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One

In Strictest Confidence







18 March 1816




The Countess Pandross to Lady Patricia Hamilton


my dearest, as to what you tell me of the exploits of Earl Godwin, I can only say that nothing will ever surprise me. The former Countess Godwin (who was, as you know, one of my very dearest friends) would turn in her grave if she knew that her son was entertaining opera singers in her house! And I shudder to think that one of these infamous women may actually be living with him. How his poor wife is able to hold her head high, I shall never know. Helene has always showed edifying composure, although I did hear a whisperjust a whispersuggesting that she may request a divorce. I cant imagine how much that would cost, but Godwin must have at least fifteen thousand pounds a year and can probably afford it. At any rate, my dear, what I am truly longing to hear about are your plans for sweet Patricias debut. Didnt you tell me that you were planning a ball for the weekend of the fifth? Mrs. Elizabeth Fremable tells me


21 April 1816


Helene Godwin, Countess Godwin, to her mother, currently residing in Bath


Dear Mother,


I am most sympathetic to your distress over the continuing debacle of my marriage. I fully recognize that my decision to elope with Rees brought scandal into the family, but I would remind you that the elopement was years ago. I am equally aware that a divorce would be far more grievous. But I beg of you, please accept my decision. I simply cannot continue in this fashion. I am heartsick when I think of my life.


Your loving daughter,
Helene, Countess Godwin







22 April 1816


Rees Holland, Earl Godwin, to his brother, a vicar in the North Country


Dear Tom,


Things are all right here. Yes, I know that you are fretting over my infamous reputation, but you will simply have to overlook my slurs on the family name. I assure you that my sins are even more plenteous than your pious correspondents have told you. Women dance on top of the table in the dining room daily.


Yours with all proper sentiment,
Rees







22 April 1816


Miss Patricia Hamilton to Miss Prunella Forbes-Shacklett


Dear Prunes,


It is too bad of your mama to bury you in the country! When is she planning to bring you to town? I assure you that it is already very crowded here, and if one does not make an appointment, it is impossible to find a mantua maker who will even discuss a court gown. But Prunes, I met the most absolutely fascinating man yesterday. He is apparently quite, quite notoriousa veritable rake! I am not going to put his name here, in case my abominable little brother obtains this letter before I mail it, but he is an earl and his initials are RH. You can look him up in Debretts. Apparently he threw his wife out of the house some years ago, and now lives with an opera singer! My mother (as you can imagine) was in a flurry of anxiety and told me later not to even think of dancing with him, as there is talk of a divorce. Imagine: me dancing with a divorced man! Naturally I shall do it if the opportunity ever presents itself








23 May 1816


Rees Holland, Earl Godwin, to Helene Holland,Countess Godwin


Helene,


If youd like to see me, youll have to come to the house, as Im trying to finish a score thats needed in rehearsal directly. To what do I owe this charming, if unexpected, pleasure? I trust you are not going to request a divorce again, as my answer will be the same as the last. Ill tell Sims to wait for a reply as I think it doubtful that you will find the backbone to enter this den of iniquity.


Rees (should I say, Your Darling Husband?)






23 May 1816


Mr. Ned Suffle, Manager of the Royal Italian Opera House, to Rees Holland, Earl Godwin


Without putting undue pressure on you, my lord, I must have the score of The Quaker Girl by the end of this month latest.






23 May 1816


Helene Holland, Countess Godwin to Rees Holland, Earl Godwin


I shall visit you this afternoon at two of the clock. I trust you will be alone.














Two

The Key to Marital Harmony






Number 15, Rothsfeld Square
London


The Godwin carriage pulled up before her former residence, but the countess did not emerge. The footman was holding open the carriage door, and the steps were down. But Helene was unable to force her limbs to move her forward, along the walk, into the house. She hadnt even looked at the house in years. Shed gotten in the habit of glancing the other direction should she visit a friend in Rothsfeld Square. It was easy enough to let her eyes drift away, or examine the lining of the carriage as if shed never seen it before. Because if she did peer at the house, her house, what if she glimpsed what her former neighbors saw daily?


What if she saw the woman who by all accounts was living in Helenes own bed chamber, sleeping in Helenes bed, in the room next to Helenes own husband? A bitter taste of metal rose into her mouth. What then, indeed? She could only hope that Rees had abided by her request; it would be just like him to include his doxy in the conversation she had requested this morning.


