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PROLOGUE

 


Boston, 1843

"Let me make certain I understand you,
Father, Mama Annabel." R.J. Hopkins, from long practice, smoothed
the bitterness out of his tone. "In order for you to have faith
enough in me to turn over management duties, you require that I go
to London and select a bride?"

"Precisely." Jonathan Hopkins nodded.

"We will see the world, R.J.," his younger
sister, Susannah, said with a tight smile. "That is the way I'm
choosing to look at our trip to London." Apparently she was no more
pleased at the news than he.

"And I must do this immediately?"

His stepmother ran her finger down the bright
yellow feathers of the finch perched on the cuff of her sleeve.
"You needn't make the trip sound like a death sentence, R.J. Every
man needs a wife to keep his life in order. And London should be a
pleasant change for you. You have never complained about travel
before."

"I travel for business. I have no business in
London."

"I always meant to establish stronger ties
with those I deal with in London," his father said hastily. "Never
fear, I shall keep you busy enough. Wouldn't want to send you over
there just to have you come back as idle and worthless as some of
those aristocrats, my boy. Just want you to find a well-bred wife
and settle down to a sober life of business."

"You believe a wife will prevent me from
becoming a libertine, then?" The finch ruffled its feathers, cocked
its head, and fixed its bright, beady eyes on him. He lowered his
voice. "I had not realized my behavior warranted such a worry."

"Your behavior is all that a father could
ask." Jonathan Hopkins sighed. "A good wife is necessary to a
successful businessman, R.J. You have seen how valuable Annabel has
been to me. Sometimes I believe no one would do business with me if
it were not for her charm and her skill at entertaining."

Annabel smiled as she scooped up the finch
perched on her sleeve into one hand. She rose to place the bird
back in the ornate gold cage that hung at the window behind his
father. "Nonsense, Jonathan. It is your head for business that they
admire and respect."

R.J. privately agreed more with his father's
assessment. While the men and their wives who attended their dinner
parties no doubt respected Jonathan Hopkins's acumen, it was not
his father's sober talk that kept the dinner table lively and the
conversation keen. Annabel knew how to manage things, even men like
his father, men with ledgers for hearts and black ink running
through their veins.

Men who rarely doubted their own judgment.
"Your point is well made, Father." He knew there would be no profit
for him to argue, not if he wanted to prove himself worthy of
heading his father's business. So, he would take a wife. It was
time, after all.

The little bird peeped once, but Annabel
shushed it and closed the little door. R.J. did not like the
disapproving gaze Annabel fixed on him as she sat down once again.
He watched the caged bird hop on its perch and fix beady black eyes
on the gardens beyond the window as if it wished to flyaway free.
Could a bird long for something never experienced? No matter.
Escape was not a possibility.

He would marry. Still, there was one point he
must argue. "I would rather ask Lucy Matthews to marry me. I see no
reason why I must go to London for a bride."

For the first time, his father blinked, as if
it took him a moment to find a ready answer. "Lucy is a biddable
girl, though young, and would no doubt become a good wife in time.
If you find no one else, you may ask her when you return."

"I would prefer to ask her now." He would
prefer not to have to think about marriage at all. But if his
father wanted him married, then he wished to choose a wife at once
and be done with the business as soon as possible.

His father shook his head slowly. "Annabel
has her heart set on a title for Susannah, and she believes a
little English noble blood wouldn't hurt your line, either. I
agree."

So that was it — an infusion of good blood to
balance out any taint of his mother's legacy. "Do you believe
venerable English blood will be of any more value to my children
than that of the Matthews? I can think of no family more
proper."

"Do you fancy yourself in love with the
Matthews girl?" His father's shrewd eyes bored into him.

"No," he said honestly. "But she answers all
the requirements for a wife, and her family has made it clear that
she will have me."

"True enough." His father nodded approvingly.
"Then what does it matter to you if you delay asking her until you
have seen what is available in London? I am needed here. I cannot
accompany Annabel and Susannah. While there, you might as well look
for a bride. Marriage is an important matter, and you shouldn't
settle for the handiest woman but the best suited to make your life
pleasant and smoothly run."

He understood at last. His father did not
want to go to London. So the job must fall to him. He allowed the
fury at the interruption of his plans to settle before he asked
quietly, "And if I do not find any suitable woman there whose
family is willing to have me?" He would dare come no closer to
alluding to the fact that no young London miss had been allowed to
wed Jonathan Hopkins, who had come home with a miserably unsuitable
Italian bride — R.J.'s mother.

His father's color grew hectic, but that was
the only sign that be understood the reference. "Knowing Annabel,
you will. Your stepmother is hard to divert when she has made up
her mind." With a wave of his hand, his father's color receded from
bright red to slightly pink. "My money's as good as theirs, and my
blood better any day."

R.J. nodded. He was as firmly caged in this
matter as was the finch. "Very well." He would accompany Annabel
and Susannah to London, then. But he was determined to come home
without a wife.

The plans he had made so
carefully years ago were sowed and needed no change. Ultimately, he
would be responsible for running his father's business.
His business one day. The
disruption was unfortunate, but he was a businessman, and he
understood that sometimes one must bear an interruption or two —
just as long as it did not prevent one from ultimately carrying out
one's own plan.

