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CHAPTER ONE
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Lucas Arden, Marquess of Roath, sank into one of the old brown leather armchairs in the library at Greystone Court in Worcestershire, a glass of after-dinner port in one hand, and looked around fondly at all the bookcases crammed with books. He would wager that his grandfather, the Duke of Wilby, had read most if not all of them. He had read a good many himself. The library here had always been his favorite room. He looked at the heavy oak desk before the south window, at the old furnishings and the Persian carpet, at the heavy brocade curtains and the painting of a hunting scene in a gilded frame hanging above the mantel. Nothing had been changed or renewed for as far back as he could remember. He hoped nothing ever would be.

His grandfather had changed quite noticeably, however, over the past couple of years or so. He was no longer just elderly. He was old. It was a distinction Lucas would be unable to explain in words, but he knew in his heart what it meant, and it saddened him. His Grace was standing now before the fire, his back to it, his feet apart, his hands resting palms out against his backside, warming before the blaze. He was a small man in both height and girth—and smaller now, surely, than he had once been—with a round head that had always seemed too large for his body. His grizzled, bushy hair, once as dark red as Lucas’s was now, had thinned and even disappeared altogether from his temples and the crown of his head. His eyebrows, however, were as thick and shaggy as ever. He was dressed, as was usual for the evening, in tailed coat, embroidered waistcoat, old-fashioned knee breeches and stockings, and an elaborately folded neckcloth tied about high, starched shirt points even though there had been no outside guests for dinner—just the duke and duchess and their grandson and heir.

Lucas waited instead of making any attempt to initiate conversation. His grandfather had invited him to bring his port into the library rather than sit with it at the dining table as they usually did. His grandmother had already moved to the drawing room to leave them alone together. Obviously His Grace had something to say that was not for the ears of his butler or the footman who had waited upon them while they dined. He had probably been building to this moment since his grandson’s arrival here two days ago, in fact. Lucas had been invited to spend a week or so over Easter. Though it had been more of a summons than an invitation. Jenny—Lady Jennifer Arden, Lucas’s younger sister, that was, who lived with him at Amberwell in Leicestershire—had not been invited.

“I am an old man, Luc,” his grandfather began now, his eyes, which had been gazing thoughtfully at the carpet, turning to regard his grandson keenly. “The Good Book allots us threescore years and ten if we are fortunate enough to dodge all the possible hazards along the way. I have outlived that allotment by nine years, going on ten. I cannot expect many more. Perhaps, indeed, not any more.”

“Do you know something I do not, Grandpapa?” Lucas asked, feeling a twinge of alarm, though he knew, of course, that no one could live forever.

“Well, for one thing, I can still count,” the duke told him. “And seventy-nine is a very advanced age. When I look around for acquaintances of my generation, I find very few of them still remaining. For another thing, that old quack of a physician I have been bringing here twice a year from London at considerable expense had the effrontery to inform me a few weeks ago that my heart is not what it used to be. I paid him his usual exorbitant fee to tell me what was as obvious as the nose on his face.”

Lucas knew that Dr. Arnold, the duke’s longtime physician, had come here recently on his semiannual visit to check upon the general health of the duke and the duchess. Lucas had written to his grandparents to ask what the report had been since he had not been here in person to question the doctor himself. The man would have given only the vaguest of answers anyway since he felt himself bound by professional ethics to respect the privacy of his patients. His usual response was that Their Graces were as well as could be expected. Which was the polite equivalent of saying nothing at all. The duke’s answering letter had stated that he and the duchess were in cracking good health and it had been a waste of a small fortune to drag Arnold all the way to Greystone to tell them so and eat them out of house and home before deciding to take himself off back to London.

“It is a serious condition?” Lucas asked now. He dreaded the answer. He did not want to know.

“Serious or not,” his grandfather said, “the fact is that I have an old heart in an old body, Luc. And another fact is that my only son is dead and he had only the one son. That is two facts. I am dearly fond of my daughter and my grandson of her line and of all my granddaughters, but none of them can carry on my name or my position no matter how many sons they produce. Only you can. I have an affection for my Cornish first cousin, but he is only three years my junior, and he complains with every letter he sends me that old age is for the hardy but hardiness deserted with his sixties. Besides, of the seven children he produced with his two wives, not one of them was a son. Not a single one. Seven daughters, Lord love them. They all married and produced sons as well as daughters, but much good those sons do me. Someone on high has been enjoying a jest at the expense of a few generations of my family and yours, Luc.”

Lucas had met the Cornish cousins a few times when he was a boy and his father was still alive. But he could not say he knew any of them well. Those of his generation were third cousins and had never really felt like relatives.

“My Yorkshire cousin, on the other hand, was always a thorn in my side when we were boys,” his grandfather said. “If you should die without male issue, Luc, then it is his grandson who would no doubt step into your shoes. And I recall how you felt about him during your own boyhood. Kingsley Arden would inherit the dukedom and Greystone and everything else that is entailed. I will be in my grave and thus be spared from having to witness his ascension to such lofty heights. You will be in your grave and spared too. But there will be plenty of our family still alive who will witness it and suffer the consequences but be powerless to prevent it. Even Amberwell would belong to him.”

It was not a pleasant prospect.

