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In Which the Curiosities of Courtship are Reviewed





August 1817
 Ardmore Castle, Scotland


I wish I were a queen, Miss Josephine Essex said to two of her elder sisters. I would simply command an appropriate man to marry me by special license.


What if he refused? Imogen, sometimes known as Lady Maitland, asked.


Id remove his head from his body, Josie said with dignity.


Given that men make slim use of their heads, Annabel, the Countess of Ardmore said, you dont have to threaten decapitation; simply allow the fellow to believe that he made up his own mind about marriage. She was tucked in Imogens bed and appeared little more than a tousle of curls peeking from under the bedcovers.



That is precisely the kind of advice I need. Josie snapped open a small book and poised her quill. I am making a study of the skills required to succeed in the marriage market and since you two are both married, you are my primary sources of information.


Im a widow, Imogen said. I know nothing of the marriage market. She was sorting silk stockings and didnt even look up from the dressing table.


One should be able to dance, Annabel noted. You really must practice harder, Josie. You were stomping on Maynes toes the other night.


I need better advice than that, Josie said to her. You are the only one of us to have actually gone on the season, and you married into a title. You do remember that Im to have a season next year, dont you?


Annabel opened one eye. Only because you mention it every other minute. Lord, but Im sleepy!


Ive heard that marriage rots the brain, her youngest sister told her cheerfully.


In that case, I wonder that youre so interested in it.


Josie ignored that unhelpful comment. Theres more to gaining a husband than not tripping over his feet while waltzing. I want to understand the challenges beforehand. I cant rely on beauty, the way the two of you did.


Thats ridiculous. You are lovely, Annabel said.


I was in London for the better part of April, Imogen said, and I saw plenty of young ladies in your situation, Josie. It seemed to me that the primary requirement for a debutante is a smirk. An innocent simper, she clarified.


Smirk, Josie noted in her book.



And listen to everything your suitor says as if God Himself is speaking. Of course, sometimes its difficult to stay awake.


Men can be very boring, Annabel agreed. They have such a penchant for discussing themselves. You have to learn to endure, which is not one of your best qualities, Josie.


To this point, you have shown no ability to suffer fools gladly, Imogen said. Yet fools have the deepest pockets. Its a proven fact that lack of brains and a large estate go hand in hand.


Josie had been writing busily in her book but she looked up at this. So I smirk at the fool as he talks about himself? Essentially, toe-curling boredom buys a spouse?


I think Imogen is overstating the importance of a smirk, Annabel put in. There are moments in courtship that can be rather interesting. In my view, for example, a prospective groom might prefer engaging in a mildly scandalous activity to a mutual smirk.


Annabel has a point. I suppose you might occasionally engage in an impudent act, Imogen said, but only if you found yourself in the company of a truly engaging young man.


Thats a bit steep coming from you, Josie said. You devoted yourself to outrageous efforts from the very moment you saw Draven Maitland. Remember how he kissed you, after you arranged to fall out of a tree at his feet?


Imogens hands stilled for a moment. Of course I do. It was spring and the apple tree was in bloom.



And then you fell off a horse, and finally you fell into marriage. Your example seems to go against the model of the innocent simper, Josie said. I intend to be practical about this business, and I have no particular disinclination to creating a scandal, if that is the most efficacious route to marriage.


My foolishness is nothing to emulate, Imogen said, returning to her task and folding two pale blue stockings together. You would do better to find a husband by a more conventional means.


Josie made a note in her book. Employ an innocent look, no matter how imprudent ones private conduct may be. It sounds like that gentleman thief who is always getting described in the Times. One moment he appears as a fine gentleman and then with a twist of a dish clout, hes transformed into a beggar.


In fact, the reverse of Imogens style, Annabel pointed out, a hint of mischief in her tone. Since Imogen specializes in appearing debauched, no matter how innocent her private activities may be. According to Griselda, all of London now believes you are carrying on an illicit amour with Mayne, whereas in truth the man has achieved slightly more intimacy than a footman.


Every woman should have an occupation, Imogen said. Mine is to provide interest to the old biddies. She tossed a few stockings over her shoulder. They gently drifted to the bed and fell on Annabels legs.


Well, as to that, Josie said thoughtfully, you seem to be slightly behind the times, Annabel.


Shes more than behind the times. Shes utterly out of style, Imogen said. Last night she was flirting with her husband at supper. That kind of behavior is beyond unfashionable; its practically indecent. No one is supposed to pay attention to her spouse in public. Or, she added, in private either.


Annabel grinned and said nothing.


I saw Ardmore kissing you in the breakfast parlor yesterday, Josie remarked. Your husband has lost his head, which suggests that you should be able to help me. You must have better suggestions than improving my dancing.


I hardly planned my course of action in a thoughtful manner, Annabel pointed out. I was desperately unhappy with this marriage, remember? The only reason you two are in Scotland is to save me from my terrible fate.


A slight miscalculation on our parts, Imogen said. I could be in London at this very moment, surveying the dubious temptations of men interested only in my estate.


Annabel snorted. Imogens hair was a glossy black, and smooth as a ravens feather unless she decided to curl itwhereupon it kept a perfect ringlet. Her eyes were wide apart and framed by brows in a flaring arch. Her mouth was just as wide and made for laughing, even though shed done precious little of that since her husband died the previous year.


