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			Dedication

			To Anne Bergeron, who knows why.

		

	
		
			 

			Prologue

			London

			September, 1810

			“LADY EVANGELINE HOLLISTER?” The headmistress’s voice rang out across the huge banquet hall.

			Evie swallowed. Oh, she didn’t like this. Not one bit. She bit her lip. Being shy was such a curse. Why did she have to be the first to be called upon on the first day at her new school? Apparently, new students were first to be inspected and provided with a class schedule. She stared up at the monstrous carved chandeliers that hung like gargoyles from the wood-­beamed roof of the hall. Attending the most exclusive school in London was her birthright. Mother had said she must be brave. She’d promised Mother. Never mind that the idea of leaving Mother, her home, her dog, her beloved horses, not to mention the servants, made Evie want to cast up her accounts.

			She blinked away the tears that stung her eyes. Tears would not do. Mother said the daughter of a duke did not cry. Even at the tender age of twelve. Evie smoothed her blue skirts and glanced down at her perfectly clean and orderly white stockings, which peeped out at the ankles. She pressed her palm against the thick wooden table, preparing to stand. She tucked her book under her arm. The book had been another recommendation from Mother. “One cannot be homesick when one is reading a compelling book,” she’d said. “When you’re reading, it doesn’t matter where you are.”

			Mother was right, and Evie had been clutching her copy of The Canterbury Tales ever since she’d arrived at Miss Hathaway’s School for Young Ladies. But she somehow doubted that Headmistress Hathaway would take kindly to her reading during roll call.

			“Lady Evangeline,” the headmistress called again. Evie pushed herself to her feet. The short heels of her leather slippers clicked against the polished wood floor, and the eyes of all the other girls swiveled to watch her. She gulped and stepped forward, forcing herself to take another step and another, shuddering at each smack of her heels. She pressed her hand to her book, clutching it so tightly that her fingers drained of color.

			“Present,” she managed to force from her dry throat.

			The headmistress’s head snapped up, and she eyed Evie’s approach over the rim of her golden spectacles. It seemed as if hours passed before Evie arrived, trembling, at Miss Hathaway’s table, which was perched on a dais at the front of the cavernous hall. The middle-­aged lady lowered her spectacles and glared at Evie through narrowed dark eyes. She spoke in a pinched, unhappy voice. “I’m not amused, Lady Genevieve. I said Lady Evangeline Hollister.”

			Evie gulped. “I beg your pardon, madam.” Her voice trembled. “I am Lady Evangeline Hollister.”

			Miss Hathaway pursed her lips. It was an unfortunate look for her. She contemplated Evie with a suspicious glare while the giggles of the other girls grew louder. Evie swallowed and clutched the book to her chest, crossing her arms over it, desperately wishing she could disappear. There couldn’t possibly have been a mix-­up, could there? Mother would have seen to all the details. Mother was kind, and beautiful, and full of laughter. And Mother never made mistakes. It was absolutely inconceivable.

			The headmistress’s eyes narrowed further, if that was possible. “What have you done to your hair?”

			Evie pushed her free hand up to her red locks. “My . . . my hair, madam?”

			“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I mean, Lady Genevieve. You’re forgetting that I was present when you decided to run off into the park without your bonnet, resulting in that unfortunate incident with the pine sap, which led to Miss Lancaster having to cut your hair—­and seriously displeasing your father, I might add.”

			“My . . . my father?” Evie cocked her head to the side and stared at the headmistress as if she’d been speaking a foreign language. Evie hadn’t seen her father since she was a babe. Or so Mother had told her. Evie certainly didn’t remember him or their last meeting. What in heaven’s name did Miss Hathaway mean? And why did she continue to refer to her as Genevieve?

			“I beg your pardon, madam,” Evie managed, “but to my knowledge, I’ve never had the misfortune to get pine sap in my hair, and I have yet to make the acquaintance of a Miss Lancaster.”

			There was more tittering from the other girls. Evie’s cheeks heated. She clutched her book even tighter in her slick palms, wishing she could disappear into the volume. She had the distinct impression she was about to be dismissed from the most exclusive school in London before she’d even begun. What would she tell Mother?

			The headmistress tapped the end of her quill against the wide mahogany table in front of her. “Lady Genevieve, as usual, I do not find your behavior amusing in the least. Now, I shall ask you for your full name one final time. I warn you, your father will hear about this if you give me anything short of the truth.”

			Evie swallowed and nodded.

			Miss Hathaway’s nostrils flared. She raised her chin and pressed her spectacles farther up her beaklike nose. “Your name, if you please.”

			Evie didn’t blink. “Evangeline Marie Sandford Hollister.” Her voice was low and weak as usual, and she silently cursed herself for it.

			The headmistress’s hand cracked against the surface of the table, making Evie jump. She jumped a second time when the door to the hall slammed open and an urchin with short red hair, sagging stockings, and an askew bonnet came running across the wide expanse of wood flooring. She passed the banquet tables filled with girls and skidded to a halt in front of the headmistress, her hair flipped across her brow, obscuring her face. She smelled like sherbet lemons, reminding Evie of home. Mother’s favorites.

			The girl was breathing heavily and seemed to be balancing precariously on one foot. Evie also noted with no small bit of wonder that the urchin was missing a button from the back of her gown, and one of her gloves appeared to be stained. Blood? Good heavens! Or was it chocolate? She wasn’t sure which was more alarming. Mother wouldn’t approve of Evie missing a button from her gown, let alone being in possession of a stained glove. What sort of mother did this urchin have? And how in heaven’s name had the creature managed to matriculate at Miss Hathaway’s School for Young Ladies?

			“I was told you were looking for me, Miss Hathaway,” the urchin stated in a loud, clear voice. “I am sorry, ma’am, but I was in the science hall feeding the lizards and quite lost track of the time.”

			The urchin turned to look at Evie. She swiped the unfashionably short crop of red hair from her forehead, and her face came into full view.

			Evie gasped.

			Miss Hathaway gasped.

			The urchin’s eyes (which were the exact same shade of blue as Evie’s) grew wide. “Oh, my. How wonderful. You must be my twin sister, Evangeline. I cannot tell you how lovely it is to finally meet you.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One

			The London town house of the Duke of Hollingsworth

			Three days before Christmas, 1810

			NATHANIEL DAVID MONTGOMERY HOLLISTER, the sixth Duke of Hollingsworth, eyed the plump, sixty-­year-­old housekeeper who stood staring at him expectantly across the desk in his study. Mrs. Curtis was overbearing, insistent, and impertinent, but she’d been employed by the Hollister family since before Nathan was born, and he wasn’t about to dismiss her. She was another of his duties. Like his vast properties and investments, Mrs. Curtis was something to be managed.

			“Your Grace, we must discuss the menus for the upcoming week,” Mrs. Curtis repeated. “It’s Christmastide, and if you and Lady Genevieve intend to remain here in London, we must prepare accordingly.”

