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“I will not marry him – I will not!”

Hester’s voice rose into a passionate crescendo and the tears started to well into her pale blue eyes and run down her pink and white cheeks.

The early sun coming through the windows of the breakfast room at that moment haloed her fair curls and shone like tiny rainbows from the tears hanging from her long dark lashes. She looked so incredibly lovely that her father, looking up from the letter in his hand, stared at her as if he had never seen her before.

“I will not marry him, Papa – I will not!” Hester cried again. “You know I am affianced to Colin and we are only waiting until he is twenty-one and that horrible guardian of his gives permission for us to announce our betrothal. And now this man – this beast – dares to suggest...!”

Hester’s voice faltered into silence by the tempest of her tears and she groped blindly with her hand inside the crisp muslin fichu that encircled her white shoulders.

“Give your sister a handkerchief, Lucinda,” Lady Belvil said sharply. “And stop making such a noise, Hester!”

She turned her lined, aristocratic face towards her husband.

“What is all this about, my dear?”

“Have you not been listening?” Sir Edward enquired, with a note of justifiable irritation in his voice.

“Start from the beginning, my love,” Lady Belvil said, realising as she spoke that Lucinda had not been able to obey her because she, too, had no handkerchief.

“Here, take mine,” she said impatiently to her younger daughter.

She passed the small square of cambric, edged with lace across the table. Taking it, Lucinda rose and went to Hester’s side, trying to mop the tears from her cheeks. Hester took the handkerchief from her, made an effort to wipe her eyes and then said through lips that quivered pathetically,

“You will not make me marry him, Papa?”

Sir Edward cleared his throat and looked down again at the letter.

“Please, please, dear Papa,” Hester pleaded. “You know that my heart is already given.”

She was using the tone that her mother and sister knew full well was one her father usually found irresistible. Defiance he could sometimes counter with authority, but when Hester was in her pleading mood, he was usually prepared to give her anything she asked.

“Please, Papa...”

Sir Edward walked agitatedly across the Persian rug towards the mantelpiece and back again.

“This is a very serious matter,” he said pompously.

“Do stop fidgeting about, Edward,” Lady Belvil interrupted. “Sit down and start at the beginning.”

“I have already tried to tell you what happened,” Sir Edward said.

“You have done nothing of the sort!” his wife retorted. “And, if you did, I was not listening. Now tell me exactly what occurred.”

“Very well,” Sir Edward said in a resigned tone. He seated himself in his armchair and, avoiding the beseeching eyes of his elder daughter, said to his wife,

“You must not feel, Margaret, my dear, that I have been deceiving you in any way. I meant to inform you what occurred last week when I was in London, but to tell the truth I have been so worried and distraught that I could not find words in which to break the news of such a disaster to you.”

“Edward, you have been gambling again!” Lady Belvil exclaimed, clasping her hands together.

“I have tried to tell you of this ever since I returned home,” Sir Edward said.

Lady Belvil sighed.

“I thought it was your liver,” she said. “You are usually out of sorts and dyspeptic when you return from a visit to London. Is it more serious?”

“Very much more serious,” Sir Edward answered.

“How much?”

Lady Belvil spoke the two words almost inaudibly, yet both her daughters knew what a poignant and important question it was. For a moment there was silence and then almost soundlessly Sir Edward made his reply,

“Thirty-five thousand pounds.”

“Edward!”

Lady Belvil could hardly breathe his name. Then putting her hand against her chest, as if she feared she might have a heart attack, she said faintly,

“Can you – can we pay it?”

“Only if everything goes,” Sir Edward replied brokenly. “That is why I did not dare to tell you.”

“Oh, Edward, how could you? The girls – Hester’s marriage and Lucinda’s Season...”

“I know, I know,” Sir Edward muttered. “I was a fool – no, crazed, if you like – but Meridan got under my skin. I felt that he was taunting me, jibing at me, looking down at me as an oafish country squire. I wanted to prove a match for him.”

“Meridan?” Lady Belvil exclaimed, catching the name. “Do you mean the Earl of Meridan – that man?”

Sir Edward nodded.

“But your letter?” she enquired. “Did not you say...?”

