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ONE
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THERE WAS ALWAYS A SENSE of pleasurable anticipation attached to entering London even though one had to travel through the poorer, more crowded outer areas before reaching Mayfair and its splendid mansions and thoroughfares. There was an indefinable air of energy about the city and the promise it gave of busy, varied activities to fill every hour of every day of one’s stay.

It was even more exhilarating to be arriving at the very beginning of the spring Season, when all the beau monde would be converging on the city, supposedly so that their menfolk might take their seats in one of the two Houses and conduct the nation’s business. But that was only a small part of the reason—an excuse, if one would—for the general exodus from country estates and smaller popular centers and spas.

Members of the ton came to London during the spring to enjoy themselves. And enjoy themselves they did with a dizzying array of balls and soirees and concerts and Venetian breakfasts and garden parties, not to mention attendance at theaters and pleasure gardens and walks and rides in fashionable Hyde Park or excursions to see the sights,  like the Tower of London, or simply to shop on Bond Street or Oxford Street.

It was a special bonus, perhaps, to be arriving on a sunny spring day. The journey from Yorkshire had been a long and tedious one—and much of it had been accomplished in dull, cloudy weather, with even the occasional rain shower to slow their progress. Mud on the roads was always to be respected, even when one was eager to end a long journey. But although the morning had been cloudy, the sky cleared off during the afternoon and the sun beamed down.

“Is this really it, Nathaniel?” Miss Georgina Gascoigne asked, her voice awed as she leaned closer to the window. “London?”

It was a foolish question, perhaps, since they had long known that they were close and there was no mistaking London for any village along the route. But Sir Nathaniel Gascoigne recognized it as a largely rhetorical question and smiled at his sister’s awed expression. She might be all of twenty years old, but her experience of the world had been limited until now to their Yorkshire home and the few miles surrounding it.

“This is really it,” he said. “We are almost there, Georgie.”

“It looks dirty and disagreeable,” the young lady who sat beside Georgina said, sitting very upright on the seat and looking disdainfully from the window without leaning closer to it.

Lavinia. Their maternal cousin, Miss Lavinia Bergland, and Nathaniel’s ward despite her advanced age—she was four and twenty—and his own relatively young age. He was one and thirty. Lavinia was his cross to bear, he often thought. She might have used that second epithet—disagreeable—to describe herself.

“You will change your mind when we reach Mayfair,” he assured her.

“Oh, Lavinia,” Georgina said without turning her head  from the window, “look at all the people and all the buildings.”

“The streets are not paved with gold,” Lavinia said. “But then we have not arrived at Mayfair yet. You must not be disappointed too soon, Georgina.”

Nathaniel pursed his lips. His cousin was not without her own brand of caustic wit.

“I can scarce believe we are actually here,” Georgina said. “I really thought you were funning us when you first suggested it after Christmas, Nathaniel. Will we receive  many invitations, do you suppose? At home you have enormous consequence, but here you are but a baronet, after all.”

“I am a gentleman of wealth and property, Georgie,” he told her. “It will suffice. We will be invited everywhere. By the end of the Season, I will have found suitable husbands for both of you, never fear. Or Margaret will have done so.”

Margaret, their eldest sister, two years his senior, was the wife of Baron Ketterly. She too was coming to London with her husband with the express purpose of sponsoring and chaperoning her second youngest sister and her cousin, the only two remaining unmarried females in the family. There had been six of them, counting Lavinia. Two of them had been married before Nathaniel returned home two years before, summoned by his ailing father. He had been away from home for years before that, first as a cavalry officer with Wellington’s armies during the Peninsular Wars and Waterloo, and then for another year after he sold out, indulging in every imaginable extravagance and debauchery with his friends.

But he had gone home, albeit reluctantly, had buried his father a mere three months later, and had proceeded to take up the life of a country gentleman and to run his estate, which had been somewhat neglected during the last years of his father’s life. He had married two of his sisters to respectable suitors, and had been left with just these two. At Margaret’s suggestion, made over the Christmas holiday, he had considered bringing them to London, to the great marriage mart.

It was going to feel very good indeed to have the last of them married and respectably settled, to have his home and his life to himself at last. One of his main reasons for purchasing his commission had been his desire to escape from a home that was beset by females. Not that he was not fond of his sisters. But there were limits to a man’s endurance. He had certainly never imagined that he would spend several years of the prime of his life organizing matches for his sisters—and Lavinia.

“I am sure, Nathaniel,” Georgina said now, “there will be scores of ladies lovelier than I—and younger. I cannot imagine that I will attract many suitors.”

“Do you wish to attract many, then, Georgie?” he asked with a smile and a wink. “Would one wealthy, handsome one not be enough—and one who loved you and whom you loved?”

The anxiety went from her face and she laughed. “Yes, such a one would suffice very nicely indeed,” she said.

