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  CHAPTER 1


  



  



  London, April 1813


  



  "How did I occupy my time during the winter?" Lady Gosforth spoke with a twinkle in her bright blue eyes as she addressed the other ladies in the room. "Delightfully, I assure you. I took a lover."


  A collective gasp was followed by stunned silence. The Season's first meeting of the trustees of the Benevolent Widows Fund came to a dead halt.


  Grace Marlowe, hostess of the gathering and chair of the Fund, spilled the tea she'd been pouring and her high-boned cheeks turned a horrified shade of pink. She quickly replaced the teapot on its stand, with a decided clatter, and covered her mouth with her hand. Lady Somerfield, a striking redhead in her mid-thirties, grew round-eyed and did not bother to hide a mouth that hung open in astonishment. She gripped the silver tongs in her hand so tightly that the lump of sugar they held was crushed into bits. The Duchess of Hertford, a handsome woman of indeterminate age with bright golden hair that might, or might not, have owed its brilliance to nature, chewed on her lower lip in an obvious attempt not to smile.


  Mrs. Marianne Nesbitt, the youngest of the trustees at nine-and-twenty, simply stared. The bald announcement had so surprised her, she could have been knocked over with a feather,. It was not the sort of thing one discussed calmly over tea. Or at any other time, in Marianne's experience. And it was certainly not to be expected from a group of respectable widows who ran a charitable organization.


  The trustees were widows of means and traveled in the highest levels of Society, where they were all, or almost all, recognized as pattern cards of dignity and respectability. Before They got down to the business of planning their annual series of charity balls, their first meeting had begun with lively conversation as they caught up on news and gossip. They had talked of house parties and family gatherings, of holiday celebrations and hunt meets, of children and mutual friends. But not lovers.


  Lady Gosforth, a pretty woman of about thirty with a halo of chestnut curls, rolled her eyes and clucked her tongue. "Oh, don't all of you look so shocked. You would think I'd committed a murder, for heaven's sake. It is not a crime to take a lover, you know."


  Marianne was the first to recover her wits enough to speak. "Of course not, Penelope. You just surprised us, that's all."


  "It is a private matter," Grace said in a tremulous whisper as she wiped up the spilled tea. "We should not speak of such things."


  "Among friends?" Penelope frowned and the twinkle in her eyes faded into disappointment. "It is not news I want bantered about town, to be sure, but I thought at least I could share my happiness with all of you. I have been almost bursting with the news."


  Marianne felt pity for her friend. She reached across the tea table and patted Penelope's hand. "Then you must tell us all about him. He must be a very special gentleman for you to be willing to give up your independence."


  Penelope's brow furrowed. "My independence? What are you talking about?"


  "We all agreed," Marianne said, "did we not, that the financial independence we enjoy as widows was to be treasured? And none of us — least of all you, Penelope — was anxious to relinquish her purse strings to another husband. But of course, none of that matters, I suppose, when one falls in love."


  "Who said anything about a husband?" Penelope asked. "Or falling in love?"


  "Oh!" Marianne said. "I just assumed ..."


  "Just because I take a man to my bed does not mean I'm going to marry him. Or that I'm in love."


  Grace groaned and her elegant face scrunched up into a mask of flustered unease. "Penelope, please."


  Marianne could not help but smile at Grace's discomposure. As the widow of a prominent bishop, Grace Marlowe was an exemplar of chaste propriety. The mention of a man and a bed in the same sentence must have been beyond mortifying for her.


  Penelope clucked her tongue again. "Don't be such a prude, Grace. Women do take lovers now and then."


  "Other women," Grace said. "Not us."


  Marianne felt the same as she studied the other women seated comfortably around the tea table in Grace's elegant drawing room. Each of them was respected and admired, with an unblemished reputation. And then her gaze fell upon the duchess, who caught her eye. Marianne's cheeks flushed and she looked away.


  The duchess cleared her throat. "Some of us do," she said.


  Grace uttered a little squeak of distress. "I'm sorry, Wilhelmina. I did not mean —"


  "You do not consider me as one of 'us.' I understand perfectly, my dear."


  "Oh, no, that is not at all what I meant. Of course you are one of us. I just ... forgot. Penelope's talk of ... of such things has me all flustered. Forgive me. I meant no offense."


  The Duchess of Hertford was the only trustee of the Benevolent Widows Fund who was not entirely respectable. Marianne knew, as all of Society did, that Wilhelmina had begun life as plain Wilma Jepp, daughter of a blacksmith. She was plain only in name and circumstance, however, and she'd set about to change both. Her incredible beauty had taken her far, eventually to a number of protectors that had included some of the highest-ranking members of the aristocracy, including, it was rumored, the Prince of Wales.


  Her last and most loyal protector, the Duke of Hertford, had genuinely loved her. When his wife died, he married Wilhelmina, much to the shock and outrage of Society. If the Duke of Devonshire could marry his longtime mistress after the duchess died, then Hertford felt free to do the same. Or so Wilhelmina had once told Marianne. Hertford was dead now, but Wilhelmina still held the title and the fortune that came with it. She was reluctantly accepted at most ton events, though certain doors, as well as the court, were forever barred to her.


  When Grace Marlowe had devised the plan for the Benevolent Widows Fund the year before, when the battlefields of the Peninsula had produced so many widows left destitute, she had shown remarkable open-mindedness in inviting the very rich dowager duchess to become a trustee. Marianne and all the others had welcomed Wilhelmina warmly, not only for her vast fortune, but because they sincerely liked her. The wit and kindness of the duchess charmed them all, and her worldliness fascinated Marianne.


  "It is quite all right, Grace," the duchess said. "No offense was taken."


  "Grace is right, though," Lady Somerfield said, brushing bits of crumbled sugar onto a plate. "Taking lovers is not the sort of thing we do. At least I don't think we do." She looked up. "Do we?"


  Grace shook her head vehemently. Marianne did the same. Frankly, it had never occurred to her to seek out a lover. Once she had overcome the paralyzing grief of David's death just over two years ago, she had settled into a reasonably contented widowhood. She had never once entertained the idea of another marriage, and never would. It wasn't only about the independence she and her friends enjoyed. David had been the one great love of her life. He could never be replaced, in her heart or in her life, so a second husband was out of the question. It was important to Marianne to retain his name as a symbol of all he meant to her. But a lover? She had certainly never imagined sharing her bed with another man.