“Yes, my dear, this letter is from him.”

“Then ... then I do not understand,” Lady Belvil said, looking from her husband to her daughter in a bewildered manner.

“Perhaps I had best continue with the story,” Sir Edward suggested.

“Yes of course,” Lady Belvil said.

“Do go on, Papa. What were you playing?” Lucinda interposed.

Her mother gave her a glance of disapproval, as if she thought that such an interruption was unnecessary. Sir Edward, as if determined to make a clean breast of the matter, gave her the answer she required.

“Faro.”

“Oh, Papa, it must have been exciting – even if you lost!”

“Be quiet, Lucinda, and let your father tell us this story in his own way,” Lady Belvil commanded.

Lucinda sat back in her chair and in the momentary pause before Sir Edward spoke, Hester gave a deep tearful sigh that seemed to come from the very depths of her being.

“We played at Brooks’s,” Sir Edward said hastily, as if he could hardly bear to face Hester’s distress. “When I realised the game was finished and what I had lost, I felt too dazed to do or say anything. Until that moment I had not thought of the consequences. And then, as Meridan rose from his seat, it flashed through my mind that I might be unable to meet my debt of honour.”

“You did not tell him so, Papa?” Lucinda asked irrepressibly.

“No, no, of course not,” Sir Edward said. “I behaved, I hope, like a gentleman. But when he said, “Come, Belvil. Let us cross the road and drop into Almack’s”, I felt too bemused to refuse him.”

“I quite understand that,” Lucinda said reflectively. “Joe was telling me he feels stupid and, in a cloud, when he has had a punch on the head in a mill.”

“Lucinda!” Lady Belvil interrupted. “I have told you until I am tired of telling you that I will not have you discussing such matters with the stable-boys. Next time…”

Lady Belvil stopped suddenly and turned her face piteously towards her husband.

“...next time there will not be any stable-boys, will there, Edward.”

Sir Edward passed a hand over his forehead. Although the morning was cool, there were beads of perspiration on his brow.

“Let me go on, Margaret,” he continued. “Meridan and I walked a few yards from Brooks’s to Almack’s. There was no point in calling a carriage. As we reached the steps, a coach drew up with the Prince of Wales. He got out and said to Meridan in a somewhat peevish tone, ‘I was expecting you at Clarence House.’ 

‘“Forgive me, Sire,’ Meridan answered, ‘but I was kept from such an honour by what appeared to me to be rather important business.’ 

“One of the Prince’s entourage chuckled. ‘Plucking another chicken, eh, my Lord?’ he asked. You can imagine what I felt.”

“Oh, poor Papa,” Lucinda exclaimed. “It was certainly a blow below the belt to be spoken of like that after you had lost so much.”

Lady Belvil gave her younger daughter an angry look. But Lucinda, with her elbows on the table and her small face cupped in both hands, was gazing rapturously at her father.

“Go on, Edward,” Lady Belvil said tersely.

“We all went into Almack’s,” Sir Edward said.

“Almack’s?” Lucinda queried. “It is a club, is it not?” 

“No – an assembly,” Sir Edward corrected, “and the most important social gathering conceivable. A committee of Lady patronesses controls Almack’s. Only those of whom they approve can enter the rooms, or Society, for that matter.”

“Do not bother your father with such inconsequential questions, Lucinda,” Lady Belvil said. “Pray continue, Edward, such unimportant details can be explained later.”

“Unfortunately, they are not unimportant,” Sir Edward replied unhappily. “But to continue. Naturally the Prince and his companions went first and Meridan and I fell in behind them. When we reached the vestibule one of the attendants came up and said, ‘If Your Lordship will wait a moment the Countess of Jersey wishes to speak to you.’ 

“Meridan raised his eyebrows. He had to wait while the man hurried away apparently in search of Lady Jersey, so I waited too.”

“Had you said anything to him all this time, since you left the club?” Lucinda asked. 

“I do not think I had,” Sir Edward answered simply. “But to tell the truth I cannot remember.”

“And what did you say to him then, while you were waiting?”

