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Chapter One
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Of course I didn’t know who he was the first time I saw him. Nor did I really care who he was—not at first. It was only three weeks after I’d buried my grandfather. My cousin Peter, who had miraculously survived Waterloo unscathed, except for his soul, he wrote me, had been unable to come home from Paris until the French, who, he always said, lived in a constant state of overwrought emotion, had accepted Louis XVIII, their rightful, albeit idiot, of a king.

At the moment, unlike the French, I didn’t feel much of anything.

Until I saw him.

I was in the park walking George—my Dandie Dinmont terrier, whom some people believed to be ugly as a devil’s familiar on a bad day—oblivious of all the beautifully dressed people driving around in their landaus, riding their prime horseflesh, or simply walking, as I was. George and I were both silent, George out of habit, as there had been little else but silence since Grandfather had died. He was silent even when I picked up a small tree branch and threw it a good twenty feet away for him to fetch, an activity that usually sent him barking hysterically, leaping and bounding about until he clamped his jaws around the wild prey he’d captured and wrestled it to the ground. He was silent in his chase. He managed to get the branch, but it was at a cost.

The man beat him to it, picking up the branch, eyeing George, then giving my dog a blinding smile even as he threw it a good thirty feet. He stood there, hands on hips, watching George, again silent, run so fast his runty legs were a blur. Instead of bringing his beloved mistress—namely me—the branch, George trotted back to the man, tail high and wagging as steady as a metronome, and deposited the branch at his booted feet.

“George,” I said, too loudly, “come away now. You know that you are the king of dogs. You have the silkiest topknot in creation. God looks down upon you daily and is very pleased. Come along. I don’t want anyone to steal you.”

“It’s true he is a magnificent animal,” the man called out, and I knew sarcasm when it punched me in the nose. “Yes, he is blessed with an amazing presence, but I swear I am not thinking of his abduction for a possible ransom. You know, though, there may be some people, dolts naturally, who just might say that with all that mustard and red hair, someone would steal him in order to blind an enemy.”

“He doesn’t have mustard and red hair. Mustard on a dog is ridiculous. It’s more a fawn and a lovely reddish-brown sort of color.” I walked to where the man stood with my terrier. I thought George’s colors, particularly the fawn, even though one could perhaps call it, unkindly, sickly yellow, was splendid. At least there wasn’t all that much of it, since George wasn’t even twelve inches high and weighed only a bit over a stone. I frowned as I looked at him. His coat, a crispy mixture of both hard and soft hairs, needed a good brushing. I hadn’t groomed him for nearly a week. I’d been sunk too deep inside myself. I felt guilty for ignoring him.

As for George, the little traitor looked besotted. I came down on my knees and patted his large domed head, peeled back his silky hair, and looked him straight in his very large and intelligent eyes. “Listen to me, you miniature ingrate. I’m the one who feeds you, who walks you, who puts up with your snoring when you’ve eaten too much of Cook’s rabbit stew at night. I am going to walk away now, and I want you to come with me. Do you understand, George?”

George cocked his head at me, then turned to the man who had come down on his knees beside me, his damned eyes all fluid and adoring. The man said, as he tried for a disarming shrug, “Try not to be upset. You see, animals adore me. I was born with this gift, a sort of power, if you will. If I’m not careful, when I merely go for a walk on Bond Street all the frivolous little dogs the grand ladies are carrying about leap from their arms and chase after me. Dogs all over Piccadilly hunt me down. I try to ignore them. I always return them to their owners, but it just doesn’t stop. What am I to do?”

Humor, I thought, something that hadn’t been in my life for more weeks than I could now easily remember, hit me between the eyes. I smiled, unable not to. He smiled back at me, a beautiful white-toothed smile, took my hand, and helped me to my feet. He was big, too big, and too tall. Most of all, he was too young. He wasn’t just there—he overwhelmed. Immediately I took a step back, then another.

“George,” I said, growing more uncomfortable by the minute, “it’s time to see what Mrs. Dooley has made for our lunch. You know that on Tuesdays, she does something very special with bacon for you. Yes, bacon, fried down to its core, cooked so stiff you can bang it on the floor several times before it crumbles. Come along, now. You will ignore this gentleman. He may be nice to you here, where there’s an audience who can see how talented he is with you, but he doesn’t want you to catch his coattails in your teeth and pursue him home. Come along.”

I turned then and walked away, praying that George wouldn’t stay with the man, wagging his tail and cocking his very homely large head in that cute way he had, his ears at half-mast, that clearly said, “Do you really think she has bacon for my dinner?”

“Wait,” the man called after me, coming after me, his hand raised. “I don’t know who you are.” But I didn’t wait. I didn’t want him to know my name. Besides, why would he care? Didn’t he see that I was wearing deep mourning? Didn’t he know that being three feet away from him was too close? I even quickened my step. He was big and tall, and he was too young, too strong. No, I thought, he couldn’t do anything here, in the middle of the park, with all these people about. I merely shook my head, but didn’t turn around. I nearly shouted with relief when I looked down to see George trotting beside me, his tongue lolling, carrying that branch in his mouth, his topknot flopping up and down. I did turn once I reached the corner.

The man wasn’t there.

Well, what did I expect? That he would unfold a pair of wings and fly after me? Snatch up both me and George and haul us off to a derelict old castle? No, he wasn’t a monster, he wasn’t bent on no good, but he was a man, I thought, too young, and too sure of himself. He was capable of things I couldn’t bear to think about. But he’d made me laugh. Imagine.

We went home, George to eat not bacon, but rabbit stew for dinner and snore all night, and I to read some soul-wrenching poetry by Coleridge—
The death-fires danced at night—and wonder if he had written that line inside a cloud of opium.

