


Chapter 1









Four years later



An excerpt from The Morning Post, 

April 22, 1783

The buzz of the past few days amongst the ton has been the challenge that the Earl of Gryffyn has offered to the Duke of Villiers. It seems that the Earl has stolen away the Duke’s betrothed. We cannot comment on the veracity of this report, but we would note that duelling has been strictly prohibited by our gracious Sovereign . . . 





Town­house of the Duke and Duchess of Beaumont

A morning party in celebration of the Earl of Gryffyn’s victory in a duel



“Her Grace the Duchess of Fletcher,” the butler announced with a magnificent bellow. When he said nothing about the Duke, Poppy looked behind her . . . but Fletch was gone. He had drifted away to some other part of Beaumont ­House without bothering to be announced. Or to inform her of his intentions.

She could feel her smile turning rigid as she edged down the three marble steps into the ballroom. Panniers made it difficult enough to negotiate doorways and stairs, but this morning her French maid had outdone herself. A veritable cascade of frills, curls and bows towered over Poppy’s head, the ­whole of it draped with strings of small ­pear-­shaped pearls. Walking was challenging; stairs ­were truly dangerous.

Not that it wasn’t worth it. She was fiercely determined to achieve an elegance to match her husband’s. Fletch and his costumes ­were the toast of London; she would never allow it to be said that his duchess shamed him. She didn’t want anyone to be sorry for her. Ever.

Naturally Fletch hadn’t said a word about her costume in the carriage, though he must have realized that her gown was new. Perhaps he thought its embroidery (in shades of gold and pearl) was too formal for a morning occasion. Poppy took a deep breath. If she’d learned anything from her four years of marriage, it was that one cannot guess what a man is thinking.

She revised that thought. Certain male thoughts ­were crystal clear.

“Duchess,” came a deep voice at her ear. “May I escort you to the other side of the ballroom, where there is less of a crush? My dear wife is to be found there.”

“Thank you so much,” Poppy said to her host, curtsying just deeply enough to acknowledge his rank without unbalancing her hair. The Duke of Beaumont was attired in a simple coat of dark green velvet with ­turned-­back cuffs of sage green. Of course, men rarely dressed as formally as women. She placed her hand lightly on his arm and they strolled through the ballroom, nodding at acquaintances. “I hadn’t thought to see you this morning,” Poppy said, before she realized that was rather impolite.

The ­duke – a consummate politician known jointly for his disdain for infamy and his infamous duchess, ­Jemma – gave a rueful smile. “Undoubtedly this party will be the scandal of the week, since it is held to celebrate a duel. To be quite truthful, in the normal run of events I would avoid this par­tic­u­lar gathering. But as it is my own duchess who is holding the party, and in my own ­house, more commotion would result if I did not attend.”

Poppy felt a rush of sympathy for the poor duke. He was one of the most important men in the ­House of Lords, a man whose conviction, eloquence and power ­were known all over En­gland. The last thing he needed in his life was scandal. And though she dearly loved Jemma from their days together in Paris, she had to admit that ­gossip-­mongers adored the Duchess of Beaumont for good reason; everything Jemma did seemed to cause a sensation. It must be difficult to be married to her.

Almost as difficult as being married to Fletch.

She froze for a second. “Are you fatigued, Duchess?” Beaumont asked, pausing. “Would you prefer to sit down?”

“Oh no,” she said, pushing thoughts about her marriage away. “I am so looking forward to seeing Jemma. I ­haven’t seen her since before I married, when we both lived in Paris. She must be happy to find that her brother won the duel.”

“Naturally we are all relieved that the occasion ended without undue bloodshed,” Beaumont said evenly, his voice showing how much he disliked the idea of celebrating his ­brother-­in-­law’s illegal foray into duelling. “And ­here is the duchess herself.”

He bowed, and left. Jemma looked even more elegant than she had four years ago in Paris. Though she was wearing panniers too, her skirts ­weren’t stiff like Poppy’s but soft and flowing. And whereas Poppy’s hair was curled into rigid little snail shells, Jemma’s hair was shaped into soft curls, so lightly powdered that its natural gold colour shone through. Her beauty had deepened; the sensual air that Poppy remembered was even more pronounced.

“Jemma,” Poppy exclaimed. “How lovely you look!”

Jemma turned and gave a little shriek of welcome. “It’s Poppy!” she cried, snatching her into a hug. Then she backed away and narrowed her eyes. “What has happened to the little ma­de­moi­selle I knew so well in Paris? You are exquisite! You put us all to shame. Look at us, three duchesses, and you are the only one who looks the part.”

Poppy had already realized that she had grotesquely miscalculated the formality of the party. No wonder Fletch had said nothing of her gown. She smiled apologetically at the lady standing beside Jemma. “Forgive me, madam, but I don’t think—”

“We’ve never met,” the lady said, dropping a curtsy. “Jemma is engaging in hyperbole. I am no duchess. My name is Lady Isidore Del’Fino.” Lady Isidore was wearing a gorgeous costume of soft ­rose-­coloured crêpe-­de-­chine. If Jemma was all sleek perfection, Lady Isidore looked like a ripe cherry, seductive and delicious. Poppy’s heart sank even deeper.

“Isidore, this is the Duchess of Fletcher. Isidore is almost a duchess,” Jemma said, giving Poppy’s arm another affectionate squeeze. “She married by proxy and is just waiting for her duke to return from his travels.”

“I might add that I’ve been waiting ten years,” Isidore said, with such a funny wrinkle of her nose that Poppy started laughing. “I’m very happy to meet you, Duchess,” she continued. “I’ve heard so much about your charitable endeavours.”

“Which I shall not be joining,” Jemma said. “I ought to make that clear to you now, darling, before I disappoint you. I’m no more charitable than I was when we knew each other in Paris. In fact, probably less so.”

“How can you be less so?” Isidore demanded. “I’ve been living in Italy for the past three years, but I paid many a visit to Jemma,” she explained to Poppy. “I ­can’t say that I ever saw her exert herself to sew a charitable seam.”

