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  Prologue
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1805 England (or a variation thereof) 
As the late afternoon sun poured in through the tall windows, bringing a warm glow to the dark wood of his study, Edmond Dunsworth, Duke of Cromwell, sank into the leathered armchair behind his desk. Unburdened with letters of business or ledgers of any kind, its smooth surface held enough room for him to prop up his feet in leisure. If only the decanter weren’t so far away, he would never rise from this chair!
Resting his head against the smooth leather, he closed his eyes, enjoying the peace and quiet of his family’s estate. Fleeing London after a few particularly wild weeks, Edmond felt the welcoming warmth of Brookestone engulf him like a blanket on a winter’s day. Early spring was upon them, bringing with it the awakening sounds of the woods and meadows. As he sat with his eyes closed, the noise of London slowly faded away, and the throbbing of his overstimulated mind began to subside. A slow smile curled up the corners of his mouth as the warmth of the afternoon sun touched his cheeks.
A rap on the door shattered his small oasis, dragging him back to the here and now.
Moaning, he opened his eyes, “Come in.”
“I beg your pardon, your grace,” Mr. Lloyd apologised as he strode into the room. His auburn hair meticulously combed back, he bore an expression of complete awareness as though nothing in the world could ever surprise him. His quick eyes took in Edmond’s unkempt hair as well as dishevelled clothes, his dirty boots spreading the accumulated dust of his travels across his late father’s old mahogany desk as well as the missing glass that usually filled his hand. While Edmond could detect neither judgement nor disappointment on his steward’s face, he still felt uncomfortable under the older man’s gaze. Sitting up, he ran his fingers through his hair. “Yes, what is it?”
“I do apologise for the intrusion, your grace,” Mr. Lloyd stated in a clear, unimpressed voice, “but this matter bears no postponement.” He glanced down at the ledger in his hands, and Edmond could feel the capillaries in his skull tighten.
Clearing his throat, he waved away his steward’s doomsday mentality. “Whatever it is, Mr. Lloyd, I am sure you can handle it.” He rose from his chair, hoping to sneak past his overly enthusiastic steward. “I have the utmost confidence in your abilities.”
However, before he could escape the room, Mr. Lloyd placed himself in front of the door, shaking his head imperceptibly. “Not this time, your grace. This needs your attention.”
Slumping his shoulders as though a heavy weight had settled on them, Edmond exhaled, regretting his early return with every fibre of his body. Oh, if he had only stayed in London!
He sank into his chair once again. “Then make it quick, Old Man. I am in no mood for numbers, especially today.”
“As you wish.” With a nod of his head, his steward approached the desk, the ledger still unopened in his hands. Edmond fervently hoped that it would remain so. “The final numbers of your late father’s overseas investments have come in, and as I had feared, they are crippling. There is no other word for them.”
Edmond shook his head. “Aren’t you being just a touch dramatic, Old Man? How bad can it be?”
A slight snort escaped Mr. Lloyd’s lips, that sent a shiver down Edmond’s back, and for the first time he worried about the outcome of this conversation. “Your grace, I am afraid to tell you, should you not acquire significant funding within the next few months, Brookestone will be forfeit.”
As the words sank into his mind, Edmond found himself staring at the man, whose trusted hands had always ensured that his family’s estate would live on. Never in his wildest dreams had he seen things come to such an end. And an end it was! Where was he to procure funds? If his steward did not know of a way to save Brookestone, how was he? Just the thought of numbers made him dizzy. More often than not, he had been absent when his childhood tutors had tried to explain to him the wonders of mathematics. To this day, he had no idea how he had managed his way through Eton, year after year.
Blinking, he rubbed his hands over his face, trying to focus. As his eyes settled on the man patiently waiting on the other side of his desk—a desk he had never used for more than writing a personal letter—Edmond shook his head. “Is it truly this bad? How is this possible?”
Mr. Lloyd took a deep breath, then brought the ledger in his hand forward. “It has been a long time coming, your grace.” The ledger fell open in his hands. “If you would look at the numbers, I could explain—”
“No,” Edmond objected, shaking his head. “There is no need. You know how useless I am when it comes to these things. That’s what I have you for.” Pressing his lips together, he drew a deep breath through his nose. “What I want to hear right now is how I can fix this? Surely you have some idea,” he said, hoping beyond hope.
Closing the ledger, Mr. Lloyd shrugged. “At this point, I do not have much of an idea. I am sorry, your grace.”
Edmond frowned. “Not much of an idea? Then you do have one?”