He did not believe he had to worry that Lucy
would get another offer during the time he was away. Though her
family was all that one could wish, she herself was plain, quiet,
and shy. The perfect wife for him.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


London, 1843

Juliet Fenster rapped her knuckles on the
tabletop in front of her. "Kate, a lady does not bellow, she
projects when she sings. Betsey, when playing the harp, the strings
are plucked gently, not twanged." The pair of twelve-year-olds
exchanged glances and giggled.

"Don't laugh or she'll make you sing that
nasty high song only her voice can make sound beautiful," Rosaline,
Juliet's seventeen-year-old sister, chided the younger girls.

Juliet's scowl sent Rosaline back to copying
out her Latin lesson but did not wipe away the teasing smirk on the
girl's face. Fortunately, Helena, Rosaline's twin, looked up from
her own studies to give Juliet a smile of sympathy.

However did their governess manage a full day
with these monkeys? Juliet had to spend only an hour a day in music
instruction, and sometimes that proved too much for her temper. She
cut a sigh short when a maid hurried into the schoolroom, offering
a welcome distraction. "What is it, Ann?"

"The button girl has arrived." Behind the
maid, a shy, gangly girl of twenty dressed in country fashion
entered the room carrying a large basket.

"Let me see." Kate abandoned her proper
shoulders-back singing posture without asking for permission. She
ran to the girl and tugged at her basket. "What have you brought us
this month, Sally?"

"Kate!" Juliet reprimanded her youngest
sister sharply but ineffectively. For some reason, the younger
girls did not listen to her as easily as they listened to Miranda
and Hero, their eldest sisters. When she was stern, they teased her
and only obeyed her command if it suited them to do so.

"Here." Juliet took the basket from Sally and
shook off Kate's hands. She pulled out the bundled roll and
unwrapped it to reveal the oak chest nestled inside. "I won't open
this until you are all still." She sat at the table and waited for
the girls to settle themselves around her.

"Let us see, Juliet please," Helena pleaded
softly, even though Kate and Rosaline were still fidgeting.

Juliet opened the box, and they all gave an
appreciative coo as they saw the buttons before them. "Doves! How
beautiful."

"I like the swans." Helena smiled, reaching
in to finger the smooth ivory of the gracefully carved buttons.

"The toads are my favorite." Rosaline was the
first to move away from the chest. "Sally, when is your father
going to carve swords? I have asked twice now."

Sally laughed. "He says, Miss Rosaline, that
he will carve you swords to adorn your wedding gown."

Rosaline scowled as she returned to her
copying out. "Then I shall never have any such buttons. I am
determined never to marry."

Juliet shared a rueful glance with the
smiling Sally and said to her sisters, "You may each choose a dozen
for yourselves. But be careful not to lose any. I must send them to
the dressmaker promptly or Sally's father will not get paid for his
work."

She took out another chest identical to the
first except that instead of buttons it held the money earned from
the last batch of buttons Sally had delivered. Wrapping it
carefully, Juliet placed it back in Sally's basket and handed
everything back to Sally.

"Thank you, Miss Juliet," Sally said.

As Juliet walked the girl to the door, she
spoke quietly so as not to draw her sisters' attention. "Was he
pleased with the last shipment of stone? I found some excellent
jade and ivory."

Sally bobbed her head quickly. "Indeed, he
told me to thank you for it."

"How are his spirits?" Juliet did not want to
dwell on his difficulties, but she knew that Sally's father, having
had his legs amputated a dozen years ago, suffered from despondency
at times.

"Excellent. And his appetite has picked up
considerably."

"Is there anything he needs? Tools?" There
was little work for a man who could not walk and Raster Booth had
whiled away his time carving little wooden buttons and figurines
for his eight children. He had often lamented to her brother
Valentine that he was not much use as a tenant farmer without legs.
Valentine, of course, would never have sent him away.

Sally beamed. "Miss Juliet, since you started
him at making buttons of stone, he is a changed man. Why, just last
week he laughed out loud." Tears came to the girl's eyes. "Mam said
it was the first time since the accident."

"I'm glad to hear the work is not too
taxing." Juliet patted the girl's hand.

"No, miss, not at all. In fact, my father
says you are a genius."

Juliet blushed. Hero was the smart sister;
Miranda, the clever one. Such a compliment from Sally's father was
nice but certainly untrue. All she had done was find one of his
children's rabbit buttons on the ground. The button itself had
given her the idea. Wooden buttons were too plain to adorn silks
and satins. But Juliet immediately saw the use for the same
carvings done in soft stone to enhance the fine silk or satin of a
gown. She had made certain that others who enjoyed fashion as she
did saw the beauty of such buttons as well.

"It is kind of you to see that the
dressmakers buy them," Sally added shyly.

"See to it?" Juliet laughed in amusement.
"Tell your father that there are two dressmakers who may come to
blows one day over first choice of his buttons."

Sally shook her head, her sausage curls
brushing along her narrow cheeks. "He wouldn't believe such a fairy
story, Miss Juliet."