“I have my moments,” Jemma said. And then added: “I consider charity to gentlemen my par­tic­u­lar area of ­expertise.”

Her look was so mischievous that Poppy broke out laughing.

“It’s so strange to think of you being married, darling,” Jemma said. “You would hardly believe it, looking at her now, Isidore, but Poppy was the sweetest little poppet you ever saw. She used to wander around the French court with her eyes as round ­as—as plums.”

“While everyone laughed at me,” Poppy said to Isidore, snapping open her fan. “To call me naïve would have understated the truth. I was in a stupor of surprise most of the time.”

“They never laughed!” Jemma cried, loyally. “They ­were too riveted with jealousy to laugh. You see,” she told Isidore, “Poppy appeared in Paris with her mother and within a ­week – nay within the ­hour! – she snapped up the most eligible bachelor in the city, the Duke of Fletcher.”

“I have seen him!” Isidore said, giving Poppy a smile. “In Italy we call such a man bellissimo.”

Poppy gave her a tight smile. There was a limit to how many times a woman wanted to be complimented on her husband’s beauty. It always made Poppy feel like a ­bracket-­faced harpy who had managed a miracle.

“Poppy seduced Fletch straight from the arms of the Pa­ri­sian court. I don’t think the Duchess of Guise has yet forgiven you. She still mutters about En­glish fledglings.”

“Did you fall in love at first sight?” Isidore asked. “I would so like to do that, but it never seems to happen. Perhaps I could have fallen for your husband. Although,” she added, “I ­wouldn’t want you to think that I will look to your husband now.”

Jemma broke in. “Don’t be silly, Isidore. Poppy has Fletch at her feet. She’s not one to become ner­vous about your charms. You see,” she said, turning to Poppy, “Isidore’s rather awkward position—”

“In fact, I’m legally married though I ­haven’t seen my husband since I was in leading strings,” Isidore interrupted.

“ . . . means that she tends to make married ladies ner­vous.”

“I ­can’t even talk to a married man,” Isidore complained.

“You can certainly talk to mine if you wish,” Poppy offered.

“There! I told you, Isidore. The two of you should become dear friends. Fletch is hopelessly in love, and so Poppy ­wouldn’t blink even if you flirt with him. Isidore,” Jemma said, turning to Poppy, “does have a disconcerting habit of making gentlemen fall in love with her, though I assure you that she does no more than talk to them.”

“I promise not to flirt with your duke,” Isidore said, giving Jemma a blinding smile. “But we shall be friends. The truth is that I find the Duke of Fletcher almost troppo elegante for me. I am greatly taken by men of a rougher cast.”

“I know just what you mean,” Poppy said. “A pirate!”

“Everyone loves a pirate,” Jemma said sadly. “Sometimes it seems so cruel that I find myself married to a politician.”

“There are no pirates in En­glish society,” Isidore observed. “Still, I would resign myself to a man without piratical attitudes if he would lavishly adore me as your husband does you, Duchess.”

“Please call me Poppy.” And, desperate to change the subject: “I’m sure that your husband will lavishly adore you.”

“If he recognizes me,” Isidore said with a little hiccup of laughter.





Chapter 10









Two days later

April 24



The Duke of Villiers lay in bed. His shoulder burned in the spot where the rapier thrust had gone through, with an intensity unabated by cold compresses. “The brandy just makes it worse, dammit,” he said through clenched teeth.

It was mortifying to discover just how much he did not like pain. At the moment, for example, he was pretending to be lying down simply obeying the surgeon’s orders but in truth he wasn’t sure he could rise. It must be blood loss.

“Brandy kills infection, Your Grace,” his valet told him, as if he ­were some sort of idiot child.

“I’m not saying that it shouldn’t be done; I’m just saying that it increases ­the—the discomfort.” Surely men didn’t suffer pain. Anyway, this didn’t feel like pain. It felt like something of a much higher magnitude, like a ­red-­hot poker straight to the gut.

“More barley water, Your Grace?” Finchley asked.

Villiers narrowed his eyes and watched his valet sweep about the room. Finchley was the sort of valet who would have made a better duke than Villiers himself. Villiers knew it; Finchley knew it. Villiers had presence, arrogance and blood lines. Finchley had presence, arrogance, a ducal way of walking, a penchant for wigs and high heels, ­and – alas – no blood lines.

Finchley turned around and Villiers realized he had forgotten to answer. The odd thing was that Finchley’s face looked exactly like his old nanny’s. In fact, for a moment, he saw her broad disapproving face superimposed over Finchley’s ­long-­jawed one. He watched in fascination as Finchley’s and Nanny’s nose wavered and seemed to come together.

“Your Grace?”

“Finchley, do you have any relatives in Somerset?” Villiers said, narrowing his eyes again to try to bring Finchley’s noses down to one. ­Which – he was fairly ­certain—was the right number of noses for a face like Finchley’s.

“None whatsoever, Your Grace. Why do you ask?”

“You share a great deal with my childhood nanny,” Villiers muttered, not wanting to admit that what Finchley shared was a nose.

Finchley didn’t like the idea of sharing anything with a nanny; Villiers could see that. His back became even more erect, and his chin went further into the air. In short, he looked even more ducal, barring the fact that he still had two noses.

“I’d forgotten Nanny’s nose had that wart on it,” Villiers said, almost dreamily. “I loved her anyway, you know. Perhaps that’s why I’ve never married . . . do you think it was because I’ve not found a woman with a wart on her nose, Finchley? Do you suppose that’s the reason? If you, Finchley, ­were a lady with a wart on your nose, do you suppose I would marry you?”

Finchley’s mouth fell open for a heartbeat and then he said, “Your Grace, I shall summon the surgeon.”

“I would get that nose removed, if I ­were you,” Villiers said, squinting at him. “After all, you had a fine nose before. A ducal nose, really.”

“Yes, Your Grace. If Your Grace will excuse me . . .” He moved toward the door.

“Not yet,” Villiers said. “I’d like a glass, Finchley.”

“Your Grace?”