  "We have our reputations to consider," Grace said. "And that of the Fund."


  "For heaven's sake, Grace, no one beyond the four of you need ever know of my little indiscretion. He is not someone likely to show up at one of our balls."


  "Who was he?" the duchess asked.


  Penelope's face softened into a wistful smile. "He was the son of one of the guests at a house party in Dumfries. A perfectly gorgeous young man with a mane of golden red hair and a voice dripping in ripe vowels tinged with a delicious burr. I was lost the moment I set eyes on him. No, I did not fall in love, Marianne. It was pure ... lust."


  Grace sucked in a sharp breath. "Oh, my."


  "And I haven't felt so alive in years," Penelope said, "not since the early days of my marriage to Gosforth. That young man was like a tonic to me." She gave a little laugh. "The dear boy was built like a stallion. What he could do with his hands, and his tongue, and his ... my friends, it was positively sinful. I never had such powerful climaxes in all my life."


  His tongue? Climaxes? Marianne felt a blush color her cheeks, and she suddenly felt as prudish as Grace. She had never heard anyone speak so frankly about the intimate details of sexual relations. It embarrassed her, but also excited her interest. Her experience with David, the man she'd loved more than life, was nothing like what Penelope seemed to imply.


  "I had almost forgotten," Penelope continued, "what it was like to be loved, physically loved, by a man. But I tell you, ladies, we should never forget. Yes, we all decided we would not allow ourselves to be bullied by our families or friends to marry again. None of us wants to sacrifice our financial freedom. But does that mean we must sacrifice everything else? Must we also forsake physical pleasure for the rest of our lives?"


  "But our reputations," Grace said, "are our most precious possessions and should never be sacrificed."


  Penelope rolled her eyes heavenward. "That was true when we were younger, to be sure, when our virtue was a requirement of marriage. But we are widows, not virgins. The expectations are not at all the same. And there is such a thing as discretion. I'd be willing to wager no one at the Dumfries house party knew about Alistair and me. We were exceedingly careful to keep our affair private. Though I suspect some of the guests may have wondered about that extra spring in my step, that special glow about me. I certainly felt as if I was lit from within. So to speak."


  "You are looking rather radiant, my dear," the duchess said, and then laughed aloud. The others joined her. Even Grace stifled a giggle.


  It was true. Marianne had never seen Penelope in such good looks. There was a luminous quality about her — her eyes, her skin, even her hair, seemed to shine with happiness. Had a love affair really done that, made that much of a change in her?


  "Thank you, Wilhelmina," Penelope said, smiling again. "I do indeed feel radiant. Young. Alive. It was such a marvelous thing, you see, that I wanted to share it with all of you, with my closest friends, and to encourage each of you to do the same."


  "What?" Lady Somerfield exclaimed, laughter coloring her voice. "You want all of us to take lovers, too?"


  Impossible, Marianne thought. Penelope could not be serious. Could she?


  "Of course," Penelope said. "Why not? We talk of relishing our independence, our freedom." She looked at Lady Somerfield. "You most especially, Beatrice. You were the one, after all, who encouraged our little agreement to stand together against social and family pressures to marry again. None of us wanted to lose the freedom we'd gained as widows. Yet we have not allowed ourselves to be free in every respect." Feverish excitement brightened Penelope's eyes as she spoke. "We've become too steeped in propriety, too wrapped up in our mantles of respectable widowhood. Our husbands may be dead, but we are not. We are alive, with many long years ahead of us, God willing. Why should the rest of our lives be empty of pleasure just because we've lost our husbands? Must we yoke ourselves to new husbands in order to experience sexual fulfillment again? Or must we sacrifice sexual pleasure for the financial independence we all enjoy? No, I say. No! We can have both. We can have everything!"


  No one responded to this extraordinary speech. Marianne wondered if they were all, like her, intrigued, even a little titillated, by Penelope's suggestion. Could they really enjoy that sort of freedom?


  "Besides," Penelope continued, smiling, "it would do each of you a world of good. I guarantee it. Am I not correct, Wilhelmina? You know what I'm talking about."


  The duchess chuckled and shook her head. "I do not think I should comment, if you please." Instead, she reached for a sweetmeat and took a bite.


  "And what about you, Marianne?" Penelope asked. "David was a remarkably handsome man and I have no doubt he treated you well. Don't you miss him? In that way, I mean. Don't you miss having a man's arms around you at night?"


  Marianne missed David in every possible way. Theirs had been an extraordinarily happy marriage, even though it had been arranged when they were both children. David had been the best of men, the best of husbands. But after she had suffered a series of miscarriages, he had feared for Marianne's health and had allowed their sexual relations, which had always been more tender than passionate, to dwindle into the occasional cautious coupling.


  Having little or no hope of children — Marianne was quite sure she was unable to carry a child to term — was one more reason a second marriage had never been a consideration. Most men wanted an heir. David had, but when she could not provide one, he'd loved her anyway. One could not expect such compassion, such unconditional love, twice in a lifetime.


  But to take a lover? Frankly, she did not see the point. Though she had enjoyed physical intimacy with David — for the most part, anyway — it was not the sort of thing she wished to repeat with someone else, just for the sake of doing so.


  Not wishing to reveal the nature of her relations with David, Marianne simply shrugged in response to Penelope's question. She lifted the teacup to her lips, took a dainty swallow of tepid Bohea, and prayed Penelope would not press her on the matter.


  "And what about you, Grace?" Penelope said, blessedly turning her attention away from Marianne. "Though the bishop was so much older than you, and ever so proper, he may have been a randy old goat in the bedroom, for all we know."


  Grace gave a little shriek and her blush deepened to a dangerous shade of purple. It was too much. The image of the late, great Bishop Marlowe, orator extraordinaire, champion of the oppressed, frolicking in the bedroom with his young wife sent Marianne into whoops of laughter. The other ladies were equally amused, and poor Grace had to contend with several minutes of uncontrolled merriment.


  Finally, wiping her eyes, Penelope looked to Lady Somerfield. "And you, Beatrice. You cannot tell me Somerfield did not teach you the pleasures of the bedroom. He was a notorious libertine in his youth. Surely you must miss his lovemaking."