Juliet did not attempt to convince her that
it was no fairy tale. She had become used to the reaction of her
family to her odd stumble into business. Although she had been
teased unmercifully by her brother, who seemed to think carved
buttons an astonishingly amusing concept, her idea had proved
successful so far.

She pointed to the girl's basket and said,
"Be sure to stop down in the kitchen before you go. I had Cook put
a few things together for your family."

"Oh, Miss Juliet. You shouldn't have."

"Nonsense. It is nothing — a ham, some eggs,
a few apples, treats for the younger children."

"You are an angel, miss."

Juliet glanced over her shoulder at the
girls, squabbling now as to who would get what buttons. "Tell that
to my sisters." She sighed and turned back to sort out the
mess.

Just as Juliet opened her mouth to attempt to
regain order, Helena let out a gasp and held out the society pages.
Juliet knew she should scold her for reading the papers when she
should be working on a lesson.

But Helena's face was paler than usual, and
she seemed distressed as she said, "Juliet — didn't you say you
expected Lord Pendrake to ask for your hand any day now?"

"Of course not. I am a lady, and a lady would
not be so immodest." Pendrake had seemed on the verge of telling
her something important yesterday, though, when they drove out.

Rosaline let out a bark of laughter. "Then
you said you thought the poor boy would not be able to keep his
heart's secret from you much longer. Which amounts to the same
thing. Only said in a convoluted way, like a lady."

Why did her sisters never show her any
respect? Juliet would have scolded her, but Helena's words made
everything — buttons, Sally's father, music lessons — flee her
mind.

Her sister held out the papers. "Lord
Pendrake has just announced his engagement. To another woman."
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Knowing he had another hour at this tedious
dance before Annabel would allow him to escape, R.J. Hopkins leaned
against a convenient wall and watched the spectacle before him. The
musicians played so that their music filled every nook and cranny
in the room. The wine and champagne flowed freely. The ladies' eyes
shone as they whirled about the dance floor.

So much silk and satin, so many feathers. And
the jewels that adorned the bared wrists and necks must have cost
several small fortunes. All to show off a handful of eligible men
to the girls — and their families, who wished to make a match. What
a waste.

His friend Freddie Snow, alternately known as
Lord Pendrake, poked an elbow in his ribs, discreetly but with
force. "You're looking at them as if they were the most dangerous
of lions."

"Who?"

"The young hopefuls." Freddie laughed, his
snub nose crinkling with amusement. "Why don't you ask one of them
to dance? I guarantee she will not eat you. And your stepmother
will stop glaring holes in your back."

"Considering that you yourself just willingly
stepped into the maw of one of the young hopefuls, I respectfully
decline to trust your judgment." R.J. sipped at the champagne in
his glass, marveling at the excellent vintage and wondering at the
cost.

Freddie's smile dimmed. "A man has to marry.
And my mother has had her heart set on Elizabeth since the day the
girl was born." He stretched his lips into a grimace. "You know her
mother and mine are boon companions. They are set on the
match."

"You would not have asked for her hand if you
thought her wrong for you, Freddie. You are just suffering the
natural jitters of a soon-to-be-caged man." He knew his friend was
ambivalent about his engagement. Privately, R.J. believed Elizabeth
would make his friend a perfect wife. She seemed to know what
Freddie thought before he spoke a word.

The two were well suited — if Freddie would
only forget the fascinating Miss Fenster, his latest obsession.
R.J. had heard all he wished to about Juliet Fenster. Beautiful.
Charming. Witty. Not one whit of Freddie's endless prattle could
adequately explain his desire for the girl to R.J.

"I suppose I am — " Freddie broke off.

R.J. felt the tension suddenly coiling in
Freddie as his friend's shoulders stiffened. R.J. looked for the
source with idle curiosity. His stepmother and sister were bearing
down upon them, a young woman in tow. Annabel seemed less than
happy, but Susannah was glowing, obviously pleased with
herself.

He groaned inwardly. No doubt Susannah had
found yet another sacrificial lamb to parade in front of him. He
loved his younger sister, truly he did. Though she had the same
desire to run his life as her mother did, Susannah's heart was
gentle and kind. She wanted only the best for him. She had told him
often enough that her one wish was to see him happy.

He wished, though, that she had not set
herself out to introduce him to every unsuitable woman in London.
Even at a distance he could see that the woman at Susannah's side
had none of the qualifications he was looking for. She carried her
head regally, and her honey-colored hair was artfully curled with a
certain flair that suggested she might be impetuous. Other men's
eyes followed her movements openly, which suggested she was a known
flirt. The women watched her with envy, which suggested she was
successful at capturing men's hearts.

R.J. sighed as he smiled at his sister. In
this one thing, he wished Susannah had her mother's discretion.

"R.J., I have someone for you to meet," she
said exuberantly. He saw the disapproving glances cast her way —
the English seemed to wish every young woman to act as if she had
no more energy than she would need for her deathbed — and instantly
forgot about his own annoyance. "Miss Juliet Fenster, may I present
my brother, Mr. R.J. Hopkins. R.J., may I present Miss Juliet
Fenster." She added, "Her sister is the duchess of Kerstone."

