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            AN UNEXPECTED ENCOUNTER
          
        
        
        
      

      
        A shadow fell across the page of Catherine's book. She moved it to a better light. The shadow followed and Catherine looked up straight into the cold gray eyes of the Marquis of Rutherston.
      

      
        "My dear Daisy, or Dolly, or Polly, or whatever your name happens to be," he began in frigid accents, "I approve of your devotion to literature, but I would be obliged if you would put your picture book away and attend to your duties."
      

      
        She had not meant to play the role he had cast her in, but before she could stop herself she heard herself say, "If it please your lordship, I didn't mean no harm."
      

      
        "Let me see which of my books has taken your fancy," he said in a more conciliatory tone as he drew the book from Catherine's grasp. "Greek?" he demanded incredulously.
      

      
        "Is that what it is, your lordship?" she said, meeting his eyes for the first time. "I was only tracing them there squiggles with my finger. The letters are so pretty. Can you read it, sir?" she asked archly.
      

      
        Their eyes held for a long moment and all mockery left Catherine's face as she read the expression in Rutherston's eyes. He heard Catherine's gasp as she turned for flight, but in an instant he had her in his arms.       
      

      
        His kiss was hard and thorough, and so shocked was Catherine, that she made no move to pull away. . . . 
      

      
         
      

      
         
      

      
        
          BLUESTOCKING BRIDE
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          
        
      

    

  

 
 
 
For Mollie
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ZEBRA BOOKS
are published by
 
Kensington Publishing Corp. 
475 Park Avenue South 
New York, NY 10016
 
Copyright © 1987 by Mary George
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior written consent of the Publisher, excepting brief quotes used in reviews.
 
First printing: November 1987 
 
Printed in the United States of America
CLS 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-one
Chapter Twenty-Two