“We said nothing,” Sir Edward said. “The delay had obviously put Meridan in a bad temper. He stood beside one of the marble tables, leaning against it nonchalantly, engaged with choosing a pinch of snuff from a diamond-studded box, which he drew from his vest pocket. If I had not been so preoccupied with my own affairs ,I might have thought he looked a trifle apprehensive.”

“Apprehensive?” Lady Belvil echoed. “But why, Edward?”

“That is what we were about to learn,” her husband answered her “Lady Jersey arrived a few minutes later. She was ablaze with diamonds, with an aigrette on her head that must have been worth a King’s ransom. She is a damn good-looking woman, and it is not surprising that the Prince...”

“Edward!” Lady Belvil said sharply, with a glance towards the end of the table. “Not in front of the girls!”

“Sorry, my dear,” Sir Edward said.

He drew a deep breath and continued the story. Because he was himself deeply moved, he described the scene so vividly that his wife and daughters sat as if spellbound, unable to take their eyes from his face for fear of missing anything. He told how Lady Jersey, looking at Meridan with big, dark eyes, had said in a voice that seemed to echo round the vestibule,

“I wonder, Lord Meridan, you have the effrontery to come here!”

“Lord Meridan raised his eyebrows and looked at her quizzically with the faint smile at the corners of his lips with which he had taunted me earlier in the evening.

‘“Have I offended Your Ladyship?’ he enquired. ‘Offended is hardly the right word, Lord Meridan,’ she replied. ‘Your behaviour has been outrageous and if it were not for the personal intervention of His Royal Highness, the Committee of Almack’s would dismiss you immediately from the list of members and you would never be allowed to enter this club again.’

‘“Now, come,’ Meridan replied, ‘my crime is not so heinous as to deserve such punishment. It was a wager and Your Ladyship knows as well as I do that it is impossible to refuse a wager.’

‘“When it is outrageous enough to offend all decency,’ Lady Jersey said icily, ‘then it can neither be considered sporting nor amusing.’

‘“Strap me,” Meridan exclaimed. “Twas not as bad as all that. I was wagered a thousand guineas, if you wish to know, that I would not bring into the club someone of whom Your Ladyship and your friends would not approve, but who would be accepted on her face value.’

‘“Face value, nothing!’ Lady Jersey snapped. ‘You pretended that this woman – this play-actress – was a Princess of Liechtenstein, paying a visit to this country. You even went so far as to assure us that she was staying with you as your guest.’

“A smile creased Lord Meridan’s face. ‘She was, as it happens,’ he said softly.

“Lady Jersey stamped her foot. ‘You are incorrigible and unrepentant!’ she said. ‘But this time you have gone too far. As I have already said, it was our original intention to bar you from Almack’s for life.’

‘“You couldn’t be so cruel!’ Meridan protested. ‘Besides, think how dull you would find it without me to find fault with, and to disapprove of, three hundred and sixty-four days out of three hundred and sixty-five.’

“There was silence for a moment, and then in a very different voice Lord Meridan said, ‘You will miss me, you know.’

“For a moment it seemed that Lady Jersey was softening towards him. Then, as if she forced her voice to an unaccustomed hardness, she said,

‘“We have made our decision. Almack’s is barred to you, My Lord, until you are introduced by a lady of whom we can approve – your wife.’

‘“My wife? Good Lord! But I haven’t got one!’ Meridan exclaimed.

‘“Exactly,’ Lady Jersey said. ‘And until you find one Your Lordship must remain among those who vainly seek admittance, only to be refused.’

‘“But you cannot mean this!’ Meridan expostulated.

‘“I assure you that I have never been more serious,’ Lady Jersey answered. ‘It is the ruling of the committee. We are unanimous for once.’

‘“This is nonsensical,’ Meridan said. ‘You know I am always with the Prince, you know that he likes to drop in here two or three evenings a week.’

‘“The Prince has agreed that you need a lesson,’ Lady Jersey said.

“Lord Meridan’s face darkened. ‘This is your doing,’ he said. Lady Jersey shook her head.

‘“No, indeed,’ she said. ‘If it had not been for me, you would have been barred for ever.’

‘“But – good God! Where can I get a wife?’ Meridan asked. ‘I do not know any girls. As you well know, I never could stand the species.’

