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1
 YOUR CHEEKS ARE LOOKING ALARMINGLY FLUSHED, Christine,” her mother remarked, setting her embroidery down in her lap the better to observe her daughter. “And your eyes are very bright. I hope you are not coming down with a fever.”
Christine laughed. “I have been at the vicarage, playing with the children,” she explained. “Alexander wanted to play cricket, but after a few minutes it became clear that Marianne could not catch a ball and Robin could not hit one. We played hide-and-seek instead, though Alexander thought it was somewhat beneath his dignity now that he is nine years old until I asked him how his poor aunt must feel, then, at the age of twenty-nine. I was it all the time, of course. We had great fun until Charles poked his head out of the study window and asked us—rhetorically, I suppose—how he was ever to get his sermon finished with all the noise we were making. So Hazel gave us all a glass of lemonade and shooed the children off to the parlor to read quietly, poor things, and I came home.”
“I suppose,” her eldest sister, Eleanor, said, looking up from her book and observing Christine over the tops of her spectacles, “you did not wear your bonnet while you frolicked with our niece and nephews. That is not just a flush. It is a sunburn.”
“How can one poke one’s head into small hiding places if it is swollen to twice its size with a bonnet?” Christine asked reasonably. She began to arrange the flowers she had cut from the garden on her way inside, in a vase of water she had brought with her from the kitchen.
“And your hair looks like a bird’s nest,” Eleanor added.
“That is soon corrected.” Christine rumpled her short curls with both hands and laughed. “There. Is that better?”
Eleanor shook her head before returning her attention to her book—but not before smiling.
There was a comfortable hush in the room again while they all concentrated upon their chosen activities. But the silence—tempered by the chirping of birds and the whirring of insects from beyond the open window—was broken after a few minutes by the sound of horses’ hooves clopping along the village street in the direction of Hyacinth Cottage, and the rumble of wheels. There was more than one horse, and the wheels were heavy ones. It must be the carriage from Schofield Park, Baron Renable’s country seat, which was a mere two miles away, Christine thought absently.
None of them took any particular notice of the carriage’s approach. Lady Renable often used it when she went visiting, even though a gig would have served her purpose just as well, or a horse—or her feet. Eleanor often described Lady Renable as frivolous and ostentatious, and it was not an inaccurate description. She was also Christine’s friend.
And then it became obvious that the horses were slowing. The carriage wheels squeaked in protest. All three ladies looked up.
“I do believe,” Eleanor said, peering out the window over her spectacles again, “Lady Renable must be coming here. To what do we owe the honor, I wonder. Were you expecting her, Christine?”
“I knew I should have changed my cap after luncheon,” their mother said. “Send Mrs. Skinner running upstairs for a clean one if you will, Christine.”
“The one you are wearing is quite becoming enough, Mama,” Christine assured her, finishing the flower arrangement quickly and crossing the room to kiss her mother’s forehead. “It is only Melanie.”
“Of course it is only Lady Renable. That is the whole point,” her mother said, exasperated. But she did not renew her plea for a different cap to be sent for.
It did not take a genius to guess why Melanie was coming here either.
“I daresay she is coming to ask why you refused her invitation,” Eleanor said, echoing her thought. “And I daresay she will not take no for an answer now that she has come in person. Poor Christine. Do you want to run up to your room and have me tell her that you seem to have come down with a touch of smallpox?”
Christine laughed while their mother threw up her hands in horror.
Indeed Melanie was not famed for taking no for an answer. Whatever Christine was doing, and she was almost always busy with something—teaching at the village school several times a week, visiting and helping the elderly and infirm or a new mother or a sick child or a friend, calling at the vicarage to amuse and play with the children, since in her estimation Charles and her sister Hazel neglected them altogether too much with the excuse that children did not need adults to play with them when they had one another—no matter what Christine was doing, Melanie always chose to believe that she must be simply languishing in the hope that someone would appear with a frivolous diversion.
Of course, Melanie was a friend, and Christine really did enjoy spending time with her—and with her children. But there were limits. She surely was coming here to renew in person the invitation that a servant had brought in writing yesterday. Christine had written back with a tactfully worded but firm refusal. Indeed, she had refused just as firmly a whole month ago when first asked.
The carriage drew to a halt before the garden gate with a great deal of noise and fuss, doubtless drawing the attention of every villager to the fact that the baroness was condescending to call upon Mrs. Thompson and her daughters at Hyacinth Cottage. There were the sounds of opening doors and slamming doors, and then someone—probably the coachman, since it certainly would not be Melanie herself—knocked imperiously on the house door.
Christine sighed and seated herself at the table, her mother put away her embroidery and adjusted her cap, and Eleanor, with a smirk, looked down at her book.
A few moments later Melanie, Lady Renable, swept into the room past Mrs. Skinner, the housekeeper, who had opened the door to announce her. She was, as usual, dressed absurdly for the country. She looked as elaborately turned out as if she were planning a promenade in Hyde Park in London. Bright plumes waved high above the large, stiff poke of her bonnet, giving the illusion of height. A lorgnette was clutched in one of her gloved hands. She seemed to half fill the room.
Christine smiled at her with amused affection.
“Ah, there you are, Christine,” she said grandly after inclining her head graciously to the other ladies and asking how they did.
“Here I am,” Christine agreed. “How do you do, Melanie? Do take the chair across from Mama’s.”
But her ladyship waved away the invitation with her lorgnette.
“I have not a moment to spare,” she said. “I do not doubt I will bring on one of my migraines before the day is over. I regret that you have made this visit necessary, Christine. My written invitation ought to have sufficed, you know. I cannot imagine why you wrote back with a refusal. Bertie believes you are being coy and declares that it would serve you right if I did not come in person to persuade you. He often says ridiculous things. I know why you refused, and I have come here to tell you that you are sometimes ridiculous too. It is because Basil and Hermione are coming, is it not, and for some reason you quarreled with them after Oscar died. But that was a long time ago, and you have as much right to come as they do. Oscar was, after all, Basil’s brother, and though he is gone, poor man, you are still and always will be connected by marriage to our family. Christine, you must not be stubborn. Or modest. You must remember that you are the widow of a viscount’s brother.”