[bookmark: _Toc252198522]Chapter One
 
Richard Fotherville, Marquis of Rutherston, flicked the ribbons of his matched grays, urging them into a brisker trot. His cousin, Charles Norton, an open-faced young man of three and twenty, looked at Rutherston with an appreciative twinkle in his eyes.
"By Jove, Richard, you are in a foul temper today. You have hardly said two words to me since we set off from the Bull & Finch. When I think of it, my dear cousin, you have been in a blue funk since we set off from town yesterday. Now what can have occurred to put you in the dismals?"
Mr. Charles Norton smiled broadly as he observed the frown deepen on Rutherston's brow. He thought that he had a fair idea of what was troubling his cousin.
"It don't have anything to do with the fact that you have just celebrated a birthday, Richard?" He paused for effect. "A thirtieth birthday," he added with a chuckle.
Lord Rutherston gave his cousin a sideways glance, and seeing the open laughter on his face, relaxed his own grim countenance. "You may well mock, you young whelp, but I see little to be amused about." A smile belied the harshness of his tone. "How the devil I had the folly to confide in you I shall never comprehend." He flicked the ribbons impatiently, urging his grays on.
A comfortable silence descended, and each man was left to his own thoughts as the soft rolling hills of Surrey flew by.
Rutherston's frown returned. He was in a blue funk, and Charles had unerringly fingered the cause. He allowed his thoughts to wander to that night, only a fortnight before, when there had been a small family gathering in his mother's house on Green Street to celebrate his thirtieth birthday.
The conversation at the dinner table on that cold January evening in the year of our Lord 1811 had been all of the Regency Bill that had just come before Parliament. With the sovereign, George III, reverting to one of his mad and melancholy spells and retired once more to the seclusion of Windsor, it was imperative that his heir, the Prince of Wales, be appointed to the national helm as regent. Too many matters of importance vital to the safety of the country had been left in abeyance, Rutherston reflected, and the British army in Portugal was suffering from lack of direction as a consequence.
Rutherston's brother-in-law, the Duke of Beau- main, voiced his gloomy predictions.
"Daresay the prince will oust the Tories and bring in his batch of Whig supporters. If he does, we can expect even less support for Wellesley in the Peninsula. Then who will be left to clip the wings of that damned upstart Corsican?"
"Oh, I don't know," Rutherston returned thoughtfully. "The prince, as regent, may not wish to align himself with the opposition. The Whigs have served their purpose. Now that Prinny is taking over the reins, he will not need their support against his father and his ministers. No, I think the Whigs may be counting their chickens before they are hatched if they expect the prince to bring in a new government."
He had tried to prolong the conversation as long as possible, but he had known that his mother was anxious for a private interview with him. When the covers had been removed and the port decanter and glasses set on the gleaming mahogany table for the gentlemen, she had asked Rutherston if he would escort her to her sitting room for a few minutes' private conversation.
He had squared his shoulders and set his expression resolutely, like a man about to embark on a well- matched duel. He was aware of a knowing smile exchanged between his older sister and her husband, Duke Henry, as he offered his mother his arm to lead her dutifully from the dining room.
Their interview had been brief and to the point. The marchioness had merely reminded him, as she had so often done in the last number of years, of his promise.
That deuced promise! He tried to recall the circumstances that had induced him to make it. He had been a mere five and twenty at the time. It was the sense of anxiety, he decided, that had pervaded the atmosphere when he was in the presence of his mother and sister and had intruded upon every conversation. To them, it was an intolerable thing and not to be borne that his name should die out and the entailed estates and the title revert to the crown.
They had used all their powers of persuasion to get him married, exerting all their energies to introduce him to every eligible young female of their acquaintance who would, by birth and breeding, make a suitable wife for the sixth Marquis of Rutherston. So relentless were they that Rutherston had begun to feel beleaguered. In desperation, and exasperation, he had promised them that he would marry, putting off the evil day till he should attain his thirtieth year. A five years' respite had seemed like an eon to him then, but the day of reckoning had come all too soon upon him.
He knew that he was in no worse position than any other eligible young man of his station. They might buck and rear, but in the end, so it seemed to him, they were always broken, bridled, and hobbled. It was the way of the world. His Name, his House must continue. And he had no doubt that if and when he had an heir of his own body, he would expect the same filial duty to Family as he was now preparing to offer.
His mother had settled herself more comfortably into her chair, but he had remained standing and looking out the window as a light fall of snow blanketed the city streets in white.
"Well, Richard?" his mother had begun with a touch of asperity in her voice.
"Well, Mama?" he returned, mocking her tone as he moved to take his place on an adjacent sofa.
"Richard, I rely on you to keep your promise and do your duty to your Name and your House." His mother spoke with impatience, not at all in the voice he was used to hearing from his doting parent.
"Is there to be no reprieve then, Mama?" he asked, charming her with his boyish grin.
"Fustian!" she replied, not taken in. "Marriage to the right woman will be the making of you."
"Ah, the right woman! And where am I to find this paragon, pray?"
"I said the right woman, you incorrigible flirt, not paragon. Surely among your acquaintance there must be a girl with some starch—someone who isn't afraid to give you a good tongue-lashing when you fall foul of her?"
"A good tongue lashing?" Shock registered on Rutherston's face, and his mother smiled smugly to see the effect of her words. "You must be joking, Mama, if you think I would countenance a match with a tempestuous wench! The woman I choose to be my marchioness will be sweet-tempered, docile, and biddable."
"Bah!" the dowager retorted in disgust. "Just like the mount your sister insists I ride now that I'm into my dotage, I suppose—a wishy-washy creature with no spirit. A comfortable ride, I grant you, but so predictable!"
"No! The Indomitable Belle Fotherville reduced to such a pass? Never say so, Mama!"
"Ah, you may chuckle at your mother's misfortune, you young whelp, but when I was a gel, let me tell you, I had some spunk. And your father admired me for it."
The marquis, perceiving that his mother was about to embark on her favorite reminiscence of how she had escaped from the clutches of her wicked guardian to come to his father in little more than her shift, exerted himself to head her off.
"When you come down to Fotherville House, Mama, I promise to find you a more spirited mount."
"A more spirited mount? We were talking of a suitable bride for you, I think. Now how did you contrive to turn the subject into horseflesh, you naughty boy? No matter. Let us return to the terms of your promise."
"Yes, Mama," replied Rutherston, suppressing a sigh.
"You will own, I think, Richard, that since you made that promise, your family has put little restraint on your mode of life. But now," she continued seriously, "that must change. It is time for you to marry and set up your nursery."
"Oh, I have no disinclination to set up my nursery," Rutherston joked, "if only I need not marry a wife!" He gave her a quizzical look, expecting to see her smile, but the dowager was not amused.
"It will not do, Richard, it will not do. Your mode of life is a constant worry to me and an irritation to your sister. Richard, if I have grandchildren, I would wish to be proud of them, not have them hidden from my knowledge because they are base born."
She heard her son's sharp intake of breath, then a soft laugh as he bent over to kiss her gently on the cheek. "Am I such a worry to you then, ma'am?" he asked affectionately. "I need not be. It has not come to that, I assure you. You may rest easy, for I intend to stand by my word. But you will not mind if I take more than a se'ennight to find a suitable wife?" He brought her hand to his lips. "Mama," he said, all signs of levity gone from manner and expression, "I know what I owe my Name and my Station, and I promise that before long you will be the happiest of women."
The dowager marchioness had searched her son's face intently, and what she saw there seemed to satisfy her.
Rutherston mused on that penetrating look. His mother understood him very well. Perhaps she had seen more than he had been willing to concede. Had she grasped that his gay, bachelor existence was, in fact, a crashing bore? There was only one mode of life that he could imagine more boring, and that was the state of wedlock. "It is a case of damned if I do and damned if I don't," he thought, a deeper melancholy settling upon him.
He had considered at one time abandoning his idle existence to join Wellesley in Portugal. But the reprobation of his family had stifled that ambition. Heirs to titles did not have the same freedom of choice as younger sons, but had responsibilities and duties to assume about which their younger brothers knew little. He glanced musingly at Norton, envying him his carefree life. And now he had this drat promise hanging over his head like the sword of Damocles.
Lord Rutherston must marry, but he had no inclination to find a wife. Women were a bore, especially the empty-headed widgeons that graced the balls, halls, and drawing-rooms of fashionable London when the Season was at its height.
If one found a woman of intelligence, she invariably had the face of a horse; if she were endowed with beauty and grace she was bound to be bird- witted; and if she had that certain something that he called "quality," she was almost certainly as coldblooded as a fish.
He let his mind linger fleetingly on the warmblooded women he had known—the fashionable im- pures, those Cyprians whom he had on occasion allowed to share his bed. He thought of Marguerite, whose protector he now was. She was beautiful, intelligent, and passionate. She was also grasping and ambitious and fast becoming a bore. His mind strayed to Lady Pamela, his latest conquest, and his gloom deepened.
His reverie was broken by a question his cousin had flung at him. "My dear fellow," said Charles amiably, "do strive for a little countenance. You look like a general who has just lost a battle—not at all like the man of title, fortune, and favor that you are. Now do pay attention. I asked you how far it is to your uncle Bernard's estate. Surely it can't be far now?"
Rutherston replied that they would be there directly, and once again, for the umpteenth time, explained to his cousin why his uncle's estate, unentailed as it was, had been bequeathed to him.
"Well, it don't seem quite the thing," said Norton with some vehemence. "When you think of all the younger sons of no fortune and with little prospects, that he should leave it to you just because you read classics at Oxford!"
"Not because I read classics, Charles. 'Twas because I excelled at classics," Rutherston corrected mildly. "There is a difference, you know."
"Fudge!" retorted Norton, not mincing words. "My argument still stands. He left his property to you on the merest whim when there are probably a dozen more worthy candidates to whom such an estate would be regarded as a plum. You don't need it, nor even want it, I'll be bound."
Rutherston turned away to hide his smile. Norton, as a younger son, was talking with the vehemence of personal experience. Rutherston fully intended, with the utmost discretion of course, to ease that young man's way in the world when he judged that the time was right. Meantime, his young cousin was content to idle away his days, hoping no doubt, that the right girl with the right face and fortune would just happen to come his way.
With some semblance of equanimity in his voice, Rutherston wondered aloud at the eccentricity of a doddering old uncle who had bequeathed a choice estate to a relation—a connection really—whom he had hardly seen, and upon so trifling a circumstance.
The news of his inheritance had come to him on the day following his birthday, and he had grasped at the excuse of paying a visit to the neighborhood to look it over. It would be a short respite from the task his mother had set him. Two weeks later had seen Rutherston embark on his journey in company of his young cousin, Mr. Charles Norton, who was enthused at the prospect of the riding, shooting, and hunting that Rutherston had promised. The two men enjoyed each other's company, despite the difference in their ages, and the marquis felt himself to be much more in the role of elder brother than distant cousin. The prospect of male camaraderie in thoroughly masculine pursuits for the next month or so was a most pleasant diversion from the petticoat government of Green Street and the muslin company of the demimonde, and did much to relieve his lordship's black mood.
Norton eased back in the curricle, observing appreciatively his cousin's handling of the high-stepping grays. It would be going too far to say that he hero- worshipped the older man, although he held him in the greatest affection and highest esteem. But Norton was well aware of his cousin's flaws, although he owned that a man who had such a title and fortune could be excused for being a trifle high in the instep. Norton wriggled uncomfortably in his place at the thought of his mild disloyalty. Not that Richard had ever displayed that side of his character to him. Their relationship had always been marked by cordiality and informality. And then, for some reason or another, unfathomable to Norton, Richard had taken to him. In his manner to others, however, he sometimes displayed an aristocratic hauteur that kept them at a distance. It was not exactly pride, but something very close to it; not a sense of his own consequence but more a sense of his own worth, not as a marquis, but as a man. It was hard to define, and Norton soon gave up the effort.
"Well, Charles?" Rutherston broke the easy silence that had fallen between them. "Do you mind giving up a few weeks of the Season to bury yourself down here with me?"
"Not I," said Norton with a shake of his head, "but I am surprised that you should."
"I?" Rutherston asked in some surprise. "What can you mean?"
"Oh, only that I would have thought that the hunting in London was more in your line."
"Hunting?" repeated the marquis in some confusion. "In London?"
"Well, I only surmise that the kind of game you are looking for will be much bigger in town—but of course, the Season ain't underway yet." Norton suppressed a chortle.
The confusion on the marquis's face gave way to enlightenment.
Rutherston was about to return some freezing rejoinder, but seeing the shaking of his friend's shoulders, he stayed the retort on his lips.
After a moment or two, his face broke into a grin, and then his laughter joined his friend's.
Thus it was, on a fine afternoon in February, near the beginning of the London Season, the good folk of the village of Breckenridge, in the county of Surrey, beheld two fine London gentlemen almost doubled up with laughter as their curricle bowled along the High Street at a spanking pace, with a liveried groom perched up behind.
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Catherine Harland paused atop her perch on the rough-hewn country stile and looked irately at the muddy patch of water that barred her path to Branley Park. A thick mass of bramble bushes on either side of her formed an impenetrable obstacle. The puddle had to be crossed. After only a moment's hesitation, she gathered up her skirts and threw herself bodily across the mire. She fell headlong on the soft ground, but her pelisse brushed the surface of the puddle and a dark stain spread along its hem.
"Damn!" Catherine muttered under her breath, borrowing one of her older brother's hackneyed expletives. She looked round guiltily to ascertain whether or not she had been overheard. Satisfied that no one was in the vicinity, nor like to be, she picked herself up and repeated her expletive more forcibly. "Damn! And damn again!" Her amber eyes danced merrily to hear her own audacity—a shocking want of conduct, she knew, in one of her gentle birth.
Catherine was not overly anxious about the state of her appearance, for she had donned her plainest attire that afternoon to walk the three miles from her home, Ardo House. With a cursory shake to the hem of her pelisse, she made her way through the leafless copse of willows and birch following the well-trod path that led to Branley Park.
It was a large house, much grander than any in the neighborhood, and bordered her father's estate. She loved this house—not because of its style or furnishings, which were rather shabby and old-fashioned, but because here she had been—her mind searched for the word she wanted—not happy, but comfortable. That was it. She had been comfortable and at her ease in a way that was not possible at home. In the late Bernard Fortescue, country gentleman and scholar of some note, Catherine had found a congenial companion. It had been Mr. Fortescue who had encouraged one of the few accomplishments Catherine possessed, a love and knowledge of all things Greek. It was he who had taught her the rudiments of the language almost ten years before when a sudden downpour of rain had put an end to the annual picnic that was always held at Branley Park for the people of Breckenridge and its environs.
Catherine, a child of eleven, had wandered into his library to while away the time. He had found her, curled up in a chair, book in hand, poring over the Greek alphabet. Merely thinking to humor a disappointed child, Mr. Fortescue had answered all her questions and piqued her interest. She had proved to be an apt pupil and had been invited to return. This had been only the beginning.
At first her mother had indulged Catherine's whim to learn, but when she saw that she excelled and that this was no harmless pastime but a dangerous snare that might have her unfortunate daughter labeled "clever," she had put her foot down. Gentlemen did not like women who were clever, and women who were clever concealed this fact from men.
But Catherine had found a supporter in Uncle John, her father's brother, who was himself a teacher of classics at Oxford, and his influence with her father had given Catherine a reprieve. Greek she could learn, but only if she applied herself to all the other accomplishments that were the mark of the true lady of quality.
It had been her habit, in the last number of years, to spend one afternoon a week with Mr. Fortescue in his library. She had long since mastered the intricacies of the language, and their time together had been mostly spent in discussing Greek life and thought in general. He had widened her scope to include other fields, and Catherine had taken to the intellectual life.
As a matter of habit, Catherine found herself making her way to Branley Park as if she still had her weekly appointment with Mr. Fortescue. But she would have no one now to share her insights, no more delightful conversations or heated arguments on the characters who peopled the masterpieces of the Greek playwrights.
The copse ended abruptly on an expanse of winter- brown lawn, and Catherine followed a cobbled path to the back of the house. She unlatched the outside door and entered a large, airy kitchen, shaking her pelisse free of grass and dust, smiling a greeting as she did so.
A spry, elderly country woman rose from a table where she had been polishing a silver tray and came forward to greet her, and she relieved Catherine of her mud-spattered cloak.
"Ah, Miss Catherine, I'm that pleased to see ye. Will ye have time to stay and have some refreshment?"
"Yes, thank you, Mrs. Bates, if it's no trouble to you," Catherine replied warmly. "I see you are putting things in order for his lordship. Do you expect him soon?"
"He sent word that he would be here within the fortnight. But he'll be sending down his own town servants afore he arrives. When his lordship comes, Mr. Bates and me will learn what's to become of us."
Catherine put her hand on the older woman's arm and said encouragingly, "I don't think you need worry, Mrs. Bates. A house of these proportions cannot lie empty. Even if his lordship chooses not to let it, he must keep it in order."
Her reward was to see the older woman smile in appreciation.
"Eh now, Miss Catherine, you'll be going to the library. IH put the kettle on and bring you a nice dish of tea."
Catherine opened the door that led to the living quarters, making her way to a large saloon near the front entrance. She removed her bonnet, threw it on the chair, and walked to the center of the room. She turned in a circle, surveying what she considered to be her domain. How she loved this room!
Long windows opened onto a terrace, and the light streamed in on two sides. Apart from the fireplace wall, every available inch of space was covered with books. She walked to the section containing her favorites and ran her fingers along their spines, murmuring the names of the authors: Aeschylus, Euripides, Sophocles, as if their names were musical cadences.
In a moment she had found her favorite, the most perfect play ever written, with the character of the most perfect man. Settling herself in one of the wing chairs flanking the fireplace, she was soon engrossed in the beauty of the poetry and the tragedy of the plot. When Mrs. Bates entered quietly a few minutes later with the promised tea, Catherine gave no sign of awareness. Mrs. Bates placed the tray on a small side table and discreetly withdrew. Miss Catherine was a real bookworm. It would take a thunderbolt to get her attention now.
So it was that Catherine, curled up in her chair, did not hear the clip-clop of hooves as Rutherston's curricle drove up to the front door, nor was she aware of the bustle just outside the library as he gave instructions to his groom, Simpson, for the stabling of the grays and disposal of the baggage.
Some time later, a shadow fell across the page of Catherine's book. She moved it to a better light. The shadow followed, and Catherine looked up straight into the cold gray eyes of the Marquis of Rutherston.
"My dear Daisy, or Dolly, or Polly, or whatever your name happens to be," he began in frigid accents, "I approve of your devotion to literature, but I would be obliged if you would put your picture book away and attend to your duties. You will find Mrs. Bates upstairs in a bustle and short of hands."
Catherine, whose first reaction had been dismay, now found her own ire rising. She surveyed the young man more closely, and saw that he was above average height, dark hair rather long on the collar, broad shouldered, and of muscular physique. The cut of his coat proclaimed the aristocrat, but the effect was spoiled by the supercilious scowl that marred his handsome face. Catherine had no doubt that she was facing an enraged Marquis of Rutherston.
She snapped the book shut, and more slowly than she needed to, uncurled her legs from the chair and stood up. She lowered her eyes, which she knew were flashing with anger, and dropped the hint of a curtsy. She had not meant to play the role he had cast her in, but before she could stop herself she heard herself say, "If it please your lordship, I didn't mean-no harm."
It was the marquis's turn now to appraise the slip of a girl standing before him.
Rutherston, who was accustomed to the finery of London ladies, supposed that Catherine's plain gray frock, which he had only glanced at in a cursory fashion, was the mark of a superior servant, distinguishing her from the kitchen domestics. He noticed her trim, well-formed figure, an abundance of russet hair hugging her oval face, and dark lashes curving along her cheek. She would be only a pretty chit of a thing, he thought, except for her glowing coloring. Her dark auburn hair cast a golden glow on her creamy complexion. Although her eyes were still downcast, Rutherston sensed that her demeanor was provocative rather than demure, but dismissed that suspicion instantly from his mind. No chit of a maid would dare to tease one of his consequence.
"Let me see which of my books has taken your fancy," he said in a more conciliatory tone as he drew the book from Catherine's grasp. Was it his imagination, or did he feel a slight resistance? He opened the book, then quickly looked down at her in astonishment. "Greek?" he demanded incredulously.
"Is that what it is, your lordship?" meeting his eyes for the first time. "I was only tracing them there squiggles with my finger. The letters are so pretty. Can you read it, sir?" she asked archly.
Amber eyes widened in mock admiration and smiled into gray. Their eyes held for a long moment and all mockery left Catherine's face as she read the expression in Rutherston's eyes. He heard Catherine's gasp as she turned for flight, but in an instant he had her in his arms.
His kiss was hard and thorough, and so shocked was Catherine that she made no move to pull away. She recognized that in some way she had been at fault and was deeply mortified to think that she had put herself into an intolerable situation.
But as his kiss lingered, and she felt his warm tongue trying to probe her lips apart, she strained back as hard as she could. Rutherston responded by pulling her close. Something stirred within her, her breath quickened, and she found herself parting her lips to receive his kisses.
When she found herself thrust roughly away from him her embarrassment was acute, and she could not bring herself to meet his eyes. He laughed shortly.
"You must excuse my ardor," he drawled, striving to steady his voice, "but the force of your charms quite overcame my scruples. You can go now, my girl, and in future I suggest that you keep out of my way." In an attempt to mask his own embarrassment and want of discretion, Rutherston's demeanor had assumed a forbidding hauteur.
Catherine felt as if she would die of shame, and wondered how she could retrieve herself from such an impossible position.
It was at that moment that Charles Norton walked into the library in search of his cousin and stopped on the threshold, one hand on the door handle.
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Catherine turned toward the intruder in relief.
"Miss Harland," Norton said in delight, striding toward her and taking her hand in his. "Mrs. Bates was just telling me that you were in the library, and I came at once." He glanced at the glowering marquis, suspecting that he had walked in on a confrontation. "I see you've met my cousin," he added uncertainly.
Catherine's laugh sounded forced in her own ears. "How good it is to meet you again, Mr. Norton," she managed in a normal voice, and with genuine pleasure. "I am afraid you have walked in on a scene of mistaken identity. No, I have not had the pleasure of being introduced to your cousin."
She turned to face Rutherston, chin high and eyes steady, daring him to reveal one scrap of what had taken place between them.
"Richard," said Norton, happy to oblige, "this is Miss Catherine Harland, you know, old Harly's niece. Miss Norton, may I present my cousin, Lord Rutherston?" Catherine curtsied deeply, and Rutherston gave a slight bow that just stopped short of being uncivil.
Norton was surprised to see the set of his friend's
face, and rightly supposed that the case of mistaken identity of which Catherine spoke had been a cause of embarrassment to him.
"Old Harly?" asked Rutherston. "I don't recollect. . . ."
He looked from one to the other in polite inquiry. He didn't care whose niece the chit was. She had behaved like a hoyden and put him in a ridiculous position. He would soon put her in her place and make her wish that she had never crossed swords with the Marquis of Rutherston.
"Don't you remember, Richard? Old Harly taught classics at Oxford. Didn't you read under him? I thought you had, somehow. That's where Miss Harland and I met, when I was up at Oxford and Miss Harland was visiting her relations. Tell me, Miss Harland, how is your brother, Tom? Haven't seen him in an age, though I don't think the fault is all his."
Catherine searched his face quickly, determining at once that Mr. Norton's inquiry was not uttered as a matter of form but from genuine interest, and in a moment or two she was animatedly describing her older brother's adventures and scrapes since he had come down from Oxford to take up the life of a country gentleman. These reflections, as a matter of course, led to an exchange of reminiscences on life at Oxford, and Rutherston, who had been observing them covertly, a fixed smile upon his lips, heard his i cousin ask Catherine if she was still keeping up her Greek studies.
"Ah, that explains it," said Rutherston, determinedly breaking into the conversation. "I found Miss Harland reading this." He held up the copy of "Hippolytus." "I take it, Miss Harland, that my uncle gave you the run of his library, no doubt taking you for a kindred spirit? A veritable blue stocking, if I'm not mistaken?"
So saying, he proffered the book which Catherine took into her hands, but he did not release it immediately. "Please feel free to continue using my library whenever it suits you. I am sure that you won't be in the way. Mr. Norton and I don't intend to be much in the house."
He had hardly uttered this uncivil speech when he regretted it. No one could doubt that he was giving her a set-down, and in so doing had betrayed his own lack of composure.
"Please do, Miss Harland," Norton interjected, trying to make amends for his cousin's discourtesy. "And if you don't mind company once in a while, I'd be delighted to er . . ." He waved his hand vaguely in the general direction, of the books.
"You cannot think that I will accept your kind offer," said Catherine to Norton, her voice warm with gratitude. "I know perfectly well that your love of books is in proportion to your distance from them—or so I've heard you say on many occasions."
Norton laughed and eyed Catherine in frank admiration. "Miss Harland, I had hoped to come into a part of the world where I might pass myself off as a sage. I see that I shall have to mind how I go on, since you know me so well."
Catherine joined in his laughter, but was uncomfortably aware of Rutherston's tense stand. She turned to face him.
"My lord," she began," I do beg your pardon for trespassing on your hospitality. You must believe that I should never have come here if I had known you were so soon to arrive. Indeed, your housekeeper assured me that you would not be here until your servants had come from town."
Rutherston waved his hand as if to signify that it was of no consequence.
Catherine continued, "I thank you for offering me the freedom of your library, but I do believe you mistake?"
"I?" said Rutherston with a lift of his brow.
"I believe that this is my library, my lord, left to me under the terms of Mr. Fortescue's will?" Her voice was light, but her intention unmistakable, and Rutherston was completely taken aback.
Catherine gave him her sweetest smile. "Pray feel free to make use of it whenever you like, my lord, until such time as I have made arrangements to have the books transported to Ardo House. I collect the terms were one year?"
In a few minutes she was gone, having taken her leave, very prettily, of the two gentlemen, but not before Norton had promised to call on her family to renew their acquaintance at his earliest convenience.
He turned back into the room, his brows knit in puzzlement, and surveyed his cousin thoughtfully. Rutherston was leaning against the mantel in an attitude of studied nonchalance.
"Well, what a piece of luck meeting Miss Harland like this," Norton began.
"Do you think so?" Rutherston drawled indifferently. "I can't say that I approve of Miss Harland's want of propriety."
"Want of propriety? Whatever can you mean? Why she's as prim and proper as any young lady of my acquaintance. You'll have to explain yourself, Richard, for I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about."
"I was referring to Miss Harland's lack of embarrassment on finding herself unchaperoned in the company of two gentlemen."
"Oh, that don't signify! Country manners are not so formal as town manners. I don't see why you're in such a taking. You've never been overfond of chaperones, as I remember. No, you'll have to do better than that. I can see that you've taken Miss Harland in dislike—no, don't hoax me. It's all the same to me. You've made up your mind that she's not in your style."
Mr. Norton, who had heard his cousin's views on women on numerous occasions, now warmed to his sport. "She's intelligent, beautiful, and has a certain wit. 'Course, we can't tell if she's as cold as a fish." On seeing Rutherston's color mount, he raised a speculative brow, but held his tongue in check.
"If Miss Harland is such a paragon, Charles, I'm surprised you haven't tried to fix your interest with her."
"Oh no, cousin!" Norton laughed, shaking his head in derision. "I may be a nudgeon, but I'm not as witless as all that. You have the freedom to marry where you will, but as you well know, my case is entirely different. Miss Harland's family and connections may be unexceptionable, but I'll wager her portion is negligible. I own that she's a taking little thing, but I hope I have some sense. Besides, neither her relations nor mine would countenance such a match."
He turned to look at Rutherston and saw that his cousin was eyeing him with a good deal of amusement.
"What's this, Charles?" he said. "I do believe you have given the matter some thought. Sits the wind in that quarter?"
"No, no, cos. It never entered my head." When he observed Rutherston's disbelieving look, he went on, "Well, not for more than a se'ennight at any rate, when her brother Tom introduced us at Oxford. But believe me, I soon put that thought behind me!"
"Yes," said Rutherston, clapping his cousin affectionately on the shoulder. "I see that you must. Younger sons, so it seems to me, invariably fix their interest where fortune outweighs favor."
"Well, it ain't as bad as all that. At least our fond mamas are not always badgering us to get leg-shackled just so's the succession will be secured! Now that I wouldn't like above half."
A thought suddenly occurred to Mr. Norton. "I say, Richard, did you know that Miss Harland was coming into your uncle's library?"
Rutherston looked thoughtful. "I knew that a lady was to receive Uncle Bernard's books, her name had slipped my mind, but I had expected that lady to be . . . something different."
A picture of that Miss Harland, whom his uncle's lawyer had described as "a dear friend of Mr. Fortescue," flashed into his mind. He had imagined her as an elderly spinster with white hair braided high on her head.
What a fool he had made of himself! No! By God, what a fool she had made of him! She had deliberately provoked him into forgetting who he was. To kiss what he supposed was an upstairs maid was not to be thought of. Such conduct in one of his rank was reprehensible. He groaned inwardly at his folly, but his chagrin soon turned to fury when he thought of the cause of his embarrassment. She had done this to him—teasing him into forgetting himself. Well, two could play at that game. Miss Catherine Harland had proved, by her warm kisses, that she was no lady, and he was not going to let her forget it. The arrogance of the chit—to invite him to browse in his own library.
  She had found him an object of sport, and his wounded pride would not tolerate it. Miss Catherine Hartland would be taught a lesson she would not forget.
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True to his word, Mr. Norton arrived the next morning to call on Catherine's family. He was received in Mr. Harland's downstairs study, the ladies of the house being engaged in the ladylike occupation of sewing and mending in Mrs. Harland's upstairs private back sitting room. They could hear the delighted shouts of the young gentlemen as they greeted each other jovially and clapped each other on the back, and the sounds of their warm reunion brought smiles of appreciation to the ladies' lips.
"This is a signal honor that Tom's friend is paying us," said Mrs. Harland, looking up from her needlework and surveying her two daughters, "for I am persuaded that he is here only by Lord Rutherston's consent, and if he has consented, you may be sure that he approves of the relationship."
"Why shouldn't he approve, Mama?" The question came from the younger Miss Harland, a girl of about eighteen years whose resemblance to her elder sister was quite marked.
"Well, of course, there's no reason why he shouldn't approve, Lucy, but one never knows with the nobility. Some are so full of their own consequence that they are a law unto themselves."
"But Mama," interrupted Catherine who had been listening in some impatience, "Mr. Norton said yesterday that he would be calling on Tom. As a gentleman, he could not go back on his word, whatever his! proud cousin might say." Catherine laid aside her embroidery, thankful for any excuse not to have to continue with so dreary a task.
"That may be, my dear," said her mother with infuriating complacency, "but you will allow that I have more experience in such matters than you. You may be sure of it, if Lord Rutherston had not wished the young man to renew Tom's acquaintance, he would not."
Catherine bent to her work again to conceal her irritation, and was consumed with an unreasonable resentment against the Marquis of Rutherston, who had it in his power to influence so malleable a young gentleman as Mr. Norton. She felt herself in some agitation, wondering if Rutherston had accompanied Norton on his call, since the ladies had no way of knowing, but when her brother opened the door to admit Norton, she could see that Rutherston had not graced them with his presence. Catherine could not make up her mind whether she was relieved or disappointed.
When the introductions were made and a few pleasantries exchanged, Mrs. Harland asked the young man if he would be staying in the district for long.
"That depends on my cousin, ma'am. I am quite at his disposal. You know, of course, that Lord Rutherston is here to oversee Mr. Fortescue's estate. We could be here for a fortnight or a month. My cousin is quite a capricious fellow, and I have no way of knowing what he will take into his head to do next."
Mrs. Harland caught Catherine's eye with a speaking look, and the conversation turned to general topics, Norton regaling Tom with stories of mutual acquaintances from Oxford days. The conversation moved from Oxford to London, and he learned that Catherine and Lucy were to be in town for the start of the Season to make their come out under the auspices of their father's sister-in-law, Lady Margaret Henderly.
"And do you look forward to your first Season, Miss Harland?" he asked the younger girl, who colored prettily at this signal attention from a young gentleman. She managed to reply in the affirmative with some composure, and when it looked to Tom that his young sister and friend were about to embark on a conversation that held nothing of interest for him, he impatiently recalled his friend's attention, reminding him that his father would be waiting with horses saddled and bridled for an exploratory ride round the neighborhood.
Norton rose and took his leave of the ladies, bowing over their hands. "Lord Rutherston sends his regrets, ma'am," he said, addressing Mrs. Harland. "He would have accompanied me here this morning, but there was much to attend to. He begs your indulgence and hopes to make your family's acquaintance once we are more settled in Branley Park."
The door had hardly closed upon the two gentlemen when Mrs. Harland exclaimed, "Such civility is most unexpected! Why his lordship should favor us in this way is beyond understanding! I had not expected it!" She looked at her daughter questioningly, but when she saw that Catherine was thoroughly absorbed in her needlework, an object that was more prone to evoke feelings of disgust than enthusiasm in that young lady's breast, she thought it the better part of discretion to say nothing more on the subject of Lord Rutherston. A marquis would be such a catch, Mrs. Harland thought inwardly, and gentlemen were known to be capricious when choosing a mate. For a few moments she allowed her fancy to take flight, then brought herself back to reality. No, it was highly improbable, and she would not allow herself to become one of those vulgar mamas who outraged every feeling of delicacy by encouraging their daughters to set their caps at every eligible male.
Mr. Norton was agreed to be a very personable gentleman, with easy manners, and Tom a most fortunate young man in engaging such a charming companion for his friend. It was at the dinner table that evening that Catherine was surprised to hear Lord Rutherston described in much the same terms by her father, for Mr. Norton had insisted, as they returned to Ardo House, that they break their ride at Branley Park in order for them to meet Rutherston in person.
The two gentlemen from Ardo House had been very gratified by their reception, finding Rutherston not at all stiff or lacking in attention.
"I took it upon myself to engage the young gentlemen for dinner next Thursday evening." Mr. Harland smiled at his wife, sure of the warm reception of his words. He was to be disappointed.
"Mr. Harland, surely you did not! You cannot have invited his lordship when I have nothing to put before him! I do not know how you could be so unfeeling. Cook will never manage, on two days' notice, to prepare as many courses as Lord Rutherston is accustomed to." Her voice rose in agitation, and Mr. Harland's face grew stern.
"Mama," Catherine hastily interjected, trying to relieve the situation, "it is quite nonsensical of you to think that Lord Rutherston would expect such attention. He must know that we keep a much simpler table than townfolk do."
"Catherine's right, Mother," said the younger Mr. Harland, helping himself to another portion of sirloin of beef. "He don't expect it, and he don't want it. Said he was looking forward to some good country fare, since his French chef covers everything in hideous sauces. I told him nobody hereabouts keeps a better table than you."
These words, spoken with all the confidence of the country gentleman in the superiority of country ways and manners, somewhat mollified Mrs. Harland, but on one thing she insisted—that there be other company to help entertain their guests, for she knew that however much the London gentlemen might protest that they merely wanted to take pot luck, they would expect more in the way of conversation and entertainments than could be reasonably provided by her own small family. Thus it was that on the very next morning, Master Tom was dispatched to invite their very good friends and neighbors, Sir James and Lady Kelvin and the elder members of their offspring, to a quiet evening of dining, conversation and cards at Ardo House for the following evening.
 