‘“Then you had better start cultivating one,’ Lady Jersey said coldly.”

Sir Edward paused dramatically. He drew out a handkerchief and blew his nose. The three women around the table did not move or speak. They were waiting breathlessly for him to continue.

“As Lady Jersey turned to leave,” Sir Edward went on, “she saw me, as if for the first time. I suppose I had been standing there gaping, rather like a foolish yokel. I was certainly feeling like one.

‘“Ah, Sir Edward,’ she exclaimed, ‘how nice to see you! Perhaps you will escort me back to the ballroom.’

“Then, as if a sudden thought struck her, she turned again to Meridan. ‘Sir Edward has a very beautiful daughter, My Lord,’ she said to him. ‘We all remarked last year when she was in London, what a charming girl she was. Perhaps Sir Edward will introduce you. Why not? I am sure it would be a very suitable match.’

“She laid the tips of her fingers on my arm, and there was nothing I could do but lead her to the ballroom, leaving Meridan behind.”

“What did he do?” Lucinda asked eagerly.

“I have not the remotest conception,” Sir Edward replied. “But when I left a few minutes later the vestibule was empty and he had gone.”

“And you did not see him again?” Lady Belvil asked.

“No – and I had no desire to do so,” Sir Edward replied,

“But, but... the debts?”

“I have over a week in which to find the money,” Sir Edward answered. “As we rose from the gaming table after Meridan had counted up my I.O.Us, he said, ‘The usual seven days will suit you, Belvil?’ And I replied, 

‘“I suppose so, My Lord.’ He gave me a sharp, glance, as if he knew I was hard-pressed, and said, ‘Well, fourteen days, then.’”

“How mean!” Lucinda, exclaimed. “He might have given you more time.”

“It would not have helped if he had,” Sir Edward told her. “He is noted as being a stickler for convention besides being unwilling to concede a kindness or mercy to any man.”

“This is the Earl of Meridan of whom I have heard ... certain things?” Lady Belvil asked tentatively.

“Of course you have heard of him,” Sir Edward answered. “He is an intimate of the Prince of Wales, a man...”

He hesitated as if lost for words.

“I mean is he the man who was involved with...?” Lady Belvil asked, dropping her voice so that their daughters could not hear the name.

Sir Edward nodded.

“Oh!” Lady Belvil cried. “Then he is indeed a monster – a man I would not tolerate to enter my house. The impropriety of that story shocked me to the core!”

“It was a scandal, I grant you,” Sir Edward said wearily. “But Meridan is accepted in the very best Society and, besides, he is one of the richest men in England.”

“If he is so rich, why does he want your money?” Lucinda asked, then gave a little laugh and answered her own question. “But how stupid of me – of course I know that gaming losses are debts of honour and must be paid before anything else, before even those poor tradespeople, who are kept waiting year after year.”

“He sounds terrible. I will not marry him!” Hester said tearfully.

They all stared at her for a moment as if they hardly realised what she was talking about. Then hastily Sir Edward picked up the letter that lay in front of him.

“I was trying to tell you, my dear,” he said to his wife, “what had occurred, to break the news to you that I had lost such a vast sum – and then this letter arrives.”

“Yes, of course the letter,” Lady Belvil said. “When did it come?” 

“A groom brought it,” Lucinda said before her father could speak. “And he had ridden from London in under four hours. I told him it was almost a record.”

“Lucinda, I have told you not to gossip with strange servants!” Lady Belvil said in an exasperated voice.

“But, Mama, there was no one to answer the front door. Durham had gone down to the stables and I saw this man come up the drive wearing the smartest livery I have ever seen – claret with gold buttons and white breeches. And you should have seen his boots – I swear they must have been cleaned in champagne!”

“Will you be quiet, Lucinda!” Lady Belvil stormed.

She laid her hand on her husband’s arm.

“Read the letter, Edward dear. We must know the worst.”

Hester gave a little sob, but her father ignored it and read aloud in a voice that trembled slightly.

 

‘Meridan House, Berkeley Square, London.