Georgina, he rather suspected, had had her heart broken at one time. Their youngest sister had married almost a year before. But her husband, a personable young gentleman of some fortune who had leased a property not far from Bowood a few months before Nathaniel’s return there, had apparently directed his attentions to Georgina before turning them on Eleanor. Georgie, a young lady of tender heart and strong loyalties, had often stayed at home instead of attending assemblies and other entertainments with her sisters. She had stayed in order to give her company to their ailing father, who had always seemed to grow worse when his girls were planning some outing. And so her suitor had chosen to pay court to the more easily accessible Eleanor.

Twenty was an advanced age for a young lady to be making her come-out. But not too advanced—certainly not for a young lady of Georgina’s delicate prettiness and sweet disposition. And she would have a more than adequate dowry. Nathaniel had no real fears for her.

Now, Lavinia ...

“You need not look at me like that, Nat,” she said as soon as his eyes turned in her direction and long before they could have assumed any expression that might be referred to as that. “I agreed to come. I even agreed quite readily as I wished to see London and to visit all the galleries and museums. I will even concede that there will be some pleasure in being outfitted by a modiste who will probably know what she is doing—Margaret has always spoken highly of her, anyway. And of course it will be interesting to attend balls and to witness all the follies of human nature as exhibited by its wealthiest and most privileged members. But nothing will prevail upon me, I warn you—nothing—to take my place in the marriage mart. Thank you kindly, but I am not for sale.”

Nathaniel sighed inwardly. There was nothing delicately pretty about Lavinia. She was a ravishing beauty, a surprising fact when she had sported carroty red hair as a child and had shot up to a gangly and quite shapeless height before he had left home, with freckles and large teeth that did not fit her face. But he had returned home to find that her hair had been interestingly transformed to a shining flame red, that the freckles had disappeared, that her teeth, strong and white and even, now belonged with her face and enhanced its loveliness, and that shape had more than caught up with her height.

She had over the years—and she was four and twenty—refused probably every eligible gentleman, and a few ineligible ones, within a fifteen-mile radius of home, not to mention several who had happened into the neighborhood for one reason or another and would have liked nothing better than to happen out of it again with a red-haired bride.

She had no intention of marrying anyone ever, Lavinia always declared. Nathaniel was beginning to believe her. It was a gloomy thought.

“You need not look so glum,” she said now. “You could be rid of me in a flash, Nat, if you would just not be  so stuffy and release my fortune to me. I am four and twenty, for God’s sake.”

“Lavinia,” Georgina said reproachfully. Georgie was always the perfect lady. She never took the Lord’s name in vain.

“And am not entitled to manage my own fortune until I marry or turn thirty years of age,” Lavinia continued. “If Papa were still alive, he should be shot for including such a Gothic clause in his will.”

Nathaniel tended to agree. But he could not change the will. And though he could, he supposed, arrange for his cousin to set up her own home somewhere under his supervision—something she longed to do, though he believed the supervision part did not appear large in her imagination—he would prefer to see her married to someone who could handle her and perhaps bring her some happiness. She was not a happy young woman.

Georgina gasped before he could reply—though in truth there was nothing to say that he had not said ad nauseam over the past two years—and drew their attention to the window again.

“Oh look!” she said. “Oh, Nathaniel!” Her hands were clasped to her bosom and she was gazing out at the streets and buildings of Mayfair as if they really were faced with gold.

“I must confess London is improving with every furlong,” Lavinia admitted.

Nathaniel drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. He had found himself unexpectedly content with country life, but it felt good to be back in town. And though his sister and his cousin believed that he had come for the sole purpose of giving them a Season and finding them husbands, they were only partly correct.

His three closest friends were also coming to London and had written to beg him to come too. They had been cavalry officers together and had developed a deep friendship based on shared experiences, shared dangers, a shared need to make light of all the dangers and discomforts and to live  their lives to the full—both on the battlefield and off it. One fellow officer had dubbed them the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse for their tendency to be always in the spot where the fighting was thickest and most intense. They had sold out together after Waterloo and had celebrated their survival together for several months after that.

Kenneth Woodfall, Earl of Haverford, and Rex Adams, Viscount Rawleigh, were now married. Each had one son. Both spent most of their time on their country estates, Ken in Cornwall, Rex in Kent. Eden Wendell, Baron Pelham, was single and unsettled, the only one of them still to feel the restlessness and the need to grasp at every pleasure life had to offer that had consumed them all at first. Nathaniel had not seen any of them for almost two years, but they stayed in close communication with one another. The other three were to spend the spring in London. It did not take Nathaniel long to decide that he would join them there, especially since he had already been toying with Margaret’s suggestion.

And there was yet another reason for his coming to town. He felt a strong aversion to the idea of marrying even though there were several eligible young ladies in the neighborhood of his estate and he had plenty of female relatives eager to play matchmaker. Indeed it was Margaret’s declared intention not only to find husbands for Georgie and Lavinia in London, but also to find a wife for her brother.

