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			Prologue

			Somewhere in the Northern Atlantic

			April 1904

			The middle of the ocean wasn’t the usual location for a lavish, high society wedding, but if anyone could make that wedding a success, it was Miss Annabel Wheaton.

			First, she was an American, which meant she had no doubt that anything she wanted to achieve was possible. Second, she had money, which always helps transform impossibilities into realities. Third, she was a Southern girl, which meant that underneath the honeyed words and charming smiles was a stubborn streak as wide as the Mississippi. And if all that wasn’t enough, Annabel was the bride, with all a bride’s determination that her wedding day would be perfect no matter what.

			So, when her desire to be married in England clashed with the desire of her British fiancé’s family to have the wedding in New York, Annabel was undaunted. She fashioned a compromise, and though it did raise a few eyebrows and generate a few snickers when the invitations went out, the wedding of Bernard David Alastair, Fourth Earl of Rumsford, to Miss Annabel Wheaton of Jackson, New York, and Newport, was set to take place aboard the Atlantic, the world’s most luxurious ocean liner.

			The groom had a special license from the Archbishop of Canterbury, the bride selected a white satin wedding gown from Worth, and on April 9, 1904, more than one hundred guests from the highest echelons of society gathered in the grand ballroom of the Atlantic, the most unorthodox location for a wedding any of them had ever heard of.

			The bride had no illusions about why some of New York’s most influential people had come to her wedding. Her daddy might have struck it rich in the Klondike and left all those gold mines to her when he died, but New York Knickerbockers wouldn’t have crossed the street to watch a jumped-up, New Money nobody like her get married. No, they were here because of Bernard, and she would always be grateful he was making her most cherished dream come true.

			Fifteen minutes before the wedding, as her maid attached the elaborate train to her bridal gown, Annabel stood before the mirror in her stateroom taking the shine off her nose with a discreet dab of powder and thinking with a hint of amazement that she’d come a long way since her first foray into good society.

			An image of the ballroom from their house in Jackson flashed through her mind—its gleaming electric wall sconces that looked like candles, its crimson wallpaper that had flecks of real gold dust, its refreshment tables laden with food, its polished—and empty—dance floor.

			They’d sold the house in Jackson shortly afterward and moved to New York, but the painful disaster of her debutante ball had proved to be only one of the many social snubs for her family, and Annabel had soon figured out that the Knickerbockers of New York were no different from the society matrons of Jackson. After three years of being ostracized, she’d almost given up hope her family would ever be accepted. And then Bernard had come along.

			She smiled, remembering that night six months ago at Saratoga, and the shy, fastidious man who’d crossed a room full of Knickerbocker girls to dance with the redneck girl from Gooseneck Bend, Mississippi. An image of his face came before her eyes, a handsome, proud, very English face, and Annabel felt a rush of affection and fondness. It wasn’t hot, passionate love, not by a long way, but Annabel didn’t mind. She and Bernard understood each other, they had companionship, and mutual affection, and a shared vision of the future.

			Fifteen minutes from now, she would become his countess, and the people she loved would never again be whispered about and shunned and laughed at. In the coming years, when she had children, no one would treat them like dirt. Her children would be part of the privileged class, and everything life could offer would be at their fingertips. And Dinah—

			A fierce wave of protectiveness washed over her at the thought of her baby sister, and above the powder puff she was using, Annabel met her own eyes in the mirror, vowing that Dinah would never, ever know how it felt to have a coming-out ball where nobody came.

			But what about love?

			Annabel paused as a voice went through her mind, a male voice that spoke in the clipped, well-bred accents of a British aristocrat but was not the voice of her fiancé.

			Lowering the powder puff, she watched her own reflection recede as another image took its place—an image of smoky blue eyes in a dark, lean face, of unruly black hair against swirls of gray mist. She frowned, feeling uneasy as elusive, hazy memories of last night suddenly came into clearer focus, memories of moonshine and steaming heat and the desire she’d seen in Christian Du Quesne’s face.

			Annabel stared into the mirror, seeing that man’s reflection before her instead of her own. She watched his mouth curve in a half smile and his black lashes drop a little as he gave her that look—the sleepy, seductive look all bad boys knew, the look that threatened to send a girl’s common sense sailing right out the window and ruin her life.

			That look of his wasn’t the only thing about last night she remembered. Annabel closed her eyes, remembering his wide palms cupping her face and his warm fingertips caressing her cheeks. And his mouth tasting like moonshine.

			Her lips began to tingle, and heat flooded through her body. Desperate, Annabel opened her eyes and reminded herself that Christian Du Quesne was like the serpent in the garden, offering temptations, whispering doubts. But none of it was real.

			Bernard, she thought, was real. Bernard was a gentleman. Bernard wanted to marry her. Marriage was the last thing on Christian Du Quesne’s mind.

			Don’t you want love?

			She scowled at the mirror and the memory of that man. No, she didn’t want love, at least not the kind offered by bad boys with hot kisses and dishonorable intentions. She’d had that kind of love once already, from Billy John Harding back in Gooseneck Bend, and all it had gotten her was heartache and humiliation. No girl needed love like that.

			You’re making the biggest mistake of your life. Christian’s words from last night echoed through her mind. Trust me.