Thursday, April 3rd, 1803 

 

My Lord,

I have the honour to request the hand of your daughter in marriage. This should in itself settle the differences which exist between us after our play the other night. My solicitors will call on yours to facilitate the drawing up of a marriage settlement. I cannot at the moment leave London for a visit to the country, but it would be most convenient to me if the marriage could be arranged to take place at the end of April, preferably after the Newmarket Races.

1 have the honour to remain, Sir, 

Your most obedient servant,

Meridan.’

 

Sir Edward ceased and for a moment three pairs of eyes stared at him in incredulous astonishment. Then Hester gave a little choking sound and slid slowly from her chair on to the floor.

“Good God!” Sir Edward exclaimed, jumping to his feet.

“It is all right,” Lady Belvil said. “The child has only fainted. Lucinda, fetch some water and a feather we can burn under her nose.”

“She will be all right, Mama,” Lucinda answered, already kneeling on the floor beside her sister.

Hester’s faint was certainly not a deep one. The colour had not left her cheeks and her breast was still moving agitatedly beneath her muslin gown. Lucinda helped her back to the chair and taking one of her small white hands in hers, stroked it gently.

“It will be all right, dearest,” she said in affectionate tones. “Papa will not make you marry this man. You would be utterly miserable.”

“I am going to marry Colin,” Hester murmured, her lips trembling, her eyes filling again with tears.

“Yes, of course you are,” Lucinda said.

“But, damn it all, do you know what this means?” Sir Edward enquired. “It means we have got to sell the house – the estate – everything we own. The horses will have to go. And we will have to live in one of the cottages down by the stream – if they do not have to be sold as well. Think, Hester, what it will mean to have everything you have ever wanted – a house in London, a great ancestral place in Sussex. You would have the entrée into Society – the Prince would dote on you...”

Sir Edward suddenly ceased speaking as he saw the expression on Hester’s face. She had always been his favourite. He had made no bones about it. And now the agony in her expression was more than he could bear. He felt as if he had struck her, or was trying to destroy something small, soft and vulnerable. With a muttered oath he crunched up the letter in his hand and chucked it on the floor.

“Damn Meridan!” he exclaimed. “He can go to the devil!”

“I will marry him, Papa.”

For a moment Sir Edward hardly realised who spoke. But then both he and his wife stared in amazement at Lucinda.

“What did you say?” Sir Edward asked.

“I said I would marry him,” Lucinda replied.

She stood facing them beside Hester, her chin raised, her eyes as steady and resolute as her voice.

“But it is impossible!” Lady Belvil exclaimed.

“Why, Mama?” Lucinda enquired. “I was seventeen a month ago. You promised to talk to Papa when he came from London about my making my début this year. It is only because you have been so worried about money that it has not been arranged before.”

“Seventeen? Good Lord, I had no idea!” Sir Edward said.

“There have been so many expenses,” Lady Belvil began apologetically. “And it was not as if...”

She stopped suddenly as Lucinda supplied the words she had been unwilling to utter.

“...it was not as if I was beautiful, like Hester,” she said. “It did not seem to matter if I did not go to London for the Season.”

She spoke without rancour or jealousy. “And of course we want all the money that is available,” she said with a smile, “for Hester’s trousseau when she marries Colin.”

Her elder sister reached out her hand and caught her eagerly.

“I am going to marry Colin, Lucinda, am I not? You always promised me it would be all right. You saw it in the cards, do you remember?”

“Yes, yes. I am sure it will be all right,” Lucinda said soothingly.

“I have told you not to read the cards,” Lady Belvil said angrily. “All that nonsense you learned from the Romany women! It is unhealthy superstition and I will not have Hester mixed up in it.”

“But Lucinda is clairvoyant…” Hester protested, only to be silenced by a squeeze of her fingers.

Sir Edward rose to his feet and picked up the letter where he had thrown it on the floor, smoothed out the crumpled paper and read,

“Lord Meridan writes... ‘the hand of your daughter in marriage…’

“There you are, you see,” Lucinda said triumphantly. “He does not say which daughter – he just says your daughter.”

“But Lady Jersey,” Sir Edward began.

“Lady Jersey was not to know that Hester was already engaged – and the only daughter available was the one who was not already promised,” Lucinda said.