			Nathan glanced at the ledger he’d been balancing. “Of course we must, Mrs. Curtis. It’s just that . . .”

			“Yes, Your Grace?” Mrs. Curtis leaned forward, her lips pursed, her eyes watching, expectant.

			Nathan tapped his quill along the paper in front of him. “At times I wish I had a wife who would deal with these matters.”

			“You do have a wife,” Mrs. Curtis replied in a matter-­of-­fact voice, but Nathan didn’t mistake the twinkle in her eye. “Lady Elizabeth just doesn’t happen to live here. Though I’m sure Her Grace would be quite capable of picking out excellent menu items if given half the chance.”

			Nathan ignored the servant’s impudence. The housekeeper had never shied away from giving him her full mind, and she wasn’t about to start now that he was five and thirty. She’d made it more than clear through the years that she did not agree with his marital arrangements. Not one bit.

			“I’ll leave the Christmastide menu in your capable hands, then,” he replied instead, returning his gaze to his papers.

			She opened her mouth, no doubt to give him an additional piece of her mind, but a light knock on the door stopped her.

			“Come in,” Nathan called, thankful for the reprieve from Mrs. Curtis’s cheek.

			The door opened silently and the butler stepped inside.

			“Yes, Winthrop. What is it?” Nathan asked.

			“The dowager duchess has come to call,” the butler intoned.

			Nathan scowled. “Mother? Here? On a Tuesday afternoon? What could she possibly want?”

			Mrs. Curtis put her hands on her chubby hips. “Lady Genevieve is coming home today,” she reminded him.

			“Yes. That’s it. Isn’t it?” Nathan shook his head. “Mother doesn’t want to see me. She’s merely visiting as a thinly veiled excuse to see her granddaughter.”

			“It’s a shame she can visit only the one granddaughter,” Mrs. Curtis added with a distinct harrumph.

			Nathan eyed her down the length of his nose. “That will be all, Mrs. Curtis.”

			Mrs. Curtis bobbed a quick curtsy, sidled past the butler, and left the room, but not before giving Nathan a look that informed him it would not, in fact, be all. Not by a far cry.

			“Show my mother in,” Nathan said to Winthrop.

			“The dowager has requested that you meet her in the blue drawing room. She said . . .” Winthrop cleared his throat. “ . . . she said your study was too . . .” The jowly man looked away, his face turning red.

			Nathan sighed. “Go ahead and say it, Winthrop.”

			“I believe the word she used was ‘dark,’ Your Grace.”

			Nathan glanced around the room. It was true that the space was filled with dark brown leather and dark brown wood, and the rug just happened to be navy, and the portraits were all a bit gloomy, if he was being honest, but what did Mother care?

			“Be that as it may, show her in . . . here,” he repeated in a voice that brooked no further debate.

			The butler nodded once and turned to leave, but Nathan stopped him.

			“Has Lady Genevieve returned from school yet, Winthrop?”

			The butler paused, his white-­gloved hand on the door handle. “Not yet, Your Grace.”

			Nathan waved him off, pushed back his chair, and rubbed his fingers through his dark hair. He truly adored his daughter. Both of his daughters. But the fact remained that he was a duke without an heir. He spent considerable time and resources setting aside money for Genevieve and Evangeline, but he’d long ago given up hope of siring a legitimate male heir. That would involve seeing Elizabeth again, touching Elizabeth again, and he’d as soon cut off his right arm. No, Genevieve would be well cared for financially, as would Evangeline, but his estate, the land and holdings, would all be entailed to his cousin Richard, and Nathan was just fine with that. His mother, however, was . . . not.

			“Very well, Hollingsworth, I see you mean to make me suffer the dinginess of your study.” His mother’s words sliced through the air as she regally marched through the door. His tall, thin mother wore a purple silk gown and carried an ivory-­tipped cane that she did not need. Carefully removing her kid gloves, she touched one long fingertip to a slightly graying eyebrow.

			Nathan stood. “I thought it was dark, not dingy.”

			“It is both. Make no mistake,” the dowager countered. She cocked her perfectly coiffed head to the side, presenting him with her pale cheek, and Nathan made his way around his desk to kiss it. He did love the old bird, even if she was a handful.

			Before resuming his own chair, Nathan waited for his mother to take a seat in front of the desk. “Gena is not back yet,” he informed the older woman.

			She stamped her cane upon the carpet. “Do you assume I came to see my granddaughter alone and not my son?”

			Nathan quirked a brow. “That’s exactly what I assume. Do you deny it?”

			She pursed her lips. “Yes. I wanted to speak with you.”

			Nathan steepled his fingers over his chest. “I already told you that Gena and I intend to spend Christmastide in London this year.”

			“Nonsense. You will spend it with me in the country as usual. But the Christmastide arrangements are not why I’ve come.”

			Nathan leveled his gaze on his mother. He adopted his most patient voice. “Then why have you come?”

			“Always direct, aren’t you, my son? So different from your father that way.” She regarded him coolly down the length of her nose.

			“I’m different from my father in many ways,” Nathan replied evenly.

			“Also true. And all of them for the better, I might add. All save one.”

			Nathan’s gaze met hers. His eyes were the same sapphire blue as his mother’s. At nearly sixty, his mother was still attractive, with a sharp, aristocratic nose and strong brow, but she was also as clever and cunning as a fox. He knew better than to step into her trap. “I won’t ask what you mean.”

			“Your father was able to sire an heir, at least.”

			“Ah, yes. This again. I should have guessed.” Nathan pulled his ledger closer. “I’m quite busy today, Mother, and I refuse to have this conversation with you yet again. You might have saved yourself the trip. You’re welcome to return later this afternoon to see Gena, but until then . . .”

			His mother held up a hand. “You’re wrong again, Hollingsworth. Your lack of an heir is also not why I’ve come. Though I daresay you would need to at least be in the same town as your wife, if not the same room, to do so, and you’ve steadfastly refused to do either.”

			Nathan rubbed the back of his neck where an ache was beginning to form. He’d been a lad in leading strings the last time he’d done his mother’s bidding, and he wasn’t about to begin again now. Or rise to her bait. “I’ll do us both a favor and not respond to that. Now, if you haven’t come to see Gena or to lecture me about my duty, why have you come?”

			The dowager pressed her gloved hands upon her cane. Her back ramrod straight, she said, “As you know, I have many contacts at Miss Hathaway’s School for Young Ladies.”

			“If by ‘contacts’ you mean ‘spies,’ then yes, I know.”

			She rolled her eyes. “They are not spies. They are my dear friends, and I’ve been sitting on this particular rumor for nearly four months now.”

			Nathan stood and walked over to the sideboard to pour himself a drink. A drink was often in order when his mother paid a call. “I highly doubt that. You’ve never sat on a rumor a day in your life.”