I forgot the man.

 

The second time I saw him, I didn’t know who he was then either.

I was still swathed in black, and this time I even wore a black veil that half covered my face. When I came out of Hookham’s bookshop, he was just standing there holding an open umbrella, for it had begun to drizzle. He wore a smile on his tanned face, aimed at me.

I stopped in my tracks. I wanted to ask him what in heaven’s name he was doing here, beaming that brilliant smile at me, but what came out of my mouth was “How can you be so tanned when there hasn’t been a hint of sun in over two days?”

The smile smoothed out, but it was still there, lurking, waiting to become a laugh. I knew it. “At least this time you’ve looked at my face, something you refused to do that first day we met in the park. I have some Spanish blood in me, something my father abhorred, but he fell in love with my mother, Isabella Maria, you see, and so I was born. I wonder what he would think of me now, so unlike a pure-blooded Englishman, all pale and pink-cheeked, were he still alive.”

“Well, that does explain it,” I said, nodded to him, and added, “Good day,” and walked away. I wasn’t really surprised when the rain suddenly came down thick and hard, because, after all, it was England. What I hadn’t realized was that he was just behind me, the umbrella now held over my head.

Well, no hope for it. I turned again to face him. “Thank you for keeping me dry. What are you doing here?”

“I saw you buying a book inside. It’s raining. You don’t have an umbrella. I plan to protect you from the harsh elements, see you to wherever you wish to go, and thus earn your undying gratitude.”

“Excuse me,” I said, looking up at that iron-gray sky. “Harsh elements? Are you mad? This is England.”

And he threw back his head and laughed. He’d laughed at what I’d said. I tried to frown at him. He took a step closer, but I wasn’t worried. There were at least a dozen people either hurrying through the rain or setting their umbrellas over their heads.

“Where may I escort you, Miss—?”

I prepared to walk away again. He lightly touched his hand to my arm. I stopped dead, didn’t move, just stood there, waiting to see what he’d do.

“Very well,” he said slowly, eyeing me, and I knew he wanted to pull the veil off my face and stare me hard in the eyes. But, of course, he couldn’t. He said, “I had hoped that George would prove a suitable chaperon and acquaintance to vouch for me that first time in the park. But he wasn’t then, and he isn’t, unfortunately, here now. If not a dog, then I must find a human acquaintance to introduce us properly. You are obviously a lady of rigid social code. Do you see anyone you know and trust walking by who would perhaps pause to introduce us properly?”

The urge to laugh was strong, too strong. It was wrong to want to laugh now, very wrong. Grandfather had been dead only a month. No, no laughter.

I stared at his beautifully fashioned cravat, then worked my way up to his chin. He had a dimple in that stubborn-looking chin of his, and he was still smiling down at me, all white teeth and good humor. Since the rain was coming down at a fine clip now, I didn’t step away from him. I didn’t trust him an inch, nor that winsome smile of his, but I wasn’t stupid. I didn’t want to get soaked. “What do you want?”

“I want to know who you are so that I may meet your parents and all your siblings and the rest of your pets, and assure them that I’m not some devil-may-care rogue bent on ravishing their fair relative. I’d like take you for an ice at Gunthers. I’d like to take you riding. I’d like to make you laugh again.”

All that, I thought, and knew it was impossible. “I have only one sibling—actually he’s my cousin—and he’s in Paris. He would shoot your head off if he saw you bothering me like this.”

The man stopped smiling. “You mean bothering you as in keeping you from getting soaked down to your lovely slippers?”

“Well, not exactly.”

“That’s a beginning. Now, you’re in mourning, deep mourning. Does that mean that everyone you chance to meet must be long in the mouth and sigh and prepare to hand you a handkerchief?”

He was hard with muscle, just like Peter. I recognized that even though he was dressed elegantly in riding clothes, which meant, of course, tight buckskins, a frilled white shirt, a jacket no man could get into without a lot of help, and highly polished black boots that came to his knees. A fine figure of a man, my grandfather would have said. “I don’t want a handkerchief from you. As for you being long in the mouth, I don’t think you have it in you. Your mouth is too busy laughing.”

“Thank you.”

“I hadn’t really meant that as a compliment, it simply came out that way, by accident.”

“I know.”

“I am merely going about my business, not whining or begging for sympathy, or quivering my lips, and you just turn up like—”

“Please don’t make me a bad penny.”

“Very well. You just turn up like mad Uncle Albert, whom we keep locked in the third-floor attic, but who periodically bribes the tweeney and escapes.”

He laughed. He had a wonderful laugh, full and rich and heady. I hadn’t heard a laugh like that in far too long, truth be told. Not since the first time I saw him in the park. Had I inadvertently been funny? I hadn’t meant to be. Truly, there wasn’t any more humor in my life. When I had thrown the first clods of earth on Grandfather’s grave, I decided that twenty-one years of smiles and laughter were enough to grant any human being—more than enough. Grandfather had been in my life since I was ten, when my mother had died, my father had left the country, and Peter was at Eton. And Grandfather had loved to laugh. To my utter embarrassment, tears leaked out of my eyes and slid down my face.

They stuck to the wretched net veil. I pulled the veil back and wiped the back of my hand over my eyes. The tears kept coming. It was humiliating.

“I’m sorry,” the man said. “Very sorry. Whom did you lose?”

“My grandfather.”

