Marchioness Musgrove, was still a handsome woman. She relished her rôle as widow of the late Lord Musgrove, noted peer and financier. Gordon sometimes wondered if she would cede her place to his wife.

He would have to marry a strong-minded woman.

“Have you heard a word that I have said, Musgrove?”

“I have.” He chose an upholstered chair, one worked in decorative petit-point by his sister before her marriage. “What secret scheme are you contriving, Mama?”

“I have asked you not to call me by such a common sobriquet. Mother is appropriate.”

Her tangent and her topic of his marriage confirmed his guess. “You have a scheme, then.”

“Nothing more than the fulfillment of your obligations as lord of this estate.”

His sainted mother would start her hunt for his bride before the Season began. Her haste woke his frown. “I have time enough to marry.”

“You need not scowl and think I will wilt into nothing as the servants do. It is past time you had an heir, Musgrove.”

“I have found no one who interests me.”

“You are not still in love,” disdain slithered over the word, “with that gaming room chit who snared Grosmere’s son. She caught herself a marquess’ heir with her tricks.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Giles Hargreaves has an older brother. He will not inherit, Mother.”

“Giles Hargreaves will inherit, for that neck-or-nothing brother of his won’t survive many more hunts.” Her use of cant and her sniping description of Josette Hargreaves revealed her deep concern that he ignored her. “Do not think to distract me. You are two and thirty, of an age to control your emotions. Did you fancy yourself in love with that chit?”

“I gave her my attention.”

“Was that love, Musgrove, or simply your attempt to give me an apoplexy? Did you deliberately choose such an unsuitable miss? I will not have you lowering the bloodline.”

Gordon strove to keep his bland mask. Learned from years of listening to his mother harp on social standing and his obligations, the mask now gave him a decided edge when gaming. Just once, though, he wished his mother would use his Christian name rather than the family name or the formal Musgrove, the name he’d stepped into on his father’s death a decade ago. The only time he heard it now was when his sister Greta wished to bring him down a step. That was rare now, since her marriage had taken her from Grove Park.

Lady Musgrove tapped her foot on the Auboisson carpet, evidence of her frustration with his failure to heel to her demands. Her narrowed eyes and primmed mouth were two more evidences. The rapid twitch of her silk gown revealed that her patience had run thin.

His mother had mentioned marriage once a year since his father’s death. His achievement of the age of thirty had increased her preoccupation with the next heir. In the last year she had mentioned his need to marry twice a month, in person or by letter.

He swung one leg over his long trousers, yet another irritant, for the marchioness frowned upon the changes in men’s attire—although she was always at the height of women’s fashions.

“No, Mother, I am not in love,” he admitted, picking back up the thread. “I have never been enamored of Giles Hargreaves’ new wife. My attentions to her kept the harpies and their insipid daughters at bay.”

“Ha! Agatha Penniman would have had it otherwise.”

“I did wonder who kept you informed. Your friends were thin on the ground in London for the Little Season.”

“I would hardly call Dame Agatha a friend. She said you frequented every salon that foolish Sourantine woman hosted. Dancing and gossip—.”

“I went for the gaming.”

“With your friend Tobias Kennit, no doubt. Did you leave the card room at all?”

“Only when something intrigued me.”

Her interest piqued, Euphemie Musgrove leaned forward. “Something? Or someone?”

“You needn’t look for a potential daughter-in-law among the females who were in Town this autumn. I refuse to marry a woman who bores me.”

“You needn’t be concerned with her boring you. You merely need to get an heir and a spare from her. However, I have found a prospect, two prospects. From good breeding and with exceptional preparation to run a great house like Grove Park.”

“It’s not a brood mare that I want for wife, Mother.”

“You will consider these young ladies, Musgrove. I insist. Both of them. Two of the Whittaker sisters. They will arrive on Thursday while our other guests will come on Friday. I have invited a few others, but I am certain you will be impressed by Rosamunde Whittaker. She is counted a beauty. Both of them are, actually.”

“I would settle for no less than a diamond,” he declared, hoping to set an unattainable standard. “How is it that I have not heard of these Whittaker sisters?”

“A series of unfortunate circumstances, beginning with their father’s demise before the eldest was to debut. She will not be present.”

“Country misses,” he dismissed.

“Their mother Seraphina Causby would not allow a child of hers to be countrified. They arrive Thursday, Musgrove, and you will be present to greet them.”

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Monday, 3rd February

Liddell Hall

“Maddy, I will not countenance your interference in your sisters’ chances. We attend a country party at Grove Park for the weeks around Valentine’s Day. Lady Musgrove promises an excellent matrimonial opportunity for both of them, and I will not have you ruin it.”