But he had been beset by women for the past two years. He was longing for the time when his home would be his own, when he might come and go as he pleased, be as tidy or as untidy about the house as he pleased, put his booted feet up on the desk in his library if he pleased, or even on the best sofa in the drawing room, for that matter. He looked forward to the time when he might walk into any of the dayrooms in the house without looking about him in fear of seeing yet another new piece of embroidery or crocheting adorning tabletops or backs of sofas or arms of chairs. He looked forward to the time when he might bring  one or two of his favorite dogs into the house if he pleased.

He had no intention of replacing sisters and a cousin with a wife, who would of necessity be with him for the rest of his life, managing his home for his supposed comfort. He intended to remain a bachelor—at least for a good number of years to come. Time enough to marry when he was in his forties, if at that time he found himself unable to quell the guilt of not having even tried to get an heir for Bowood.

But although his mind was quite set against a wife, he felt an almost overpowering need for a woman. Sometimes it amazed and even alarmed him to realize that he had not had one for almost two years. Yet all through his years with the army he had been as lusty as any man and a good deal lustier than most—he and Rex and Ken and Ede had never lacked for willing partners. And those months after Waterloo had been one continuous orgy—or so it seemed in memory. He supposed he must have taken a few nights off for sleep. Though perhaps not.

It was next to impossible in the country to satisfy his very natural male appetites without at the same time saddling himself with a wife. But London was a different matter. Georgie and Lavinia were without a doubt his primary responsibility. But they would not take all his time. There would be all sorts of activities that were for ladies only, and Margaret was sure to be a diligent chaperon. Besides, his nights would be his own except on those occasions when there was a ball—though they would be frequent enough, he realized.

He intended to slake his appetites quite thoroughly while he was in town. Eden would be sure to have a suggestion or two on the topic.

Yes, it definitely felt good to be back. His carriage drew to a halt before a tall, fine-looking house on Upper Brook Street. It was the house Nathaniel had leased for the Season. It was, he knew, not far from Park Lane or from Hyde Park itself. It was in one of the best neighborhoods of Mayfair.

He vaulted out of the carriage even before his coachman had put down the steps, and looked up at the house. He  had always taken bachelor lodgings when he had stayed in London. But with a sister and a cousin to bring out, of course, a house was necessary. It felt good to stretch his legs and to breathe in fresh air. He turned to hand down the ladies.

 

 

Early the following morning a lady sat alone at the escritoire in the sitting room of her home on Sloan Terrace, brushing the feather of her quill pen across her chin as she studied the figures set out neatly on the paper spread before her. Her slippered foot smoothed lightly over the back of her dog, a collie who was snoozing contentedly beneath the desk.

There was enough money without dipping into her woefully meager savings. The bills for coal and candles had been paid a week ago—they were always a considerable expense. She did not have to worry about the salaries of her three servants—they were taken care of by a government grant. And of course the house was hers—given to her by the same government. The quarterly pension money that had been paid her last week—the coal and candle bills had been paid out of it—would just stretch to pay off this new debt.

She would not, of course, be able to buy the new evening gown she had been promising herself or the new half boots. Or that bonnet she had seen in a shop window on Oxford Street when out with her friend Gertrude two days ago—the day before she had been presented with this new debt.

Debt—what a sad euphemism! For a moment there was a sick lurching in her stomach and panic clawed at her. She drew a slow breath and forced her mind to deal with practicalities.

The bonnet was easily expendable. It would have been a mere extravagance anyway. But the gown ...

Sophia Armitage sighed aloud. It was two years since she had had a new evening gown. And that, even though it had been chosen for her presentation at Carlton House to no less a personage than the Regent, the Prince of Wales,  was of the dullest dark blue silk and the most conservative of designs. Although she had been out of mourning, she had felt the occasion called for extreme restraint. She had been wearing that gown ever since.

She had so hoped this year to have a new one. Although she was invited almost everywhere, she did not usually accept invitations to the more glittering ton events. This year, though, she felt obliged to put in an appearance at some of them at least. This year Viscount Houghton, her brother-in-law, her late husband’s brother, was in town with his family. Sarah, at the age of eighteen, was to make her come-out. Edwin and Beatrice, Sophia knew, hoped desperately that they would find a suitable husband for the girl during the next few months. They were not wealthy and could ill afford a second Season for her next year.

But they were kindness itself to Sophia. Although her father had been a coal merchant, albeit a wealthy one, and Walter’s father had resisted her marriage to his son, Edwin and Beatrice had treated her with unfailing generosity ever since Walter’s death. They would have given her a home and an allowance. They wanted her now to attend the grander events of the Season with them.

Of course, it could do them nothing but good to be seen in public with her, though she did not believe they were motivated by that fact alone. The truth was that Walter, Major Walter Armitage, who had fought as a cavalry officer throughout the war years in Portugal and Spain, always doing his duty, never distinguishing himself, had died at Waterloo in the performance of an act of extraordinary bravery. He had saved the lives of several superior officers, the Duke of Wellington’s included, and then he had gone dashing off on foot into the thick of dense fighting in order to rescue a lowly lieutenant who had been unhorsed. Neither of them had survived. Walter had been found with his arms still clasped protectively around the younger man. He had been in the act of carrying him to safety.