“I lost mine five years ago. It was difficult. Actually, though, to be honest about it, it is my grandmother I miss the most of all of them. She loved me more than the sunsets in Ireland, she’d tell me. She was from Galway, you know, where she said the sunsets were the most beautiful in the world. Then, she said, she loved my grandfather so much, she willingly said good-bye to the sunsets, married him, and came to England. I never heard of her speak of the sunsets in Yorkshire.”

For a moment I thought he was going to cry. I didn’t want him to be nice, perhaps even to have an inkling about what I was feeling. I wanted him to be a man, and act like a man. That way I would know what he was without having to bother with his name. My tears dried up.

Then he offered me his left hand, since his right hand was still holding the umbrella over both of us. It was raining so hard it was as if we were enclosed in a small gray world, completely alone. I didn’t like that, but I did like the umbrella. I wasn’t even damp.

“No,” I said, looking at his hand, which didn’t even have a glove on it. Like his face, that hand was tanned. I wasn’t about to touch that hand. It was large, the fingers blunt and strong. “No,” I said again. “I don’t want to meet you. I live with my companion, Miss Crislock, and we have no visitors, since we’re in mourning.”

“How long do you anticipate this blacking out of life?”

“Blacking out of life? I’m doing no such thing. I loved my grandfather. I miss him. I am respecting his memory. Also, truth be told, I am rather angry at him for dying and leaving me here alone, to go on without him, to have no one anymore for me. He shouldn’t have died and left me. He was old, but he wasn’t ill. Everything was fine until he went riding and his horse slipped in a patch of mud. He shot off his horse’s back, hit his head against an oak tree, and fell unconscious. He never woke up. I protected him from the doctor, who wanted to bleed him every day, the idiot. I pleaded with Grandfather, I promised to let him eat all of Cook’s apple tarts he wanted, I begged him not to leave me, to open his eyes and smile at me—even curse at me, something he enjoyed as much as laughter—but he didn’t. I don’t wish to be reminded just yet that life simply goes swimmingly on its way despite the fact that I have lost the single most important person in my life through an idiotic accident, and no one else cares.”

“How can someone care if he can’t even find out your name?”

“Good day, sir.”

This time he didn’t follow me. I was soaked within seconds. The veil stuck to my face like a second skin, and itched like sticking plaster.
 Blacking out of life. What a ridiculous thing to say.

And cruel. He’d said it because I’d refused to tell him who I was. Men were hurtful. They thought only of themselves; the important things to them were those things that only they wanted and desired.

My grandfather had died. I was grieving. Who would not with a grandfather like him? I was not blacking out my life.

 

The third time I saw him I still had no idea who he was. He was speaking with a friend of my grandfather’s, Theodore, Lord Anston, a gentleman who still covered his bald head with a thick curling coal-black wig, wore knee breeches everywhere—and not just to Almack’s on Wednesday nights. He rode with his hounds in Hyde Park, chasing not foxes, but pretty ladies and their maids. My grandfather had once told me, laughing softly behind his hand, that Theo had even worn black satin knee breeches to a mill held out on Hounslow Heath. One of the fighters had been so startled at the sight that he’d dropped his hands for a moment and stared. His opponent had knocked him flat.

Lord Anston grinned to display his own surprisingly perfect teeth, patted the man’s shoulder, and thwacked his lion-headed cane on the flagstone. He was wearing black satin shoes with large silver buckles. He strolled, I thought, very gracefully for a man walking two inches off the ground.

If I’d moved more quickly, the man wouldn’t have seen me, but I was looking at those shoes of Lord Anston’s, wondering how they’d look on me; then I stared at a mud puddle not three feet away, mesmerized, because I knew he was going to step into it, and thus I didn’t move in time. He was on me in the next two seconds, smiling that white-toothed smile of his as he said, “What? No George? Poor fellow, he’ll grow fat with lack of exercise.”

“George suffers from an ague right now. He’s improving, but it is still too soon to bring him out into the elements.” There weren’t really any elements to speak of, it being a bright sunny day, but the man merely nodded. He said, as would a wise man pontificating, “The ague is always a tricky business. I would keep George close until he’s able to stick his tail up straight and lick your hand at the same time.”

I smiled, damn him, seeing George and that flagpole tail of his at breakfast, wagging wildly when Mrs. Dooley had hand-fed him a good dozen salmon balls, all small and hand-rolled.

“I’ve got you now,” he said, and I took a step back before I realized it wasn’t at all necessary. He cocked his head to one side, in question, but I wasn’t about to tell him that I didn’t trust him or any other man any further than I could spit in that mud puddle some three feet away from me.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said finally, and he was frowning, perplexed, his head still cocked. “What I meant was if a man can make a woman laugh, she’s his.”

I was shaking my head when he added, smiling again now, “That was a jest, but not really. Lord Anston told me who you were. I told him not to scare you off by calling out to you. And he said, ‘Eh, what, John? Scare off that Jameson girl? Ha! Not a scared bone in that melodious little body of hers. She sings, you know, which makes for a melodious throat. Perhaps the melodiousness extends to the rest of her, but I don’t really know anything else about her body. Maybe it’s sweet, who knows?’ Yes, that’s exactly what Lord Anston said. He also said he’d known you since you were puking up milk on his shirt collar.”

“It’s possible,” I said. “But I don’t remember doing that. Lord Anston was a lifelong friend of my grandfather’s. I play the pianoforte much better than I sing. My fingers are melodious, not my throat.”

“He told me who you were. I must admit that it surprised me. How small the world shows itself sometimes. You’re Peter Wilton’s cousin. I’ve known Peter since we were boys at Eton. You’re Andrea. Peter has spoken of you countless times.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not Andrea. You’ve made a dreadful, yet perfectly understandable, mistake. Mistakes happen. You will not dwell upon it. You will forget it by tomorrow. Good-bye. I wish you a good day.”