There are more than enough besotted men throughout London to catalog your features for you, Josie said impatiently. The really interesting point here is that Annabel doesnt seem to realize that you have been making a concerted effort to woo Mayne into far more intimate activities than are generally enjoyed by footmen.



She ducked as a stocking flew over her head.


Really, Imogen? Annabel asked.


I told you in London that I intended to take a cicisbeo, Imogen said with a snap in her voice.


But I thought you meant merely a gentleman escort, not a cher ami.


It has been my distinct impression, Josie said, that Imogen has demanded that Mayne prove his reputation as a Lothario is not exaggerated.


Imogens scowl should have silenced Josie on the spot.


And I regret to report, Josie continued, apparently unruffled by her sisters fiercest glare, that to all appearances Mayne has refused the challenge and kept his virtue intact.


How surprising, Annabel exclaimed, pushing herself up on the pillows and looking altogether more awake. I was under the impression that he had no virtue.


To the contrary, Josie said. No matter how Imogen batted her eyelashes at him during the trip to Scotland, he kept to his own bedchamber.


Josie, Annabel said. You should not speak of bedchambersno, or even contemplate such behavior. You sound positively hurly-burly. It would be disastrous for your marriage prospects if anyone heard you talking in this fashion.


Dont be a goose, Annabel, Josie said unrepentantly. Its not as if I intend to imitate that behavior. I know the difference between whats allowed a widow and an unmarried girl.



The color was rising in Imogens cheeks under Annabels interested gaze.


I suppose the crucial point is not the position for which you considered Mayne, Annabel said to her, but the position he has agreed to take.


Theres the rub, Josie said. He managed to get all the way to Scotland with the unblemished virtue of aa debutante.


Imogen threw a petticoat over her head but Josie just talked right through the frail lace. There she was, batting her eyelashes, as I said


I never bat my eyelashes! Imogen put in.


She batted them, Josie repeated, and spent a great deal of time trying to convince Mayne that she was besotted with his dark eyes.


Imogen threw a whole heap of petticoats on top of her little sister. Hurly-burly is too good a phrase for you.


Annabel was clearly fascinated. Mayne is very handsome. I can certainly sympathize with the impulse.


No, I


I never said she was truly struck by his eyes, Josie said from under a heap of linens.


Yes, you did


No. Josie pulled the cloth off her head. To call a spade a spade, Imogen, you may have tried to turn the earl into your cher ami. But you never, ever looked at him with that besotted expression with which you used to watch Draven. She turned to Annabel. So I would deduce that Imogen was not entranced by his eyes. Perhaps by an arm, a leg, or some otherpart of his anatomy?



Annabel frowned at her. Josie, you wanted advice about the marriage market; I have a serious piece of counsel. Do not indicate that you have the slightest notion what a cher ami is. And never make a joke about parts of the male anatomy that you do not feel comfortable naming.


I have no reluctance to name Josie began readily, but Annabel cut her off.


Thats enough! I dont wish for any anatomy lessons from you.


If Imogen wishes to forgo a life of celibacy, am I supposed to ignore her behavior? Josie said plaintively. Its not as if people ignored the fact that Mayne took up with the sister of a woman he jilted. You do remember that he jilted our eldest sister at the altar, dont you? Maynes reputation was ruined the first time he danced with Imogen, given his behavior last year toward Tess.


Nonsense, Imogen said, finally breaking into the conversation. Mayne hasnt had a reputation in years. I had nothing to do with it. Any reputation he had left was shattered by his ill-mannered act of jilting Tess in the first place.


I suppose your disrespectful tone reflects pique, Josie said. It must be highly annoying to be refused by a man who has so generously spread his attentions around the ton.


Mayne is an idler, and I have no wish to engage in any sort of intimacies with him.


Excellent, Josie said heartily. I shall follow your lead and thoroughly dislike all gentlemen who dont instantly succumb to my charms. Of course, given my girth, I just ruled out most of the available gentlemen in London.


You are an extremely annoying person, Imogen said. That alone may keep you unmarried.


Could we return to that particular challenge for a moment? Josie asked. I am serious: I need to know how to attain a proposal of marriage, preferably within a few weeks of the season opening.


Annabel shook her head. None of us has married in a conventional fashion, Josie. Tess married Felton only after Mayne jilted her. I married Ewan because I had to after that scandal broke.


I eloped with Draven, but I did choose him in the normal way, Imogen said, and Lord knows that didnt work out very well.


It would have, if Draven had lived, Annabel pointed out. You can hardly blame his death on your elopement.


Its very annoying, Josie muttered. How am I to do this? How am I to find a husband?


Ill be there, Imogen said consolingly. And Griselda has already agreed to be your chaperone. You know that she knows all the ins and outs of the ton.


She told me that her father arranged her marriage, Josie said, looking uncharacteristically helpless. We dont have a father.


We have Rafe, Annabel said.


Imogen shrugged. When hes sober.


Youre just cross because he didnt like it when you took up with Mayne, Josie said.


Rafe doesnt seem to understand that my marriage freed him from the need to act as my guardian.



But you were only married a few weeks, Annabel said gently. I can see why Rafe still feels responsible for your welfare.


I have agreed to return to his house, havent I? I had planned to set up my own establishment, but instead Ill be living with Rafe and trundling around with Griselda as my chaperone. Im a widow. Why do I need a chaperone?


You seem to have left me out of that delectable picture, Josie said. So, on that note, Annabel, would you consider allowing me to stay with you for the winter? Apparently, dancing is the only practical skill I need to polish before next spring, and Im sure there must be a tutor somewhere in Scotland. Its so lovely to be back in the Highlands; I loathe the thought of returning to the south.