Her footman was standing perfectly still. She could see him out of the corner of her eye, as curious as the rest of the servants about her unexpected excursion to this side of town. They knew she and her husband never met. Servants always knew everything. She rose, descended the steps, and walked up the path to the house. She held her head high, as always. It is not my fault that my husband is a reprobrate, she told herself. It is not my fault. I will not accept the shame. Helene had spent a great deal of her time in the past few years refusing to accept shame. She was tired of that particular mental exercise.


The great house looked just the same, from the outside at least. One might have expected literal signs of the moral dissipation within: shutters askew or missing railings. But other than the need for a good polish on the brass, her house looked just as she had left it ten years ago. It towered above them, the highest in the square, home of the Godwins before Reess father was born, before his grandfather became an earl, since the days when King James reportedly stopped by for a cup of the new extravagant beverage, tea, by which Reess great grandfather had made his fortune. Even then, the Godwins were no merchants; that early Lord Godwin was an extravagant madcap courtier, who threw his entire inheritance into shares in the East India Company. His stroke of genius had turned a minor Stuart lord into the forefather of one of the most powerful families in England. Successive Godwins had augmented their fortune by shrewd marriages, and their reputations by political acumenuntil the birth of Rees Holland.


Far from showing a flare for political life, Rees had occupied himself since reaching majority by attempting to shock polite society, and by writing comic operas of dubious artistic value. In both endeavors, he succeeded with flamboyant success. The very thought of it steeled Helenes back. It was no more her fault that Rees was the way he was, than it was his mothers for giving birth to him. A carriage clattered by and still no one had answered the door. Her footman banged the knocker again. She could hear it echoing away in the vast reserves of the house, but a butler did not appear. Try the door, Bindle, she ordered.


Bindle pushed on the door and, of course, it opened. Helene marched up the steps and into the hallway and then turned: Take the carriage around the Park, and return for me in one hour, if you please. The last thing she wanted was her carriage to be recognized.


So she entered the house alone. It was utterly silent. Rees must have forgotten their appointment. Not a servant was to be seen. Helene had to admit to a spark of satisfaction at that. A month or so after she left the house, most of the staff had decamped, informing all London of their displeasure at being witness to a troupe of Russian dancers practicing their art on the dining room table. Naked, or so they said. At the time Helene had been glad both to be vindicated in the eyes of her peers, and at the thought that Rees might be uncomfortable without adequate staff.


But naturally he wasnt. She wandered into the sitting room and it was abundantly clear that Rees was anything other than uncomfortable. True, there was some dust about. But the ornate and vastly uncomfortable sofa given them on their wedding by Helenes Aunt Margaret had disappeared altogether, likely banished to the attics. Instead the room was home to three pianosthree! Where a Hepplewhite secretary used to stand, there was a harpsichord. A grand piano blocked any view of the street. And a pianoforte stood at an awkward relation to the door, clearly plunked down wherever the movers happened to put it. Surrounding the feet of all three pianos were piles of paper: half-written scores, scribbled notes, crumpled drafts.



Helenes mouth twisted. Rees wrote music anywhere, and on anything. One couldnt discard a single sheet of paper due to his overwhelming fear that a brilliant phrase or a snatch of melody might have been scratched down and forgotten. From the looks of things, not a single sheet of foolscap had left the house since she did, and many reams had entered the door.


She sighed and glanced in the mirror over the mantelpiece. It was rather dusty and cracked in one corner but it showed her precisely what she wanted to know: all the trouble she had taken dressing was worth it. Her walking costume was made of a pale primrose fabric that made her hair look even lighter, almost white blond. Rees loved her hair. She remembered that. Her lips tightened. She remembered that, and a great deal more.


Helene walked briskly over to the nearest piano. She might as well see what frivolities Rees was concocting while she waited for her carriage to return. Unlike everything else in the room, the piano at least appeared to have been dusted. But Helene grabbed a handful of the haphazard compositions that were floating around her feet and used it to dust the stool, just in case. Then she threw the sheets back down on the ground, where they floated into a drift of foolscap. The layer of paper looked like a snowbank; her sheets floated down like fresh flakes atop an older accumulation.


The music on the piano was rather more than scrawled notes. It looked as if Reess partner, Fen, had given him the text of an aria, a young girls song about spring amidst the cherry blossoms. Helene snorted. Richard Fenbridgeton wrote all the librettos for Reess operas, and he tended toward flowery exuberance. How Rees could spend his time with this twaddle, she didnt know.


Without removing her gloves Helene picked out the melody with her right hand. The melody was rather enchanting, tripping up and down untilplunk.