Christine was not likely to forget, though sometimes she wished she could. She had been married for seven years to Oscar Derrick, brother of Basil, Viscount Elrick, and cousin of Lady Renable. They had met at Schofield Park at the very first house party Melanie hosted there after her marriage to Bertie, Baron Renable. It had been a brilliant match for Christine, the daughter of a gentleman of such slender means that he had been obliged to augment his income by becoming the village schoolmaster.
Now Melanie wanted her friend to attend another of her house parties.
“It is truly kind of you to ask me,” Christine said. “But I would really rather not come, you know.”
“Nonsense!” Melanie raised the lorgnette to her eyes and looked about the room with it, an affectation that always amused both Christine and Eleanor, who dipped her head behind her book now to hide her smile. “Of course you want to come. Whoever would not? Mama will be there with Audrey and Sir Lewis Wiseman—the party is in honor of their betrothal, though it has, of course, already been announced. Even Hector has been talked into coming, though you know he can never be persuaded to enjoy himself unless one of us forces him into it.”
“And Justin too?” Christine asked. Audrey was Melanie’s young sister, Hector and Justin, her brothers. Justin had been Christine’s friend since their first acquaintance at that long-ago house party—almost her only friend, it had seemed during the last few years of her marriage.
“Of course Justin is coming too,” Melanie said. “Does he not go everywhere—and does he not spend more time with me than with anyone else? You have always got along famously with my family. But even apart from them, we are expecting a large crowd of distinguished, agreeable guests, and we have any number of pleasurable activities planned for everyone’s amusement, morning, noon, and night. You must come. I absolutely insist upon it.”
“Oh, Melanie,” Christine began, “I would really—”
“You ought to go, Christine,” her mother urged her, “and enjoy yourself. You are always so busy on other people’s behalf.”
“You might as well say yes now,” Eleanor added, peering over her spectacles again rather than removing them until their visitor had left and she could return her undivided attention to her book. “You know Lady Renable will not leave here until she has talked you into it.”
Christine looked at her, exasperated, but her sister’s eyes merely twinkled back into her own. Why did no one ever invite Eleanor to entertainments like this? But Christine knew the answer. At the age of thirty-four, her eldest sister had settled into middle age and a placid spinsterhood as their mother’s prop and stay without any regretful glance back at her youth. It was a course she had chosen quite deliberately after the only beau she had ever had was killed in the Peninsular Wars years ago, and no man had changed her mind since then, though a few had tried.
“You are quite right, Miss Thompson,” Melanie said, her bonnet plumes nodding approvingly in Eleanor’s direction. “The most provoking thing has happened. Hector has been his usual impulsive self.”
Hector Magnus, Viscount Mowbury, was a bookish semirecluse. Christine could not imagine him doing anything impulsive.
Melanie drummed her gloved fingers on the tabletop. “He has absolutely no idea how to go on, the poor dear,” she said. “He has had the audacity to invite a friend of his to come here with him, assuring the man that the invitation came from me. And he very obligingly informed me of this turn of events only two days ago—far too late for me to invite another willing lady to make numbers even again.”
Ah! All was suddenly clear. Christine’s written invitation had come yesterday morning, the day after social disaster had loomed on the horizon of Melanie’s world.
“You must come,” Melanie said again. “Dear Christine, you absolutely must. It would be an unthinkable disgrace to be forced to host a house party at which the numbers are not even. You could not possibly wish such a thing upon me—especially when it is in your power to save me.”
“It would be a dreadful shame,” Christine’s mother agreed, “when Christine is here with nothing particular to do for the next two weeks.”
“Mama!” Christine protested. Eleanor’s eyes were still twinkling at her over the tops of her spectacles.
She sighed—aloud. She had been quite determined to resist. She had married into the ton nine years ago. At the time she had been thrilled beyond words. Even apart from the fact that she had been head over ears in love with Oscar, she had been elated at the prospect of moving upward into more exalted social circles. And all had been well for a few years—with both her marriage and the ton. And then everything had started to go wrong—everything. She still felt bewildered and hurt when she remembered. And when she remembered the end . . . Well, she had blocked it quite effectively as the only way to save her sanity and regain her spirits, and she needed no reminder now. She really did not want to see Hermione and Basil ever again.
But she had a weakness where people in trouble were concerned. And Melanie really did seem to be in a bit of a bind. She set such great store by her reputation as a hostess who did everything with meticulous correctness. And, when all was said and done, they were friends.
“Perhaps,” she suggested hopefully, “I can remain here and come over to Schofield a few times to join the party.”
“But Bertie would have to call out the carriage to take you home every night and send it to bring you every morning,” Melanie said. “It would be just too inconvenient, Christine.”
“I could walk over,” Christine suggested.
Melanie set one hand to her bosom as if to still her palpitating heart.
“And arrive each day with a dusty or muddy hem and rosy cheeks and windblown hair?” she said. “That would be quite as bad as not having you at all. You must come to stay. That is all there is to it. All our guests will be arriving the day after tomorrow. I will have the carriage sent during the morning so that you may settle in early.”
Christine realized that the moment for a firm refusal had passed. She was doomed to attend one of Melanie’s house parties, it seemed. But gracious heaven, she had nothing to wear and no money with which to rush out to buy a new wardrobe—not that there was anywhere to rush to, within fifty miles anyway. Melanie had recently returned from a Season in London, where she had gone to help sponsor her sister’s come-out and presentation to the queen. All her guests—except Christine!—were probably coming from there too, bringing their London finery and their London manners with them. This was the stuff of nightmares.