I looked back when I reached the corner. He was standing there, just looking after me, his head still cocked in question. He raised his hand to me, then slowly lowered his arm and turned away.

It was the third time I’d seen him, and I still didn’t know who he was. Just his first name:
 John. A common, ordinary name, but I knew he wasn’t either of those things.

Knowing his first name was fine. I wouldn’t ever know anything more about him. I knew to the soles of my slippers that he was dangerous.

Any man who wore laughter like a well-loved shirt was dangerous.






Chapter Two
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I was lying on one of Grandfather’s beautiful Axminster carpets, my feet propped up on his big leather chair, reading about my hero, Lord Nelson. If only I had been aboard the
 Victory with him, to guard his back, I know that he would still be alive today. At least he had known he’d won the battle before he died. Now he was only a beloved memory, a part of history, a hero for the ages and the pages of books. But I’d wager anytime that he’d rather be here, with me, telling me his adventures, particularly the amorous ones involving Mrs. Hamilton. Ah, what wickedness, Grandfather would say. Not that I approved, but that was the way things were. I’d learned that at a very young age. It was infuriating, and it was despicable, but it was the way things were.

“A man’s man he was,” Grandfather had told me more times than I could remember. “He didn’t cater to incompetence, deplored the madness of the king, fought the ministry to get enough money, ships, and men to fight those damnable French, and he remained true to his country. I knew him well. I will never know another man with more guts and courage.”

And, sometimes, when Grandfather was feeling a bit of the devil’s encouragement, he would tell me how Lady Hamilton had wanted him, not Lord Nelson, but Grandfather had been married, more’s the pity, and so she’d had to accept Lord Nelson. “He was short, you know, Andy. Dreadfully short, but he made up for it with brains. Sometimes his brains didn’t help him, though. He couldn’t seem to figure out how to keep the ladies happy, despite all those brains he had. Not to say that ladies are stupid—they’re not. Just look at your grandmother; now, there was a lady who kept me at half-mast, her tongue and her brain worked so well together. Well-oiled, both tongue and brain.

“No, what I mean is that Lord Nelson was always coming up with excellent new strategies, and never one of them involved how to make a lady happy.”

I wanted to ask him where he got that precious theory. I wanted to tell him that men only wanted to make themselves happy. Once they had a woman in their power, why would they care?

“Andy, where the devil are you?”

I looked up at my cousin, Peter.

“Peter.” I had to look a long way up to get to his face. “Goodness, you’re in Paris. But now you’re not. You’re here.”

“And you’re lying there on the floor with your feet up and a book pressed to your nose. I’ve pictured you in my mind that way more times than you can imagine.”

I leapt from the floor and hurled myself at him. Luckily for me, he did raise his arms in time to catch me. I kissed his face thoroughly, even his earlobes. “You’re home,” I said in his ear and kept kissing him and hugging him.

He was laughing as he hugged me back. Finally, he set me on my feet and held me back from him. “You’re looking well,” he said at last, and I knew a lie when I heard it. I looked white and thin and had eyes that were so shadowed they could scare children away from the door on a sunny day.

I kept rubbing my hands up and down his arms, wanting to reassure myself that he was really here, with me. “Why are you here? I didn’t expect you. Oh, goodness, is something wrong?”

Peter dropped his arms. “I won’t be here long,” he said over his shoulder as he walked to the sideboard and poured himself a brandy. “I must return to Paris soon.” He held up the decanter, and I nodded. He poured me a bit in one of grandmother’s magnificent crystal snifters.

We clicked our glasses together and drank. I realized then that he was angry. How very odd to see his movements so measured, to see how he was holding himself in. I stepped back and waited. I hadn’t seen him for six months. He hadn’t changed, save he was perhaps more handsome now than when he’d left England the previous May to go to Brussels. I’d never prayed so often or so rigorously in my life as in those weeks before the fateful Battle of Waterloo. Peter was Grandfather’s heir, son of Rockford Wilton, who had died, his wife with him, when Peter had been only five years old. He’d been nominally raised in my parents’ household until Grandfather deemed Peter ready to go to Eton. I remember that Peter had been fond of my mother. I had no idea what he had thought of my father.

Peter reminded me of that man, John, a man I still didn’t know even if I had seen him on three different occasions.

That last time had been three months ago. Time had dragged. It was now in November, cold and damp, not a glimmer of sun to be seen for days at a time. I hated it. The air was thick with smoke from too many coal fires. White wasn’t the color to wear during a cold London autumn and winter.

I wanted to go to the country, where the air was clean and fresh, but Miss Crislock wasn’t well. I couldn’t very well demand that she travel for four days—at least not now.

Grandfather’s study was warm, the draperies drawn against the cold gray late afternoon. “Sit down, Peter,” I said at last, still drinking in the sight of him, “and tell me why you’re angry.”

“I’m not angry,” he said in an amazingly clipped, hard voice that could shatter the glass I was holding.

I realized then that Mrs. Pringe, my grandfather’s housekeeper for many years longer than I had been on this earth, was standing in the open doorway, watching us, one of her thick black eyebrows arched upward a good inch.

“I should like some tea, Mrs. Pringe,” I said, nodding to her. Mrs. Pringe was a large lady, larger than Grandfather had been, and she always wore heavy bombazine violet gowns. I could tell she didn’t want to leave, bless her. She’d known both of us forever. She wanted to know what was going on. She wanted to fix whatever was wrong. And she’d always scented when something was out of kilter. I, naturally, had a very good idea why Peter was here and why he was angry, but still, I figured I had the right of first hearing, without Mrs. Pringe hovering with pursed lips and patting hands.