Mrs. Harland rose, intimating that the ladies would leave the gentlemen to their port, and followed by the other ladies, withdrew to the large drawing room upstairs which was reserved for company occasions. Dinner had been a most decided success, Cook having excelled herself on the number and variety of her dishes, and the London gentlemen having highly gratified their hostess by partaking of a hearty repast.
 Catherine settled herself into a chair as her friend,  Mary Kelvin, sat down at the piano with Lucy to while away the next half hour until the gentlemen should join them. There was no need for these ladies to make the least effort to entertain each other. They had so much occasion to be in each other's company that their manners with each other were very free and easy. Lady Margaret and Mrs. Harland were engaged in a quiet tête-à-tête on the sofa, and Catherine could well imagine the subject of their conversation.
Meeting Lord Rutherston had been much less of an ordeal than Catherine had imagined it would be. He had scarcely said two words to her, but everything in his manner had conveyed that the circumstances of their first encounter were to be forgotten.
She had been greatly relieved at dinner to find herself seated between Mr. Norton and Master James Kelvin, and had exerted herself to pay attention to their conversation. On more than one occasion, she had caught herself glancing in Rutherston's direction. That gentleman, however, seemed to be unaware of her presence, and Catherine felt herself regaining something of her confidence. He was a true gentleman, after all, and she need fear no embarrassment from that quarter.
It was herself that she blamed for the stolen kiss in Mr. Fortescue's library. She had been teasing Rutherston, she knew, but it had not occurred to her that a gentleman would conduct himself in such a forward manner, whatever the provocation. But then, she knew so little about gentlemen. Kisses had been stolen from her before, but those kisses had not been like Rutherston's kiss. She cringed inwardly as she remembered how she had responded, and prayed that he had not noticed. In an attempt to put all thoughts of that encounter out of her mind, she picked up a book and set her mind to concentrate.
A shadow fell across her book, and Catherine looked up to see Rutherston looking down at her in some amusement.
"Miss Harland," he said softly, taking the book out of her hands and sitting down beside her in an adjacent chair, "this seems to be a habit with you. Do you always forget your surroundings when you pick up a book?"
Catherine's eyes flew to her mother in consternation.
"You must excuse my daughter, Lord Rutherston, but like all young women of today, she wastes her time on rubbishy novels." Mrs. Harland frowned at Catherine, conveying all the displeasure she felt that a daughter of hers should be caught out in such a solecism, and at such a time. She hoped fervently that the book that was now in Rutherston's hands was just as she had described and not one of Catherine's bluestocking books.
"Oh no, Mrs. Harland, please do not blame Miss Harland, for I see that she and I have much the same taste in books. I am eager to hear Miss Harland's opinion on this, er, novel."
He turned back to Catherine, effectively shutting out the rest of the company, and Mrs. Harland, quite reassured by Lord Rutherston's gallantry, turned her attention once more to Lady Margaret, animatedly discussing the details of the young ladies' wardrobes as they prepared for their first Season in town.
"Well, Miss Harland?" queried Rutherston quizzically. "I am waiting to hear your opinion of the book."
Catherine gave it to him. "I consider it to be the most perfect of all the Greek tragedies; indeed the finest of any play ever written, surpassing even those of Shakespeare."
"Then we are in agreement, Miss Harland. Now me, what think you of Hippolytus?"
Catherine looked at him uncertainly. The quizzical tone was still in his voice, but she could not see how a discussion of Euripides's Hippolytus could be a matter of sport, unless the marquis thought that she did not know her subject.
"Hippolytus is a romantic figure, of course, but so tragic, so high-minded, so far above the common run of young man. His high ideals, his principles . . ."
"Come now, Miss Harland," said Rutherston, rudely breaking into her eulogy, "Hippolytus is a prig, and so taken with his own high-mindedness that he spares not a thought for the feelings of a woman of passion who is pining away for love of him."
"But she is his stepmother." Catherine's voice rose in indignation. "Her passion outrages every feeling of decency."
"Ah, my dear Miss Harland," he said smoothly, "I had not thought that one of your warm temperament would show so little understanding, so little empathy for one of the weaker members of your sex."
He smiled at her in a knowing way, leaving her speechless. There was no mistaking that the Marquis of Rutherston was deliberately trying to provoke her, and was relishing her confusion. So that's the way of it, Catherine thought, looking balefully into his lordship's eyes. She was just about to put this outrageous member of the nobility firmly in his place, when they were joined by Norton, and Catherine bit her lip in frustration.
"Ah, Charles, I have just persuaded Miss Harland to allow me to borrow her book," said Rutherston affably, lying in his teeth and slipping the slim volume into his coat pocket. "We cannot agree on the merits of the various characters, and I hope to refresh my memory before joining battle with Miss Harland again."
Charles Norton smiled, but he was not deceived. He had no idea what was going on between his cousin and Miss Harland, but he knew his cousin well enough to know that it was not for his sake or for the desire of rustic company that he had consented to dine at Ardo House. No, Catherine had either discomfited Richard or piqued his interest, and, either way. Norton felt it incumbent upon himself to protect his friend's sister from Rutherston's unwelcome attentions.
"My lord," said Catherine in her most engaging manner, "how ungentlemanly of you to reveal that a mere female would demur in your opinions. Pray do read the play again, and when your memory is refreshed and you have come to know the subject more thoroughly, I am sure that you and I shall be of one mind." She hoped that that had put the insolent lord in his place.
Rutherston was delighted and wondered if the little chit was aware of how enticing she was. He would have been more than pleased to continue their conversation in such vein, but Charles's presence forbade any further sallies that might lead Miss Harland into dangerous waters, and he reluctantly turned the conversation into channels more suitable for polite society, excusing himself after a time to join Miss Kelvin at the piano.
Catherine determined not to be in Rutherston's company for the rest of the evening, but she need not have exerted herself. He paid her no more attention, and divided his time equally among every person present. It was only as he was taking his leave and bowing over her hand that he whispered in her ear, "Ah, Miss Harland, I do hope we may resume our conversation soon. So instructive, I do assure you. Perhaps I may hope to find you in my library sometime soon? In the meantime, may I suggest that you employ your time in reading 'Andromache'? Now there is a woman worthy of your emulation, though the task might prove somewhat beyond your capabilities."
Catherine eyed him in astonishment. "Emulate Andromache? You must be funning! That spineless pattern card of obedience and passivity? I would not waste my energies on such a poor-spirited drab. Do you say that you admire her? Well, I am not surprised."
Rutherston noted the curl of Catherine's lip. "But of course," he returned smoothly, "what man wouldn't? She is the perfection of womanhood." And with a wicked grin, he was gone.
After the last of the guests had departed, the evening was declared to be a resounding success, and Lord Rutherston truly the well-bred gentleman. Catherine outwardly concurred in all that was said, for she could not reveal to her family that Rutherston's manner to her had been anything but gentlemanly. She surmised that he had tried to engage her interest out of a feeling of boredom, and she was not well pleased with that thought. He had thrown down the gauntlet, daring her to pick it up. Well, she would not. He was ten years her senior and a man of the world, whilst she was just a green girl. Catherine was not at all sure what a man of the world was, but she recognized one when she saw one, and he was a dangerous breed. Her manner would be polite, but distant, she determined, when next they met. She would behave with all the insipidity and propriety that she could command. And on these resolute thoughts, Catherine went to bed, but not to dreamless sleep.
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Catherine wheeled the glossy chestnut out of the Ardo House stable, and the echo of clattering hooves on the rough cobblestones hung on the still air of daybreak. She set her mount at a brisk canter to follow the well-trod path that led to Branley Park, and her spirits soared as she felt the motion of the mare beneath her. She savored the pleasure of her solitary ramble, inhaling the pungent scent of the ground softened with dew after an evening of gentle February rain.
Gypsy needed little guiding, knowing the path well, and the mare turned toward the expanse of woods that marked the boundary of the adjoining estate. Catherine guided her mount along a narrow track that led upward to wide-open meadowland, and as they approached the gap in the trees, she urged Gypsy to a faster pace.
She was now on Rutherston's land, but Catherine never gave that a thought. She thumbed her nose at the town-bred ways of the higher ranks of the nobility who, so it seemed to her, spent the better part of their days abed. In the week that the gentlemen had been in residence, she had continued her daily practice of exercising Gypsy before breakfast and had never once so much as caught a glimpse of Rutherston or Norton.
Catherine gave Gypsy her head, and with ears flattened, the mare moved at breakneck speed across the rain-softened earth. For the space of half an hour or more they moved as one, wheeling, cantering, and galloping toward higher ground, until they came to an outcrop of rock and Catherine reined in. She turned her mount, patting it affectionately on the neck.
"Good girl, Gypsy," she murmured in the mare's ear. "And now, a sedate trot home, I think."
Catherine sensed his presence before she saw him. She wheeled to her right and in the distance espied a lone rider on a low ridge. He had halted his steed and was surveying the horizon. Shielding her eyes with one hand against the rising sun, she gazed curiously at the figure, and as she watched, he dug his heels into his mount's flanks and shot forward.
She remained immobile, unalarmed, since the rider was not moving in her direction, but in a moment she had guessed his purpose. She brought her crop smartly against Gypsy's rump and spurred the mare forward, hoping to reach the gap before Rutherston cut off her retreat.
Horse and rider dashed toward the trees, Catherine leaning low in the saddle, but out of the corner of her eye she saw Rutherston on a magnificent black stallion come plunging toward her. He reached the gap well ahead of her and wheeled his steed around to bar her way, almost unseating himself in the process as his stallion reared and stamped its displeasure. Catherine slackened her pace and reined in a few yards in front of him, watching warily from beneath lowered brows.
Rutherston grinned from ear to ear as he brought his stallion alongside of the chestnut.
"Trespassing again, Miss Harland?" he reproved mildly.
Catherine gave him a look of cold dislike and urged her mare forward. "You are barring my way, sir. I wish to pass, if you please!" Rutherston swung his mount round to block her way once more.
"Why so angry, Miss Harland? Can it be that the intrepid Miss Harland is a poor loser?"
"A poor loser!" Catherine expostulated in outrage. "When you are mounted on that black fury? If my mount were half a match for yours, my lord, and I were not compelled to ride sidesaddle, I would have beaten you easily, and you know it!"
Rutherston's grin widened. "Do you hear that, Diaboloa?" he asked silkily, stroking the snorting stallion's smooth neck. "The lady pays you a compli- ment, but for your master she displays only contempt."
Catherine sat mute, casting Rutherston a black look, but he took no pains to disguise his admiration. The wind had whipped her cheeks to a warm glow, and her russet curls peeped out saucily from a bonnet that was slightly askew. In the bright sunshine, her eyes, glinting like gold, seemed lighter than he had remembered them, and the plain dark green riding habit molded her figure in the most becoming way. He saw that she was watching him with a guarded expression and lie put an end to his idle musings.
"Why such a placid nag, Miss Harland? Does your father not trust you with a more spirited mount?"
Catherine grinned in spite of herself. "It is not Papa who makes these decisions, my lord, but Mama. Cannot you tell that Gypsy's gentle temperament is the ideal for a lady of breeding and gentility?"
"With your obvious equestrian accomplishments, I would have thought you rated higher than this docile beast," he returned gallantly.
It was a prettily turned compliment, Catherine owned silently, but if the marquis expected her to be dazzled by such flattery, he was much mistaken. She had been well schooled by her mother in preparation for her first Season to discount the polished flatteries of dandies and men-about-town, and Catherine knew how insincere such blatant gallantry was on the lips of a man of Rutherston's stamp.
Catherine's tone was mocking. "Oh, to be sure I do deserve a more spirited mount. But if ladies had the mounts they deserved, think how galling it would be for the gentlemen to be bested in what they consider is a masculine preserve. It would not do. A man's pride must be protected at all costs. If I had beaten you to the gap," she went on more hotly, "do you think that you would be in such high humor? I think not!"
A wicked light gleamed in Rutherston's eyes. "Do I detect a note of pique, Miss Harland? Never say that you are one of those females who believes that woman is the equal of man?"
"That would depend on the man," replied Catherine, dimpling prettily. "In general, men are as vain as peacocks and with as much intelligence. Women are trained from childhood to flatter them into thinking that they are the superior sex. Come now! Admit it! No one of any intelligence truly believes it!"
"Oho! Is that a challenge, Miss Harland? If so, I accept—any contest, any terms you choose to name."
Catherine gazed at him doubtfully, a feeling of unease beginning to creep over her. Rutherston saw it and pushed his advantage.
"So craven, Miss Harland?"
Nettled beyond endurance, Catherine retorted rudely, "If your display of ignorance respecting Euripides is anything to go by, my lord, I wonder if the contest will be worth the effort?"
Rutherston's laughter pealed out. "So be it, Miss Harland. Combatants we shall be, in every sphere, and no holds barred. But I give you fair warning, I am an unscrupulous opponent and I give no quarter." He gave her an appraising look, then stood up in his stirrups and leaned over to take the reins from Catherine's grasp. She saw her chance and dug in her heels. The frightened mare sprang past a startled Rutherston and was instantly through the gap. Catherine heard Rutherston's furious oath as he turned his stallion to give chase.
In a matter of minutes they were hurtling down the track and into the open, the black stallion thundering hard at the chestnut's heels. As Rutherston drew level, he reached out his hand to grasp the reins and pulled hard on them.
The chestnut reared at the sudden pressure on her mouth, dislodging a surprised Catherine from the saddle. She was thrown to the ground, the wind completely knocked out of her. In a moment, Rutherston was by her side, his face grim. Catherine rolled over and leaned back on her elbows, her gown halfway up her thighs. She looked up at his frightened face. "You stupid, impetuous man!" she sputtered when she had regained her breath.
"Thank God you're all right," Rutherston said fervently, and at the unexpected prayer on his lips, Catherine's laughter rang out, and he found himself smiling back at her.
"Oh give me your hand, you unscrupulous man!" said Catherine brusquely, but still smiling. He helped her to rise, brushing the mud and dirt from her gown.
"Miss Harland, that was unforgivable! I apologize . . . I had not meant." He saw the laughter dancing in her eyes and he was nonplussed.
"Perhaps I deserved it," she said generously, moving to retrieve the reins of her mare. "I baited you outrageously. But you are an impossible man, you know. I have never met anyone like you! You bring out the worst in me." She went on in candid good humor, "I am quite afraid to be alone in your company."
He cupped his gloved hands and threw her into the saddle, then stood looking up at her, one hand on the reins. "In my circles, ma'am," he replied provocatively, "a young lady who flaunts convention by appearing unchaperoned is inviting attention."
"Really?" retorted Catherine, refusing to be discomfited by his veiled insult. "Then I beg to inform you, Lord Rutherston, that in this neck of the woods we generally accept at face value those who appear to be gentlemen until we learn better." She moved off and flung him her parting shot. "And I have learned better!" And with a saucy flounce of her head, she took off, leaving a disconcerted, amused, and admiring Rutherston in her wake.
"Oho, Miss Harland, you impertinent wench!" he flung at her retreating back. "So you think that I am no gentleman? Then so be it, for you are decidedly no lady! What you need, my proud beauty, is a lesson in humility, and I am just the man to teach you!"
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The natural outcome of Rutherston's dining at Ardo House was that a host of gentlemen came to call at Branley Park and a proliferation of invitations arrived to various outings and soirees throughout the neighborhood of Breckenridge. It soon became known in the district, however, that Lord Rutherston, although of the most genial disposition, went into company only to oblige his cousin, Mr. Charles Norton, and that Mr. Norton went only to oblige his friend Mr. Thomas Harland, so that if the eager hostesses of Breckenridge wished to secure Lord Rutherston's presence, the Harland family had to be included in their invitations.
Thus, whether she would or not, Catherine found herself constantly in Rutherston's company, and although she took pains never to be in his presence alone, and he did nothing obvious to arouse the suspicions of jealous mamas, she discovered that a gentleman, if he had a mind to, could always contrive a few moments' private conversation with a lady, even if the rest of the world looked on. His manner always appeared proper to anyone who should happen to glance their way, but his remarks to
 