“Very well,” she said. “I will come.”
Melanie forgot her dignity sufficiently to beam at her before tapping her sharply on the arm with her lorgnette.
“I knew you would,” she said. “But I do wish you had not forced me to use a whole hour in coming here. There is so much to be done. I could absolutely throttle Hector. Of all the gentlemen he could have invited to come here with him, he had to choose the one most likely to put any hostess into a flutter. And yet he has given me only a few days in which to prepare to entertain him.”
“The Prince of Wales?” Christine suggested with a chuckle.
“I cannot say anyone would covet his presence,” Melanie said, “though I suppose it would be an enormous coup to have him. This is hardly less so, though. No, my unexpected guest is to be the Duke of Bewcastle.”
Christine raised her eyebrows. She had heard of the duke, though she had never met him. He was enormously powerful and toplofty—and as cold as ice, or so it was said. She could understand Melanie’s consternation. And she had been chosen to balance numbers with the Duke of Bewcastle? The idea was enormously tickling until she realized that it was one more reason why she should remain at home. But it was too late now.
“Oh, my,” her mother said, looking vastly impressed.
“Yes,” Melanie agreed with pursed lips and nodding plumes. “But you must not worry, Christine. There are a number of other gentlemen whom you will find personable and who are bound to delight in dancing attendance upon you. You do have that happy effect upon gentlemen, you know—even at your age. I would be mortally jealous if I were not still so attached to Bertie, though he can be horridly provoking when I decide to organize one of my entertainments. He huffs and rumbles and gives me to understand that he is less than enamored with the prospect of enjoying himself. Anyway, I daresay you will not need to exchange a single word with his grace if you do not choose to do so. He is a man famed for his arrogance and reticence and will probably not even notice you if left to himself.”
“I promise,” Christine said, “not to trip over his feet but to keep a decent distance.”
Eleanor’s lips curved into another smirk as she caught her sister’s eye.
But the trouble was, Christine thought, that she was likely to do just that if she was not careful—trip over his feet, that was, or more likely over her own as she passed in full view of him, a tray of jellies or lemonade balanced on her hands. She would be far happier remaining at home, but that was no longer an option. She had agreed to go to Schofield for two weeks.
“Now that I have even numbers again,” Melanie said, “I can begin to forgive Hector. This really will be the most famous house party. I daresay it will be the talk of London drawing rooms all next Season. I will be the envy of every hostess in England, and those who were not invited will clamor for an invitation next year. The Duke of Bewcastle never goes anywhere beyond London and his own estates. I cannot imagine how Hector persuaded him to come here. Perhaps he has heard of the superiority of my entertainments. Perhaps . . .”
But Christine had stopped listening for the moment. The next two weeks were bound to be anything but pleasant. And now there was going to be the added aggravation of having the Duke of Bewcastle as a fellow guest and of feeling self-conscious—quite unnecessarily, since, as Melanie had just remarked, he was unlikely to notice her any more than he would a worm beneath his feet. She hated feeling self-conscious. It was something she had never felt until she was a few years into her marriage and had suddenly become the persistent object of unsavory gossip no matter how hard she tried to avoid it. After she was widowed, she had vowed that she would never put herself in such a position again, that she would never again step out of her familiar world.
Of course, she was a great deal older now. She was twenty-nine—almost ancient. No one could expect her to frolic with the young people any longer. She could be a dignified elder. She could sit back and enjoy all the proceedings as a spectator rather than as a participant. It might be highly diverting to do just that, in fact.
“May we offer you a cup of tea and some cakes, Lady Renable?” her mother was asking.
“I have not a moment to spare, Mrs. Thompson,” Melanie replied. “I have a houseful of guests arriving the day after tomorrow, and a thousand and one details to attend to before they come. Being a baroness is not all glamour, I do assure you. I must be on my way.”
She inclined her head regally, kissed Christine’s cheek and squeezed her arm warmly, and swept from the room, all nodding plumes and waving lorgnette and rustling skirts.
“It might be worth remembering for future reference, Christine,” Eleanor said, “that it is altogether easier to say yes to Lady Renable the first time she asks a question, whether in writing or in person.”
Their mother was on her feet.
“We must go up to your room right now, Christine,” she said, “and see which of your clothes need mending or trimming or cleaning. Goodness me—the Duke of Bewcastle, not to mention Viscount Mowbury and his mother and Viscount Elrick and his wife! And Lord and Lady Renable, of course.”
Christine fled upstairs ahead of her to see if perhaps a dozen or so really ravishing and fashionable garments had suddenly materialized in her wardrobe since she had dressed that morning.
WULFRIC BEDWYN, DUKE of Bewcastle, was sitting behind the large oak desk in the magnificently appointed and well-stocked library of Bedwyn House in London. He was dressed for the evening with exquisite taste and elegance, though he had entertained no guests for dinner and none were with him now. The leather-inlaid desktop was bare except for the blotter, several freshly mended quill pens, and a silver-topped ink bottle. There was nothing to do, since he was always meticulous about dealing with business matters during the daytime and this was evening.
He might have gone out to some entertainment—he still could, in fact. There were several to choose among even though the Season was now over and most of his peers had left London to spend the summer in Brighton or at their country estates. But he had never been one for social entertainments, unless his presence was particularly called for.
He might have gone to spend the evening at White’s. Even though the club would be sparsely populated at this time of the year, there was always some congenial companionship and conversation to be found there. But he had spent altogether too much time at his clubs in the last week or so since the parliamentary session ended.