Winter is coming, Imogen pointed out.


I would love to have you stay with me, Josie, Annabel said.


Will you be quite all right if I dont join you? Imogen asked. I doubt very much that Griselda would like to winter in the Highlands.


Annabel had snuggled back down in the covers. Of course I will be. Im married. There was a little smile in her eyes.


I thought you might be nervous about the babe, Imogen said.


Josie gaped, and Annabel sat upright again. How did you know?


Imogen laughed. For goodness sake, Annabel, you generally retire to bed for two days when your flux appears. Weve been here since the end of May, and now its August. Youve spent no time whatsoever groaning about the unfairness of a females condition. In fact, you look utterly pleased to be female.


Oh, I am, Annabel said, the smile in her eyes growing.


A baby! Josie said. When will it be born?


Not for ages yet, Annabel said. Likely in January or February.


I neednt return to England for the season until the end of March!


Your company would make me very happy, Annabel said, grinning at her little sister.


Are you certain that you wouldnt like me to stay as well? Imogen asked, feeling a tremendous reluctance to do so. It wasnt that she was bitter.


A surge of honesty corrected the thought. Of course she was bitter. Two of her sisters were happily married, and now Annabel was having a child. The memories of her two-week-long marriage with Draven were a cold comfort.


I would love it if you wished to stay, Annabel said, holding out her hand to Imogen. But I think you should go to London and drive the gentlemen mad by acting like the light widow you so emphatically are not.


The season is over, Imogen said. Griselda and I wont go to London. Well stay with Rafe in the country.


And Mayne? Annabel asked.


Imogen shook her head. A passing fancy, she said. Luckily he was shrewd enough to see that before I did.


Annabel squeezed her hand.



Perhaps over the winter you could occupy yourself by making me a list of appropriate parti, Josie suggested. I dont want to waste my smirks on a man who is lacking in the necessary prerequisites. So many people drift through Rafes house that you are sure to hear all the gossip.


And those prerequisites are? Imogen asked, amused.


Ive made a list, garnered from reading every single romantic novel published by Minerva Press. Josie consulted her book. An estate is necessary, and a title would be nice. He should be able to read, but not too passionately. Unless he likes novels. And I dont want him to be overly fashionable.


Dont you have any physical requirements? Annabel asked.


Josie shrugged. I would prefer that my husband be taller than I am. Since I am rather short, I foresee no difficulty there. She frowned. Why are you both laughing? Theres nothing ludicrous about my ambitions. My list is likely very close to yours, Imogen.


My what?


Your list, Josie said. Every woman has a list, even if she doesnt write it down.


I dont, Imogen said, her lips tight.


Its been almost a year since Draven died, Josie said, as usual wading in where any hardy soul would hesitate. Youll have to think of marriage again at some point. You dont want to wither into nothing more than an aunt to Annabels children.


She caught Imogens sharp gaze but missed Annabels. Well, for goodness sake, you certainly found it acceptable to contemplate intimacies with Mayne. From what I understand, marriage is merely a regularizing of that sort of relation.


Josie! Annabel moaned.


Imogen started laughing again. Now theres a coldhearted look at matrimony.


Your list and mine are likely the same, Josie said. You simply havent clarified your demands and I have.


Tell me again what qualities I am looking for?


An estate. A title, if possible. Intelligence, but not to an uncomfortable degree. The same goes with fashion. One would dislike being married to a man who always looked better than oneself.


I think you should be a tad more specific, Imogen said. Our own guardian would fit every category you mentionedRafe has an estate, a title, sufficient height, no sense of fashion whatsoever, and a reasonable amount of intelligence, if slightly pickled.


Youre right, Josie said. I shall add an age limitation. She sat down, quill poised. Shall I cut them off at thirty, or twenty-five?


My point was more that Rafe is a drunkard, Imogen said. Your list overlooks every important characteristic that one would want in a husband.


I suppose you are talking about steadiness of character, Josie said. Rafe actually has that. Hes attractive too, very. Hes just too old for me.


Imogen suddenly noticed that both Annabel and Josie were watching her. Hes far too old and too drunk for me, she said quickly.



You are over twenty-one, Josie said with her customary crushing truthfulness. And you are a widow. I think it is an entirely inappropriate match, as far as age is concerned.


Rafe may not be perfect for you, darling, Annabel said, taking Imogens hand. But someone will be.


A little wry smile turned the corner of Imogens lips. In truth, she said, Im one of those people who fall in love only once, Annabel.


If we could all plan the moment when we would fall in love as easily as I am making this list, Josie said, the world would be an altogether more tolerable place. For one thing, I would make certain to fall in love only after a man had sworn undying love.


Good luck, Imogen said, hearing the disconsolate ring in her own voice.


Annabel squeezed her hand again.
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A Conversation Being Heard Out of Order, as It Took Place Some Three Months Previous





May 1817
 Holbrook Court, seat of the Duke of Holbrook


There was his nose and his jaw. Not his waistline, but definitely his eyes. Even as a man who had spent more time before the mirror at Bartholomew Fair than the glass in his own bedchamber, Rafe knew those eyes. Deeply shadowed, under straight brows. They were his.


And his fathers.