That had to be a mistake. It was utterly clear that he needed an ascending scale to an E-flat. He was making the girl sound like a dowager. She tried it again. Hum-di-de-lala-plunk. Luckily Rees had ink wells positioned all over the top of the piano, so she stood up, pulled off her gloves, stuck the score atop the piano, and began rewriting. After a while, she started singing as she rewrote, taking huge pleasure in jotting sarcastic comments in the margins. The idiot kept pushing the poor girl into the lower register when she had to stay high or the whole pleasure of springtime would be lost.


Rees Holland was as appreciative as the next man of a curved female derrier, particularly when the possessor was clearly trying out his aria, just as hed requested. It was hard enough to coerce Lina into singing for him; it was a true pleasure to find her engaged in the exercise on her own. He crossed the room in a few strides and clapped an appreciative hand onto Linas sweet little bottom. For this Ill buy you


But his promise turned into a strangled exclamation. The woman who jumped and spun away from his hand was no Lina.


God above, I forgot you were coming! Now she was facing him, Rees could hardly believe hed made such a mistake. Lina was a plump little partridge, and his wife was a gaunt stick of a woman, with cheekbones that could cut you, if her eyes didnt first. They were narrowed at him in that way he detested.


Helene, he said resignedly.


I gather that charming greeting was meant for someone else? If her eyebrow went any higher, it would dance right off her face.


I apologize. As always, he felt a mantle of awkward, heavy resentment settle about him. Helene had a way of looking at him that made him feel like a great hog. A huge wallowing beast of some sort.



He turned away and sat down, ignoring the fact that she was still standing. To his mind, after a woman has poured the contents of a chamberpot over your head, one neednt stand on occasion anymore. Not that the chamberpot-throwing happened recently, but it wasnt the sort of thing one forgot.


She raised her chin in that way she had and sat down opposite him, as dainty and precise as a bloody little sparrow. He eyed her for no good reason other than because he knew it made her nervous.


Lost more weight? he finally said when the silence grew oppressive. He liked a ripe armful of flesh, and she knew it. Her lack of curves always used to be good for an outburst. But she ignored him, just twisted those thin hands of hers in her lap.


Ive come to ask you for a divorce, Rees.


He settled back into the corner of his settee. Didnt my letter say not to bother? I havent changed my mind on the matter.


When she didnt answer immediately, he added a sardonic comment that surely would drive her into a fury. I find your request all the more surprising, since it appears that your future bridegroom has already changed his mind. The last time you asked meApril a year ago, wasnt it?you wished to marry Fairfax-Lacy. But from what Ive heard, hes up and married another, as the old ballad goes. So who are you wishing to marry now, Helene?


That is irrelevant to my desire to divorce you, she said, her voice disappointingly steady.


I disagree. As I told you at the time, if you find a man brave enough to stand at your side during the proceedings, brave enough to allow himself to be sued as your consort, I will go through with it. For your sake. But if you havent found such a manHe paused. Her jaw was set in a manner he still dreamed about sometimes.



Why not? Why cant you simply divorce me without knowing who I would marry?


Divorce would cost us thousands of pounds, he said, folding his arms over his chest. I may look like a lackluster estate manager, Helene, but Im not. Why in Gods name would I put that drain on the estate when theres no point to it? Besides, remarrying would take an Act of Parliament. Fairfax-Lacy might have been able to obtain it, but theres few others with the same power. If you want to take a lover, take one. God knows, it will do you good.


He watched with satisfaction as color crept into his wifes porcelain cheeks. Damned if he knew why one of his primary pleasures in life was to get Helene to show some signs of life.


I dont wish to take a lover, she said. I merely want to rid myself of you, Rees.


By means other than murder, I suppose you mean?


Im willing to consider all options, she said coolly.


Rees laughed, more like a bark than a laugh. Youll have to take a lover. You cannot petition on the grounds of adultery, only I can. Has someone already replaced Fairfax-Lacy, then?


Her cheeks flared and she swallowed. I could hire a man to stand as my consort, she said in a low voice.


I see no reason for wasting substance on lawyers and bribes and the rest of it.


I can pay that sum out of my dowry. And Im quite certain that my mother would contribute a substantial amount as well.


I dont give a hang whose money it is. Theres no point to it, Helene! We married, and married we stay. I dont think its such an uncomfortable life. After all, its not as if Im a dog in the manger, am I? Surely you can find someone in London to warm your toes!