Maddy Whittaker rolled her eyes. “Surely, you do not consider Gordon Musgrove an opportunity, Mama. I hear he’s a stick in the mud, all stiff and formal and somber. Flighty will set his back up within three hours. And Rosie is already in love. She doesn’t need an opportunity.”

Seraphina, Lady Whittaker, stabbed her needle into the petit point she was working, and Maddy flinched in sympathy with the cloth.

“Madeleine, you will not repeat what you just said to either of your sisters. Rosamunde may have flirted with this squire’s son, but he is not suitable for a viscount’s daughter. You know this. I have expressed to you on numerous occasions that she is not to be encouraged in any infatuation.”

“I haven’t encouraged Rosie.” She tucked her hands beneath her legs to warm them. Under the guise of economy, her mother kept the sitting room chilly, with only a small fire. “Rosie doesn’t need any encouragement. She has snared Romney Shields on her own.”

“You have encouraged that Shields boy. I will not have it. Your sister deserves better. Perhaps Lord Musgrove will not serve for Philomena, but Rosamunde will suit him very well.”

“But, Mama—.”

“I do not want you to prejudice her. You will say nothing to her on this matter, any part of it.”

Maddy rolled her eyes again. “Neither Rosie nor Flighty are dunces, Mama. When they ask my opinion and I say nothing—.”

“You need only avoid their questions until the morrow. That is when you and Jonathan will leave on a visit to a cousin of mine.”

Their Causby cousins were as drear as the cold rain outside the windows. Maddy stared at the rain droplets streaking down the windowpanes and shivered. “No riding. No shooting. No talking about ideas. Jonno and I will be bored in five minutes.”

Her mother smiled. “I have a surprise for you. The cousin you are to visit is Simon Jespers. You and your brother will find no fault with his company, I trust.”

“Oh, thank you! We like Mr. Jespers. He is infinitely preferable to—well, he is infinitely preferable.” Then the planning that had been necessary struck her. “How long have you been setting up this scheme, Mama?”

“Lady Musgrove wrote at Christmas and proposed the country party.”

“And her son fell in line with it? I think even less of him than I did before.”

Her mother lifted a warning finger. “You will say no word of your thoughts or feelings on the matter, Maddy. Not even by post. You will have no opportunity to meddle, and Jonathan should have sense enough to keep you in line.”

“I cannot believe you are foisting us off on that poor man. Mr. Jespers will not want to house us for such a petty reason. Besides, February is never a good month for him.”

“On the contrary, his letter expressed delight in seeing both of you, especially you. I believe you have not seen him since his mother’s death. And while Cousin Simon is a squire, he is certainly not poor. You need have no concern about stretching his finances.”

Maddy’s eyebrows climbed at her mother’s willful misinterpretation of her words. “That’s not the reason I called him poor. He lost both his wife and his mother in February. A different month—.”

“Lady Musgrove’s party begins this weekend, not in March. Cousin Simon’s grief is certainly not new. His wife, poor thing, died years ago, and his mother died six years ago.”

“Four.”

“Even so, he is not mured in his grief. He was never a man to dwell on the past. Why, when I married, he headed to India and came back with a fortune and a wife, frail thing that she was. Nor will you and Jonathan be foisted upon him. I did think I might need two or three letters to persuade him, but immediately he replied with the invitation. He will have other relatives staying at Chanfrons, so you needn’t look as if I’ve sent you to nurse a drooling codger. Really, Maddy, consider the options. I could have sent you to my great uncle Beresford in Yorkshire. He would want a nurse, although I don’t think he drools.”

Maddy had no arguments left. February was a miserable time to travel, but the visit to Chanfrons would be preferable to remaining at home, with servants under strict orders to restrain her usual activities.

Unless Mama had requested Mr. Jespers limit her participation in the half-dozen things that had her mother saying Madeleine sharply at least once every day.

Nor did she point out that Gordon Musgrove would not suit Rosie, not when that diamond was courted by the stud of the district. Rosie had flirted with every knave under fifty years of age since she’d had her eyeteeth. She’d settled on Romney Shields three years ago, and he’d fallen in with Rosie’s managing mind. They waited only for Romney to achieve twenty-one, the age his father had set for courting. Unless Gordon Musgrove was a nonpareil—handsome, athletic, witty, and moneyed—then Rosie would not give him a running chance. She had heard only that the Marquess of Musgrove considered gaming the best entertainment for an evening and that he was stiff and formal when forced to attend Almack’s and other parties of the Season.