Kingsley had been at school with Lucas for a few years, one class above him. He had tried constantly to bully his younger relative and had succeeded more than once in making his life miserable. The thought of his living here at Greystone was not a pleasant one. Even less pleasant was the prospect of his owning Amberwell one day. Amberwell was where Lucas had grown up until he was fifteen and where he lived again now. More important, it was where Jenny lived and probably always would—unless Kingsley became Duke of Wilby and turned her out, as he almost undoubtedly would. He had always despised Jenny even though he had never met her. He had liked to ask Lucas when other boys were around how his crippled sister was doing and how he felt about being burdened with her for the rest of his life.

“Then I will have to see to it that I live to your present age and beyond, Grandpapa,” Lucas said now. “And that I father a dozen sons or more in the meanwhile.”

His Grace moved away from the fire and lowered himself stiffly into the chair beside it. He was still stubbornly resistant to any suggestion that he use a cane. He gazed into the fire while Lucas got to his feet to put on some coal and poke it into more vigorous life.

“Your father died at the age of forty,” the duke said after Lucas had resumed his seat and taken a sip of his port. “Less than a year after your mother died soon after she gave birth to your stillborn brother. The damned fool of a son of mine was always an excellent horseman and proud of it, but no one is immune to accident when he insists upon jumping a six-foot-high hedge. Especially when he does so while still engulfed by grief over the loss of his wife and son—the son who would have been his spare, born more than fourteen years after he had done his duty and produced the heir. You, that is. Life is an unpredictable business at best, Luc.” He paused and transferred his gaze from the fire to his grandson. “Her Grace and I have made a decision.”

And it was going to be something he did not like, Lucas could safely predict. His grandfather always invoked the name of Grandmama whenever he knew what he was about to say would be unwelcome. Like the time both grandparents had come to Amberwell after their son’s death and informed Lucas that he would be leaving both school and home and returning to Greystone with them, where he would stay until he reached his majority—except for the scholastic terms he would spend at Oxford when the time came. At Greystone he would learn all he needed to know about his future role and duties as the Duke of Wilby.

Only Lucas was to go there, though. Aunt Kitty, the widowed Lady Catherine Emmett, his father’s sister, would be moving to Amberwell to live with Jenny and make all the arrangements for the wedding of Charlotte, Lucas’s older sister, to Sylvester Bonham, Viscount Mayberry. The nuptials had been delayed twice, first by their mother’s death, then by their father’s. They had finally wed two weeks after the year of mourning for their father was over. Poor Charlotte. It could not have been the wedding she had dreamed of. But the marriage was undoubtedly a happy one and had produced three children in the ten years since.

Lucas had fought and argued and sulked over that ducal decree, but his protests had been in vain. Two days after his father’s funeral he had left for Greystone with his grandparents, leaving a tearful Jenny and Charlotte behind but refusing to weep himself with a fierce grinding of his teeth and fists so tightly curled into his palms that he had left behind the bloody marks of eight fingernails.

Despite himself he had come to love Greystone. And his grandparents too, of whom he had always been fond, but in a remote sort of way since he did not see them often.

It was pretty obvious, of course, what decision they had made now. Even though he was only—God damn it!—twenty-six years old. There was that missing generation. His father had died. From more than just a moment’s recklessness on horseback, caused by debilitating grief over the loss of his wife and stillborn son, however. No other living soul had an inkling of the full truth except Lucas. The heaviness of his secret knowledge had weighed him down for longer than a decade and probably would for the rest of his life. He had been in the wrong place at the wrong time one rainy afternoon during a school holiday, and his life had been drastically and forever blighted as a result.

“As soon as Easter is behind us,” his grandfather said now, “we will be going to London, Her Grace and I. It is time I did my duty and showed my face in the House of Lords once more. I did not go at all last year or the year before, to my shame. And it is time your grandmother and I renewed our acquaintance with the ton in a place where almost the whole of it gathers for the spring Season. Perish the thought, but it is unavoidable. We will need to find out who is in town. Your grandmother is better at that than I am, of course. She will know within a day or two what might take me a whole week. There will be any number of young girls there, fresh out of the schoolroom and eager to make their mark upon society and reel in the most eligible of the bucks and marry them before the Season is over. There will be a positive frenzy among them all—not to mention their mamas and some of their papas too—when it becomes known that you are on hand at last, Luc. The Marquess of Roath, heir to the Duke of Wilby and Greystone Court and other properties and a vast fortune besides. The very elderly duke, that is.”

He paused to gaze keenly at his grandson from beneath those shaggy brows. There was no point in attempting any protest or any reply at all, though. Lucas had learned his lessons well during the six years he had lived here before he turned twenty-one and returned to take up residence at Amberwell. He knew what his primary duty was.

It was to produce an heir and a spare or two, to put it bluntly.

“There will be pretty ones and alluring ones and ones you will fancy more than others,” the duke continued when Lucas said nothing. “There will be wealthy ones and ones whose papas have pockets to let. There will be very few, however, who will be eligible in both birth and breeding to be the future Duchess of Wilby and mother of the next heir to the title. Very few. You will leave it to your grandmother and me to find out who they are.”

“I am to have no choice in the matter, then?” Lucas asked.