Catherine were either blatantly improper or cast in such a way that she could read two meanings into what was said, the one a deliberate attempt to outrage her feminine sensibilities, the other wholly innocuous.
Catherine, although at first taken aback by such ungentlemanly behavior, soon came to recognize that she looked forward to Rutherston's sallies and found herself responding in kind. She wondered if he behaved in this manner with all the young ladies, but when applying to her sister and friend in a most circumspect manner for their opinions on the handsome and debonair marquis, she discovered, by dint of careful questioning, that he treated them as if they had been duchesses. This information left her more in doubt about the propriety of his conduct toward her, but as he always seemed to take pleasure in her company, she reassured herself with the thought that their sport was such as might exist between friends rather than acquaintances. In two weeks she would be leaving for London, and it would be highly unlikely that their paths would cross again, for his circles in town were sure to be far more exalted than hers, and any of the balls at which they both might be in attendance would be such large affairs that he could quite properly ignore the rustic Miss Harland without having it said that he had cut her.
Rutherston, for his part, did little to analyze his feelings for Catherine, but she had roused his hunting instincts, and he felt himself to be in hot pursuit. He admired her adroitness in avoiding his maneuvers to be alone with her and had taken steps to end that situation. This was one maneuver that the elusive Miss Catherine Harland was not going to sidestep!
A small select company of gentlemen from Breckenridge had been invited by Rutherston to shoot on his estate. The plan had been to set out after an early breakfast and return to Branley Park for dinner. It was a regretful Lord Rutherston who met his guests to inform them that he was unable, due to unforeseen circumstances, to accompany them, but that his cousin Charles would act as host in his stead. Charles looked perplexed, but no one would have deemed it civil to inquire into the unforeseen circumstances of which his lordship spoke. Rutherston's manners might be easy, but it would have been presumptuous to assume an overfamiliarity with one of his consequence.
The gentlemen departed, and Rutherston returned to the house to bide his time. He did not think that Miss Catherine Harland would miss this opportunity when she was so secure in the knowledge that his lordship would not be at home for many hours. It was nearly an hour later, as he watched from an upstairs window, that he saw her wend her way to the back of the house. She had removed her bonnet, and the pale February sun cast golden glints in her hair. Rutherston watched her intently, a smile spreading across his handsome face, and he was struck once again by the arresting beauty of her glowing coloring. He waited till he thought she would be thoroughly absorbed, then made his way cautiously downstairs.
She was ensconced in a library chair, in her usual position, feet curled under her, a small frown of concentration on her brow. He approached soundlessly, and stood by her chair absorbing everything about her—the cluster of russet curls at the nape of her neck, the delicate glow of her flawless complexion, and the rounded swell of her breasts beneath her modest gray frock. He waited, then deliberately cast the shadow that he knew would rouse her from her reverie. She looked up with a start, an expression of consternation on her face.
"My lord," she gasped, trying to rise, "I do beg your pardon, but . . ."
"No, no, Miss Harland, stay just as you are," replied Rutherston, pushing her shoulders gently against the back of the chair. "I invited you to browse, and indeed I am glad that you have taken me up on the offer."
His pleasant, unaffected manner persuaded Catherine that she had not offended him, and had nothing to fear. She forced herself to control her confusion and to assume an easy pose.
"What is it this time?" he asked with a smile. "Ah, today it is 'Antigone.' Miss Harland, the scope of your reading astonishes me." He took the book from her hands, flicking through the pages until he found what he wanted.
"These choruses!" he said, shaking his head. "Wouldn't you say, Miss Harland, that Greek women of old had a healthy respect for 'eros'?"
Catherine nodded her agreement, not sure of where the conversation was leading or whether Rutherston was quizzing her or really interested in a serious discussion.
"How do you translate eros, Miss Harland?" He remained standing over her, making Catherine, she knew not why, feel very uncomfortable.
"Love," she replied briefly.
"And philia?" he went on. "How do you translate that?"
"Love," she said again.
"You translate both words as love? Then what is the difference?"
She tried to read his eyes, but the light was behind him and she gave up the attempt.
"I suppose," she began seriously, "eros is closer to passion and philia is closer to affection, but love is as good a translation as any for both words."
He put the book down and leaned toward her, placing his hands one on each arm of her chair. Catherine was by this time thoroughly frightened and cursing herself as all kinds of a fool for having been inveigled into playing his game.
His face was only inches from her now.
"And which of these two words, passion or affection, describes most accurately the feeling that we share for each other, Catherine? Shall we put it to the test?"
He bent to kiss her, but Catherine quickly ducked under his arm to make her escape. He caught her wrist in a viselike grip and pulled her slowly into his arms. He held her head firmly with one hand and tilted it back so that she was forced to look into his eyes.
"Catherine," he drawled, "you have only yourself to blame for what happens next."
He bent his face close to hers, and Catherine lashed out with all her might, but he was prepared for her resistance and tightened his arms around her with such violence that the breath was knocked out of her. She was overcome by a feeling of helplessness and sagged against him for support.
With unhurried deliberation, he brushed her eyes and mouth with his lips, and when she felt his hot breath on her breast through the thin fabric of her gown, Catherine protested weakly. One hand slid down her back to pull her thighs hard against his loins.
"No!" moaned Catherine against his mouth. "Let me go," but his answer was to close his mouth over hers until she could scarcely breathe. A tide of emotion that she had never before experienced surged through her and she felt her will yield to his. His tongue probed insistently against her lips, demanding entry to the softness of her mouth. She could deny him nothing, and opened her lips to receive him, and she trembled in anticipation. She was dimly aware that she was surrendering to the sheer power of him, and she felt her body melt against his.
Rutherston lifted his head and Catherine looked up to see him regarding her intently. She heard his breath quicken, and a groan broke from his lips.
Suddenly Catherine felt herself crushed savagely to him in a bruising embrace. His hands slid to her back, and she felt the urgency in his fingers as he deftly undid the buttons of her gown. Then his warm hands were caressing her naked breasts and moving under her gown to explore her body. She gasped in fright and would have pulled back, but he held her firmly and soothed her fears, his soft voice murmuring unintelligibly against her ear. She felt the heat of his passion penetrate her every pore, arousing her to a fervor to match his own, and her hands slid under his coat to return his caresses.
"Catherine," he said thickly against her hair, "let me take you to my room." One arm slipped around her shoulders and he made to pull her toward the door, but something inside her resisted. She froze, her eyes dilating in fear. She looked up to see him watching her, the desire naked in his darkening eyes.
It came to her then that Rutherston had planned from the beginning to seduce her. She felt dizzy with nausea, knowing that he had done this to her deliberately. Gathering her reeling senses together, she wrenched violently away with all her strength and stood, shoulders heaving, trying to control her breath.
"Catherine." He reached for her, his voice thick with emotion.
She took a step backwards, and what he saw in her face halted him.
"You plotted this," she hissed between clenched teeth. "Didn't you?" She could not stop the catch in her throat. "You knew I would come thinking you were not here!"
Her voice broke, and Rutherston reached for her again.
"Don't touch me!" Her voice betrayed all the desperation she felt, and Rutherston's hands dropped to his sides.
"Catherine, listen to me, I beg you."
"I see it all now!" She was livid with anger, and hardly paused for breath.
"I should thank you for teaching me a salutary lesson. In my ignorance, my blindness, I had supposed that you and I were becoming friends. I see now that the easiness with which I allowed you to converse with me was, in your eyes, a mark of my impropriety, or worse—depravity." She despised herself for the quaver in her voice and the obvious trembling in her limbs.
"Catherine, you don't understand. If you would only calm yourself and give me time to explain! It is not as you think!" He longed to take her into his arms again, to soothe her, but her whole demeanor warned him not to make the attempt.
Catherine went on as if he had not spoken.
"I should thank you, my lord, for teaching me something about myself." At this point she hesitated, but gathered herself as if to take a fence. "I have discovered a new side to my nature of which I have been in ignorance till now! That I have it in me to conduct myself like a . . ." she cast around in her mind for the worst word that she could think of, "a whore, is more than I can comprehend. It is an unpalatable truth which fills me with shame! But you wanted me to discover that truth, didn't you, my lord? Didn't you?" Her voice rose in her agitation.
"Catherine, please don't say these things. You must know they are not true." He saw that there was no placating her.
"Love!" She almost choked on the word. "How well you led me on, my lord! Passion! The glory of men and a stumbling block to every woman of delicacy!" Her voice shook with scorn. "I should have paid more attention to my Greek lessons, then eros might never have taken me by storm!"
It was all he could do not to smile, and with a great effort of will he managed to keep his face grave.
"Catherine!" He put out his hand in an appeal. "Let us forget what has happened here and begin again."
"You wanted to punish me, to disgrace me in my own eyes! Well, you have succeeded, my lord, better than you know!" Her voice broke on a sob and she turned to run, but at the door she looked back at him, her eyes brimming with tears.
"I hope that I shall never see you again," and she wrenched the door open and was gone.
But she returned almost immediately, clutching the bodice of her gown. She advanced upon him, her eyes downcast and her cheeks flaming furiously.
"Mrs. Bates . . . I cannot . . . the buttons," she finished lamely as she turned to present her back to him.
Rutherston's eyes gleamed with laughter, but his lips remained firmly pressed together as he now lightly did up the gaping gown and Catherine adjusted her bodice.
"Thank you," she said at last without turning, and with her head held high, she stalked out of the room.
When she had again closed the door upon him, Rutherston was moved to speak.
"Not at all, Miss Harland. But I do not believe that the pleasure was all mine." And he remained for a few minutes longer looking thoughtfully at the closed door. It was the first tongue-lashing that Lord Rutherston had ever received from a woman in his life, and the experience had not been in the least objectionable. Quite the reverse.
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In the following week, Rutherston discovered that he could not put Catherine out of his thoughts. She was an innocent, and he had all but seduced her.
What had been begun in a spirit of revenge had soon become, for him, a sport, a mere flirtation. He had not meant it to go so far. He had meant only to pierce her bravado and impress upon her that she could not fence with him and come off unscathed. But when he had felt her surrender so readily to his advances, her warm body clinging to his, passion had flared to a red-hot heat, and his one thought had been to possess her and damn the consequences.
When he had soothed her in his arms as she had resisted his lovemaking, he had murmured that he would marry her on the morrow if she wished it, and he had meant it. Did she know that she could have held him to it, or hadn't she heard, or cared, or what? He was forced to conclude that Catherine discounted every word that he uttered. She had taken his measure as a gentleman and had found him wanting. The thought was not palatable to one who held himself in such high esteem.
He considered just what it was that drew him to her. He enjoyed her lively discourse, although they never seemed to agree on a single subject. She spoke her mind forthrightly and never gave the least sign that she was overawed by his superior rank, or knowledge, or prowess in any field. Nor did she go out of her way to court his favor—quite the reverse. If he had shown half as much attention to any of the debs at Almack's as he had shown to Catherine, they would be setting their caps at him, he knew. But Catherine seemed to be ignorant of the honor he had done her in singling her out.
He determined that when next he saw her he would begin by apologizing for his ungentlemanly behavior. What he would say after that would depend on Catherine's response. Somehow he must find the words to soothe her ruffled feathers, but he did not think she would be in humor to hear what he intended for their future. That declaration required a calmer, more receptive Catherine.
But for the rest of that week, Catherine proved to be elusive. She was not to be found in any of the places where Rutherston might have expected, in the normal course of events, to have met her, and he was annoyed to find himself expending so much time in useless occupations that now held no pleasure for him, and consuming so many bland dinners, when his own French chef was ensconced at Branley Park eager to tempt his appetite.
It was with studied nonchalance that he remarked to his cousin, Mr. Norton, over breakfast one morning that he hoped all went well with Miss Harland, since she had not graced any of the Breckenridge assemblies for a full se'ennight. Mr. Norton gave Rutherston his full attention.
"Which Miss Harland?" he demanded.
"Miss Catherine Harland, of course," snapped
Rutherston impatiently, thinking his cousin a fool.
"Ah, I see," said Norton knowingly. "Then I have found you out, cos, since you failed to notice that neither of the Misses Harland has been in company of late."
Rutherston was nonplussed, and instinctively assumed his most aloof manner.
"You can come down out of your high ropes," Norton went on, not in the least put out, "and take that devilish look off your face. I am quite willing to tell you why Catherine and Lucy are keeping to Ardo House, Tom tells me they have company, the eldest girl, Lady Mary, and since the girls are leaving next week for town, they want to spend as much time with their sister as possible."
"Then why didn't you say so in the first place?" asked Rutherston with asperity.
"Because I don't believe that that's the real reason Catherine is absenting herself."
"Oh? Pray continue. What do you think, cousin?" There was a forbidding note in Rutherston's voice.
Mr. Norton now became a trifle uneasy, but decided, in all conscience, that he could not keep silent on a matter of such importance.
"I think that Catherine is grasping at this excuse so's her Mama won't get wind of the fact that she's trying to keep out of your way."
"And what makes you think that Catherine—Miss Harland —is keeping out of my way?"
At any other time, Norton would have kept his own counsel. His cousin could be a devil when his temper was roused, and he had often seen him freeze into oblivion lesser mortals who had the audacity to tread on his private domain.
"May I speak freely?" The set of Norton's shoulders, the tilt of his chin, and his penetrating gaze reminded Rutherston so much of a protagonist facing him in a duel that he put his hand up to smother a smile.
"Charles, you always do!"
"Richard, what game are you playing with Catherine? From the day we have arrived, I have been aware of something going on between you two. You're so much more experienced than she is; it would be unfair to take advantage of her—to flirt with her and then discard her. She's a green girl and not up to snuff. I wish you would let her be. Just what are your intentions toward Catherine, anyway?"
Far from being angered by this speech, Rutherston was rather touched that this young cub, whom he held in so much affection, should take it upon himself to be Catherine's protector and beard the lion in his den.
"You may rest easy about my intentions, Charles," he replied, all haughtiness gone. "Any intentions I may have in that direction will be entirely honorable. I give you my word."
All strain left Norton's face.
"Well then, cos, if that's the case, I can tell you now that we have been invited to dine at Ardo House tomorrow." He smiled broadly.
"Invited to dine? And when did we receive this invitation?"
"Only last night, from Tom. I told him that, of course, I should be delighted, but due to unforeseen circumstances you were unable to accept. Naturally, Tom is too much the gentleman to question the goings on of so high and mighty a lord as a marquis."
In mock anger, Rutherston picked up his napkin and threw it at his cousin.
"I was only funning, cos." Norton ducked, his face alight with merriment. "I took it upon myself to accept for both of us. I thought this was one invitation you wouldn't refuse."
And with amicable relations entirely restored between the cousins, Rutherston set his mind to rehearsing what he should say to Catherine on the morrow.
 
It was in such a frame of mind that Rutherston arrived at Ardo House on the Friday afternoon, three days before Catherine was due to leave for town. He caught a glimpse of her in the garden as he dismounted and threw his reins to a waiting groom.
"You go in Charles," he said and nodded to Norton. "There is something I must do."
Norton glanced in the direction of Rutherston's gaze, and jumping down from his mount, made as if to go with him.
"No, go in Charles, I won't be long." The note of authority in Rutherston's voice halted Norton who remained undecided for a moment before moving toward the house.
When Rutherston came upon Catherine, he saw that she was not alone. She was walking with a lady who was quite obviously pregnant. An infant clung to Catherine's skirts, and in her arms was a robust baby, pulling at her hair and tugging at her chin. As he approached, he heard her mellow laughter, and saw the lady, whom he presumed to be Catherine's sister, bend to say something in her ear, and Catherine turned to face him.
He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. She had never seemed more beautiful or desirable to him as she did at that moment and a wave of tenderness swept over him. He wanted to see her with children in her arms—but the children of his body. He wanted her to be like her sister, with belly swollen with child, but with his seed. He thought of the women who had tried to entrap him with their feminine allures and wondered at so simple a snare as a girl inclining her head to disengage her hair from the clutches of an infant.
His mistresses he had always flaunted as if they had been prime cattle, but Catherine he wanted to cherish as his own private possession. He would never allow her now to belong to anyone but him.
The embarrassment that Catherine evinced on seeing Rutherston was plain for anyone to see. She could only stammer disjointed introductions to Lady Mary before turning away in confusion. Lady Mary was at a loss to see her sister so obviously distressed, and looked with wonder at Rutherston.
"Lady Mary, may I beg your indulgence? I should like a few words in private with Cath . . . Miss Harland." His note of appeal was unmistakable.
"No! pray do not. . . Catherine looked in dismay from one to the other.
"Please, Catherine. I shall only keep you a few minutes."
Lady Mary held out her hand to the child. "Come, Jeremy. We shall go in and see Grandmama." In a few moments she had disengaged the children from Catherine's clasp, smiled encouragingly at her sister, and moved off in the direction of the house.
"Catherine, walk with me." He held out his arm, but she would not touch him. He turned to lead her to a nearby bench and, indicating that she should sit, settled himself beside her on the farthest reach of the seat.
"You must hear me out, Catherine. I promise I shall try not to distress you." He waited for some response, but Catherine was gazing at the ground as if her life depended on it.
"I cannot let you think that your conduct was at fault. I blame myself for losing control of the situation. You have my word that I never intended to insult you."
Rutherston waited, hopeful of some sign from Catherine that his words were having a conciliatory effect, but since she continued to gaze steadfastly away and maintained her stony silence, he began again.
"I beg your pardon, Catherine. My intention was not, as you think, to harm you. If anything had happened, you must see that I would be honor bound to offer for you?"
Catherine remained mute.
"The prospect is not unwelcome to me." He paused, watching her guardedly, but the set of her brows and chin deterred him from pursuing his suit.
"I beg your forgiveness! I should never have contrived to place a lady in such a compromising position. I was completely at fault. Catherine, please believe me when I say that I truly admire you."
Catherine was in no position to know that the apology that she had just received from the Marquis of Rutherston was, by his standards, a handsome one. His last few words brought an angry sparkle to her eyes and a quick retort to her tongue. She looked at him now in outrage.
"You admire me, my lord? Yes, I am sure of it! You say you are sorry to have placed a lady in such a compromising position—but you never mistook me for a lady, did you, my lord? No! The things you most truly admire about me are those things which convince you that I am, in truth, no lady."
In spite of himself, Rutherston laughed aloud, and Catherine, stung to the quick, leaped to her feet.
In a moment, he had grasped her by the wrist and held her.
"Catherine," he said in exasperation. "You must calm yourself. You cannot go on like this whenever you find yourself in my company. Do you want to have the suspicions of the whole world roused against us? I have tried to make amends. What more can I say?"
"There is nothing you can say, my lord, which is of the least interest to me. I have only to be in your company this one last time, then I need never set eyes on you again."
Rutherston rose and stood facing her, his grip tightening on her wrist.
"You are mistaken, ma'am. You will find yourself often in my company. Let me advise you, if you do not wish to become the latest on-dit of the gossip mongers, that when you find yourself with me, you conduct yourself with propriety and civility."
His tone was so stern, so haughty, so much that of the aristocrat, that Catherine quailed.
He released her wrist and held out his arm. "Take my arm, Catherine, and allow me to escort you to your sister."
It was impossible to refuse without creating a scene, and Catherine had no wish to provoke the marquis to further anger. She wondered what he had meant when he said that she would find herself often in his company, but could not bring herself to ask him.
She was quick to see that he was right when he said that she would rouse the suspicions of the whole world against them, for she was conscious of the watching eyes of Mr. Norton and Lady Mary whenever Rutherston was in the least proximity to her, and she forced herself to smile at him and converse easily on any topic of conversation he introduced. He made no effort to say anything to her of a private nature, and on taking his leave observed that he looked forward to meeting both the Misses Harland when he should return to town.[bookmark: bookmark1]
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Catherine and Lucy arrived in London in the middle of March when the Season was just underway. Their aunt, Lady Margaret Henderly, had her dwelling in Mount Street, an imposing terrace of townhouses built in the popular neoclassical style and situated in that small select area where most of the leading families of Society resided when in town. The Harlands, although country born and bred, were no strangers to the big city, since Ardo House was within seventy miles—a matter of an overnight stop when traveling sedately by private coach. The Misses Harland therefore, had had occasion to be in London from time to time and to have a nodding acquaintance with town manners and ways. But the family outings and small select gatherings that they had attended as schoolroom misses were not to be compared to the succession of balls, parties, and entertainments that they would soon enjoy and that were the means of launching all hopeful debutantes into High Society.
Lady Margaret was related to Catherine's father through her first marriage, and had been a widow for a number of years until her present marriage to Sir John. That gentleman was not expected in London for some time, for he was engaged in negotiations on behalf of his country of a most delicate nature, and Lady Margaret supposed him to be in Lisbon, although she vowed she could never be sure of his whereabouts, for a diplomat's life was erratic and entirely at the disposal of His Majesty's government.
In point of fact, Lady Margaret was a connection rather than a relative, and the title of "aunt" was merely a courtesy. It had been a matter of deep regret to Lady Margaret that she had been childless, but not one to pine for the impossible, she had taken an interest in the various offspring of her many relations and in particular in the Harland family, since she saw that she was in a position to be of use to a branch of the family that was fast finding itself on the periphery of society life.
Catherine's father, as a younger son of a younger son, although comfortably situated, was not by inclination or fortune in the position to keep a house in town or spend the time necessary in cultivating those acquaintances who were so placed as to open the doors of polite society to his daughters. Lady Margaret, however, was so placed, and pleased to be of service. Moreover, she was looking forward tp the prospect of the Harland girls' company and the new diversion they would bring in shopping expeditions and an increase in entertainments.
But it would be wrong to suppose that Lady Margaret was motivated primarily by her own inclination or a desire for her own pleasure. She was very sensible of her duty to her late husband's family and wished to see the Harland girls creditably established in prudent matches. Her circle of friends and acquaintances was such that she saw no reason why this should not be accomplished in short order—as indeed had been done with the eldest Miss Harland some four years before—and she set about planning her strategy as might any general overseeing a campaign.
So it was, in the first weeks of their stay, that Catherine and Lucy found themselves, chaperoned by their aunt, making calls on various homes in adjoining streets to make themselves known to the young ladies and their mamas who had it in their power to ease their way into Society.
"For you may depend on it," said Lady Margaret with worldly wisdom, "that it is the ladies who'decide who will be received and who will be cut. A young gentleman, be he ever so eager, cannot invite a female into his mama's drawing room if that young lady has given offense, and many a girl," continued Lady Margaret, relishing her role as tutor, "has ruined her chances by flirting with the young men while ignoring the civilities due their female relations."
Catherine and Lucy had no wish to offend the young ladies or their mamas and they exerted themselves to be as charming as they could, and found that they were enjoying themselves enormously. Their circle of friends increased rapidly, and before many days had passed, they could not drive in the park, or enter a shop, or walk down Bond Street, but they were certain to run into one of the young ladies whose acquaintances they had so recently made. And if, as it sometimes happened, a brother or gentleman were introduced to the Misses Harland and they conversed somewhat shyly, not pushing themselves forward in any way, to the eyes of the watching mamas it only proved that the Harland girls knew how to behave and that they need have no fears in promoting their society to their daughters and sons.
Lady Margaret, so it seemed to Catherine, knew everything about everyone. She kept up a running commentary on all their acquaintances. They learned that one might be only a plain Mr. or Miss, yet be related to half the great houses of England and be better endowed financially, and that the holding of a title, in itself, was not considered enough inducement to ogen the doors to more "discriminating homes if there was anything lacking in propriety.
Catherine and Lucy absorbed it all as if learning their lessons in the schoolroom, for there was much that they needed to know before being fully launched. How much more improper did Catherine's conduct with Lord Rutherston now seem to her than it had before, and she wondered what these sedate mamas would think if they knew that she had almost succumbed to his seduction. She became aware that the qualities that Rutherston so much admired in her were the ones that she must now take the greatest pains to conceal from the watching world.
A few weeks in London had made a remarkable difference to Catherine and Lucy. They no longer felt so countrified as they had at first, since they were now in possession of the extensive wardrobes for which they had been fitted a month before. They had come up to town, accompanied by their mama, for the sole purpose of choosing the silks, muslins, and fine cambrics that were to be fashioned into the numerous gowns that every young lady of quality required to be successfully launched into her first Season. The expenses were prodigious, but not unexpected, and the funds for the occasion had been carefully set aside for many years.
In the normal course of events, Catherine would have had her come-out before her younger sister, but Lady Mary's pregnancies, always resulting in confinement at an inopportune moment, had delayed it for two years. At the same time, Catherine and Lucy were more than pleased that they should have each other for company in town, since they found Lady Margaret's manner rather daunting, much as they appreciated all her endeavors on their behalf.
 