It was as if one of the illusion mirrors from a fair had come to life and was standing before him. At Bartholomew Fair, for example, a person with tuppence to spend can view a man with two heads, or a chicken with three legs. For another tuppence, one can turn oneself into the sideshow: the Illusion Room features a mirror that endows ones stomach with the curve of a Christmas pudding. Rafe had rather disliked the effect. Even pulling himself up and assuming a stature most suited to the Duke of Holbrook had no effect.


The Earl of Mayne had laughed at Rafes sour expression. He was surveying his polished elegance in a mirror that made him as willowy as a nymph. Try this one, he had said, youll prefer it.


Secretly, Rafe had. The image in the thinner mirror had no softness about the waist; all of a sudden he looked taut and fit, as if he never greeted the dawn with a full stomach and an aching head.


Now it was as if that second mirror image had come to life and was standing before him.


You were born in 1781? he asked, trying to pull his wits together.


Im thirty-six, having been born within a few days of yourself, as I always understood. There was just the faintest pause, and then he added, Your Grace.


May I offer you a whiskey? Rafe said.


Not at this hour.


Rafe walked over to the sideboard and poured himself a glass. Holding it in his hand made the next question easier. So did you arrive in the world a few days before or after myself? He didnt turn around, just stared through the mullioned windows of his library. Hed stood before them time and again, but now those little diamonds of shimmering Elizabethan glass seemed suddenly to frame the great sweep of front lawn with black-edged perfection.


Behind him, Mr. Spenser sounded amused. I chased you into the world, Your Grace. But I can assure you, I have no wish for your estate, even if such a thing were possible.


Rafe turned about. I had not assumed that you were expressing the desire; I merely wished to know our birth order for my own satisfaction.


There was a sardonic gleam in his half brothers eyes, and the fact that Rafe himself habitually greeted lame answers with the same look of disbelief was cold comfort. My Christian name is Rafe, he said abruptly. I dislike being addressed as Your Grace. And then, as if the two facts followed each other naturally, I had a brother named Peter, but he died some years ago.


I was under the impression that your given name was Raphael, the man said. He had seated himself while Rafe had his back turned, and he sat easily, with no sign of discomfort. As if they were equals, and as if he introduced himself to a brother or two every day.


It is, Rafe said. And your name?


We are tarred with the same brush, Mr. Spenser said rather obscurely.


Rafe found himself blinking like the village idiot. What?


Gabriel.


Raphael and Gabriel, Rafe said. Bloody hell. I had no idea.


Suddenly the rather serious set of his brothers face shifted to a grin. The discovery that you are named for an archangel drove you to curses?


It was in his smile that Rafe found the difference between his brothers face and his own. For Gabriel Spensers grin had a charming seriousness to it that had never been part of Rafes personality.


What could our father have been thinking? Rafe demanded. And then he caught, lightning quick, the shift in his brothers eyes that showed he knew perfectly well what the old duke had been thinking. Next thing youll be telling me that Holbrook dandled you on his knee, Rafe said resignedly.


Only until age eight or so, Mr. Spenser said, adding with a touch of something like prudence, Your Grace.


Bloody hell, Rafe repeated. And dont call me Your Grace. Ive never taken to the title. There was a moment, and then: My brother and I saw myourfather on a biannual basis, just enough so that the duke could inform himself on how rapidly we were approaching the age of majority. We never appeared to be getting old fast enough.


He hated sympathy. Except from Peter, and it was an odd realization to find that he didnt mind seeing it in this new brothers eyes either.


Would it be all right if I call you Gabriel? Rafe asked, sipping his whiskey.


Gabe.


How many of there are you? he asked, suddenly realizing that the countryside might well be littered with his kin. Have I a sister?


Unfortunately, all the archangels were male.


There are always the apocryphal gospels.


Im the only child of my mother. And the apocryphal gospels are unreliable. Your father would never have countenanced naming one of his children Uriel, although the name appears in the Book of Enoch.


Hes your father as well, Rafe observed. And: You seem remarkably well informed about biblical matters.


Im a scholar, Gabe said with a faint smile. Of biblical history, particularly the Old Testament.


Rafes head was spinning. He had just discovered that he himself was named after an archangel and now it seemed that his brother was a scholar. A biblical scholar? For all Gabe looked like Beelzebub himself. Damn me pink, he said. Father didnt send you into that field because he named you with such ambition, did he?


The same nomenclature didnt turn you into a priest. No. Your father did pay for me to go to Cambridge, however. I am still there, at Emmanuel College.


Is it bloody difficult to pass those exams? Rafe said with ready sympathy. Hed been to Oxford himself, and although he found it easy enough, everyone knew that Cambridge was full of brilliant men who prided themselves on actually teaching something to their students.


In fact, I did manage to pass the exams, his brother said gravely. I am a professor of divinity.


Rafe blinked at him. Gabriels hair was standing up at the back of his head, precisely as Rafes was no doubt doing. At Oxford, there are only twenty-four professors in the whole university.


I suppose I havent had the intrusions of rank and birth to hamper me, his brother said thoughtfully. I can see that this house, for example, would be a terrible distraction.



Distraction? The seat of the Holbrooks since the 1300sa distraction? But there was something Rafe had to ask. Did my father have other children that you know about? His lips felt stiff, even forming that question aloud. He was never fond of his father; indeed, he had hardly known the man. But he had thought him honorable if distant, interested in his reputation, if not his sons.


Gabe looked at him levelly, from under those black eyebrows that mimicked his own. Your father and my mother were quite devoted to each other.


