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To Judy Cochran Ward, the finest chef in Marin.




She makes your taste buds dance.


She’s also an excellent friend.
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The Mountvale Townhouse, Cavendish Square

London, April 1811

 

ROHAN CARRINGTON, FIFTH BARON MOUNTVALE, BELLOWED at his brother’s portrait, “If you did this, George, and if you weren’t already dead, I’d thrash you within an inch of your bloody life. You little bounder. Were you even capable of such a thing?”

Even as he yelled, Rohan felt a knot swell in his throat. George had been dead nearly a year. No, George couldn’t have done this. George was studious, a scholar with no interest in matters of the flesh. Rohan remembered once, a long time ago, their father had taken him and George to Madame Trillah’s on Cliver Street. At the sight of a very voluptuous redhead with magnificent breasts, George had blanched and then run half the way back to Mountvale Townhouse.

After that, their father had left George alone. George had stuck to his maps and his studies. At least so Rohan had always believed.

“No,” Rohan said, his voice low and deep now, his eyes still on his brother’s portrait, painted when George was eighteen. “I don’t believe this damned letter. It was another young blood using your name, wasn’t it? Did you really manage to bring yourself to the sticking point and ravish a young lady? Hell, did you even know what ‘ravish’ meant?

“What does this man who calls himself her father want from me? Stupid question. Money, of course. Damn you, George—rather damn the man who did this in your name.”

George didn’t answer.

The last Carrington to ruin a young lady and find himself shackled as a result had been Rohan’s great-grandfather, the fabulous Luther Morran Carrington. Old Luther would shake his head, according to Rohan’s grandfather, and mutter that he’d only tossed up Cora’s skirts one miserable time and he’d nailed her but good. He’d continued to nail Cora fourteen more times, eight of his children surviving into adulthood.

Rohan pulled the bell cord behind the immaculate mahogany desk. His secretary, Pulver, must have been standing just outside the door, his face pressed against the wood, for he was in the library in but a moment, not a bit out of breath. He looked pale, gaunt, and put-upon, all three of which he deserved, because, as his friend David Plummy had told him, “It serves you right, slaving like you do for the Wild Baron. Just look at all those uncivilized hours he keeps, and he works you harder than a dog in all the hours in-between. What’s more, he beds more women than you and I will ever even speak to in our lives and everybody loves him for it, just like they love his mother and his father. He’s a philanderer. It isn’t fair, damn him. As for you, Pulver, you deserve to look like you’re on your last legs.”

Pulver would shake his head mournfully, but the truth of it was that Pulver enjoyed himself immensely. Working for Baron Mountvale gave him a certain cachet. He’d even been set upon by several ladies trying to bribe him to get them into the baron’s bedchamber.

Pulver came to a halt in front of the baron, who looked bilious and whose fair hair was standing on end. He was curious to know what news had sent his master over the edge. It wasn’t every day that the baron talked to himself.

“Pulver, get my solicitor Simington over here. No, wait.” The baron broke off, staring at the portrait of his mother that hung beside George’s above the mantel. It had been painted when she was twenty-five—nearly his age now. She’d been glorious when she was young, and she was still incredibly beautiful at forty-five. In her younger years she had been wilder than a storm-tossed night, and he’d been told from his earliest memories that he was just like her, and like his proud papa, of course. They’d told him that he’d been blessed with their wild blood and tempestuous natures.

“No,” he said, bringing himself back to the problem at hand, “I will see to this myself. It’s strange and I don’t believe a word of it. Besides, if there’s no bastard, how can one prove ruination? And there’s no mention at all of a bastard. Surely there would be mention in the bloody letter if there was a bastard, don’t you think?

“No, I must do it myself. I don’t want to, but I must, dammit. I will be gone for three days, no more.”

“But, my lord,” Pulver said, near desperation in his voice, “you must need me to do something. You are agitated. There is even a wrinkle in your sleeve. Your cravat is crooked. Your fair locks need a brushing. Your valet would not approve. Perhaps you are not thinking too clearly.”

Rohan waved the letter in Pulver’s face. “I am thinking clearly enough to know that I will probably put a bullet through this bleater’s brain. The man’s a damned liar—that, or someone else is.”

“Ah,” Pulver said. A woman has managed to get hold of him. Was she a former mistress he didn’t want to see anymore? She wanted money?

“I am a very good negotiator,” Pulver said with a modesty he did not possess, not budging from in front of the baron. “I can deal with almost any bleater in London. Give me a bleater from outside London and I’ll mash him.”

Rohan became aware that his secretary was bearing down on him. “Negotiator?” he repeated, distracted. “Oh, you must be thinking about Melinda Corruthers. She was a tough little bit of leather, wasn’t she? That was well done of you, Pulver. You convinced her that she was swimming up the wrong creek since I had truly never heard of her before. Well, this isn’t the same. I will handle it myself, I owe it to my brother. Turn down all invitations for the next week.” He paused, frowning, looking into his secretary’s gaunt face. “Eat something, man. You look skinnier than you did just yesterday. People already believe I pay you so little that you can’t even afford a turnip for your dinner. Even my mother thinks I torture you.”

Pulver was left standing where he was, watching the baron leave the library, that piece of foolscap wadded in his hand. It had to do with a woman. A woman and his brother? Surely that was beyond strange. Which brother? Neither of the baron’s brothers was the least like him. It was a start. Pulver mentally arranged the few facts already in his possession. Not much, but he was patient. He could begin to imagine the look of envy on David Plummy’s face when he heard about this new exploit.

Rohan strode into his bedchamber and paced, muttering about a straight-as-a-stick younger brother who must have had wicked friends who had used his name. His valet, Tinker, who didn’t hear the baron’s muttering, even though he tried, packed a valise for him. Tinker wondered why his lordship wasn’t in a better humor. Surely this trip must involve a female. Nearly all the baron’s trips did. Everyone knew that. The baron was famous for his trips to his little hideaways. But more than lust and passion seemed involved here. What could it be? Tinker was patient. He would find out soon enough. He wondered if Pulver knew more than he did.