			Trust him? She’d sooner trust a snake. Annabel made a sound of derision that caused Liza’s hands to still behind her. The little Irish maid peeked around her shoulder, a frown of concern on her piquant face. “Are ye sure you’re all right, Miss Annabel?”

			“I’m fine, Liza,” she answered, working to make it true as she put the powder puff back in its silver case and replaced the lid. “I have never been finer.”

			Those words fair reeked of insincerity, but Liza didn’t seem to notice. The maid returned her attention to her task. So did Annabel, trying to put that man out of her mind and quiet the doubts he’d been trying to plant in her head for the entire week she’d known him.

			Respect? You think Rumsford respects you?

			His derisive words rang through her mind, as clear as if he were standing right in front of her, but thankfully, the door to her stateroom opened just then and her mother came bustling in.

			“Heavens, child,” she cried, closing the door behind her and eyeing Annabel with dismay, “aren’t you finished dressing yet? Liza, what’s the delay?”

			“I’m almost finished, ma’am,” the maid assured Henrietta, and after one or two more adjustments, Liza stepped back, carefully spreading out the train. “Sure and you’re ready now, Miss Annabel.”

			“Well, darlin’,” Henrietta said, moving to stand beside her at the mirror, “it’s time.”

			Her stomach clenched, whether from nerves or from the aftereffects of last night, she couldn’t be sure. But Annabel turned away from the mirror, turning her back on any memories of last night, that man, and all the temptations he’d stirred up. She faced her mother, but she ducked her face as she smoothed duchesse satin and Brussels lace. “How do I look?”

			“Beautiful. So beautiful, it hurts my eyes.” Henrietta lifted her chin and kissed her cheek, then moved toward the door, stepping carefully to avoid the sweep of the long bridal train. “Now, we’d best be gettin’ on with this. If’n we don’t, all the guests will think this wedding’s called off.”

			Annabel followed her mother out of her stateroom to join her uncle Arthur, who was frowning like thunder; her stepfather, who was smiling like he’d had a nip or two from the jug already today; and her half sister, Dinah, who was looking far more serious than usual, and older than her eleven years. The five of them left the suite together, with Liza following behind to carry her train. They paused at the first mezzanine by the grand staircase, joining Bernard’s three sisters, who formed the remainder of the bridal party.

			Liza pulled the veil down over her face and straightened her train. Lady Maude, Bernard’s eldest sister, handed over the enormous bridal bouquet of pink magnolias, then moved behind Annabel to take her place in line with her sister Lady Alice beside her, and her older sister Lady Millicent behind her with Dinah. Mama and Uncle Arthur moved to the back of the line, Mama signaled to the organist, and the prelude to Lohengrin’s Wedding March began.

			On her stepfather’s arm, Annabel started down the stairs, the bridal party behind her, and as she made the slow descent to the ballroom below, a strange sense of unreality enveloped her.

			This was her wedding day, the moment that would give her what she’d only been able to dream of a year ago, and yet suddenly it all seemed superficial, like a stage setting or a dream. She couldn’t smell the flowers or hear the music, and through her filmy veil, the Knickerbocker faces she passed as she started up the aisle seemed hazy and indistinct.

			Only one thing seemed clear to her—that man’s eyes and all the desire she’d seen lurking in their smoky blue depths.

			There are things you’ll never know with him, things he’ll never be able to make you feel.

			A throb of fear touched Annabel’s heart.

			Her steps faltered a little, but she recovered and kept walking. She looked straight down the aisle, squinting through her veil, searching for Bernard. The sight of him standing on the dais at the opposite end of the ballroom, waiting for her, was like a soothing balm to her jangled nerves.

			With his slender build, long nose, and fair coloring, he was every inch the aristocratic English gentleman, and as she came closer to him, as his grave, dignified face became clearer and clearer, Annabel’s doubts and fears slowly faded away. Yes, she thought, looking at her husband-to-be as she halted before him, this was a man with whom she could build a new life.

			When George’s arm slid out of hers and she moved to Bernard’s side, it once again felt like the natural place for her to be, as if she’d never met Christian Du Quesne.

			“Dearly beloved,” the reverend began, “we are gathered here in the sight of God, and in the face of this company, to unite this man and this woman in the bonds of holy matrimony...”

			With those words, Annabel sent Christian’s bad-boy blue eyes and last night’s momentary madness to oblivion. She cast off the past, all of it. Her future with Bernard was what mattered.

			Annabel took a deep breath, stepped up beside Bernard, and readied herself for the vows that would transform her life forever.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			New York City

			Seven days earlier ...

			Everyone in society knew Christian Du Quesne, the Duke of Scarborough, didn’t have a heart. A block of ice, perhaps, or a steel plate of armor, or even a powerful pumping muscle used to circulate the blood. But a heart? A romantic thing that yearned and loved and broke? No. Christian had lost any such organ years ago, and much to the chagrin of the ladies, he had no interest in acquiring a new one.

			Christian, had he been questioned on the topic, would have disagreed, at least on this particular evening. He had a heart. In fact, he had five of them, three in his hand, and two face-up on a green felt table at New York’s notorious House with the Bronze Door—five hearts in perfect, beautiful, absolutely ripping numerical sequence.