			The dowager lifted her nose in the air and stamped her cane upon the rug again. “Be that as it may, this rumor has been confirmed, and in fact, I visited the school myself to ensure that it was true.”

			Nathan splashed a bit of brandy into his glass. “By God, if Gena’s got into trouble again—­”

			“No, no. It’s nothing like that. From all reports, she’s been doing exceedingly well this year.”

			Nathan let his shoulders relax. He turned to his mother. “Care for a drink?”

			“Of course not.” She waved it away. “I never drink in the afternoon.”

			“Ah, yes. You prefer to keep your wits about you in order to flay me alive with questions, don’t you?”

			Her nostrils flared. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Let’s see now, where were we?” Nathan scooped up his drink and returned to his seat. “It’s true that I haven’t had half as many letters from Miss Hathaway this term as I have in the past. But I don’t like the idea of you interfering in Gena’s schooling, Mother.”

			“I’m hardly interfering, dear. I was merely confirming a rumor.”

			Nathan brought the crystal glass to his lips. “What rumor?”

			“That Lady Evangeline Hollister had matriculated at Miss Hathaway’s this year.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			Kent, the country estate of the Duke of Hollingsworth

			ELIZABETH MARIE SANDFORD HOLLISTER, the Duchess of Hollingsworth, tapped her foot on the Aubusson rug in the front drawing room of the giant manor house that she called home. She hadn’t been able to sit still for longer than five minutes all day.

			“Any moment now, Sampson,” she said to the large red setter who sat on the carpet next to her feet.

			Sampson made a small whining noise and tapped his paw on the rug. He missed Evie, too. Elizabeth had no doubt.

			The door to the drawing room flew open, and her lady’s maid and best friend, Mary, hurried in. “Your Grace, Lady Evangeline’s coach is coming up the lane.”

			“Evie!” Elizabeth jumped from her seat and hurried out of the drawing room toward the foyer. Mary followed quickly behind her.

			“It would not be ladylike, let alone duchesslike, to break into a run, would it, Mary?” Elizabeth asked.

			“In this case, Your Grace, I think being duchesslike would be highly overrated,” the slender young brunette replied.

			Elizabeth flashed her trusted servant a grin. Mary was right. It wouldn’t hurt to pick up her skirts slightly in order to move a bit faster. Evie was coming home at last. Evie. Her baby. Save for Elizabeth’s brief union with Evie’s father over a decade ago, the few months that Evie had been gone had been the longest of Elizabeth’s life. She had spent the autumn months keeping a stiff upper lip in front of the servants and retiring to her room at night in tears. Only Mary knew the truth—­that being away from Evie for so long broke Elizabeth’s heart.

			Evie was all Elizabeth had. The only bright spot in her life. At the age of thirty, she lived in a gilded cage, essentially a prisoner. But she’d never allowed Evie to feel anything other than love and safety. Elizabeth had to let her daughter go. Evie was the daughter of a duke, after all, and if Elizabeth’s mother-­in-­law, the dowager, had taught her anything, it was that anyone who was anyone in the ton—­a young lady at least—­was required to attend London’s Miss Hathaway’s School for Young Ladies.

			A dozen years ago, after she and Nathan had had their infamous falling out and decided it was best for everyone if they lived apart, Nathan had informed her that he intended for Genevieve to attend the school. So it had been a surprise to Elizabeth when the dowager had arrived for her monthly visit last summer and informed her that Genevieve would, in fact, be going to a new, more sought-­after school in London. That was just as well for Elizabeth. As a result, she was able to send Evie to Miss Hathaway’s. Elizabeth put great stock in tradition. She might have been a miserable failure as a wife, a daughter, and a duchess, but she refused, absolutely refused, to be a failure as a mother. At least to the one daughter she was able to mother. Elizabeth’s throat clenched. She shook away the tears that always threatened when she thought of Genevieve. Regardless, if Evangeline had the opportunity to go to Miss Hathaway’s, then attend the prestigious school she would.

			Elizabeth had worried over the decision for months, but in the end, she’d decided she must be brave, just as she’d instructed Evie to be. Now she would have two blissful weeks of holiday with her beautiful daughter before she’d be forced to ship her back to school.

			A footman passed Elizabeth on her way to the front door. “Your Grace, one of the outriders just dismounted. He says Lady Evangeline looks to be in great spirits and fit as a fiddle.”

			“Oh, thank you, Thompson,” Elizabeth said, her heart swelling with both pride and love. She lifted her skirts a touch higher and increased her pace.

			The butler opened the door as she approached. “My pelisse, if you please, Broderick.”

			The staid servant’s eyes widened a bit, but he quickly helped her on with that garment. “Do you mean to wait outside, Your Grace?” His voice was tinged with surprise.

			“Indeed I do.” It was true that the wind was piercing and the skies were heavy and gray, but a bit of inclement weather wasn’t about to stop her from seeing her baby.

			Broderick quickly helped her on with her cloak, and Elizabeth pulled a wool hat down over her ears and stuffed her hands into a fur muff. Barely breaking her stride, she marched out the door, sucking in her breath when the frigid December air found the exposed bits of her skin. She shuddered and straightened her spine, then shielded her hand over her eyes to have a look across the vast expanse of the front lawn. The coach was indeed nearing the house at a rapid pace. Evie was home. Elizabeth tapped her slippered foot against the frozen gravel of the drive and squeezed her hands together inside the muff.

			Minutes later, the coach pulled to a stop directly in front of Elizabeth, and she nearly leaped forward to wrench open the door herself. A footman wearing a large, dark wool overcoat disembarked from the back of the conveyance and opened the door instead. A moment later, her daughter, a tangled mass of red wool coat, large gray bonnet, skinny limbs, and flower-­scented hair came hurtling out of the coach directly into her arms. Elizabeth caught her with an oomph. Good heavens. When had Evie ever acted so . . . boisterously? Her daughter was normally the epitome of prim and proper behavior. Not to mention she must have grown two inches since Elizabeth had last seen her.

			“Evie, dear. Wait. Let me see you.” She hugged the girl closely while simultaneously trying to get a good look at her face. Was she indeed well? Happy? Healthy? Had she lost weight? Gained it? Was she—­?

			“Oh, Mother. I’m so, so, so, so happy to see you. You are absolutely beautiful.” The girl’s embrace tightened, and Elizabeth’s heart swelled. Evie wasn’t usually so demonstrative, but Elizabeth reveled in her daughter’s hug. She’d always wished for hugs from her own mother when she’d been a child. Hugs that had never come. She squeezed the girl tightly in her arms, tears pricking her eyes.

			“I’m happy to see you, too, darling,” Elizabeth said.

			Mary, who had tossed a shawl over her shoulders and followed her mistress outside, patted Evie on the back and squeezed her shoulder. “It’s good to have you back, Lady Evie,” she said. Elizabeth didn’t miss the tears in the servant’s eyes either.