 

Rohan didn’t think of Lily until he was tooling down the Reading road at a fine clip, some fifteen miles out of London. He sighed. He’d forgotten to send a message to her to tell her he wouldn’t see her this evening. Ah, there was so much to be done. Well, he wouldn’t be gone more than three days.

Who the hell was this Joseph Hawlworth of Mulberry House, Moreton-in-Marsh, a town that wasn’t far at all from Oxford, where George had lived and pursued his solitary education?

 

Susannah raised her face to the sun. It felt wonderful. It had rained continuously for two days, making everyone testy, but today the sun was shining as if God himself had sent it blazing down just for her. She gently patted the rich, black dirt around the base of the rosebush. She moved on to a patch of candytuft, her pride, sent to her by her cousin who had spoken to one of the gardeners in Chelsea Gardens and learned that the flowers had come from Persia to England just a few years before. John had managed to spirit a cutting out of Chelsea Gardens to her the previous fall. Now as she lovingly traced her fingertips over the dark evergreen leaves to the shower of white flowers atop the stem, she remembered his note, telling her that the name “candy” had come from Candia, the ancient name of Crete. She wondered if she could ever work that bit into a conversation with her father. Probably not. She wondered if she would ever be able to work that bit into any conversation, with anyone in the environs. Probably not.

She jerked out a particularly nasty weed, made certain that the soil was well drained and moist, and prayed the sun would continue shining, for the candytuft thrived with sun.

She turned on her heel at the sound of a curricle drawing up in front of the cottage. Her father was supposedly in Scotland, so he’d told her, but she knew he was very likely gambling away his shirt with his cronies down in Blaystock. She sighed and rose. A tradesman? No, it couldn’t be. She had made very certain that all the tradesmen had been paid before she allowed her father to leave Mulberry House, complaining bitterly under his breath about what a shrew she had become.

Who would come in a curricle? She rounded the side of the house to see a magnificent gray snorting and prancing to a stop. The man driving the curricle was speaking to the horse, a spirited conversation that drew an occasional snort from the massive animal, who stood at least seventeen hands high. When the horse quieted, the man looked about, probably for a stable lad.

Susannah called out, “Just a moment and I’ll fetch Jamie. He’ll take care of your horse.”

“Thank you,” the man called back.

When she returned with Jamie, who had been napping in a mound of fresh hay at the back of the small barn behind the house, the man was patting the horse’s nose, still speaking to him.

“Oh, aye,” Jamie said, sprinting forward now. “Yicks, jest ley yer peepers on that purty boy. I’ll feed him good, Guv, don’t ye worry. Wot’s the name of this beauty?”

“Gulliver.”

“Odd name fer sech a manly beast and that’s what ye be—manly—despite they cut off yer conkers. Gulliver, aye, the name niver come to me ears afore, but who cares? I’ll take ’im now, Guv. All gray ye be, and that lovely white star in the middle of yer forehead. Come with me, ye purty boy.”

Rohan had never heard such an odd rendering of the English language. It was both illiterate and intriguing and very nearly sung in a deep baritone. He watched the stable lad lead Gulliver and his curricle toward the back of the house. Gulliver was prancing beside him, shaking his mighty head at the lad’s words, just as he did with Rohan, only it seemed to Rohan that his horse was showing more enthusiasm with the stable lad, a damned stranger, than he normally did with his true master, the one who paid for his oats.

And Susannah watched him watch his horse. When Jamie and Gulliver were gone around the side of the house, she was left standing in the drive looking at the man in a very elegant greatcoat with at least six capes. He took off his hat and ran his fingers through his pale blondish-brown hair. He was young, not above twenty-five or twenty-six, and very handsome. Too handsome, and probably very well aware of it. She frowned. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him, not at first.

It took her ten more seconds. She sucked in her breath and took a step back. She said, “You’re George’s brother. You’re the Wild Baron. Goodness, I didn’t realize how alike you looked.”

She was so pale he thought she would fall over in a dead faint.

“Oh? You’re entirely wrong. George had black hair and dark brown eyes. We looked nothing alike.”

“I don’t understand,” she said slowly. “Why are you saying that? George had eyes nearly as green as yours—he said his were the same color as his father’s—and his hair was just a bit darker blond than yours.”

Well, damn. His ruse hadn’t paid off.

“Very well,” Rohan said. “It was George, then. You did know him.” Perhaps it also meant that she wasn’t part of this plan to skinny down his coffers. At least he now knew one thing for certain. It had been George, as fantastic as it seemed to Rohan.

“So,” Rohan said, not bowing, not offering to take her hand, not doing anything except standing there, looking at the run-down house, bricks missing from one of the chimneys, and the beautiful gardens that surrounded it. “Since you guessed who I am, since you described George nearly to his eyebrows, then you must be the girl my brother supposedly ruined?”

She stared at him. The black smudges of dirt on her face stood out starkly against her pallor. She had become mute.

“You’re not, then. Very well. You’re a maid, and a dirty one at that. You simply saw George when he visited here? You work at this house? For that paltry bugger who wrote me that impertinent letter? If you do work here, you don’t appear to do a very good job. The place looks like it’s ready to fall down and crumble.”

She got hold of herself. “That’s true enough, but I ask you, how could a maid be responsible for how the house looks on the outside?” That stymied him and she smiled to herself. She realized, of course, that most self-respecting maids would turn up their noses at her. Her hands were dirty, there was black dirt on her muslin gown and under her fingernails, her hair was straggling about her face.

She let him wriggle free from that one finally, saying, “I not only work here, I also live here.”

“Then you are not a maid?”

“No, I’m not a maid.” She didn’t say anything more. She watched him draw a piece of foolscap from his greatcoat pocket. He waved it at her. “If you live here, then perhaps you can tell me why this man named Joseph Hawlworth wrote me this insolent letter telling me that George had ruined you? It is you who are ruined, is it not?”
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SHE WAS SILENT FOR A LONGER TIME THAN IT USUALLY took his valet to arrange Rohan’s cravat. Rohan wasn’t a patient man, but he managed to hold himself quiet. He fairly bubbled with questions, but he would be patient now. He would wait her out. Finally, spreading her dirty hands in front of her, she said, “I’m not ruined. I was never ruined.”