“Well, I am no tyrant, Luc,” his grandfather said, not at all truthfully. “I daresay there will be more than one. Maybe even as many as half a dozen if this is a good year. There is sure to be a beauty or two among them to please your young man’s fancy. Not that looks mean everything. Your grandmother was not considered a particular beauty when my mother presented me to her. But it did not take me long to discover that she was beautiful to me and that there was no need to look further. Not that I would have been given the chance to do so anyway. When my mother had decided upon something, it would have been as easy to move the Rock of Gibraltar as to change her mind. I daresay I was in love with your grandmother within a fortnight and I have never yet fallen out of love. Despite her height.”

The duchess was half a head taller than the duke—or that was the story the latter insisted upon. It was true too when His Grace was wearing his heaviest riding boots and his hair was at its bushiest.

“She admitted on our tenth wedding anniversary, when we were reminiscing,” the duke added, gazing into the fire, “that it took her a whole year to fall in love with me. But she did it, by Jove. Despite my height.”

“So I am to go to London after Easter to choose a bride,” Lucas said, bringing his grandfather’s attention back to the matter at hand.

“You are,” the duke said. “It is not going to happen unless we give you a bit of a push, after all, is it? You are unfortunately a bit on the reclusive side, Luc. More than a bit. As though you had never heard of wild oats. Or of London and a wide world beyond the confines of Amberwell. Or of the spring Season and the great marriage mart. Or of all the young girls who come flocking to it each year.”

Lucas was not a recluse. He was happy at Amberwell and had a wide circle of acquaintances as well as a few close friends there. He had an active social life. He loved living in the country and managing his farms along with his steward. He had made friends at Oxford too and remained in communication with a number of them. Some of them still visited him at Amberwell. He still visited them, sometimes for a couple of weeks at a time. There were even a few friends remaining from his school years, before he was fifteen. He had always valued and nurtured friendships.

He just did not like London. Not that he had ever spent much time there, it was true. Whenever he had, though, he had found it crowded and noisy and grimy, and he had craved fresh air and open spaces and a wider view of the sky. And silence. Not that silence was ever total in the country. But he craved birdsong and the chirping of insects, the lowing of cattle, the bleating of sheep. The sound of wind. The hooting of night owls.

He had always been uncomfortably aware of who he was whenever he was in town—heir to a dukedom and a fabulous fortune, that was. Men he did not know assumed a friendship with him upon very little acquaintance. Women with daughters of marriageable age fawned upon him with the slightest encouragement or even no encouragement at all. The daughters themselves simpered. Oh, all that was an exaggeration, of course. But not much of a one. He had always felt more like a commodity than a person when he was in town. He had often wished he were simply Lucas Arden, son and grandson of country gentlemen of no particular social significance.

His feelings about being in London no longer mattered, however. And he had always known this day would come. For while he remained at Amberwell, it was unlikely he would meet any young women who would rise to his grandparents’ exacting standards for a future bride. He was not at all averse to marrying. It was virtually impossible, after all, to have any sort of personal friendship with a woman or—heaven help him—a liaison with one while he lived in the country, where everyone knew everyone else and everyone else’s business. It was five years since being at Oxford had given him more sexual freedom, though even there he had not been exactly promiscuous, as many of his fellow students and even a few of his friends had been.

He rather liked the thought of marrying, not just for the obvious sexual satisfaction he might expect, but also for the close companionship a life partner might offer. He thought he would enjoy having children too—because a son would provide a much-needed heir for the next generation, of course. But not just for that reason. He would like to have children—plural. Sons and daughters. He always found his niece and nephews, Charlotte’s children, to be great fun, though Sylvester, their father, claimed that his most frequent pastime these days was counting his gray hairs.

“A penny for them,” his grandfather said abruptly, and Lucas looked at him and grinned.

“Are you quite sure you would like me to sow some wild oats, Grandpapa?” he asked.

“It is too late for them now,” the duke said. “You have lost your chance. Your grandmother and I want you married before the summer is out, Luc. Preferably before the Season is over. St. George’s on Hanover Square in London is the finest church for the wedding of a duke’s heir to the daughter of someone of equal or nearly equal rank. We want to see a boy in your nursery before next summer. I will undertake to live long enough to hold him at his christening, that quack of a physician be damned.”

Good God! Had Dr. Arnold really given his grandfather less than a year to live?

“I believe I can commit myself to the marriage,” Lucas said. “Provided one of the ladies Grandmama chooses for me will have me, that is. I will do my best on the birth of a son.”

But his stomach was rebelling a bit against the dinner he had eaten. For one thing, his grandfather was obviously dying, and the reality of that fact was beginning to hit home—as far as his stomach was concerned, anyway. Yet he was to be given no time to prepare himself emotionally for what lay ahead. With one’s head one might know that the time left for an aging loved one was limited, but one’s heart was more inclined to take refuge in denial. Not just yet …

Not just yet had become soon. And he was not nearly ready, damn it all.

He was not averse to marrying or to fathering a child within a year. But, devil take it, the prospect of marrying a stranger just because she was the daughter of some aristocrat and of a suitable age was more than a little … cold. He did not consider himself a romantic. He did not particularly believe in falling in love and walking about with his head among the stars or any of that poetic nonsense. But he did believe quite firmly in companionship and friendship and compatibility and some basic degree of attraction, both sexual and otherwise. He would have to be intimate with his wife very regularly, after all, at least until there were sons—plural—in his nursery. But ensuring all of that would require time in which to get to know his future bride and discover if all his reasonably modest requirements were going to be met. For her sake as well as his own. For whoever she turned out to be, she was a person, not just a female breeding entity who happened to have been born to nobility.