			He couldn’t have asked for a better night to be blessed by good luck. This was a no-limit, open-stakes table with a pair of very wealthy men, and he was deuced low on cash these days. Still, to the other two gentlemen at the table, he might just as easily have been holding a motley assortment of rubbish, so coolly disinterested was his expression.

			Hiram J. Burke, railway magnate, millionaire, inveterate gambler, and the man who had invited Christian to join the game this evening, had an ace on the table, but unless it was part of a royal flush, Christian’s straight flush would take the pot.

			“Call,” he said, reaching for chips. “And raise five thousand more.”

			The bet passed to the third man at the table, Arthur Ransom, a wealthy attorney whose only client was his even more wealthy niece. Ransom, who had a florid, benignant face and a thick, drawling Mississippi accent, raised an eyebrow, but he did not raise the stakes. “Call.”

			Christian raised the stakes again as the dealer went around for the draw, tossing chips worth ten thousand dollars into the pot, a bet that earned him a hard stare from Hiram.

			“That must be one helluva hand you’ve got, Your Grace,” he murmured, tapping his finger thoughtfully atop the stack of chips before him, a stack that was quite a bit smaller than it had been at the start of the evening.

			Christian offered a noncommittal shrug and nothing more.

			“I don’t think you’ll be gettin’ any hints out of this fella with that steely stare o’ yours, Hiram,” Mr. Ransom said. “Englishmen are cool as cucumbers. Believe me, I know,” he added, making a wry face as he tossed his cards into the muck. “Fold.”

			Hiram straightened in his chair. “Maybe you’re right, Arthur, but I’ve got one helluva hand myself. In fact, Your Grace,” he added, returning his attention to Christian, “I think my hand is better than yours. Call, and raise another ten thousand.”

			Christian knew the hand was his. All he had to do to claim the winnings was see the bet, but he hesitated, appreciating that there was more at stake here than a round of poker. Some men were not of a mind to discuss business after being defeated at cards, and business was the reason he was here. Perhaps he should fold and let Hiram win the pot. No, he decided. He was enough of a gambler to bank on the notion that Hiram wasn’t the sort to sulk over a lost round of cards. “I’ll see you,” he said and matched the bet.

			“Four aces,” Hiram said, grinning as he fanned out the three aces in his hand beside the one on the table. But his triumph was short-lived.

			“Straight flush,” Christian said, laying down his own cards. “Queen high.”

			Hiram stared at the cards for a moment, but then, much to Christian’s relief, he laughed. “Four aces, the best hand of my life, and I can’t even win the hand.” Still laughing, he sat back in his chair, shaking his head in good-natured disbelief. “You are one lucky son of a bitch, Your Grace.”

			Christian knew being lucky at cards wasn’t enough. Thanks to the massive amount of debt his profligate elder brother had managed to accumulate before his death, Christian was not only the newest Duke of Scarborough, he was also required to find a more lucrative and stable way of earning an income than cards. How ironic, he thought as he raked in his winnings, that Andrew had always been regarded as the good son, yet had managed to spend a fortune into oblivion with nothing to show for it, while Christian, who had made quite a good living off his gambling over the years, was still considered by many in the family to be the black sheep.

			Still, he was the duke now, and could no longer afford to gamble for his living. He’d arrived in America yesterday with one purpose in view: to forge connections with men who knew how to make money, prepared to offer his own British connections in exchange, in the hope that investment opportunities would follow. Drinks at the Oak Room and an introduction to Hiram through a mutual acquaintance had led to what was proving to be a very lucrative evening for Christian.

			“You’d soon find this cash back in your pocket, Mr. Burke,” he said as he stacked his winnings in front of him, “if you would allow me to buy shares in that new transatlantic telephone company of yours.”

			“How’d you hear about that? The shares haven’t even been offered yet.”

			Christian smiled. “I do have some connections here already, Mr. Burke.”

			“Your sister, you mean? She was married to Roger Shaw, wasn’t she? The architect?”

			“She was, yes. And she manages to learn all the latest news here in New York, despite the fact that she is a widow now and spends most of her time in Paris.”

			“She’s here now, I understand?” He paused, tilting his head to give Christian a thoughtful look. “And she probably has your social calendar completely filled with engagements already?”

			Christian paused, considering, knowing he had to tread carefully. “Actually, no. My primary purpose in coming to New York is not social, but business.”

			Hiram gave a rather awkward laugh, tugging at one ear. “I see. When you accepted my invitation to play cards this evening, I’d hoped ...”

			Hiram paused, but there was no need for him to finish. Christian already knew what Hiram Burke’s hopes had been, but his interest was in transatlantic telephone lines, not transatlantic matrimony.

			“Alas, my goal is to forge business connections, Mr. Burke, and to perhaps discover some worthwhile investments. This company you’re starting up seems just the sort of thing in which I’m interested. It sounds like an exciting opportunity.”

			“It would be.” Hiram paused, meeting Christian’s eyes across the table. “For the right man.”

			The inference was clear, but though he had no intention of providing Hiram’s daughter, Fanny, with a duchess’s coronet, he hoped to engage Hiram as a possible business ally. But before he could offer a reply that emphasized his desirability as an investor rather than his suitability as a son-in-law, another voice entered the conversation.