“I do not dare suggest it.” Mr. Lloyd huffed, all of a sudden unable to meet his gaze. “It is not for me to speak of such matters.”
Shooting to his feet, Edmond banged his fists on the table. “Speak, Old Man!” he snapped. Seeing his steward’s shocked face, he took a deep breath, pulling himself together. “I apologise, but now is not the time for decency. Brookestone is at risk, and I’ll be damned if I let it slip from my grasp because the idea that might save it appears to you as too improper to mention. Now speak!”
“As you wish,” his steward acquiesced. “The only option I can think of is a most, most advantageous marriage.” His eyebrows rose into looming arches as his penetrating eyes looked into Edmond’s. “And fast.”
Captivated, Edmond nodded. “Marriage?” he mumbled. “I did not see myself tying the knot quite so soon, but, yes, I do need to think of an heir.” He swallowed. “An heir not only to my title but also to Brookestone.” He nodded as the idea slowly took root. “Marriage, yes.”
“The lady will need to have a sufficient dowry,” Mr. Lloyd cautioned. “Other attributes are to be neglected.”
Edmond cringed. He knew his steward was right, but could he marry a woman without feeling the least bit of attraction for her? Marry? Yes. Father an heir? Maybe not. Nonetheless, he swallowed his pride and asked, “Do you have a young lady in mind?”






  
  Chapter one
A Substantial Dowry
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“Judith, my dear, you glow!” their mother beamed, patting her daughter’s hand. “Has he declared his intentions yet?” 
Sitting on the settee in their drawing room, Judith shook her head, sending her blond curls into a soft sway as though they were dancing on her delicate shoulders. As Anna watched, a rosy blush gave colour to Judith’s cheeks, and her sister's hands twisted the handkerchief they held. “He speaks of me as the sun to his world,” she whispered, and her blush deepened. “He is always attentive, seeks my opinion and when he smiles at me…,” her voice trailed off as her eyes gazed into the distance mesmerised by the memory they relived. Anna couldn’t help but wonder what they saw.
“It’s like you’re the only one in the world that matters?” their mother asked, a rueful smile curling up the corners of her lips. When her eldest daughter nodded, her hand reached out once more, squeezing her daughter’s affectionately. “And have you let on that a proposal would be well-received?”
Avoiding her eyes, Judith’s own face lit up in a smile. “As much as I dared.”
Anna laughed. “Knowing you, my dear sister, I suspect Mr. Miller is as clueless as he was at the beginning of your acquaintance.”
“Hush, Anna,” her mother chided. “Do not upset her!”
Eyes wide, Judith stammered, “What makes you say that? Do you consider me devoid of affection?”
Anna shook her head, draping her own scarlet curls over her left shoulder. Taking her sister’s other hand into hers, she stated, “Not at all. But you must admit that you are all kindness and proper manners no matter whom you speak to. How is he to know that your feelings for him run deeper than for…say the butcher’s son?”
As Judith’s eyes widened even more, their mother gave Anna a soft slap on the knee. “Now, don’t be absurd! The man may be in love, but he is not blind.”
“As far as I am told one does not differ greatly from the other,” Anna countered, winking at her sister as she spoke. “If one is in love, one might as well be blind. Isn’t that true, Dear Sister?”
“Then you consider me blind?” Judith asked, the shock slowly dissipating from her face at Anna’s playful tone.
Anna’s smile widened. “Since the day you two first laid eyes on each other.” She gave her sister’s hand a gentle squeeze. “But mother is right; do not worry yourself. Even if the man is blind, there are other senses that will tell him of your affection.”
“Anna!” Judith exclaimed, a deep red colouring her cheeks. “Of what do you speak?”
Laughing until her sides ached, Anna found herself the unwelcome focus of two sets of eyes; one widened in shock, and the other narrowed in disapproval. “Nothing improper, I assure you,” she wheezed, drying the corners of her eyes with Judith’s handkerchief. “I merely meant to say that even if his eyes are blind to the devotion that shines in yours whenever they behold him, his ears will still tell him of the love that rings in every word leaving your lips. He will still feel the slight tremble in your hand when he assists you into the carriage and smell the faint scent of jasmines that you only wear for him.”
While Judith’s blush deepened even more, their mother leaned back a little as though to observe her youngest daughter more closely. “Your eyes are as sharp as your wit, Anna. But do heed my words, no man under this sun will ever cherish them as long as they are not coupled with respect and proper conduct. Should you choose to continue on this line of utter honesty as you call it, My Dear, I fear that spinsterhood lies in wake for you.”