Rafe sat down, unable to imagine his father devoted to anyone.


I do not think, Gabe added, that you need worry about covetous siblings leaping from the woodwork.


Ah, Rafe said. Of course But he couldnt think what to say next. Only a fool would describe his mother as devoted to his father; they rarely saw each other. If one of his parents was in town, one was sure to find the other in the country.


A moment of silence fell between them. Were as alike as two peas in a pod, Rafe thought. Gabe had his large body, albeit with no softness in the waist. That was his unruly brown hair, and those were his large feet. The curve of his lip, the cleft in his chin, the square jaw were all familiar. Even the way Gabe was tapping his middle finger against the arm of his chair, which was precisely the kind of fidget that Rafe found himself doing when he had an unpleasant subject to broach.


I expect this sounds preposterous, Gabe said. But my mother, in particular, was quite sorry to hear of your brothers death. She thought him a delightful man, and very like his father.


Rafe stared. She knew Peter?


Yes. I met him as well. When your fathers will was proved, there was a bequest for my mother and myself.


But I was there when the will was read! Rafe felt as if he were riding a nag, trying to catch a group on thoroughbreds. I would surely have noticed when that bequest was mentioned.


Gabe shrugged. A silent clause, as I understand it. One has to guess that they are quite common. I expect the solicitor informed your brother in private.


He was your brother as well, Rafe corrected. And so Peter sought you out. Of course Peter would have done that. He would have wanted to make sure that their fathers mistress was well taken care of. Hisno, theirelder brother had been the consummate gentleman.


His Grace took tea with my mother. She quite enjoyed his company.


Rafe put his drink to the side. Why did you wait so long to tell me of your existence? Peter died four years ago.


Instead of answering, Gabe looked at him quizzically. You are quite different from your brother.


It seems I have two brothers, Rafe said a bit sharply.


Gabe ignored that. I would guess that your brother Peter would no more have asked an illegitimate brother to address him by his Christian name than he would have walked on water.



Rafe shrugged. You likely know more about occurrences of the latter than I do.


After a moment, Gabe said, I have seen no need to inform you of my existence. Your father was more than generous in his bequest.


If there is any help that I can offer, Rafe said, you must never hesitate to ask. You are my brother, for all you keep calling our father mine.


Dont you wish to confirm my parentage with your solicitor? There was a twist to Gabes mouth that Rafe recognized with a drop of his stomach, because it wasnt his but Peters. It seemed this new brother was a mixture of the two of them.


Theres no need. Rafe met his brothers eyes squarely. I am only sorry that Peter did not see fit to share your existence earlier. Peter wouldnt have even thought of it, of course. His dearest brother had seen the world as a maze of distinct compartments, and illegitimate brothers did not belong in the same roomor compartmentwith legitimate ones.


Then it was Gabes turn to lunge from his chair and stare out the window. Only a faint stiffness about his shoulders betrayed tension. It is a small thing that I ask, he said finally.


Anything, Rafe said, wondering how many pounds he could raise in the next day or so without traveling to London.


I need you to put on a play.


What?


A play, Gabe repeated. In the Holbrook Court theater. He swung about, those level eyebrows lowered now, tensed like a bull about to charge.


But Rafe couldnt help grinning. Just so would he have asked such an absurd question: hunched against the stupidity of it. For Gods sake. Never tell me you, a Cambridge doctor of divinity, have an ambition to tread the boards?


He could feel laughter growing in the very edges of his soul. In fact, he hadnt felt this cheerful since


No! Gabe said, looking disgusted.


Damn, Rafe said. I had a notion I could watch you tantalize the ladies while wearing my skin, so to speak.


No such luck.


It would have raised my countenance no end, Rafe said pensively. Just think: the brother of the Duke of Holbrook as the ladies favorite in Romeo and Juliet.


Im too old for the role. And that would be illegitimate brother, hardly a compliment to the family.


I dont give a damn about your status. Thats one thing you have yet to learn about me. I am not Peter. What about Antony and Cleopatra? Antony was over forty, wasnt he?


Im too young for that. More to the point, Ive no ambition to play a part.


Then what do you want to use the theater for? Rafe suddenly remembered his forgotten whiskey and took a mouthful.


How can you drink that rotgut at nine in the morning? Gabe asked, his eyebrows lowering again.



Its the finest Scotch whiskey, not rotgut. Its been through an aging process, Rafe said, regarding his glass fondly. This is from the Ardbeg stills, and not available in England yet. I had to send a man all the way to Aberdeen to fetch me some. It tastes Rafe paused and rolled the golden liquor on his tongue, It tastes like burnt honey and kisses your throat like a strumpet.


Now that was Peters look of disapproval. Just so had Rafes elder brother signaled his ducal displeasure.


Its not every day that one gains a brother, Rafe added. You can remind me daily what I would look like if I were slimmer and more jovial and altogether a better person. He threw back the rest of the whiskey and then put down the glass with a click. It didnt taste very good, not with those eyes narrowed on him.


I need you to put on an amateur theatrical, Gabe said. Using a mixture of professional and amateur actors. I believe that is quite in fashion these days.


I


Youll have to open up the theater, Gabe continued. By all accounts, the place hasnt been used since a performance of Hamlet in 1800. Unless youve been putting on private theatricals?


Rafe shook his head.


If youre not a drama enthusiast yourself, Gabe continued, there appear to be any number of gentry about who are taken with the idea of amateur theatricals. Perhaps you could import one of them to do the business.