			“At the card tables again, Du Quesne?” a pedantic, distinctly British voice entered the conversation. “Why am I not surprised?”

			Christian looked up, and the sight of the man by his elbow rather dimmed his spirits. Like himself, the Earl of Rumsford was a British peer, they’d both gone to Eton and on to Oxford, and they both happened to be visiting America at the same time, but any common ground between the two men ended there.

			Christian was a dark-haired descendant of Norman nobles and Irish peasants, with a caustic sense of humor and no reverence whatsoever for his newly acquired title. He’d been wild as a boy and was still a bit wild as a man, and he knew, when he had occasion to look in the mirror, that the faint lines at the corners of his eyes and at the edges of his mouth showed many nights of whiskey and cards. Too many nights, perhaps.

			A greater contrast to Rumsford could not be imagined. The earl had pale green eyes, fair hair, and a face widely described as handsome—that is, if one ignored the weak chin. Rumsford also possessed an inflated sense of his own importance and a superior little smile, two traits Christian had always found annoying as hell.

			Rumsford, he knew, had a similarly low opinion of him, and by tacit agreement, the two men avoided each other as much as possible. Thanks to Christian’s aversion to the proper, respectable circles Rumsford moved in, avoiding each other wasn’t usually difficult. He’d never have thought to encounter the earl here, in an illegal New York gaming club. Still, nothing for it but to be civil.

			“By Jove, it’s old Rummy,” he greeted, donning a careless smile and a jaunty air. “What a small world it is.”

			“Du Quesne.” Rumsford gave him a bow, then turned toward the other two men at the table, and Christian thought there was a fleeting hint of surprise in Rumsford’s expression as he glanced at Ransom. But it was gone in a moment. “Good evening, Arthur,” he said pleasantly.

			“Lord Rumsford,” Ransom responded, sounding much less inclined to be pleasant. He glanced at Christian, then back again. “So, you two Brits know each other?”

			“School days,” Christian explained. “Eton and Oxford, you know. We rowed on the same team. Been a long time since then, eh, Rummy? Fancy meeting up here, of all places.”

			Rumsford turned to him, his thin lips curving in that damnable smirk of his. “Our last encounter was the Derby. You were placing a sizable bet on an outsider. The horse lost, as I recall. Interesting how every time I see you, you seem to be gambling, Du Quesne,” he said with a little laugh.

			Having been elevated to his ducal title only a few months earlier, Christian was sometimes still addressed by his surname. It was not an uncommon mistake, and one he usually allowed to pass without comment, for etiquette was one of those things he really didn’t give a damn about. But then his mind flashed back to early days at school, and how Rummy had been one of those to belittle him for his French name, his Irish grandmother, and the fact that he was only the second son of a duke. Since Rummy was such a stickler about these things, Christian decided to make an exception to his usual rule.

			“It’s Scarborough, nowadays, old chap,” he corrected lightly. “Duke of.”

			He had the satisfaction of seeing the other man grimace at his own faux pas. “Of course. Forgive me, Scarborough, and please accept my condolences on your brother’s passing. You must be ...” He paused, glancing at the poker table. “You must be shattered with grief.”

			Christian kept his amiable expression firmly in place. “Quite.”

			“So,” Hiram said, turning to Rumsford, “what brings you out on the town tonight, my lord? Celebrating, are you?”

			“Celebrating?” Christian echoed. “What’s the occasion?”

			The other three looked at him in some surprise. “Don’t you know?” Hiram asked him. “Lord Rumsford here’s engaged to be married to Miss Annabel Wheaton.” He gave a nod toward Ransom. “Arthur’s niece.”

			Christian vaguely remembered hearing his sister mention Rumsford’s engagement in her last letter to him, but since he and the earl were none too fond of each other, he hadn’t found the other man’s impending nuptials particularly interesting news. Baffling, perhaps, that some young woman would agree to spend her entire future life with a poor stick like Rummy, but not interesting. What did interest him was the lack of enthusiasm about the match displayed by Ransom.

			He turned toward the earl and raised his glass in salute. “My felicitations, Rumsford,” he said, and took a hefty swallow of whiskey. “To you and Miss Wheaton.”

			Arthur Ransom jerked rather abruptly to his feet. “I need a drink,” he muttered, and started toward the bar at the opposite end of the room.

			There was a moment of awkward silence no one seemed inclined to break. After a moment, Hiram gave a cough and stood up. “I could use a drink myself,” he said, and clapped Christian on the shoulder. “About those shares, Your Grace, I’ll be bringing my wife and daughter to England in May. Perhaps we can talk more about it then.”

			“Of course,” he said politely, but as he watched Hiram walk away, he suspected there would be nothing to talk about, not only because he avoided London during the season like the plague, but also because those shares were clearly reserved for Fanny’s marriage settlement, and that was a business deal Christian would never make. Not again.

			He picked up his glass and took a drink of whiskey as he turned to Rumsford, who, for some unfathomable reason, seemed inclined to linger. “Care to join the game, Rumsford?” he invited out of sheer politeness, heartily relieved when Rumsford declined.