Walter had been mentioned in dispatches. He had been mentioned personally by the Duke of Wellington. His deed  of valor, culminating in his own death while trying to save an inferior, had caught the imagination of that most soft-hearted of gentlemen, the Prince of Wales, and so, a year after his death, Major Armitage had been honored at Carlton House and decorated posthumously. His widow, who had shown her devotion by following the drum throughout the Peninsular campaigns and Waterloo, must not suffer from the death of so brave a man. She had been gifted with a modest home in a decent neighborhood of London and the services of three servants. She had been granted a pension which, though modest, enabled her to achieve an independence of either her brother-in-law or her own brother, who had recently taken over the business on their father’s death.

Walter himself had left her almost nothing. The sizable dowry that had persuaded him to marry her—though she believed he had had an affection for her too—had been spent during the course of their marriage.

Life had been rather pleasant for a year after that appearance at Carlton House. For some reason the event had aroused considerable interest. It had been reported in all the London papers and even in some provincial ones. Sophia had found that in the absence of Walter himself, she had become the nation’s heroine. Although the daughter of a merchant and the widow of the younger son of a viscount, a lowly person indeed, she was much sought after. Every hostess wished to boast of having the famous Mrs. Sophia Armitage as her guest. Sophia grew accustomed to telling stories about the life of a cavalry officer’s wife following the drum.

Even last year, when she might have expected her fame to have waned, it was suddenly revived when Lieutenant Boris Pinter, a younger son of the Earl of Hardcastle, and a fellow officer whom Walter had not even liked, had arrived in London and chosen to regale the ton with the story of the time when Walter, at considerable risk to his own life, had saved Pinter’s when he had been a mere ensign  and had got into danger through his own carelessness and naïveté.

The ton had been enchanted. Their love affair with Major Armitage’s widow had continued unabated.

And then she had been presented with the first of the great debts, as she had come to think of them. She had been innocent enough to believe it was also the last. But there had been another, slightly larger, one month after that. That time she had hoped it was the last. Hope had blossomed over the winter, when nothing else had been forthcoming.

But it had happened again. Just yesterday. A new debt, slightly larger than the second had been. And this time she had understood. She had spent a sleepless night pacing and understanding that her comfortable world had gone—perhaps forever. This time she was without hope. This would not be the last of such demands. Not by any means.

She knew she would go on trying to pay. She knew she must. Not only for her own sake. But how would she pay the next one? With her savings? What about the next after that?

She set down the pen and bowed her head. She closed her eyes in an attempt to ward off the dizziness that threatened. She must live life one day at a time. If she had learned nothing else during her years with the army, she had learned that. Not even always one day at a time. Sometimes it had been reduced to hours or even minutes. But always one at a time.

A cold nose was nudging at her hand and she lifted it to pat her dog’s head and smile rather wanly.

“Very well, then, Lass,” she said just as if the dog had made the suggestion, “one day at a time it is. Though to borrow some of Walter’s vocabulary, I find myself in one devil of a pickle.”

Lass lifted her head to invite a scratching beneath the chin.

The door of the sitting room opened and Sophia raised her head, a cheerful smile on her lips.

“Aunt Sophie,” Sarah Armitage said brightly, “I could not sleep for a moment longer. What a relief to find that you are already up. Oh, do get down, Lass, you silly hound. Dog paws and muslin do not make a good combination. Mama is to take me for a final fitting for my new clothes later this morning, and we are to ride in the carriage in the park this afternoon. Papa is to take us. He says that everyone rides in the park at the fashionable hour.”

“And you cannot wait to return home so that all the excitement may begin,” Sophia said, getting to her feet after putting the paper with its figurings inside one of the cubbyholes at the back of her desk.

Sarah had been so restless with pent-up excitement the afternoon before that Sophia had suggested a walk back to Sloan Terrace and an evening and night spent there. Sarah had accepted the treat with alacrity. But now, of course, she was terrified that she would miss something. Soon—two evenings after tomorrow—all the activities she so eagerly anticipated would begin with the first major ball of the Season at Lady Shelby’s.

“Shall we have some breakfast and then walk back through the park?” Sophia suggested. “It will be quiet and quite enchanting at this hour of the morning. And it looks to be as lovely a day as yesterday turned out to be. You need not dash about the room with such exuberant glee, Lass. There is to be breakfast first and you are not going to persuade me otherwise.” She led the way to the dining room, her collie prancing after them, since Sophia had been unwise enough to use the word walk in her hearing.