“Did you really know my brother George? I realize you know what he looked like, but were you really close to him?”

“Yes, I was, but he didn’t ruin me. May I read the letter my father wrote to you?”

He handed it to her. She had to smooth out the creases. Those creases bespoke a fine anger. Well, good, her father deserved it. She read: “
My Lord Mountvale, Your brother, George Carrington, ruined my daughter. You are the head of the Carrington family. It is now your obligation …”

She sucked in her breath. Her father’s intent was painfully clear. Very slowly, very carefully, she folded the paper and handed it back to him. She said, “My father made a grave mistake.” She just looked at him. “George did not ruin me,” she said again, her litany. She hated this. Of course now she knew why her father couldn’t wait to leave Mulberry House. He’d written this damnable letter to George’s brother, then hied himself out of the line of fire, leaving her to deal with his blackmail scheme. Her father had no idea that George’s brother was a debauched satyr whose appetites, according to George, brought new meaning to the word. But then George had grinned and rubbed his hands together and said his brother was the very best in the world. She hadn’t understood that, particularly when George had told her that she was to avoid his brother until George had the chance to arrange everything just right, to explain her to his brother. He said earnestly that if his older brother viewed her as a threat to him—George—he would destroy her without a second thought, despite what George could say or do. It had all been very confusing.

Now she was facing George’s older brother. There was no George to aid her. She had never planned to see the baron at all, to meet him or speak to him. She had certainly never wanted him to know about her.

Rohan slipped the folded letter back into the pocket of his greatcoat. “I was more surprised than I can say when I received this impudent letter. So this Hawlworth fellow is your father?”

“Yes, he’s my father. He isn’t here.”

“And he is the master of this magnificent house?” He was staring right at the chimney stack that had lost a load of bricks.

“He is the master. I’m the daughter, but George didn’t ruin me. I’ve already told you that. I mean it. You may leave with a clear conscience. I neither want nor need anything from you. I’m sorry my father did this. You may be certain that I will burn his ears for his attempt to do you harm.”

This was unexpected. Rohan didn’t like unexpected situations. And this one had been nothing but unexpected from the beginning. What stunned him still was that it had been George the scholar, the budding cartographer, the studious young man, who hadn’t ever appeared to grasp the reality that there was a fair sex. George had managed to rouse enough lust to make love to this lovely young lady? And she was a lady, dirt and all. It was in her bearing, in the way she spoke so clearly and precisely. “Why are you so dirty?”

She raised her head and smiled, a lovely smile really, not that he cared. “Look around you. I am the gardener here. I am very good. Flowers and plants love me. Shall I show you my lilies and iris and candytuft? My roses are the most beautiful in the area.”

A gardener, was she? Now that was something, but he wasn’t about to let her sidetrack him. “What do you mean, George didn’t ruin you?”

“Just what I said. You may leave now, sir. Let me go fetch Jamie for you. I’m sorry I had him take away your horse and curricle in the first place.”

“No, wait.” He lightly grasped her sleeve. “Listen, you’re not what I expected—at least at first glance you’re not. I want to talk to you. My brother has been dead nearly a year now. If you knew him, then I want to hear you talk about him. It appears that George had interests I wasn’t aware of, namely you.”

She said very quietly, “George had many interests in the time I knew him.”

“Then why didn’t you come to his funeral? Why didn’t he come to me and tell me about you?”

“He was trying to find the perfect moment, he told me several times. I guess he didn’t ever find even close to a perfect moment.” She shrugged. “Then it was too late. As for his funeral, I couldn’t come.”

“Why?”

“I was needed here. I couldn’t leave.”

There was more here than met the eye. So George had been trying to find the perfect moment to tell him? Tell him what, exactly? That he wanted to marry this girl whose face was smudged with dirt and was really quite fine-looking and was a gardener? “Look, can we go inside? I’m hot and thirsty.”

“If you are so hot, then remove that greatcoat.”

He frowned down at her. He wasn’t used to a woman carping at him—well, a bit of carping, and that was usually amusing. His mother did it brilliantly, always following it with a smile to curl a man’s toes. He shrugged off the greatcoat. “I’m still hot and thirsty. Are my britches to be next?”

She didn’t look remotely interested or remotely shocked at his improper words. Actually, she didn’t want to take him inside, but she probably had no choice. She couldn’t see him leaving until he was satisfied, until, in short, he was good and ready. But she had to get rid of him. She wasn’t about to take any chances.

She stilled a moment and listened very carefully. She heard nothing. Finally she shrugged and said, “Very well. I will be glad to give you something to drink, perhaps even a small cake, but then you must leave.”

“You don’t want money from me?”

“No. Come inside,” she said, her hands fisted at her sides. Of course that was what he expected. She probably would have expected the same thing if she’d been in his boots. She shuddered at what her father had written. She didn’t know yet what she would say to him once he returned to Mulberry House, but it wouldn’t be at all filial.

He followed her into the dim entry hall of Mulberry House. It was very cool inside, simply because the windows in the hallway were covered, not letting the sunlight in. He followed her into a nearby smallish room that was nonetheless filled with light, no draperies on these windows, and very little furniture. There was a single sofa covered with an ancient yellow brocade and set on fairly new Egyptian feet, two chairs that looked vastly uncomfortable, and a single carpet that was clean and looked quite cheap. The oak floor was well waxed, and there was no dust that he could see in the corners.

This place could certainly use some money. He looked around him and curled his lip. Why the devil didn’t she want any of his groats? What was going on here?

She pointed to a chair and walked out of the room without a word or a backward glance.

He remained alone for a good ten minutes. He had stared at those Egyptian feet for at least eight minutes of the ten. Then she returned carrying a tray. “I have brought some tea and lemon cakes. They’re only a day old and still fresh enough.”