  Beatrice took a deep breath and her countenance sobered. "Not that it is any of your business, Penelope, but I do miss it. I miss him. I do not miss having a man rule my life, to be sure. But when he wasn't making me want to throttle him, I was quite fond of Somerfield and I will confess that I often miss the closeness we shared, the intimacy, the warmth. It simply never occurred to me to ..." She shrugged and shook her head.


  "It never occurred to any of you," Penelope said. "Wise Wilhelmina excepted. Frankly, it never occurred to me, either. Until Dumfries. And I tell you, ladies, we have been fools to ignore that aspect of our lives. We can keep our financial independence as widows and still find fulfillment as women. I stand before you as proof that it can be done. I've never felt better in my life, and I can promise you that I will no longer be so quick to rebuff a gentleman's advances. If it's the right gentleman. And because you are my friends and I wish for your happiness as well as my own, I must encourage you to follow my example."


  "You want us all to take lovers just because you did?" Beatrice scowled as she stared at the cup of tea she seemed to have forgotten about, and retrieved the silver tongs again to reach for the sugar. "Will it perhaps make you feel better about what you've done if we all do the same?"


  Penelope lifted her chin. "I assure you that I have no guilt to assuage, and harbor no regrets, if that is what you are suggesting. I am only encouraging you to find a lover because I know it will make you happy. It will rejuvenate you, invigorate you, make you feel like a girl again. Don't you want to feel desirable? Don't you want a man to make you feel beautiful again? Yes, of course, all of you are very beautiful women, but what good does it do you to hear it from me? How much more satisfying to hear it whispered in your ear while a man's hands caress every beautiful part of you?"


  "Penelope!" Marianne said, more intrigued than outraged. "You are incorrigible."


  "Am I? Or am I just speaking out loud the thoughts every one of you has entertained at one time or another? Ladies, we are all friends, and as friends, we should be able to speak frankly with each other, even about such private matters. To be honest, I have been burning with the need to talk with someone about my affair. I cannot keep such excitement bottled up inside me. So here I am, confessing my little transgression without the least remorse, and with every hope that I can repeat it again soon. And hoping the same for all of you." She clapped her hands together with glee. "We must find lovers for each of us. Even Grace. Especially Grace."


  "I could never do that," Grace said, busying herself with a mote spoon as she cleaned the teapot spout. "Never."


  "Don't be so sure," the duchess said. "If the right man came along ..."


  Grace shuddered visibly. "Never." She kept her eyes down, not looking at any of them, as she refilled the pot with hot water from the silver urn at her side.


  "Poor Grace," Penelope said. "That shudder of yours speaks volumes. The old bishop wasn't so randy after all, was he? A bit of skillful lovemaking from a handsome young man would do you a world of good. But I see you are not yet ready to loosen those tight stays of yours, even for a moment, so I will not press you. What of the rest of you? Marianne? Beatrice?"


  "What, exactly, are you asking of us, Penelope?" Beatrice asked. "That we each make a promise to seek out a lover?"


  "Yes!" Penelope bounced with enthusiasm and clapped her hands together. "A pact! A real pact this time. A secret pact, just among the five of us."


  A secret pact? To take a lover? The notion both disturbed and excited Marianne. Could she ever agree to such a thing? Did she want to?


  "Not me," Grace said. "Do not expect me to become party to some sort of improper agreement."


  "Yes, my girl," Penelope said, wagging a finger, "even you. Our pact shall be that we give ourselves permission to break out of those self-imposed restrictions of respectable widowhood and truly live as independent women, in control of every aspect of our lives. And that means if an attractive man catches our eye, we are free to act on that attraction. We will, of course, be discreet. In public. But among ourselves, we should feel free to be as indiscreet as we want. In fact, I believe each of you shall be required to share every delicious experience, as I have done. No detail will be considered too intimate."


  They looked at one another, all save Wilhelmina apparently as stunned, and fascinated, as Marianne at what was being suggested. Could they really do it? Could they be that candid about things most people never discussed at all? Assuming they actually found lovers. Marianne felt a rush of anxiety, as though she was about to be initiated into a secret society she had no desire to join.


  "We once made another sort of pact," Penelope continued, "to lend our support to one another if our families attempted to pressure us into an unwanted marriage. Let us simply extend that pact with a promise not to judge or censure and scold one another about our lovers, but to offer good, solid female understanding and encouragement. Among friends. What do you say?"


  Marianne's uneasiness lifted. She could do this. No one was making her promise to find a lover, which she could not imagine doing. "You are only asking us to be open-minded, then. I am willing to do that. Grace, even you could promise as much."


  "I suppose so," Grace said, though a skeptical frown marked her elegant brow as she poured fresh tea for everyone.


  "So long as we keep it to ourselves," Beatrice said, "strictly to ourselves, then you have my promise as well."


  "And mine, of course," the duchess said with a wicked smile. "This should be interesting."


  Penelope beamed at the group. "Wonderful. But I challenge you all to take our pact a step further. I say we should each actively seek out a lover."


  "What?" Beatrice exclaimed.


  Marianne shook her head.


  "You go too far," Grace said.


  "Oh, do not worry, Grace. I am pleased enough to have your promise not to scold the rest of us as we dip our toes in sensual waters. Though it would delight me if you did, I do not expect you to take a lover. Beatrice, what about you? Are you ready to accept the challenge? To make a true effort to find a lover?"


  Beatrice laughed. "It will be a challenge, indeed. Chaperoning my niece, Emily, in her first Season, is a time-consuming enterprise. I swear we must have every evening booked for the next three months. That girl is determined to land a husband before summer. And my two girls are forever underfoot, impatient for their own Seasons. I cannot imagine how I could squeeze an affair into my schedule."


  "But you will keep an open mind?" Penelope prompted. "And an open eye?"


  "I promise to do my best," Beatrice said, and gave a wistful sigh. "All that talk of stallions and hands and such does indeed remind me of my dear Somerfield and what I've missed since he's been gone. It would be nice to ... well, it would be nice."


  "Excellent. And you, Marianne?"


  Oh, Lord. What could she say? Stallions and such certainly did not remind her of David. The marriages of Penelope and Beatrice had obviously been quite different from her own. It was a bit of a revelation to Marianne that perhaps the physical intimacy she'd shared with her husband was not as fulfilling as it might have been. Had she in fact missed something essential, something wonderful?