Catherine was sitting by a window, idly reading a morning paper, impatiently waiting for Lucy to dress so that they might walk to Hookam's Circulating Library in Bond Street, when her ladyship's butler announced Mr. Charles Norton.
"Charles!" she greeted him as if he had been a long-lost friend, then, aware that she had inadvertently used his first name, colored, and began again. "I do beg your pardon, Mr. Norton. How glad I am to see you."
"No, no, Catherine, I believe that we are better friends than that! I am glad to think that the formalities can be dispensed with between us two. Let it be Catherine and Charles!" He looked at her with admiration. "I can hardly believe that the young lady of fashion before me now is the Catherine that I knew three weeks ago in Breckenridge."
"Oh, Charles, you will not know me at all, for besides the fine clothes, I must warn you that I am become a lady of great propriety and decorum."
He feigned dismay. "Do not say so, Catherine! I will not believe that the irrepressible Miss Harland has been persuaded to adopt the ways of the ton!"
"Charles, you must be careful not to tease me in your usual fashion when others are present, for if you do, my character will be ruined!"
"Then you must return to Ardo House before all is discovered!"
This easy address and playful manner were exactly suited to Catherine's mood. She realized with a pang how much she missed the raillery and teasing that were so much a part of a brother's converse with a. sister and that had drawn in his friend.
"I must inform my aunt and Lucy that you are here for I know that they will both wish to see you. But do strive for a little propriety!"
She returned in a moment with Lucy in tow and rang for refreshments, since Norton seemed in no hurry to take his leave of them.
"Do you plan to stay long in town?"
"Oh, I think for most of the Season. My cousin has some unfinished business that needs his attention before we drive down to Fotherville House." Catherine looked at him keenly, but his gaze was so bland that her mind was soon put to rest.
"Are you always so obliging, Charles?"
"Obliging?" He looked baffled.
"I was merely observing that your cousin is uncommonly fortunate in having a friend who is so willing to subordinate his own wishes to fall in with whatever he desires!"
"Oh, it's nothing like that, Catherine. Rutherston is a good fellow—and capital company. He'd as soon fall in with my wishes, if it came to the push." She looked doubtful, and he protested, "He would!"
"I'm sure that you are right, Mr. Norton," said Lucy, giving her sister a forbidding look. "Lord Rutherston has always shown himself most obliging to all his acquaintances." She looked at her sister for confirmation.
"Oh, quite." But the disbelieving tone in Catherine's voice did not deceive Norton.
"He will be glad to hear you say so, Miss Lucy." Then, with a gleam of mischief in his eyes, "Not all his, er, acquaintances would agree with you, but he can be devilish agreeable to anyone he wants to charm."
Catherine was stunned. She wondered if Mr. Norton were giving her a warning.
"Shall we see anything of Lord Rutherston? Perhaps his business will occupy most of his attention when he's in town?" Lucy's question was uttered out of politeness, but Catherine's ears pricked to hear the answer, and she despised herself for it.
"Not see the Misses Harland? Miss Lucy, what a poor opinion you have of my cousin! However pressing his business, I'm sure that he will always find time to renew the acquaintance of those who made his stay in Breckenridge so agreeable." He was looking at Lucy, but Catherine was sure that the message was for her and she felt puzzled and confused.
The door opened and Lady Margaret entered. She noted with approval that her nieces were both in attendance to receive a gentleman caller, for country- bred girls sometimes forgot the stricter etiquette of the ton. That austere lady was soon won over by Mr. Norton's engaging manners and in a little time had discovered that he was residing at his cousin's house in Berkeley Square. Her astonishment on learning that Lord Rutherston was also acquainted with her nieces knew no bounds, and she visibly warmed toward Mr. Norton.
"I had hoped, ma'am," he said, "that I might take the Misses Harland in my cousin's curricle for a spin in the park this afternoon, if you have no objections."
What her ladyship's answer might have been if Mr. Norton had not disclosed his relationship to the Marquis of Rutherston, Catherine was not to know. Lady Margaret answered graciously that she had neither objections nor fears, since she was sure that if the marquis trusted his horses to him then she was certain he knew how to handle so unsteady a means of transportation as a curricle, and Catherine and Lucy were engaged to go riding in the park, with Mr. Norton at the fashionable hour of five o'clock that afternoon.
 
It was a warm spring day, and it seemed to Catherine that half of fashionable London had joined them in-Hyde Park. Carriages of every description crowded the drives, and so congested was the traffic that Norton held the grays to a slow trot. The Misses Harland were having a grand time nodding to all their acquaintances, occasionally stopping to exchange a word or two, and from time to time Catherine surreptitiously peeped from behind her open parasol to glance at certain ladies whose loud behavior and gaudy costumes proclaimed them to be the Fashionable Impures.
As one of the carriages going in the opposite direction pulled up beside them, Catherine had the pleasure of introducing Mr. Norton to Mr. John Ranstoke and his sister Emily, whom she considered a particular friend. They were engaged in only a few moments' conversation when Miss Ranstoke, looking past them, exclaimed, "Isn't that your cousin, Mr. Norton, in the phaeton with the splendid bays?"
Mr. Norton turned in his seat to look back in the direction of her gaze and his face froze. Catherine looked quickly over her shoulder to see what had caused the stunned alarm on Norton's face. Seated in the phaeton was Rutherston, with the most dazzling woman that Catherine had ever seen. She was laughing into Rutherston's face, one gloved hand resting lightly on his sleeve, and her mode of dress was such that Catherine, in her new bonnet and pelisse, felt like a dowd. As the phaeton came abreast of the curricle, Catherine was sure that Rutherston had recognized them, but he turned his back toward them, shielding his companion from their interested gaze. She turned back to her friends and was struck by their utter confusion. Mr. Ranstoke was intent on removing a speck from his lapel, Miss Ranstoke and Lucy were covered in blushes, and when she looked into Mr. Norton's face she found him gazing at her with the oddest expression which she could not read.
"I was mistaken," Miss Ranstoke managed at last, not daring to look anyone in the eye. Catherine opened her mouth to contradict her friend, but felt herself pinched by Lucy and fell silent. She was at a loss to know what it might all mean.
It was Mr. Ranstoke who finally retrieved the situation by asking the Misses Harland if they planned to attend Lady Castlereagh's ball the next night. This welcome change of subject helped ease the embarrassment that everyone, except Catherine, seemed to be feeling and after some desultory conversation on the coming entertainments of the Season, they parted company. Before long Catherine and Lucy returned to Mount Street.
 
It was the practice of the two sisters, before retiring to bed each night, to closet themselves in their adjoining dressing room to talk over the day's events, and tonight Catherine found herself particularly impatient to be rid of their maid so that she could talk privately to Lucy.
"Lucy," she began when Becky had taken herself off, "I know that was Rutherston we saw in the park today. Why did Miss Ranstoke deny it, and why was Charles so put out? Surely there is nothing uncommon in a gentleman riding in the park with a lady?
Can you explain why everyone looked as if Emily had committed some dreadful solecism, or are you as ignorant as I?"
Lucy, who had wished to avoid this topic, but without much hope, now began with some hesitation.
"You remember, Catherine, what mama told us the night before we left Ardo House, when we sat with her in her dressing room?"
Catherine cast her mind back to the night in question, but had only a vague recollection of admonitions and threats of the doom that might befall a girl who was so unwary as to forget that she had been raised a lady.
"I miss your meaning, Lucy. What has that to do with anything?"
Lucy sighed. Catherine was her elder by two years, so much more confident and more intelligent, but in many Ways, less worldly.
"Dearest," she said, knowing that the blow could not be softened, "I believe the lady in Lord Rutherston's carriage was what mama would call 'a fallen woman.' "
Catherine digested this piece of information for a long moment.
"Are you saying that she is his mistress? But that can't be right! She was beautiful, so elegant, so . . . ladylike!" Catherine's voice rose in astonished incredulity. She waited for Lucy's denial, but it did not come.
"His mistress!" She spat the words out. "And he had the effrontery to bring her to a public place for the whole world to see? The man is a scoundrel, worse than a scoundrel, a knave, a shameless debaucher of women —a devil." She was helpless to stop the tears brimming over and wiped them angrily away with the back of her hand. Lucy took Catherine's hands in hers, having a fair idea of how things stood with her sister.
"Catherine, it is the way of the world. Mama told us so. Men and women are not the same in this respect. The love and affection that a man feels for his wife is different from the love that he feels for . . . these other women," she finished lamely.
"Fustian!" The word was out of Catherine's mouth before she had time to think.
"Oh Lucy, I didn't mean to scold. Forgive me. But I don't accept what mama says or what the world thinks. Women have been taught to believe that nonsense. It isn't so! Oh Lucy," she went on despairingly, "I think that I shall never marry, for I yearn to give more than mere affection, and I fear that a man's affection will never be enough for me."
Lucy's face showed all the alarm that she felt at her sister's confession, and Catherine hastened to reassure her. She forced her voice to a lightness that she did not feel.
"I dare say I shall get over it. A woman always has her home and her children, and these pleasures must surely make up for any want in a husband's regard. I know that our sister Mary believes herself to be the luckiest woman alive, and if I am half as happy I shall count myself very fortunate indeed."
She rose and kissed Lucy affectionately. "Don't worry about me, little sister. Perhaps I shall meet my knight in shining armor at tomorrow's ball. And if I behave myself and mind my tongue, perhaps he will carry me off and we shall live happily ever after."

[bookmark: _Toc252198530]Chapter Nine
 
The following evening saw Catherine in her room preparing for Lady Castlereagh's ball. Acting as lady's maid was Becky, who had accompanied them from Ardo House. Becky was a maid of all trades, being accustomed at home to turn her hand to many occupations. She could adequately fulfill the duties of cook's help, children's nurse, and now, to her great delight, lady's abigail in a grand house in town. The Harlands, like most country gentry of comfortable means, put their money for servants' wages where it was most needed—the stables. Mrs. Harland might often have thought that the comforts of Ardo House could be improved with an extra maid or two, but it would never have occurred to her that Mr. Harland should deprive himself of one stablehand or groom to ease her household responsibilities. Her maids were versatile to a degree. His retainers were specialists to a man.
Becky was a robust, no-nonsense woman of three and thirty who had been in the Harlands' employ since she was a child of fourteen years. When the Harland girls were merely children, it appeared that their mother would lose "her treasure," for Becky became betrothed to a young footman on the Branley estate. But tragedy had struck when her young man, impatient for fortune and adventure, had sailed with Nelson to drive the French from Britannia's shores.
He had never returned, and word was brought to Becky that her James had lost his life at some faraway place named Aboukir Bay. From that time on, she had devoted herself to the Harlands and had gently but firmly depressed the romantic attentions of any swain who thought to see himself in the role of suitor.
On the afternoon of the ball in question, Becky had taken the greatest pains in preparing a soothing concoction that was to be used to smooth the ladies' complexions so that they might appear at their radiant best. She would have preferred to have used fresh strawberries as a base, but since these were hot in season, had substituted a cup of fine-rolled oatmeal that had she had taken from a stone crock conveyed all the way from Ardo House. She added milk, honey, and a drop of oil of roses to make a thick consistency. Her ladyship's personal abigail, Agnes, watched in growing wonder, for it was evident to her that Becky's store of country remedies placed her far above the common run of domestic servants. Becky shyly disclosed that most of her recipes had been handed down from her grandmother, a lady who had lived in the wilds of Scotland.
Until that moment, Becky had found herself relegated to the lowest rung on the domestic ladder, at the beck and call of every other maid and manservant in her ladyship's household. Henceforth she climbed rapidly to a respectable position, since she was found to possess an unrivaled knowledge of those herbs and substances which, when applied externally or taken internally, could gratify the most demanding wishes of fashionable ladies for an improvement in beauty.
On the afternoon of the ball, the Misses Harland were persuaded to submit to Becky's ministrations as an interested Agnes looked on. Their faces were smeared with porridge to soften the complexion; they were induced to sip spiced tea to sweeten the breath; they were made to dash herbal water in their eyes to cool and refresh; they were bathed, scrubbed, pum- meled and anointed until they were finally permitted to take their rest. In the early evening they were wakened and allowed to take a mild beef tea. It was Agnes who now took charge, instructing Becky in the fine art of dressing a lady's hair. She wielded scissors and tongs with precision till the hair curled just as she willed it. With fine-toothed comb, she teased diminutive ringlets to lie demurely upon the brow, and for the finishing touches, she adorned her creations with silk ribbons and fresh flowers. Both mistresses and maids owned that the results were highly rewarding.
Catherine had a particular reason for wishing to look her best that evening, for Norton had intimated that Rutherston would be at the ball, and she intended that he should recognize how much he had lost by his insulting behavior.
But as she surveyed herself in the looking glass before the carriage arrived to convey them to St! James Square, she realized that her wish was bound to be in vain. Her new gown of ivory silk over pale peach chemise, fastened under the bosom with matching peach ribbons, made her appear as pretty as she was ever likely to be, but all the ministrations of Becky and Agnes could not make her a diamond of. the first water. Nor was the fine ivory lace that modestly covered the depression between her breasts at all in the style of the lovely creature who had hung on Rutherston's arm. What Catherine did not realize, since familiarity had dulled her appreciation, was that the mellow autumn tints of her hair and complexion gave her that distinction that turns a pretty woman into a Beauty.
She drew on her long white gloves and picked up her reticule, determined to put Rutherston out of her mind. This was her first London ball and there was many a young gentleman who would be pleased to have the pretty and charming Catherine Harland hang on his sleeve.
As they entered the ballroom to the sounds of the orchestra, Lady Margaret settled herself comfortably beside the other dowagers and waved her nieces away telling them that they should make themselves known to their many acquaintances and find their own entertainment On this advice, Catherine and Lucy turned back to survey the room. The music had stopped, and Catherine looked with open-mouthed appreciation at the splendor before her. It was the gentlemen who held her attention. Beautiful women she had expected to see, but not the fops and dandies who strutted like peacocks from group to group, wearing their fine plumage as if they had been birds of paradise, with more jewels at their throats than the ladies they escorted. She became aware that one of the dandies, whom she had been gazing at unabashed, had raised his quizzing glass to return her stare. She inclined her head gravely in a polite bow and turned away lest her mirth be detected. Her eyes, sparkling with merriment, sought her sister, who had moved slightly apart to converse with two gentlemen, and as one of them broke away, Catherine found herself looking into the appraising gaze of the Marquis of Rutherston. He came to her side instantly and raised her gloved hand to his lips.
Catherine had tried to prepare herself to meet this moment with equanimity, but when she looked into Rutherston's eyes, her heart turned over. It irritated her beyond measure to think that she had fallen in love with a man of his low morals, but she composed herself to speak and behave with a modicum of courtesy.
"Catherine!" His voice was vibrant with pleasure. "How pleased I am to see you. I would talk with you away from this crush. Will you walk with me?"
Catherine laid her hand upon the proffered arm and allowed herself to be led through the doors to the spacious corridor where several couples were promenading.
"How beautiful you are." His gaze lingered on every part of her person. "I have never seen you look so lovely." The smile he gave her was the one he reserved to melt the hardest of female hearts. Catherine returned a wintry smile.
"Naturally, my lord," she responded dryly. "How could it be otherwise. But it is Madame Celeste who deserves your compliment. It is one of her creations I am wearing." She would make him see that she was impervious to his charm.
"So modest, Miss Harland?"
"So insincere, Lord Rutherston?"
Rutherston was charmed. "Are we embarking on another contest?" he asked quizzically.
"No! We are mismatched, my lord," she snapped shrewishly, then, conscious of her momentary slip and the interested gaze of a number of spectators nearby, she softened her words with her best disarming smile. "We play by different rules. There is no sport in that."
"Indeed? I think that we make a perfect matching." He gave her a speaking look. "And I am prepared to play by your rules." He bowed to some passing acquaintances, then turned to survey her, a small smile of complacency flickering at the corner of his mouth. Catherine noted it sourly and had the strongest desire to wipe the smirk from his face.
"The only contest I am prepared to enter with you, my lord, is with dueling pistols at ten paces." She noted with satisfaction that the smile had vanished from Rutherston's face, to be replaced by a glowering frown.
"And would your honor be satisfied then, Catherine? In any event, you must know, I could never harm you."
"Such chivalry, my lord? I can scarcely believe it in you. But I should not be as obliging as you."
"And am I never to be forgiven?" he demanded testily, stopping in his tracks to face her.
"Do you want to rouse the suspicions of the whole world against us?" she hissed at him, routing him with his own words. "Let us walk on, my lord."
"Catherine, my' name is Richard."
"And my name, my lord, is Miss Harland."
"I see! Then I am not forgiven?"
"My memory is at fault. You must tell me what it is I have to forgive."
Rutherston saw his chance of disabusing the overconfident young woman at his side of the notion that she could outmatch him in a game of wits.
"It would give me the greatest pleasure, Miss Harland, to recall every moment of that encounter. Are you sure you wish me to continue? Say the word, and I shall oblige you."
Catherine's false smile masked a snarl. "I know that your chivalry would not be long-lived, sir."
"Richard!" trilled a voice close to Catherine's ear.
She felt Rutherston's arm tense imperceptibly beneath her hand, and Catherine looked curiously at the owner of the voice that had caused a ripple in Rutherston's cool exterior. She recognized Lady Harriet, the deb acclaimed as the Incomparable, a nonpareil in beauty who was highly conscious of everything that was owed to her. She had been out for a couple of Seasons and had all the young blades, and not a few of those who should have known better, scurrying for her favors. It was rumored that Lady Harriet had set her sights high—on nothing less than an earl. A marquis, of course, would be even better.
A pair of hostile eyes raked Catherine from head to toe, and she instantly withdrew her hand from Rutherston's arm as if it had suddenly scalded her. The martial glint in the lady's eyes was not lost on Catherine, nor the proprietary air as Lady Harriet dismissed her with a slight nod of the head before devoting her full attention to Rutherston.
Catherine moved apart to converse with Lady Harriet's escort. She could hear Rutherston's glib tongue begin his extravagant flatteries, and Lady Harriet accepted them as her due. Catherine was disgusted.
It did not take Catherine long to engage the young man's interest, although his lover-like glance was frequently cast in the direction of the golden-haired goddess. Sisterly knowledge of a brother of aspiring Corinthian tastes gave Catherine an advantage, and she soon coaxed Mr. Sinclair to wax eloquently on the merits of Tattersall's, the neckties he favored, and the various sporting vehicles that were all the crack.
It was with something of a start that she heard Rutherston address her and invite her to join in a conversation that the Incomparable had but a few minutes before insinuated was to be a private tête-à-tête.
"Miss Harland, I beg you, rescue me from Lady Harriet's undeserved encomium. She exaggerates my equestrian ability. I have admitted to being fair, and only fair in the saddle. As one who has a more intimate knowledge of my prowess in the field, what say you?"
"Oh la, sir, you dissemble," tittered the beauty hanging on his arm, not at all pleased to have Catherine addressed in such familiar terms. "You are quite without equal, isn't that so, Mr. Sinclair?" she appealed to her erstwhile escort, pointedly excluding Catherine.
Mr. Sinclair was compelled to honesty and declared that it was universally acknowledged that his lordship was a Nonsuch without equal, drove to an inch, and had the honor of being a member of the Four Horse Club—an indisputable distinction.
"Well, Miss Harland? What say you?" demanded Rutherston, the smirk of complacency twitching his lips.
Catherine was conscious that he was enjoying himself hugely at her expense, and a look of devilment fleetingly lit up her face. She turned to Lady Harriet, her eyes rounded in disbelief.
"You wish me to contradict the noble Lord Rutherston? That, Lady Harriet, I cannot do. No, no, you will not dissuade me. It would be beyond my power, beyond my understanding, beyond anything. Besides," she went on sarcastically, "I would never wish to lay the charge of false modesty at Lord Rutherston's door."
Catherine was immensely pleased with herself, thinking that she had delivered a leveler to floor the marquis, but when she looked triumphantly into his face she was chagrined to see that he was grinning at her in the most appreciative way.
"Of course, one would not wish to contradict Lord Rutherston," began the Beauty in some doubt, "but in this case . . ."
"No, no!" intoned Catherine seriously. "It would be an impertinence. We must respect the assessment of so noble a lord."
Rutherston thought it politic to intervene at that moment and he whisked Catherine away with the excuse that he had solicited her hand for the next dance, which was just about to begin.
As he led her to their place in the set he inclined his head and murmured, "May I hold you to that, Miss Harland? It would please me excessively if you would show me even a little respect."
"You are mistaken, my lord," she returned sweetly. "I have the greatest respect for you. Only a fool underestimates an enemy."
Their eyes held, and Catherine could not look away. She thought she had angered him.
"You are wrong, Catherine." His voice was gentle, caressing, coaxing. "I would be your friend, if you will let me, and much more to you than a friend."
Catherine, for once, was speechless.
 