Helene barely heard him, barely listened as insult after calculated insult broke over her head. She just stared at him instead. Every time they were apart for a length of time, she managed to school herself into remembering only her husbands disgusting habits and his slovenly dress. But then, when she saw him again, she couldnt help noticing the way his eyelashes cast shadows on his cheeks, and the fact that his lower lip was so full. The better to sneer at her, obviously. But then he had dimples in both cheeks and they offset how deep-set his eyes were. Oh, Rees wasnt beautiful. He had a broad nose, after all, and a shambling way of walking, and he was far too big for beauty. Simon Darby, now there was a beautiful man. Simon and Rees together were like Beauty and the Beast, except that God help her, she couldnt help but think the Beast waswas


Damn it all, Helene, Im doing my best to drive you into a frenzy and youre not even listening, Rees said now, with obvious frustration. I must be losing my touch.


I dont care if you dont want to spend the money, she snapped, looking away from his face with a tinge of self-disgust. I ceased to take your wishes into account quite a few years ago.


Theres my Helene, Rees said, leaning back again. It throws me into a fidget if you dont snap back with a rejoinder. Its as if the sun didnt rise.


Dont you see how much better it would be for both of us if we divorced and didnt have to snap at each other anymore? she said. Were at our worst around each other. I know I am. I turn into a veritable shrew and youyou


My wife a shrew? he said mockingly. Never say so!


Helene swallowed. Somehow she had to break through the barrage of mocking remarks he always threw at her. He had to listen. We would both be better off if we were no longer married to each other.


Cant see that it would make any difference. Im quite comfortable as I am. I rather like having a wife around.



You can hardly say that Im around!


Your presence, ephemeral or otherwise, keeps the fortune-hunters away, he pointed out. Were we to divorce, Id have carriages breaking down before my railings every other day, with debutantes waltzing in here to play me their scales.


But Rees, Helene said desperately, I wish to marry someone else.


Who?


She was silent.


Are you telling me, Rees demanded, that you dont care who you marry, as long as you rid yourself of me?


She nodded, a trifle jerkily. Precisely.


He opened his mouth and shut it. I cant imagine why were having this conversation, he said finally. I refuse to grant you a divorce. Rees stared at his wife in frustration. In general, he had no trouble understanding women. For the most part, he found them bland, foolish, and greedy in a petty sort of way for things like bonnet strings and silk stockings. But he had never made the mistake of underestimating his wifes intelligence.


I should have left that house party the very moment I met you, back in 07, he said suddenly. Young fool that I was.


I wish you had, Helene said.


But I didnt. Reess voice had a harsh edge that surprised himself. I still remember walking into the drawing room and seeing you playing the piano


She shook her head. It was a harpsichord.


Anyway, there you were, wearing a yellow sort of gown and playing Purcells Fairest Isle.


I had no idea you were so sentimental, Rees, she said with perfect indifference.


I would hardly call it sentimental. I try to keep the image in mind because it encapsules the most crack-brained impulse of my life: asking you to elope with me.



He couldnt tell whether he was annoying her or not. Lord, but she had gained control since they were married! In those days, the merest comment would drive her to burst into tears and throw something at his head. He eyed her rigid, dried up posture and wondered if he didnt prefer the old Helene.


It was hardly an impulse, Rees, given as we had known each other for some months by the time you asked me to marry you. But believe me, if I could take back my acceptance of your drivellingly insulting request, I would. It has ruined my life.


There was a heartfelt truth to her statement that silenced the witticism Rees was contemplating. He looked harder at his wife. She had dark shadows under her eyes and her hair was pulled up as tightly as it could be in those infernal braids she fancied.


Is something the matter, Helene? he asked. I mean, something more than the usual?


You are. She raised her eyes, and the despair in them struck him in the chest. You are, Rees.


But why? he asked, in honest bewilderment. Im far less scandalous than I was a few years ago, when Ihe paused and decided to skip over the Russian dancers, when I was younger. I have never interfered with your doings. What could possibly be so awful about being married to me? I think its a position that many women must envy. If youre lucky, Ill fall dead to the ground like Esme Rawlingss first husband, and you can become a rich widow.


That was a fairly lame joke, but surely it deserved a twitch of a smile.


Honest to God, Helene, I simply dont see whats so objectionable about my being your husband. If I were requiring you to fulfill your wifely duties, I could understand. He stopped and the sentence hung on the air. He wished he hadnt brought up that old painful subject.



I want a child, she said quietly. II feel quite strongly about it.


Still? he said, without thinking. Helene was perched on the very edge of the couch, her delicate fingers clenched in her lap. There wasnt much that he liked about his wifes body, not really, but he always loved her hands. More fool he, he thought, remembering that he had been stupid enough to think that she would caress him with the same tenderness with which she caressed the piano keys.