The infamous Miss Fenster smiled at him
charmingly. No wonder Freddie was so miserable. R.J. smiled and
bowed politely, suspecting that he would be expected to scribble
his name on the young lady's dance card in order to appease his
sister.

Susannah confirmed this by saying sweetly, "I
have told Miss Fenster how exquisite a dancer you are, R.J. You
will not disappoint me, will you? She has an empty space on her
dance card."

"Not at all, Susannah." R.J. saw, to his
amusement, that Miss Fenster had not intended a dance with him. Her
startled glance at Susannah was utterly guileless. Unlike the
expectant glance she bestowed upon Freddie. No doubt she had been
keeping a space on her full dance card just for him.

Freddie, almost visibly squirming as he
spoke, said only, "Miss Fenster, I hope you are enjoying your
evening."

"Indeed I am, Lord Pendrake." She lied quite
charmingly, but the lie was evident in the way she leaned forward
ever so slightly to encourage poor Pendrake to ask her to dance.
"The musicians are playing well tonight, are they not?"

R.J. took pity on the cornered lord. "Indeed
they are," he said as he held out his hand to the forward Miss
Fenster. "You must dance with me or my sister will be most
disconsolate."

She took his hand reluctantly, but her
hesitation did not show as they walked swiftly to the dance floor
and joined the dance. Indeed, the casual observer would think that
she had become quite taken with the handsome Mr. Hopkins,
considering how she smiled and batted her lovely lashes at him.

It would have been simple enough for him to
return her flirtation as they danced, as was expected of him. She
glided through the movements of the dance as if her feet did not
touch the floor. Returning her charming smile was instinctive. For
some reason, though, he wanted her to know that he was not fooled
by her manner. "He is quite besotted by his fiancee, I assure
you."

He was surprised when she did not pretend to
misunderstand him. "Lord Pendrake? Well, I would hope so." Her
smile was brittle, and he knew he had overstepped English
propriety. But that was something he enjoyed in London; the one
thing he enjoyed, perhaps. Americans were considered little better
than barbarians and so could get away with the most outrageous
pronouncements.

Still, he decided to push her a bit more.
Apparently she had not been quite bored enough with Freddie to
welcome his change in affections. He was curious to see how far the
infamous Miss Fenster was willing to go to change Freddie's
mind.

Next time, if he had any influence upon her,
she would think twice before trying to reengage the affections of a
newly affianced man. "I take it you are disappointed that you are
not the one he asked to be his wife."

"Me?" She looked at him fully for the first
time since Susannah had introduced them. "Certainly not." The
intensity of her gaze contained a warning. Apparently she did not
enjoy being trifled with.

For some reason, the warning glance goaded
him to further rudeness. "No?"

"Really, Mr. Hopkins. I should think even an
American would know this topic is most inappropriate."

R.J. had sympathy for the first time ever for
what his father must have gone through when his mother had so
disastrously snared his affections. Miss Juliet Fenster's attitude
dripped condescension. The sound of her words, magnified by the
husky overtones of her voice, rippled through him. A beautiful
sound to match her beautiful hazel eyes. Though her hair was almost
gold in the light of the ballroom, her lashes were darker, framing
her eyes in a most attractive way.

He blinked, reminding himself that she had
gone through the whole charade of being introduced to him just to
reach Pendrake. If R.J. could keep this young woman from making
Freddie as miserable as R.J.'s mother had made his father…. He
said, "I do apologize, Miss Fenster. I had thought you would wish
me to leave you somewhere near poor Pendrake so that he would be
compelled to ask you for the next dance."

"My card is filled," she informed him
frostily, nipping the dance card at her wrist. "I could not have
danced with you had not Lord Turrington been taken suddenly lame
just as we were to step out onto the floor."

"Just before you were introduced to my
sister?" He let his gaze make clear that he did not believe her. He
wondered if she used artifice to darken her lashes, the effect was
so striking, with her otherwise pale blondness.

She frowned at him in rebuke but said only.
"Exactly so."

To his relief, the music ended, and he
quickly guided her back to her sisters. The duchess had been
watching them dance with such worry in her expression that he felt
as if she'd shouted an accusation of kidnapping against him aloud.
Apparently she knew her sister's intentions toward Freddie. Given
the duchess's expression as he bowed, he doubted the flirt's
intentions were in the least honorable.

He supposed it was his duty as a friend to
protect Freddie from the troubles a determined young woman could
cause.
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Juliet watched with intensity as Pendrake
crossed the ballroom, although she pretended interest in the dull
conversation between her sisters.

"It is not wise to stare so; you will invite
gossip," Hero said softly. More loudly, she continued her
conversation, "I don't believe I ever remember being warmer at a
ball. The crowd is exceptional tonight."

Juliet turned a look of astonishment upon
both her sisters that most likely would deceive neither of them. "I
was not staring at him."

Miranda, her eldest sister and also the
duchess of Kerstone, clucked softly. "He is engaged now, Juliet. I
am sorry that he broke your heart, but you must hide it here or you
will find yourself the subject of ridicule."

"He couldn't break my heart." The last thing
she wanted her sisters to know was how badly Lord Pendrake's
defection stung. Always before she had tired of a man long before
he found another woman to adore.