			“Thank you, no,” he said with an anemic smile. “I’m not like you, I’m afraid. I’ve no talent for gambling.”

			Christian couldn’t help laughing at that. “Then what are you doing in a gaming club?”

			Rumsford gave a quick glance toward the bar across the room where Arthur and Hiram were standing, and then, to Christian’s surprise, he leaned closer in a confidential manner. “There are ... other distractions here, Scarborough,” he murmured, and his gaze lifted to the ceiling, excitement reddening his pale cheeks, that arrogant smile curving his mouth.

			Christian raised an eyebrow, studying the other man’s flushed face and almost adolescent excitement. He was no saint, God knew, but bedding a courtesan in a gambling club just before one’s own wedding was a notion that offended even his jaded sensibilities about matrimony.

			He hadn’t been the best of husbands, perhaps, but he had been faithful, though he doubted Evie would find much consolation in that fact, were she still alive.

			At the thought of his wife, Christian’s throat suddenly felt dry, and he downed another swallow of whiskey, forcing himself to don a smile. “So that’s why you’re here, eh?” He gave the other man a wink, one man of the world to another. “One last fling before the big day, eh?”

			Rumsford winked back. “I didn’t say it was my last.”

			They laughed together in man-of-the-world fashion, but Christian’s laughter died the moment Rumsford walked away.

			“Some things never change,” he muttered under his breath, watching as the earl turned his head for one more furtive glance at Arthur before slipping out of the room to seek the feminine companionship upstairs. “All these years, and you’re still an ass.”

			He felt a hint of pity for the fiancée. He knew nothing of Miss Wheaton, but the only conclusion he could come to was that she was an heiress in the mold of Consuelo Vanderbilt—sweet, biddable, probably a bit naive and under the thumb of an ambitious Yankee mother, forced to marry Rummy because she lacked the courage to refuse.

			“I must apologize, gentlemen, for droppin’ by your offices this way, but I am just so confused.”

			As she spoke, Annabel’s voice was as sweet as sugar and her Mississippi drawl was more pronounced than usual. The wide-eyed gaze she gave the three men seated on the other side of the conference table was melting and filled with apology. She’d even brought her mama with her. To any man who knew a Southern girl, these were obvious signs that all hell was about to break loose.

			Unfortunately, the lawyers of Cooper, Bentley, and Frye were native New Yorkers, and had little experience dealing with women from the Southern side of the Mason-Dixon line. They were accustomed to seeing Annabel only a few times a year and conducting any business matters surrounding her estate with her uncle Arthur, who was one of her trustees, and who was, like them, a lawyer. The fact that Annabel had come to their offices without her uncle and without any advance notice the day she was supposed to be leaving for England might have caught them off guard, but she could tell they had no inkling of what was coming.

			Bless their hearts.

			“Thank you for that prenuptial agreement y’all sent over to me last night, gentlemen,” she went on as she leaned down to pull the document in question out of the leather portfolio she’d placed beside her chair. “You obviously put a lot of work into it, and I appreciate that so very much.”

			“We’re always happy to assist you, Miss Annabel,” Mr. Bentley assured her. “We hope you know that.”

			“I do.” She pressed a gloved hand to her bosom, the picture of sincerity. “And I promise I won’t take up too much of your time. I just have a few teeny little questions. I’m sure y’all will have me out of your hair in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

			Her mother made a soft sound of derision at this pretense of sweetness and light, and Annabel gave her a gentle kick under the table. The last thing she needed was Mama rolling her eyes right now.

			She placed the sheaf of papers on the table and began to rummage through them. From beneath the brim of her pink silk bonnet, she watched her lawyers relax, easing back in their chairs, clasping their hands on their substantial stomachs, the picture of indulgent, fatherly patience.

			She stopped at the page she wanted and tapped a particular paragraph with her finger. “It says here that Lord Rumsford is to receive seventy-five thousand dollars per year for the maintenance of his estate, Rumsford Castle.” She looked up and gave them her prettiest smile. “Gentlemen, that is just not going to be acceptable.”

			The fatherly patience faded. The three men sat up straight in their chairs and exchanged uneasy glances.

			“I’ve read the reports provided by Lord Rumsford’s solicitors,” she went on, “and I know that seventy-five thousand dollars barely covers the shortfall between the expenses of the estate and the income from the land rents. Lord Rumsford’s solicitors asked for one hundred thousand dollars, a provision I already agreed to. Why hasn’t this been changed?”

			Mr. Bentley, as one of her trustees and senior partner of the firm, took charge. “We have written many marital settlements of this kind, Annabel, and the annual sum offered in the agreement is adequate for an English estate the size of Rumsford Castle.”

			“Adequate?” Annabel echoed. “Is that all that you believe I am worth, gentlemen? Adequacy?”

			The men exchanged glances again, and this time it was Mr. Cooper who chose to speak for the group. “The amount requested by Lord Rumsford’s solicitors is well above the estate budget, and we understand some of it shall be spent to restore certain areas of the house and grounds, a waste of money.”

			“Mr. Cooper,” she said, still smiling, “we are talking about my future home. My home, and that of my children. It must be taken care of properly.”