“But it would be cheating,” Lady Belvil said.

“I really cannot see why,” Lucinda answered. “He asked Papa for the hand of his daughter in marriage. And one of his daughters is ready to marry him. I do not see why he should complain – especially as he cannot spare the time to come down and ask her himself.”

“That I agree is insulting,” Sir Edward said. “He takes it for granted we will accept.”

“I expect he found out how hard-up you are,” Lucinda said practically.

“Nevertheless, it is intolerable,” Lady Belvil said. “He is treating it all as if he were making a bargain with a tradesman – ‘give me your daughter, I will cancel your debts!’ If you ask me, Edward, the man is no gentleman!”

“In a way, I wish I could say he is not,” Sir Edward said almost miserably. “I dislike him, but he is well bred. And although he has got into a large number of scandals and escapades, this is really the first time he has incurred the wrath of the leaders of Society.”

“I would like to write back and tell him what I think of him,” Lady Belvil said.

“So would I,” Sir Edward agreed. “But can we afford to?”

“The whole thing is utterly ridiculous!” Lady Belvil said. “Lucinda is far too young – and how could she cope with such a man? Why, she would be running home within twenty-four hours of being married to him.”

“Do you really think that Hester would be able to manage him better?” Lucinda asked smilingly.

Lady Belvil looked at the lovely face of her elder daughter and looked away again. Nobody had ever pretended that Hester, beautiful though she was, had any brains. She was sweet and gentle, kind and childish. Everyone loved her just as they might love a pretty child whose entrancing ways captivated their hearts.

“I shall write to Meridan and tell him we must wait at least a year,” Sir Edward said ponderingly.

Lucinda laughed.

“Really, Papa, cannot you see the whole point of marrying me is so that he should be allowed back into Almack’s? He likes going there with the Prince. I can well see how inconvenient it would be if, every time the Prince elects to spend an evening there, Lord Meridan has to sit outside on the doorstep! A wife is his ticket of admission – and a wife he is going to have. If you do not accept this proposition, it is quite obvious he will find someone else.”

“A very good thing, too, if you ask me,” Lady Belvil said.

“It will not be so good for Papa to have to find thirty-five thousand pounds, will it?” Lucinda enquired.

Lady Belvil shivered.

“Oh, Edward, how could you?” she wailed.

“I know, my love, I know. I have told you I was crazed that night. But this does seem to be a way out.”

Lady Belvil looked doubtfully again at her younger daughter. It was obvious that Lord Meridan was going to get the worst of the deal if he was expecting anyone as beautiful as Hester.

It was impossible to imagine that two sisters could be so different. Hester, with her fair curls, blue eyes and pink and white complexion, was the very embodiment of an English rose. And, as it in direct contrast, Lucinda had dark hair and dark eyes. Her skin was slightly sallow in contrast to the rather untidy white fichu she wore round her shoulders. Her hands were brown against the faced pink muslin skirts of her gown, which had once belonged to Hester.

Just for a moment there flickered a thought in Lady Belvil’s mind that it served Lord Meridan right if he got Lucinda instead of Hester. Then she pushed the thought from her mind. After all, difficult though she was, the child was her daughter.

“I think,” Sir Edward Said, “that we must explain to Lord Meridan that Hester is engaged and that if he wishes…”

“Oh, really, Papa!” Lucinda interposed. “Has he treated you so well that you owe him anything? He has won your money – we presume fairly – but you say yourself that he egged you on, goaded you into risking far more than you could afford. And then he insults you by sending what is really an ultimatum.”

She paused, then realising that she had her father’s attention, continued,

“I would not mind betting that His Lordship knows to a sixpence how pushed you will be to find the money – if you can find it at all. And as it suits him to get hold of the only girl he has ever heard of, he is prepared to come to terms. I don’t suppose he would show you much mercy if you did not have a daughter to bargain with!”

“That is true enough,” Sir Edward murmured. “Meridan is a hard man, nobody would deny it.”

“Very well, then,” Lucinda said. “Sit down and write to him and say that you accept with pleasure the idea of having him as a son-in-law.”