I havent even been to a theater in a year, Rafe said, perhaps three or four years.



His brother scowled. Youll have to find someone then.


His eyes were remarkably compelling under those eyebrows. Rafe felt as if he were expected to leap from his chair and begin ripping a copy of King Lear into players parts. Why?


Because if you cant get together a theatrical, we need someone who can.


No, why am I putting on a play? And why here? Id be happy to back the play of your choice in a London theater. But what possible value can there be to having such a performance here?


Gabe paused.


Im waiting for an explanation, Rafe said, getting up and wandering over to pour himself another drink. The day would clearly have nothing productive about it. He might as well celebrate.


His brother appeared at his shoulder. One glass, Gabe said, may be attributed to the enthusiasm of discovering a sibling. Another smacks of something altogether different.


Rafe put down the decanter without pouring a drink. How quickly one forgets the joys of living with family, he stated. Now, do you care to tell me what this play business is all about?


He could tell precisely how unpleasant the revelation, whatever it was, felt for his brother: by the rigidity of his jaw and the glower in his brows.


I have a daughter, Gabe said abruptly.


What!


Out of wedlock, he clarified. Like father, like son, it appears. That was no smile; more a widening of his lips.


I have a niece, Rafe said to himself, knowing he was grinning like a fool. Is she a very good actress?


Gods sakes, no! Gabe bellowed. Shes only two months old.


Rafe was thoroughly enjoying himself. He leaned against the sideboard, and crossed his arms. It was precisely the kind of pleasure he used to feel on the rare occasions when Peter betrayed some emotion unfitting to his dukedom. And here I thought Id gained myself a respectable biblical scholar as a brother. Perhaps I should check you for a cloven hoof.


My daughters mother is an actress.


Not a lady, then. Rafe sobered and tried to put the question delicately but it came out with all the finesse of a blunt weapon: They say marriage is pressing to death, but sometimes its acceptable.


Shes refused me. Several times.


Thats odd, Rafe said. In his experience, women used pregnancy as a battering ram to make their way into marriage. And that went equally for the kind of woman labeled lady and for her counterparts, those labeled by profession as actresses, singers and other less salubrious occupations.


Loretta believes that a husband would hamper her career as an actress, Gabe said, his mouth a hard line.


She let you warm her sheets, but she wouldnt take a ring? She must be stark, raving mad.


Not mad, but young.


How young?



Gabes mouth grew even tighter. I had assumed she was at least three and twenty. It seems that she is only nineteen years of age.


Rafe gaped at him. What the hell did you do? Steal her from under her fathers roof?


Absolutely not. Her father was a wealthy burgher who left her his fortune. She was raised by an aunt, but the moment Loretta turned eighteen years of age and inherited control, she set up her own household.


In Cambridge?


In London. She has a fierce passion for the stage.


It seemed his brother had fallen prey to a woman of little morals and less family. He tried to make the question delicate. Are you quite certain that the child is


She is mine. And she lives with me. Gabe swung around to face Rafe fully. Loretta had no more wish to be a mother than to be a wife. Unfortunately, I am responsible for Loretta losing her place at the Royal Theater at Covent Garden. And a well-attended lead role in an amateur production might well result in a permanent position at one of the London theaters.


Thats where I come in, Rafe said, grinning.


Gabe didnt look amused. Just because Im named after an archangel doesnt mean that I couldnt clout Raphael to the ground if I wished.


Rafe laughed aloud. No one had offered to clout him since Peter died. Just so had Peter looked, about two minutes before he would make a concerted effort to pound him into the pavement. Not that a brother one has known for a mere twenty minutes would presumably lose control on such brief acquaintance, but the very thought of it made Rafe grin.


We can have the theater in ready shape in a matter of a month or two.


Gabes jaw was rigid. I would never have approached you except this happened, he said fiercely. He stood in the middle of the room, his eyes shadowed, his face beautiful as that of an archangel himself, his body furious with rage.


Rafe couldnt seem to stop smiling. I seem to remember the housekeeper nattering on about rain on the stage. The floor might have to be replaced.


I regret putting you to the trouble. His eyes were bleak with distaste. Whoever Gabes mother wasand she must have been quite a woman to inspire the former Duke of Holbrooks devotionshe had raised her son as a gentleman. Gabe had the pained look of every English gentleman caught in an untenable situation.


Youll have to bring the baby here, Rafe said. Believe it or not, I have a brand-new nursery upstairs. Whats her name?


I most certainly will not!


Rafe folded his arms over his chest. You will. Unless you and my niece are here, I wont order work on the theater.


Im in the midst of the Easter Term.


Dont tell me youre actually planning to talk to a student, Rafe scoffed. Oxford cant be so different from Cambridge, and I think I only met a proper professor once in my years there.


Why would you want us here?



Youre my brother, he said, grinning. My brother and his daughter will live at Holbrook Court.


Your illegitimate brother and his illegitimate child, Gabe said grimly. And I wont live here; I have a perfectly respectable house in Cambridge.


Do I look as if I give a damn about your respectable house or my reputation?


A grin quirked the corner of Gabes mouth. No. But I wouldnt wish to separate my daughter from her wet nurse, and the woman has children of her own in Cambridge.


What is my nieces name? And dont tell me But he saw the truth of it in his brothers eyes. You didnt!


I couldnt help it, Gabe said, and he was starting to laugh now as well.