			“Yes, yes, of course. But you and His Lordship and your children will probably live at Rumsford Castle only a few months a year. The American wives of peers always seem to want to live in London. Based on that knowledge, we thought it best to keep the expenses of the estate to a minimum. And,” he added before Annabel could reply, “we understand some of the funds requested would be used for social activities—balls, parties, and other extravagances.”

			“You gentlemen are about as much fun as a funeral,” she said, noting their expressions of disapproval with some humor. “What’s wrong with balls and parties?”

			“British men of Lord Rumsford’s position are notorious for excessively lavish entertainments. Such unnecessary expenditures can only drain your resources, my dear Annabel.”

			Annabel, who knew the extent of her resources down to the penny, disagreed. This wasn’t just about big balls and lavish parties. Although she’d never had those things, and she wanted them, for sure, there was far more at stake here than entertainment.

			In this world, social position was everything. And her family had none. There hadn’t been a time in her life when they hadn’t been looked down on, and having money hadn’t changed that. Seven years ago, when her daddy had died and left her all that money, she’d thought inheriting a fortune was a blessed miracle that would change all their lives for the better. But though she might have prettier clothes now, and fancier houses, and a big, fine motorcar to drive around in, she and her family were still regarded as nothing more than poor white trash.

			Annabel’s hand tightened around the papers in her grasp. No girl ever forgot what it was like to be poor white trash.

			She was determined to rid her family of that stigma once and for all, but the only way to do it was social acceptance, and she’d been hammering away at that particular stone wall for the past seven years without making a particle of difference.

			And then Bernard had come along. Bernard would give her and her family the one thing they couldn’t buy on their own. Bernard would be the reason her children would never be seen as trash. Her daughters, and her sister, Dinah, too, would have their pick of young men from the finest families. And Bernard would see that no one ever laughed at them again. This wasn’t about being frivolous. She was using her inheritance to make an investment in the future, a future that was well worth one hundred thousand dollars a year. Especially when she had more money than she could spend in a lifetime.

			“We have your best interests at heart, Annabel,” Mr. Bentley said. “We don’t want you wasting your money.”

			“Why, that’s right kind of you, gentlemen,” she said softly. “But it’s my money to waste, now, isn’t it?”

			Without waiting for an answer, she pushed the sheet of paper with the terms of the estate maintenance across the table. “Rumsford Castle has been in His Lordship’s family for over three hundred years. It’s important to him, and it’s important to me. I’d like this changed to one hundred thousand dollars, please.”

			Without waiting for an answer, she went on, “There is also the matter of His Lordship’s sisters.” Flipping to that part of the agreement, she once again shoved a sheet of paper across the table. “I’d like you to double the amounts for the pin money allocated to Lady Maude, Lady Alice, and Lady Millicent, if you please, as I asked before. Pretty clothes are important to a girl. And double their marital dowries.”

			The men started to interrupt, but she hastened on. “And about His Lordship’s personal income, you have allotted only ten thousand dollars per year. I understand he asked for twenty thousand dollars. Is that right?”

			Mr. Bentley again took charge. “Many gentlemen of the earl’s position find ten thousand dollars quite enough for an allowance.”

			“What other gentlemen think doesn’t really have much to do with it. I have the best clothes, jewels, and folderols money can buy, and I want my husband to have the best, too.”

			“Of course you do, of course you do, but my dear ...” Mr. Bentley paused, pasting on his fatherly face again. “Perhaps you are letting your heart rule your head a bit here.”

			“Uh-oh,” Henrietta murmured. “Now you’ve done it.”

			Unwisely, Mr. Bentley chose to ignore Mama’s gentle hint of caution. “This engagement was very sudden, Annabel, and we would be remiss in our duty if we failed to protect your interests. Perhaps in light of these concerns, you would consider a longer engagement. Perhaps, say, a year?”

			Annabel quelled that notion with nothing more than a look.

			“Six months,” he amended hastily. “Still plenty of time for you and Lord Rumsford to truly be sure you are suited to marry and can agree on how to spend your money wisely.”

			“First of all,” she said, a note of steel coming into her sweet-as-pie voice, “my heart never rules my head, gentlemen. Second, Bernard and I have already agreed on how to spend the money. It’s you three and Uncle Arthur who don’t seem to be rowing with the boat here. Third, Bernard and I want to marry, and we see no reason to have a longer engagement. And I’d have thought you gentlemen would be happy for me.” She paused deliberately. “Having my best interests at heart, and all.”

			“We are happy for you, my dear,” Mr. Cooper hastened to say. “But we are ... concerned. Your uncle is, too. We all only want what is best for you. Of course you want to be married, Annabel. Every girl does, but—”

			“I am not a girl,” she reminded, interrupting this condescending flow of words. “I’m twenty-five.”

			“Of course, of course,” Mr. Frye assured her. “You are a fully grown woman, we know. But that’s just it. You are a woman. And it’s widely understood that women are not particularly skilled in matters of finance.”

			Beside her, Henrietta murmured something about Fort Sumter all over again. Annabel, however, had no intention of letting another Civil War break out. Nor did she have time for any more delays over the marital agreement.

			She pulled a thick document out of her portfolio. “According to Daddy’s will,” she said, setting the sheaf of papers down smack-dab in the center of the table, “I have three trustees, but only two of them need to approve my marriage, isn’t that right?”