It was pointless, however, to wish he had got to work on finding just the right woman before now so that he could have a bride of his own choosing. It might not have worked anyway, for even then the Duke and Duchess of Wilby would have had no qualms about vetoing his choice if the woman did not suit them.

At the very least he must hope now that his grandmother would find more than just one or two suitable candidates in London after Easter. Let him at least have some choice. And a thought occurred to him. Were there young ladies of aristocratic birth even now awaiting their come-out Season in London and praying fervently that their parents would find more than one or two eligible candidates for a husband for them? So that they might hope for some degree of happiness with one of them?

This ordeal no doubt worked both ways.

Being rich and titled was not all wine and roses and endless freedom—not for men and not for women. Marriage for the privileged few was rarely about love and happiness and friendship and sexual attraction. But, like it or not, he was one of the rich and titled and privileged and there was no point in wishing otherwise.

“If one of the young ladies Her Grace chooses for you will have you?” his grandfather asked him, his eyebrows almost meeting for a moment across the bridge of his nose. “If, Lucas? If? Have I taught you nothing in the years since your father’s death? There is no such word as if when you have decided that something will be so.”

They were not questions that required any answer.




CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]
Easter was over for another year and members of the ton were beginning to gather in London in growing numbers, as they always did during the months of springtime. Soon both houses of Parliament would be in session again to occupy many of the men, especially those of the aristocracy, as they conducted the business of the nation. Men and women would fill every available hour of every day hosting or attending a dizzying number and variety of social entertainments—balls, soirees, concerts, garden parties, Venetian breakfasts, to name but a few. For spring in London was the time of the Season. It was also the venue of the great marriage mart, where young ladies fresh out of the schoolroom were brought by hopeful parents to be viewed and courted by gentlemen in search of brides, and the young of both genders vied for the most coveted matrimonial prizes in terms of looks, birth, and fortune.

Lady Philippa Ware, elder daughter of the late Earl of Stratton and sister of the present earl, was not fresh out of the schoolroom. She was twenty-two years old, an age at which some would consider her perilously close to being left on the shelf to gather dust. She feared it herself. Nevertheless, she was on her way to London for the first time and, therefore, for her very first Season. She was traveling with her mother, Clarissa Ware, Dowager Countess of Stratton, and her sister, Lady Stephanie Ware. Stephanie was sixteen years old and very definitely still in the schoolroom. Leaving her behind at Ravenswood Hall in Hampshire, however, would have meant leaving her alone there with Miss Field, her governess—as well as a houseful of servants, of course—since all her brothers were elsewhere.

Devlin Ware, Earl of Stratton, was currently in Wales to attend the wedding of his wife’s brother before following his mother and sisters to town. Major Nicholas Ware was with his regiment somewhere in northern Europe, where the Duke of Wellington was gathering his armies again to deal with the renewed threat posed by Napoleon Bonaparte, who had recently escaped from exile on the island of Elba and was reputed to be raising a massive army again. Owen Ware was in the final term of his first year at Oxford. And Ben Ellis, their half brother, older than Devlin by more than three years, had gone for a few weeks with his two-year-old daughter to Penallen, a manor house on the Hampshire coast he had purchased from Devlin the year before and was having renovated before moving there permanently later in the year.

Philippa’s mood fluctuated almost hourly between excitement over being finally on her way to London to meet and mingle with the ton and a stomach-churning anxiety that she was going to be a terrible failure there and perhaps even be openly scorned and rejected. She would see London for the first time, she would be presented at court and make her curtsy to the queen, and she would attend as many balls and parties as her mama deemed suitable—if she was invited to any at all, that was. She would perhaps make new friends. Maybe she would meet someone and fall in love, though she had no preconceived notion of what that someone would look like. He must, though, be kind and personable and honorable and without any great vices, like drinking or gambling to excess or … womanizing. That last was most important of all. He would not have to be extraordinarily handsome, only reasonably pleasant to look at.

She might also be spurned and ordered to leave London and never even think of returning. No amount of sensible reasoning would quite banish that unlikely possibility from her mind. Or the fear that she would be invited nowhere. Given the cold shoulder. The cut direct.

She was very much afraid that it was too late for her. She feared that any gentleman in search of a bride would look first at those who were younger than she and perhaps never look at her at all. She had voiced her concern to her mother yesterday, when their personal maids and Miss Field were leaving for London ahead of them, together with most of their baggage.

“Pippa!” her mother had exclaimed, laughing softly and drawing her daughter into a warm hug. “Have you taken a good look at yourself in your glass lately? It frequently amazes me that I actually gave birth to someone so beautiful in every way—in looks and nature. And have you remembered that you are the daughter and sister of an earl? You have a large dowry. And as for being old, well, you are just far enough past childhood to have developed poise to add to your youthful beauty. It would surprise me very much indeed if soon after Devlin joins us in London he does not find himself besieged daily by young gentlemen come to offer for your hand.”

Philippa had laughed at the obvious exaggeration, though she had been reassured—for the moment. Perhaps she would not be a total wallflower. Gwyneth, her sister-in-law, had been twenty-four when she married Devlin just before Christmas last year, after all. Yet she was vividly beautiful and had been practically betrothed to a famous musician when Devlin had returned home from war in the early autumn after a six-year absence.