At the end of the dance, he requested that she introduce him to Lady Margaret and she had no option but to obey. Her aunt was highly gratified, and when Rutherston asked permission to lead Catherine in to supper, Lady Henderly could refuse him nothing.
Catherine was affronted at his confidence that she would so easily fall in with his wishes. Her wishes were never to be consulted!
As she danced away the evening waiting till he should claim her, she observed that he danced every dance, and she never once caught him looking in her direction. She set herself resolutely to forget him and to give her full attention to her partners, but although they were all pleasant young men, she found their conversation flat and predictable.
Then he was standing before her, resplendent in dark coat and beige breeches, the restraint in his dress proclaiming, in Catherine's eyes, the man of good taste.
As he held out his arm to escort her in to supper, Catherine was uncomfortably aware of the intensity of his scrutiny, and she could not bring herself to look into his eyes. She recalled the circumstances in the grounds of Ardo House when she had summarily refused the offer of his arm, and she was deeply embarrassed. She could feel the warmth of his arm under the fabric of his coat, and her hand trembled.
"Do you think I shall take advantage of you in the middle of a crowded ballroom?" he intoned sotto voce in her ear.
"But you have, my lord. You have taken advantage of me at every turn. You and my aunt have, between you, contrived this situation. It was not to me that you applied for this privilege. My wishes are never consulted." She smiled at him archly to sweeten the astringent words.
"And do you mind, Catherine?" His lips were smiling, but Catherine was conscious that the mockery had left his eyes.
"Why should I mind?" she asked playfully. "No doubt my being with one of your consequence has added to my own consequence."
She knew that her answer had not pleased him, for his manner became aloof, and when she tried to retrieve herself by remarking on various inconsequential subjects, he would not be drawn. Catherine wondered how such a mild piece of frivolity as she had uttered should give him so much offense, when her earlier blatant reproofs had formerly afforded him amusement.
His manner and conversation during supper could not be faulted, but she knew that he had set her at a distance, and she was disappointed.

[bookmark: _Toc252198531]Chapter Ten
 
In the following weeks, Norton became a frequent visitor at Mount Street, and on occasion, he was accompanied by his cousin, Lord Rutherston. Lady Margaret observed them all guardedly, but "closely, since she suspected that Norton was developing a tendre for Catherine. When she saw that his manner with Catherine was always easy, however, and that in Lucy's company he became more grave, sometimes falling into a silence altogether, she put that notion out of her head and formed an accurate conclusion.
Nor did it take Lady Margaret long to take the measure of Rutherston. Her suspicions were confirmed when she saw that in company his eye might linger on any lady in the room, excepting her niece, when he felt himself to be observed. She inferred that his lordship was conducting himself with the greatest caution until he should determine Catherine's heart.
Catherine was relieved to find that Rutherston's distant manner with her was of short duration. She knew that he had forgiven her for whatever offense she had given, and she was once again admitted to his confidence and conversations, which she could not help but enjoy. She came to see that it was only with Rutherston that she could be most truly herself. The man actually encouraged her to dispute his opinions. But what Catherine treasured above all was Rutherston's interest in her passion—Greek language and thought. She came to feel that she had one friend with whom she could share what had been, since Mr. Fortescue's death, a solitary and private pastime.
His former conduct at Branley Park she put firmly out of her mind, for if she were to rely too much upon it, she would be forced to cut his acquaintance, and that possibility was not to be borne. For the sake of his friendship, she was willing to grant a man-of- the-world such as he a few lapses, and she accepted that her own want of conduct had encouraged him to gross impropriety. Having settled the matter nicely in her own mind, she nevertheless saw the sense of depressing any hope that Rutherston might entertain of repeating the experience.
It amazed her to think that she had once believed that in London he would move in more exalted circles than she, for he was invariably present at any of the events she and Lucy attended, and made himself as agreeable as she had ever seen him. She discovered that Social Life was so much more enjoyable when he was there to tease and taunt her and share her mirth at some private joke.
 
Lord Rutherston's displeasure was very evident to his valet, Miles. If the grim set of his lordship's visage was not enough to convince that worthy to speak- softly and tread carefully, the growing pile of discarded neckcloths cast disgustedly on the floor told its own story. Miles's face assumed its blandest mask as he helped his lordship dress for the evening's entertainment. He had already taken it upon himself to warn his lordship's butler, George, that an ominous storm was brewing, and that it would be the better part of valor to keep out of his lordship's way until the storm had run Its course.
George, then, had passed the word along to his lordship's groom, Simpson, who was preparing to convey his lordship and Mr. Norton to Lady Ashwell's ball. By the time that Rutherston descended the staircase to meet his cousin in the marble-floored foyer, nary a maid, footman or lackey was in evidence—an unusual occurrence—excepting the ubiquitous George. His lordship had never been known to treat that superior retainer with anything but good-humored courtesy, whatever the provocation. George had risen to this enviable position by virtue of his having seen his lordship through many a wild scrape when Rutherston was a mere lad, and shielded him from his gov'nor, the fifth marquis, well known for his short temper and the strength of his unfailing right arm.
Norton stole one quick look at his cousin's grim face and stifled a smile. It was he who had imparted the information, with the greatest tact of course, that Viscount Boxley had made an offer for Catherine and had been refused. His cousin's complacency had suffered a rude shock, at the piece of news, a salutory experience for Rutherston, in Norton's opinion.
Rutherston settled himself comfortably against the squabs of his well-sprung carriage, and having exchanged a minimum of pleasantries with his cousin, he set his mind to consider what he should do about Catherine.
In the foregoing weeks, he had tolerantly watched her gather a following of admirers. It had troubled him not one whit, for he was confident that
Catherine's heart was his.
He had tried to court her with knightly chivalry, in an effort to allay her maidenly suspicions that he was a predatory male. The thought brought a fleeting smile to his harsh features. It had been an impossible pose to keep up, for he could not be in her company for more than a minute but he was tempted to make her feel the attraction of all that was masculine in him. And he had done it, he knew, but he was not sure that the doing of it had served his best interests.
He had made up his mind that she would be his wife and was determined, if it should come to it, to bring to bear the influence of her family, who would be outraged if Catherine should refuse so brilliant a match. She would be his bride, willingly or unwillingly. Her happiness, no less than his, depended on it.
The problem was that she refused to take him seriously, adroitly parrying his every attempt to fix her interest. She regarded him as a flirt, a rake, or worse, and she used her quick tongue with great effect to deflect his verbal advances. In short, she was keeping him at arm's length, a state of affairs he was no longer prepared to accept.
By the time he had dismissed his coach and entered the flower-decked ballroom, he had made up his mind that Catherine would deflect his advances no longer. It was intolerable to think that someone of Boxley's ilk might snatch her from his grasp.
When he led her in to supper, he found them places in a quiet corner, but all his efforts to converse with her privately were frustrated by the many acquaintances and friends who sat down to idle the time away by talking of trivialities. Rutherston unconsciously began to adopt his most aristocratic demeanor, which had the desired effect of frightening them away. He had just begun to approach the, subject of the high regard in which he held her when Norton and Lucy made as if to join them. Rutherston turned his back toward them, effectively shutting them out.
"Do you always do that?" Catherine gazed intently at her plate and selected a choice piece of fruit.
"Do what?"
"What you have just done—exclude from your company anyone whose conversation you don't wish to endure."
"I assure you, it is not a habit with me. Do you object because I want to talk to you alone for a few minutes?"
"Oh, but it is a habit with you!" She carefully examined a grape and popped it into her mouth.
"Explain yourself, Catherine!"
Catherine's hand hovered over the grapes and selected another, which she proceeded to examine as before.
"You did it once in the park. I believe you saw me with Charles and Lucy. You could hardly avoid seeing us, or we you."
The silence that ensued began to unnerve her, and she flexed her fingers to choose another piece of fruit.
"Catherine!" She gazed intently at her plate.
"Look at me!" She met his gaze steadily, and willed herself not to look away.
"I regret what happened that day. I had not meant you to witness . . . what you saw, Catherine, was in the nature of a farewell."
He was waiting for her to say something, but Catherine did not know what to say.
"You owe me no explanations, my lord. Your conduct is not my affair."
"But it is!"
"How can that be? I am not your mama, or your sister." She strove for a teasing tone.
"Will you stop fencing with me, Catherine, and take me seriously just for once? Surely you are not such a green girl that you mistake my meaning? I have told you that what you saw in the park that day was in the nature of a farewell. Does that not tell you something?"
Catherine's eyes twinkled. "That you are prodigiously lonely, my lord? Oh dear! I beg your pardon. I should not have said that."
"No you should not," Rutherston replied severely. "But since you seem to favor blunt speech, let me assure you that I have long since set aside my mistress."
"My lord, I wish you would not," answered Catherine, deeply embarrassed at the turn in the conversation. She looked around nervously, fearful that someone might have overheard Rutherston's remarks.
"My dear girl, you are not about to adopt missish airs with me? Not when you have always permitted me to speak to you as freely as I wished? Believe me, Catherine, it is part of your charm."
"Yes, prudence was never one of my virtues," she said musingly. "Perhaps I should have cultivated it more."
"I hope you may—but not with me."
"No, I think it is too late to pretend to you a virtue you know very well I do not possess." Catherine spoke with disarming frankness, "It vexes me greatly, but there it is." She looked into his eyes and caught the gleam of amusement that flickered behind them. Her brows instantly drew together in a frown. "But on the subject of your mistress, Lord Rutherston, I have no wish to be your confidante."
"But what else are friends for?"
"Friends?"
"Of course!"
He could see that his last remark had pierced her defenses.
"My lord . . ."
"Catherine, will you stop this ridiculous address! My name is Richard."
"I know."
"Say it!"
"My lord, I . . ."
"Catherine!" His face and voice were austere, and Catherine felt herself yielding, as she always seemed to do with him.
"Yes, Richard." v
The strains of the music reached them from the ballroom. For some reason, Rutherston appeared to be vastly pleased.
"I must take you to your aunt now, but I shall be calling on you one day soon. It is impossible to say anything of a private nature here." He led her to the ballroom and stopped on the threshold, bringing her hand to his lips.
"This seems to be another habit with me. I hope you don't intend to break me of all my habits, Catherine." She felt as if she were being embraced by his smile. Then he turned on his heel and disappeared into the crowd.
She wanted to find a quiet place to set her thoughts in order and made her way to the room where the ladies had left their wraps. She found a chair half hidden by a screen and sat down to compose her mind. What did he mean by saying that his conduct was her affair? Why did he tell her that he had set aside his mistress? Why would he think that she might try to change his habits? And why was he coming to call on her soon?
Into her confused thoughts broke the murmur of low voices.
. . Rutherston's latest flirt."
"I hear tell that his mama insists that he marry— the House of Fotherville and all that!"
"And I have heard that the fair Marguerite has been bestowing her favors elsewhere."
The laughter, to Catherine's ears, was vulgar.
"There are two positions open then, mistress and wife. Are you tempted to apply, Isabel?"
"If I did, I should choose to be his mistress. He is known to be uncommonly generous. His poor wife's lot will be to breed every year—an unenviable fate."
The voices drifted away and Catherine saw that her knuckles were white from gripping the arms of her chair.
"Odious women!" she half cried aloud. Did he intend to offer her one of these positions?
By birth and breeding, she was destined to be a respectable wife. But many aristocratic ladies, she had discovered, openly consorted with their lovers. Surely he would not dare offer her that! But Catherine was far from sure.
The position of wife seemed marginally less odious than the position of mistress. His mother insisted that he marry, and the reason was very evident. The Marquis of Rutherston must beget an heir. Catherine made up her mind. There was nothing his lordship could offer that would ever tempt her to accept either position.
 
The next few days found Catherine in a fever of activity, in the dread that Rutherston might call at Mount Street and put his odious proposals before her. She left the house early every morning after breakfast, confiding to her aunt that she missed the exercise she had enjoyed in the country, and since Becky always accompanied her, Lady Margaret saw no reason to object. She spent her mornings and afternoons wandering in Green Park or in excursions to the shops in Bond Street or the ever popular circulating library, avoiding all the places where there would be the least likelihood of encountering Rutherston. But she was in an agony of suspense lest she should meet him by chance, for it was impossible in such a confined neighborhood not to fall in with some acquaintance or other. She felt her efforts rewarded when she saw his card on the tray in the vestibule table on two successive occasions, but she knew that she could not hope to avoid him altogether.
She came in late one afternoon, avoiding all the public rooms where visitors were received, and made her way to the small green saloon upstairs. There she found Lucy engaged in her embroidery—an item that Catherine had determinedly forgotten to pack when they left Ardo House—and as her sister looked up to smile a welcome, Catherine was struck by a radiance that she had never before noticed.
"Catherine, you have just missed Charles, I mean Mr. Norton, and you'll never guess who was with him!"
"Lord Rutherston."
"No, dear. I think that that gentleman has given up hope of finding you at home."
Catherine ignored this last remark. "Who, then?"
"Our brother! He arrived last night from Ardo House. Papa wants him to purchase some stock for the stables, and he is to be in London for a week or two."
"Tom arrived last night? But I didn't hear him! Where is he?" She stood up to go in search of him.
"He is staying with Lord Rutherston." Lucy picked up her embroidery-and bent her head to examine her stitches. "It was arranged before the gentlemen quit Branley Park. Lord Rutherston and Charles—Mr. Norton, are to advise on what to buy. I think Papa was afraid that Tom might be cheated."
"Tom, staying with Rutherston?"
Catherine sat down to ponder this piece of information. She began to feel like a fly caught in a spider's web—a web of Rutherston's making.
"When do we see him?"
Lucy put down her needlework and looked intently at her sister. "Who, dear?"
"I was thinking of our brother!"
"Were you? Then if you mean our brother, we dine with him on Wednesday night. He is invited to the Countess of Levin's as a guest of Lord Rutherston."
"Rutherston will be there?"
"He will, and I shouldn't plead a headache if I were you, Catherine, for he is as like to come to Mount Street to fetch you himself."
Catherine looked at her sister in consternation, but the mischievous smile that she saw on Lucy's lips brought an answering smile to her own.
"Am I so obvious, then?"
"Only to me, dear. But I have been anxious about you of late. No, don't give me that forbidding look. I must speak." She patted the sofa beside her, and Catherine sat down.
"I know that you have a tendre for Lord Rutherston, no don't deny it, or I should keep my counsel to myself."
She took some time to consider what she should say next. "Catherine, do you mean never to marry, because if that is your intention, then by all means go on as you are. But I hope you will have a care for what you are about. If you marry, you will be a man's wife, sharing his bed, bearing his children." Lucy's cheeks flamed scarlet as she said these words, but she did not waver. "Is it not better that the intimate relations which a wife must share with her husband should be of such a kind as to bring her pleasure rather than . . . distaste?"
"Lucy! What do you know about such things?" Catherine was shocked.
"We were talking about you, Catherine!" Lucy's voice wavered. "I. . . have come to understand better what you once tried to tell me, about . . . love."
"You have come to understand better? How?" There was no answer, and Catherine saw that her sister was overcome with confusion. It came to her then. "Charles! It is Charles! Lucy, you are in love with Mr. Norton! How could I not have seen it? Does he return your regard?" She saw that her sister's eyes were filled with unshed tears.
"He has not mentioned the matter to me. How could he? He must marry prudently. A match with me would not find favor with his . . . family."
"Not find favor? I don't believe it. You are the sweetest, kindest, most accomplished girl in the world." Catherine embraced her warmly and had the pleasure of seeing Lucy give a tremulous smile.
"Thank you, dear Catherine, but it will not be for any lack in my character or accomplishments that I shall be passed over. It is in my dowry that the lack lies." Catherine protested, but she was enough of a realist to recognize the truth of Lucy's words. The two sisters sat thoughtfully side by side contemplating the sad vagaries of fate that could rob them of their respective happinesses. Then Lucy rallied.
"But your position is not the same as mine. Catherine, I beg you to consider what you are about. If Charles had Rutherston's fortune, how happy we would be, and I shouldn't care a fig if he had a dozen mistresses!"
These reflections brought on a fresh outburst of tears, and Catherine, soothing her sister by promising not to do anything rash, walked with her arm in arm to their dressing room. They parted with a show of great affection and resolved that whatever the private state of the hearts of the Misses Harland, the world should remain in ignorance of it.