“A glass! Bring me that small mirror. I need to see how many noses I have.” That seemed to get Finchley moving. He thrust a small mirror into Villiers’s hand and left the room as if the bats of hell ­were after him. In fact, Finchley looked rather like a gargoyle, not a bat. It was the two noses, definitely.

For a moment Villiers was almost afraid to look in the mirror. Would he too have grown an extra nose?

But no. There he was . . . big nose and all. He felt it cautiously. There was only one. He still didn’t look like a duke. Dukes had pale complexions and long delicate features, like a superior kind of hunting dog. Or they ­were remarkably beautiful, like his old friend Elijah. But he’d grown practised over the past few years at not thinking about Elijah, otherwise known as the Duke of Beaumont, and so he dropped that thought immediately.

In contrast, Villiers looked like a stevedore. His hair was jet ­black – except where there ­were streaks of pure white. His hair would probably turn all white now. The shoulder didn’t seem to be burning quite as much. In fact, he felt a floating sensation, which was a pleasant change.

At least his eyebrows ­were still black. A woman had told him once that he had the eyes of a snake. By closing one eye, Villiers discovered that he could almost see what she meant. The one open eye was black as midnight. Peculiar, really.

He only had one nose, but he was a damned ugly specimen, anyway.

The door burst open as that hopeless fool of a surgeon, Banderspit, charged in, followed by Finchley. Finchley had lost a nose and looked entirely normal. Banderspit, on the other hand, was sprouting red feathers from the back of his head. It looked most peculiar.

“Your Grace,” Banderspit said, moving over to the bed and pawing at Villiers’s forehead in a distasteful way, “a fever is come upon you. We shall have to bleed you.”

“Too late,” Villiers said, laughing. “I was already bled. Fought a duel, didn’t I? And lost. Damn it!” He sat up. “I have to get to Beaumont ­House. It’s time for our next move!”

A few seconds later he found that he was struggling against Finchley and Banderspit, who ­were holding him down on the bed.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he roared. “Take your hands off me.”

“Your Grace?” Finchley asked in a quavering voice that was most unlike his usual ducal drawl. “Are you yourself again?”

“I am always myself,” Villiers said promptly. “It may not be pleasant, but it’s the only choice I have.”

Banderspit wiped his forehead. “We’ll have to do it immediately,” he said to Finchley.

“Do what?”

“Bleed you, Your Grace,” Banderspit replied.

“To hell with you!” Villiers said, suddenly remembering again that he had to go play chess with the duchess. “I must play my piece! I must play my piece.” He started to rise, only to find that Finchley was practically throwing himself onto his uninjured side.

“Really,” Villiers said, rather coldly. “I have always shown you a mea­sured amount of affection, Finchley. Do you keep to the same boundaries. I have no wish to share a bed.”

“What are these pieces he’s talking about?” Banderspit asked Finchley.

“Surely you know that His Grace is playing a chess match with the Duchess of Beaumont?” Finchley said.

“I am,” Villiers interjected. “And she won the first game, dammit.”

Finchley ignored him. “His Grace is anxious to continue their current game.”

“One move a day,” Villiers said. “If we go to a third game, it’s in bed and blindfolded. Surely you can understand that I must win this game.” He grinned at the portly doctor. “If only to blindfold the duchess.”

Banderspit looked appalled. “The Duchess of Beaumont? Are you talking about the Duke of Beaumont’s wife?”

“Not the dowager duchess,” Villiers put in. He was beginning to feel a most unpleasant spinning sensation. “I’d never bed her. Nor play her at chess either. Though the two activities aren’t so far apart as you might think.”

“I can see that,” Banderspit said, snapping his mouth shut. “It is not for me to comment on the morality or immorality of your pastimes, Your Grace. Though I cannot but comment that the Duke of Beaumont is highly respected in Parliament, and one working night and day to bring about a change in ­government – to give En­gland a government that will be respected and free of corruption!”

Villiers blinked at him. “I like those red feathers you have coming from the back of your wig,” he said. “I’ve seen women doing that sort of thing with their wigs, but never a man.”

Banderspit’s hand touched his wig briefly, and then he straightened up. “Fetch my assistant,” he snapped at Finchley. “We must proceed at once.”
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The Duke of Fletcher’s town­house

April 30



“I have listened to you for years, Mama,” Poppy said calmly. “Luce, please be careful with my enamelled brushes. I’m very fond of them.”

“You stop packing those things this minute,” Lady Flora snarled at Poppy’s maid. Luce froze. When Lady Flora commanded, people around her tended to stop short, as if a celestial command had been visited on them. “We do not trot away from a husband, in some sort of ignominious retreat! I did not bring you up to behave like this!”

“I know that, Mama,” Poppy said. “You trained me to be a duchess.”

“A duchess is wife to a duke,” Lady Flora said with clipped logic.

“So I understand.”

“I trust that is not an insolent tone I hear.”

Poppy looked at her. From years of practice, she knew that her expression would appear open and inquiring, the epitome of innocence. “Of course not, Mama.”

“A wife never leaves her husband. Not even if he’s as much of a dunce as your own father. I never left him.”

Poppy nodded obediently. From what she understood, her mother had discovered that marriage did not agree with her approximately one hour after the ceremony, and she had always freely imparted her wisdom in that arena to her only daughter. “There’s no use marrying unless it’s to a duke,” she had repeatedly told Poppy when her daughter was just a ­mop-­headed babe toddling through the nursery. “A duke, Poppy.”

As was often the case for Lady Flora, events had aligned themselves precisely as she wished.

“I always wanted you to marry a duke,” she said now. “And for once you did as I requested.”

“Mama, I always do as you request,” Poppy said, handing the prayerbook from her bedside to Luce.

“Not at the moment. Have you given any thought to this decision to leave your husband?”

“I have thought of nothing ­else for a week.”

“You’ve always been a foolish little thing,” her mother said dispassionately. “I thought you ­were a fool when you ­were burbling of love for Fletcher, but I shall think you worse than a fool if you leave him. Your role in life is to be a duchess. I did not bring you up to be a disgrace.”

That was true, Poppy thought. In fact, her role as a duchess was to be precisely what it was when she was a mere daughter: to oblige, compliment, adorn and otherwise support one Lady Flora, mother of a duchess.