Philippa turned her eyes now to the carriage seat across from her own, where her sister sat gazing out through the window. Stephanie was looking forward to being in London, even though she was too young to attend any but the most informal of entertainments. She claimed that she had no desire whatsoever—she always emphasized the one word—to attend balls and parties. But she did want to see everything that was to be seen and believed she had convinced Miss Field that a visit to a gallery or museum or one of the famous churches was as important a part of her education as the conjugation of French verbs or learning to embroider in such a way that it was virtually impossible to distinguish the back of the stitches from the front. Uncle George Greenfield, their mama’s brother, who always stayed a part of the Season at his bachelor rooms in London—though he was a widower, not a bachelor—had promised to take her to the Tower of London one day and show her all the most gruesome exhibits there, like axes that had been used for beheadings. The sorts of things Miss Field would surely keep her well away from lest they induce nightmares in her young pupil. Stephanie was thrilled.

Uncle George was with them now, riding his horse close by the carriage. He had brought forward his own planned journey to London by a week or so since he did not like the idea of his sister and nieces traveling without male escort. He had assured them all, winking at them as he handed them into the carriage outside the doors of Ravenswood early this morning, that even the most fierce of highwaymen would surely turn tail and run after taking one look at him.

Stephanie turned her head from the window and smiled at Philippa. She did not speak, though, after glancing at their mother. She held a finger to her lips instead, and Philippa turned her head to see that Mama had dozed off, her head propped on the corner of the cushions behind and to one side of her. Philippa winked at her sister, who resumed her perusal of the countryside passing the window.

Poor Steph had a very low image of herself. She had been a plump child, who had been assured by everyone, perhaps unwisely, that she would soon grow out of her baby fat. She had given up asking when that would happen by the time she was ten. Now she was a large young lady with a round face and smooth, shiny cheeks. She had very long golden blond hair, which she refused to have cut or even trimmed and wore in thick, heavy braids wound over the top of her head. To Philippa she had a beauty all her own—wholesome and bright-eyed and genial. But in her own eyes Steph was fat and ugly.

Ah, what we do to destroy ourselves, Philippa thought. Yet so many of us do it.

She turned her head to look at her mother again. She was still beautiful even though she was in her late forties by now. There was no gray in her dark hair. She was dignified and charming and respected, even loved, by all who knew her. Yet she must have spent years of her life feeling unattractive and inadequate, believing that she was not enough. When they were all young children, Mama had stayed home with them during the spring while Papa went to London alone to do his duty as a peer of the realm and a member of the House of Lords. For the rest of the year, when Papa was back home, she had glowed as she worked tirelessly to organize and host all the grand entertainments for the neighborhood he had loved. Yet, looking back, Philippa realized that he had done little or nothing to help Mama with all the work. And then he had dishonored her in the worst way possible. One summer he had brought a young mistress to the village of Boscombe just outside the gates and across the river from Ravenswood, and he had invited her to attend the summer fete in the park. There had been a horribly public scandal when Devlin had discovered them in compromising circumstances together in the temple folly a short distance from the house during the evening ball and had refused to keep quiet about it until the next day, when he could have confronted their father alone. He had denounced Papa in front of all their neighbors.

It had turned out—though it was never actually acknowledged openly—that Mama had been fully aware of Papa’s infidelities through the years but had never spoken a word of them to anyone. Perhaps not even to Papa himself. What must all that have done to her confidence in herself? To her belief in her beauty and charm and ability to attract love and lasting devotion?

Philippa sighed but smiled and shook her head when Stephanie turned her face from the window and raised her eyebrows in inquiry.

Mama had gone to London with Papa for the three Seasons following that scandal. Papa’s sudden death of a heart seizure had put a stop to any more. She knew enough people, though, she had assured Philippa a few days ago, and was known well enough, to introduce her daughter to the ton and ensure that she was invited to all the most prestigious entertainments.

“I am, after all, the Dowager Countess of Stratton,” she had reminded Philippa. “I am somebody. Just as you are—you are Lady Philippa Ware. Devlin is the Earl of Stratton. Now will you relax, you silly goose?”

Yet Philippa had refused a Season when she was eighteen and again last year when she was twenty-one because she had feared that the family’s scandal of more than six years ago had spread to the ton in general and that as Papa’s daughter she would be ostracized if she showed her face in London. It might seem to have been a foolish fear, but it had not been groundless.

Life at Ravenswood had changed after the scandal. She had been fifteen years old at the time, on the cusp of young womanhood, her head filled and bubbling over with dreams of an exciting future. They had been a close and happy family then, and they had been loved in the neighborhood. But the day after the scandal erupted Devlin left home, banished by Mama, and Ben went with him for reasons of his own. They went to the Peninsula, where war was raging against Napoleon Bonaparte, Devlin as an officer in a foot regiment, Ben as his supposed batman. Nicholas joined them there a month or so later though in a different regiment. Owen, twelve at the time, went off to school. Mama stopped entertaining, and the light seemed to go out of her. Papa continued as usual—cheerful, genial, gregarious. Yet there had seemed something hollow about his joviality, as though he were somehow playing a caricature of himself. Or so it had seemed to Philippa, who had suddenly found herself seeing him through newly opened eyes.