  She gave herself a silent scold for such a disloyal thought.


  "I am willing to support the rest of you," she said, "if you decide to take lovers. I am not so sure I am ready for that step just yet. It seems ... I don't know. A betrayal of David's memory, I suppose."


  "Did you sleep with other men while he was alive?"


  Marianne uttered a gasp of outrage. "Of course not."


  "Then you have not betrayed him," Penelope said. "Listen to me, Marianne. We all loved our husbands and would never have been unfaithful to them while they lived. But they are gone. We are no longer bound to them. I certainly do not feel I have besmirched the memory of Gosforth by taking a lover three years after his death. And I do not believe David would have wanted you to pine away in cold solitude for the rest of your life."


  "You are too young for that," the duchess said.


  Despite Penelope's logic, Marianne was not entirely sold on the idea. For one thing, she did indeed still feel bound to David. She always would. But she had never intended for her own life to be a shrine to his memory. She missed him, she grieved for him, but she enjoyed being alive. She had a rich and contented life filled with friends and charity work and Society events. But she was willing to admit it might not be as full a life as it could be. She gazed at Penelope's radiant face.


  "I suppose you are right," she said. "I just never thought about it before. It's all so new. You must give me a little time to consider the matter. Besides, I am not at all sure how I would go about it."


  The duchess smiled at her. "You must find the right man."


  "Easier said than done," Beatrice said.


  "Well, it should not be just anyone," the duchess said, her green eyes flashing with amusement. "Pay closer attention to the gentlemen at our balls, for example. When you see an attractive man, look him straight in the eye. If he looks back in a way that makes your toes curl up inside your slippers, he is a likely candidate."


  "Oh, my," Grace said.


  "The most obvious candidates," Penelope said, "are those men well-known for their amorous adventures, the most notorious seducers. Cazenove and Rochdale." Her eyes brightened with gleeful excitement. "Which of us shall have them?"


  Adam Cazenove? Oh, no. Not Adam. He was Marianne's dearest friend in the world. Though he'd had a string of lovers over the years, it seemed odd and unsettling to imagine him with Penelope or Beatrice.


  "Have a care, my dear," the duchess said. "Lord Rochdale is a bit too public with his seductions for my taste and not always honorable, I'm told, though it is true he is said to be quite skillful in the bedroom."


  Marianne would not be surprised to learn that Wilhelmina had firsthand experience with Rochdale's bedroom skills.


  "Cazenove is a much more attractive subject, in my opinion," the duchess continued.


  Good heavens. Had Wilhelmina been with Adam as well? An image of his beautiful hands on the duchess, of her beringed fingers in his long hair sent a shudder across Marianne's shoulders.


  "He should be a convenient candidate for you, Marianne," the duchess said. "That is, of course, should you decide you want to get into the game after all."


  Marianne laughed aloud at the very idea. "Yes, he is conveniently situated in the house next door to mine, but he is also a very close friend. I would never dream of violating that friendship. Neither would he."


  Adam Cazenove and David had been the best of friends, more like brothers, in fact. They had bought the adjacent houses on Bruton Street at the same time, shortly after David's marriage to Marianne. The second-floor balconies adjoined, and the two men had made a game of leaping back and forth over the balcony railings whenever they wanted to share a bottle and a bird, or a game of cards, or simply good conversation.


  Adam had become as good a friend to Marianne over the years, and remained so since David's death. In fact, he still climbed over that second-floor balcony railing to visit her in her private sitting room. It was as though that boyish prank somehow kept David's memory alive for him. She could not remember the last time Adam had used the front door.


  But to take him as a lover? Impossible. He was an exceedingly attractive man and she had a great deal of affection for him, but she had listened to enough tales of his love affairs to know that she was the last sort of woman he would find desirable. Not to mention that he thought of her as a sort of sister. No, he was too good a friend ever to be considered as a lover.


  "Well, if you are not interested in him," Penelope said with a grin, "I'm sure he would do very nicely for one of the rest of us. He is certainly the sort of man who could make a woman's toes curl."


  Good Lord. It would be beyond awkward if one of the Benevolent Widows was to take Adam to her bed. Marianne had no desire to hear from one of them the intimate details of Adam's lovemaking.


  "But if you change your mind," Penelope said, "and decide that friends make the best lovers, then you must tell us. We cannot poach on another woman's territory. That should be one of our rules."


  "Absolutely," Beatrice said. "No poaching. But there are lots of other available men besides Adam Cazenove and Lord Rochdale."


  "Sir Neville Kenyon, for example."


  "Or Lord Hopwood."


  "Harry Shackleford."


  "Lord Peter Bentham."


  "Sir Arthur Denney."


  "Trevor Fitzwilliam."


  "Lord Aldershot."


  That last suggestion had come from Grace. When all eyes turned in her direction, her cheeks flamed and she gave a sheepish little smile. "I can get into the spirit of the game, can I not, without actually participating?"


  The ladies stared at her in astonishment for a moment. Then, one after the other, they burst into laughter.


  "Of course you can!" Penelope said, and reached across the tea table to squeeze Grace's hand. Turning her attention to the rest of the group, she said, "You see? I knew this was a good idea. Why should men have all the fun? We shall be just as merry as they. In fact, that's what we shall be: the Merry Widows."


  Penelope stood and held up her cup of tea, and the others joined her, Grace included. "To the Merry Widows."


  Marianne and the others tapped their delicate porcelain cups together in toast. "The Merry Widows," they responded in unison.


  And so it began.


  



  CHAPTER 2


  



  



  Adam Cazenove leaned against the black iron railing of his second-floor balcony. Light shone from Marianne's sitting room window next door, but he hesitated before hoisting himself over the railing and onto her balcony. He had done it a hundred times before. It had been something of a running joke between him and David Nesbitt. Why walk down two flights of stairs, across the few steps between one front door and the next, then up another two flights of stairs when their two sitting rooms were virtually side by side? It was so much simpler to climb over the railing.


  But not for Marianne, of course. And since her company had become as dear to him as David's, Adam had most often been the one to do the climbing. And he continued to do so, even after David was gone.