			“Come in the house where it’s warm.” Elizabeth ushered the girl inside while Evie kept her arm around her waist, and Elizabeth bit her lip to keep her smile from widening. Perhaps the time away had been good for Evie. She seemed much more relaxed (if a bit louder) than before.

			The two entered the foyer, the servants directly behind them. Evie let go of Elizabeth long enough to assist Broderick in removing her coat. The footmen marched past, carrying her trunks. Sampson ran up and sniffed Evie, then backed up, growled, and barked at her twice.

			Elizabeth stared at the dog with wide eyes. “Sampson, what in heaven’s name has got into you? This is your darling Evie, back from school.” The dog continued to eye Evie warily. Elizabeth paused to allow Broderick to help her remove her pelisse, then turned back to look at her daughter, who was plucking off her bonnet. Elizabeth completely forgot about the dog’s odd behavior at the sight of the mop of short red curls that sat atop her daughter’s head. Elizabeth gasped. “Oh, Evie. What have you done to your hair?”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			“LADY GENEVIEVE HAS arrived, Your Grace,” Winthrop announced from the doorway of Nathan’s study.

			A smile spread across Nathan’s face, and he quickly tossed aside his quill. The ledgers and paperwork could wait. His daughter was home. The only daughter he would come to know, at least. He scrubbed a hand across his brow. He had no idea why Elizabeth had changed her mind and decided to send Evangeline to Miss Hathaway’s. Shortly after his wife had left London all those years ago, he’d drawn up extensive paperwork with his solicitor detailing the exact plan for each child—­where she would go to school and what she would receive for her dowry and marriage settlement. He’d also settled a considerable sum on Elizabeth in the event of his demise. His wife might have chosen to live separately from him, but he had ensured that all three of the females in his life were well taken care of. And damn it, they’d had an agreement. The least Elizabeth could have done was inform him of her decision to change her plans.

			Gena was an imp and likely to turn Miss Hathaway’s hair gray before she left school, but he’d missed his rambunctious daughter. He’d missed her a great deal.

			“Has she gone up?” he asked Winthrop.

			“Indeed she has, Your Grace.”

			Nathan pushed back his chair and made his way out of the study, through the corridor, and up the sweeping marble staircase at the front of the house. Minutes later, he knocked on his daughter’s bedchamber door.

			“Come in,” came Gena’s voice, more quiet than he’d ever heard it.

			He turned the handle and pushed open the door. Gena stood still as a statue in the middle of the room, her trunks stacked near the bed. She gazed at her bedchamber as if she’d never seen it before. Instead of launching herself into Nathan’s arms as she normally did, she stood silently assessing him. Were those tears in her eyes?

			“Oh, Father,” she said softly, folding her hands calmly in front of her. “It’s so very nice to see you.”

			“ ‘Father’? So formal?” Nathan grinned at her, but his throat tightened. Perhaps his little girl was growing up. She was becoming a young lady now.

			“Papa . . . I mean.” She returned his smile.

			Yes, there were definitely tears in her voice. That was unlike her, too. He’d never known Gena to be sentimental. He walked over to her and crooked his finger to tip up her chin. He looked down into her blue eyes, which were swimming with tears. They were her mother’s eyes—­but he quickly shook that unhelpful thought away. “Are you all right, Gen?”

			Her hair was still short, courtesy of her unfortunate tussle with some pine sap. It had upset the proper Miss Hathaway far more than it had upset him, despite the headmistress’s insistence that it should cause him great concern. Gena’s hair had grown a bit. That would make her grandmama happy. The wayward curls also seemed more tamed than usual.

			“I’m quite well, Father, er, Papa.” Her eyes searched his face.

			“Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked.

			“Like what?”

			“So . . . seriously.”

			“I want to remember your face forever.”

			He laughed and shook his head. “Are you feeling well, Gen?”

			She scrunched up her nose. “Yes. Why?”

			He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “I’ve missed you, Imp.” He grinned at her, waiting for her to make some equally whimsical rejoinder. Instead, she just blinked at him evenly. Imp. He must remember to stop calling her that. Somehow, the nickname didn’t seem appropriate any longer. The girl standing in front of him was no imp. She had transformed into a regal, poised young lady. His chest tightened again.

			“Have you, Papa? Have you missed me?” she asked.

			He furrowed his brow. “Of course I have. And your grandmama’s missed you, too. I expect she’ll be by for a visit any moment now.”

			“Grandmama?” Gena’s eyes turned into wide blue pools. “Grandmama is coming to visit? Truly?”

			Nathan laughed. “Yes, and I must say I’ve never seen you so eager to see your grandmama.”

			Gena snapped her mouth shut. “Oh, it’s only that I haven’t seen her in so long and—­”

			Nathan cocked his head to the side. “That’s odd. She mentioned that she paid you a visit at school.”

			“Oh, yes. Of course. How could I have forgotten?” Gena bit her lip. “Papa? What are our plans for Christmastide?”

			“I thought we’d spend it here in London, for a change.”

			“With Grandmama?” Gena asked.

			“Your grandmama intends to spend Christmas in Surrey.”

			“Why doesn’t Grandmama live at the dower house in Kent . . . with Mother?”

			Nathan nearly choked. Had he been drinking something, he no doubt would have choked. A thousand thoughts raced through his mind, each one more disturbing than the last. In the end, he decided a vague answer was best. “The Hollingsworth holdings include many properties, Gena. Your grandmama prefers the house in Surrey.”

			“And Mother prefers Kent?”

			“Something like that.” He regarded his daughter down the length of his nose. “Now, may I ask you a question?”

			“Yes, of course. Anything.”

			He crossed his arms over his chest. “Did you meet Evangeline at school?”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Four

			ELIZABETH HAD NEVER had such a talkative shadow as Evie proved to be. Normally, her daughter preferred to rest quietly in her room in the afternoons, reading a book or practicing her embroidery, but the new Evie, fresh from boarding school, was filled with both questions and information. Perhaps going away to London had been good for the girl. Elizabeth feared she had kept her daughter pent up in the countryside for too long, where her only friends were animals and servants instead of other children.

			As for animals, Sampson continued to eye Evie with a mixture of distrust and wariness. Even now, he lay on the rug, quietly growling at Evie, when normally he would have been cuddled up to her side. Elizabeth shook her head. Perhaps the dog was getting senile in his old age. He was nearly eleven, after all. She’d purchased him when Evie was a baby, an inadequate attempt to replace a sibling. Elizabeth sighed.

			“Tell me all about it, dear. Tell me everything,” she prompted as she set about pouring tea from the elaborate ser­vice Broderick had laid out for them in the drawing room on their third afternoon together.

			Evie’s eyes sparkled, and she clasped her hands together. “Well, we learned manners and comportment and we studied the peerage and we—­”

			The teapot clanked against the cup. “You studied the peerage?”

			“Yes.”

			Elizabeth pressed her lips together and refocused her attention on not spilling the tea. She tried to keep her voice from shaking. “Did you learn about your father?”