“When do Jonno and I leave?”

“Hodges is packing for you as we speak. You will leave in the morning. You will have to travel by public conveyance until Wickbury. Mr. Jesper’s coach will meet you there.”

“Public conveyance.”

“Your sisters and I will need the closed carriage. We leave the day after your departure. Now, you may wish to oversee Hodges’ packing, Madeline. I have letters to write. Off with you, my dear.”

She left in a daze. How had Mama kept her plans secrets for five whole weeks? Actually, the greater surprise was that her mother had even formed plans so far in advance.

Hodges didn’t need Maddy’s help and sniffed at the suggestion. To the maid’s selection, she added a few pretty pieces, a couple of shawls, Grandmother’s pearl necklace, and two pairs of earrings. Hodges, however, knew her normal winter attire and had those items folded and ready for the trunks. Four evening gowns—Maddy nearly set aside one but then considered Mr. Jespers’ additional guests and added another. Her riding habits and five warm day dresses. Surely that number would serve. The large trunk filled rapidly.

Her brother was not easily located.

She finally tracked Jonno to the carriage house, where he talked with their coachman.

She stepped inside the big doors, out of the cold rain and the wind that made it colder. Hugging herself, she eyed her brother with the new eyes that her mother’s startling plan had imparted.

Jonathan had finally stopped growing years ago, but she hadn’t realized quite how tall he’d gotten until she saw how he topped the coachman by more than a head. He shared her dark eyes, but he would never turn such a stern frown on her. She was his elder by two years, and he’d always been her little brother, even if she could no longer call him little.

He finished his consultation with the coachman, nodded twice to what the man replied, then clapped him on the shoulder as he passed on his way to Maddy. “I can’t talk, sister mine. Mama’s given me a list a yard long, and I must finish it today. I leave in the morning.”

“You—? Did she not tell you that I’m to travel with you?”

His surprise briefly gave him the look of a little boy, then it faded. He took her arm and steered her out the opened doors. “Aren’t you going to the Musgrove party?”

“I’ve been too long on the shelf. Eight years.”

“Cousin Pen’s been on the shelf for more than ten and seems content. But you, sister mine, need to marry. Mama should take you to this party.”

“Apparently she believes I will ruin my sisters’ chances to snare husbands.”

He snorted, again like her little brother. “So you would, Maddy. Our little sisters fall in with your opinions.”

“Are you saying that I dictate what they like and don’t like?”

“Don’t bristle like a cat. You’ve never told them what to do, but your opinions are definitely decided, backed with valid reasons, especially in matters of their beaux. Remember the curate last summer, the one mooning over Flighty?”

“Anyone who moons—.”

“See?” he laughed.

“He was unsuitable! No prospects, no thoughts for himself, no—.”

“Yes, I agree with your judgment, then and now.”

“Flighty can be stubborn, Jonno. You know once she sets her heart on something—.”

“She cries and cries until Mama gives in. I know.” They threaded through the knot garden, dried twigs and leaves and sodden gravel that crunched underfoot. “You were wise to nip that interest before it blossomed. But Mama will be thinking of all the other times Flighty and Rosie listened to your opinion over her demands.”

She heard the gentle rebuke. In a small voice, she complained, “I am not a tyrant.”

“I didn’t say you were. You’re quicker to divine someone’s personality than the rest of us. I have always appreciated that ability. Our sisters do, and I know Mama has—but not this time. I didn’t realize that she’s bundling you off with me, so we can’t interfere with her plans.”

He opened a side door and let her precede him. Maddy waited until he shut the door, and they’d both shed their damp coats to a footman, then she said, “She wants Lord Musgrove for Rosie.”

“That would be a good match.”

“Jonno! He has to have more than ten years on her. That can’t be a good match.”

“Many marriages have a similar age difference.”

“Are those marriages happy? And look at the children they produce. Spoiled, pouting brats.”

“Children like us?” he asked drily.

She laughed. “Trust you to point out the flaw in my reasoning.”

He led her to his study and motioned her to a chair. “What else is bothering you? I know something is.”

“I don’t like being bundled off to a far corner.”

“You never did,” he twinkled. “I’m glad we’re going together.”

“By public conveyance.”

“Never fear. Your little brother will look after you.”

She tilted her head. “Not so little anymore, my favorite only brother.”

“Botheration over? Good. Go worry our little sisters. I need to get cracking on this list.”

She stood but lingered by her chair until he looked at her. His quill hovered over the ledger. And Maddy finally spoke what bothered her most. “I’m forbidden to say anything about any part of this country party to Rosie and Flighty. Not by spoken or written word. No direct statement, no hints. Nothing.”