“You’re also the cook?”

“Usually Mrs. Timmons comes in from Upper Slaughter, but this week her daughter had twins and she has to see to the rest of the children.”

“Oh.” He eyed her as he picked up a lemon cake. He took a bite. It was sour and dry. He swallowed, barely. It actually tasted no worse than the near-moldy slices of bread served at Almack’s.

“My father doesn’t like my cooking either. He says that I look at a loin of pork and it turns into a boot, fit only for Lolah the goat. As for these poor cakes, I’ve never been able to figure out just how much lemon juice to squeeze into the mixture. Also, I was very low on sugar and the cakes surely need more of it.”

“I cannot help you.”

“No, I imagine that you have never done anything for yourself in your life.”

That was a low shot a man couldn’t tolerate. “If I tried to make the lemon cakes, I wouldn’t muck it up. That is because I can read a recipe, I have a brain, and I know how to use measures. This is drier than the wheels on my curricle. It’s stuck in my throat.”

“If it’s stuck in that throat of yours, then how are you able to talk so much?”

He grunted at that and drank some tea, expecting warm swamp water. Instead, it was delicious, India tea, his favorite. He nodded. “Now,” he said, sitting back on the old yellow brocade, “tell me how you came to know George and how he didn’t ruin you, or did ruin you, according to your father.”

“No,” she said. “The only reason you’re here is because of my father’s accusation. You will not hear again from him, I swear it. Thus there is nothing you need to know. You may leave in good conscience.” She rose. “Good day, my lord. Have a safe journey back to London.”

He waved his hand at her, a finely shaped hand with clean, buffed nails, a strong hand. “You claim you knew my brother well. Tell me how you met him.”

She sighed, as if much put upon. “I really wish you would just leave and go back to London.”

“How do you know I’m going back to London?”

“You’re the Wild Baron, are you not? Surely that is where most gentlemen of your ilk reside?”

He was occasionally called the Wild Baron, a sobriquet that usually amused him and that certainly pleased his proud mama, but from this young lady’s mouth it sounded like a rank insult. He drew up stiffer than the fireplace poker that stood at an odd angle in the corner. “I am not notorious. And I wish to God that whoever pinned that silly nickname on me would fall off the face of the earth. Did George tell you that?”

“Whenever he called you the Wild Baron, it was with much affection. He said it was in the blood, tainted blood evidently. He said that his other brother, Tibolt, was a very serious, very holy young man, a vicar, who hadn’t inherited the tainted blood. George said your parents were renowned for their lechery, beloved for their vices. Any antic they pulled was eulogized. George said that your father rubbed his hands together whenever he heard of one of your exploits and said you were as wicked as the devil himself, that you were his proud first fruit.”

“Don’t forget my mother’s blood in this rhapsody of yours.” Damn, he hadn’t meant to say that. He sat forward, his hands clasped between his knees. “Listen, I have no knowledge that my father ever said such things. He died two years ago. My mother, however, is still very capable of carrying on her own wild escapades. She is herself, nothing more. Still, you’re just parroting foolish tales. It is no more than gossip.”

“I do occasionally read the
 London Times and the
 Gazette. You appear with great regularity in both papers. You indulge in exploits that appear to titillate everyone in society. You must be a very busy man, since I have read that you have enjoyed liaisons with most ladies in London, that you have made outrageous wagers with the Prince Regent and have won, that you have been known to fill a lady’s bathing tub with champagne and, well, what followed is better left unsaid.”

“It wasn’t all that expensive a champagne. As to the ladies, you actually believe all that drivel? I do not cozy up to married ladies. Scarcely do I get all that close to them, despite what they wish. No, what you’ve read is preposterous, gross overstatements—well, most of it must be.”

He stopped cold. He sounded ridiculous and he wanted to kick himself. Why was he trying to convince her that he wasn’t a satyr? He was quite pleased, all in all, with his reputation. He would have to think about this. She’d made him say things he would never normally say. She had raised a smooth brow and was giving him the look of a tolerant mother superior to an errant novice.

“It’s none of your business,” he said, set the teacup in its saucer with a snap, and rose. “Your father wrote specifically that George had ruined you. What did he mean? Did George seduce you? Relieve you of your precious virginity? Did he leave you in a ditch? What exactly did the poor boy do to you? You are not exactly a toothsome young maiden of seventeen.” Irritated, he slashed his hand through the air, then said, “At least you’re cleaner than you were when I first saw you. But there is still some dirt beneath your fingernails.”

“I know. I couldn’t find my gloves. I thought you wanted to know how I came to be acquainted with your brother. Well, no matter. We met and that was that. George didn’t do anything that I didn’t want him to. My father is mistaken. You may leave now, my lord.”

He said abruptly, “How old are you, Miss Hawlworth?”

“I am nearly twenty-one.”

“George was twenty-three when he died. I had thought you would be much older, an experienced woman to take advantage of a green young man.”

“George, green? Yes, I suppose he was. He was very shy, quiet, and he loved to read maps, any maps.” She paused a moment, frowning down at the lemon cake.

Rohan said, sitting forward on the settee, “It wasn’t that George was a prig, but he was a rather solitary young man, loved his studies, particularly maps, and I would have wagered that he was a virgin when he died even though I knew he wasn’t.”

“No, George was no prig. Nor was he a virgin. At least he told me he wasn’t. There is no way I would be able to tell is there?”

“No. Now, how old were you when you met George?”

“I don’t recall exactly.”

“You are being evasive. Tell me the bloody truth.”

“There is little enough to tell. And it makes no difference to anything.” She had the gall to shrug.

He was furious, but he wasn’t about to show her how very angry he really was. She believed that bedding more women than resided in an English village was his mission in life? A Carrington family tradition? In his damned blood? Damnation, it was supposed to be and at this moment, he hated it. He wanted to pick up the sofa with its ridiculous Egyptian feet and hurl it through the windows, except it wouldn’t fit. He drew a nice deep breath. “Then tell me more about George.”