  Yet tonight he hesitated. He had been away for several months and wanted nothing more than to see Marianne's face again, and yet it was not a visit he anticipated with the usual excitement. He had news, important news, to tell her. But once he had done so, things would be forever changed between them, and so he stalled.


  He leaned against the railing and watched the flickering candle in her window. He remembered all the times the three of them had spent together in that room, laughing over Adam's amorous adventures, talking until dawn about art or music or politics or Society gossip, crying over their failures to have a child. And he remembered the times after David's sudden death when he and Marianne had clung together in grief, and all the times since, as she'd valiantly put her life back together. His late friend's memory still loomed large between them, but Adam treasured his friendship with Marianne for its own sake.


  But he suspected they would never be as close again. Not after he told her.


  The air was growing damp. If he dawdled any longer, he'd be soaked. He looked up and down the street to insure no passersby would witness him sneaking into Marianne's house. He glanced at the windows of the houses across the street, looking for peering eyes behind curtains. He never saw any, but would not be surprised to learn his comings and goings over the years had not gone unnoticed.


  He hooked a bootheel on the lowest crossbar of he iron railing and swung himself up and over onto the adjacent balcony, taking care to avoid the spear-like finials on the upright bars.


  He saw her at once. Marianne sat in her usual chair by the fireside, wrapped in a large paisley shawl. She had a book in her hand but was not looking at it. She had obviously not heard his approach, for she did not stir.


  Glossy brown hair, dark as Turkish coffee, was pulled back into a loose knot at the nape of her neck. Her face stood in profile, showing to advantage the straight nose, the sharp line of her jaw, and the high angle of her cheekbones. She wore a wistful expression as she gazed into the fire.


  Adam straightened his coat and rapped on the window glass.


  Marianne turned and smiled, revealing the dimples he admired, so unexpected in such an elegantly modeled face. Leaving the shawl behind, she rose and opened the balcony doors.


  "Adam!"


  She stretched out both hands and he took them, bringing each to his lips, then placed a chaste kiss upon her upturned cheek.


  "I am so glad you are back," she said. "I have missed you."


  "And I you. How are you, my dear?"


  "I am fine, Adam. Do come in and sit down. We have much to catch up on. And I've just bought a small Varley landscape I wish to show you."


  "Which Varley brother?"


  "Cornelius. I haven't even hung it yet. Pour yourself a glass of claret while I go get it."


  He placed a hand on her arm. "I'll see it later, if you please. There is something more important to discuss."


  Her eyes grew wide. "Indeed?"


  "Yes. I have news, my dear."


  "Then you must tell me at once." She gazed at him quizzically for a moment, then smiled. "Should I be seated for this?"


  "Perhaps you should. It is rather big news, I fear."


  Her brows lifted in interest. Then she returned to her chair beside the fire and wrapped the shawl about her shoulders. "I am positively agog, Adam. Tell all, if you please. What is this big news?"


  He took a deep breath and plunged ahead. "I have quit the field, my dear. I have just come from two weeks in Wiltshire, where my future was settled. Wish me happy, Marianne. I am officially betrothed to Miss Clarissa Leighton-Blair."


  



  * * *


  



  Marianne stared at him, making a supreme effort to keep her jaw from dropping open in a stunned gape. She should not be so shocked. She had known it was going to happen eventually.


  But the Leighton-Blair chit? Had he gone mad?


  "Well, well. I confess you have shocked me to the core, Adam."


  "Have I?"


  She shook her head in disbelief. "I had no idea you were seriously pursuing Miss Leighton-Blair. You never mentioned any plans to visit her family in Wiltshire."


  She wondered why he'd neglected to mention it. Had he known she would disapprove? Of course he had. How could he have expected otherwise? Marianne did not know the girl well, but had seen enough of her last Season to know she was exactly the wrong sort of wife for Adam. Clarissa was a beautiful young girl, but the thing that most came to mind was her giggle. Every other word was punctuated with that annoying titter. And the words in between did not exactly sparkle with wit and intelligence.


  What was he thinking? Adam was a man who thrived on lively conversation, even debate and argument. It was difficult to imagine him with a giggler.


  "Her father invited me to a house party," he said, "and the motive was obvious. But since I had decided to take the plunge anyway, and since Clarissa is really quite lovely and sweet, I allowed myself to be swept along by their expectations."


  "Allowed yourself?" Marianne pressed a hand to her forehead in exasperation. "I cannot believe that. You would never give over such a momentous decision to someone else. Is there something you're not telling me? Did you get the girl with child, Adam?"


  "No!" He ran agitated fingers through his hair. "Good God, Marianne, you know I don't dally with innocent young women. How could you imagine such a thing?"


  "It is the only reason I can possibly imagine for you getting betrothed to such a girl."


  He frowned. "The only reason? Don't be naive, Marianne. And what do you mean, 'such a girl'? She's extraordinarily beautiful."


  "And without two thoughts to rub together. She will bore you to death within a month. Blast it all, Adam, I never expected you to put beauty above all else. I simply cannot believe it."


  His frown deepened and he looked away to gaze into the fire. His sandy brown hair fell, as it always did, into a deep wave over one eye, giving him a rakish, almost piratical air. Adam made a show of trying to tame his thick hair, ruthlessly combing it straight back from his forehead, but to no avail. He might have cut it shorter, of course, but Marianne secretly believed he rather enjoyed the inevitable parting of the waves, that he knew quite well it made him more attractive. The poet's hair, along with the heavy-lidded, slumberous green eyes, lent him an air of seductiveness that many women found irresistible. Many, many women.


  He could have had anyone.


  He turned those eyes on her once again, and they were filled with consternation. "I had thought you'd be pleased for me, settling down at last. And you're being unfair. She is not as empty-headed as you suggest. Clarissa is very sweet-natured. She will make a fine, dutiful wife to me and mother to our children."


  The intense look in his eyes seemed to implore her to agree with him, as if her approval was important. She understood that. If she had become betrothed, she would want Adam's approval. He was the same age David would have been, four-and-thirty. It was time he settled down.


  But with Clarissa Leighton-Blair?


  The recent discussions with her fellow Fund trustees, the Merry Widows, still rang loudly in Marianne's head. All that joyful talk about the pleasures of the marriage bed brought to mind unsettling images of Adam eliciting such joy from young Clarissa.