This time, however, Pendrake had proposed to
Elizabeth immediately after driving out with Juliet. She had had no
hint that his feelings for her had changed, Indeed, she had
expected to have to gently turn down his request for her hand any
day. Instead, he had gone directly from her to ask for another
woman's hand.

It was intolerable. "But he has made me a
laughingstock, Miranda." She watched him, standing against the wall
in conversation again with Mr. Hopkins, the American who had come
to London to marry off his sister to a title. "Barbarian" would
suit him better than American. His sister was a sweet girl, but
Juliet would not mind when he left the shores of England to return
home.

How dare he intercept her attempt to speak to
Pendrake? The two men stood so casually as they spoke that she was
certain neither of them gave her a single thought. The cad who'd
practically jilted her didn't even show a bit of shame for his
heartlessness.

She looked at her sisters, who were, as
usual, treating her pain as if she were a child in the throes of a
tantrum. "Humiliating me is a much worse offense than breaking my
heart."

"Especially since you never gave it to him,"
Hero whispered, as if by her own lowered voice she could soothe
Juliet's inflamed temper.

Juliet refused to allow herself to be calmed.
"Pendrake will regret this, I promise you both."

Hero persisted. "It is only your pride
wounded because he would not dance with you and passed you off to
the American." With an affectionate light in her eye, she added,
"Console yourself with the certainty that there are others who will
take his place in your affections eagerly enough. Leave the poor
boy alone."

"How easy for you to say such a thing. You
have Arthur to adore you, just as Miranda has Simon." Juliet glared
at her sisters. How dare they suggest she give up hope of one day
having the same kind of love they had found with their husbands?
Not that Juliet would want either of those men. No, the duke was
much too stuffy, and Arthur preferred dusty old books to dancing.
Still, the way they looked at their wives escaped no one's
notice.

"That is not at all what I meant." Miranda
sighed.

"Obviously, if he could behave with such a
lack of consideration for your feelings, Pendrake was not the man
for you."

"How can I be certain of that now?" She had
not entirely given up hope that he might have been the one to look
so at her instead of seeing only the fact that she was beautiful
and amusing. And now he had gone and engaged himself to Elizabeth
Forsdyke.

She would not rest until she knew, from his
own lips, why he had done such a thing.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


"Do you think he will attend tonight?" The
carriage bounced over a rut in the road, and Juliet clutched her
beautiful new bonnet tightly to her head. Try as she might, no
unobtrusive manner of approaching Pendrake had occurred to her in
well over a week. She must contrive a way to ask him why he had
abandoned her. And soon. Her patience was frayed to the edge of
despair.

"I cannot say, Juliet." Miranda did not sound
as if she were in sympathy with Juliet's concern at all.

"Sometimes I think he is deliberately
avoiding me." Or his family was keeping him from her. But she would
not voice that suspicion aloud. Her sister would only laugh at the
thought. "He has come to none of the balls since he jilted me."

"Can you blame him?" Her sister's question
was sharp. "Think how you would feel if one of your castoff suitors
demanded an explanation when you did not wish to give one, never
mind accused you of jilting him when you had no formal
understanding."

"Our hearts were in communion. I know it."
Something, or someone, had stopped Pendrake from offering for her.
Juliet could feel the truth of that in her bones. "And now we will
never have that harmony that perfect couples have."

Miranda sighed and added, "You will see, in
time you will find someone. Someone perfect for you."

"In time?" Easy for her sister to say. She
had her husband. A duke, no less. "How many years must I wait? I am
practically on the shelf, Miranda."

"You are no such thing." Miranda's laughter
rang clear. "You will see — "

"I see too clearly, I fear. Pendrake wishes
to forget my existence utterly and has not even thrown me the crumb
of asking for a dance just once to show that he does not despise
me."

"He does not despise you. He simply chose to
marry another woman."

Juliet felt a wave of despair close over her
head. "Perhaps the truth is that no sensible man would ever choose
me for a wife. Perhaps I am thought of as an exotic bird, to be
admired but of no real use other than for amusement and
decoration."

"Don't be ridiculous!"

"Then I must ask. Next time I see him — "

Miranda snapped impatiently. "Juliet, you
must stop pursuing the man. He is engaged. Why would he risk gossip
by asking you to dance or even giving you more that a brief polite
greeting?"

True enough. "To demonstrate that he still
holds me in regard, of course."

Miranda sighed. "Juliet, he is a man. He very
likely has no idea of the depth of your distress. No doubt he
believes he is doing you a kindness to stay away."

"Well, he is not. How can he not know that
his dastardly decision has devastated me? I want him to beg my
forgiveness for such cowardly behavior."

Hero shook her head. "You will have to
satisfy yourself with holding your chin high, Juliet. If you
pretend you are not hurt by his actions, everyone will believe
it."

Knowing that her sisters would be of no
assistance, Juliet left them at the entryway and entered the
ballroom alone. She searched the faces of those already present as
she quickly made a circuit of the ballroom. Her heart nearly
stopped when she saw him, but she did not allow her expression to
show anything more than polite indifference to the sight of
him.