“He was too handsome for his own good, just as you are,” she said in a matter-of-fact voice that robbed her words of any compliment “He was smart. But he sometimes seemed lost to me, as if he wanted to do something or be someone different from what he was, and he just didn’t know where to go or what to do. That sounds strange, I know, but it was often the impression he gave me. He was loyal, in his way.”

This was the George he knew. Quiet, studious George. “Loyal in his own way? What do you mean by that?”

“He did not abandon those whom he had taken in affection, those to whom he had made commitments.”

“Of course he wouldn’t. Would you care to be more specific?”

“No. I will also tell you that he drank too much. It worried me a great deal.”

“I never saw George take a drink of anything in his entire life. The George you described is my George, all right, except for this drinking. Are you certain it was George and not someone who used his name, someone who just happened to have looked a bit like him, a bit like me?”

She rose quickly. “Just a moment. I cannot believe that I actually understand what you mean.”

She left the drawing room. He heard her light footsteps on the stairs. When she returned just a few moments later, she was carrying a sketch pad. She rifled through the pages, then handed the pad to him. He saw a startling likeness of George. She was an excellent artist. The figure in the drawing looked shy and wistful, yet there was something yearning in that expression she’d captured. What was it? It was puzzling, but perhaps it was just that the artist had rendered that yearning look he didn’t recognize. He handed her back the sketch pad before he realized he wanted to look through the rest of the drawings.

“That is George.”

“Of course it is.”

“You do know how he died?”

“I know that he drowned. The
 Gazette gave no details. There was no way for me to find out more.”

“Of course there was. All you had to do was to write to me, but you didn’t. Very well, you’ve pursed your lips together so tightly your mouth has nearly disappeared. He and some of his friends were in small yachts, racing from Ventnor to Lucy Point. None of them knew that a freak storm was blowing up. It hit them hard, driving George’s yacht into the cliff just above Lucy Point. The boat splintered. The young man with George survived. George didn’t. His body was never recovered. If he had been drunk at the time I would have killed him if he hadn’t died. But of course he wasn’t drunk. George didn’t drink, I told you that.”

“Yes, you did,” she said, and nothing more. She didn’t cry, but she was remarkably pale. He held his peace and sipped more of his tea. Finally, after she’d eaten the last bite of a lemon cake, she said, “You’re right, they do taste quite sour. I must work on that recipe.”

“Ask Mrs. Timmons to teach you.”

“Yes, perhaps I will. Now, surely you have to leave, my lord.”

He shrugged. Why not? There was nothing for him here. Perhaps a bit of George he hadn’t known, but George was dead, and what did it matter now? The chit wasn’t going to say anything more about George and he couldn’t very well force her to. But the father—he really wanted to know what her damned father had to say. “Where is your father?”

She stiffened straight as an oak sapling. “He is not here.”

“I can see that he is not. Where can I find him? He’s hiding from me, isn’t he? He left you here to face me.”

He was so close to the truth that it rattled her for a moment. How could he possibly know that? Then she managed to say, “I won’t tell you. You might challenge him to a duel. You might knock out some of his teeth. He needs all the teeth he has. He can’t afford to lose any more.”

“I won’t knock out any of his bloody teeth, even though he likely deserves it. Where is he?”

She shook her head. Her lips were a thin line again. She had felt pain at George’s death; he didn’t doubt that now. He saw a smudge of dirt at her hairline that she had missed when she’d washed her face. It blended right in with the dark brown of her hair. A warm, dark brown that looked rich and soft. Ah, but her eyes were cold and distant. Those eyes of hers, they were a bright blue gray—not dark and mysterious, but rather light and mysterious, like the oddly faceted sapphire he’d bought some three years ago and kept. His mother had selected it from Rundle and Bridge. She didn’t know he hadn’t given it to a mistress.

He said nothing more. He merely picked up his greatcoat and strode out of the house, with her dogging his heels. Why? Did she believe he wasn’t going to leave? Did she think he was going to steal that settee with the ridiculous Egyptian feet? Did she think he was going to hide in the stable? The curricle was standing there in the front drive, but there was no Gulliver. When he rounded the side of the house he saw Jamie brushing Gulliver, singing at the top of his lungs to the huge gray gelding. It was not an edifying song, but it was catchy.






“There was a young fellow from Lyme

Who lived with three wives at a time.

When asked, ‘Why the third?’

He said, ‘One’s absurd!

And bigamy, sir, is a crime.”’







Rohan boomed out laughter. The stable lad had used the best King’s English and had sung the limerick in a rich baritone fit for a lady’s musical soiree.

“Jamie,” Susannah said, coming up alongside the baron, “is the local master of the limerick. He does accents. He’s really quite excellent.”

“Yes, he is.” He watched Jamie lead a rather reluctant Gulliver out from behind Mulberry House. His own horse didn’t want to come to him? Rohan yelled, “Come on, you miserable devil, you faithless sod. Oh, all right. If you like, I’ll learn some limericks and sing them to you.”

Gulliver whinnied and pawed the ground with his front hoof. He perked his ears first toward Jamie, then toward Rohan.

She was again dogging his heels. He took the reins from Jamie’s hands, nodded the boy away, then backed Gulliver into his traces.

She watched him fasten Gulliver into the straps, readying the horse to pull the curricle. He was quick and efficient. He looked up once to see a frown on her face. She kept looking up at the second floor.

“Did you lie to me? Is your father hiding upstairs?”

“Certainly not. Aren’t you done yet? You should have asked Jamie to do it. He’s had more practice than you. He’s faster.”

“I am perfectly capable of rigging Gulliver in,” he said, his voice cold and stiff. Did she believe him to be a total wastrel? A completely useless sod? Well, he supposed most people believed that and loved him all the more for it. Strange world.

“There, you did it again, looked up at the second floor. What is up there? Who is up there? A mad uncle? Look at you. You even have your hands crossed over your chest like an Italian soprano. What is the matter?”