[bookmark: _Toc252198532]Chapter Eleven
 
Catherine was in an agony of indecision. Rutherston's attentions to her brother Tom, the invitation that the Earl and Countess of Levin had extended to include her family, and the court that he was paying her under the interested eye of the ton convinced her that he meant to offer for her in marriage, but she could not make up her mind whether to accept or reject his offer. The thought of sharing him with other women possessed her of a fierce jealousy. The thought of relinquishing him altogether cast her into deep despair. Either way, she was like to be unhappy.
Her sister's confidences had given her pause, and she had begun to believe that it were better to accept as much of him as he was capable of giving than have nothing at all. It irked her to think that men appropriated a double standard of conduct for themselves. Nothing had changed, she thought, in the more than two thousand years since Euripides had written his plays showing the peril of such folly.
She grieved for her sister's plight. Lucy's character was such that she would never oppose her family's wishes. Catherine thought her too compliant for her own good. But if Charles had enough resolution for them both, he might persuade Lucy to marry him despite the opposition of their families. Lucy had said that he had not spoken to her about his feelings. Perhaps the emotion was all on Lucy's part, but Catherine did not think so. She resolved to observe them more carefully at the Countess of Levin's party, to determine how things stood between them.
It was the most enjoyable party that Catherine had ever attended—not the usual crush that London parties tended to be, for there were only about thirty persons present, making it more in the nature of an intimate gathering. Most of the guests were friends rather than acquaintances, and the Harlands felt themselves welcomed and accepted, as if their particular society would contribute to the overall agreeableness of the company.
The earl and his countess were a young couple whom the Harlands had met at Lady Castelreagh's ball. Catherine's aunt had been included in the invitation, but she had made her excuses, telling the girls frankly that the countess's parties were not in the style she enjoyed.
Lady Arabella was a charming hostess. She made a point of singling Catherine out from the moment of her arrival. Catherine had the impression that the countess intended that they should become friends, and she was certain that her acquaintance was being cultivated at Rutherston's request. She warmed to the young woman, who was only a little older than herself, and thought that should she marry Rutherston, she was destined to become a particular friend of Lady Arabella.
Her brother entered with Rutherston at his heels, and Catherine thought that Tom looked as handsome as she had ever seen him, appearing quite at ease in a suit of clothes that she recognized as newly acquired. He came to her and took her hand as if to kiss it—a gallantry she had never seen him display before—but at the last minute he thought better of it and planted a kiss roughly on her cheek.
As he released her Rutherston came forward, and bowing over her hand, said softly, "Miss Harland! How I envy the liberties which a brother is allowed to take with a sister," and a grin spread across his face from ear to ear. Catherine frowned him down and turned her attention to Tom. When she had satisfied herself that all was well at home and that their sister, Lady Mary, continued in the full bloom of health, she asked him how he was enjoying his stay in town.
"I've had more fun and excitement in two days with Rutherston and Norton, sis, than ever I've had in all the times I've been here before."
"How so?"
"You're surely not such a ninnyhammer as not to know the answer to that, Kate! Why Rutherston's name opens doors that would never open for a mere country squire!"
"What doors?"
"Nothing you'd be interested in, sis. Just the pleasures of gentlemen," and with that he would say no more, but Catherine was far from satisfied.
During the course of the evening, she watched Tom covertly and saw that his short association with Rutherston was having an effect. There was none of the carelessness of address or manner that had so characterized her brother in provincial circles. In her eyes, he had already acquired a modicum of town polish, and she admitted to herself that Rutherston's influence, at least to appearances, had been for the good, but when she came to consider those "pleasures of gentlemen" that Tom had mentioned, she felt deeply uneasy. Tom was of an age with Mr. Norton, and Catherine wondered for the first time if all the young gentlemen of the ton enjoyed the pleasures of what was vulgarly called the "muslin company."
Her gaze wandered to Rutherston, and their eyes held. As if he could read her thoughts, his brows rose in inquiry, and Catherine's cheeks began to flame. She looked away, and for the rest of the evening gave herself up to the pleasures of the party, not forgetting her resolution to observe Lucy and Norton.
Perhaps it was because there were no dowagers or mamas in attendance to monitor every word and action, or perhaps it was because her host and hostess had selected their guests with care, but whatever the reason, Catherine felt herself free to speak more openly and spiritedly than she was ever used to do, and to challenge the opinions of others who happened to express themselves on any field in which she felt herself to have some competence. The evening was well underway when it came to her that this was an unusual gathering, where discussion and argument were esteemed, and that in this company a lively imagination and an informed mind were attributes in a woman that were admired. When Rutherston came to her side with a glass of champagne, she saw that he was looking at her with frank approval. She was conscious that she had made a hit with his friends and that he was proud of her. It gave her inordinate pleasure to think so.
"Tom has been telling me how much he has enjoyed the er . . . entertainments you have been so kind as to introduce him to, my lord," she began, choosing her words carefully.
"Has he? Then I am glad that he has found some enjoyment in such simple amusements." He was waiting for her to go on, and she did not know how to go about it. When he observed that she was in some difficulty, he became alert.
"Yes, Catherine? Go on."
She took a sip of champagne.
"Tom is quite thrilled to be taken up by a man of the world. He tells me that you have opened doors to him that were closed before."
"A man of the world? Do you mean me, Catherine?"
She inclined her head to signify that she did.
"Catherine, are you worried that I may lead your brother astray?" His tone was mocking.
"Would you not, sir?" she retorted.
"Oh, Catherine, you are off the mark. There is only one that I wish to lead astray, but alas, my efforts are always frustrated in that quarter."
"Perhaps it is time to give up the attempt, sir?"
"Do you think so? I hope not. I have always enjoyed the pleasures of the hunt."
"We were talking of Tom!"
"So we were. You wish to know how he has been passing his time. Let me assure you, the doors that I open to him are quite harmless. We have been to my clubs, to Jackson's Boxing Saloon, to Manton's Shooting Gallery. Must I go on? It's a tedious list, I assure you."
'Thank you. I did not mean you to give a detailed account of my brother's movements," she replied primly.
"I could not if I wanted to, Catherine. I am not with him every hour of the day, but I do try to keep an eye on him. Now if you wish me to give you an account of my movements, I should be happy to oblige."
"Oh no, sir, that will not be necessary. A sister must always feel some concern for a brother's welfare."
"Catherine, you have wounded me. Have you not observed that I wish to become much closer to you than a brother?"
She had a retort already on her tongue, but they were joined by Lord Levin, and Rutherston adroitly turned the conversation. Catherine was grateful to Rutherston. He had flirted with her outrageously, but had ensured that she would not worry needlessly about Tom. When he put his mind to it, he could be the most charming gentleman.
As she and Lucy were taking their leave, he disengaged himself from a group and came toward them, and when he offered to see them to their carriage, Lucy quickly accepted before Catherine could say a word. He took Catherine's hand in his and held it firmly.
"Catherine, I have no idea how young ladies spend their time in London, but I can't continue to call on Mount Street only to find you absent. I should be obliged if you would remain at home on Friday afternoon, when I shall wait on you. Tomorrow is promised to your brother Tom!"
"I can't, my lord. I believe I have an appointment."
"What appointment?"
"To return my books to the library." He was taken aback, until he saw her impish smile.
"Catherine! You will do as you are bid."
"Yes, my lord."
"Richard!"
"Yes, my lord Richard."
"Minx!" He snapped the carriage door shut, and brought her hand to his lips.
"Till Friday, my love."
As the carriage moved away, Catherine reached for
Lucy's hand and clasped it tightly.
"No!" She said in mincing accents in imitation of \ her sister's voice. "Mr. Norton has never mentioned the state of his heart to me! It is his cowlike expression of devotion which has informed me of what his lips cannot say."
"Catherine, hush! The coachman will hear you!"
"Dearest Lucy," Catherine whispered as softly as she could, "he is as deep in love as any man can be."
"As deep in love as Lord Rutherston?"
"Oh, yes. My suitor only admires me. Your suitor adores you."
Lucy protested, and Catherine said no more. For the rest of the drive home, she thought of Lucy and Norton and tried to think of how their attachment could be brought to a happy conclusion, but no answer came. She could not be sure that Rutherston would lend his support to Charles in so imprudent a match. With his title and fortune, Rutherston could marry where he chose. It was the first time that Catherine had any sense of the honor that was being paid to her, and she was quite overwhelmed.
 
Tom Harland closed the door of the library gently behind him and headed for the stairs that would take him to his welcoming bed. London parties lasted well into the early morning, and Tom, accustomed to country ways, had been impatient for sleep these many hours past. He had left the two cousins to imbibe their second brandy of the night, and it occurred to him that he had been dimly aware of a restraint between Rutherston and Norton that he had never noticed before, but as his mind was slightly befuddled by the effects of the champagne and brandy that he had consumed rather freely during the evening, he inclined to think that he was imagining things.
 
Mr. Norton settled himself more comfortably in his armchair, crossing one leg carelessly over the other, and assumed as indifferent a pose as he could manage. He swirled the golden liquid in its glass and brought it to his lips.
Rutherston watched him through narrowed eyes.
"So," he said at last. "Whose turn is it to be found out now, cousin?"
"I beg your pardon?" Norton was nothing if he was not cautious.
"I said that I have found you out, Charles," Rutherston replied with a touch of severity.
Norton grinned broadly. "Well, so you have. What of it?"
There was no answering smile on Rutherston's face. "It won't do!"
"And what do you mean by that?" Norton's voice had become dangerously quiet.
"I mean that it isn't fair to the girl. You must either offer for her or stop your attentions. I'm sure you know that as well as I do."
"Are you meddling, Richard? I didn't think that was quite in your style!" A note of aggrievement had crept into Norton's voice.
"In the normal way, I wouldn't," Rutherston offered the decanter to Norton who shook his head, and his lordship proceeded to refill his own glass. "But I have a particular interest in anything that affects the Harland family."
"Oh yes, I can see that you do—I and the whole ton! But don't imagine, Richard, that I shall brook any interference from you in my affairs. You are not my guardian, you know, and I shall look out for my own interests, without any reference to you."
Norton had never in his life before spoken to his esteemed cousin in such an ill-humored way, and Rutherston paused, the decanter poised over his glass.
"The devil you will! Your interests d'you say? And what of Miss Harland's interests? Have you given a thought to that? I really don't care a brass button if you make a fool of yourself, cousin, but I won't have you making a fool of Catherine's sister."
The two men sat on either side of the fireplace looking warily at each other. Rutherston spoke first.
"Charles!" he said in a friendlier tone. "I am not warning you off if you intend to offer for the girl. I am simply trying to ascertain your intentions, as, if I remember, you once did with me some months ago."
The recollection of that earlier interview between the two cousins, when their positions had been exactly reversed, did much to ease the tension between them now. Both gentlemen found themselves grinning, and Norton held out his glass for Rutherston to refill.
"Cousin Richard, I am in a damnable position. What can I offer Lucy? A thousand a year won't go far—it would mean a life of shabby gentility. She deserves better than that. To press her into making so imprudent a match right now would be taking advantage. She's hardly out of the schoolroom—not up to snuff."
"Perhaps if you apply to your father, he will make you an allowance?"
Norton shook his head energetically.
"It won't do. The gov'nor has expressed himself vigorously on this subject ever since I came out of shortcoats. Everything is entailed on Jack, except for the money my mother left me. You dont know how lucky you are, Richard, not to be a younger son!"
"Yes, I begin to see how awkward it makes things. But knowing all that, how could you allow your affections to become engaged so recklessly?"
"I didn't know I had till it was too late to draw back. Surely you, of all people, understand how it is?"
Rutherston had to own that he did. But his case was not the same as his cousin's.
"I haven't sorted everything out in my own mind as yet, Richard, but I do want to be fair to Lucy. She's so inexperienced." He sighed and fell into a reverie of thought. Rutherston waited.
"You haven't said anything to me that I haven't been telling myself for some weeks now. If she means to have me, I will have to make a push to find some occupation that will give us a reasonable living. Holy Orders don't appeal to me, politics bore me, so it looks as if I shall have to embark on a military career." The thought did not bring any sense of pleasure or relief to his troubled mind. The two men sat for some moments in gloomy thought, sipping their brandies companionably. The prospect of having to embark on a career for monetary gain rather than a disinterested high-mindedness filled them both with repugnance. Another sigh escaped Norton's lips . "But I do see that I cannot let matters drift the way they have been doing." He put down his empty glass and stood up to go.
"Thank you for your cousinly concern, Richard. I know that you will trust me to do what I think is in the best interests of both Miss Harland and myself?"
Rutherston inclined his head gravely. "Of course."
"Then I'll bid you goodnight." As Norton reached the door, Rutherston recollected himself and called after him. "Charles! You won't do anything rash without letting me know?"
"Anything rash?" Norton's back stiffened.
"I simply meant, cousin, that if you decide to embark on a military career, you'll inform me before the event, and not after it?"
"Oh, I see. Certainly. But I can't see what difference that will make."
"Can't you? Well, never mind. Just be sure to keep me informed."
 
Rutherston poked the embers of the dying fire, and returned to his chair in a reflective mood. He decided against another brandy, since he needed a clear head on the morrow for taking Catherine's brother round to Tattersall's to look over the horseflesh that he had come to purchase for the Ardo House stables. He thought that it had not occurred to his cousin to apply to him, as Lucy's prospective brother-in-law, to ease their financial straits. He would, of course, whether he was applied to or not. But they were both ridiculously young. Lucy was just a girl of eighteen or nineteen years, and Norton only four or five years her senior. Rutherston did not mean exactly to depress the attachment, but he could not see why such a couple of children could not wait for a year or so to ensure that this was no infatuation, especially when the match had little to recommend it on either side but strong affection. That he was not prepared to wait for his Catherine a minute more than he had to did not strike him in the same light at all.
Nor could he see what it was in the younger Miss Norton that had attached his young cousin so securely to her side. That she was a pretty little slip of a girl, not unlike Catherine in looks, he could not - deny. But she lacked his beloved's spirit and wit, and he was sure that her proper manner was an exact reflection of her inherent passivity. No, she would not do for him. With that thought, his mind began to dwell on the alluring Catherine, and he became restless to think that he had promised a whole day of his time to Tom when he was in a fever of impatience to regularize his position with her and so put an end to the wagging tongues of all the tittle-tattlers of the ton.