Poor child, Rafe said mournfully. She has a crazed papa. Lucky for her, she will have me as a mitigating influence.


Gabe rolled his eyes.


Poor little mite, Rafe repeated. So shes Mary, is she?


And, at Gabes nod, Heavenly. Thats just heavenly.
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Lessons in the Art of Widowhood






September 14, 1817
 On the road from Scotland


There are people who travel well. They make long journeys with cheerfulness and fortitude, watching endless leagues spin by the window with equanimity. Imogen was not one of them. Sitting in a carriage gave her far too much time to think, and thinking tended to turn into brooding. Should she remarry? Shed spent so many years longing for Draven that she felt far more unmoored than one presumably should after the demise of a two-week marriage. It wasnt just a two-week marriage. It was the five years of adoration that preceded their marriage. It was the hundreds of times shed traced the name Lady Imogen Maitland on a scrap of foolscap, and the thousands of times shed assured her sisters that she would marry Dravensomeday.


It was a fact that she had designed her entire adult life around Draven Maitland. And now he was gone, sometimes she felt as if there was no Imogen without him.


Marry? Marry whom? And why?


Draven had been gone a year, and it was only now that such questions seemed to be leaping before her, unhampered by that burning grief that kept her in tears and anger for the past twelve months.


But the discomfort of being thrown on the mercy of her own thoughts was not a scrap on the discomfort suffered by her poor chaperone, Lady Griselda Willoughby.


Griselda had climbed into the carriage in Scotland with her crisped curls tucked under a beautiful little bonnet. She was starched, plump, and charming. Now, a fortnight later, she turned pale at the very sight of the carriage. She was no longer starched, much thinner, and charm was in short supply.


I just dont understand what is wrong with your stomach, Imogen said, ringing the bell so that the coach could pull over for the second time that morning.


Ive always had these problems, Griselda said. She was leaning against the wall, her face a delicate green. The color of spring leaves that have just unfurled, Imogen decided. How long have we left on this benighted road?


Just one more day, Imogen said, tucking a rug around Griseldas knees.


Just look at me, Griselda moaned. Ive lost my shape entirely.



Well, Imogen said tentatively, there are a great many people who find a slim figure desirable given the current fashion in slender gowns.


Naught more than female fools, Griselda moaned. Men like curves and they always will. I do try to reduce sometimes, but notnot in this drastic fashion!


But Griselda, Imogen said, searching for a way to put her question delicately, are youinterested in what men think?


I havent been measured for a coffin yet, Griselda said, not opening her eyes.


Of course not! By Imogens calculations, her chaperone was around thirty years old: not young, but not old either. And certainly not too old to remarry. But you havent shown any interest in marriage, to this point. Your husband has been gone for quite a while, hasnt he?


Over ten years, Griselda said. And I am considering the possibility of marriage.


Do you have anyone in mind? Imogen inquired.


No. She huddled in the corner looking as miserable as a sparrow with a broken wing. I shall take the matter under consideration when the season begins.


Imogen thought for a while about the delights of marriage. Of course, shed only been married two weeks, so it could be said that her experience was insignificant. How long were you married? she asked.


A year. Did I have a small dog when you first arrived from Scotland?


Imogen thought back to the days before she married Draven, when she, Tess, Annabel, and Josie had arrived at Rafes house with little more than the clothes on their backs. No, she said. You didnt have a dog. I would remember that.


Griselda had walked into Rafes drawing room wearing one of the most exquisite gowns that Imogen had ever seen. That night, Annabel had said dreamily that there could be nothing better than to be a rich widow with all the money in the world to spend, and no husband to share it with.


And here was Imogen, a rich widow with no husband. It was odd how unpleasant desirable states could be when one was experiencing them.


I had a dog briefly, Griselda continued. His name was Milo. He was one of those small brown dogs. But he started eating and eating and growing and growing. She opened her eyes and stared at Imogen. Before I knew it, he was as high as my knee. All he thought about was food. A very nice dog, in his own way, but desperate to eat at any moment of the day.


Hmmm, Imogen said, wondering if she should get a dog. At least it would provide companionship.


Willoughbymy husbandwas precisely like that dog, Griselda said, closing her eyes again. Both of them thought about food before anything else. Both would get a painfully eager look in their eye and a little anticipatory wiggle in their bodies when it was time for a meal.


Oh dear, Imogen said.


The only difference was that I did not wait to find out whether Milo killed himself overeating, the way Willoughby did. I gave Milo away.


So we have to find you a very slim man to marry.



One who is uninterested in food, Griselda said firmly.


Why have you decided to marry after so long?


Im tired of being alone. Playing a chaperone to your sisters has been eye-opening in that respect.


Imogen thought about how much her sister Annabel was in love with her husband. And then there was Tess, whose eyes glowed at the very sight of her spouse. I see what you mean, she said with a sigh. My sisters are happy in their marriages.


It gives one to think, Griselda said. She delicately wrapped a lacy scarf around her neck. My marriage was not, you understand, of the same caliber.


Nor mine, Imogen said, pushing away a tiny pulse of disloyalty.


But Griseldas eyes had no surprise in them. Maitland was a very beautiful man, she said tranquilly. In many years of being in society, I have found that beauty is a great drawback in a man. It seems frequently paired with petulance and an unfortunate degree of arrogance.