"I see he is here tonight." Miranda came up
behind her. "Do not make a fool of yourself Juliet. You will be the
one to regret it."

For an hour, Juliet was able to smile and
dance with every man who asked her as if her heart were not
breaking. She was certain that Pendrake's presence meant he was
ready to speak to her. Ready to face her and explain why he had not
told her about his engagement himself.

As time passed, she realized he would not
approach. In fact, every time she glanced casually to where he
stood, she saw him in deep conversation with the American, Mr.
Hopkins.

What difference did it make what everyone
else believed? Foolish gossips. It was Pendrake's actions she
wanted explained. "Why did he not warn me? I could have asked him
directly if only he gave me the opportunity." But obviously he had
no intention of approaching her, and silly convention prevented her
from requesting a dance from him, though the idea intrigued her.
Wouldn't the old crows buzz about that? Unfortunately, Miranda's
husband was such a stickler for propriety, he would no doubt exile
her back to Anderlin with her brother Valentine and his wife,
Emily, if he were to hear of her having done something so bold.

Juliet wanted nothing more than to cross the
room and ask him directly why he had humiliated her. She would have
no peace until she knew. She sighed. Sometimes avoiding scandal was
a tedious business. Perhaps if she simply bumped into him and
exchanged a few words.... Surely no one could object to that. She
did not ask either sister, but began navigating a course directly
toward Pendrake.
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R.J. saw her steady approach and spent a few
moments of inaction in sheer disbelief. Fortunately. Freddie's back
was to the approaching Miss Fenster, so he remained unaware as R.J.
quickly moved to intercept her. His friend was still uncertain
enough about his upcoming marriage that R.J. deemed it best he not
have to deal with an assault on his senses such as Miss Fenster
would provide.

He took hold of her arm with a smile of
greeting that he hoped would fool anyone watching them. Deftly, he
maneuvered them into a shadowed alcove for a private conversation
without a single objection from the woman in his grasp.

"I just want to speak to him. Is that so
awful?" Apparently she had decided to throw herself upon his
mercy.

"It is no use." Once again he was blunt.
Somehow with Miss Fenster he had no patience for games. "You must
set your sights on another lord."

To his shock, she raised her gaze to meet his
and was equally blunt. "Why do you say so?" She searched his face,
obviously seeking the truth of the matter. "He is not wavering at
all — you are certain of this? You have not known him half as long
as I."

"I am certain. I have known him since we were
both in short pants. My father and his are good friends."

She looked crestfallen. For a moment he hoped
she would accept his word and leave Freddie to accept his fate with
Elizabeth. He added, to cement the finality of the matter, "Lord
Pendrake has made it plain to me that his marriage is a family
duty. He knows the time has come to take it up."

He realized his error as soon as her
expression sharpened with hope. "A family duty?" Her eyes shone
like jewels, and he felt sorry for Pendrake and any other man who
had come under Miss Juliet Fenster's spell. She whispered, "He does
not love her, then?"

"Love her?" The scorn that thickened his
voice made her flinch, and he felt a twinge of regret to see that
he had touched a vulnerability he had not suspected. Still, it
would do neither Miss Fenster nor Pendrake any good to leave her
with any illusions on the matter. "Did you imagine him a fool who
trusted his future to be decided by a fickle heart?"

She gasped with indignation, but he did not
let her interrupt his lecture. "Or perhaps you mistakenly believed
you had twisted him about your little finger so that he had become
one?" He shook his head sharply. "Let me assure you, Lord Pendrake
is a sensible man who knows better than to let his heart lead his
head in the matter of choosing a wife."

Her nostrils flared. "I hope you are not
implying, Mr. Hopkins," she replied icily, "that only a fool would
choose me for a wife. Surely even an American can recognize that as
an unpardonable insult."

There was a tremble of hurt in her voice that
made him soften what he had been about to say. "I make no comment
on the sort of man who would choose to marry you, Miss Fenster." No
doubt there were many fools blinded by a pretty face and a lively
manner to the reality of living with such a creature day to day for
the rest of their lives. "I merely say that Pendrake has wisely
allowed his head to rule his choice of wife."

He could see that she felt the truth of his
words keenly but intended to argue further. He added, sternly. in
the hope that she would take his warning and guard her behavior in
the future, "What man's head would direct him to choose a wife who
would use another man to foster his jealousy?"

His blunt words at last left her speechless.
For the first time, he could feel her attention directed fully at
him. Her gaze swept him from head to foot, then returned to meet
his. She smiled and tilted her head as she contemplated him, as if
delving into his very soul. The glisten of her unshed tears made
the intensity of her fury quite clear.

He understood why men such as Pendrake had
been bedazzled. Even he, who knew better than to believe his words
had hurt her, was tempted to reach out and comfort her. He stopped
himself only by remembering that she was using the tears to
manipulate him. No doubt she felt nothing but frustration that he
was not responding to her wiles and offering to arrange to deliver
Pendrake to her feet.

She was beyond doubt the most beautiful woman
he had ever met. Giving her his most determined expression, he
counted himself fortunate that he was a sensible man and immune to
any and all blandishments she might contrive.