How wonderful it would feel to be eighteen again, Sophia thought, looking wistfully at her niece, and to have all of life, all of the world, ahead of one. Not that she was ancient herself. She was only eight and twenty. Sometimes she felt closer to a hundred. The ten years since her marriage had not been easy ones, though she must not complain. But now, just when she had achieved some measure of independence and had made a circle of amiable friends  and had expected to be able to make a life of quiet contentment for herself ...

Well, the debts had arrived.

It would have been so very pleasant, she thought with an unaccustomed wave of self-pity, to have been able to afford a new gown, to have been able to afford to have her hair trimmed and styled, to have been able to convince herself that though not beautiful or even pretty, she was at least passably elegant. She had never felt passably elegant or frivolous or lovely. Well, not at least since the days of her youth, when she had deluded herself into believing that she was pretty enough to compare with anyone.

The truth was that she was dumpy and frumpy and unattractive and—and in a sorry state of self-pity indeed. She smiled in self-mockery and set herself to amuse Sarah with her conversation. She ignored Lass, who sat beside her chair breathing loudly and gazing unwaveringly into her face.




TWO
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HIS FRIENDS HAD ARRIVED in town before him, Nathaniel discovered as soon as he entered the house on Upper Brook Street. There was a note awaiting him, written and signed by Rex but obviously composed when all three of them had been present, suggesting that if he arrived as planned on that particular day, he meet them for an early-morning ride in Hyde Park the following day.

The day, as he saw when he had awakened and crossed his bedchamber to throw back the curtains to look out on it, stretching as he did so, promised well. The sky was clear of clouds and from the look of the trees there was very little wind. He went into his dressing room and rang for his valet.

He was the first to arrive at the park, though his friends were not far behind him. There was a great deal of handshaking and backslapping and laughter. There was no friendship quite like that of one’s long-standing male friends, Nathaniel decided. They had shared danger and discomfort and victory and life itself together for a number of years. The bonds would be lifelong.

Yes, it certainly felt good to be back in town. Not that Hyde Park in the early morning felt particularly urban. Its  sweeping lawns and thick groves of trees and interlacing paths, its grazing animals and chirping birds could easily have beguiled the beholder into imagining himself to be in the park of some grand country estate. But there was something about Hyde Park, something intangible, that proclaimed it quite unmistakably to be at the center of the busiest, the grandest, the most dynamic city in the world.

There was that energy he had felt yesterday when his carriage had entered the streets of the city. It was London.

After the initial flurry of greetings, they rode for a while without a great deal of conversation, exercising their horses by giving them their heads, though a race inevitably developed and ended with much laughter.

“Now, what was the wager?” Eden asked. “One hundred guineas each to the winner, I do believe?” Eden had won the race, of course.

“Are all your dreams as pleasant, Ede?” Nathaniel asked.

“You had a start of a good length and a half over me anyway, Eden,” Kenneth said, “and beat me by a length. By my reckoning that makes me the winner. Yes, I believe I heard one hundred guineas too.”

“Have you heard the rumor that all Cornishmen are mad, Nat?” Rex asked. “I begin to think it is more than rumor. It must be the sea air in that part of the country. Ken used to be as sane as the best of us.”

“Which is not, when you come to think of it,” Eden said, “saying a great deal, Rex.”

They rode onward at a more leisurely pace, enjoying their surroundings and one another’s company.

“Well, Nat,” Rex said after a while, “how have you enjoyed playing dull and respectable country squire for the past two years?”

“It is the old case of the pot and the kettle,” Eden said, cocking one eyebrow. “You scarce stir from Stratton Park these days, Rex.”

“But at least Rex has the excuse of being an old married man.” Kenneth grinned as he held up a staying hand.  “As am I, Eden, of course. But Rex has been busier, one must confess. Moira and I still boast only one son, whereas Rex ... Well, it may not be two sons. The second one could be a daughter. There is no knowing yet, is there? We will be kept in suspense for another—what? Four months, Rex? Five?”

“Closer to five.” Rex chuckled. “Catherine has convinced herself that with the fashion for loose-fitting, high-waisted gowns, her condition will have gone quite undetected. I hope none of you will have the indelicacy to utter some pointed witticism in her hearing.”

“Are you indelicate, Nat?” Eden elevated the second eyebrow to balance the first. “Do you utter witticisms, Ken? You are never looking at me, are you, Rex? Me, the soul of discretion?” Then he sighed and changed the subject. “Just three years ago there was Waterloo still to be fought and we dreamed, the four of us, of what we would do with our lives if we should survive.”

“Sheer unalloyed, twenty-four-hour-a-day pleasure,” Nathaniel said. “Every excess and debauchery known to man. You must admit that we gave it a good run, Ede. I swear we did not look at the world through sober eyes for six months or longer.”

“We needed the release after all the tensions and dangers that had gone before,” Kenneth said. “But it did not take long to discover that pleasure for its own sake quickly loses its appeal.”

“You speak, of course,” Eden said, his voice deliberately bored, “for yourself, Ken? I do believe I am the only one of us who can keep a vow. Nat, now, is up to his eyeballs in women.”