A slight frown creased her forehead. Yes, still. As I told you last spring. Why wouldnt I still wish for a child?


When Rees was surprised, he generally spoke what he was thinking and regretted it later. Because youre not exactlyhe eyed her.


What?


Well, motherly, he said, feeling, belatedly, a distinct sensation of danger.


Do explain precisely what you mean, Rees. She seemed to be speaking from between clenched teeth.


Rees resisted an impulse to check for breakable objects in her vicinity. He waved vaguely in the air. Motherlyah, fertile, fecund, you know what I mean!


Fertile? He could hear her teeth grinding. You venture to say to me that you think I am lacking in fertility? You have assessed my abilities, as if I were a sow you thought to buy at market?


Wrong word, he said, floundering deeper. I only meant


Yes?


But Rees had woken to his own foolishness. Why in Gods name would you want a child, Helene? Then he narrowed his eyes. What am I thinking? Naturally you want a child because all your friends have children, dont they?


That has nothing to do with it.


Esme Bonnington dropped that brat last spring, he said with deliberate crudeness, Carola Pinkerton has a daughter, and theres Darby with a son. That pretty much covers your intimate circle, doesnt it? Oh, waitI forgot the Duchess of Girton. She too has produced an heir, has she not?


There was no color whatsoever in Helenes face now. He almost felt a gleam of pity.


Ginas son was born last December. But I assure you, Rees, that my desire for children has little, if anything, to do with the good fortune of my friends.


Rees made a rude sound and stood up, wandering toward the piano. Thats garbage, Helene. Women are all the same. You want what everyone else has, and youll go to any means to get it. Well, dont count on me. I refuse to petition for divorce. I see no reason to put myself through an experience so expensive and ruinous to my reputation he threw it over his shoulderarent you pleased, Helene? I am finally gaining an aversion to scandal.


Just then something caught his eye. What the hell! He bent over the sheets of paper on top of the piano. His vicious little wife had clearly enjoyed herself by destroying his score. What in the hell did you do here? That line must dip. Youve turned it to a bloody orange sellers tune! He spun around but the room was empty.










Three

In Which Tempers Are Lost






Number Forty, Berkeley Square
London


After women have been friends for ten years, or even one year, they can generally judge each others state of mind from five yards. Esme Bonnington, sometimes known as Countess Bonnington and sometimes as Infamous Esme, counted herself a near scientist when it came to the nice art of reading emotion. When her friend Helenes braids were elegantly nestled on her head, without even a stray strand of hair to be seen, all was well. But today Lady Godwins backbone was as rigid as if it had been welded in place, her eyes were narrowed to chips of ice, andmost telling of allwisps of hair were framing her face.


What on earth is the matter? Esme asked, trying to remember whether she, Esme, had done anything to outrage Helenes sense of propriety. No. Since her second marriage, Esme quite prided herself on being about as scandalous as a cow. That meant Helene had encountered her husband.


With one chilly glance, Helene sent Esmes butler, Slope, from the room. I was going to ask Slope to bring us some tea, Esme said with some disappointment.


You can live without a lemon tart for at least another hour or so, Helene snapped.


Helene lived on the air, from the look of her. But Esme was used to solid nourishment, and having asked Helene for tea, she would like to partake. She rang the bell to summon Slope. I would guess that you have asked Rees for a divorce again?


He wont even listen to me, Esme. Despair and anger battled in her voice. He doesnt care a bean that I want a child.


Oh, Helene, Esme said. Im so


He laughed it off as a matter of competition, Helene interrupted. He wont even try to understand what it feels like to watch other women have children and know that you are unable. Her voice caught on the last word.


Men are insensitive brutes, Esme said sympathetically. And your husband is among the worst of the species.


Anyones husband is better than mine! Do you remember when I told you after Miles died that I envied you your rapprochement, even if it was brief?


Of course.


I meant it. I would give anything to have married someone like your first husband.


Miles and I were far from an enviable couple, Esme pointed out. When he died, we hadnt lived together in ten years. How can you envy a marriage like ours?


I dont envy your marriage. I envy your husband. When you told Miles that you wished to have a child, what did he do?


Esmes eyes filled with understanding. He agreed.


And if you had asked him for a divorce?


He would have agreed to that as well, Esme said, swallowing a lump in her throat. Miles was a truly amiable person.


He was better than amiable, Helene said fiercely. He was a kind person. He would have done anything for you, Esme, you know he would have.