			“Just a bit,” Evie replied. “Miss Hathaway says Father’s title is one of the oldest in the country. Is that right, Mother?”

			“Yes, that’s right.” Elizabeth set down the teapot and picked up the silver tongs to grasp a lump of sugar.

			Evie’s voice was bright and loud. “And that he is one of the most vocal voices in Parliament. Is that right, Mother?”

			“I’ve always known him to be vocal,” Elizabeth mumbled under her breath.

			“Miss Hathaway seemed quite impressed by Father,” Evie added.

			A bit more mumbling. “I’m glad someone is, dear.” She picked up the teapot again to pour the next cup.

			Evie blinked at her. “Mama, why does Papa never visit?”

			The teapot clattered to the silver tray, its porcelain lid popping up to sit haphazardly on its side. “Wh-­what? Whyever would you ask that?” Elizabeth replied. Not to mention the fact that her formal daughter had just referred to herself and her estranged husband as “Mama” and “Papa.”

			“I’m curious about him,” Evie replied. “He’s not hurt, is he? Unable to travel? Or excessively old?” Was it her imagination, or was Evie hiding a grin?

			Elizabeth shook her head. “No. Of course not.” In fact, he’d been excessively healthy, virile, and, ahem, good-­looking the last time she’d seen him. She tugged at the collar of her butterscotch day dress. Was it hot in here suddenly?

			Evie ran her fingers through her bright curls. “Then why does he not visit? He lives in London, does he not?”

			Elizabeth righted the teapot’s lid and dropped the requisite two lumps of sugar into Evie’s cup. “Your father is quite a busy man.” There. That was vague enough, wasn’t it? She handed Evie her cup.

			“Yes, I know. He’s a duke, and Miss Hathaway says dukes are the highest ranking of all the peers, but surely even a duke has time to visit his wife and daughter.”

			Elizabeth concentrated on stirring the sugar in her own teacup. “It’s not quite that simple, dear.”

			“Why not?” Evie blinked at her.

			“Your father and I . . .” She pursed her lips. “It’s difficult to define, dear.”

			“Why?” Bright blue eyes blinked inquiringly at her.

			Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat. She’d always known this day would come. She and Evie had never discussed Evie’s father, at least not the reasons why he didn’t live with them, but certainly as the girl aged, she was bound to have questions about him. Elizabeth merely wished she had a bit more . . . time. She did the only thing she could think to do: change the subject.

			“When did you cut your hair?”

			Evie’s smile was downright mischievous. It made Elizabeth laugh.

			“Do you like it, Mother? Please say you do.”

			“I’m still getting used to it, but yes, I like it very much.” Actually, it was a horror, but no matter what, her daughter was beautiful. She would certainly never criticize the girl the way her own mother had criticized her. Besides, perhaps all the girls in London were cutting their hair short. Elizabeth hadn’t been to London for so long that she had no idea of the latest styles.

			“I met a friend, Mother, a very dear friend. And, well, her hair was fashioned just so and—­”

			“Oh, Evie, tell me you didn’t change your hair simply to look like another girl.” Elizabeth glanced at the nearby bowl, which normally held her beloved sherbet lemons. It was empty again, for the third time since Evie had come home.

			Evie giggled.

			“What’s so funny?” Elizabeth cocked her head to the side.

			“Oh, nothing. It’s just that . . . I already looked quite a bit like this other girl regardless of our hair fashions.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Five

			London

			Christmas Eve morning

			GENA HAD STEADFASTLY denied meeting her twin at school. So vigorously, in fact, that Nathan had known immediately that she’d been lying. And he had every intention of revealing the truth.

			“It’s time for our annual Christmas Eve morning tradition,” he announced soon after the breakfast plates had been cleared away.

			The book Gena had been reading toppled to the wooden floor. “Christmas Eve morning tradition?” she echoed in a voice that shook unmistakably.

			She was wearing a prim white day dress, and a wide white bow peeked out of her curls. Her white stockings were suspiciously unwrinkled, and her dress remained even more suspiciously unstained at the late hour of ten o’clock. That was it. He would get to the bottom of things.

			Nathan stood and folded his hands behind his back. “Yes, our walk in the park. Don’t you remember?”

			Gena bent down to retrieve her book. “Oh, yes, of course. Our walk in the park. I’ve been looking forward to it all year.”

			Nathan grinned. “Perfect. I’ll get my coat and meet you in the foyer.”

			Ten minutes later, wearing his dark wool overcoat and black top hat, Nathan escorted his daughter in her blue wool overcoat and gray wool bonnet out of the front door of their town house, down the steps, across the street, and to the entrance of the park. The cold air was sharp, and the sky was heavy with an impending snowstorm. They walked at a brisk clip while Nathan watched his daughter from the corners of his eyes.

			“Tell me about your friend you met at school,” he asked after they’d gone a considerable distance in silence.

			“School?” Her mouth formed an O, as if she was surprised by the question.

			Just then a woman walking a small dog on a leash passed them. Gena squealed and ran over to the animal. “Oh, may I please pet him?” she asked the woman.

			The lady nodded, and Gena stooped to pat the little creature on the head. Nathan couldn’t stop his smile. Soon after, his daughter returned to him, and they finished their walk, during which Gena did an admirable job of changing the subject each time he attempted to ask her about school.

			By the time they arrived back home, the snow had begun to fly in fat, wispy flakes whisked away by the wind. Mrs. Curtis had drinking chocolate waiting for Gena and a hot toddy waiting for Nathan. They sat in the library and sipped quietly. Gena had retrieved the book she’d been reading earlier and was busily studying it.

			Nathan waited until his daughter set her cup on the table next to her.

			“You know, I’m awfully glad to see you again, Evangeline.”

			The girl froze. The book tumbled, forgotten, into her lap. She slowly turned to face him, her eyes filling with tears. “How did you guess, Papa?”

			“I’ve had my suspicions since you came home from school. But they were confirmed today.”

			Evangeline lifted her chin. Her words were soft. “May I hug you now?”

			“Of course, my darling.” Fighting back his own tears, he set down his glass, stood, and held open his arms. His daughter stood and quietly walked into his embrace. She sniffled against his shirtfront. “I’ve wanted a father my entire life.”

			He stroked her shining red hair. “You’ve always had one, my darling, I assure you.”

			Minutes later, they sat together on the sofa. “Tell me, truthfully, how did you know?” Evangeline asked.

			“For one thing, unfortunately, your sister is a much better liar than you are. For another, I’ve yet to see Gena read with the attentiveness you have over the last two days. Thirdly, I’ve never seen Gena stop to play with a dog. And finally, and perhaps most telling, we don’t have a Christmas Eve morning tradition of a walk in the park.”

			Evangeline smiled shyly. “I thought perhaps Gena had failed to mention it. We tried to teach each other everything we would need to know to pretend to be each other. I suppose we couldn’t think of everything.”