But Peter just stood there, staring at me as if I were a soldier in his unit and I had sent my bayonet through a friend rather than a foe. Too handsome for his own good, Grandfather had always said. Too much hair, more than a young man needs or deserves, he would howl. There was no justice in life, none at all. Grandfather had lost most of his hair six months shy of his fortieth year.

Peter could have looked like an angel or a monster, it wouldn’t have mattered to me. I wasn’t afraid of Peter. I’d trusted him implicitly since I’d been three years old and he’d pulled me out of a sinking mud hole by a pond that was dragging me under. I had worshiped him ever since, much to his disgust and chagrin, since he’d been a strapping boy at Eton and had occasionally brought his friends home, only to have his little cousin staring up at him with naked adoration, her skinny arms held wide for him to pick her up.

“Tell me that it isn’t true,” he said at last.

“Is this why you came here? Is this why you’re angry?”

“Naturally. I knew nothing of this. I had to learn about it from Major Henchly, who read it in a letter from his wife. You didn’t even have the nerve to write me and tell me yourself what you planned to do. Tell me it’s a mistake, a bit of unappetizing gossip, nothing more. Tell me.”

“I’m twenty-one years old. I am my own woman. I don’t need anyone’s permission to do anything. You are not my guardian, Peter.”

“You’re wrong there. Not only am I the seventh Duke of Broughton, I am also your guardian. You may be a grown woman, but you’re still a woman and that means that as long as there is a male relative, it is his responsibility to see that you come to no harm.”

“We’re not talking about protecting me from harm here, Peter, we’re talking marriage, a simple, straightforward marriage.”

“Nothing in your life to date has been simple or straightforward. You have a Machiavellian mind, Andy. Grandfather always told me you did. He marveled at the way your mind worked, wrote me endlessly about how you would solve this puzzle, come up with three options for the resolution of another problem, and dance until dawn, all at the same time. He said you thirsted after conundrums.

“In my opinion, your mind is a woman’s mind, twisted and brilliant, all of it mixed together, and many times you don’t realize which one is which.”

“Have you just insulted me?”

“No. You’ll know it well enough when I insult you. Like now. Prepare yourself.” But he didn’t give me more than a second for any preparation. He shouted right in my face, “You’re an idiot, Andy, if this nonsense is true. A blithering idiot who needs to be locked away, something I might well consider.”

“You’re a man when it comes down to it,” I shouted back, and I heard my own deep anger, the miserable bitterness lacing through my words. “I wouldn’t be surprised at how low even you would stoop, if it pleased you.”

He backed up a step, reined himself in, and said more quietly, “I apologize for yelling at you. No, we are not going to leap for each other’s throats or say things that will do irreparable damage. I’m going to be calm about this. I am your senior by nearly six years. I am a man filled with reason, overflowing with common sense. I am now the Duke of Broughton. You are my responsibility now. I love you. But now it’s time for you to tell me the truth.”

I watched, holding my tongue, fascinated at the fury I saw building up in him. He drew in a deep breath, held it, then it burst out, and he shouted again at the top of his lungs, “What the devil has gotten into you, you damnable twit? And don’t try to sidetrack the issue, as you do so well. Tell me what the hell is in that twisted mind of yours.”

I took another sip of my brandy, still silent. That caught his attention. He frowned, then proceeded to sidetrack himself. “I gave it to you, damn me. You shouldn’t drink that stuff. Only men drink brandy. Grandfather gave you the taste for it. Curse
 him for not realizing you were just a thirteen-year-old girl when he gave you your first snifter. Damnation, speak to me, Andy, and don’t you dare tell me why you must needs drink brandy.”

“I’ve done what I deemed right and proper for me,” I said, and nothing more. I waited. There were usually after explosions, smaller outbursts, after the great initial one or two. But not this time. This time Peter pointed to a lovely brocade wing chair. “Sit and listen to me.”

I sat.

“I’ve come from Grandfather’s advocate, Craigsdale. I’d been putting it off. You are a very rich young lady, but you already know that, don’t you?”

“Yes. Very rich, that’s me.”

“I went to see Craigsdale before coming to see you because I needed time to think about all this. Naturally he brought it up, so I guess it’s the truth, even though I’m praying that you’ve broken it off. Don’t do it, Andy. Don’t.”

“I will do it,” I said. “I’m sorry that you disapprove, Peter, but when you peel things right down to the core of the apple, it’s my life, my choice, not yours, not anyone else’s. You may be my guardian, but you are not my jailer. I shall do what I believe is best for me. Do you think I am so stupid, so unthinking, that I would agree to something that could harm me?”

“Andrea,” Peter said, and his use of my full name nearly brought me to my knees. He hadn’t called me Andrea since I had been fifteen and crammed my mare over a fence too high for my abilities and nearly broke both my legs. He’d been furious, which at the time I hadn’t understood, since I was hurting so badly I wanted to die. But then I did understand, later. Now I was Andrea again. He was very upset with me.

He said, “I happen to know that the Earl of Devbridge is in his fifties, if not older, a widower, and has two nephews, one of whom is my age, who is his heir. In short, he is an old man, much too old a man to wed a girl who is barely twenty-one years old. Tell me that Henchly’s wife and Craigsdale are wrong. Tell me you have retracted this, or that it was all malicious gossip in the first place, or tell me you have come to your senses and sent the earl about his damned business.” He paused a moment, and eyed me. “Dammit, you’re white as my cravat. What the hell is wrong with you? You did it, didn’t you? Damnation, you’ve said you would marry this wretched old man.”