You wouldnt have liked being married to Miles, Helene. He was so placid, truly.


I am placid! The only argument one might have with that statement came from Helenes voice, a near shriek. I would havewould haveoh, this is absurd! I dont want to argue over who has the worst husband. Its just that I want a child so much. I have for years! And now Carola has a perfect little daughter, and you only had to ask Miles in order to have a baby, and now Henrietta Darby, who didnt even think it possible to carry a child, has a son her words were lost in a torrent of sobs.


Esme stroked her arm. Im sorry, Helene. Im so sorry.


Its just not fair! It burst from her like rain from a drainpipe. I dont ever complain about my husband; you know I dont, Esme. But why did I ever, ever have to meet Rees Holland and marry him! Why didnt my mother stop me? Why didnt someone come after me when we eloped? Why did I have to end up married to an utter degenerate when the rest of youyou and Carola and Ginaall of you have taken your husbands back and they have been utterly decent about it?


Actually, my first husband is dead, Esme felt it necessary to add.


Thats irrelevant! Sebastian will probably give you five more children if you wish.


Esme had never seen her friend Helene show a stronger emotion than annoyance and once, when Esme had behaved appallingly, a sharp disgust. Helenes every motion and thought was effected with a maximum of grace and control. But now the intricate braids that graced the top of her head were tilting slightly to the side. Her pale blue eyes were blazing and her normally pale complexion was pink with rage and grief.


Still, Esme thought she ought to point out that her first husband Miless death was hardly irrelevant. That seems a bit harsh, she said cautiously. After all, Miles would far rather be alive than


Helene cast her a look that stopped that proper sentiment in its tracks. Save it for the Sewing Circle, she snapped. Miless death means that you didnt have to live with the man.


The reference to the Sewing Circle stung; Esme had had a brief-lived foray into respectable widowhood before making a scandalous second marriage, whereupon the righteous woman leading the Circle repudiated Esmes skills with the needle. Miles and I may not have suited each other, but it isnt as if I disliked marriage itself. After all, I did marry Sebastian, and I live with him, very happily too.


Cut bait, Helene said impatiently. Cant we speak the truth in private? Men are a dreadful aberration of humanity: selfish, disgusting and forever rooting about looking for their own pleasures. Carola may well be besotted with Tuppys dubious skills at fishing or whatever skills he claims to have, but will it last? Therell come a day when shell realize that hes just like all the rest.


Why, Helene, I had no idea that you felt this way! Esme cried. What on earth did you like about Miles, if you find all men to be selfish beasts?


Miles would have given you anything you asked for. He honored the vows of marriage. You wanted a child; he gave you one. You wanted him to leave the house; he did so. And he never bothered you again, did he?


No, Esme said, yet


But Helene had risen and was pacing back and forth. Rees and Miles are like night and day! Rees threw me out of our house years ago; he hasnt said a civil word to me since; and all of London knows the depths of depravity to which he has sunk!


Esme had to admit the truth of that. Miles did have a mistress, she put in.


A quiet, respectable liaison, Helene said. No hysterics on either side. Lady Childe is an indubitably respectable woman, and while I can hardly sanction such a liaison outside marriage, its infinitely better than taking a woman of the streets and putting her into your wifes bedchamber. If one more person tells me how much they sympathize with me due to my husbands proclivities, I shallI shall scream!


Somewhat to Esmes relief, Slope appeared with a tea tray. He didnt seem to notice Helenes disheveled appearance, but then he was highly paid to overlook any sort of irregularity. Esme had hired him in the days when she was the toast of all London and doing her best to live up to a reputation as Infamous Esme.


Well think of something, she said consolingly, as she poured tea. For one thing, Rees is far more likely to agree to divorce if you actually had a lover, Helene. How can he possibly sue you for adultery? You have one of the most irreproachable reputations in London. We have to change that before divorce is possible.


It wont work, Helene said dully. I know that you like creating these little scenarios, Esme. But I could hardly trick a man into my bed. The only person who has shown interest in years was Fairfax-Lacy. That came to nothing, and now hes married and probably Bea is in a delicate condition already! She stood at the window, with her back to the room, but Esme didnt think she was admiring the view.


You have to trust me, Esme said, trying to sound confident. Didnt I arrange for Carola to bed her husband? Not to mention Henrietta and Darby!



You sound like some sort of vulgar matchmaker, Helene said, not turning around.


I do not!


Yes, you do.


Esme pressed her lips together. She had a policy of courtesy toward sobbing women, although she was willing to bend the rule if needed.