At that moment, a child wailed.
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“THAT,” ROHAN SAID THOUGHTFULLY, NOT LOOKING UP at the window, but rather at her set face, “wasn’t your father.”

The child let loose with another furious wail, louder this time.

She left him at a dead run.

Rohan yelled, “Jamie!”

He gave Gulliver’s reins over to the stable lad, saying even as he was striding back into the house, “Sing him another limerick. Then write it down so I can sing it to him later.”

He saw the hem of her skirt disappear at the top of the stairs. He stopped cold.

Child?

What was he supposed to do? He turned quickly toward the open front door. He would leave. That was exactly what he should do. Yes, leave right this moment. Now. This child had nothing at all to do with him. It was just her little brother or little sister. No, the child didn’t have a thing to do with him.

He heard Jamie singing in a light falsetto voice,






“There was an old man from Blackheath,

Who sat on his set of false teeth.

Said he with a start,

‘Oh, Lord, bless my heart!

I’ve bitten myself underneath!”’







He heard Gulliver whinny loudly. Traitorous horse.

Rohan turned slowly on the bottom stairs and looked upward. There was no child crying out now. There was complete silence. He didn’t want to, it was none of his business, but he started up the stairs, climbed every one of those narrow, steep steps until he was at the top. He turned right and walked down the narrow corridor. He passed two closed doors. He paused outside the third, just inched open. He didn’t want to, he shouldn’t have, but he did. Quietly, he pushed the door open a bit further.

She was sitting there in a rocking chair, rocking slowly back and forth, a girl-child in her arms. She was singing softly to the little girl, rubbing her back in soothing, wide circles. She was looking down at the child, a finger of her left hand lightly stroking her cheek. The child heaved with sobs, then slowly she calmed, stretching out all boneless in her arms. She was speaking softly now, and rocking, back and forth, back and forth. “It’s all right, lovey, quite all right. You just had a bad dream. It’s all right, all right.”

He must have made a sound. He didn’t think he had, but he must have made some noise because she looked up. She stared at him, her face as white as the lace on her collar. The child, sensing her distress, stiffened and pushed away from her.

“Shush, shush,” she whispered, hugging the child against her. “No, lovey, it’s all right. Just lie against Mama. It’s all right.”

Mama? She was this child’s mother? No, impossible. Surely it was a little sister. Mama? But she’d sworn that George hadn’t ruined her.

He turned and walked down the corridor, walked slowly down the stairs. He wanted to walk right out that front door, climb into his curricle, and let Gulliver run like the wind, as far away from this place as he could go in as short a time as possible.

Instead, he went back into the sparsely furnished drawing room. He poured himself some more tea. He eyed another lemon cake but couldn’t bring himself to take it.

He sat there for a long time.

Then she was standing in the open doorway, silent and still, unmoving, just looking at him, no expression at all on her face.

He said, “You told the child you were her mama. Is this true?”

“No. Hearing that simply soothes her.”

He rose slowly. “How old is the little girl?”

He saw that her face was awash with a lie and added quickly, “I saw her. I’m not a complete fool. Don’t begin to believe you could ever deceive me.”

“Very well. She is three years and five months old.”

“Then she cannot be George’s child. She cannot be your child. You told me you were twenty-one. If she is three, then you birthed her when you were eighteen, which means you were impregnated when you were seventeen. George would have been only nineteen. It can’t be George’s child. He would have told me, for God’s sake. It isn’t as if you became pregnant and then he was killed. No, this isn’t a baby we’re talking about here, it’s a child, a little girl. She isn’t his child, is she?”

“No,” she said. “Of course not. She’s my little sister.”

“Very well.” He walked out of the drawing room.

She was on his heels in an instant. “Where do you think you’re going?”

He was striding back up the stairs, down that narrow corridor, this time quietly opening every door.

“Stop it, damn you, just stop. Leave, please, just leave.”

He turned to face her. She was out of breath.

“Where is the child?”

“Won’t you just go away? You know you want to.”

“That’s true. However, I can’t.” He knew he could leave if he really put his mind to it, if he just forced himself to turn about and march back down those steep stairs, outside to the singing stable lad and Gulliver. George’s child. George’s bastard. He couldn’t believe it. He wouldn’t believe it.

He kept walking.

Her shoulders slumped. “All right, this way.”

The little girl was asleep on a narrow bed, on her stomach, one arm wrapped around a doll that had very little hair left on its head. A light blanket was tucked around her.

Her face was turned away from them. The small head was covered with blond hair.

“What is her name?”

“Marianne.”

His heart began to pound, slow, dull thuds. Marianne, the tiny daughter of Squire Bethony who had died coughing blood when she was only five years old. The little girl had been George’s best friend. George hadn’t spoken for nearly eight months after she died.

“Does she have a second name?”

“Yes. Lindsay. Her name is Marianne Lindsay. It’s my mother’s name.”

The pain was sharp and hard to his heart. Slowly, he turned to face her. “You know where her first name comes from, don’t you?”

“Yes, I know.”

The child stirred, sucking her middle fingers.

“Do you still insist that the child is your sister?”

“I suppose it wouldn’t do much good now.”

“None at all. Please awaken her. I want to see George’s child. I want to see my niece.”

She leaned over and gently began rubbing the little girl’s back. The sucking sounds speeded up. “Wake up, Marianne. Come on, lovely, wake up. There’s a fine gentlemen who wants to meet you. Come, love.” She picked the little girl up, wrapping the blanket around her, kissed her small ear, then turned her to face him. The child’s eyes slowly opened. Rohan stared into his own eyes, into George’s eyes—a bright, soft green, the color of nearly all the Carrington males’ eyes for the past three generations.

He swallowed. Slowly, he touched his fingertip gently to the little girl’s face. She drew back, frowning.

“It’s all right, lovey.”

“Yes,” he said, his voice very low and as gentle as a soft spring rain, “I’m your uncle.”