A soft shrug lifted Anna’s shoulders. “I do hear your words, Mother, as I have heard them before many times. But I cannot say that they hold sufficient warning. The picture you paint appears quite enchanting to my eyes. Freedom of speech as much as of conduct is what I seek. And I have long since been aware that a married woman will always have to answer to her husband. I, on the other hand, answer to no one.”
“What about Father?” Judith said.
“He has indulged me thus far; I do believe I am safe from too severe repercussions.”
Their mother smiled, shaking her head. “My dear Anna, I hope with all my heart that you will find what you seek. However, I cannot help but find that you are still young, too young to understand the ways of the world. As strong as you are, never be too sure of your own power,” she leaned forward, her eyes looking into Anna’s as unguarded as she had ever seen them, “or you will fall.”
Not sure how to understand her mother’s warning, Anna looked at her sister. Judith too had noticed the ring of truth in their mother’s voice, a ring born out of personal experience. Anna couldn’t help but wonder what her mother’s past held. Had she ever been too sure of her own power and fallen?
“Mother, I—”
The door flew open and in walked her father, a big grin lifting the corners of his mouth. “Ah, there you are! Perfect! I have great news!”
“What is it, Father?” Judith asked, offering him a cup of tea. “Is there news of your ship?”
Plumping down into the armchair opposite them, their father gulped down his tea, wincing slightly as the hot liquid burned his tongue. “It did. Yes. However, that is of minor consequence today.”
“Minor consequence?” their mother asked. “What could have happened that would shine brighter than years of hard work finally paying off? Pray tell us!”
As her father’s eyes travelled from his wife to his daughters, his grin grew even bigger, turning his face into a grotesque mask. Almost bald, his oval-shaped head often resembled an egg, Anna thought, wondering if anyone else had noticed.
“Tomorrow, we will receive a very special visitor,” he began his tale, and his ears turned pink with barely contained eagerness. “I have not mentioned the possibility of this before because I did not wish to alarm you.” Anna saw Judith draw in a deep breath and her mother’s hand tighten around her teacup. “But if everything goes according to plan, one of you,” he glanced from Judith to Anna, “will be a duchess before the year is out!”
“What?” Anna heard her mother exclaim as all colour drained from Judith’s face.
“The Duke of Cromwell,” her father said, clearly enjoying the ring of the words, “is looking for a wife, and there is a good chance he will choose one of you.”
Taking a deep breath, her mother set down her teacup. “One of them? Why would he? As lovely as our daughters are, they are not of the peerage. Would he not choose a wife from among his own peers?” Grasping Judith’s hand once more, their mother gave it a slight pat.
Observing the scene as though it didn’t concern her, Anna couldn’t help but ask, “Is he in need of money?”
“Anna!” her mother chided, shaking her head at her daughter.
“No, no,” her father said, lifting a hand to calm his wife. “She is not wrong.” Looking at Anna, he nodded his head. “I see no reason to keep this from you. It is most fortunate for us indeed. He seeks a way of saving his estate while I would like my grandson to inherit a title. In addition, business should pick up even more when our relation to the Duke of Cromwell becomes known.”
“But surely, he can find a wife with a substantial dowry within his own circle,” their mother asked, still patting Judith’s hand, who had sunken into herself, eyes fixed on the teacup in her hand.
“But apparently not one with a dowry as substantial as the one I can provide,” her father beamed, pride ringing clear in his voice. “In addition, I suppose a father would generally not want his daughter marrying a man who is bankrupt. Title or no.”
“Then why would it be advantageous for us?” his wife asked.
“Because there are things money can’t buy,” her husband explained, his enthusiasm slowly dissipating at the lack of approval provided by his family.
For the first time since her father’s announcement, Judith lifted her eyes, unshed tears clinging to their corners. “What about John?”
“Do not fret,” her father consoled her. “This week you fancy yourself in love with Mr. Miller, next week it will be someone else, preferably the duke.” He winked at her. “But remember, affection is not the means to a successful life. I know, in time you will come to see the wisdom of my decisions. After all, I only have your best interest at heart.” Rising from his chair, he patted her hand and left the room, humming a jolly tune as he went.






  
  Chapter two
A Ruse Planned
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Judith’s quiet sobs echoed in the now silent room. Left behind in the wake of their father’s announcement, the sisters sought to absorb its implications and consequences with regard to their own future. However, Anna’s mind could not focus on the freedom she loved which now appeared to be slipping through her fingers. Her sister’s tear-streaked face drew her in, and her heart began to ache. 