“I told you to stop packing,” Lady Flora snapped at Luce. “Are you as deaf as you are ugly, girl?”

Poppy drew herself to her full height, which was a little taller than her mother. “Luce will continue packing, Mama, because she is my maid and I have instructed her to do so.” She looked steadily into her mother’s steely blue eyes. “And Luce is not ugly.”

“How dare you contradict me?” Lady Flora’s eyes had been compared to a soft summer sky and a delicate pansy; if her wooers could see how those eyes bulged they might have rethought their sonnets.

Poppy almost quailed, so she turned away to gather up her journal to give to Luce instead. Then she took a deep breath.

“Face me when I’m speaking to you,” her mother shrilled. “For God’s sake,” she turned on Luce. “Will you leave the room rather than lurking ­here like an untrained dog?”

Poor Luce turned a stricken face to Poppy, who nodded. The maid fled, closing the door behind her with a clap that made Poppy jump.

“Untrained,” Lady Flora remarked. “I would have terminated her employment long ago, for all she’s got a good hand with hair. She has an insolent look and she is ugly with that potato nose. I don’t believe in lying to the lower classes. It isn’t good for them. It would be better for her to understand her place in life.”

“I’m leaving this ­house,” Poppy stated. “I am leaving my husband. You can either accept that, or not accept it, Mama.”

“I do not accept it, and I shall never accept it. You are a duchess.”

“I’m still going to be a duchess. I’m just not going to be a duchess going through the sham of a marriage.”

“A duchess belongs in her husband’s town­house. Do you think I ever contemplated leaving your father’s ­house? Why should I? Because he was an idiot? Men are idiots; he was hardly alone in his shame. Because we disliked each other? A woman who ­doesn’t grow to dislike her husband is a simpleton. How long do you think I liked your father?”

Poppy shook her head, wishing again that she remembered her father. Wishing that he had stayed alive long enough to know whether he liked his daughter: that would have meant one of her parents did.

“I thought he was a fool before I married him,” her mother said. “I grew to dislike him after our first night together. I’ve told you about that, ­haven’t I?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“The man was a disgusting reprobate,” Lady Flora said. “Disgusting. He smelled like a stoat and he acted like a bull. But I didn’t let you go into that night unprepared, the way I had to, did I?”

The lurid shudder that accompanied her words had the same effect on Poppy as it had ever since her mother began talking of marital intimacies. She felt sick. “No, Mama,” she said.

“I’ve always told you the worst, prepared you. I told you men ­were tedious, if useful. I prepared you for their revolting habits in bed. I would consider myself to have failed as a ­mother – yes, failed – if I had allowed you to marry anyone below a duke, or if I had sent you into marriage without knowing what lay ahead of you.”

As Poppy watched, her mother caught sight of herself in the mirror and turned to the side for a better view. Because she ­couldn’t see her entire hair style, she bent her knees; even then she ­couldn’t see the ­whole of it, as it had three distinct storeys, the first ornamented with blue bows, the second with loops of pearl and the third with a blue satin ribbon. She looked ready to be presented at court, rather than dressed for a mere morning visit to her daughter.

Poppy sat down, even though it was a disgrace to do so in the presence of her mother. But then, she thought wearily, duchesses can sit before mere ladies.

As if her mother heard her thoughts, she erupted into a tide of anger against her parents for handing her to Mr Selby when she could have commanded the highest in the land, if only they’d had faith in her. “Look at me!” she demanded. “Just look at me!”

Poppy looked.

“I’ve never lied to you, child, and I won’t lie now. You married a duke but I’m more beautiful than you ever ­were, even at this grotesquely advanced age of mine. If there were an appropriate duke, I could marry him now. If I wished, of course.” She straightened up and patted one last blue ribbon in place.

“My point,” she said, “is that you’re a fool even to think of leaving your husband. What will you gain? You won’t be free until he dies, and he ­doesn’t show any sign of that.”

Poppy thought it was most unbecoming of her mother to sound so disappointed at the prospect of Fletch’s good health. But then her own father had given up and died fairly shortly after marriage, and her mother probably thought that was the natural way of things. “I don’t want Fletch to die,” she pointed out.

“Then why leave him? Explain that, Perdita. I see absolutely no reason for the two of you to part. You should simply allow him to go his way, and you go yours . . .” She paused, with a frown. “Is it a matter of the bed?”

Poppy had the oddest sensation that her mother had been struck by a moment of sympathy.

Sure enough, her mother made a grimace that might have been compassion on any other woman’s face, and sat on the edge of the bed. “I know it’s disgusting. I remember, Perdita. I do remember. A woman can never forget the pain and indignity of it.”

“It wasn’t—”

But her mother was properly in stride now. “His engorged instrument, so purple and revolting in every way . . . it made me vomit, you know. I vomited, right there in the room. Even that didn’t stop him. It didn’t. No, ­he—he laughed and proceeded. It’s hard to believe now, but it took at least three months before I gathered enough strength to bar your father from my bedchamber.”

Poppy had never heard that before. “You barred him? I thought you said Father visited you once a week.”

“Oh, he did, after I readmitted him. In the beginning, ­though—he didn’t take me seriously, can you imagine?”

Poppy shook her head. It was hard to imagine anyone not taking her mother seriously.

“I crowned him with a full chamber pot,” her mother said.

“Uggh!”

“And I had had my monthly,” her mother said with satisfaction. “I planned it so.”

Poppy felt as if she, too, ­were going to throw up.

“The point is that once I readmitted him to my presence, he was chastened and understood precisely what his role was in the bedroom,” her mother said. “I allowed him to visit me once a week until you ­were conceived. Then, since his land wasn’t entailed, and you could inherit it all, I told him that I never wanted his disgusting male organ to touch my skin again.”

Poppy or­ga­nized her features into something like a smile.

“I can see that your husband would in all likelihood be not as easy to tame as mine,” her mother said thoughtfully.

“I—”

“I have not been thinking enough of you, child.”

Poppy just stopped her mouth from falling open. Her mother patted her on the shoulder. “How often does he visit his mistress?”