None of his family was in town. Lord Aidan Bedwyn, the brother next in age to himself and his heir presumptive, had not come at all this spring. He had remained at home in Oxfordshire with his wife, Eve, for the birth of their first child, a daughter. It was a happy event they had awaited for almost three years after their marriage. Wulfric had gone there for the christening in May but had stayed only a few days. Lord Rannulf Bedwyn, his next brother, was in Leicestershire with Judith and their son and daughter. He was taking his responsibilities as a landowner more seriously than ever now that their grandmother had died and the property was officially his. Freyja, their sister, was in Cornwall. So was the Marquess of Hallmere, her husband, who had neglected his duties in the House this year and not come up to town at all. Freyja was pregnant again. They had had a son early last year and were apparently hoping for a daughter this time.
Lord Alleyne Bedwyn was in the country with his wife, Rachel, and their twin girls, who had been born last summer. They were concerned about the health of Baron Weston, Rachel’s uncle, with whom they lived, and wouldn’t leave him. His heart had taken a turn for the worse again. Morgan, his youngest sister, was in Kent. She had come up to town for a few weeks with the Earl of Rosthorn, her husband, but the London air had not agreed with their young son, and so she had returned home with him. Rosthorn had gone home whenever he could after that until the House closed and then had wasted no time in going back to stay. Never again, he had told Bewcastle before he left. In future, if his wife and children could not accompany him, he would simply remain at home and the House could go hang. Children, he had said. Plural. That probably meant that Morgan too was with child again.
It was gratifying, Wulfric decided, picking up one of the quill pens and drawing the smooth feather between his fingers and thumb, that his brothers and sisters were all married and settled in life. His duties to them had been satisfactorily discharged.
But Bedwyn House felt empty without them. Even when Morgan had been in town, she had not stayed here, of course.
Lindsey Hall, his principal seat in Hampshire, was going to seem even emptier.
It was that realization, perhaps, that had led him into making an uncharacteristically impulsive decision just a few days earlier. He had accepted a verbal invitation from Lady Renable—conveyed by Viscount Mowbury, her brother—to a house party at Schofield Park in Gloucestershire. He never attended house parties. He could not imagine a more insipid way of passing two weeks. Of course, Mowbury had assured him that there would be superior company and intelligent conversation there as well as some fishing. But even so, two weeks in the same company, no matter how congenial, might well prove wearing on the nerves.
Wulfric sat back in his chair, rested his elbows on the arms, and steepled his fingers. He stared off sightlessly across the room. He missed Rose far more than he cared to admit. She had been his mistress for well over ten years, but she had died in February. She had taken a chill that had seemed relatively harmless at first, though he had insisted upon summoning his physician to her. It had developed into a severe inflammation of the lungs anyway, and all the doctor had been able to do for her was make her as comfortable as possible. Her death had come as a severe shock. Wulfric had been with her at the end—and almost constantly throughout her illness.
It had felt every bit as bad as being widowed must feel.
They had had a comfortable arrangement, he and Rose. He had kept her in considerable luxury in London during the months of each year when he had to be here, and during the summers he had returned to Lindsey Hall while she had gone to her father’s home at a country smithy, where she had enjoyed some fame and commanded universal respect as the wealthy mistress of a duke. He had spent most of his nights with her whenever he was in town. Theirs had not been a passionate relationship—he doubted he was capable of passion—and they had not enjoyed a particularly deep friendship, since their education and interests were quite dissimilar. But there had been a comfortable companionship between them nevertheless. He was quite sure she had shared his contentment with their liaison. After more than ten years he would have known if she had not. He had always been glad that she had never had children by him. He would have provided handsomely for them, but it would have made him uncomfortable to have bastard children.
Her death, though, had left a vast emptiness in his life.
He missed her. He had been celibate since February but did not know how he was to replace her. He was not even sure he wanted to—not yet, at least. She had known how to please and satisfy him. He had known how to please and satisfy her. He was not certain he wanted to adjust to someone else. He felt too old at thirty-five.
And then he rested his chin against the tips of his fingers.
He was thirty-five.
He had fulfilled every one of his duties as Duke of Bewcastle, a position he had never wanted but had inherited anyway at the age of seventeen. Every duty except that to marry and beget sons and heirs. He had been about to fulfill that obligation too, years ago, when he was young and still a little bit hopeful that personal happiness might be combined with duty. But on the very night when his betrothal was to be announced, his chosen bride had put on an elaborate charade in order to avoid a marriage that was repugnant to her, too afraid of him and her father simply to tell the truth.
How could a duke choose any woman to be his duchess and expect personal contentment out of the arrangement? Who would ever marry a duke for himself? A mistress could be dismissed. A wife could not.
And so the one little rebellion he had allowed himself in the years since Lady Marianne Bonner was to remain single. And to satisfy his needs with Rose. He had found her and brought her under his protection less than two months after that disastrous evening.
But now Rose was dead—and buried at his expense in a country churchyard close to the smithy. The Duke of Bewcastle had astonished the neighborhood for miles around by attending the funeral in person.
Why the devil had he agreed to go to Schofield Park with Mowbury? Had he done so only because he was not looking forward to returning alone to Lindsey Hall—and yet could not bear the thought of staying in London either? It was a poor reason even if Mowbury did have a well-informed mind and lively conversation and there was every hope that the other guests would match him. Even so, it would have been better to spend the summer touring his various properties in England and Wales, and perhaps calling in on his brothers and sisters as he went. But no—that latter was not a good idea. They all had their own lives now. They all had spouses and children. They were all happy. Yes, he believed they really were—all of them.
He rejoiced for them.
The Duke of Bewcastle, very much alone in his power and the splendor of his person and the magnificence of the London mansion surrounding him, continued to stare off into space as he tapped his steepled fingertips against his chin.