  When Penelope and Wilhelmina had mentioned him, she had not wanted to entertain such images of Adam with one of them. But at least they were intelligent, interesting women. This new image of the beautiful, silly Clarissa — would the girl giggle in bed? — was almost too much to bear.


  When the Merry Widows had made their pact, there had been the merest twinge of an idea — not even an idea, just a tiny whiff of a notion, a fleeting fantasy so brief she'd not even acknowledged it — that the only man she would ever consider as a lover was Adam Cazenove. It was foolishness, of course. Even if she were interested in a love affair, which she was not, Marianne knew she was not his sort of woman. Adam's taste ran to the exotic, the voluptuous, the openly sensual — as different as they could possibly be from Marianne's slender frame, ordinary English face, and conventional reserve.


  And yet, Clarissa Leighton-Blair was not his usual type, either.


  "I am sure she is very sweet," Marianne said, "but she is not the sort of woman I expected you to marry. She is not at all like your ... your other women."


  "A man looks for something different in a wife."


  "Why? Why would you not want someone who excites you, who challenges you, who makes you a better person?"


  "Damn it, Marianne, what makes you think Clarissa will not be all those things to me?"


  She snorted. "Please. I've watched the girl. I've heard that giggle. I am sorry to be so negative. I know I should be pleased for you. But you are my dearest friend, Adam, and I want you to be happy. I want you to have what David and I had."


  "You are too romantic, my dear. Not all marriages are as perfect as yours was. You and David were companions as well as lovers. Friends and equal partners. It is a rare marriage that is so fortunate."


  "And you are being cynical. Surely you at least hope for that sort of marriage."


  "This is not a love match, Marianne, but I am quite fond of Clarissa and I am certain affection will deepen over time. But she is not ..."


  "What? She is not what?"


  "Like you." He smiled. "A termagant who does not know when to curb her tongue."


  She should not have spoken in so unguarded a manner to him. She ought to have kept her thoughts to herself. She managed a smile. "Then you are to be congratulated, my friend, on a brilliant match. Making off with the prettiest girl of the Season will certainly make every other gentleman green with envy." She tried to keep sarcasm out of her voice. She really tried. "Bravo, Adam. Well done. We must toast your happiness."


  She rose from her chair and walked to a small table upon which a decanter and glasses were set out. She poured the wine, and turned to find him standing close behind her. She gave a little start as her arm brushed against his chest. An unexpected tingle danced up her shoulder and down her back.


  What was wrong with her? Just because, for the tiniest instant, she had imagined him as a lover, she was now very much aware of him in a physical way. Damn the Merry Widows for planting that seed in her brain. She should be grateful he was soon to be married. It would put an end to any further fanciful imaginings.


  She gave him a glass, then held up her own in toast.


  "To Adam and Clarissa. May you have a happy life together."


  "Even though I know it pains you to have said it, I thank you for the good wishes." He clinked his glass against hers, then swallowed the contents in a single gulp.


  Marianne, who'd taken a more dainty swallow, chuckled and said, "Bridegroom nerves? Already?"


  He held out his glass as she refilled it. "Nerves? Me? Nothing of the kind. Merely a bit of fortification as I enter this new phase of my life."


  Marianne smiled at his attempt to appear cavalier. Adam often donned a mask of fashionable ennui when he wanted to hide his true feelings. She wondered what he was thinking now. Was he hoping he'd made the right decision? Had he acted too fast? Was Clarissa the right woman? Could he make her happy? Would she make him miserable? Poor Adam. His mind must be in turmoil over such a momentous change in his life.


  Her own thoughts were racing as well. Everything was going to change between them. He would move Clarissa into the house next door and would never climb over the balcony again. No wife would stand for her husband's climbing into another woman's boudoir. Would Clarissa allow their friendship to continue at all? Or was Marianne about to lose her closest friend?


  She took the decanter and placed it on the candlestand beside his chair. Let him get roaring drunk if that's what he needed. Any man about to marry the giggling Miss Leighton-Blair would need fortification. Perhaps she would join him. It might help assuage the unexpected pang of sadness that threatened to overcome her.


  Adam helped her move the pair of wing chairs so that the candlestand and its wine stood between them, within easy reach. She curled up in the big chair with her feet tucked to one side. He settled into the other chair and crossed one leg languidly over the other. It was the way they often sat here together, cozy and comfortable by the fire, once three of them, now only two. Would Clarissa make it three again? Marianne doubted it. She took a hearty swallow of claret.


  "I must confess I am still a bit overwhelmed by this turn of events," she said. "I really had no idea you were seriously interested in Miss Leighton-Blair."


  "I wasn't certain about it myself," he said. "She caught my eye last Season, to be sure, but when I spent more time with her in Wiltshire, my interest was definitely piqued."


  "How did that trip come about?"


  "You have listened to me complain for years now about having to endure my father's constant pleas for grandchildren. At Christmastime, he claimed to be at death's door, declaring loudly that his heart could go at any time. He said he wanted to die content in the knowledge that his name would continue through the sons he hoped I would sire."


  "Poor man. Is he quite ill, then?"


  Adam chuckled. "The man's heart is sound as a bell. He has the strength of a plow horse, the old devil. He was only trying to force my hand, and I decided it was time to stop fighting him and give him what he wanted. Besides, I have never intended to remain a bachelor my whole life. It was time I got serious about settling down."


  "I would think the selection of a bride would be an equally serious business."


  Adam gave a frustrated sigh. "It was. It is. I began to ponder who might be considered as a prospective bride when, quite serendipitously, I received the invitation to visit the Leighton-Blairs in Wiltshire."


  "Her mother, no doubt, noted your interest last Season."


  "Yes, I'm sure she did. And there is no need for that contemptuous tone of voice. Mrs. Leighton-Blair is no different from any other hopeful mama trying to secure a suitable match for her daughter. I was wide awake to her intentions. I was not entrapped, no matter what you may wish to believe. I was ... am, in fact, very much attracted to Clarissa, so I accepted the invitation, knowing full well what it implied. But I went to Wiltshire thinking she just might serve my purposes very nicely, and I discovered that to be true. She may not be clever or witty or given to elevated conversation, but she is very gentle and warm and amiable. She suits me, Marianne. I like her. She will make a fine wife, even if it is not a love match."