The little girl took her fingers out of her mouth. She stared at him, those green eyes of hers intent and deep as a vein of emeralds, “What’s an uncle?”

“I’m your papa’s brother.”

A small hand with two wet fingers touched the cleft in his chin. “You have a hole in your chin just like Papa did.”

“Yes,” he said, and swallowed.

“I don’t have one. Mama told me God doesn’t give them out to everyone.”

“That’s right. But God did give them to most of the Carrington male children.”

“Mama told me that Papa would yell when he shaved himself because he always cut himself in that hole.”

“It is difficult.” Rohan couldn’t remember seeing George shave himself. He’d had little to shave. But he had evidently stayed in this house, had bathed in this house, had shaved in this house.

“I wish God would give me one. Did you know that my papa went to heaven?” All this was said matter-of-factly. Marianne then stuck her fingers back into her mouth and began to suck vigorously.

“I have no likeness of George, except that charcoal sketch I made of him two years ago. Marianne will forget what he looked like soon.”

“That isn’t true. The sketch is fine. She won’t forget.”

She shrugged. “I am but an amateur. It isn’t good enough. There’s no hope for it. She will forget.”

“No, she won’t.” The words were there, spoken, out of his mouth, hanging there stark in the air between them.

She said calmly, with a good deal of composure even as she lightly bounced the little girl up and down in her arms, “There is nothing for you here, my lord. Very well, it’s true that she is George’s daughter. You already guessed that. Her likeness to him is very pronounced, but surely that means little or nothing to you. She isn’t a boy. She can’t be important to you in any way.”

“When will she be four?”

“In November, the fourth of November.”

“You didn’t tell me why you didn’t come to George’s funeral, just said some nonsense about how you couldn’t. You could have come. No one would have known who you were.”

So he wanted the truth. So be it. “There wasn’t enough money for me to come. Don’t give me that supercilious sneer. I’m not pleading or begging or trying to make you feel sorry for us. We go on wonderfully well. It is only my father who occasionally loses his sense and thus his money. He is a gambler, and that is probably what he is doing right now. Gambling. It was just that at that particular time there just wasn’t enough money. The vicar—he was good enough to come and we prayed for George here.” She stopped speaking then, just held the little girl tightly against her, her head bowed.

Gently, he lifted her chin with his fingers. Tears were streaming down her face.

“At least George knew his daughter for more than two years.”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t George know his daughter?”

“Of course, but he couldn’t be here often. He was studying so very hard at Oxford.”

But wouldn’t George have been just as content studying his maps and his Latin and his history books here? Evidently not. Why hadn’t George told him about her and his daughter? It made no sense.

And then, of course, he understood.

“What last name does she carry?”

The tears dried up and the back stiffened. The little girl stirred, aware of her mother’s distress.

He watched her soothe the child, lifting her over her shoulder and lightly patting her back. She sobbed twice, three times, then heaved a deep sigh. He smiled, unable not to.

Finally, she laid the little girl back onto her bed, covered her, waited a few more minutes to make sure she slept, then motioned him away.

At the head of the stairs, he said again, “What last name does she carry?”

“Her last name is Carrington,” she said, and walked ahead of him down the stairs.

She turned at the bottom of the stairs. “George and I were married in October of 1806, at Oxford. My father gave his permission, since I was only seventeen.”

“George didn’t have my permission. No one would have allowed him to wed without my permission. I don’t blame you for maintaining this lie. You must deal with the local folk. The little girl is George’s bastard, but I will see that she doesn’t suffer for it. I will do my best to—”

They were facing each other in the dim entryway. She drew back her hand and slapped him hard.

“How dare you? No, I don’t mind that you have insulted me, but to believe your brother guilty of such infamy?” She raised her hand again. This time, he managed to catch her wrist. His head was still spinning from her first blow.

“You’re very strong,” he said finally, but he didn’t let go of her wrist.

She was panting, furious, trying to jerk free of him but unable to. “George told me again and again that you would merely laugh if he told you about us, if he told you about Marianne. He said you would send him to Australia and take Marianne away from me. He said you’d probably sell me as a bond servant in the Colonies.”

Rohan just stared at her. George had said that? No, it wasn’t possible, it just wasn’t.

“Then he’d laugh and say that you were the best of brothers, despite all your secrets and your philandering. I never knew what he meant by that.

“But you don’t know anything, my lord. Also, since it’s obvious you don’t believe me, I will show you our papers. Not because I care what you think of me or Marianne, but because I care what you think of George. Then I want you to leave. You have never been a part of our lives. I decided long ago that George was never going to allow you to be part of our lives. I certainly don’t want you to be now.”

He was utterly baffled. None of this made any sense.

He had a niece named Marianne. He didn’t even know the mother’s name.

 

When she returned to the entryway where she’d left him waiting, she handed him an envelope. Inside was a parchment that looked very official. Sure enough, it was the marriage certificate. He recognized his brother’s signature. He read the preacher’s signature. Bligh McNally. There was no need for him to read more.

Very slowly he handed it back to her.

“Your father wrote me that letter because he wanted money. It’s obvious there isn’t much of that here at Mulberry House. You haven’t asked me for money, so either you don’t want any, or if you do, you’re playing the game with a strategy I have never before witnessed.”

“I don’t want your money. I never wanted your money. George expected to inherit some of his father’s money when he became twenty-five. Unfortunately, he didn’t make it.”

He looked off into the distance for just a moment, then smiled. He took the plunge. He said, “Ah, but you’re wrong. Didn’t he tell you? No, of course he didn’t. Aunt Mariam died after George did. He had no idea that she would leave him money, some twenty thousand pounds. That money came to me, since George was dead.” He drew a deep breath, aware that he was very possibly wading deeper into the River Styx. “It should now go to George’s daughter.”

Money, she thought, staring at the baron. George had actually left her money, all unknowingly. Well, no, actually the baron was offering her the money and he didn’t have to. Not just a shilling or two. No, real money—twenty thousand pounds. It was a vast sum. She doubted she’d ever seen more than twenty pounds at any one time in her entire twenty-one and a half years.