Juliet faced the severe American, striving
for as innocent a look as she could manage. The dark blue of his
eyes seemed to lend gravity to his words. Despite the pain of
hearing her worst fears confirmed by his words, she knew she must
convince him that he was mistaken. "I am afraid that you have
completely misunderstood my concerns, Mr. Hopkins."

After all these years of disapproving looks
and unkind comments. she should be used to the fact that other
people thought her less than serious. She could not stop the slight
tremble in her voice, so she smiled brightly to mask her hurt.

Apparently she succeeded, because he did not
soften his tone at all when he replied, "I understand you
completely, Miss Fenster. You intend to remind Lord Pendrake of
your charms so that he will abandon Elizabeth for you."

"How absurd." The man was much too
perceptive. But it wasn't as if she truly wanted to make him do
anything against his will. No, she simply meant to ensure that he
fully understood what it was he had given up when he turned from
her.

"Did you, or did you not, intend to
accidentally engage him in conversation just now?"

She did not deny it. "I merely wished to
ensure that he was happy." Or, more properly, that he did not throw
his happiness away foolishly. Perhaps he would come to his senses
before it was too late. Not that Mr. Hopkins would ever understand
that. The American had ice water flowing through his veins.

His lips pressed together briefly before he
asked, "Or is it more likely that you wished to make him unhappy in
his engagement?"

She brushed his suggestion away with a flick
of her fan. "Of course not. I think of him very fondly, and I
merely wish him to be pleased with his choice, not coerced by some
family obligation." That was true enough. She needn't dwell on the
fact that it irked her that Pendrake's family might have coerced
him away from her in particular.

Annoyingly, her earnest confession did not
erase the skepticism from his expression. Indeed, he continued to
question her motives. "I am surprised you feel that way."

"Why is that?" She toyed with the idea of
flouncing away from him and this tedious conversation. But then she
reconsidered. If Mr. Hopkins conveyed her distress to Pendrake,
surely he would realize that he owed her an apology at the very
least.

Additionally, if he would not, the longer she
stayed here in the alcove with him, the more chance that Pendrake
would take notice. The American was a tolerably handsome man in a
dark and solemn way. If he had smiled at her more than the one time
when his sister introduced them, and once when he led her onto the
dance floor, she might have been fooled into thinking he had a
heart.

Fortunately, his lack of a heart was of no
consequence to her. It was Pendrake's heart she was concerned with
now. And she had long ago learned that nothing piqued a man's
interest in a woman more than a rival for her affections.

"I had heard gossip — " He smiled down at her
as if he were indulging her in a child's pretense, and she had a
strong urge to kick him in the shins to see if he could be roused
to any temper at all. But that would spoil the impression that she
found his company interesting. "Perhaps it is my folly to have
believed the idle chatter that many had expected Pendrake would
break with his family wishes and make an offer for you."

"Where did you hear such drivel?" Could he be
speaking the truth? Was she not the only one who had expected
Pendrake to make an offer for her? Oh, how maddening that she had
not yet found a way to talk to him directly.

He raised an eyebrow, and she feared he would
scold her yet again for her forward nature. Instead, infuriatingly,
he became the epitome of reticence. "Suffice it to say that I have
heard it said by more than one person more than once." His harsh
and unmusical accent grated on her ears, almost as unpleasant as
his words.

"You should not credit gossip, Mr. Hopkins."
Juliet could not soften the sharpness of her voice, for her
disappointment in his ill-timed discretion was too great. "It is
something we English have perfected throughout the centuries. You
Americans are, perhaps, more forthright and not used to our
ways."

Could it be that the gossips were right? Had
Pendrake meant to offer for her but for his family's pressure?
Would it mean that she did have his heart, then?

"I thank you for your concern, Miss Fenster."
He bowed slightly, and she had the distinct impression he was
mocking her in some way. "I assure you I do know better than to
trust too much what I hear in such a way."

"From whom did you hear such gossip?" The
question was forward, but he was an American and most likely would
not realize it. Besides, he was being unpleasantly blunt himself.
"Perhaps I can steer you away from those who would play unkind
games with a visitor to our country." She wanted to know if the
gossip had any roots in the truth. Finding out who had spread it
would certainly lead her closer to the truth of the matter.

He leaned forward slightly, as if to whisper
to her in confidence. To her frustration, however, all he said was
"Even as a backward American, I have the discretion not to reveal
my sources and cause them embarrassment."

"That is certainly commendable, Mr. Hopkins."
She studied his closed expression, wondering if there was a key
that might open it to her. Only when he smiled at his sister had he
seemed in the least approachable. She thought of her own brother.
Perhaps she might find a key to him through his sister: A quick
glance at the room led only to disappointment. Miss Hopkins was
happily dancing in the arms of a handsome young man.

"Your approval of my discretion is all I
desire." Again, she sensed the mockery, although the sentiment was
not apparent in the controlled set of his features.

"I cannot give my approval if I do not know
who has been whispering in your ear, Mr. Hopkins." She pressed him,
presenting him her most charming and persuasive face, although she
felt flirting was wasted on this backward colonial, since he seemed
to have only two expressions — stern and sterner. "Can you not at
least give me a name? Just one?"