“The devil!” Rex said, laughing. “It sounds like a single man’s dream.”

“Not,” Eden said, “in women, Rex, but in ladies—relatives. Sisters, cousins, aunts, great-aunts, grandmothers. I warned him—I did, did I not, Nat? Two years ago when he insisted on going home, I warned him how it would be. Twenty unmarried sisters and thirty unmarried female—and  resident—cousins. No dream, Rex—it is every man’s nightmare.”

“The number increases every time you refer to them,” Nathaniel said. “I have five sisters, Ede, two of whom were married before I went home. And only one resident cousin, though sometimes she seems more like thirty, I must confess. And I have already succeeded in finding husbands for Edwina and Eleanor. There are only Georgina and Lavinia left. A Season in London should do the trick nicely.”

“And what about you, Nat?” Kenneth looked at him with raised eyebrows. “Once you have disposed of all your female dependents, will you take a wife? Is that part of your plan in coming to town? Moira and I will start to play matchmaker, will we? It is a role I rather fancy playing. Do you wish to help, Rex?” He was grinning broadly.

Eden groaned. “They are envious of us, Nat,” he said. “With all due respect to Moira and Catherine, they are envious. Hold out against them, my lad.”

But Nathaniel chuckled. ‘You are looking at a confirmed bachelor, my friends,“ he said. ”No leg shackles for me, thank you kindly.“

Eden cheered with a whoop that would have been embarrassing, loud as it was, had the park not been deserted—or almost so. There was a workingman hurrying along a path not far distant, a maidservant, walking a dog almost as large as she, had passed them a minute before, and two females were approaching on foot from a distance, also with a dog.

“But not a celibate bachelor, it is to be hoped,” Eden said. “I have some delights in store for you the like of which you have rarely experienced before, Nat. Rex and Ken are no longer eligible. Just you and I. Starting tonight. Why waste even one more night of your stay in London, after all? You had better take a nap this afternoon, my lad. You are going to need all the energy you can muster.”

“Dear me,” Rex said faintly. “Were we ever this young or this jaded, Ken?”

“I think perhaps we were, Rex,” Kenneth said. “Once  long, long ago in the dark ages. I can even remember a time when we would have winced at the thought of respectability. And positively blanched at the very idea of a monogamous relationship.”

Splendid, Nathaniel thought. Tonight. Trust Eden not to waste time. There were all sorts of duties to be performed, of course, even today. This afternoon and during the next few days he would have to pay calls at all the right houses, leaving his card and making his presence known. Tomorrow Margaret and John were expected to arrive in town and there would be all the upheaval of getting Georgina and Lavinia ready to face the whirlwind. He would have to be seen with them. He would have to escort them everywhere. He had no intention of neglecting his responsibilities while he engaged in the sort of excesses and debaucheries that had left him feeling curiously dissatisfied two years before. He was Sir Nathaniel Gascoigne, baronet, now. He was a brother and a cousin first and foremost.

But there would be a few days of relative quiet. He would not, after all, have to accompany the girls to modistes and milliners and shoemakers, and all the rest. He would merely have to pay the bills. He could allow himself some time for personal enjoyment—for rides like this in the park with his friends, for visits to White’s Club and Tattersall’s and the races. For women. His need had been held at bay while he was at Bowood. Now it was not to be denied. In the future, he decided, he must make frequent visits to town. Two years was just too long a time.

But he had been woolgathering. The two females who had been approaching them on foot for some time, their black-and-white collie dashing about exploring while never losing sight of them, had drawn closer and Eden was whistling under his breath.

“A diamond of the first water, would you not agree, Nat?” he said quietly. “Now, if one were in the market for a bride ...”

The younger and taller of the two ladies was indeed both pretty and elegant, and she was finely clad in a high-waisted  walking dress of a pale blue color that complemented her very blond hair and fair complexion to perfection. She was also an extremely young lady—probably younger even than Georgina.

“But one is not, Ede,” he said firmly. “And if one were, one could do better than rob cradles.”

Eden chuckled.

But Kenneth was exclaiming loudly enough to be heard by the ladies. “By Jove,” he said heartily, “it is! Just see who it is, fellows.”

The other three looked more closely at the two ladies. The second one, smaller, older, less elegant, less fashionably clad than her companion, had at first appeared almost invisible beside her. But it was on this second lady that their eyes all finally alighted—and they looked at her with equal astonishment and pleasure.

“Sophie!” Rex exclaimed. “By all that is wonderful!”

“Sophie Armitage!” Eden said simultaneously. “Devil take it, but you are a sight for sore eyes.”

Kenneth swept off his beaver hat and smiled dazzlingly. “What a wonderful pleasure this is, Sophie,” he said.

“Sophie, my dear.” Nathaniel leaned down from his horse’s back and stretched out his right hand toward her. “This is a pleasant surprise to greet a fellow on his first morning in London in two years. You are looking well.”