Poppy shook her head. “I don’t believe Fletch has a mistress.”

“No mistress,” her mother gasped. “Surely you don’t mean that you’ve been forced to ser­vice him all ­these – how many years is ­it? – by yourself?”

“We’ve been married four years. But it’s not—”

“Revolting!” her mother spat. “A sordid way for a duke to behave. One has to suppose that he’s trying for an heir. Yet if he’s been trying this long with no fruit, the man is almost certainly incapable.”

“Perhaps I am,” Poppy said wretchedly.

“Never,” her mother said. “You’re of good strong stock, and you have my blood in you. Your father and I got the task done in a reasonable period of time. No, if need be, you’ll just have to pick someone ­else and provide the heir. It’s a woman’s job, unpleasant though it may be. When the time comes, I’ll choose an appropriate consort for you, just as I chose your husband.”

“You didn’t pick out Fletch, Mama,” Poppy said. “We chose each other.”

“Nonsense,” her mother said briskly. “I selected him the moment he appeared in Paris. It was charming that the two of you played at love so prettily, though I dare say it did make it harder for you when the sordid truth finally dawned.”

Poppy swallowed. “What is the sordid truth, Mama?”

“That marriage is a con­ve­nience,” her mother said bluntly. “Women would never indulge men in their filthy habits otherwise; but in marriage, a man buys a woman and she agrees to bear him children. That’s what your jointure paid for: you received ­one-­third of the estates on signing your marriage lines, after all. And that’s why it makes it difficult that you want to leave him.” She patted Poppy again. “Don’t worry. I’m thinking about it. I would never want you to think that you ­couldn’t tell your mother when you are at the end of your tether.”

“It’s not exactly—” But she didn’t get to finish the sentence, of course. Sometimes Poppy thought she went for a week without finishing a sentence in her mother’s company.

“I hadn’t realized that you had endured four years ­of—of that,” her mother said, staring into the distance. “I know you ­were prepared for the act; I made sure of that. But still, a mother’s soul recoils at the idea of her daughter undergoing what you must have endured. I think you’re right. You should leave.”

“I should?”

“Leave. It will force Fletcher to find a mistress; men are at the mercy of their lusts, you know. They ­can’t control their vices. It’s unusual for a man to maintain interest in one woman over five years, so I’m sure he merely needs some encouragement. You mustn’t hate him too much. At least he bathes.”

“Yes,” Poppy murmured.

“I’ll move into this ­house,” her mother said. “I’ll soon bring him to a sense of the error of his ways. You’re too young and too malleable, Poppy. You don’t have the backbone I had when I crowned your father with that chamber pot. For goodness sake, you’ve suffered four years! I feel like a terrible mother for not guessing your were in such pain.”

To her astonishment, Poppy saw that her mother’s blue eyes ­were actually a bit misty. “It’s all right, Mama,” she said. “It hasn’t been so—”

“I do care for you,” her mother said. “I know that you probably find me overwhelming occasionally; we have different personalities, and I’m not good at concealing the truth when I see it. But I do care for you, Perdita, and I always have.”

“I know that, Mama,” Poppy said. “I’ve always known that.”

Her mother’s jaw set. “I’ll show that husband of yours the proper way to act toward his duchess.”

“Oh—”

“Don’t worry.” Her mother raised a hand; just so might a general stop an entire army in its tracks. “I shall not be as blunt as is my wont. I shall use cunning. I shall be subtle. I will let the poor young fool draw his own conclusions. Then, when I judge that he has a better understanding of his rights and responsibilities, you shall return and the two of you can live in harmony.”

“But if you stay ­here, Mama—”

Her mother frowned. “I see what you mean. Where will you go? It would seem a bit odd if you returned to my ­house by yourself.”

Then like a miracle, Poppy’s lips opened and she said: “I’m going to stay with a dear friend.”

“Who?”

“The Duchess of Beaumont.”

“Beaumont?” Lady Flora said. “That trollop? Why on earth would you wish to stay with her?”

“I like her.”

“Could you not stay with Lady Wartley? She’s such a wonderful presence on the hospital board, and I know she has a sincere affection for you.”

“I would feel more comfortable with Jemma.”

“I should never have allowed that acquaintance,” her mother said. “It was all very well in Paris, but who would have thought such a ­light-­skirt would find her way back to En­gland?”

“She’s my friend, mother. I wish you ­wouldn’t be—”

“I call a spade a spade,” her mother said. “I always have. The woman’s a ­light-­skirt, and that’s all there is to it. I pity her husband, Beaumont, that I do. On the other hand, she is a duchess. You have my permission to pay her a visit.”

“If you’ll excuse me, Mama,” Poppy said, standing up and dropping a curtsy that was just a shade disrespectful, “I have an appointment. Do request any refreshments you may desire.”

“Do you know,” her mother said thoughtfully, “this might be enjoyable? I always thought that if circumstances ­were different I would do well on the stage.”

Poppy almost felt a pang of sympathy for Fletch.

“I shall begin with a fit of hysteria. I have observed that men dislike hysteria above all ­else. That will put his ­house­hold in a proper frame of mind.” Her mother took her face in her hands; to Poppy’s alarm her mother’s eyes ­were misty again. “I have been a terrible mother, so thoughtlessly leaving you in this ­house for years,” she said.

“Really, I—”

“Hush.” Lady Flora ceremoniously kissed Poppy on the forehead. “Mama is in charge now. By the time I signal for your return, Perdita, your husband will be a new man. I promise you that. He will beg you to return home, and you can set your own terms. Just think of ­me” – and there was a rare gleam of humour in her ­eyes – “as the chamber pot that Fletcher has yet to encounter.”

Poppy got as far as the bottom of the stairs and then leaned against the banister, hand on her heart. Could she really leave Fletch to what­ever punishment her mother had in mind? When she thought about his behaviour – flirting with ­Louise – yes, she could.

He deserved her mother.

One problem was that while she was certainly friends with Jemma, there ­were far more women she knew better, women whom she joined on committees, women with charitable ambitions. Women whose reputations ­were snowy white compared to Jemma’s.