			They nodded—reluctantly.

			“And, although Uncle Arthur has refused his permission, my stepfather, Mr. Chumley, has given his, isn’t that also right? And you, Mr. Bentley,” she went on without waiting for an answer, “the third trustee, also gave your permission. Do you intend to change your mind?”

			He hesitated, and she went on, “You know, I’m starting to think maybe when I’m married and I have control of my own money, I should pick my own lawyers, too.” She turned to her mother. “What do you think, Mama?”

			Her mother gave her a wry look in response. “Does it matter what I think?”

			Annabel ignored that rather unhelpful response and returned her attention to the men across from her. “After all, there are other lawyers besides the three of you. I’m sure I can find some that are just as capable, and a lot more cooperative.”

			She smiled into the dismayed faces across from her and decided it was time to stop pussyfooting around. “Gentlemen, Lord Rumsford and I are getting married aboard the Atlantic in six days. Since we don’t have a lot of time here, let me tell you what’s going to happen, all right? You are going to draw up the prenuptial agreement I want today, with all the changes I have asked for. You will get the proper signatures and give one signed copy to each party involved, including Uncle Arthur. Now, Mr. Bentley, you are still coming to the wedding, aren’t you?”

			Without waiting for him to answer, she went on as if he already had. “That’s good. I’d hate for you to be mad at me over this little set-to we’ve had and not come to my wedding. If you’d be kind enough to bring my copy of the revised agreement with you this afternoon, you can give it to me aboard ship.” She glanced around. “Now, gentlemen, are there any questions?”

			Looking resigned, all three men shook their heads.

			“I’m glad to hear it,” she said, and stood up, indicating this meeting was at an end and bringing everyone else at the table to their feet as well. “Thank you for your time today. I do appreciate it. Now Mama and I will get out of your hair, and let y’all get started. You have a lot of work to do before this afternoon.”

			She turned toward the door and sailed out of the room in a cloud of soft, expensive French perfume, her mother right behind her, leaving a trio of very unhappy men staring after them.

			“It’s like herdin’ cats,” she muttered once they were out of the law offices and headed for the elevator. “This is the third time I’ve had to ask them to make these changes, and I just don’t understand what’s so hard about it.”

			“They are good men, Annabel.”

			“I know, Mama, I know,” she said as they paused in front of the wrought-iron gate of the elevator and she pressed the electric button to bring it up to the tenth floor. “But they pat me on the head every time I talk to them and act like Uncle Arthur is the only one they have to answer to.”

			“I doubt they think that now,” Henrietta said with a touch of humor. “Not after today.”

			Annabel smiled. “I did come down hard on ’em, didn’t I, Mama?”

			“Like a hammer, darlin’.”

			“I couldn’t help it. All that stuff about how a woman can’t manage finances just got under my skin. And then they had to bring up that whole business about waiting a year.”

			Henrietta was silent for a moment, then she said, “Would it be so bad to wait? A year isn’t all that long.”

			Annabel groaned. “Oh, Mama, not you, too. Not again.”

			“Well, it’s true you and Bernard don’t know each other all that well. Maybe—”

			“Now, Mama, we’ve had this talk already,” she reminded, having no desire to revisit the subject. “Bernard and I know what we’re doing, and we don’t see any reason why we should wait another six months. It’s plain as day those lawyers are dragging their feet because that’s what Uncle Arthur wants them to do. He’s never liked Bernard, and he’s been against this marriage from the first. But I did think you were on my side.”

			“Annabel Mae, I am on your side! I’m your mother, and all I’m concerned about is your happiness. Arthur feels the same way. And your short acquaintance with Bernard worries us a bit.”

			“Bernard and I have known each other six months, and that’s long enough for us to know what we’re doing. So there’s no need for y’all to be worryin’ about me. I know you think I’m rushing in headlong, but I’m not. And anyway, the wedding’s in six days. It’s a little late to be having doubts now.”

			“Is it?” her mother asked, jumping on that like a duck on a June bug. “Are you having doubts, Annabel?”

			“No! Heavens, how many times do I have to say it?”

			“You’re not in love with him.”

			She wriggled under her mother’s gaze. “Bernard and I get along very well. That’s enough for me, Mama.”

			“I’d like to see you marry a man you’re in love with.”

			Like you did? The words were on the tip of her tongue, but she bit them back. She didn’t say that Black Jack Wheaton, her mama’s great love, had been a worthless, wandering rascal, and that divorcing him for desertion so that she could marry George was the best thing her mama had ever done. Nor did Annabel point out that Mama hadn’t married her second husband because she felt a deep, passionate love for him. No, Henrietta had married George because George had always been the loyal, trustworthy, faithful friend who’d never come home drunk, gamble away the grocery money, or abandon her in search of goldmines.

			And Annabel definitely did not bring up her own experience with love eight years ago, how she’d sobbed on Mama’s shoulder after Billy John Harding had ripped out her heart, torn it to pieces, and stomped on it.

			She didn’t say any of those things. “I’m very fond of Bernard, Mama,” she said instead, “and he’s very fond of me. And I think that’s a better foundation for marriage than love could ever be, because love doesn’t last.”