Helene wheeled about and walked aimlessly to the other side of the room. I will not be party to one of your absurd schemes. You think that you can manage everyone and everything, just because youre beautiful and youve always had your way and got whatever you wanted


I? I have got whatever I wanted? Esme threw policy to the wind. Youre the one who married for love, Helene, remember? So you made a bad bargain. At least you chose the man! I was married off to a man Id danced with once and with whom I had exchanged exactly five words. A plump, balding man who may have been sweet but he certainly wasnt the answer to a young girls romantic dream. You thought yourself in love with Rees when you eloped, if you remember!


Who cares how we got into our marriages? Helene said, just as hotly. If I was idiotic enough to elope with Rees, Ive paid for that mistake in humiliation! Whereas you simply went your own way, and took whatever lovers you wished, and Miles never caused you a moments worry. And then when you decided on a whim to have a child, he accommodated you immediatelynot to mention Sebastian Bonningtons contribution!


Esme could hardly remember being as enraged as she was at this moment. She jumped up and pointed a finger at her friend. Dont you dare say that I decided to have my child on a whim! Dont you dare say that! I desperately wanted William. Otherwise I would never, ever have stooped to ask Miles to visit my bed, not when he was telling all and sundry that Lady Childe was the love of his life. I would never have done it!


Helene narrowed her eyes. I would undergo any humiliation to have a childany! And you dare to complain because Miles loved Lady Childe more than you? Why the devil should he have loved you? You were unfaithful to him the very night before you reconciled! There was a whole nine months when you didnt even know whose child you carried, if you remember!


Esme took a deep breath. She and Helene were friends; they had been friends for years. But all friendships end at some point. I see no reason to discuss your views of my behavior further, she said. I fully understand your opinion of me. She had gone from being burningly angry to icy cold. Please do not hesitate to finish your tea. I am afraid that I have a headache and shall retire to my chamber.


I didnt mean Helene said.


Esme cut her off. Yes, you did mean it. And you clearly have been thinking it for a long time. Im glad that you expressed yourself so clearly. Now we both know where we stand.


No, Helene said flatly. She walked around Esme and sat down again. I wont leave.


In that case, I will. Esme walked toward the door.


I apologize if I offended you.


Esme paused for a moment and then turned. I am sorry as well, but forgiveness is hardly the issue, is it?


What did I say that was so terrible? Helene said, looking her straight in the eyes. One of the things I have always loved about you, Esme, is that you dont lie to yourself. You have never hidden from me the fact that you bedded Sebastian Bonnington the night before you reconciled with your husband, and therefore you initially had no idea who fathered William. Why would it wound you to hear that fact repeated by me?



You called my wish to have children a whim, Esme said, feeling as if Helene were stealing the ground out from under her feet. Just a moment ago she had been righteously furious and now


I shouldnt have said that, Helene said, her voice wavering a bit. I only said it because I have so desperately wanted a child for years. I am sure that no one has ever wanted a child as much as I. I spoke out of jealousy. Im sorry. Youre my closest friend, and if you throw me over, I might as well jump in the river becausebecause


Oh, for goodness sake! Esme said, walking back and plumping down next to her. All right, I forgive you, you sharp-tongued viper! She wrapped an arm around her.


Rees always said I had the temper of a devil, Helene said with a wobbly smile.


What temper? Weve been friends for years, and you have always been calm, to my memory, Esme said in honest bewilderment.


I have to be in control because Im a true witch otherwise. Rees couldnt live with me. I threw a chamberpot at his head.


You what?


I emptied a chamberpot over his head.


My goodness, Esme said with some fascination. I presume it wasin use?


He keeps a chamberpot in the sitting room so that if he has the urge to use it, he doesnt have to waste time visiting the water closet, Helene said wearily.


Esme shuddered. That is truly revolting. Rees got what he deserved.


So I try to remain collected. Otherwise I might throw plates at peoples heads regularly.


Thank you for the warning, Esme said with some amusement, moving the lemon tarts to the far side of the table.



Not at you. But I doubt that I could live with a man at this stage in my life. Im all of twenty-seven years old. I dont think I could put up with their disgusting habits.


Sebastian hasnt any disgusting habits. And what does that make me, an old woman? I have twenty-eight years myself. Are you telling me that Im too old to live with a man? Or that men arent attracted to me due to my advanced years?


Dont be silly! You will always be enticing. I expect that men are even more attracted to your figure now that youve had a child.


Youve bats in your belfry, Esme replied. Im plump, and I know it.