			“On the contrary, you fooled me quite easily for a while. Though I did think you were a bit more formal than Gena.”

			“That’s true. You know, when I met her at school, I thought her the veriest urchin.”

			Nathan laughed. “I can believe that. She’s known to be a bit . . . unconventional.”

			“She’s wonderful, Father, and so is Mother.”

			Nathan stood. How should he reply to that? He crossed back to his former seat to retrieve his toddy. He turned back to face his daughter. “Who else knows about this?” He took a sip.

			“Only Mrs. Curtis.”

			Nathan nearly spat his drink. “Mrs. Curtis knows and didn’t tell me?” He closed his eyes, shook his head, and sighed. “I suppose that shouldn’t surprise me.”

			“Don’t be angry with her, Father. She guessed right away. After she saw how tidy all of my clothes were. I made her swear she wouldn’t tell you.”

			“Of course she listens to a twelve-­year-­old over her employer.” Nathan rubbed one aching temple. “Does anyone else know?”

			Evangeline bit her lip. “Grandmama,” she admitted, glancing away.

			Nathan bit the inside of his cheek to keep from cursing. “Your grandmama knows?”

			Evangeline shrugged. “It’s as you said, she visited us at school. Grandmama always knew.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Six

			Kent

			Christmas Eve morning

			“EVIE, DARLING, WON’T you help Cook make the Christmas biscuits?” Elizabeth asked. She and Evie sat in the front drawing room. Elizabeth had just finished going over the dinner menu with Mrs. Henderson, the housekeeper.

			Evie’s eyes bugged from her skull, as if she was going to retch. “Christmas biscuits?”

			“Yes, the shortbread ones you enjoy so much.”

			“Oh, Mother. I’m sure Cook can manage without me.”

			“You know she always appreciates your help.” Theirs was an informal household for a duke’s, but Elizabeth preferred it that way. She crossed over to the settee, where her daughter was practicing her embroidery. The embroidery looked as if a two-­year-­old had done it, so unlike Evie’s usual precise stitches. Elizabeth hid her smile. She’d guessed yesterday that Gena was here with her and not Evie. If the massive consumption of sherbet lemons and the short hair hadn’t convinced Elizabeth, Sampson’s reaction would have. It was surprising, but, apparently, true. The two girls must have met at school and switched places. Ingenious, really.

			Elizabeth couldn’t be angry. In fact, she’d snuck into Gena’s bedchamber last night and watched her beautiful daughter sleep. Tears had stung her eyes, and her heart had swelled as if it might burst, but now Elizabeth was having a bit of fun attempting to get her obviously stubborn daughter to admit her identity. “Are you feeling all right, dear?”

			“Oh, yes, Mother,” Gena replied. “It’s just that . . . do you think Cook will be too disappointed if I don’t help her with the biscuits this year?”

			Elizabeth patted her daughter’s shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll make do, dear. Now about your embroidery . . .”

			Gena tossed the embroidery to the side. “Mother, why do we never spend Christmastide with Father?”

			Elizabeth strode to the sideboard and poured herself a glass of wine. It seemed wine was in order this particular holiday with the number of questions her daughter had been asking, and the frightening prospect that switching the girls back might very well involve contacting (and heaven forbid, seeing) Nathan.

			“I told you, your father and I . . . We have an arrangement, and it’s a bit . . . difficult to explain. We’ve agreed to spend holidays separately. It’s better this way.”

			“But Grandmama comes to visit.” Gena leaned forward and braced her palms on the sofa cushions. From his spot on the rug, Sampson barked at her.

			Elizabeth took a swig of wine. She might need another glass if this questioning was to continue. “Yes, your grandmama enjoys seeing you and—­”

			“Does that mean Father doesn’t enjoy seeing me?”

			Elizabeth expelled her breath, pasted a smile on her face, and turned back to face her daughter, the wineglass balanced in her hand. “No, darling. Of course not. The decision your father and I made had nothing to do with you and Ev—­”

			Gena’s face flushed and her eyes widened. “Who?”

			Elizabeth swallowed and shook her head. “Your uncle Tony is coming, dear. He’s sure to bring presents and make us laugh as usual.”

			Gena’s face fell. She retrieved her embroidery wheel from the sofa cushion and plucked at it absently. “Yes, Mother.”

			Elizabeth bit her lip. She didn’t want it to be awkward between them. She searched about for something to change the subject, lighten the mood. “I know what we should do. Let’s go down to the stables and ride Morning Glory and Daffodil.”

			Gena’s hand froze in mid-­stitch. “The, er, horses?”

			Elizabeth watched her daughter carefully. “Of course the horses, silly.”

			Gena shook her head so vigorously that her curls bounced. “Oh, no. It’s so cold out, and snowing. I don’t feel much like riding.”

			Elizabeth put both hands to her hips. “Now I know you’re ill. I’ve never heard you say you don’t feel like riding a day in your life. And when has the cold or snow ever stopped you from seeing the horses?” There, that should get her to confess.

			Instead, Gena lifted her chin and bravely said, “Very well. Let’s go.”

			AN HOUR LATER, after changing into her riding habit and making her way out the back of the house to the stables, Elizabeth was securely mounted sidesaddle on Morning Glory. Gena hadn’t arrived yet. Apparently, the girl was more stubborn than she’d guessed. And quite unlike her sister. Elizabeth had never beaten Evie to the stables. Elizabeth looked out across the stretch of ground that separated the stables from the house, only to see her daughter trudging along through the snow in her sister’s smart green riding habit. Gena appeared to be reluctantly making her way, kicking at the ground with her boots. Sampson, who had accompanied Elizabeth outside, barked and ran in an agitated circle.

			“Apparently, Genevieve isn’t the dog lover Evie is, eh, boy?” Elizabeth asked the dog, shaking her head and laughing.

			When Gena finally arrived, one of the grooms escorted Daffodil over to her. Gena eyed the pretty little horse warily.

			“Aren’t you going to greet her?” Elizabeth asked, watching her daughter stare at her sister’s beloved horse as if the animal had been a fearsome dragon.

			“Of course.” Gena swallowed and tentatively reached out to pat the horse on her black nose. “Good, er, girl,” she said in a shaky voice.

			Elizabeth watched with growing amusement as Gena straightened her shoulders and allowed the groom to assist her in mounting the medium-­sized chestnut bay. The horse lurched to the side, and Gena squealed.

			“Evangeline Hollister, my goodness,” Elizabeth said, clutching at her riding crop and pressing her hat atop her head. Thankfully, she was facing away, so Gena couldn’t see her grin.

			After three more awkward attempts, Gena landed on the back of her mount and was able to sit upright.

			“Ready?” Elizabeth asked, trying to keep the humor and growing bit of alarm from her voice.