“Mama is hedging her bets.”

“She’s been planning this with Lady Musgrove since Christmas.”

“Has she? How has our talkative mama kept it quiet that long? I had no idea she could keep secrets. Did you?”

“She hasn’t even had a flurry of buying new gowns.”

“Why would you need new gowns?”

Maddy rolled her eyes. “Jonno, women always need a new gown. You need to remember that when you marry.”

“My wife will wear the same gown until it’s in tatters.”

“Ha! You will spoil your wife. You constantly brought back trinkets and flowers for Esmeralda Givens.”

He frowned. Then he smoothed away the lines so quickly that she nearly didn’t catch the expression. “You didn’t warn me on that one, Maddy.”

“You can be as stubborn as Flighty, Jonno.” She trailed a finger along the back of the chair before she added, “I’m glad she was lured away by another before you proposed.”

“So am I.” He glanced down at the ledger then up, more somber. “Off with you, sister mine. Go pack wool socks. The public coach will be cold, and we’ll have three days on it.”

“Won’t you keep me in hot bricks, my favorite only brother?”

“I will not. Off with you.”

“Yes, General.”

That earned a chuckle.

Glad she had lightened his mood after inadvertently reminding him of last summer’s heartache, she left, shutting the door carefully.

Esmeralda Givens had dented his heart, not broken it. Jonno should attend the Musgrove party and looked for his own wife. Their neighborhood had little scope for a young viscount. The Givens girl had drawn him in like a magnet, her pull strong enough to offset Mama’s protestations about her less than stellar connections and her obscure background. She had latched on tight—until she learned the liquid cash of Jonno’s inheritance was tied up until he reached thirty. Viscountess and lady of the manor had lost appeal with a young woman who aspired to London.

Maddy returned to her bedroom. Hodges was gone. The trunk stood closed and strapped. Maddy sat on the window’s edge and huffed on the glass. She drew a heart, but the vapor quickly vanished as if it had never been.

She was not a child throwing a tantrum because she wasn’t included in the party. “But I am hurt,” she admitted to the cold garden beyond the glass. Nine years on the shelf. Not a single prospective beaux during any of that time. Nanny Bloom once said named wishes brought them true. Maddy listed hers once again: “I wish for a husband. I wish for children. I wish for a house of my own.”

Nine years, though, and still not a winkle on those wishes.

She dared not list her greatest fear, to become an unwanted guest in her own home once her brother married. She would receive a portion. At age thirty the dowry would convert to her use. If she spent wisely and hoarded the money, she might buy a little cottage that would keep her for years.

She didn’t want to live in a confined cottage. She didn’t want to spend wisely. She wanted to sprawl out and spend profligately while children ran about her and her husband’s grin promised mad passion.

Maddy rolled her eyes at that foolish dream, unspoken to her family or her friends. They would only mock her.

She sprang up and went to discuss food for travel with Cook. Jonno would never consider such a mundane request until he was complaining about starving.
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Chapter 2 ~ Monday to Wednesday, 3rd to 7th February

[image: image]


Grove Park

For the first time in his life, Gordon Musgrove disobeyed a parental edict.

When he had retired, he informed his valet that they would travel to London in the morning.

“Lady Musgrove informed me that you are hosting a country party this weekend, my lord. We will no sooner arrive in London than we must return to the Park.”

Gordon stared at the man. Many times he’d wondered how his mother knew his movements. “I believe you work for me, Penrod, not Lady Musgrove. When I wish to spend two days traveling back and forth, I shall. Be so good as to have my gear ready in the morning. I find I shall not need you, after all.”

“My lord, forgive me—.”

“Be so good as to follow my orders, Penrod. Before you retire, inform Marshall that I will need my hunter. You need tell no one else. That will be all.”

“My lord, my assistance—.”

“That is all, Penrod.”

The man hesitated a few seconds more, then bowed and left. And Gordon grinned. One retainer shaken loose.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

London

Town was flat, his club filled with old men immured in newspapers and cigars. A night spent gaming with his peers left him stale. His friend Tobias Kennit had retreated to his farm in Wales to set his affairs in order before approaching Vicar Ratcliffe for his daughter’s hand.

Gordon looked for other amusements.

He found little to do. The city had not revived after the Christmastide exodus. Nor had the pall lifted from him since the death of Celeste Sourantine, the French beauty who had ruled the Little Season with her salons.

He needed a change more drastic than flight from Grove Park.

On his second evening in London, his club’s porter handed him a letter. Gordon stared at his mother’s seal and felt tension tighten his neck muscles, precursor to a raging headache.