Stephanie, aged nine at the time, and Philippa had carried on as best they could. But nothing had been the same. They had no longer been the golden family, and Ravenswood had no longer been the center of the universe for all who lived within a five-mile radius of it.

“Did I fall asleep?” Mama asked now, her voice still sleepy. “I must have eaten too much luncheon. I am very poor company, girls, I am afraid.”

“Steph and I are happily communing with our own thoughts in order not to disturb you,” Philippa told her.

“I am busy watching the passing countryside,” Stephanie said. “I am disappointed to see that the grass and trees are still green this far from home instead of orange or purple or checkered or something more interesting. And the houses and churches look much like those at home.”

“Absurd,” their mother murmured, and closed her eyes to sleep again.

The sisters exchanged a smile, and Philippa moved the side of her face close to the window to peer ahead. Surely London would come into view soon. A couple of times she had been deceived by a distant church spire, only to discover that the church was situated in a country village. But this time … Oh, surely that faint halo of smoke on the horizon was it, though doubtless it would take them another hour or two to get there. She felt as though butterflies were dancing in her stomach as she attracted Stephanie’s attention and pointed. Her sister swiveled about in her seat to take a look behind her and then nodded and beamed happily. She clapped her hands silently, and they both laughed just as soundlessly.

Their uncle rode up beside the carriage as they were doing so and bent to peer through the window. He looked across at their mother, shook his head, and indicated to his nieces that they should look ahead. London, he mouthed at them. They nodded at him with smiling animation, though they did not attempt to lower the window and risk waking their mother. Uncle George nodded back and rode on ahead.

It was not the changes at Ravenswood, however, that had stopped Philippa from going to London at the age of eighteen with Mama and Papa for a come-out Season. It was something else entirely. She had been planning to go. Indeed, for several months she had waited with impatient excitement at the prospect of life turning bright and eventful again. She had dreamed of romance and love and happily ever after.

But then something had happened.

She had joined the local maypole dancing group just after Christmas. They practiced one evening every second week in a large, rather elegant barn on Sidney Johnson’s property. Philippa had joined them even though she would not be in the neighborhood on May Day but in London instead.

On this particular occasion, James Rutledge, middle son of Baron Hardington, their neighbor, had come too, bringing with him a friend from his years at Oxford who was visiting him for Easter. There had been a buzz of interest over the visitor, for they rarely saw strangers in the neighborhood. And he was a titled gentleman, a marquess, though someone had said it was only a courtesy title. What that meant, though, was that he must be heir to a real title. Philippa had been as curious and interested as everyone else. But she had forgotten all about the splendor of his prospects when she saw him. For he was quite the most gorgeous man she had ever set eyes upon—tall, long-legged, perfectly formed, and handsome as well. But it was his hair that was his most striking feature. It was both dark and red at the same time and thick and shining and expertly styled.

Philippa, with all the questionable maturity of an eighteen-year-old, had fallen headlong in love with him.

James had introduced him as the Marquess of Roath but had not presented him to everyone individually.

He had bowed to all of them a bit stiffly. Philippa had thought that perhaps he was on the haughty side. Or perhaps he was merely shy and feeling daunted at having so many strangers stare at him, dumbfounded for the first few moments.

The men had gathered in a group at one end of the barn, as they always did at the start of the evening, while the women had huddled and chattered and giggled closer to the maypole. There had been more chattering and giggling than usual, of course, but Philippa had not participated in it. She had been straining her ears to overhear what the men were talking about. It would have been far better for her if she had not done so, for she had succeeded all too well. Four years later the memory was still as raw as if it had happened yesterday.

The men had been urging the marquess to dance even though he protested that he knew absolutely nothing about maypole dancing and would be sure to make an utter ass of himself if he tried. And yes, he really had used the word ass, believing as he had that he was talking just to the men. He had said it moments before a burst of laughter from the women over an unrelated subject had drowned out the men’s voices.

“Give it a try,” Sidney Johnson had been urging the marquess when Philippa could hear them again. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to one of the women and she will guide you through the steps and the patterns with the ribbon.”

“If you could make it the blond beauty …” the marquess had said, and Philippa had looked away sharply so that she would not be caught staring. She was the only real blonde among the women. But … blond beauty? Really?

“Ah. You mean Pippa,” she had heard James say. “Lady Philippa to you, Roath. The Earl of Stratton’s daughter.”

And then the Marquess of Roath had said the words that had seared themselves upon her mind and her memory and completely changed the course of her life. It was no exaggeration.

“Stratton?” he had said, sounding startled. “She is Stratton’s daughter? I do not dance with soiled goods, Rutledge.”

The words had been spoken a mere second before another burst of gleeful laughter from the women drowned out anything else he might have said—or anything the other men might have said in reply. By the time Philippa darted a look in their direction, both James and the marquess had disappeared. They had not returned.

But the damage had been done.

It had been painfully clear to Philippa that her father’s infidelities—for she had never been in any real doubt since the night of that fete that they were plural—and Devlin’s public exposure of them in the middle of a crowded ball had had a more far-reaching effect than she had realized. The whole of the ton had heard of it and been scandalized and disgusted by it. Disgusted not just with her papa but with the whole family. They were all soiled goods.