At the very least she must know whether to
risk scandal by approaching Pendrake and demanding an explanation.
She would not want to look a fool if the gossip was wrong and he
confessed that his heart belonged to Elizabeth Forsdyke. She found
herself unable to believe such a thing, though. Pendrake, loving
the drab Miss Forsdyke?

He shook his head. "I'm afraid I must live
without your approval, then. For I will give no gossip a name."

Juliet considered trying again to draw him
out, but his face was set impassively, and she could sense that her
efforts would likely not prevail. "Very well, I commend your sense
of discretion, sir," she lied, adding a more outrageous untruth, "I
myself never indulge in gossip. Small minds, you know."

"I do indeed," was all he replied.

Frustrated, Juliet decided she would simply
have to find out in another manner. The difficulty was in finding
someone as forthright as the American to reveal gossip to her when
she was the subject. She could think of no one, not even her own
sisters, who would do so. Perhaps his sister, also being American
and somewhat impulsive, had heard the same gossip and might be
willing to reveal it?

She must find out the truth. She would not
rest until she did. And if Pendrake had only succumbed to the
pressures of family duty? Certainly that could be remedied. After
all, hadn't her brother Valentine married his wife Emily even
though it had caused a scandal and made her family unhappy?

Come to think of it, hadn't Arthur turned
aside an expected engagement to another woman to choose her shy
sister Hero as his wife? Perhaps that was to become a family
tradition. Valentine and Arthur had followed their hearts, and they
were happy.

Shouldn't she allow Pendrake the same
opportunity to choose with his heart? After all, marriage was
forever — and no one should enter such a sacred trust without
absolute assurance.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


R.J. glanced down at the smoothly beautiful
face that concealed a mind he could nevertheless see working
furiously. He could not help but wonder what she was planning for
poor Pendrake now. So she never gossiped? He'd buy London Bridge
before he believe that claptrap. He did admire, however, in a
rather horrified way, her ability to cut to the heart of a matter.
With another woman he might have never gotten a bald admission of
her desire to ask Freddie to defend his decision.

The gossips had been cruelly accurate. This
spoiled beauty hadn't liked being tossed aside so unceremoniously.
He wondered if the other gossip he had heard was accurate. That her
sister's marriage to a duke had turned the suddenly well dowered
and well connected flirtatious younger sister into a fickle-headed
lady who thought only of her own pleasure.

Certainly he had seen little to contradict
the malicious gossip. He noticed, now that they stood so close
together, that the tiny buttons decorating her bodice were
intricately carved mother-of-pearl. Apparently they served no
purpose except for decoration.

He focused on the buttons, carefully averting
his gaze from the swell of her breasts, just visible at the
extravagant neckline of her gown. The buttons were unlike any he
had seen before, carved in the shape of roses, just as the scent of
her that wafted up to him was of roses. Expensive. Frivolous. Like
the woman before him.

He saw her glance sweep the room again. No
doubt searching for a glimpse of Freddie. Who would, he realized at
that very moment, be jealous if he caught sight of R.J. with Juliet
in a dark alcove.

Abruptly, he had had enough of being a pawn
in a misbegotten game of hearts. "I think we should rejoin your
sisters, Miss Fenster. I have told you all that I intend to. I am
of no more use to you." He knew he should not be so blunt, but he
could not help himself. There was something about her careless air
that made him want to rein her in before she hurt someone
badly.

She did not argue, but took his arm with a
feather light touch. "Really, must you be so unpleasant, Mr.
Hopkins?"

He was tempted to shake some sense into her.
For all that she had changed in her manner to him, his words of
warning did not seem to have penetrated deeply. She still had not
realized she would be better off to give up any foolish quest to
assuage her wounded pride. At the very least, she was likely to
embarrass herself.

"I cannot bring myself to believe you want to
shame your family. I assume you have not thought of the
consequences of your actions." He could not imagine the duke would
be pleased if she did publicly corner Freddie. "I wish to make
myself absolutely clear so that I can have no blame in this matter.
I will be of no use to you in winning Pendrake back."

To his surprise, Miss Fenster blushed
slightly as they moved away from the shelter of the alcove.
Unfortunately, her discomfort was quickly overtaken by pique as she
said in a low voice, "I assure you, I never thought of you as
likely to be of any use at all. After all, you are an
American."

He stopped her once again. "Miss Fenster. I
have known Freddie well for years. He has made his decision, and
you would do well to accept it and forget him."

"How can you profess to know him well when
you live — "

He did not want to get distracted into more
conversation, so he took her arm and began to move again as he
interrupted her to say, "He spent months every year visiting his
sister in Boston."

"Oh, yes, his elder sister. I had heard — "
She stopped herself. "But then, as I said, Mr. Hopkins, I do not
gossip." Changing her tone to one of bland neutrality, she
continued, "I am glad to hear that you did not have to come to
London knowing no one."

"I am most fortunate." As if it would have
been possible to enter society without the entree of someone
powerful. She was glib with the expected polite fiction that he was
accepted for anything more than his fortune.

For a moment he slowed, wondering if she was
offering him an insult. No one in this room would deign to speak to
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