I had the horrible urge to beg his forgiveness in the face of his absolute disgust and disbelief, but I didn’t. I just sat there, watching my cousin, realizing fully now the depths of his shock, of his incredulity. But it wasn’t ridiculous. There were many spring-winter marriages, and no one said anything about those decisions. Surely Lawrence wasn’t beyond autumn in his years. He still had all his own teeth. He wasn’t stooped over or didn’t need to keep his foot swathed in covers and propped up on a stool because of the gout.

“I would have informed you,” I said. “I would have written you a letter. I didn’t intend for you to come to the ceremony, for it will be a very small one, and you didn’t come to Grandfather’s funeral, did you? And so why would you come to my wedding? Yes, I would have written to you tomorrow.”

He jumped up from the settee and paced the long narrow room. Then he came up to me, leaned over, and cupped my chin in his hand. He forced my face up. “Damn you, look at me.”

“I’m looking.”

“Yes, you are, but are you seeing? See me, Andy, see your cousin who loves you, who thinks of you as he would a beloved sister. All right, I’ve yelled enough. Yelling never does anything except to another man. With another man, yelling unplugs the sink and lets everything erupt, mainly curses to blue the air and a fist here or there, ending up with reasonable words.

“With women, it brings either tears or mutiny. But it doesn’t bring wisdom or reason. No, listen to me, now, as well as look at me. I won’t yell at you anymore. All I ask is that you tell me why you’ve agreed to marry a man who is nearly three times your age.”

What could I say that sounded logical and reasonable? That it was done all the time and what was his problem? No, that would make him froth at the mouth. He was still staring down at me, still holding my chin against his palm. I had to say something that would make sense to him. Instead, what came out of my mouth was “The earl isn’t that old.”

He cursed, let my chin go, and resumed his pacing. At the far end of the library, he called out, “You can’t be marrying him for social position, and certainly not for money. For God’s sake, you’re rich and you are the granddaughter of a duke. You can look as high as you wish for a husband, and that includes a man who still has his own teeth, has his feet planted firmly in this century and not in the last, a modicum of energy, some muscle, and a flat belly.” He paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “Oh, the devil. Listen, Andy, I know it has been difficult without Grandfather. And I wasn’t here to help you. But I had responsibilities, and you told me you understood. Ah, curse me. That doesn’t really say much of anything, does it? Look, I’m sorry I chose to remain in Paris rather than come back to London to be with you. I’m sorry. You’re not marrying this man because you’re punishing me, are you?”

Men, I thought, did they honestly believe that everything revolved around them? That all of a person’s decisions and actions had to, perforce, put them in the very center?

I felt tears sting my eyes. Grandfather had always been in the center of things, and I had never minded, never even thought about it. Dear God, how I missed him. The memories sometimes overwhelmed me. They did now, and I just couldn’t stem them. I knuckled away the ridiculous tears. Grandfather had disapproved of tears, actually hated them. I think now it was because my grandmother had cried very seldom, and when she did, it always brought him to his knees. If they were arguing, she could cry without saying a word, and he’d curse in a whisper, fold up, and unconditionally surrender.

“I’m sorry, love,” Peter said, coming down on his knees next to my chair. “I’m so sorry.” And he pulled me into his arms.

I laid my head on his shoulder. There weren’t any more tears, but the feel of him, the strong beat of his heart against my chest, the smell of him—musk and lemon—it was all so very familiar, so beloved, it all filled my memories with belonging, with acceptance, with unconditional love.

“Come, tell me about it,” he said as he lightly stroked his big hands over my back.

I stayed where I was, leaning into my cousin’s shoulder. I didn’t want to tell him anything. I just wanted to stay where I was, and have him be silent. Just hold me, I wanted to tell him. Don’t demand anything of me.

Of course he did. “Tell me, Andy. Tell me.”






Chapter Three
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There was no hope for it.

I said at last, my voice dry now because the tears had faded into the old pain, “When Grandfather died, I had no one to help me. Miss Crislock is a distant cousin, and she has been with me forever, but she always viewed Grandfather with a mixture of fear and anxiety. She had no wonderful memories of him like I did, just autocratic ones. I would say something to her about when he did this or that, and she would just stare at me and say, ‘now, now, my dear child.’ I suppose I just stopped talking since there was no one else.”

His big hands continued rubbing my back. “You could have written to me. You could have told me to get my selfish hind end home.”

“No, it was impossible. I did try to write to you, several times, but the words just wouldn’t come. I felt stupid and helpless. And very alone. Then I met this man, no, not met. I just happened to see him on three different occasions. He wanted to meet me, but I wouldn’t allow it. He found out from Lord Anston who I was. He said he knew you.”

“What is his name?”

“I don’t know. Well, his first name is John. He made me laugh, and he laughed at things that came out of my mouth. He was marvelous with George.”

“I know at least half a dozen Johns. No hint of a last name? Or anything about his family?”

I shook my head.

“All right, get on with it, Andy. It won’t get easier with waiting. Spill it.”

“All right. About two months ago, the earl came to the house. He told me that his father had been one of Grandfather’s dearest friends, that he himself had admired and respected Grandfather for nearly all his life. He was kind to me, always sincere and direct. He was never cloying or oozing that false sympathy that drives me to the brandy bottle.”

I paused a moment and smiled when I felt him chuckle. “He made me feel that he understood the sudden emptiness, the god-awful pain of it all. But he didn’t treat me like a helpless female in need of a man’s care.

“We talked of Grandfather, for even though Grandfather had been his father’s close friend and not his, still, he told me, he and Grandfather had been friends. He said that Grandfather had made his entry into the
 ton easier by sponsoring him at White’s and the Four Horsemen’s Club.”