Im like a board, all flat and dried up, whereas you are even more curvy than before.


As you said earlier, cut bait. If my body curves, it only curves out!


Helene stood up again and walked over to the window, wrapping her arms tightly around her chest. Finally she said, I have to do something. I cannot go on like this.


The raw misery in her voice caught at Esmes heart. Sunlight was falling on Helenes hair, making it look like spun sugar, gleaming white-blond.


I cant bear this life anymore, she said. Im warning you, Esme, I am about to create a far bigger scandal than Rees ever did with his tawdry little singer and his Russian dancing troupe. And it will all be his fault, the utter unmitigated bastard.


Esme blinked. What are you thinking of? she asked cautiously. Do sit down, Helene.


Im going to have a child, Helene said, setting her jaw so that she looked as bullish as a Norse goddess. Im going to have a child, with or without a divorce. Ive been thinking of nothing else for months.


Are you certain that Rees wont



Absolutely, Helene said, cutting her off. Ive spoken to him about divorce repeatedly. And why would he ever change his mind? Hes cosily tucked up with that singer of his. Rees was never one to consult a book of etiquette on any matter, let alone in questions of marriage.


I suspect youre right, but


I have two choices, Esme: I can wither on the vine asking my husband for a divorce that he wont give me, or I can simply have the baby I desire, and let the devil take the consequences.


It will be a terrible scandal, Esme warned her.


I dont care. I literally dont care.


Esme took a deep breath and nodded. In that case, well forget the whole idea of divorce and simply select an available man to father your child. Her imagination was already jumping to the task. Neville Charlton has lovely hair. Or theres Lord Brooks. He has that gorgeous Roman nose.


I wouldnt wish my child to have a father whose first name is Busick, Helene put in wryly.


Excellent point, Esme agreed. Well just pick exactly the facial features and names that you would appreciate, and there we are.


Helene shook her head but didnt say anything, so Esme rattled on.


Lord Bellamy has very broad shoulders, Helene. What do you think of him? And he has black hair as well. Ill make a list. For goodness sake, its not so hard to have a child. It only took me one night. Rees wont repudiate you once youre with child. Hes a decent sort.


Helene snorted. Decent? Rees?


Well, at any rate, hes far too lazy to repudiate you, Esme amended.


He wants to make my life a misery for some reason, Helene said flatly. Its the only explanation for his continued behavior toward me.



Well, Rees is not a skinflint, Esme said. Hes one of the richest men in England, and he would hardly leave you and the babe to starve.


The greater problem is that someone has to father the babe, Helene said. With me. Helenes eyes were swollen and red; her skin was patchy from crying.


This isnt your finest hour, Esme said consolingly, but


Helene plucked at the front of her gown. Esme, theres nothing here! She waved her hand in front of Esmes chest. Just compare you and me.


There was no question that Esme won that sweepstakes. Helene was wearing a very tightly buttoned walking costume that emphasized the fact that she had only the faintest, faintest curve in the front.


Admit it, Helene demanded. You havent looked like me since you were fourteen years old!


More like twelve, Esme admitted. But gentlemen are not only attracted to large bosoms, you know.


They like curves. I dont want to get excited about impossibilities. I dont have curves. I cant flirt in that way you have, as if you were


As if I were what? Esme asked, bristling a little.


Oh, you know, Esme. Promising them things. I cant do that. I loathed being in bed with Rees, what I remember of it. I can hardly look at a man as if I would want to do such a thing voluntarily!


Esme bit her lip. Helenes marital relations had obviously been unpleasant. Youll have to feign desire, she said bluntly. Because it matters far more to a man that you desire him, than that you have a large chest.


Im not sure I even know how to do that. Stephen Fairfax-Lacy wasnt fooled for more than a few moments, to be honest. He could tell that I didnt really want to go forward with it.



Well work on that part later, Esme promised. Its not hard to fool a man into thinking that you think hes Adonis himself, if you go about it the right way. She looked over Helene again. First we have to order some new clothing.


Helene smiled, a tiny curl of her lips. You can turn me into a blaze of fashion and it wont make any man wish to bed me.


Nonsense! You are ravishing, darling. Theres many a woman who would be more than grateful for that lovely hair of yours, not to mention your cheekbones. What were going to do is advertise the fact that you are available for bedding. Im afraid that men are rather slow and foolish when it comes to these things, and they rely on obvious signals, such as clothing.


Helene sighed and began wrapping her braids back into a stack on her head. Ill have to just cover up my chest with a sign, then. Available tonight. Please inquire within.
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