She shook his hand, her handshake as firm as a man‘s, as it always had been, Nathaniel remembered, and smiled at each of them in turn with genuine warmth. “The Four Horsemen,” she said. “And all in company together, looking as handsome and as dashing as ever, just as if three years had not passed. But it is early morning and perhaps I am dreaming.” She was laughing. “Do you see four gentlemen on horseback here, Sarah? Four of the handsomest rogues in England? Or am I imagining them?” But even as she spoke she was busily shaking hands with the other three.

Dear Sophie. She had been in the Peninsula with them. Her husband had been another comrade of theirs, and she  had traveled everywhere with him, tougher, more resilient than most of the men. She had quietly looked after her husband’s needs and had taken all his fellow officers under her wing too, tending wounds, mending tears in uniforms, brushing out stains, sewing buttons back on even though there had been valets and batmen enough to perform the tasks for them. Her hands might as well be busy while she listened to their nonsense and their idle chatter, she had always said when they had thought to protest. She had cooked for them sometimes too, though none of the other officers’ wives would have so demeaned themselves. They had wangled many an invitation to sit at Walter Armitage’s table.

Strangely, Nathaniel thought now as he smiled down at her, genuinely glad to see her again, as they all were, they had never really thought of Sophie as they had thought of other women in her position. They had not thought of her as frail and in need of their chivalrous gallantry. Yet she must have been very young indeed when she went to the Peninsula with Armitage and she was small enough to arouse the male protective instinct. But she had always seemed more like a comrade than a mere woman, someone with whom they had all been thoroughly comfortable. Even Armitage had seemed to treat her more as a friend than as a wife. Though there was no knowing, of course, what sort of a relationship they had had within the privacy of their own billets.

Poor Sophie had listened to many a story that would have caused other ladies to swoon quite away—and told in the sort of coarse language that would have caused additional fits of the vapors. She had never flinched and had never reproached them—neither had her husband. It had never occurred to them to modify either their language or their topics of conversation around her. Not that they had not respected her, but—well, they had respected her as an equal.

Everyone had liked Sophie. Perhaps because Sophie had always appeared to like everyone. It would have been hard to find a more cheerful soul. And she was beaming up at  them now with all the old good humor, all the old air of camaraderie, even though she had been a widow for almost three years. And the old slight shabbiness of clothing. And the old untidy wisps of curly brown hair escaping the brim of her bonnet. Damn but it was good to see her again.

“We are real enough to bellow ouch if you pinched us, Sophie,” Nathaniel said, “as are you, by Jove. Are you still basking in the glory of Walter’s fame?” Perhaps, he thought too late, the words had been too carelessly spoken. Perhaps she grieved too deeply to do any basking. But one could not somehow imagine Sophie distraught with grief—certainly not after three years.

“Oh, yes indeed,” she said, smiling. “I thought people would forget within a fortnight. But it has been almost two years now since my day at Carlton House and still people remember what a great hero he was. Doors are still wide open to me despite my extreme lack of presence. And now Sarah and Lewis are here for the Season with their mama and papa and they are being received with deference because they are Walter’s niece and nephew. It is most gratifying. Walter would be thrilled—and amused, I daresay.” Her eyes twinkled with merriment.

“Everyone loves a hero—and a heroine, Sophie,” Nathaniel said.

“Walter would be genuinely pleased for you, Sophie,” Kenneth said. “And what is this about your lack of presence ? You are as conceited as you ever were, I see.”

Sophie laughed and then sobered. “Oh, pardon me,” she said, turning to the young lady half hidden behind her. “May I have the honor of presenting my niece? Walter’s niece, that is. Sarah Armitage, daughter of Viscount Houghton, here for the Season with her parents and her brother. Four of your uncle Walter’s dear friends, Sarah.” She presented each of them in turn while her young niece—she could not be a day over eighteen, Nathaniel decided—blushed and curtsied and peered shyly up at them.

“Your horses are eager to be moving,” Sophie said with great practicality after they had all made their bows to the  girl and gazed at her appreciatively, “and I daresay you all are too. And my dog is eager to find new trees to sniff. It has been a great pleasure to meet you again. I do hope you enjoy your stay in town. Good morning to you.”

“But we must see you again,” Rex said, laying one arm across the neck of his horse and leaning forward. “We cannot simply lose you again after finding you, Sophie. My wife and I are entertaining some friends at Rawleigh House the evening after tomorrow. I believe you qualify. Will you come? I will have my wife call upon you with a formal invitation if you wish.”

“Oh, you are married, of course,” she said, smiling warmly at Rex. “I had heard that. I would not have set wagers on your being the first, Rex, I must say, but you were, were you not? Well, Lady Rawleigh is a fortunate woman to have such a handsome, charming husband, though one can only hope that she is of suitably strong character—she also has a rogue for a husband. I have not forgotten you.” Her eyes were twinkling again. She was wagging one finger at him.