It was more than enough to live on very comfortably, forever. The good Lord knew she had ample experience living on a frayed string. Twenty thousand pounds—no frayed string anymore. She and Marianne would be safe. Toby too. All three of them would be safe.

She looked him straight in the eye. “That would support Marianne and me forever. Will you truly give us George’s inheritance?”

“There’s only one problem,” he said slowly, wondering how the devil these damnable words were seeping out of his own mouth, feeling himself sink deeper. Then he saw the little girl’s face, that small smile of hers, identical to George’s, and his heart contracted. George’s child. He couldn’t leave her here. He wouldn’t.

Now the ax would fall, she thought, watching him. Did he want to bed her? George had panted after her—no other way to put it—but she’d loved him and wanted him to marry her, and thus he’d had no choice if he wanted to bed her. He’d married her all right and proper and then almost immediately impregnated her.

She hadn’t blamed him overly when he’d left her once the morning illness had begun. Watching someone vomit wasn’t an elevating sight. And she’d been so tired and tiresome. She was glad when he left. She’d felt wretched and guilty, the two emotions nearly dragging her into the dirt. But then he’d come back. He always returned to her.

Still, the baron remained silent, just looking intently at her. “You want me to go to bed with you,” she said dully and looked past him out the open front door to where Jamie was still singing to Gulliver, the huge gray nodding his head. She wondered if his hooves were tapping a beat in the ground. “That is your only condition.”

“Oh, no,” he said. “Surely not that. You’re not sufficient for me. You’re too thin, you have dirt beneath your fingernails, and I doubt your conversation goes much beyond what a three-year-old wants to hear. No, I think not. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that you’re ugly or even plain. You’re just not in my style. No, that’s not the problem.” He accepted what he was doing and why he was doing it. It was just that he’d never done anything like this before in his life. It would certainly confound his dear mama. On the other hand, he knew her face would be as radiant as a star when she met George’s daughter.

“What is the problem, then?” He’d insulted her from here to the garden and back. Wasn’t he a satyr? Didn’t he want every woman he saw? Even one with dirt under her fingernails? And she wasn’t all that thin.

He studied his own fingernails. They were well buffed and clean. He said without looking at her, “To inherit George’s money, you must come onto the stage, so to speak. You cannot remain here at Mulberry House. You must take your place as the widow of the late George Carrington. In short, you must come to my home and live the life you would have had if George had lived.”

He was mad, utterly and undeniably mad. No doubt about it, but he couldn’t, he wouldn’t, leave the little girl here to live with a grandfather who was probably also a drunk besides being a gambler. He would like to take just Marianne, but he knew her mother would never allow it.

“London?”

“I have a house there. You make it sound like one big fleshpot. It’s not, you know.”

She was shaking her head. “No, no, truly, everything is just as I like it. I wish to stay here. It’s true my father is in one of his rather low periods and I am never certain how long it will last. All I want is protection for Marianne. Please—”

“You will not beg again. It doesn’t suit you. Marianne is my niece. She is my flesh. She will live as a Carrington. If not London, then we will go to my estate in Sussex until you accustom yourself. She will not remain here.”

“You make Mulberry House sound like a pigsty. It isn’t. It’s just that Papa is on one of his lower swings and—”

“Papa can swing in any direction he pleases. My niece will not live well or hand-to-mouth according to his luck. Do you want her to grow up knowing her dear grandpapa tried to blackmail her uncle?”

That did revolt the senses, she thought, but things were moving too quickly. “Where do you live in Sussex?”

“Near Eastbourne. It’s but two miles from the coast. It’s beautiful country, all hilly, with ancient rocks that poke up here and there and quite take you by surprise. It’s near where the Battle of Hastings was fought. When you walk over that ground, you can practically hear the Normans and the Saxons axing away at each other. The weather is pleasant as it can be anywhere in England.”

“My father?”

Rohan just shrugged. He still wanted to pound the man into the dirt, but, after all, he had through his daughter given him a niece—George’s daughter—so he didn’t feel as violent as he had before. “There should be no problem. Your father can visit you. On rare occasion. Make that very rare. I will make him an allowance so that he can continue living here at Mulberry House.”

She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know this man. But she knew of him. He was a womanizer, a man famed for his debauchery, just as his father had been, just as his mother still was. She couldn’t imagine having a debauched mother, a debauched mother-in-law. According to George, the Baron and Baroness Mountvale had long been adored by Society. The more wicked they were, the more adored they became. Apparently the same perverse equation was true for the current baron, the Wild Baron. She splayed her hand. “Why are you offering to do this?”

He looked down at her, but he really saw his brother’s face the last time he had been with him, only two days before he’d died. George had been flushed because of something he’d come across by accident. He refused to tell Rohan about it, just said it wouldn’t interest him.

Rohan wondered now if George had ever intended to tell him about— “I don’t know your name,” he said.
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SHE SMILED UP AT THE UTTERLY BAFFLED EXPRESSION ON his face. She wanted to laugh, but didn’t. “My name is Susannah. It was my mother’s name.”

“You will come with me to Mountvale House?”

Susannah thought of the small serving of beef that was left in the kitchen. She had a total of six pounds to her name, money she’d hoarded for the past year and a half, a shilling at a time. She’d already mended Marianne’s dresses so many times they wouldn’t last much longer. But what swayed her was the thought that Marianne would grow up thinking her grandfather was the way a man should be, that this was the way a family should be. She looked at the baron, searching his face for perfidy. She realized he was also offering her escape. He didn’t know it, but he was. But would she be safe with him?

He knew what she was thinking, but he said nothing, just let her search and search and finally come to a decision.

“It is very kind of you to offer, sir. But it isn’t simply a matter of just Marianne and me.”

“If you’re referring to your father, no, he won’t live at Mountvale. I value my silver too much for that.”

“My father is not a thief.”

“If this letter he wrote me is any indication, he isn’t all that far removed.”

“He was simply concerned. His judgment clouded
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