“God damn it! I am not going to say that!” Sir Edward exclaimed.

“Well, put it how you like,” Lucinda said. “But make it quite clear that the debts are cancelled and that you will accept a good fat marriage settlement.”

“Do you mean to say that you are prepared to accept this proposition as it stands?” Sir Edward asked.

“Of course I am,” Lucinda answered. “Tell him that the wedding is fixed here for the twenty-eighth of April and that all arrangements will be made. And as the house is very small and will be full of relations, you expect that he would prefer to drive down just in time for the ceremony.”

“Good heavens, he will not agree to that!” Sir Edward said.

“I bet you a monkey he does!” Lucinda challenged.

“Lucinda!” her mother exclaimed.

“Sorry, Mama,” Lucinda smiled. “But, like Papa, I’m a gamester.”

Lady Belvil closed her eyes as if to shut out the horror of it all.

“How can you expect to go into Society behaving in such a manner?” she asked faintly.

“If I am to be the Countess of Meridan,” Lucinda said, “I dare say people will tolerate my eccentricities.”

Sir Edward stared at her for a moment and then he guffawed.

“By George!” he said. “If anyone could be a match for Meridan, I believe it might be you, Lucinda. You always have been a little hell-cat!”

“I think in the brief time that we have before the wedding,” Lady Belvil said, apparently accepting the inevitable, “Lucinda had best try and learn how to behave like a lady. I have done my best with her all these years but failed.”

“Nonsense, Mama!” Lucinda said. “You have been far too busy trying to catch an important husband for Hester to worry about me. Now Hester is to be married to a country squire and I shall find myself amongst the haut ton of St. James’s.”

“It is not right,” Lady Belvil wailed. “The whole thing is wrong and I disapprove. I would wash my hands of it were it not for these terrible debts of yours, Edward.”

“I quite agree, my dear. ‘Tis all my fault,” Sir Edward said miserably. “But who knows – it may all turn out for the best.”

“Think, Papa, you might never have found a husband willing to take me on,” Lucinda said. “You must write the letter quickly before Lord Meridan changes his mind.”

Sir Edward looked at her, and she added,

“The groom is waiting, you know.”

“Good heavens, did not the man give us time even to consider the matter?” Lady Belvil asked.

“Why should he?” Lucinda asked impishly. “After all, he was quite, quite certain we were going to accept.”
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Lord Meridan rose before noon, feeling surprisingly fresh because he had gone straight home from Clarence House the night before and had not, as was his usual custom, gambled until the early hours of the morning.

He dressed carefully, tying his high, snow-white cravat into an exquisite shape at the first attempt, which drew an exclamation of admiration from his valet, and with his tasselled boots gleaming, he walked slowly down the stairs to the hall.

It was a warm sunny day and waiting for him outside the open front door he could see prancing at the restraining hand of the groom, a bay mare that he had bought at Tattersall’s the week before he left London and which he had not yet ridden.

It put him in a good humour and as he set off for the park he was smiling, so that the two footmen watching him go raised their eyebrows a trifle quizzically and would have made impertinent remarks had not the butler been within earshot.

Already the carriages were sweeping their way to Rotten Row, bearing occupants sporting the very latest fashion in bonnets and carrying small, lace-trimmed parasols to protect them from the sun. The majority of men were on horseback – it was considered rather effete to drive in the morning – and by the time Lord Meridan reached the Achilles statue, there were a large number of his acquaintances cantering either in front or behind him.

He did not stop to gossip at that well-known rendezvous but passed on to where he saw, as he expected, an elegant open carriage drawn up at the side of Rotten Row, and a very fetching bonnet trimmed with blue feathers turned towards him as he approached.

He swept his tall hat from his head and bent from the saddle to kiss the white gloved hand that Lady Devereux held out to him.

“I did not imagine you would be here so early,” he said.

She raised her amber-flecked eyes to his.

“It was the only chance to see you alone,” she murmured almost beneath her breath.

“You are looking very lovely,” he told her. She was, in fact, a picture in her white muslin dress trimmed with blue ribbons, and the smile that she gave him for the compliment, was intimate and caressing.