All of London knew that Jemma had had affaires during those years she lived in Paris, apart from her husband. All of London was watching the chess games Jemma was playing with her ­husband – and the Duke of Villiers. Jemma was a bad woman.

Which was precisely why Jemma was just the right person. She ­wouldn’t condemn Poppy. Or try to talk her into returning.

And her mother would never darken the door of a strumpet like Jemma, duchess or no. If Lady Flora thought men ­were fools, she thought that women who voluntarily dabbled with them worse than fools. Slut, she would hiss, on hearing the least bit of gossip about a woman. She had only allowed Poppy to be friends with Jemma, all those years ago in Paris, because her disdain warred with her snobbishness. After all, Jemma was a duchess.

Poppy finally let go of the banister, realizing that her hands ­were damp with sweat. She straightened up and asked the butler for her pelisse. Then she said, “I shall trust you, Quince, to tell the Duke that I am leaving.”

The butler’s eyes bulged. “Your Grace?”

“I’ve decided to live elsewhere,” she said, buttoning her pelisse under her chin. It was quite chilly for the end of April. “I doubt he will mind much. If he has anything to say about it, I expect I’ll see him at Lady Vesey’s ball later this week.”

The butler’s mouth snapped shut and he bowed. “May I offer the ­house­hold’s regrets, Your Grace?”

Poppy’s head was spinning with the freedom of speaking her mind. “Why should you? It will be much easier without a duchess in residence, you know. I expect the Duke will be out most of the time, just as he is now, and you won’t have much work at all.”

Quince seemed to be flummoxed, so she patted him on the arm. “If you ­wouldn’t mind calling the carriage for me?”

“Your Grace,” he said with a gulp, and bowed.

Poppy sat down on a chair in the antechamber and hummed a little to herself. The anteroom was large and austere and it made her very happy to think how much she disliked it. It was cold. Forbidding.

The thought wandered through her mind that Jemma might be surprised by her visit, but she dismissed it. The important thing was that she felt quite happy. Relieved, really.



Fowle, Jemma’s butler, had such a kind face that Poppy almost grew tearful when he asked if she would remove her cloak. And a few minutes later, Jemma entered the sitting room.

Poppy stood but no words came to her mouth.

Jemma paused in the doorway, the very picture of French elegance, from the tip of her curled hair to the pink silk toes of her slippers.

“What a plea­sure to see you,” she said.

Poppy gulped. “I thought that I would return home to Mama. But in fact she is going to stay in my ­house ­and—and be mother to Fletch.”

Jemma blinked. “Did you say that Lady Flora is going to be mother to Fletch?”

“Yes indeed,” Poppy said, nodding.

“I ­can’t imagine anyone mothering Fletch, let alone your mother!”

“May I pay you a visit?” Poppy asked.

“I would love that above all things,” Jemma said, dropping a kiss on Poppy’s cheek. “It must be providence, given that my brother dragged my beloved ward off to the country and left me all alone.”

“Is it true that they will marry by special license?” Poppy asked.

Jemma sighed. The truth of it was that her ward had been caught practically in the very act of intimacy with her ­brother – and in an open ­boat! – so a hasty marriage was prudent for all concerned. “I believe that my brother is so consumed with passion for his new wife that he cannot wait,” she said.

“I’m afraid I won’t be very good company,” Poppy said, feeling tears welling up again. “I ­just—I don’t feel like ­being—”

“When I left Beaumont I cried for weeks,” Jemma said, her eyes looking a little haunted. “Weeks.”

“I could do that,” Poppy said, choking a bit. “I mean, I think I might do that.”

“Then you’re in just the right place,” Jemma said. “I shan’t bother you, but if you wish for company all you have to do is ask. Cry away!”

Poppy ­couldn’t help smiling, even through her tears.





Chapter 12









“The only way to abate the fever is to bleed him,” Ban­derspit said. “That or to cup him. He’s had this fever for over a week now.”

Finchley looked down at the Duke. He seemed peaceful, but even as he watched, Villiers opened his eyes and began to struggle up again. Finchley jumped forward and held him down.

“I must play!” the Duke bellowed.

“Even then, his mind may be permanently disordered,” Banderspit said, his mouth curving downwards in a disapproving sniff. “A man with his moral tendencies is obviously already on the very edge of derangement. A wound of this sort is enough to put his mind into a permanent state of restlessness.”

“No!” Finchley cried, relaxing his grip on Villiers’s arm, since the Duke had relapsed again into a ­semi-­dreaming state. “The Duke is perfectly sane in mind and body. He simply has a fever.”

“The piece! I must make my move!” Villiers whispered. His voice was a little hoarse, so Finchley put a glass of water to his mouth. Some of it spilled down his throat. He’d never seen his master so vulnerable, not once.

“We should get a clergyman to him,” Banderspit said briskly. “As I said, a man of such moral turpitude will likely die of it. He has no reason to live other than his degenerate desires, and that’s no inspiration.”

“That is not the case!” Finchley cried.

“Has he family?”

“No.”

“Obviously he’s not married,” Banderspit said with a sniff. “Though it appears that he’s working to ruin other people’s marriages.”

Villiers was tossing again. He opened his eyes and fixed them on Finchley’s face. “Finchley?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Finchley said, bending over.

“I have to play the piece, Finchley. You know that. She’ll have to come ­here to me because I shan’t rise today. Send her a message.” His hand loosened and his head dropped back to the pillow.

“Raving,” Banderspit said. “I doubt that bleeding him will do any good. You’ve waited too long.”

Finchley had his doubts about bleeding. Hadn’t the surgeon bled the second footman, and the man languished in the attic for a month before he died? Finchley always thought that he would have got better on his own, if they hadn’t taken blood from him.

“I agree with you,” he said to Banderspit. “Bleeding is unlikely to help.”

Banderspit cast him a suspicious glance. “I am His Grace’s chosen surgeon,” he said. “You’ve no right to call anyone ­else.”

“I won’t,” Finchley said, automatically pressing down on the duke as he tried again to rise and go to play his chess piece.