Rising from her seat, she walked over to Judith, drawing her shaking frame into an embrace. “Hush, Dear Sister,” she whispered, eyes travelling to her mother, who sat stock-still, eyes staring into the distance. “Do not worry. Everything will be all right. I am sure of it.”
“How can it?” Judith sobbed. “Father made it clear that I have no choice in the matter.”
Brushing Judith’s wet curls from her face, Anna sought to look into her sister’s eyes. “There is always a choice. We only need to find it.”
“But what can we do?” Judith asked, her swollen eyes a pitiful sight.
Anna thought for a second. She wasn’t a schemer. There had never been the need for elaborate scheming. Her wit and clever reasoning usually provided enough ammunition to win her battles. “If you married John soon, before—”
“Without father’s consent?” A horrified look opened Judith red eyes. “I could never go against his wishes!”
Anna sighed. “Would you rather marry a stranger?”
Another heart-wrenching sob escaped Judith’s lips as she buried her head against her sister’s shoulder.
“Well, maybe the duke will choose me,” Anna said, not believing her own words. Neither did her sister, she was sure of it, although Judith politely refrained from uttering the objections she had. Few men ever showed a deeper interest in Anna, and those that did were quickly discouraged. She knew she was no beauty, but had a certain wild appeal that some men found alluring. However, she was not tender-hearted as her sister and always spoke her mind. More than once she had witnessed a gentleman’s countenance turn dark upon hearing her reply to his question, only to be followed by a feeble excuse and a quick exit. To this day, Anna had seen no need to change. She strongly believed that those who disapproved of her opinions were not worthy of her company.
But now everything was different. Her sister’s happiness depended on her ability to charm a man she most likely couldn’t stand to be around. From what Anna had seen of the Duke of Cromwell at the occasional event, she thought him to be a pompous, arrogant aristocrat, who never had to lift a finger for all that life had given him, and now that his livelihood was threatened, he merely chose a wife with a sizable dowry and continued on as he always had, going from one event to another, spending his money without second thought. 
Anna wondered. Could she charm a man like that? Could she keep her opinions to herself? Could she smile and nod and refrain from speaking her mind? But even if she could, her sister’s conduct would still outshine her, for her kindness was genuine to a fault.
“I have an idea,” Anna whispered, lifting her sister’s face off her shoulder and brushing the tears from her cheeks. “But I cannot do it alone. I will need your help.”
“But what can we do?” Judith sniffed, reaching for her handkerchief. “I cannot go against father’s wishes.”
Anna nodded. “I know, and I am not asking you to.” As her mind raced to assemble the pieces of her plan, her pulse hammered in her veins. “Father said the duke will come to dinner tomorrow night. He will have a chance to speak to us and then make his choice.” Judith nodded. “All we have to do is make him choose me.”
Judith frowned. “But how can we assure this? And what of your own heart? Do you truly wish to marry the duke?”
“Of course not!” Anna shook her head. “But that is not important right now. What is important is for us to trade temperaments.”
“What?”
“You are cunning, my child,” her mother said. She sat down her teacup and joined their conversation. “A daring plan. However, it will not be as simple as deciding to be charming. Have you ever charmed a man? Merely by being attentive and kind? It is not an easy skill. And do you truly believe our Judith is capable of your own ‘honest’ remarks in order to drive him away?”
At their mother’s words, understanding filled Judith’s mind and her eyes opened wide. “Oh, no, I cannot. I—”
“But you must!” Anna insisted. “As must I. We have one day. One day to perfect our masks. Masks we will only have to wear for one evening.”
“But, Anna, I am not like you.” Judith shook her head, eyes going back and forth between her sister and her mother. “I cannot. I just can’t.”
Anna nodded. “All right, but you know what the consequence will be then, do you not? Let’s not fool ourselves. If we do nothing, the duke will choose you. I am as sure of it as the sun rising in the east tomorrow. You cannot deny that.”
New tears filled Judith’s eyes.
Once more their mother took Judith’s hand in hers, patting it reassuringly. Then she turned her eyes to Anna. “Are you certain?” was all she asked. When Anna nodded, she turned her gaze back to Judith. “My child, I can see your pain and I wish I could take it from you. But there is nothing I can do. Only you can. You must save yourself. If Anna’s plan has any chance for success, it is only with your support.”
“But how can I participate?” Judith sobbed. “I wouldn’t know what to say.”
“I’ll teach you,” Anna assured her. “As you will teach me.”
“But it’s not right.” Judith shook her head. “It is not right to deceive him.”
“Is it right for you to marry a man you don’t love?” Anna asked. “And what about John? What will become of him when you marry the duke?”