  Did he really believe that? Was he so infatuated he could not see how it would end? Marianne feared he would not realize he'd made a profound mistake until it was too late. Perhaps it was already too late. A gentleman could not honorably break off a betrothal. It was one of the few advantages Society allowed women over men: the right to change one's mind.


  It would do no good, therefore, to try and talk him out of it. The deed was done. Marianne would have to learn to live with it.


  She frowned. "Even if it is not a love match, I hope you will at least try to love her, try to make a true partnership of this marriage. I cannot believe you would be happy without love and companionship."


  He smiled. "I will visit you whenever I require sensible companionship."


  But would his young wife allow him to do so?


  She almost spoke her concern aloud, but kept her tongue between her teeth. She'd said enough already. If she continued to express her disapproval, it would only make things unpleasant between them. That was something she did not want to do, not when this might be one of the last times they would share a cozy evening together by the fire in her sitting room.


  "What are your plans?" she asked, in as cheerful a tone as she could muster. "When is the big day?"


  "We haven't yet discussed a date for the wedding. Clarissa wants to enjoy the Season first."


  "You will be the busy escort, then."


  He groaned. "I suppose so. But it is her right to enjoy one last carefree Season before settling down. Things will be different for her after the marriage."


  Things would be different for all of them.


  



  * * *


  



  "You're not wearing your brooch today." Lavinia Nesbitt's brows knit together in a deep frown. She gave a little sniff and then returned her attention to the needlework in her lap.


  Marianne silently cursed herself for forgetting the mourning brooch with David's golden hair woven in an intricate pattern beneath the glass. She always tried to wear it when visiting his mother. Damn. She ought to have remembered. Relations with her mother-in-law had been strained at best since David's death, which was a source of great sadness for Marianne, who had no other family of her own. She had no siblings and both her parents were dead. Lavinia Nesbitt had taken Marianne into her home after Marianne's father had died, and had provided a welcome haven of warmth and comfort. She would always be grateful for that.


  There was no warmth or comfort anymore, however. Lavinia would never be convinced that Marianne was not somehow to blame for David's death. She believed that if Marianne had notified her more quickly of his illness, she could have rushed up to town from the estate in Kent and nursed him back to health. But it had happened too fast and there was nothing anyone could have done to save him. The putrid sore throat had brought on a debilitating fever, and he was gone within days. But Lavinia truly believed her presence would have made a difference, and no one could disabuse her of that notion.


  "I'm sorry, Lavinia, but the brooch did not suit this particular dress, so I left it off today."


  Lavinia let out a disdainful little huff. "If you still wore mourning instead of bright colors, it would suit well enough."


  "Oh, for heaven's sake, Mother." Evelina Woodall, David's sister, was seated beside Marianne on the settee, and she reached over and gave her arm a reassuring pat. She was a few years older than Marianne and had the same fair good looks as her late brother. "It's been over two years. Marianne is far too young to swathe herself in black for the rest of her days."


  Lavinia looked up and scowled at her daughter. The words "like you" hung unspoken in the air between them. William Nesbitt had left Lavinia a widow fourteen years ago, and she still dressed in the unrelieved black of full mourning. Marianne had felt the force of her mother-in-law's disapproval when she had changed to half-mourning a year after David's death. When she had retired her black gloves entirely after another six months, Lavinia had never forgiven her. She saw it as a betrayal of David's memory. The notion of betrayal, combined with her belief that Marianne was at least partially to blame for his death, along with her disappointment that Marianne had failed to produce a child to carry on David's blood, meant the two women who had once been close would never be so again.


  "Besides," Evelina said, interrupting Marianne's reverie, "I would hardly call that lovely blue spencer a bright color. It's a fetching style, Marianne. Do you have a new modiste?"


  "No, this is Mrs. Gill's design." She sent her sister-in-law a grateful look for changing the subject. "She still suits me, so I have seen no reason to seek out another dressmaker."


  They spoke for several minutes on the latest fashions and fabrics, but Lavinia broke in, as she always did, to steer the conversation to a topic that involved David. She was determined that Marianne's weekly visits would remind her of her duty to David's memory.


  "I trust," she said, "that David's gallery is making progress in locating paintings for the summer exhibition. I have sent orders for the Reynolds to be brought up from Kent. It was his favorite painting, you know. I think he would be pleased to have it displayed in his gallery."


  Evelina laughed. "It is not David's gallery, Mother. It belongs to the British Institution."


  "Of which he was a governor."


  "Yes, along with several other connoisseurs. It was not his alone."


  "But you are right, Lavinia," Marianne said. "He would be very pleased. He thought more highly of Reynolds than almost any other British painter, and always felt he was important enough to warrant a retrospective exhibition. And to have his favorite painting included will be a fine tribute. I have also been able to convince several other friends to send portraits from their country estates. It will be a wonderful exhibit."


  "How unfortunate, then, that he did not live long enough to see it," Lavinia said, casting Marianne a withering look. "And I have no doubt that wretched Cazenove fellow spoke against the exhibit. Thank goodness the other governors are more of David's mind on such matters."


  Marianne winced. David's mother had always disapproved of his friendship with Adam. Lavinia never understood the bond between them, never understood how someone so unlike David could have become his closest friend. And the fact that Adam had been with him when he died, and his own mother had not, only made her dislike him more.


  "Adam has his own taste in art," Marianne said. "It is not the same as David's, to be sure, but it is a connoisseur's taste just the same." Adam was a passionate collector of modern art and a patron of several artists. His taste in art reflected the way he'd lived his life: impulsive, intuitive, slightly reckless. He loved the wild, frenzied paintings of Fuseli, and the restless movement of light and color in Turner's work. David's taste had been more conventional and analytic, just as his life had been more cautious and conservative. Poussin and Claude were his models of perfection; Benjamin West was his favorite contemporary artist. But each of the two friends has appreciated the other's eye for a good painting.


  Marianne had become caught up in their passion for art and over the years had developed her own preferences. She had a partiality for the brushwork of Thomas Lawrence, but preferred watercolor paintings most of all. David had encouraged her interest by patronizing the best painters in watercolor and presenting her with frequent presents of their work. Though the public rooms of the Bruton Street house were adorned with the classical works David preferred, the walls of their private sitting room were filled with the watercolors of Payne and Girtin and Cotman and the Varley brothers.