On the following morning she had informed her mama and papa that she would not be going to London after Easter. She had refused to give them any reason for the complete turnabout in her attitude but had remained adamant. Obstinacy, her father had called it as he had tried to wheedle her out of her doldrums. A nervous collapse, her mother had called it as she had tried to coax Philippa into believing that she would soon be cured if she would but go to London and start attending parties.

They had ended up going without her.

By the following year there had been no question of her making her come-out. Her father had died suddenly. And the year after that, just as they were leaving off their mourning for him, Grandmama Ware, his mother, had died. Last year she had simply said no when her mother has asked, halfheartedly it had seemed to Philippa, if she wished to go to London.

Then, early in the autumn, Devlin had come home at last. Devlin and Ben, and Ben’s one-year-old daughter, Joy. His wife, whom he had married the year before, had died while the British battalions were crossing the Pyrenees into France before the Battle of Toulouse.

By then Philippa had been twenty-one years old, still single, and with almost no social life to speak of. She had been deeply depressed, though she had hardly realized it.

Until, that was, Devlin had sat down with her one afternoon while she was hiding out in the turret room at the top of the west wing at Ravenswood. And somehow he had wheedled the whole sorry story out of her—Devlin, who had come home after six years with what had seemed like a granite heart. She had resented him because he had not written to any of them after he was banished and because he had waited two whole years and a little longer after Papa’s death before returning home. He had been her favorite brother before that even though she loved them all. He had come home not even realizing that he still loved them with a fierce passion deep within the frozen core of himself. At least, that was what Philippa had come to understand during those early weeks after his return and during that conversation he had had with her, when she had finally cracked and told him everything.

Everything.

The reason he had sought her out on that particular day was that there was to be a gathering that evening in Sidney Johnson’s barn, but not to practice maypole dancing as usual. Sidney and Edwina Rutledge, who both occasionally spent time in London during the spring, were going to teach the steps of the waltz to anyone who was interested. It was the new dance that had come from Germany and was rapidly gaining in popularity in England. Devlin had agreed to go with Stephanie and Gwyneth Rhys, but Philippa had said no—more than once. She would not go. She had not even been sure she would go to the village assembly the following evening, though it was to be held in their own ballroom rather than the village inn for the first time in many years. But Devlin had challenged her after she had told her story. He had asked her if she was going to allow a man of such low, despicable character as the Marquess of Roath to blight the whole of the rest of her life.

And of course she was not going to allow any such thing.

Devlin had made her understand that she had been in hiding from her own life all that time, cowering at home, depressed and lethargic because she was afraid that if she took a step out into life she would be terribly hurt again. He had made her realize that the only person who was being hurt by her fears was herself. Not the man who had spoken with such cruel disregard for her feelings and reputation—though he had not realized, of course, that she had overheard him.

She had gone to that waltz lesson. And she had gone to the assembly the following evening—and danced every set, including the waltzes.

Now she was going to London. To do all the things she ought to have done when she was eighteen. Surely it was not too late. She was only twenty-two. She was not quite in her dotage. Perhaps the old dreams could be revived. Romance. Falling in love. Marriage. Happily ever after.

Well, perhaps not quite that last one, for it was something only children and very young persons could believe in. But happiness was surely possible. Just consider Devlin and Gwyneth, for example. They had fallen in love with each other at that infamous fete. Philippa was sure of it, though neither of them had said anything. Then they had been parted for six years and Gwyneth had almost married that Welsh musician. But she had wed Devlin instead just before Christmas in the presence of both their families. Philippa and Stephanie and Joy had been bridesmaids. And ever since there had been a quiet glow about the two of them. It seemed to Philippa that they were each other’s best friend and a great deal more besides.

Perhaps she would meet someone in London with whom she could find happiness like that.

Perhaps the ton would have forgotten the old scandal by now. Or perhaps there never had been any great outrage after all. Mama had spent three Seasons there and had never been driven home by vicious gossip.

“Good gracious,” her mother said, sitting up and looking through the carriage window on her side. “We are almost there. I must have been sleeping for an hour or more. I am so sorry, girls. You have been very quiet. You must be terribly tired of communing with your own thoughts.” She laughed and regarded both her daughters with open affection. “This is going to be an exciting time—for both of you.”

“I know.” Philippa stretched out her hand for her mother’s and squeezed it, though she was not quite sure she spoke the truth. She felt suddenly anxious again. “Thank you for bringing me, Mama, even though I am sure you would a thousand times rather remain at home.”

“Not a bit of it,” her mother protested. “Not even nine hundred and ninety-nine times. This is one of the pleasurable duties of motherhood to which I have long looked forward, Pippa—introducing my daughters to London and the ton and watching them triumph and begin a happy life on their own account. You this year and Stephanie the year after next. But I shall do my best to see to it that you enjoy yourself even this year, Steph.”

“This year, yes, but forget about the year after next, Mama,” Stephanie said. “Oh, look. We really are here.”

They had indeed arrived within the confines of London. Philippa turned her wide-eyed gaze to what was passing beyond the windows. Her uncle was in sight again. He turned his head to look into the carriage, nodding when he saw that his sister was awake and smiling as his nieces gazed at the wonder of London out the window.