“I shall return this afternoon,” Banderspit announced. “If His Grace is no better, and I have no expectation that he will be, I will bleed him no matter what you say. Though his morals are not to my liking, I have taken my oath before God to do all I can for sinners as well as the blessed.”

Right, Finchley thought. Especially when the sinners of this world pay you so well. He got Banderspit out of the room and then turned around. Villiers was tossing from side to side.

There was no help for it. The Duchess had to play her piece.

He went to the door and called for the butler.





Chapter 13









Fletch emerged from his carriage after spending a tedious afternoon with Gill feeling rather thoughtful. He had all the slightly resentful shame of a schoolboy who’d broken a window. Of course he would make it all better with Poppy. It had been a week and surely she had calmed down by now. He had a diamond necklace snug in his pocket. Maybe he’d just leave it in her bedchamber and let that be his apology.

But no: thinking of the shock in her eyes, he knew that he had to do the thing properly. The thought made him recoil. There was nothing fun about Poppy anymore. The only fun was in flirtation.

He handed his cloak to Quince.

“If you please, Your Grace,” the butler said with an unusual tone to his voice.

Fletch paused.

“If I might speak to you in private.”

Fletch ground his teeth. He wanted to get it over with Poppy and then have a strong drink. “Can’t it wait, Quince? I have something to say to the Duchess and then—”

A voice interrupted him from the top of the stairs. “Your Grace!”

He looked up and felt a perfectly horrible day grow more awful. He bowed smartly. “I shall greet you in a moment, Lady Flora. Quince has something urgent to tell me.” And without waiting for an answer he walked into the west drawing room.

“We probably have five minutes before she hounds me ­here,” he told the butler. “Did the chef dismiss all the kitchen staff again?” He answered himself. “If he had, you’d be telling the Duchess. So what can I do for you, Quince?”

“This concerns Her Grace,” Quince said.

Fletch raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“She asked me to give you a message.”

“She did?”

Quince didn’t hand him a slip of foolscap. “I believe her to have indicated, Your Grace, that she will be residing elsewhere.”

“Residing—what the de­vil are you talking about? Isn’t she upstairs with that harridan of a mother of hers?”

“No,” Quince said. “Lady Flora is ­here quite alone, and has been engaged in hysterics for the past hour or so. Perhaps longer. It seems longer,” he added with feeling.

Fletch felt an icy calm. Poppy was clearly kicking up her heels. But how could she storm out of the ­house and leave her mother behind?

“Your Grace?” Quince bleated.

“Yes,” Fletch said, heading toward the door.

Quince spoke in a low voice. “Lady Flora instructed her maid to go to Selby ­House and return with her things.”

Fletch stopped, his hand falling from the door. “Quince,” he said. “Tell me you are joking and I’ll double your wages.”

“Your Grace,” Quince said, “should this event come to pass, I envisage you having to double most of the staff ’s wages in order to keep them.”

Fletch reached the hallway just as Poppy’s mother descended the last step. He saw her with the clear eyes of shock. Poppy had run off and it was going to cause him serious annoyance to bring her back. And whose fault was it? Poppy’s mother. And whose fault was it that his bride loathed the bedchamber? Her mother. And whose fault was it that Poppy spent most of her time in hospitals and charities? Her mother.

There wasn’t much about Lady Flora that revealed her true nature. She dressed with all the formality of a queen and generally commanded that sort of attention. In truth, she was beautiful. Her figure was alluring, which was unusual in a woman in her forties. But it was her face that made her truly dangerous. Fletch admitted, from the depths of his rage, that it was a bewitching face, more so even than her daughter’s. It was the face of a woman who was accustomed to doing exactly as she liked, when she liked and how she liked. It was the face of a woman who rarely encountered opposition to her commands: in short, she had come to regard herself as something akin to the Queen of En­gland. Or perhaps, given that Lady Flora scorned those who spent their lives in one small island, that terrifying German woman who ruled Russia – Catherine, was that it?

Fletch bowed so abruptly that his chin might have cut the air if such a thing ­were possible. “Lady Flora. I regret to say that you seem to have caught us at an unfortunate moment.”

She glided up to him and put a hand on his arm. “You poor dear,” she said.

Fletch blinked. Up to this point, his ­mother-­in-­law had always treated him with the same disdain with which she regarded every gentleman: as if he ­were a slightly more gilded version of a manservant.

“I feel responsible,” she cooed. Yes! It was a coo. Fletch ground his back teeth and didn’t shift backwards, as was his instinct. “I obviously failed in raising my daughter, and through that, I failed you. I have been in the greatest agony of mind for an hour; you must understand, the agony of a mother’s heart is like no other.”

Fletch opened his mouth but her lovely lips just kept moving.

“Then I realized that there is only one person in the world who can solve this dilemma, who can make up for the extraordinary behaviour of my ­daughter” – and for a moment Fletch saw her blue eyes harden into something like ­glass –“and assuage my own overwhelming sense of guilt. I shall stand by your side, Your Grace, I shall not desert you, even though my daughter has done so. I—”

Fletch cleared his throat. “Lady Flora, I have every confidence that my wife will return to the ­house by nightfall; there is no need to put yourself into such anxiety.”

“I only wish that ­were the case,” she cried, her voice rising a little. “Yet I must admit that I know Perdita better than you do. She is nothing if not ­amenable—until she—”

Fletch caught the flash of Lady Flora’s white teeth. “She had it from my late husband, may God rest his soul,” Lady Flora said. “I very much doubt that Poppy will return to your ­house, Duke.”

“Of course she will!” Fletch growled, moving backwards so that her hand fell from his sleeve. “Now if you will allow me, madam, I will ask Quince to accompany you to your ­house himself, since you are distressed.”

She smiled at him as if she hadn’t heard him. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll speak to the ­house­keeper and get everything under control immediately. I won’t have you discomforted in the slightest by this absurd flight on the part of my daughter!”

There wasn’t even a twitch in her eye to admit that there was something incongruous about a mother offering to replace a daughter. The only thing Fletch could imagine was that Lady Flora, like her daughter, was the sort of person who never thought of bedroom matters.