Fresh tears spilled down Judith’s cheeks, but she swallowed the sob that threatened to escape her lips. “All right,” she nodded. “I will try.”
“Good,” their mother said. “Now go upstairs, lie down and put a cool cloth on your eyes. Anna and I will discuss what is to be done.”
Nodding, Judith rose from the settee. Without a look back, she left the room, the handkerchief in her clenched fist a crumpled mess.
As the door closed, her mother turned to Anna. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“I thought you agreed with me. She cannot marry the duke. She will be miserable.”
“I know,” her mother confirmed, her eyes intent on her daughter’s face. “But what about you? What of your own heart’s desire?”
Anna shook her head. “I am not in love, Mother.”
“Not yet, at least. But what if you find love? What will you do then?”
Anna shrugged. “So far love has not found me, and I do not believe it ever will.”
Her mother nodded, a sad smile on her face. “I love you for doing this for your sister. It would break my heart seeing Judith married to a man she does not care for, especially now that her heart has already chosen. I thank you for doing this.” She took Anna’s hand, patting it as she spoke. “But do not deceive yourself. This will not be easy. Not even for you.”
“I know, Mother. We must be as convincing as we possibly can be. We—”
Her mother shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. If we succeed and he chooses you, then you will have to marry him. Do you know what that means? Have you even thought about it before offering yourself as the sacrificial lamb?”
“Of course, I do, Mother,” Anna assured her. “It’s marriage. The only difference will be that he is a duke and not a merchant’s son.”
Her mother nodded, and there was something in the way she smiled at her that suddenly made Anna feel very young, almost like a child, inexperienced in the ways of the world. “Do think about it,” her mother insisted. “And do not hesitate to talk to me.” Then she rose from the settee. “I will see to your sister.”
Left to her own devices, Anna took a deep breath, feeling the strain of the past hour fall from her shoulders. How was it possible for the world to change so drastically in a mere hour? Only this morning she had risen from her bed, full of wonderment as to what that day would bring. Little had she known it would bring a potential husband.
A husband. Anna thought on the matter some more. Certainly, if anyone had asked her that morning if she wanted a husband, she would have whole-heartedly declined. More so, she would have laughed at the mere thought of it. And that sentiment had not changed. The fact was Anna didn’t want a husband.
However, neither could she allow her sister to lose the love of her life. Even if Anna had never experienced it herself, the way Judith and John looked at each other had touched her. She saw such tender feelings in every look they shared, every word spoken between them. They belonged together, and if Judith could not defy their father, another way had to be found.
A ruse was the only way, and Anna the only alternate candidate for the duke’s hand.
Pushing the thought of what having a husband would mean aside, Anna rose from her chair, determined to see things through. Crossing the hall, she hastened up the stairs toward her sister’s chamber. There was no time to waste. They had but one day. One day to trade who they were. One day to perfect their masks.






  
  Chapter three
The Purpose of a Charade

[image: ]

“It was a disaster!” Anna said, slumping down on her sister’s bed. “How can we expect to fool the duke if we couldn’t even convince our own father!” 
Judith nodded, sinking into the chair by her vanity.
“Now, do not be too harsh with yourselves!” their mother chided. “Naturally, your father was surprised when you suddenly behaved differently. You must not forget, he knows you. The duke does not!”
Anna lifted her head, eyes shining as she looked at her mother. “You’re right, Mother.” She shook her head, smiling at her own insecurity. “The duke does not know what we are truly like.” She turned to her sister, nodding her head eagerly, her eyes imploring. “We can do it, Judith.”
“Will father not give us away?” Judith asked. “He did not seem pleased tonight.”
Sliding off the bed, Anna brushed her concern away. “Father was just confused. He does not know of our plan, and he would never risk offending the duke.” Anna smiled. “He will have no choice but to play along.”
Judith shook her head. “I don’t like this. Father deserves better. And maybe he is right. Maybe this will all be for the best.” Her voice almost broke as the words left her lips.
Their mother pulled Judith into her arms. “Do not falter now, my child. You have chosen your path; now you must walk it.” Lifting her daughter’s chin, she looked into her eyes. “It will be worth it. Trust me. You will regret it for the rest of your life if you bow to your father’s wishes.”
Judith nodded, clinging to their mother who held her as she had from the day she had been born.
As mother and daughter stood holding each other, Anna’s gaze was drawn to her mother’s eyes, squeezed shut as though a dormant pain had reawakened. Again, Anna wondered what her mother’s past held. What had been the circumstances of her own marriage? Anna realised she knew very little about her mother’s life before she and Judith had been born. 