Peter frowned. “I never heard Grandfather mention the Earl of Devbridge before, either the former or the current earl. The Devbridge family name is Lyndhurst. Lawrence Lyndhurst. I’ve heard his name mentioned in passing, but I’ve never met him, never heard talk of him. Doesn’t that seem rather strange to you, Andy?”

I nodded. “Yes, it did, and so I asked the earl why we had never met before. He said that after Grandfather married and retired to Yorkshire that he and Lawrence’s father had lost track of each other. Then Lawrence met Grandfather when he was a young man here in London.”

“It’s strange,” Peter said. He must have felt me tense because he patted my back. “It’s all right. We’ll work this all out. Tell me more.”

“He asked me to marry him three weeks ago. Listen, Peter, I’m not right out of the schoolroom. I’m twenty-one years old, a woman grown. I’ve given this a lot of thought. Grandfather believed I had a good brain. Please, you must try to understand. I’m not being silly or flighty or pathetic, none of those things. I’ve given it a great deal of thought. I know that Lawrence can offer me the kind of life I want and need.”

Peter pulled away from me. He rose, towering over me, a method of intimidation I’d learned that men used whenever they were losing ground, particularly to a woman. “That is no answer,” he said. “Dammit, Andy, what do you want and need—another grandfather?”

I jumped to my feet, then climbed up onto Grandfather’s leather chair. It made me at least a foot taller than Peter. “That was uncalled for,” I said, leaning toward him, my nose nearly touching his. “What do you know of my wants and needs? You only see me as the little twit who worships you, but you don’t know me as a person, Peter, as a woman, a grown woman.”

“That’s absurd, and you know it.”

“Ha,” I said. “You’re a man. You’re free. You decided you wanted to fight Napoleon. Even as Grandfather’s heir, you hared off, putting yourself in harm’s way, not worrying that anyone would criticize you or condemn you for pleasing yourself.

“Can you even begin to imagine what would happen to me if I decided that I wanted to travel, say, with just a companion? Goodness, I would be locked away in Bedlam or utterly condemned by friends and foes alike. It isn’t fair. Just look at you. You’re appalled that I could even say such a thing, much less want it.” I stopped and sucked in a deep breath.

This was going nowhere. I said, “Forgive me, I’ve let fly things that don’t rightfully belong in this conversation. Wipe that repelled look off your face. No, don’t say anything. I’m talking right now.”

But he just couldn’t help himself. He shouted, “What do you want? To be like that Stanhope woman and not bathe for months at a time and share your meals with desert rodents and evil-smelling Bedouins? That’s bloody idiocy, and well you know it.”

I stepped down from the chair and walked away from him. When I turned, we stared at each other across the room. It was a long silence. I said finally, “Well, then, since I’m not going to eat my breakfast with the villains in the desert, then it would appear that I am in full agreement with you. I will marry, just as I’m expected to. I will be a wife, just as I’m expected to be. I will oversee a household, a responsibility that seems to be attached to women alone. No idiocy at all. Nothing at all to be disapproved by society.

“So, Peter, the only problem seems to be in years. You believe the earl is too old for me, and I wouldn’t care if he were a hundred.”

“Why?”

“Why what? That I don’t care about his age?”

“Yes.”

“His years are irrelevant to me. As I told you, he is kind. He offers me what I want. I expect no more because there isn’t any more. All there is, and I know this all too well, is a good deal less. I will take the earl as my husband and count myself pleased at my bargain.”

“Are you telling me that you have fallen in love with this man?”

“No, certainly not. There is no such thing. There are other things, certainly, but with luck and a modicum of honor on his part, I will never have to deal with them.”

He walked to the bowed windows, pulled back one of the draperies, and looked out onto the park across the road. He said finally in a meditative voice, as if he were speaking to himself, “Devbridge, from what Craigsdale said, is a rich man. Thus, I don’t have to worry that he is in need of your fortune.”

“No, he doesn’t even require a dowry.”

“Very well. You don’t love him. He gives you what you say you need and want. Thus, I am forced to conclude what I originally said—you, Andy, need and want another aged mentor. Can it be that the earl in any way resembles our martinet of a grandpapa? Do you really see him as a substitute?”

“Ah, that was quite low, Peter, but I am not going to shout at you. You’re just trying to shake me, rile me, make me say things that I don’t want to say. Are you quite through now?”

“In your long line of things you were doing, you said marriage, wife, housekeeper. However, you said nothing about presenting the earl with an heir. As I told you, he has a nephew who is currently his heir. That is not the same thing as having your own son as your heir. Doesn’t he want to breed one off you, his new, ripe, not to mention very young and quite appetizing, bride?”

It was out of my mouth before I could bite down on those damnable words. “No, there will be none of that, do you hear me? None. Ever.”

He cocked his head at me. “Why? Is he too old to perform his husbandly duties? I thought a man had to be on his deathbed before he was incapable of taking a woman.”

“Shut up.” I shook my fist at him and shouted, “I won’t listen to this. You’re like all the others, aren’t you, Peter? Well, married to the earl I will not have to worry about my husband parading mistresses in front of my nose or bedding the servants. I shall be spared the humiliation of watching my husband indiscriminately spread his favors among all my friends. The earl swore to me that he would not touch me, that he didn’t want any children. He swore to me that he has a mistress nicely tucked away to see to his needs. She will never intrude on our life. He swore that he would never hurt me or humiliate me in any way.”

Peter looked at me for one long moment and whistled to himself. “I’ve often wondered how much you knew of your illustrious sire’s, ah, amorous exploits. I had hoped that your mother would have had the good sense and intelligence to keep her bitterness and disappointment to herself. But I see that she did not.”