“You did not speak to me last night,” she complained, pouting a little, which she knew drew attention to her cupid-bow mouth.

“There were so many friends to whom I must introduce my wife,” Lord Meridan replied.

“Your wife... ah yes!” Lady Devereux said, and there was a sudden chill in her voice. “As soon as I returned to London, I learnt that she has become the talk of the town.”

“Indeed?”

Lord Meridan’s response was abrupt, but Lady Devereux continued,

“I saw her this morning, but she seemed too preoccupied with the gentleman who escorted her to notice me.”

Lord Meridan looked up the Row,

“Lucinda is here, then?”

“She passed me on horseback perhaps ten minutes ago,” Lady Devereux replied. “How strange that she did not tell you that she was riding. Or perhaps she had very good reasons for keeping it a secret...”

There was no disguising now the cat-like tone in Lady Devereux’s voice.

Lord Meridan drew himself up.

“I will go and join my wife,” he said. “Your servant, madam.”

He bowed and set his hat at a jaunty angle on his head but now he was frowning and there was no longer a smile on his lips.

Lady Devereux watched him ride away. He was, without doubt, the most handsome man in the whole Row – and the look in her eyes was very feline.

Lord Meridan rode on. A number of friends waved or raised their hats to him but he ignored them and continued searching the crowds for one particular person.

It was some time before he saw her, and his attention was taken first by the horse she rode – an incomparable grey, such as he knew only Kingsclere could have procured. Then he saw Lucinda’s companion and his face darkened.

There was no mistaking the foppish over-elegance of the Comte Jacques de Falaise. He was well mounted, for he did not ride his own horses – which he could not afford – but there were always friends prepared to let him exercise their animals. He was a good horseman and he was managing to keep quite a spirited mount in check while he leant from the saddle towards Lucinda.

“You are entrancing – you make me dream of spring,” the Comte had said to Lucinda when she met him a little earlier – and Kingsclere, who was in attendance, had moved in a well-trained manner out of earshot.

“You always say the most delightful things to me,” Lucinda answered. “Even if you don’t mean them, I like hearing you say them.”

“That is not the correct manner in which to receive a compliment,” the Comte said with a smile.

“I know,” Lucinda replied. “But I have never received compliments before – so now, when I go to bed, I count them up one by one.”

“Then I shall tell you, so that you can recall it tonight, that you are the smartest and most elegant rider in the whole park,” the Comte said suavely.

She laughed at him, her teeth like pearls against her red lips.

“That’s something I really want to hear,” she said. “It would indeed be shameful, with such a fine mount, if I couldn’t handle him.”

“But you ride like a goddess!” the Comte exclaimed. “I have never seen a woman like you!”

“Kingsclere says that either one is born for the saddle or one is not – and there is nothing one can do for those who are not,” Lucinda said.

“I am not interested in Kingsclere’s opinion,” the Comte replied. “I am interested only in you. You are a very evasive lady. I have tried to capture you like a butterfly in my net. But you slip through my fingers, you elude me – it’s exciting, but at the same time it is very frustrating!”

“You talk a lot of nonsense, you know,” Lucinda smiled. “What do you mean that you have tried to capture me?”

“Shall I try and explain?” the Comte asked softly.

Lucinda’s eyes dropped before his. There was some knowledge she decided that she did not want to learn.

“No, thank you,” she said quickly. “Tell me about yourself. Do you miss France, your own country?”

“I miss nothing when I am with you. I just want to go on listening to you – to look at you.”

He saw the sudden gleam in Lucinda’s eyes and asked,

“Why does that please you so much?”

“Because you said you like to look at me,” Lucinda answered. “Nobody before has ever looked at me, except in disgust.”

“That I will not credit!” the Comte exclaimed.

“It’s true,” Lucinda replied. “You see my sister is so beautiful…”

“But you have so much more than mere beauty,” he interrupted. “You have character and intelligence in your face – and a figure that is beyond words. How is it that no one has ever told you these things before?”

“They... it’s a long story,” Lucinda answered, “but, I promise you, they did not.”

“Then I must compensate for such omissions of good taste,” the Comte said. “Shall I tell you just what you look like to me
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