      [image: ]Simple, yet elegant and of sufficient space, the townhouse stood in one of London’s better parts. Edmond rarely travelled here; however, he noticed the potential of the merchant’s home, wondering if a new place for the man’s family would be in order soon. Could Mr. Hanford afford an improvement in location after providing one of his daughter’s with such a substantial dowry? He only hoped it was true. Naturally, Edmond’s main concern rested with settling his debts, not losing his family’s estate. However, the higher his future father-in-law climbed on the social ladder, the better it would reflect on Edmond with regard to his choice of a wife.
After his steward, Mr. Lloyd, had informed him of Mr. Hanford’s new position in life, Edmond had made enquiries with regard to the two young ladies of the house. While Mr. Lloyd had reluctantly suggested, based on his own knowledge of the family, that the youngest daughter probably suited him best with regard to spirit and temperament, the general opinion of his acquaintances urged him to stay well clear of same young lady due to her ill manners and wilful attitude. Determined to let his own judgement choose for him, Edmond entered the house with a sense of eager anticipation, like a young boy awakening on Christmas morning.
After being shown to the front parlour, Edmond merely had to wait a matter of seconds before the door flew open and in walked Mr. Hanford effusively welcoming him to his humble abode. The lady of the house, while cordial, appeared less enthusiastic and mostly remained in the background, eyeing him through guarded eyes.
While Edmond had no mind for numbers or other serious and mostly boring aspects of life, he was an infallible judge of character. He immediately recognised Mr. Hanford’s exuberant ways as those of a man anticipating a promising business deal, and yet, the man’s eyes held an ulterior motive buried under layers of cordiality. Edmond could not help but wonder if it were wiser to find a wife elsewhere.
Mrs. Hanford, on the other hand, appeared perfectly sincere, despite the stolen looks she cast at him. Edmond understood them as a mother’s concern for her daughter’s happiness. She was appraising him with regard to his own qualities.
Before Edmond could make up his mind with regard to whether or not it would be advisable to choose one of Mr. Hanford’s daughters for his wife, the door opened once more, and the two young ladies in question entered.
Introductions were quick, and before long, they were seated around the supper table. All the while, Edmond conversed with Mr. Hanford, while casting his own stolen glances at the man’s daughters, trying to determine if one of them had the potential to be his duchess.
Upon first meeting them, Edmond had been surprised to hear the blond one was Judith. Her chin raised, lips pressed into a thin line, she had greeted him with a cold look of derision in her eyes while her courtesy had been anything but courteous. When he enquired after her favourite pastimes, she answered him with short, clipped replies, never smiling, an ever-present scowl on her face. According to his enquiries prior to this dinner, Edmond would have assumed she was the younger, bold sister without manners.
Miss Anna, however, was politeness in person. Her eyes shone as she looked at him, a dazzling smile decorating her full lips. Occasionally, she would avert her eyes as though shy and answer his questions in a polite yet insecure manner, her voice a mere whisper. By all means, judging from her character, he would have assumed her to be Miss Hanford.
As the evening proceeded, Edmond, at first, assumed that he had to have gotten the names mixed up. But, then he noticed slight discrepancies in their behaviour.
When he enquired after the most recent performance they had seen at Covent Garden, Miss Anna’s answer was delivered in a melodic voice and with a sweet smile. However, when Edmond turned his attention to Mr. Hanford, he observed from the corner of his eyes that she rolled her eyes at him, then winked at her sister.
Confused at first, Edmond detected many more of these slight oddities. In fact, what he had first attributed to Miss Hanford’s ill manners, he now understood as shyness masked by a strangely, curt behaviour. Sometimes her voice would come out soft and sweet only to harden in the next instant like an actress who had only just then remembered her lines. Whenever she turned her gaze from him, the cold in her eyes immediately vanished as though she didn’t have the strength to maintain this ruse any longer, which is exactly how Edmond came to understand their behaviour.
For a reason he could not fathom, Mr. Hanford’s two daughters did their best to convince him that they were not who everyone else knew them to be. While Mr. Hanford prattled on in his usual enthusiastic manner, Mrs. Hanford observed their interaction through her by now familiar guarded eyes. Occasionally, she would place a hand on Miss Hanford’s arm, give her a slight nudge or whisper what Edmond presumed to be an encouragement to maintain their charade. She clearly was part of this ruse.
The only thing Edmond could not unravel was why the women of the family went to such drastic measures to ensure that he would choose Miss Anna for his bride. Because clearly that was the purpose of their charade.