“If you would know the truth of it, at the age of ten, I believe I knew more about men’s dishonor than any female child alive.” I looked at him and then added, no fury at all because I meant it, and it was clear and cold in my mind, “Had I been my mother, I would have killed him.”

“Perhaps you would,” he said slowly. “Still, you were only ten years old when she died. So young and yet you knew?”

“Yes, I knew. I can still hear my mother’s sobs, still see her white face when he told her of his other women.”

“That dratted woman,” Peter said, frowning down at the carpet. “I have always pitied her until this moment. After all, she took me in after my parents died, treated me quite well. But now, now I see that she was a selfish woman without an ounce of sense. She poured her misery into your ears, a little girl, not a wise or clever thing to do.”

“Don’t you dare talk about my mother like that. You don’t know, you cannot know what she suffered. You were away at school most of the time. Well, I was there, all of the time. I saw what she suffered. My bastard of a father killed her. Don’t you know? She could bear no more humiliation, and—”

“And,” Peter finished for me, “she caught a chill and died only a week after reaching Grandfather. Ancient history, my dear, it has nothing to do with you or me. We can curse your father, even feel sorry for your mother, but they have been out of your life for more than ten years now. I repeat, their mistakes, their selfishness, all the tragedies, none of it has anything to do with you.”

“I really mean it, Peter, had I been my mother, I would not have run away. I would have taken up a pistol and I would have shot him, and I would have rejoiced when he lay dead at my feet.”

He didn’t leap on that, and I suppose I was grateful, until he said, “So you are marrying a man you won’t have to murder?”

“That is not bloody funny. My father deserved to die for what he did, for what he was, which was a philandering dishonorable bastard. And if you think I would ever take a chance of that happening to me, well, I would rather die first or die trying to take my vengeance on him.”

“Jesus,” Peter said very quietly. He walked to me and pulled me against him. He didn’t say anything for the longest time, just held me. Finally, he said quietly, right next to my ear, “You cannot let your parents’ blunders ruin your life. You think to escape your mother’s humiliation by marrying a man too old to have desires, or unable. Yes, he has told you he has a mistress. Perhaps it is true. Perhaps he doesn’t even want you in his bed. I find that very hard to believe, however. What makes you think you can trust him? You are young enough to be his daughter. Why, my dear, why the hell does he want to marry you? Do you know? Has he told you why?”

“I believe,” I said, “that the earl much admires me, as our grandfather’s child. He is very fond of me. He enjoys my company. I amuse him. He enjoys pleasing me. He is lonely. He knows I will run his household to perfection. He knows he can count on me. He knows I will not interfere with his private comings and goings. He knows he can trust me. He knows I would never betray him, since I want none of that, ever.”

“And if he has lied to you? If he changes his mind and tells you he wants you in his bed?”

“I won’t do it. I have told him so. He will not cross that line. Unlike the tolerant attitude of most men when a woman is adamant about something, when I am resolute, he knows it. He believes me.”

Peter didn’t say anything for the longest time. He walked away from me. He stroked his chin, a habit of long-standing. “Oh, my God,” he said, turning back to me. “I wondered why you turned down young Viscount Barresford, an excellent man and sincerely attached to you. And Oliver Trever—another very nice man who worshiped you—you went driving with him once, Grandfather told me, then you refused to see him again.

“You believe to avoid all unhappiness by running from life? By shackling yourself to an old man who swears he won’t touch you as a man touches a woman?”


Blacking out of life, that was what John had said. I shook my head. I was silent, there was nothing more to be said, but Peter didn’t realize that. “Andy, listen to me. Not all men are like your father. I never heard that my father was unfaithful to my mother. Believe me, Andy, I am not like your father. When I take a wife, I will be faithful to her. Many more men are like me rather than like your father.”

Silence lay deeply between us.

He shook his head, and there was such sadness in his voice I wanted to cry. “No, I can see that you refuse to believe that.”

I said, then, for there was nothing else to say to reconcile him, “The wedding is Tuesday next. We leave immediately for Devbridge Manor. You are, of course, welcome to come if you wish.”

“This is dreadfully wrong, Andy,” he said, “and it breaks my heart.”

I did not reply, for my throat was choked with tears.

I heard him stride quickly from the library, the doors banging behind him. Through the windows I saw Williams, the groom, bringing around Peter’s horse, Champion. He swung a leg over the saddle and was gone.

I curled up in the window seat and stared out at the gathering fog. Peter’s final words rang in my head. “This is dreadfully wrong, Andy.”
 Dreadfully wrong.

Was he right? Was I escaping life, afraid of repeating my parents’ failure? Was I blacking out life? I dashed my hand across my eyes, trying to rub away the tears. And he had said that it broke his heart. But men didn’t have hearts that broke, even Peter, though I had little doubt that he believed what he had said. I had no doubt either that he did truly love me. But he hadn’t come home when Grandfather had died because he’d had other, more important things to do. And no one had thought very much of it. No one blamed him—no one except me.

No, men took and took and did just as they pleased. They were to be tolerated, perhaps even loved, but never trusted. Even cousins who were so close they were like brothers, and you loved them and they loved you. I would never find myself with child and thus dependent upon a husband.

Grandfather had been different. I prayed that my future husband would be as well.

There was a light tap on the door. Skinny Lord Thorpe, a name Peter had given Thorpe the butler ten years earlier, entered the library, stood straight and proud as any aristocrat in front of me, and announced the arrival of the Earl of Devbridge. I blinked in rapid succession to make the tears recede. Rising from the window seat, I quickly
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