Imogen opened her mouth to defend her Dravenand shut it again. He had been arrogant. He had been petulant too, whining about his mothers tight control over her money. But worse than those, he had been reckless, throwing himself on the back of any horse in the pursuit of a bet. He simply couldnt bear not to win.


Of course, Maitland may well have grown into an easier person over the years, Griselda offered.


A little smile curled Imogens lips. Or not.


I find it helpful to regard the past optimistically. The important thing to remember is that there was little you could have done, either to make your marriage a success or to keep Maitland alive.


Imogen swallowed. She was finally coming to agree with Griselda. At first, she couldnt bear the pain of her own guilt. Then she began blaming herself. And now, finally, she was beginning to accept the fact that she couldnt have stopped Draven from racing to his death. He was like an unbroken colt, and she was by no means a strong enough woman to put him to bridle.


I am not ready to remarry, she said suddenly. I dreamed about marriage to Draven for most of my life. Now I would like to just be Imogen for a while.


A laudable ambition, Griselda said. Would that I did not have to be Griselda, at least until we get out of this carriage and my stomach calms.


This may shock you, Imogen said, biting her lip.


I doubt it, Griselda replied. I have some difficulty working up to such excesses of emotion when in the throes of nausea. Besides I know perfectly well what you are planning.


Imogen raised an eyebrow.


Last year, Griselda said, you desired a little affaire for all the wrong reasons. You were angry at your husband for dying.


I was angry at myself for failing him, Imogen said softly.


Now you have decided on the same course of action, but for different reasons.


You say it so calmly! Dont you mean to lecture me on the evils of illicit relationships?


No. I am quite certain you are aware of the disagreeable consequences if the ton were to discover your activities. But I have found that occasionally a small peccadillo that harms no one can be conducive to a cheerful disposition.


Imogens eyes widened. Are you saying that you have indulged in a peccadillo, Griselda? You?


Griselda frowned. As I said, I havent been measured for a coffin yet. And the fact that I have not chosen to give myself in marriage does not mean that I havent availed myselfvery occasionally and very discreetlyof the pleasures of companionship.


Imogen stared with fascination at her chaperone, who was known far and wide in the ton for being one of the most chaste and virtuous widows in London. Does Mayne know?


Why on earth would I share such a detail with a brother? Believe me, child, one learns quickly that making a confidant of a man can lead to nothing but trouble, and men who are actually in ones family are the worst choice of all.


Imogen thought about that.


On that subject, Griselda said, I would prefer that you did not choose my brother for your further adventuresI think it is time that he married.


Do you? Imogen found it extremely difficult to imagine the Earl of Mayne (who was riding beside the carriage) tied to anyones apron strings.


Whats more, these little affairs are much better conducted out of the public eye. Everyone would take particular enjoyment in watching you and Mayne, given their delight in your so-public flirtation last year.



Nothing came of it, Imogen said hastily.


I know that. But if you and he are still seen together in the coming season, it will be a truly fascinating on-dit, given my brothers apparent inability to continue a relationship with a woman past a few weeks.


Mayne is not a possibility, Imogen said. Never mind the fact that he showed no interest in her. Mayne was not what she had in mind. He was too volatile, too sophisticated and altogether too uncomfortable. I thought to have a friendship with someone unknown to the ton.


That is an excellent idea, Griselda approved. A gentleman, naturally, but someone who keeps to himself. Perhaps Rafe has some particularly rustic friend who might interest you for a brief time. It is better to find someone who is absolutely not husband material.


Imogen shook her head. I am amazed, Griselda. Truly, I am.


If you will forgive me for saying so, my dear, you have been quite at the mercy of your emotions for several years. But emotion is an unreliable guide to men. I find it helpful to observe the male sex objectively whenever possible. They have great charms. Yet one should avail oneself of those charms only in situations in which one has the upper hand at all times.


She settled her rug around her more snugly. Men are troublesome to ones dignity and ones peace of mind. Keep that firmly in mind, and choose a man with no wish to claim you in marriage.


I am amazed, Imogen repeated. Amazed.


Griselda raised an eyebrow. Amazement is a necessary precursor to sophistication, my dear. Let me add that if you feel the inclination to befriend someone, do so for one night, or at the very most, two. If we females become overly intimate, we run every risk of falling in love. I have seen it happen to friends a hundred times.


Imogen opened her mouth but Griselda held up a delicate hand.


I am well aware that you have already suffered a bout of love. While it undoubtedly cured you of a desire to repeat the experience, beware! Be very careful.


Imogen nodded. Griselda referred to love with all the horror that one might describe a bout of measles. It was eye-opening.


One night, or perhaps two, if the gentleman in question is particularly amiable. Naturally, you must avoid having a child. I can give you some instruction on that matter.


Nothing came of my marriage, Imogen said sadly. Im not certain that children are something I should worry about.


You were only married for a few weeks. Now I was married for a year, but the truth of it was that poor Willoughby was rather too large to be comfortable in those circumstances. My dear friend, Lady Feddrington, tells me that her husband suffers a similar indisposition.


End the affair briskly, and without allowing the slightest room for doubt, Griselda continued. Tell the gentleman that while you are grateful for the lovely time that you spent in his company, you have seen the error of your ways and wish to lead a celibate existence. You can add some flummery about his having given you pleasure you never experienced before, if you wish.


Imogen nodded, wishing that she had Josies little book to take notes in.


On occasion, a hitherto rational man might act in a thoroughly distracted fashion when you inform him of your wish to end the relationship. I generally inform
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