  
  Chapter four
A Proposal
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Allowing the evening to play before his eyes, Edmond sat back in his armchair, a glass of brandy in his hand. Although his visit had been unexpected, the staff of his townhouse had seen to everything in a matter of moments and ensured a relaxing evening. Golden flames danced in the fireplace, warming his chilled limbs. The cold March air still clung to his skin, and he downed the brandy hoping to warm himself from within. 
What was the purpose of this ruse? He wondered. Were they ‘saving’ the more amiable sister for another suitor? Feeling slightly snubbed, Edmond wondered who could possibly be a more welcome suitor than he. One who is not bankrupt, a small voice whispered. 
The question remained; what ought he to do? Should he walk away and find another daughter with a sizable dowry? Or should he just make his choice from among Mr. Hanford’s daughters? The man had clearly indicated Edmond could take his pick, and he would not refuse his proposal.
If he followed his acquaintances’ suggestions, his choice should fall on Miss Hanford, despite her strangely ill-mannered behaviour that night. From the glimpses he had caught of her true self, he could tell that she was an amiable, young lady who would cause him no trouble. She would be obliging, obedient and observant of his needs.
Yet, his mind kept dragging him back to the mischievous twinkle in Miss Anna’s emerald eyes, the way her lips curled up or even how she rolled her eyes at him when she thought he wasn’t looking. There was something to her that tempted him, and he realised he wanted to know the depth of her character. Would she be trouble? He wondered. Hearing his own laughter echo in the room, he knew that she would be. She’d be a challenge. But would she also be his match?

      [image: ]“Do you think it went well?” Judith asked, pacing the front parlour in quick strides. Occasionally, she glanced out the window, eyes lingering on every passers-by, before she would resume her wanderings about the room.
Anna sighed, “You’ve asked me this very question a thousand times in the last three days! Of course, it did!” Narrowing her eyes, she snapped, “And would you please sit down!”
At the harsh tone in her sister’s voice, Judith all but dropped down on the nearest armchair, twisting yet another handkerchief in her hands. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “It’s all I can think about.”
Anna nodded, feeling her anger subside at her sister’s honest anxiety. “I know. I feel the same way, I assure you.” As one day after the other passed following the night of the duke’s visit, their nerves were on edge. Day after day, there was no word from him. Occasionally, Anna would rejoice at having triumphed in every possible way since no communique could only mean that the duke had decided to seek his bride elsewhere. These feelings of elation, however, never lasted long but were quickly replaced by a sense of doom waiting to announce itself. “I cannot believe he hasn’t sent word yet!” she exclaimed, startling her sister with the sudden outburst. “That arrogant, pompous—”
“Anna!” Judith exclaimed, pressing a hand to her chest in shock. “How can you speak of him in such a way?”
“Because it is the truth!”
Judith took a deep breath, her gentle blue eyes seeking Anna’s green depths. “But if we indeed succeeded, then the one you speak of in such a manner is your future husband.”
Still unable to believe the reality she suddenly found herself in, Anna crossed her arms in defiance and shook her head. “That does not make it any less true!” she insisted, well aware that she sounded like a stubborn child.
“Girls.” The door opened, and their mother walked in, her face a strained mask of indifference. Underneath, Anna detected the same anxiety that plagued both her and Judith ever since her father’s cheerful announcement. Her mother closed the door, but not before once more glancing through the narrow gap into the hall. “He is here,” she whispered.
“He?” Judith breathed, but her eyes betrayed that she knew exactly to whom her mother was referring. How could she not? It had been all any of them had been able to think about for the past three days. Finally, the moment of truth had come.
“The duke,” their mother said, her own hands unable to keep still. “He is in your father’s study right now.” She took a deep breath, then sat down beside Anna, only to rise a moment later and pace the room in Judith’s stead.
For a long while, neither one of them said a word. Silence hung about the room, the only sound their mother’s dainty footsteps echoing quietly on the parquet floor. Here and there, they caught hushed voices as people walked by on the pavement, conversing easily without their future hanging like a dark cloud over their heads. The neigh of a horse sounded in the distance, and a door closed on the upper floor.
When Anna thought she could bear the silence not a moment longer, footsteps echoed from the hall. Holding her breath, she listened as they advanced to the front door, which then opened, and her father’s jubilant voice wished his visitor a most wonderful day. The second the door fell shut, Anna let go the breath she had been holding. As her father’s eager steps drew near, she jumped from her seat, followed by her mother and sister, and pulled open the door, revealing her father’s overjoyed face.
“Wonderful news!” he beamed, striding into the room. “Everything worked out the way I had planned!”