2
BARON RENABLE’S CARRIAGE CAME RATHER EARLY IN the morning to fetch Christine to Schofield Park. Melanie, looking harried, gratefully accepted her offer to help with some final preparations. Christine made a brief visit to her appointed chamber—a small box room at the back of the house wedged between two chimneys, both of which blocked the view from the window and gave her only a narrow glimpse of the kitchen garden below—in order to take off her bonnet, fluff up her curls, and unpack her meager belongings. She then dashed up to the nursery to greet the children and spent the rest of the morning and part of the afternoon being rushed off her feet with various errands. She might have run for the rest of the day if Melanie had not suddenly spotted her in the middle of the afternoon dashing upstairs with an armful of towels for one of the more opulent guest chambers and shrieked in protest at her appearance.
“You simply must get dressed, Christine,” she said faintly, one hand over her heart, “and do something with your hair. I said you might help. I did not intend that you be treated like a maid. Are those really towels over your arm? Go to your room this instant, you wretch, and start behaving like a guest.”
Less than half an hour later Christine appeared downstairs clad decently if not dazzlingly in her second-best sprigged muslin with her curls freshly brushed to a shine. She positively despised the fact that she was nervous—and that she had allowed herself to be trapped into this. She could be in the middle of giving her weekly geography lesson at the school now and actually enjoying herself.
“Oh, there you are,” Melanie said when Christine joined her in the hall. She grabbed one of her hands and squeezed it rather painfully. “This is going to be such fun, Christine. If only I have not forgotten anything. And if only I do not vomit when I see guests approaching. Why do I always want to vomit on such occasions? It is really quite ungenteel.”
“As usual,” Christine assured her, “everything will go so dazzlingly well that you will be declared the summer’s finest hostess.”
“Oh, do you think so?” Melanie set one hand over her heart as if to still its erratic beating. “I like your hair short, Christine. I almost had a fit of the vapors when you told me you were going to have it cut, but you look young and pretty again, as if someone had turned back the calendar just for you—not that you were ever not pretty. I am mortally jealous. What was that you said, Bertie?”
But Lord Renable, a short distance away, had merely cleared his throat with a long rumbling sound.
“Carriage approaching, Mel,” he said. “Here we go.” He regarded her gloomily, as if they were expecting the bailiffs to invade Schofield Park and haul off all their earthly possessions. “You go upstairs and hide, Christine. You can have another hour of freedom yet, I daresay.”
Melanie tapped his arm none too gently and drew a deep and audible breath. She appeared to grow three inches and was instantly transformed into a gracious, aristocratic hostess who had never in her life felt a single qualm of nerves or tendency to vomit in a crisis.
Though a relapse did threaten when she looked down suddenly and realized that she had a half-full glass of lemonade in her right hand.
“Take this, someone!” she commanded, looking around for the closest footman. “Oh, gracious me, I might have spilled it over someone’s boots or muslins.”
“I’ll take it,” Christine said, laughing and suiting action to words. “And spilling it over someone sounds far more like something I would do than you, Melanie. I’ll take myself and the lemonade out of harm’s way.”
She escaped up the stairs on her way toward the primrose sitting room, where the other lady guests were to join her. For some reason known only to herself, Melanie always kept the ladies and gentlemen apart at her parties until she was free to welcome them all to the drawing room for the tea that was the official opening of festivities.
But she paused on the landing, which curved back above the hallway so that one could look down over the banister. The carriage Bertie had heard must have been closer than he thought. The first guests were already stepping inside, and Christine could not resist looking to see if they included anyone she knew.
They were two gentlemen. One of them—carelessly dressed in a brown coat that was wrinkled and too large for him, dark blue pantaloons that bagged slightly at the knee, scuffed boots that had seen better days, a cravat that appeared to have been thrown about his neck with haste and without any reference to either a mirror or a valet, shirt points that drooped without benefit of starch, and fair hair that stuck out in all directions as if he had that moment lifted his head from the pillow—was Hector Magnus, Viscount Mowbury.
“Ah, it’s you, is it, Mel?” he said, smiling vaguely at his sister as if he had expected someone else to greet him at her house. “How d’you do, Bertie?”
Christine smiled affectionately and would have called down if it had not been for the gentleman with him. He could not have been more the antithesis of Hector if he had tried. He was tall and well formed and dressed with consummate elegance in a coat of blue superfine over a waistcoat of embroidered gray with darker gray pantaloons and white-topped, shining Hessian boots. His neckcloth was tied neatly and expertly but without ostentation. His starched shirt points hugged his jaw just so. Both garments were sparkling white. He held a tall hat in one hand. His hair was dark and thick, expertly cut and neatly worn.
His shoulders and chest looked broad and powerful beneath the exquisite tailoring, his hips slender in contrast, and his thighs very obviously in no need of a tailor’s padding.
But it was not so much his impressive appearance that held Christine silent and rooted to the spot, spying when she ought to have moved on. It was more his utter assurance of manner and bearing and the proud, surely arrogant, tilt to his head. He was clearly a man who ruled his world with ease and exacted instant obedience from his inferiors, who would, of course, include almost every other living mortal—a fanciful thought, perhaps, but she realized that this must be the infamous Duke of Bewcastle.
He looked everything she had ever been led to expect of him.
He was an aristocrat from the topmost hair on his head to the soles of his boots.
She could see something of his face as Melanie and Bertie greeted him and he bowed and then straightened. It was handsome in a cold, austere way, with stern jaw, thin lips, high cheekbones, and a prominent, slightly hooked, finely chiseled nose.
She could not see his eyes, though. He moved almost directly beneath her as Melanie turned her attention back to Hector, and Christine leaned slightly over the banister rail at the very moment when he tipped back his head and looked up and spotted her.
She might have drawn back in instant embarrassment at being caught spying if she had not been so startled by the very eyes she had been trying to see. They seemed to bore right through her head to the back of her skull. She could not be sure of the color of those eyes—pale blue? pale gray?—but she was not too far away from them to feel their effect.
No wonder he had such a reputation!