Fletch’s only thought was of flight. “I do apologize, Lady Flora. I am due at an urgent appointment.”

She smiled at him with all the warmth of a ravening tiger. “Do make yourself comfortable wherever you wish to go. Everything will be in order for you in this ­house.”

Sure enough, she turned away and began barking at Quince about ­house­keeping and menus and her maid and sheets. It was amazing how quickly her smooth tone peeled away when she addressed a servant.

“Oh, Your Grace!” she carolled, as a footman was opening the door.

He turned back to her once more.

“Do give my best love to my daughter, should you happen to speak to her.”

Fletch bowed. The funny thing was that Lady Flora’s hair was a still vibrant golden colour; it didn’t look as if it ­were made of snakes. But surely . . . 

His butler bowed by the door, holding out the coat he had just taken off. “Quince,” he said, pausing, “who was that mythological monster whose hair was made of snakes?”

“Medusa, Your Grace,” Quince said. “One glimpse at her face and a man was struck to stone.”

“Just so,” Fletch said thoughtfully, heading toward his carriage. Poppy would understand that she had to come home.





Chapter 14





May 1


The wig was damnably heavy, but no itchier than the one he wore every day. The hooped petticoat was more of a problem. “How do you sit down in this?” he asked Mrs Ferrers, the ­house­keeper.

“You’ve nothing but small side panniers,” she observed. “Now those of twenty years ago ­were something terrible, they ­were. This will do little more than give you a woman’s shape.”

Finchley glanced down at the bodice of his ­sky-­blue gown and snorted. “My hips aren’t the only part in need of padding, Mrs Ferrers.”

“It would be much easier if you’d allow one of the ­house­maids to do it for you,” she said. “Betty, now. She has a properly dramatic way with her.”

He shook his head. “The Duke would never forgive me for allowing a woman to see him in his current state. Never.”

Mrs Ferrers pursed her lips. “Betty ­can’t afford to lose her place. She’s got those three sisters of hers.”

“There you are, then.”

“Your arms look terribly hairy, Mr Finchley, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“Perhaps a shawl? I tried to get into that red gown with the long sleeves, but it didn’t fit.”

“Well, you look the best a man can look in a woman’s costume. I’ll give you a shawl, and we’ll tuck a lace fichu into the bodice; you’ve a bit of hair showing there as well.”

“I suppose I could shave it off,” Finchley said doubtfully.

Mrs Ferrers stood back and eyed him.

“His Grace is dreadfully feverish. He hardly opens his eyes.”

“All he’d have to do is squint to see those arms of yours, and he’ll think he’s having a nightmare.”

With a groan, Finchley went off to do the necessary.

“I’m ready,” he said grimly, some time later. Mrs Ferrers wrapped a length of cloth around him. “There’s not a shawl large enough, Mr Finchley; this is the Easter cloth from the small dining room, and I think it looks quite pretty.”

Finchley didn’t look in the glass, just turned to go.

“Walk lightly now,” Mrs Ferrers reminded him. “You don’t want to stamp in there and have His Grace open his eyes from surprise. You’ll need to talk soft and high.”

Finchley paused in the doorway of the bedchamber and said in his normal voice, “Your Grace, may I present the Duchess of Beaumont, who has come to play a chess move in her game with you?”

“Good!” the Duke said, sitting up and tumbling off his nightcap. “Dammit, it’s as dark as a wolf ’s mouth in ­here. How are we to play in the dark, Finchley? Bring us a lamp.”

Finchley tucked himself down by the bed and cooed in a high voice, “But Your Grace, I can see perfectly well. Surely we can simply continue?”

Villiers blinked at Finchley, who

































A Note on Georgian Curiosities, Including Hair









As a professor, I am constantly happening on curious bits of history that don’t seem appropriate for a romance ­novel – and which I long to use. One of these is the state of women’s hair in the Georgian period. Those towering hairstyles that we see in movies about Marie Antoinette ­housed all sorts of little beasts, not to mention tallow, glue, and animal fat. Poppy’s allergy to hair powder and the disordered state of her hair must have been very common in the period, when hair washing was rare and styles took hours to arrange.

Curiosity cabinets are another aspect of En­glish history that I have been longing to describe. There ­were few female naturalists in En­glish ­history – but start looking at the historical record, and there ­were huge numbers of women interested in science and nature. The only way that passion could be expressed was through collection and curiosities. It was a lot of fun creating the beasts in Poppy’s collection, but the truth is that there was many a curiosity cabinet with its own unicorn horn or a tooth from the Sisfreyan beast (what­ever that was).

In An Affair Before Christmas, Poppy and Jemma collect things that speak to their natures: so Poppy buys a statue of Eros and Psyche, only to later find that the boy interests her as much as the butterfly. And Jemma buys the ferociously frowning little chess queen, which will draw her to Lord Strange’s ­house party. But that’s material for another book . . . 

If you have any ­questions – historical or ­otherwise – please don’t hesitate to stop by my website Bulletin Board, or send me an e-mail at Eloisa@eloisajames.com.



~ For Eloisa’s English readers ~



One of the most enduring legends about Shakespeare’s work is that Queen Elizabeth demanded that he write a play in which Falstaff tumbles into love – and so he wrote The Merry Wives of Windsor. While you probably can’t threaten me with prison if I don’t write as you wish, things haven’t changed all that much.



After I write a novel, readers go onto my bulletin board (http://eloisajames.net/board/) and tell me which chapter they wish had been in that novel. I put up a vote, and then a few months later, I write the winning chapter. The “extra’’ chapters, so called, go up on my website – a present from me to you.



It’s a huge pleasure to invite you to explore EloisaJames.com. You’ll find all sorts of exclusive content including photos and behind the scenes tidbits. I even list my manifold mistakes (under Inside Take for each novel/mea culpa). There are crossword puzzles, Easter eggs with special behind-the-scenes information (the movie star on whom I based a given hero, for example), and copies of articles on Italy – my ­husband is Italian, so I know Florence inside out.



I’d love to hear your comments on my books; write me at Eloisa@EloisaJames.com or join the conversation on my bulletin board.
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