			When Gena was finally settled, she said, “I . . . I’m fine, Mother. Let’s go.” She tentatively kicked at the horse’s flanks with her boot heels and shrieked as they took off out of the stable into the snow, Sampson barking at them.

			Following her daughter, Elizabeth called out with a laugh, “I swear, if I didn’t know any better, Evie, I’d say it’s as if you were afraid of horses.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Seven

			Later on Christmas Eve

			THE SNOW WAS falling in huge, fluffy flakes, accumulating faster than Nathan had ever seen it. He thumped on the door that separated himself from the coachman. “Faster, man, faster,” he yelled, hoping the poor servant could hear him over the howling wind. “We must get there before the storm makes travel impossible.” He turned back to stare at his twelve-­year-­old daughter. The wrong twelve-­year-­old daughter. For Gena was, at present, in Kent with . . . Elizabeth.

			Evie had informed him that they’d intended to continue the ruse until the end of the holiday in order that each of them might be able to spend time with the opposite parent. And while he didn’t blame his daughters for being curious about the two of them, he also couldn’t in good conscience allow Elizabeth to go on thinking that she had Evie. Nathan hadn’t wasted time with a letter. That would only serve to protract the thing. No, he needed to switch them back as soon as possible. He’d ordered the coach put to and Evie’s bags packed, and they had set off for Kent immediately.

			Nathan watched Evie sitting across from him. She was as poised and beautiful as her mother. She was as lovely and intelligent as her sister, though obviously less cunning, based on the alacrity with which she’d admitted her transgression, not to mention the guilt she seemed to carry over it. Gena would have had no such guilt or compunction. In fact, he was quite sure Gena hadn’t confessed, which was why he feared Elizabeth didn’t know she had the wrong girl. Evangeline had emphatically insisted that no one else knew about their ruse, but Nathan had his doubts.

			He cleared his throat, not entirely sure what to say to his daughter. “I suppose you were forced to cut your hair?” he ventured.

			Evangeline blinked at him with her huge blue eyes, which somehow reminded him even more of Elizabeth’s than Gena’s did. Evie was a quiet little thing, quiet and contemplative, the exact opposite of her twin.

			“Yes, we thought it would be best,” she said wistfully, running a small, pale hand through the short locks. “Mother won’t be pleased.”

			“Well, there’s a surprise,” he mumbled under his breath.

			“What was that?” Evie asked.

			“Nothing. I’ve just never known your mother to be pleased about much.”

			Evangeline frowned. “Mother does seem sad. Not daily, but overall. There’s something very melancholy about her at times. But she laughs at Uncle Tony’s jests, and she adores sherbet lemons, and she is ever so pleased to get a new vial of plumeria perfume each Christmas. She never says no to a glass of wine, and she loves to sing, and she even dances when she thinks no one is looking.”

			Nathan stared hard at his daughter. It was as if the words she’d just spoken had been in a foreign tongue. “Your mother dances when no one is looking?” he repeated dumbly. Surely they were not speaking of the same woman. Why, the Elizabeth he remembered was frightened of her own shadow and said preposterous things like “Wine is the devil’s work.”

			“Oh, yes, quite often,” Evangeline replied, nodding vigorously.

			His mother-­in-­law quickly came to mind. “What does your grandmother think of your mother singing and drinking wine?” He couldn’t help but ask. Nathan suspected that godly woman was the reason Elizabeth had been born without a fun-­loving bone in her entire body.

			Evangeline appeared to contemplate the matter quietly for a moment. Finally, she said, “I don’t think she knows. We only see Grandmother once a year. On her birthday.”

			Nathan’s brows shot up. Another surprise. He’d have thought the controlling woman would have moved into the manor house by now and would be hosting church ser­vices in the parlors.

			“What do you do to celebrate your grandmother’s birthday?”

			Evie leaned back against the sapphire velvet seat and sighed. “She usually makes us attend a church ser­vice with her.”

			“I see.” Now that sounded like the mother-­in-­law he recalled.

			“Which Mother says we must suffer through for her sake.”

			Suffer through? Nathan frowned. The Elizabeth he knew would never use suffer and church in the same sentence. Why, she’d reveled in such “suffering.”

			“Oh, it’s not that Mother is sacrilegious,” Evangeline hastened to add.

			“She’s not?”

			“No. It’s just that, well, Grandmother is a bit fervent with regard to the rules, and Mother says she’s stifling.”

			“Stifling?” This time Nathan sat back against the velvet seat and rubbed a hand over his forehead.

			Was it possible that Elizabeth was no longer a straightlaced, tedious zealot who followed her mother’s every command? The thought was too overwhelming to contemplate.

			Evangeline folded her hands in her lap. “I understand why you’re angry, Father, and why you must return me to Mother and take Gena home, but I cannot say I regret it, because I’ve found it ever so lovely to finally meet you. Mother often says you’re wonderful, but I—­I just wanted to see for myself.”

			Nathan could have been knocked over with a pin. “Your mother says I’m wonderful? Often?” He pointed at himself, nonplussed.

			Evangeline nodded. “Oh, yes. She’s forever telling me how handsome and intelligent and kind and generous you are.”

			If the girl sitting across from him hadn’t looked exactly like his Gena, he’d have been convinced her mother must have been someone other than his wife.

			“But what I don’t understand is, why didn’t Mother ever tell me about Gena? That is to say, Gena knew all about me.”

			“I cannot answer that, but I assume your mother didn’t want you to be sad that you and Gena never saw each other. I always told Gena that someday, you two would meet. I just never imagined it would be this . . . unexpected.”

			“But you and Mother both agreed to never see the other daughter?”

			“Evangeline, it’s not that I don’t—­” Nathan rubbed a hand across his face. “It’s not that you’re not welcome with me or that Gena is not welcome with your mother. We love you both, of course, but, you see, we had an agreement and—­”

			“I know, Father. Gena explained it to me. She told me that Grandmama—­that is, your mother—­told her that you and Mother decided long ago that you weren’t suited and therefore agreed to live apart and raise us separately.”

			“Precisely.” Nathan nodded. He desperately wanted to change the subject. Something else she’d said had niggled at him. “Tell me, Evangeline. Who is Uncle Tony? To my knowledge, your mother doesn’t have a brother, and neither do I.”

			“Oh, Uncle Tony isn’t really my uncle. He’s Mother’s dear friend who visits us and brings us presents and tells the most clever jokes.”

			Nathan blinked and sucked in his breath. Damn it all to hell. Was his wife cuckolding him in the country?

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Eight

			ELIZABETH STARED OUT the window at the copious amounts of snow falling from the ever-­darkening sky. “Evie, dear, won’t you play the pianoforte? My nerves are quite on edge. If this snow doesn’t let up, Uncle Tony won’t make it to spend Christmastide with us.”

			Gena blinked. “Uncle Tony? Oh, yes, yes. Uncle Tony.”