For one fleeting moment she was given the distinct impression that the Duke of Bewcastle might well be a very dangerous man. Her heart thudded painfully in her chest as if she had just been caught in the act of peeping into a room through a forbidden knothole in the door at some scandal proceeding within.
And then something extraordinary happened.
He winked at her.
Or so it seemed for yet another fleeting moment.
But then, even as her eyes widened in shock, Christine could see that he was swiping at the eye that had winked, and she realized that when she had bent forward over the rail so had the glass in her hand. She had dripped lemonade down into the eye of the Duke of Bewcastle.
“Oh!” she exclaimed. “I am so terribly sorry.”
And then she turned and scurried away as fast as her legs would carry her. How excruciatingly embarrassing! How horridly clumsy of her! She had promised not to trip over his feet on the very first day, but it had not occurred to her also to promise not to pour lemonade in his eye.
She desperately hoped this was no harbinger of things to come.
She must compose herself before any of the ladies joined her, she thought after she had arrived safely in the primrose salon. And she must stay well out of the orbit of the Duke of Bewcastle for the next thirteen and a half days. It really ought not to be difficult. He probably would not even recognize her when he saw her again. And she was not the sort of person he would notice in the normal course of things.
The Duke of Bewcastle could not, despite the fact that she had inadvertently assaulted him with lemonade, be even the slightest bit dangerous to someone as lowly as she.
And why should she be so discomposed by him anyway? He was not the sort of man she could ever wish to impress.
IT WAS LEMONADE, Wulfric soon realized. But while lemonade might be a refreshing enough drink for those who did not wish to imbibe wine or something stronger on a warm day, it was certainly not a comfortable eye wash.
He did not complain aloud. The Renables appeared to have noticed nothing amiss even though the creature who had spilled it on him from the gallery above had had the impertinence to call down an apology and then scamper away like a frightened rabbit—as well she might. The Renables were busy with Mowbury.
Wulfric wiped his eye with a handkerchief and hoped it did not look as bloodshot as it felt.
But it was not an auspicious beginning to a two-week visit. No servants in any of his own establishments would remain long in his employ if they spied upon guests, spilled liquids on them, apologized aloud, and then ran away. He hoped this was just an aberration and not a sign of poor, slipshod service to come.
The creature had not even been wearing a cap. He had been given a distinct impression of bouncing curls and a round face and big eyes, though he had not, of course, had a good look at her.
Which fact he did not in any way regret.
He dismissed her from his mind. If the Renables could not control their own servants, then poor service was ultimately their concern, not his. He did, after all, have a valet with him to see to his personal needs.
He still had hopes that the house party at Schofield Park would be to his taste. Mowbury, a man in his thirties who had read voraciously and traveled extensively, especially in Greece and Egypt, had been an interesting companion during the long journey from London. They had known each other and been friends of sorts for years. The Renables greeted him affably. His room was an elegant, spacious apartment overlooking the lawns and trees and flower beds at the front of the house.
After changing into fresh clothes and sitting before the dressing room mirror while his valet shaved him, he went down to the billiard room, where the gentlemen had been asked to gather, and discovered the Earl of Kitredge and Viscount Elrick there ahead of him. Both gentlemen were older than he, and he had always found them congenial company. It was a promising sign. Mowbury and his younger brother, Justin Magnus, were there too. Wulfric had never had any dealings with Magnus, but he seemed an amiable young man.
Perhaps this was, after all, just the thing for him, Wulfric thought as he settled into conversation. He would enjoy two weeks of interesting company and then be ready to return to Lindsey Hall for the rest of the summer. After all, one could not become a hermit simply because one’s brothers and sisters had all married and one’s mistress had died.
And then the door opened again and he heard two extremely unpleasant sounds—feminine giggles and male laughter. Male and female voices mingled in a flurry of merry sound. The ladies went on their way; a large group of gentlemen came inside the room. And there was not one among them, Wulfric estimated, who was above twenty-five years of age. And not one of them—if he was to judge by their laughter and posturing and swaggering—who had a brain in his head.
And if he was not very much mistaken, just as large a group of their female counterparts had just walked by.
They were the very people who filled London ballrooms every Season for the grand marriage mart. They were the very reason why he avoided all such entertainments unless circumstances absolutely forced him to attend.
They were his fellow guests.
“Ah,” one of their number said—Sir Lewis Wiseman, a fresh-faced, genial youngster whom Wulfric knew by sight, “it looks as if almost everyone else has arrived too. A fellow does not really need a betrothal party in his honor, but Audrey’s sister and her mother disagree—and Audrey too, I suppose. So here we all are.” He blushed and laughed while his young companions slapped him on the shoulders and made foolish and bawdy comments.
Wiseman, Wulfric recalled now when it was too late, had recently announced his betrothal to Miss Magnus—Lady Renable’s sister. This was a house party in honor of the betrothal. And since both halves of the couple were very young people, most of their invited guests were also very young.
Wulfric was appalled.
He had been brought here under false pretenses to frolic with the infantry of both sexes?
For two whole weeks?
Had Mowbury deliberately misled him? Or had someone deliberately misled Mowbury?
He had no one to blame but himself, of course, for believing a man who was so vague in his dealings with the outside world that he had been known to put in an appearance at White’s Club wearing two quite mismatched boots. It was altogether possible that he had forgotten about the recent betrothal of his sister.
Wulfric’s hand curled about the handle of his quizzing glass, and almost unconsciously he assumed his most chilling, forbidding demeanor as the young gentlemen showed some inclination to treat him and the other elders with boisterous camaraderie.
He blinked a few times. His eye, he realized, was still aching slightly.