“Now, Sophie,” he said, sounding aggrieved, “I shall rescind my invitation if you intend regaling Catherine’s ears with tales from my past.”

“Me?” she said, laughing. “My lips are firmly buttoned, I promise you. You need not send Lady Rawleigh on a formal visit, though. I daresay she has enough to do without calling upon me. I would be delighted to attend your gathering of friends.”

“Do you keep a carriage, Sophie?” Eden asked. “If not, I would be pleased to take you up in mine and escort you to Rawleigh House.”

“Now, a carriage,” she said, lifting the forefinger she had just been wagging, and laughing at the same time, “is one thing the government did not think of granting me. Perhaps if Walter had saved the life of the Prince of Wales ... But poor Walter, he is not here to enjoy the joke and he really  would have enjoyed it. Thank you, Eden, that would be remarkably civil of you.”

“And I shall escort you home again at the end of the evening,” Nathaniel said. “It would be my pleasure, my dear.”

She beamed at each of them in turn before firmly taking her leave. She had not changed. She had never pressed her company on anyone. It was always they who had pressed theirs on her. It had never occurred to any of them to wonder if sometimes Sophie would not have preferred more privacy or more time alone with Walter.

“I feel ashamed of myself,” Rex said as they rode onward. “I remember reading all the reports of the honors paid poor Armitage—half with amusement, I must confess. One would have sworn that every other British soldier on the battlefield was lounging at his ease, twiddling his thumbs, and that only Armitage, like an avenging angel with glittering sword and flashing eyes and ginger mus taches—though those last were not mentioned in any of the reports—was saving them from the froggish brutes led onto the slaughtering fields by the Corsican monster. Those reports, as I distinctly remember, did overflow with all those clichés as well as every other known to man. But then I believe Sophie is amused by it all too—she always had the best sense of humor of almost any woman I have known—or any man, for that matter. Anyway, I remember reading about the London town house. Yet it has never occurred to me to call upon her when I have been in town.”

“Or to me either, Rex,” Eden said, “though I have spent a great deal more time in London than any of you during the past two years. And I have never run into her until today. Good old Sophie. She was one of the best comrades a man ever had. I am glad you invited her to Rawleigh House.”

“I want Catherine to meet her,” Rex said. “They will like each other, I believe. And Moira too, Ken.”

They were all smiling cheerfully, Nathaniel noticed. As who would not on a lovely morning in lovely surroundings and in company with close friends? But Sophie had always had that affect on the men with whom she had been surrounded. She had always made a day seem just a little brighter—though perhaps they had been unconscious of exactly who or what it was that had made them more cheerful. It would be good to meet her at greater leisure at Rex’s and to have a chat with her. It would be good to reminisce.

He had written to her on the occasion of Walter’s posthumous decoration and had had a very civil reply. He had not written after that. He was a single man and it had suddenly occurred to him that she was now a single lady and it was not proper for them to exchange letters. But he had not forgotten her in the intervening years, as the others appeared to have done—it was so easy to forget people who had been really quite close friends during the war. He had fully intended calling upon her, taking Georgina and Lavinia with him. Though he had not been certain that she would be in town or at the same house. He was glad to discover that he had not lost touch with her and would see her again.

But that was two nights hence. In the meantime there were tonight and tomorrow night—and he intended to savor to the full all they had to offer. He supposed he would allow Eden to choose the exact place and mode of entertainment. It was, after all, almost two years since he had been in town himself. He guessed that all the old brothels still flourished and perhaps even some of the same girls. But Eden could be relied upon to have more up-to-date information. And Eden could be trusted to choose the best.

There was enormous pleasure in anticipating the night ahead. And he positively refused, Nathaniel thought, to react to his own anticipation as the staid country gentleman he had become. He refused to think about the dubious morality of employing a whore for the night. He was going to enjoy himself.

Deuce take it, but it had been a long time. Too long. Far too long.

“Breakfast at White’s?” Eden suggested. “And a morning of looking at the papers and perhaps wandering over to Jackson’s boxing saloon? This feels quite like old times.”

“Not quite, Eden,” Kenneth said. “Moira would have my head if I absented myself for the whole morning. Besides which, it would give me no great pleasure to absent myself. We are going to bring Jamie for a romp in the park before it gets too busy this afternoon.”

“We dull married fellows, Eden,” Rex said, laughing. “You will have to join our ranks one of these days and find out what all the attraction is.”

Eden shuddered theatrically. “Many thanks for the thought, old boy,” he said, “but no thanks. And do you have to return to the twenty sisters too, Nat?”

“Not even to the one sister and one cousin,” Nathaniel said. “They both expressed their intention of sleeping until noon after the tedium of the journey. Lead the way to White’s.”

What an exhilarating morning it was turning out to be, he thought. He did not doubt that he would be happy enough to return to Bowood for the summer—alone, he hoped—but while he was here he was going to enjoy everything that town and society—and the demimonde—had to offer.
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