			Elizabeth considered her choices. She was beginning to understand just how stubborn Gena could be. After downing another half a bowl of sherbet lemons and insisting that Sampson must be losing his sight in his old age, the girl had steadfastly refused to admit to her deception. She’d suffered through an entirely awkward horseback ride during which Elizabeth had been constantly in fear of the poor girl flying from the sidesaddle. Perhaps Gena would finally be forced to admit defeat if she wasn’t as adept at playing the pianoforte as Evie was.

			Five minutes later, Elizabeth realized her daughter hadn’t moved toward the instrument that sat across the room. “Evie, won’t you play something for me?”

			“Oh, um, Mother, I . . . I find my fingers are too cold to play at present.”

			Elizabeth lifted a brow. “Your fingers are too cold?” She glanced at the fireplace behind the instrument. “I daresay it’s warmer over there than it is sitting here on the sofa.”

			Gena bit her lip and nodded. “Very well.” She stood slowly, made a grand show of smoothing her skirts, and finally picked her way over to the pianoforte, approaching as if it had been a wild beast that might suddenly attack her. She finally took a seat on the bench in front of it and made an even grander show of arranging her skirts.

			“Go ahead, Evie,” Elizabeth prompted, shaking her head at the girl’s obvious attempt at stalling.

			Gena took a deep breath. She fluttered her fingers atop the ivory keys. Then she began to play, and the song that came out of the large instrument was a bawdy number that Elizabeth hadn’t heard in years, and then only because she’d caught one of the servants singing it when he’d been in his cups.

			The embroidery Elizabeth had been working on fell in a lump to her lap. “Evangeline! Where on earth did you learn that song?”

			The music came to an abrupt halt, and Gena winced at her mother guiltily across the wide expanse of the instrument. “School,” she offered with a shrug.

			Elizabeth shook her head. “I cannot believe an establishment as renowned as Miss Hathaway’s School for Young Ladies allowed you to hear that.” Good heavens, what was Nathan teaching the girl?

			Gena plucked at her collar. “I, er, learned it from one of the girls there.”

			Elizabeth gave her a stern stare. “Remember, bad habits are adopted quickly.”

			“Yes, Mother.” Gena slid off the bench and skipped back over to her seat. “Perhaps I’ll just take a break from playing the pianoforte this afternoon.”

			“Perhaps that’s best.” Elizabeth returned her attention to her embroidery. Apparently, she’d be forced to find another way to get Gena to admit her identity. She grinned to herself. It would hardly be sporting to come right out and tell her she knew. Besides, the longer Elizabeth played along, the longer she could ignore the fact that Nathan would have to be summoned eventually.

			Several moments of silence passed before Gena said, “Mother, why did you and Father decide to live apart?”

			Elizabeth drew a deep breath. Very well. Whether Gena or Evie, the girl deserved to know the truth. “We didn’t suit.”

			“But why? Why didn’t you suit?”

			Elizabeth pulled the pin through her embroidery. “Your father is quite rigid, dear, and—­”

			“Oh, no! He’s ever so accommodating and kind and—­”

			Elizabeth cocked her head to the side and stared at the girl as if she’d lost her mind. “Pardon?”

			Gena glanced down at her hands. She fidgeted with her fingers. “I mean, I guess that he is. I should hope that he is. Did you ever love him, Mother?”

			Elizabeth glanced up and stared, unseeing, into the fireplace across the room. Her daughter deserved to know the truth there, too. “I did. Very, very much.”

			“How did you know it was love?” Gena asked in a dreamy voice, clasping her hands together in that endearing way of hers.

			Elizabeth stared into the flickering flames, memories colliding in her brain. “Your father had a party. A lovely, large party—­a ball, really—­at his town house in London.”

			Gena’s eyes were wide. “Father had a party?”

			Elizabeth laughed. “Yes, does that surprise you?”

			“A little,” her daughter replied.

			“Be that as it may, he had a party and it was absolutely beautiful. It was a Midsummer Eve ball, and there were garlands and wreaths and flowers and twinkling candles. He’d turned his ballroom into a garden on a summer night. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”

			Gena sighed. “It sounds lovely, Mother.”

			“Your father was courting me, but I had some other suitors.”

			Gena scowled. “You did?”

			“A few,” Elizabeth replied with a wink.

			Gena winked back at her.

			“When I arrived at his party, your father was so debonair. He was wearing black evening attire and a snowy white cravat, and well, he’s exceedingly handsome.”

			“Yes, he is. Isn’t he?” Gena cleared her throat. “I mean, I’m sure he is.”

			“He asked me to dance, and it was as if we were the only two ­people in the entire room. It smelled like flowers, and the candles twinkled like stars in the sky. And then . . .”

			Gena sat forward. “Then what?”

			“He took me out on the balcony and . . . oh, I shouldn’t tell you.”

			Gena leaned forward even farther. “What? You must tell me.”

			Elizabeth was surprised to discover her belly filled with butterflies. “He kissed me.”

			Gena nearly toppled off the settee. Her grin was irrepressible. “That’s the most romantic thing I ever heard.”

			“I should hope so, dear. You are only twelve.” Elizabeth smiled at her daughter.

			“Then what happened?” Gena prompted.

			Elizabeth sighed and laid her head to the side to rest on one shoulder. “And then he asked me to marry him, and I said yes.”

			Gena pressed her hands to both cheeks. “Oh, Mother, how could you say you don’t suit?”

			Elizabeth lifted her head again and shook it. Her eyes refocused on her embroidery, her mind refocusing on the present, not the past. “It doesn’t matter, dear. When we met, it was lovely, but suffice it to say that we didn’t make each other happy. There’s more to a marriage than finding a rich, handsome nobleman.”

			The scowl returned to Gena’s sweet face. “But you haven’t seen him in years. How do you know you wouldn’t make each other happy now?”

			Elizabeth stared at Gena. When had her daughters become old enough and wise enough to ask her a probing question that she couldn’t answer? The truth was Elizabeth hadn’t thought about such a possibility before. Was it conceivable that Nathan Hollister had changed? She rubbed her fingers against her temples. No matter. There was no use in even contemplating it. She would never have the opportunity to find out.

			A knock sounded upon the door, and Broderick walked in. “Your Grace, a coach is approaching.”

			Elizabeth smiled. “Oh, thank heavens, Tony’s here. If he’d been any later, I daresay he wouldn’t have made it.” She stood and hurried toward the door. “Come with me to greet Uncle Tony, Evie. He’s been so looking forward to seeing you.”

			Elizabeth and Gena made their way to the foyer. When the carriage pulled up to the front of the house and the door opened, Elizabeth’s face fell. For it wasn’t the grand coach of the Earl of Atwater that sat like a fat little black duck in a sea of white in the front drive. It was an even grander coach that had arrived, one with the crest of the Duke of Hollingsworth.

			The blood drained from Elizabeth’s face. Her hand flew to her throat. “Your father,” she gasped.

			“My father?” her daughter gasped even louder from behind her.
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