  "And remember," Marianne said, trying to improve her mother-in-law's perception of David's best friend, "that Adam endowed the Nesbitt Prize in David's honor. We must surely be grateful for that."


  "It was a magnificent gesture," Evelina said. "Nothing could have been more appropriate."


  David and Adam, both art-mad when they returned from a tour of the Continent during the brief peace of 1802, were among the founders of the British Institution, which had its own gallery in Pall Mall and hosted two major exhibitions of paintings each year. The spring exhibition provided a facility for living artists to display and sell their work. This was Adam's purview. The summer exhibition displayed old masters, David's passion, and students and amateurs were provided with an opportunity to study and make copies. The governors devised a series of prizes based on an idea once suggested by Reynolds — instead of painting laborious copies of old-master works, each student was asked to paint a companion piece. Prizes had been awarded since 1807, and last year the first Nesbitt Prize was added to the list.


  Adam could not have better honored his friend.


  "In any case," Lavinia said, "I look forward to the Reynolds exhibit, even though it will break my heart that David cannot be there to see it. When it opens, I trust you will lend me your arm, Marianne, so that we can both enjoy the legacy of David's gallery, and be reminded of his generosity and vision."


  Evelina caught Marianne's eye and then lifted her own gaze to the ceiling in silent exasperation. She rose from the settee and said, "I must be off. I need to stop by the lending library and return a book. Will you walk with me, Marianne? I'd appreciate the company."


  "Of course."


  Marianne stood and shook out her skirts, grateful for an excuse to leave. While Evelina sought out a footman to retrieve their bonnets and shawls, Marianne bent over Lavinia and kissed her raised cheek. After a few parting words, she walked out the front door with her sister-in-law.


  "I'm sorry Mother is still being so difficult," Evelina said as they walked along St. James's Square.


  Marianne shrugged. "I have grown accustomed to her behavior."


  "But it still hurts?"


  Marianne sighed. "Yes, it does. I just wish she did not expect me to be a martyr to David's memory." For some reason, her mother-in-law's attitude was particularly aggravating today. It made her feel constrained and stifled, jittery and on edge. Marianne had the irrational desire to burst out of those constraints and do something reckless. Something rash.


  Like acting on the Merry Widows' pact. She had not been able to get it out of her mind for the last few days. She still was not sure she could ever do such a thing as take a lover, or even if she wanted to do so. But the notion had grabbed hold of her and would not let go. She smiled to consider what Lavinia would think if Marianne acted on that silly pact.


  "What else can you expect," Evelina said, "from a woman who's worn widow's weeds for fourteen years? Don't take her too much to heart, Marianne. No one else blames you for casting off your black dresses after a year. Any other widow would do the same."


  "David often spoke with sadness, and even a bit of frustration, about your mother's inability to move on with her life. I like to believe he would not have wanted me to wear my widowhood like a shroud, as Lavinia has done."


  "Of course he would not. You're a young woman, Marianne. You must get on with your life. Live for today and for tomorrow. Do not waste time pining after yesterday. It will only make you bitter and lonely, like Mother. You are too young and too lovely not to live life to the fullest. Have you thought of marrying again?"


  "Good heavens, no. I cannot imagine ever being married to anyone else."


  "Perhaps it is too soon. But I expect you will change your mind one day. You will want to find happiness again."


  "I doubt I will change my mind, Evelina. And there are many other ways to find happiness."


  Evelina stopped and stared at her, then flashed a broad smile. "Indeed there are."


  Oh, dear. Marianne knew exactly what she was thinking, and it wasn't what she had meant at all. "I have the Benevolent Widows Fund, for example, which gives me a great deal of pleasure and satisfaction."


  Evelina chuckled and said, "Yes, there is pleasure and satisfaction in that, too, of course."


  Marianne felt a blush color her cheeks. Evelina was beginning to sound just like Penelope. Or was it simply that blasted pact again that made her imagine sexual undercurrents in every conversation?


  "Please do not worry about me," she said. "I promise you I am not lonely or unhappy. At least, not very often. I am quite busy most of the time."


  "I am glad to hear it. But you cannot blame me for wanting to see you have more. Someone to love. Children, perhaps."


  As they walked through Green Park, she went on to speak of her own children and some of their recent antics, while Marianne's mind wandered back to the pact and the conversation with her friends. Until that day, she had never given much thought to physical relations with a man. She'd had a good marriage, but the physical aspect was never the most important part of it. Yet, since listening to her friends talk about the joys of the bedroom, she had become more and more convinced that she'd missed something, that David, who'd been the love of her life and the perfect husband, may not have been the perfect lover.


  They walked past a man and two women who stood beside the gravel path in conversation. Marianne noticed the man surreptitiously touch one of the women on her lower back. It was a fleeting touch, but the woman straightened ever so slightly, and brushed a hand against his hip. There was an air of intimacy about those brief touches that Marianne would never have noticed before the Merry Widows had altered her perception.


  As they walked past the threesome, they came upon a man on horseback in polite conversation with a woman whose maid stood a few steps behind her on the path. As they neared, Marianne could hear they were speaking of a new pantomime at Drury Lane, but their eyes seemed to hold a different conversation altogether. The woman had the same sort of incandescent glow they'd all noticed about Penelope. Was the horseman her lover?


  What nonsense. She was being foolish, seeing lovers everywhere these days. It was all Penelope's fault, blast the woman. But it seemed a great many people were living a fuller life than Marianne. Evelina with her devoted husband and children. Penelope with her young lover. Even Adam, whose life was about to become more full with his ninny of a fiancée and doubtless the onslaught of children.


  Marianne really had nothing to complain about. She'd had a great love, even if it was cut short, and would never marry again. But did that mean she had to end up like her mother-in-law, her life a sad memorial to her late husband?


  No, by God, it did not.


  "Marianne? Have you heard a word I've said?"


  She had not, in fact. She shot Evelina a sheepish look. "I'm sorry. My mind was wandering."


  Evelina smiled. "In an interesting direction, I trust."


  "I was just thinking about something we discussed a few days ago at a meeting of the trustees of the Benevolent Widows Fund."


  Thinking hard about it, in fact. Marianne began to wonder if the Merry Widows' pact was not such a bad idea after all.
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