CHAPTER THREE

[image: image]
Clarissa Ware, Dowager Countess of Stratton, had never particularly enjoyed London, except during the first two years of her marriage, when she had been young and in love and the whole world of the ton had been new and wondrous to her. It had not taken her long to become disillusioned, however, and to choose to remain at Ravenswood with her children during the spring months while her husband was fulfilling his duties in the House of Lords. She had, however, gone to London with him and stayed for the whole of three Seasons following the ghastly scandal that had ruined one of their annual summer fetes and damaged the warm relationship between the Wares of Ravenswood and their neighbors. Her own family and his had urged her to go in order to keep up appearances and exercise some restraining influence upon her husband—by which was meant making it near impossible for him to employ a mistress or to visit brothels or whatever it was he did when he was there alone.

She had smiled her way through those London Seasons, hosting dinners and soirees with her husband, paying and receiving afternoon calls without him, attending garden parties and balls and theater parties and dinners, sometimes with him, sometimes not, hating almost every moment until it was time to return home.

This year everything was different. Now she was here on her own account, to present her elder daughter to society, to see that she was invited everywhere, to make sure she had every opportunity to make suitable lady friends and meet eligible suitors. There was her presentation at court to arrange, possibly a grand ball at Stratton House to organize later, after her son and his wife arrived in London, a coveted voucher to Almack’s assembly rooms to procure, a whole wardrobe of new clothes for all occasions to be ordered—among other things.

Pippa was all of twenty-two years old, and of course she was worried about being too old. It was absurd, as she would soon discover for herself. She was even more lovely now than she had been at the age of eighteen when something—she had never said just what—had happened to cause her to change her mind about going to London. She had a greater poise and maturity now. The dowager countess felt no doubt whatsoever that her daughter would take well with the ton. But she desperately hoped Pippa would meet a man of honor who deserved her, not someone who was all flash and charm and very little substance.

Clarissa set to work with a will the day after they arrived in town, writing letters to acquaintances to let them know she was in London with her daughters.

Not that she was entirely alone, of course. George, her beloved younger brother, was in London too and was always available as an escort whenever he was needed—or as a companion or confidant anytime. Charles, the late earl’s brother, would be here soon with his wife, Marian, and Angeline, their daughter, who was the same age as Pippa but had the advantage of four years of Seasons behind her and a recent betrothal to Ninian Fortescue to give her standing. He was a steady young man who had inherited a respectable fortune last year and a decently sized home near the Scottish border. Eloise Atkins, the late earl’s sister, would be in town too with Vincent, her husband, and their son, Leonard, now thirty-four years old. Pippa had settled happily. She was delighted with her room, which was next to Stephanie’s on the second floor overlooking the back garden and the mews beyond it, where the horses were stabled and the carriages were kept on the lower level, while grooms and stable hands lived in the rooms above.

Stephanie had settled into the schoolroom and rearranged it to her liking. She had presented Miss Field with a lengthy list of places she wished to visit and made the case that all of those excursions would somehow be educational. Miss Field had confided to the dowager, her eyes twinkling, that she fully agreed with her pupil, though she had not said so. Stephanie would enjoy them far more if she felt she was getting away with something.

The first week was taken up largely with shopping. They spent hours on Bond Street and Oxford Street, purchasing everything from bonnets to dancing slippers, from fans to reticules, from silk stockings to kid gloves, from handkerchiefs to jewelry—to mention but a few essential items. Stephanie accompanied them only once before declaring that shopping must be the most fatiguing and tedious activity ever invented. She spent most of her month’s allowance on that one occasion on pretty clothes and toys to send to Joy at Penallen.

Pippa spent long hours posing for the modiste the dowager countess always patronized when in town, being measured and fitted, and sitting on a delicate chair with brocaded cushions and gilded arms and feet, looking through a pile of fashion plates to choose designs she liked for ball gowns, morning and afternoon dresses, and walking and riding and carriage dresses. It amazed her that she needed all of them and more, and in large numbers.

They took out a subscription at Hookham’s Library on Bond Street and relaxed over tea and cakes at fashionable tearooms and even consumed ices at Gunter’s. They strolled in Hyde Park and visited several galleries. They went to St. Paul’s Cathedral, and Pippa and Stephanie insisted upon climbing all the steps to the Whispering Gallery high above the nave while their mother chose rather to sit quietly in one of the pews below to replenish her store of energy.

After a few days, invitations began to arrive by post and private messenger. One of them in particular gratified Clarissa. It was from Lady Catherine Emmett, a friend she had made during her own first Season, when she had been newly married to Caleb. She told her daughters about both the invitation and the friend, interrupting them at the breakfast table as Stephanie was reading a letter from Ben and Pippa was reading one Gwyneth had sent from Wales.

“Kitty was newly married too that year,” their mother explained. “In fact, we discovered the very first time we met that we had celebrated our weddings on the same day and at exactly the same hour. We became firm friends during that spring and the next and have written to each other regularly ever since. We have not met often, however. She came here with her husband during the years when I did not. And then, by the time I returned here, she was already widowed and had taken on the charge of her niece, who is unfortunately crippled and in delicate health. But this year we are both here. She has brought her niece to town.”

“I am glad for your sake she is here, Mama,” Pippa said.

“Kitty is quite delightful,” Clarissa told them. “You will both like her. Sir Matthew Emmett, her husband, was never a robust man, sadly. He died ten or more years ago, leaving her with a son and daughter. Her daughter is married to an Irish nobleman. Her son must be in his middle twenties and is still single, I believe. At least, she has not told me he is married, and she surely would have done if he were
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