			Henrietta looked at her with sadness. “Oh, Annabel.”

			Just that, just that soft little sigh of her name, and she felt it like the sting of a bee. “Please, Mama, let’s not talk about all this again,” she said, and turned away from the disappointment in her mother’s face.

			She didn’t understand, and she never would, why her mother of all people would want her to ever marry for love. Black Jack Wheaton had wandered off when Annabel was seven, never to come back, and she could still remember all the nights she’d heard Mama crying her eyes out after he was gone. And even though Henrietta was now married to another man, Annabel suspected that her heart still belonged to old Black Jack.

			Her mother already knew her views about her father, and thankfully, the elevator came into view before she was tempted to offer them again. “I know Uncle Arthur means well,” she said instead, as the liveried attendant slid back the wrought-iron door and she and her mother stepped inside the elevator, “but all he did by telling those lawyers not to make the changes I asked for was to get me riled up. I hate it when he does that.”

			“He wants what’s best for you. He loves you.”

			“I know, Mama. I don’t have a particle of doubt about that. But sometimes, it feels like he’s just smothering me. First floor, please,” she added to the elevator operator before returning her attention to her mother and the topic at hand. “I’ve already told him a dozen times that I’m going to marry Bernard. I’ve absolutely made up my mind about it. Land sakes,” she added in exasperation. “He’s known me since I was born. Doesn’t he know by now there’s no talking me out of something once I’ve made up my mind?”

			“He knows,” Henrietta assured her with a sigh as the elevator began sinking downward. “Believe me, darlin’, he knows.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			The House with the Bronze Door was an illegal gentlemen’s club, meaning that unless it was raided, it stayed open until dawn. And since Christian’s luck at cards had seemed inclined to stick with him, he’d been happy to remain at the poker tables, so the sun was coming up over Manhattan by the time he tumbled into his bed at the Waldorf. He didn’t awaken until midafternoon, and only then because McIntyre woke him.

			“Verra sorry, sir,” the valet’s pleasant Scottish burr murmured beside his ear, “but Lady Sylvia Shaw is here.”

			Christian mumbled something he thought communicated his present lack of interest in that fact quite clearly, but caught in the heaviness of sleep, he must not have been clear enough. A few minutes after McIntyre departed the room, another person interrupted his slumber, a person far less inclined to consider his need for rest.

			“Christian, wake up.” He heard his sister’s insistent voice, but he kept his eyes tight shut and tried to ignore her. Sylvia, unfortunately, was not the sort to ever be ignored. “Good heavens, why do you always sleep like the dead? Wake up.”

			“Leave off, Sylvia, for pity’s sake,” he muttered, and rolled over, turning his back to her. “I’d have called on you at the Windermeres later. Why are you bursting in on me at this hour of the morning?”

			“It’s not morning,” she informed him as she gave his shoulder another rousing shake. “It’s afternoon, and I can’t believe you’ve come to New York without even letting me know. And to arrive the day before I’m leaving for home? What’s in the wind?”

			He wasn’t quite awake, and he had no intention of satisfying his sister’s curiosity right now. He shrugged off her hand and worked to hold on to sleep.

			“And why this decision to stay at the Waldorf?” she asked. “You could have stayed at the Windermeres’ house on Park Avenue as I’ve been. I could have arranged it before I leave, if only you’d written and told me you were coming. I’m sure Delores Windermere would have been delighted to have you. And her daughters would have been over the moon!”

			“Exactly.” He moved to pull the covers over his head, but he’d barely grasped the edge of the counterpane before she spoke again, her voice a soft murmur close to his ear.

			“If you don’t rise and attend me at once, dear brother, the headline across the next issue of Town Topics shall read, ‘Newest Duke of Scarborough Ready to Marry Again. But Which Lucky Girl Shall Be His Bride?’ ”

			“Good God.” He sat up so quickly that Sylvia had to jump back to avoid being bumped in the nose. “You wouldn’t dare.”

			“Wouldn’t I?” She sat down in the nearest chair, settling her black crepe skirts around her and giving him a smile he knew well. It was the same smile she’d given him when he was ten and she was eight and she’d given his beloved puppy to the children of the local orphanage. He’d had the devil of a time getting old Scruff back again. This occasion, he feared, would be no different.

			“All right, all right,” he said, giving up on sleep altogether since he was now fully awake. “I don’t know what’s so damned important, but whatever it is, I have no intention of discussing anything with you without being dressed first. Have McIntyre ring for tea, then tell him to come and help me dress.”

			Fifteen minutes later, clad in black trousers, white shirt, and black smoking jacket, Christian entered the sitting room of his suite, where he found his sister seated on one of the two facing settees, pouring tea. He crossed the room, taking the cup she held out to him as he passed. “All right, Sylvia,” he said as he sat down opposite her, “now that you’ve invaded my rooms, bullied your way past my valet, and dragged me out of bed, what the devil is so important?”

			“How can you even ask me that? You’ve come to New York! And I had to learn this through gossip?”

			“I only arrived yesterday, and you’re leaving tonight, so I hardly thought it necessary to inform you, especially since I saw you at Andrew’s funeral scarcely
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