CHRISTINE’S SISTER-IN-LAW, Hermione Derrick, Viscountess Elrick, was one of the first ladies to arrive. Tall and fair and slender, she was looking as beautiful and elegant as ever though she must be past forty by now. Christine, feeling as if her heart were about to beat right out of her bosom, stood up and smiled at her. She would have kissed her cheek, but something in the other woman’s demeanor stopped her and so she stood awkwardly where she was.
“How are you, Hermione?” she asked.
“Christine.” Hermione greeted her with a stiff nod and ignored the question. “Melanie informed me that you were one of her guests.”
“And how are the boys?” Christine asked. Oscar’s nephews were no longer children, she realized, but young men who were no doubt out in the world, experiencing life on their own account.
“You have cut your hair,” Hermione observed. “How extraordinary!”
She turned her attention to the other ladies present.
Well, Christine thought as she sat down again, her person was not to be ignored, it seemed, but her voice was. This was an unpromising beginning—or rather an unpromising continuation of the beginning.
Hermione, the daughter of a country solicitor, had made an even more brilliant match than Christine when she had married Viscount Elrick more than twenty years ago. She had welcomed Christine warmly into the family and had helped her adjust to life with the ton, including sponsoring her for her presentation to the queen. They had become friends despite the gap of more than ten years in their ages. But the friendship had become strained during the last few years of Christine’s marriage. Even so, the terrible quarrel after Oscar’s death had taken Christine by surprise and shaken her to the roots. She had left Winford Abbey, Basil’s country home, the day after the funeral, crushed and distraught and quite penniless after purchasing her ticket on the stagecoach, intent only upon returning home to Hyacinth Cottage to lick her wounds and somehow piece her life together again. She had neither heard from nor seen her brother- and sister-in-law since—until now.
She fervently hoped that they could at least be civil with one another for two weeks. After all, she had done nothing wrong.
Viscountess Mowbury, Melanie’s mother, small and rotund, with steel-gray hair and a shrewd eye, hugged Christine and told her she was pleased to see her pretty face again. Audrey also expressed delight and blushed and looked very happy when Christine congratulated her on her betrothal. Fortunately, Christine’s troubled relationship with Oscar’s immediate family had never affected her amicable relations with his aunt and cousins, who had not themselves spent much time in London during those years.
Lady Chisholm, wife of Sir Clive, with whom Christine had once had an acquaintance, and Mrs. King, whom she had also known, were polite.
And there were six very young, very fashionably and expensively clad young ladies, presumably friends of Audrey’s, who clearly knew one another very well and huddled in a group together, chattering and giggling and ignoring everyone else. They must all have been still in the schoolroom when she was last in London, Christine thought. Again, she felt positively ancient. And her second-best muslin suddenly looked like a veritable fossil. It was one of the last garments Oscar had bought for her before his death. She doubted it had ever been paid for.
“The Duke of Bewcastle is to be one of the guests,” Lady Sarah Buchan announced rather loudly to the huddled group, her eyes as wide as saucers, two spots of color high on her cheekbones.
The girl could perhaps be forgiven for believing she brought fresh and startling news. She had only recently arrived with her father, the Earl of Kitredge, and her brother, the Honorable George Buchan. But everyone already knew because it was the one piece of information with which Melanie had regaled and impressed each of her arriving guests, having apparently recovered completely from her chagrin with Hector for inviting him.
“I never saw him even once all through the Season,” Lady Sarah continued, “even though he was in London all the time. It is said that he rarely goes anywhere except the House of Lords and his clubs. But he is coming here. Imagine!”
“Only one duke and hordes of us,” Rowena Siddings said, her eyes dancing with merriment and her dimples showing. “Though the married ladies do not count, of course. Nor does Audrey because she is betrothed to Sir Lewis Wiseman. But that still leaves an uncomfortably large number of us to vie for the attentions of one duke.”
“But the Duke of Bewcastle is old, Rowena,” Miriam Dunstan-Lutt said. “He is well past his thirtieth year.”
“But he is a duke,” Lady Sarah said, “and so his age is of no consequence, Miriam. Papa says it would be beneath my dignity to marry below the rank of earl at the very least, though I had dozens of offers this spring from gentlemen most girls would consider perfectly eligible. It is not at all unlikely that I will marry a duke.”
“What a conquest it would be to win the hand of the Duke of Bewcastle,” Beryl Chisholm added. “But why should we concede the victory to you, Sarah? Perhaps we should all compete for him.”
There was a flurry of giggles.
“You are all remarkably pretty young ladies,” Lady Mowbury said kindly, raising her voice so that she could be heard across the room, “and are bound to marry well within the next year or two, but perhaps you ought to be warned that Bewcastle has avoided every attempt to draw him into matrimony for so long that even the most determined mamas have given up trying to attract him for their daughters. I did not even consider him for Audrey.”
“But who would want to marry him anyway?” that young lady said from the complacent safety of her betrothed state. “He has only to step into a room to lower the temperature by several degrees. The man lacks all feeling, all sensibility, and all heart. I have it on the most reliable authority. Lewis says that even most of the younger gentlemen at White’s are in awe of him and avoid him whenever possible. I think it was unsporting of my brother to invite him here.”
So did Christine. If Hector had not invited the duke, then she would not be sitting here now, feeling partly uncomfortable and partly bored—and she would not have dripped lemonade in his eye. She felt somehow stranded between the older ladies, who moved together into a group and were soon deep in conversation with one another, and the young girls, who were closer, so that she became a de facto member of their group as they lowered their voices and resumed their giggling.
“I propose a wager,” Lady Sarah half whispered. She must be the youngest of them all, Christine estimated. She looked like an escapee from the nursery, in fact, though she must be at least seventeen if she had made her come-out. “The winner will be the one who can entice the Duke of Bewcastle into making her a proposal of marriage before the fortnight is over.”
“That is quite impossible, I am afraid, Sarah,” Audrey said while the others stifled giggles. “The duke does not mean to marry.”