He poured himself a whiskey from the club stock and carried it to an isolated chair. Then he cracked the seal and slid his gaze over his mother’s agitated handwriting.

Your calculated disobedience ... ruination of my party ... abrogating your responsibilities ... I expect your immediate return.

He glanced over the letter again.

The Whittakers and other guests will arrive before you do.

In his conversation with his mother, she had only mentioned the Whittakers. In her letter she listed the additional guests who would be offended by his “deliberate absence”. Close to three dozen would invade the Park, with a fair mix of young ladies and gentlemen. He would be missed only in his role as host, and Uncle Timothy would step in, as he often did when Gordon was away.

As for himself?

He crumpled the letter and eyed the amber liquid he had poured. The beginnings of a migraine jabbed behind his eye. If he stayed in London, more letters would arrive. He would feel obligated to read them even if he had no intention of returning to his seat. But he knew himself: Contrition riding him, he would return. He’d been the dutiful son too long not to give in to his mother’s demands.

He needed to rusticate. He needed to go somewhere unexpected, long enough to escape the letters that heaped guilt on him. His direction would soon be discovered, but ten days or a fortnight would provide the break he needed. Just that little span of time away from responsibilities he had shouldered whilst his peers had merrily sown their wild oats.

Where to?

He set aside the untouched whiskey and strode to the window. He tossed the letter into the fire as he passed it. Rain which was more ice than liquid pinged against the window panes.

The name came from the blue: Simon Jespers.

Mr. Jespers was a distant relative. Widowed. Still relatively young and hale. Enjoying country pursuits on his estate of Chanfrons.

Gordon hadn’t seen him in recent years. Tainted by the merchant trade that won him his fortune and a late wife who was a poor missionary’s daughter, Jespers had never received an invitation from Lady Musgrove to attend one of her parties at Grove Park or during the Season at the Palladium, the family mansion in London. The man’s considerable wealth, acquired during his years in India, meant that he was one relative who had never applied for financial aid. Gordon’s correspondence with him was erratic.

More importantly, once the marchioness realized her son had slipped her reins, Lady Musgrove might cast around for his location and write to various of his acquaintances, but she would not immediately think of Simon Jespers.

Toby Kennit would receive a letter, though. And laugh and throw it in the fire.

Gordon had first met Simon Jespers at the funeral of his wife. A family obligation that his father had commanded that he attend, Gordon had obeyed. He had shut himself into the ice-cold carriage and was gratified to escape back to his university when the obligation was completed.

In successive summers, he visited Jespers at his manor Chanfrons, another requirement imposed by his father until he died in ’05. The annual summer tour compassed a round of visits to the relatives not housed at the Park or in London at the Palladium. Each year’s stay at Chanfrons stretched longer and longer, for the man had a dry wit and a deep-thinking mind. Matched with his athleticism and tales of travel, he was the perfect host for the insolent jackanapes Gordon had been in his late teens and early twenties.

Then his father died. The steward appointed a man to make the yearly rounds. Correspondence dropped to seasonal letters then fell to a yearly note at the New Year.

Lady Musgrove would never guess her son’s location. She would have recourse to her vast array of informants, but even their evidence would take a while to gather.

He would visit Cranky Cleves tomorrow. The old solicitor would need his direction if an emergency arose. Cleves would withstand Lady Musgrove’s demands. His partners would falter, but not Cranky Cleves.

The weight bearing down on his shoulders lifted. The tension receded.

He rang for the porter.

The man appeared quickly. “My lord?” he asked in hushed tones.

“Send a message to Cleves and Bingham. I wish to see Mr. Cleves before noon, at his office. And inform my groom at the Palladium that I will wish my curricle. He will travel with me when I leave London after the noon hour.”

“Very good, my lord.” The man remained as unruffled as he had been at Gordon’s unexpected arrival. If Lord Musgrove chose to stay at his club rather than his stately mansion in Mayfair, then that was his lordship’s prerogative. “Are there any other particulars, my lord?”

“No, thank you, Breyers.”

He bowed and puttered away, soundless on the thick carpet.

Gordon retrieved his untouched glass and saluted the rain turning to snow.

He had more clothes at the Palladium. His butler there would oversee the packing. Even if the man sent a message to Lady Musgrove, Gordon would have escaped before she received it.

Winter clothes, he thought, composing the note. Dinners in style; dinners en famille. Riding. Hiking. Strolling on the beach. That should give the man something to write to Lady Musgrove when she demanded her son’s location. Cranky Cleves would hold fast. His London butler would not. Gordon couldn’t
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