Taking a deep breath, Anna grabbed her sister’s hand, noticing that all colour had drained from Judith’s face. Their mother looked as white as a sheet as well. “Did he make a proposal?” she whispered.
“That he did!” her husband answered, his grin stretching wider than Anna had ever seen it. He took his wife’s hand, smiling down at her, before lifting his eyes to his daughters. “To tell you the truth, my dears, I had expected a slightly different outcome, but in the end it makes no difference.”
Anna felt her sister’s hand tremble as they held on to each other, waiting for their father to deliver the verdict.
In that moment, Anna couldn’t help but hope that fortune would smile on her.
Then she noticed her sister’s silent tears as she clung to her arm, her whole body tense to the point of breaking, and guilt flooded Anna’s heart.
“Judith,” their father said, and they all froze, breath stuck in their throats. “Do not fret! Tears are not necessary. If you truly did not wish to become a duchess, then today’s news will not disappoint you.”
As her sister resumed breathing, Anna felt her own heart beat quickening its pace, straining against her ribs.
Then her father turned his eyes to her, and she knew the answer before he even uttered a word. “Congratulations, Anna! The duke just now asked for your hand in marriage.” Letting go of his wife’s hand, he strode toward her, wrapping her in a quick embrace. “I am pleased that you have made such an advantageous match.” He chuckled. “At times, I feared this day would never come.”
In that moment, Anna realised that the same had been true for her. Only it hadn’t been fear dwelling in her heart, but hope instead.
A hope that now lay dead at her feet.

      [image: ]After their father had returned to his study, Judith had nearly sunk to her knees, thanking Anna profusely for drawing the duke’s attention while at the same time apologising for allowing it to happen. Ultimately, their mother had sent her to her bedchamber, ordering her to rest and collect herself. Unable to argue, Judith had left, leaving Anna to their mother’s watchful eye.
“Say what you wish,” Anna urged, casting an uneasy glance over her shoulder.
Sitting down beside her, her mother took her hand. “Please, believe me when I say that I do not intend to make this harder on you than it already is. I merely wish to help you see the truth so that you will be better prepared for the future that now awaits you.”
Eyes cast downward, Anna remained silent, wondering what her mother was referring to, but afraid to ask. What could be so terrible about marriage other than the loss of freedom? Was her mother truly unhappy in her own marriage? Anna had never considered the idea. They were her parents, always had been, and while they had never appeared particularly in love with one another neither did they look at the other with resentment in their eyes. What could her mother be speaking of? Strangely, for the first time in Anna’s life, she did not feel the confidence to face a problem head-on. Right in that moment, she would have preferred to hide under the covers of her bed and pretend none of this had ever happened.
And yet, it had, she reminded herself, feeling disgusted at her own cowardice. “Do not worry yourself, Mother,” she said, lifting her gaze to her mother’s face. “I may not be aware of everything marriage entails, but I have no doubt that I will manage whatever the future holds. After all, it is just marriage. From what I have observed, few married couples spend a great deal of time in the other’s company. So with any luck, I’ll see my husband occasionally for an event or dinner invitation, but otherwise will be free to plan my days as I prefer.” 
An indulgent smile came to her mother’s lips, but Anna quickly looked away, pretending she hadn’t seen it. “You met him yourself, Mother. He did not appear a great thinker or someone interested in waiting on his wife hand and foot. I doubt I shall see much of him. After all, he only chose to marry me because of the dowry father provides. He does not care for me. How could he? He doesn’t even know me. However, I truly believe that this is the upside of this messed-up arrangement. We will simply continue our lives as we did before, living side by side without interfering in the other’s dealings.”
Patting her hand, her mother nodded, the indulgent smile still plastered on her face. “Child, if you truly believe this, I know I cannot sway you. All I ask is that you do not close your mind. Observe the world as it truly is, the world and its people. For I have learnt that few people ever show their true face to a stranger. It takes time to learn who someone truly is. Do not allow your prejudice to prevent you from finding something that could make you happy, simply because you believe it never could.”
At that, her mother stood and left the room, her footsteps echoing on the parquet floors in the hall.
Anna stayed behind. She sat on the settee, eyes focused on the window and the people passing by. She wondered about their lives. Where were they going? Were they happy? Were they married? Did they have a family?
Never had Anna looked at others with envy. Never had she wished for her life to be different. Never had she given much thought about her future. Until now. Now that her future was set, taken out of her hands, Anna couldn’t help but wonder if she could choose, what would be her choice? What kind of a life would she want?
Sighing, she shook her head. It didn’t matter. She didn’t have a choice. That was the only thing she knew
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