“And no wager is even remotely interesting,” Harriet King added, “if there is no chance of its being won by someone.”
“What shall we wager on, then?” Sarah asked, still flushed and bright-eyed and determined not to let go of her idea entirely. “Whichever one of us can engage him in conversation? No, not that—that is too easy. Whoever is the first to dance with him? Does your sister have any dancing planned, Audrey? Or . . . what, then?”
“The one who can engage his undivided attention for a whole hour,” Audrey suggested. “Believe me, that will be difficult enough to accomplish. And the winner—if there is a winner—will have earned her prize. An hour in the duke’s company would be akin to an hour sitting on the North Pole, I would imagine.”
There was another flurry of giggles.
But Sarah ignored the warning and looked with sparkling eyes at every member of the group—except Christine, who was not really a part of it though she had overheard every word.
“An hour alone with him, then,” she said. “The winner will be the first to accomplish that feat. And who knows? Perhaps she will make him fall in love with her, and he will offer marriage after all. It would not be at all strange, I declare.”
There was a pause for the inevitable giggling.
“Who is in?” Lady Sarah asked.
Lady Sarah, Rowena, Miriam, Beryl, her sister Penelope, and Harriet King all took up the challenge to the accompaniment of a great deal more squealing and giggling and indulgent smiles from the older ladies, who demanded to know what was so amusing them.
“Nothing,” Harriet King said. “Nothing at all, Mama. We were merely discussing the gentlemen who are expected here.”
Christine smiled too. Had she ever been this silly? But she knew she had. She had married Oscar on the strength of a two-month acquaintance, merely because he was as handsome as a Greek god—it had been a common description of him—and she had fallen head over ears in love with his looks and his charm.
“And you, Cousin Christine?” Audrey asked when the older ladies had returned their attention to their own conversation. It had been agreed upon that Audrey would hold the bank—one guinea from each of the participants, the whole amount to go to the winner or back to each individual at the end of the two weeks if no one could claim the prize.
Christine pointed at herself in some surprise and raised her eyebrows. “Me? Oh, no, indeed,” she said, and laughed.
“I really do not see why not,” Audrey said, cocking her head to one side and observing Christine more thoroughly. “You are a widow, not a married lady, after all, and Cousin Oscar has been gone for two whole years. And you are still not very old. I doubt you have reached the age of thirty yet.”
The other young ladies turned in a collective body to gaze askance at someone who was close to thirty. Their silence spoke quite eloquently enough to assure Christine that at her age she had no hope whatsoever of engaging a duke’s attention for a full hour.
She wholeheartedly agreed with them, though not because she was twenty-nine rather than nineteen.
“I really cannot see the attraction of paying for the privilege of being frozen into an icicle for all of one hour,” she said.
“You do have a point,” Audrey conceded.
“You are the daughter of a country schoolmaster, are you not, Mrs. Derrick?” Harriet King asked with obvious disdain. “You are afraid of losing the wager, I daresay.”
“I am indeed,” Christine conceded with a smile—the question, she understood, had been rhetorical. “But I do believe that I would be even more afraid of winning. What on earth would I do with a duke?”
There was a moment of silence and then another burst of giggles.
“I could offer an idea or two,” Miriam Dunstan-Lutt said, and then blushed at her own risqué words.
“Enough of this,” Audrey said firmly, holding up one hand for everyone’s attention and checking quickly to be sure that no one in the other group was listening. “I really cannot allow you to preclude yourself merely on the grounds that you do not wish to win, Cousin Christine. I shall put in the guinea for you. I shall, in effect, wager on you. And is that not shocking when ladies are not supposed to wager at all?”
“What gentlemen do not know will not hurt them,” Beryl Chisholm said.
“You will lose your guinea, I do assure you,” Christine told Audrey, laughing and wondering how the Duke of Bewcastle would react if he knew what was transpiring in the primrose sitting room.
“Perhaps,” Audrey agreed. “But my expectation is that no one will win, and so my money is sure to return safely to me. Of course, since the wager is not to draw the duke into a marriage proposal but only into a lengthy conversation, I could enter the competition myself, but I don’t think I will. I don’t think seven guineas is sufficient inducement. Besides, Lewis might be jealous, and it would be no defense to explain to him that I was attempting to win a wager.”
A bell rang from somewhere beyond the sitting room, the signal that everyone had now arrived and that they were all expected to assemble in the drawing room for tea.
“And so,” Harriet King said to Lady Sarah, “you have never even met the Duke of Bewcastle?”
“No,” Sarah admitted, “but if he is a duke, he surely must be handsome.”
“I have met him,” Harriet said, linking her arm through Sarah’s in preparation for leaving the room with her, “and would not normally set my cap at him. But I cannot risk being bested by the widowed daughter of a country schoolmaster who may or may not have passed her thirtieth birthday, can I?”
The two of them walked away, arm in arm.
Audrey looked at Christine and grimaced. “Oh, dear, the battle lines have been drawn, I’m afraid,” she said. “You surely cannot resist such a challenge now, though, can you, Christine? You simply must win my money back for me.”
Rowena Siddings slid an arm through Christine’s as they made their way to the drawing room.
“How ridiculous we all are,” she said. “Shall you and I participate in this wager, Mrs. Derrick, or shall we keep our distance and admire the great man from afar?”
“I believe I shall keep my distance and laugh at him from afar if it turns out that he is as pretentious and toplofty as he is reputed to be,” Christine said. “I do not admire greatness that has no substance.”
“How splendidly brave of you.” The girl smiled. “To laugh at the Duke of Bewcastle.”
Or at herself, Christine thought, to have been drawn into all this secretive, girlish nonsense when all she had had to do was give Melanie a firm no at Hyacinth Cottage the day before yesterday or Audrey a firm no in the sitting room.
But she had no one but herself to blame, she conceded ruefully.
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