[bookmark: _Toc252198533]Chapter Twelve
 
Charles Norton arrived in Mount Street shortly after luncheon and carried Lucy off, intending to drive her to Richmond Park. It was further afield than he had ever taken her, but he wanted the time to rehearse what he should say. He had forborne to take the curricle, since he was doubtful whether he could give his undivided attention to handling the ribbons of the unpredictable grays, and had, on reflection, selected Rutherston's phaeton, since it was marginally easier to control. His good-natured cousin never seemed to mind having to accept whatever conveyance Norton saw fit to leave him for his own use, saying that he could well remember his own inordinate pleasure, at Norton's age, in handling the latest rig that put his ability as a whip to the test. The phaeton had no place for a groom, so that Norton was assured that he could speak to Lucy as freely as he wished.
As they rode along at a brisk trot, it needed but a few minutes for Lucy to become aware that a more serious humor had taken possession of Mr. Norton than she had ever observed in him before. She held her tongue in check, waiting for him to begin, but her observations did nothing to relieve the weight of her own mind. Little was said by either, except of a most desultory nature, until they arrived at then- destination. Here, Mr. Norton drew in, slackened the ribbons somewhat and permitted the chestnuts to graze.
"Lucy, I have been wondering, this long time past, how I am to begin." If he had said these words in a different tone, Lucy's heart would have been in a flutter, but they were said with such gravity that she felt her spirits sink even lower.
"Yes, Charles? I can see that you have something of a serious nature that you wish to say to me. Dont keep me in suspense. Tell me what it is."
"Lucy, how old are you?"
"Pray, what has that to do with anything?"
"It has everything to do with what I am trying to say to you. You are so young, hardly more than a child, and I have not done right in engaging your affections."
"Engaging my affections? What an odious thing to say! What makes you think you have engaged my affections, sir?" The sparks fairly flashed from her eyes, and so novel was the experience of seeing his demure Lucy bristle in indignation, that Norton openly smiled. This did not endear him any the more to Lucy, who thought that it was ungentlemanly of him to begin with the state of her affections before he had declared his own.
"The reason I know that I have engaged your affections, you silly goose, is because I am so much older than you. I know the signs."
"What signs?" Her ire was roused now, and still the ignoble Mr. Norton had not mentioned the state of his own heart.
Her question recalled to his mind the enchanting rise and swell of her bosom when he had partnered her in the dance, her faint blushes and downcast eyes when she had found herself alone in his company, her eyes following him whenever he strayed from her side, and a thousand other telltale signs that assured him that the lady was not impervious to his charms.
"Never mind what signs," he replied rather uncomfortably. "I know, and that's that!" The interview was not going at all as Mr. Norton had rehearsed it, since Lucy was answering in an unpredictable way and completely throwing him off his stride.
"Lucy, I can't marry you, not yet. I have to give you time to grow up a little. When you have time to consider, you may not want to marry me at all."
"Have I asked you to marry me?" she demanded.
She blinked back her angry tears, willing them to disappear. Mr. Norton now saw his mistake in having contrived so serious an interview in such a carriage and without a groom, since he longed to take Lucy's hands in his, but was obliged to hang on to the ribbons.
"Darling Lucy, will you listen to me? I am not saying that we won't marry—only that we must wait a while. I must be quite sure that you know what you are about. You must know something of how I am fixed. I won't ask you to make so improvident a match until you have time to look around for a bit."
"Why are you telling me all this?" She was sniffing into her handkerchief now, ashamed of the telltale tears that must confirm what he said he already knew. "You need not have brought me all the way out here just to humiliate me. Why tell me at all? You could have gone away without saying anything, and my feelings would have been spared."
"Go away without a word? When I have so shamelessly attached you to myself? That I could not do.
Besides Lucy, I want us to come to an understanding. I will wait for you, but you need not feel oblige to wait. If some other offer comes along, you are free to accept it or reject it without reference to me."
"But Charles, none of this makes sense. Are you making me an offer or are you not?"
Mr. Norton could not fathom how his beloved could be so obtuse. In his own mind, everything was clear. "I am and I am not," he said decisively. "What I mean to say is, no—not for the present, but I will make you an offer when I think you are ready for it."
"And when will that be, pray? In a year, two years, ten years?"
Mr. Norton had not gone so far in his own mind as to put the limit on the time needed for his beloved to come to a mature understanding of her own mind and situation, but he had never expected it to be as long as one whole year.
"Never mind how long." His voice was gruff. "IH know when the time is right."
"And what do you expect to happen in that time, Charles? Is there to be a change in me?"
"You'll be older," he said reasonably.
"Oh, I shall certainly be older. Do you expect me to be wiser?" Mr. Norton began to think that the love of his life was deliberately misunderstanding him.
"Lucy, you know what I mean."
"Charles, did you know that my sister, Mary, was married when she was eighteen, and that she is soon to have her third child and is just past two and twenty? She knew her mind when she was eighteen just as she does now."
Perceiving himself to be on ground that was far from steady, Mr. Norton assumed his most authoritative voice and handed down his immutable decision.
"Lucy, I have no more to say. That is how it will be."
"Does this mean that I shall not see you again?" she barely managed, in a choked voice.
"I won't come calling as often as I have, but with Tom as my friend, and with your sister on the point of marrying my cousin, we are bound to be thrown into each other's company quite often."
"When Catherine marries your cousin? Pray tell me more. This is news to me."
"Well, I would have thought that it is obvious that he means to offer for her."
"Oh yes," said Lucy icily, "of that I am sure, but whether Catherine intends to accept him remains to be seen."
"Refuse Rutherston? Why should she? When he's been the biggest prize in the Marriage Mart for the last ten years?"
"If he's been the biggest prize in the Marriage Mart, how is it that some girl hasn't snaffled him before now?" she snapped.
"Oh, he's been too sly for them. Besides, he's thirty now, and he promised his mama that he would marry when he reached his thirtieth year." Norton realized, too late, that he had spoken in an unguarded moment, and turned to Lucy in apprehension. "Lucy, forget that I said that. Richard would never forgive me for betraying his confidence. No one must ever hear of it."
Lucy's mouth hung open. "Charles, do you mean to say that he is offering for Catherine because he promised his mother that he would marry? If Catherine were to hear of it, she would never forgive him, never marry him, not even if he were the last man in the world."
"Of course, it doesn't mean that," snapped Norton, angry at himself, but somehow blaming Lucy for making him forgetful of his tongue. "He has the highest regard for her. It is simply a coincidence. Lucy, you must see that he is not offering for Catherine because of a stupid promise?" Lucy looked disbelieving.
"Do you really think that if he were to choose a wife rationally, with no thought of personal inclination, Catherine would be his first choice?" Personally, he thought that she would not be his second or third choice either, but he was not about to tell her sister so.
"I suppose not. But Charles, Catherine must never hear of this promise. It would mortify her to think that. . ."
"She will never hear of it from me. And you, I know, will say nothing. So don't give it another thought. Now, can we return to the understanding that I wish to have established between us before I return you to Mount Street?"
"Oh, Charles," said Lucy sweetly, "I understand you perfectly, but you are far from understanding me." Charles glanced at her uneasily, but she now looked again the demure, compliant Miss Harland whom he had come to love, and he believed he was quite satisfied, and wondered at his own vague feeling of disquiet.
 
In the late afternoon, Catherine was called to the downstairs reception room to be introduced to some ladies who were wailing on her aunt. Lucy had left the house an hour earlier to go riding with Mr. Norton, and Catherine had set herself to writing some letters.
"Her ladyship says you are to come at once, miss, and not linger on any account!" Becky's voice was urgent as she conveyed her ladyship's message, and Catherine set aside her task to obey the summons ; without delay. She was met at the door by Lady Margaret, who beamed her pleasure, and taking her ; by the hand led Catherine to a lady who turned upon her the friendliest smile.
"May I present my niece, Miss Catherine Harland? Catherine, this is Lady Rutherston."
Catherine started visibly, then, recovering herself quickly, curtsied her acknowledgment. "Ma'am."
"Miss Harland." The dowager marchioness bowed.
Catherine's thoughts were in a tumult, but she soon surmised that the insufferable marquis had sent his mother to look her over before his offer became irrevocable. The thought made her lift her chin in defiance.
"My daughter Jane, the Duchess of Beaumain." The marchioness indicated the lady on her left.
"Your grace." Catherine curtsied deeply.
"And I believe you know my niece, Lady Arabella."
"Catherine." The countess of Levin inclined her head and smiled. "I hope we may see you in Brook Street before long."
The marchioness extended her hand. "Come and sit by me, my dear. I should like to know you better." The words sounded ominous in Catherine's ears, and she began to wish that she had kept to her practice of fleeing the house every day. She took the chair next to the marchioness and tried not to stare. Rutherston's mother was not as she had imagined her to be. She was handsome, and in. many ways . . . her thoughts were interrupted.
"I see that you are as surprised as I." There was a touch of amusement in the marchioness's voice. "When I look at you, I am reminded of myself when I was your age. It is our coloring, I believe. I am deeply flattered to think . . . well never mind. Tell me about yourself, Catherine. Lady Margaret has told me that your home is in Breckenridge in Surrey."
It was the most difficult interview that Catherine had ever endured. Her ladyship and her grace, in the ordinary course of the conversation, drew Catherine out to talk about her home, her father's estate, her family and relations until Catherine was sure that her ladyship had calculated to a sou the extent of her father's income and had drawn an accurate picture of the family trees of her respective parents. It was not done to give offense; nevertheless, Catherine was deeply offended, and a spirit of recklessness took possession of her.
"You have nephews, I hear, Catherine? Children are such as pleasure, don't you agree?"
"I hardly know, ma'am. Naturally, I am fond of my nephews, but I'd just as soon be with my dogs."
The marchioness appeared to be taken aback by this reply, but put it down to mere nervousness on the part of the girl.
"Do you ride, Catherine? The Fothervilles are invariably accomplished equestrians."
"Oh, the Fothervilles would rather ride than anything!" interjected the duchess.
"And I would rather do anything than ride!" replied Catherine in dulcet tones.
Lady Rutherston began to wonder if Catherine were being deliberately rude, but she put the notion out of her mind. It did not seem likely that the girl would run the risk of ruining her chances with the son merely to spite the mother.
"Perhaps you play or sing?"
"Alas, no!" confessed Catherine, suppressing a feeling of guilt that was beginning to rise in her breast. She avoided the eyes of her aunt, who was perfectly aware that Catherine possessed a rich contralto. That lady sat rigidly in her chair.
"You must do something, Miss Harland?" The duchess's hearty voice grated on Catherine's ears.
Catherine appeared to give this last remark some thought. Then her face brightened.
"Papa says that I'm a dab hand at cards, and like to fritter away a husband's fortune with sheer recklessness. But of course, at home, we don't play for high stakes." The room froze to an arctic temperature.
The soothing voice of the countess of Levin now held sway. "Catherine is a debater, Aunt Olivia, a fencer with words. I have it on the best authority that no one crosses swords with her with impunity." The merry eyes of Lady Arabella looked warmly into Catherine's.
The marchioness considered the implications of Lady Arabella's statement. It was a moment or two before she spoke.
"A quick-witted girl? A scholar?"
"I read, yes, ma'am."
"What then? Romances?"
"A few . . . novels."
"And in particular?"
"In particular . . . plays." Catherine was not at all willing to betray to these ladies an interest she was sure they would despise.
"Shakespeare?"
"Yes . . . and Greek tragedy." She rushed the last words.
"Are you a classicist, Miss Harland?" The dowager marchioness did not appear to find this disclosure at all offensive, and Catherine took heart.
"Yes, ma'am."
"Extraordinary!" The marchioness smiled. "And a girl with spunk, to boot." And with that cryptic remark, the interview was at an end.
The marchioness rose to go. "I look forward to seeing you again, Catherine. Lady Margaret." She bowed and the ladies took their leave, but the countess contrived to whisper a few words in Catherine's ear before the door was shut upon them. She squeezed Catherine's hand, "Good, brave girl!"
 
The Marquis of Rutherston came promptly on Friday afternoon to wait upon Catherine. He asked first for Lady Margaret to obtain her permission for a private interview with her niece. It was given with alacrity, and he was shown into a small parlor on the ground floor to await the girl whom all London knew had captured his heart.
She entered, bowed stiffly in his direction, and sat down as far from him as she possibly could, but as the room was small, she was in closer proximity to him than she had hoped to be.
"Lord Rutherston," was all the acknowledgment he was given, and Catherine fell silent. Rutherston sighed.
"You are angry with me, Catherine, and it's most unjust. You cannot believe that I sent my mother to you!"
"Did you not, my lord?" Her eyes glittered.
"I did not! I did not know! It was Charles who saw her carriage at your door and brought the news to me. I was incensed and went to her directly to warn her off."
Catherine said nothing, but was so much the picture of wounded pride that Rutherston forbade to smile.
"Will you not forgive her, Catherine? She was as vexed as I, believing herself to be the last person in London to be informed of my intentions. We have not been discreet, you and I. The whole world knows that there is something between us two." He got up and moved to the chair next to hers.
"Was it so bad, my love? My mother was pleased with the interview, and approves my choice."
Catherine was somewhat mollified by his words, but she had determined that he was not to be easily let off.
"It wasn't bad, my lord, it was intolerable!"
"My name is Richard," he said firmly, and taking her hand, turned it over to kiss her palm. She snatched it away.
"I felt as if I were a brood mare."
He was startled into a laugh.
"Catherine! Do you never guard your tongue when you're with me?" He retrieved her hand and nibbled on a finger. "You wouldn't turn me down now, my love, would you? 1 should be the laughingstock of London."
"Do you like children, my . . . Richard?"
"What?"
"It's what your mother asked me."
"She didn't! Tell me she didn't, Catherine."
"Answer the question, Richard."
"Only if they are yours, my love, and you come to them through me." He began to kiss each finger separately.
"And would you rather ride than do anything, sir?"
"Catherine, you are tempting me to put you to the blush." She tried to pull her hand away, but he held it more firmly.
"Richard, I am in earnest. Why do you want to marry me?"
"What?"
"Answer me!"
"Catherine, you know how much I admire you!"
"Go on!"
"Are you serious?"
"Yes, I am serious."
"Well, I admire the way you stand up to me."
"I? Stand up to you? One day I hope I may, but you know as well as I that I always lie down to you!"
"Then perhaps, my love, it is the thought of your lying down to me that entices me to make this rash offer!"
"You are . . . you are . . ."
"Yes, Catherine, what am I?"
"You are a passionate man, my lord."
She jumped up and walked away from him. "Perhaps one woman is not enough for a man of your warm temperament?"
"What?"
"Richard, will you stop saying 'What?' in that ridiculous way? I have asked you a question. Answer it, if you dare."
"Catherine, what are you talking about? You know that I love only you." He came to her and cradled her gently in his arms. "My passion is all for you." A thought struck him, and he pulled away. "The woman in the park. Is that what troubles you? I promise you, Catherine, since you have come into my life, I have become as celibate as a priest. I admit I am experienced, but you did not think, did you, that I was like the virgin Hippolytus?" His eyes held amusement.
"No, I knew that you were no Hippolytus. But I have a jealous nature, Richard. I could not be happy if I had to share . . . my husband."
"I am glad to hear you say so, you silly goose. I promise you Catherine, my passion, my love will be invested in our marriage. There will be nothing left over for anyone else."
"Oh, Richard, do you truly mean it?" She looked at him with such appeal that he was tempted to make love to her in earnest.
"Oh God, Catherine, don't you know what I feel for you? Of course, I mean it. And now, my love, will you not put an end to my suspense and tell me your answer?"
"I have forgotten the question."
"Catherine!" he roared.
"Yes, Richard, my answer is yes, if you . . ."
He stopped her lips with a kiss, but when Catherine felt his tongue pushing between her teeth, she pulled away in alarm.
"Richard, please don't! I mean it. Don't begin like that. Where will it end?"
He released her with a sigh. "Oh, Catherine, I have been waiting for you for so long. Are you going to make me wait another week?"
"Another week? We cannot marry in one week!"
"We most certainly will!"
"But Richard, I have to let my parents know. I want to be married from my home. There are so many things that must be done."
"There is nothing that needs doing, my love. I applied to your father for his permission to wed you before I left Surrey. Your parents have been expecting your return, and I have had a Special License in my pocket since the day I arrived in town. I have no intentions of waiting for you a moment longer than I must. With or without a ring, I mean to have you, Catherine."
"You've had a Special License . . . you insufferable, arrogant, odious . . ." said Miss Harland in outrage.
"Catherine, this is not the time to stand up to me. If you don't agree to our marrying within the week, I shall take you in my arms, and you are so right, my' love, where will it end?" He reached for her, but she evaded his grasp.
"I agree. We marry in one week. Now leave me, and from now until the day we wed, Richard Fotherville, I promise that you will not find me unchaperoned."
"Oh, Catherine," he drawled, bowing over her hand to kiss her farewell. "You coward!"
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They were married quietly, one week later, in the old parish church in Breckenridge. Lucy and Norton had traveled down from London to stand up with them, but few other guests were invited. Lady Mary had returned to her home in Hampshire to await the birth of her child, and Rutherston's mother was content to receive Catherine to her bosom when they should return to town some three weeks later.
Catherine, solemnly repeating her wedding vows to love, cherish, honor and obey, cast a veiled glance at Rutherston's unsmiling face and thought that she had never seen him look so stern. And when he took her trembling hand in his to slip his ring on her finger, she looked up to meet his steady gaze, concealing nothing of what was in her heart, and all the depth of her emotion was written in her face for him to see. For a long moment he regarded her, in perfect comprehension, and when he smiled, a look of exultation suffused his face, and Catherine, seeing that look, felt her confidence waver. He leaned down to brush her lips with his, and his whispered, "My wife," evoked in her mind all the pride of possession of the primitive male, and she trembled in dread anticipation, knowing that her destiny was bound to a man whom she hardly knew.
Catherine had proposed that after the wedding they return to London with Lucy and Norton, but in this Rutherston demurred, and when she would have argued he had cut her short. They were to travel by coach to one of his smaller estates which lay a day's journey to the northwest, where, Rutherston averred, there were many matters that needed his attention, and that he had been an absentee landlord too long.
There was nothing that Catherine could say that would change his mind, and she could scarcely tell him that the real reason she wanted to return to town was that it made her uncomfortable to be too long alone in his company. He had sent the servants ahead with their baggage some days before in readiness for their arrival, and as soon as the wedding breakfast at Ardo House was consumed, Rutherston was impatient to be off.
The journey was pleasant and uneventful, Rutherston pointing out all the places of interest on the way. She had been dreading their close proximity within the closed carriage, half fearful that, now she was wearing his ring, his ardor would be unrestrained, but everything about his manner allayed her fears. He was content merely to draw her hand through his arm, and never once uttered any kind of remark that was likely to draw a blush to her cheeks, and Catherine's overstrung nerves began to unwind and the smiles came more readily to her lips. It was exactly what Rutherston had intended, for he was conscious that his unguarded look in the church had been a tactical blunder.
It was close to dusk when their carriage approached the gates to Fotherville House, and Catherine looked out with interest to catch her first glimpse of what Rutherston had told her was his favorite residence. A gatekeeper liveried in bottle- green hurried from the lodge to open the wrought iron gates set between two stone pillars, and their carriage swung into a wide graveled driveway with an avenue of lime trees that framed the main approach to the house.
"Richard, it is quite lovely," Catherine breathed, as the house came into view. The glowing hues of the setting sun were caught and reflected in the many small-paned windows of the sandstone building, casting their fiery rays back to the golden dusk.
"It is a picture of perfect symmetry." Her voice held awe as well as admiration. The house was three stories high, with long windows on the first two floors looking out on acres of broad lawns that gave way to shrubbery and trees.
"Do you like it, Catherine?" He was watching her expression and seemed to find satisfaction in what he saw. "I hope you shall, for we shall spend much of our time here. My grandfather had it built as a sort of halfway house between London and our seat in Gloucestershire, and as a retreat from life at Court. I thought that the classical lines of the place would appeal to you, a lover of all things Greek."
"Your grandfather had excellent taste!"
"Oh, he had excellent help. His friend, Lord Burlington, found the right people to design the house and the grounds. Everything is more or less as it was when it was completed sixty years ago, except that my father and I have added to the collections over the years. Tomorrow, I shall show you the interior and the rest of the estate—if I can persuade you to ride with me—but I collect, you would rather do anything than ride?"
She had been looking out of the carriage window at the house while Rutherston had been speaking, but at his bantering words she turned with an impish grin on her face.
"Your mother told you?"
"No, my sister, the duchess. I had the devil of a time persuading her that you were only funning when you implied that you detested horses. In Jane's estimation, it would never do for a Fotherville to get shackled to someone who could not ride with the best of them. But then, I have had the pleasure of seeing you in action. Jane has not." He grinned.
"And would it matter to you if I could not ride, Richard?" Catherine asked.
"Certainly not! I would teach you!"
"Ah, but what if I had no wish to learn?"
Rutherston was tempted to respond with a remark that would lure Catherine into one of the improper conversations that so delighted him, but he restrained himself. She was like an overbred filly ready to bolt at the first faint touch, and he was taking the greatest pains to catch her unawares. He ignored her question.
"Are you going to tell me what more you said to mislead my mother when she had so kindly condescended to interview the girl of my choice?"
"Enough to give the dowager a profound disgust of me, I'll be bound. Oh, Richard, was she terribly put out?"
"If she was, she didn't tell me. She was quite close about the whole affair. No, I heard the full, shocking story of your unruly conduct from Arabella. She, naturally, thought the episode highly diverting."
"Were you shocked, Richard? You shouldn't be, you know. If you knew me better, you would know that I cannot abide interference from anyone in my affairs."
His tone was light. "Anyone, Catherine? A husband, I think, might claim that privilege as his right?"
She was looking at him intently now. "Do you think so?" Her voice was cool and noncommittal. Rutherston, somewhat nettled, was about to pursue the conversation further, but thought better of it. He now began to point out features of the building in the fading light, and Catherine was soon lost in admiration of what her husband intended would be their future home.
 
By the time that Catherine had bathed and dressed for dinner under the critical eye of Becky who had now been attached to Rutherston's permanent staff, it was too late to see the interior of the house to the best advantage, and Catherine, although disappointed, was ready to admit that it made better sense to wait till morning. A late supper was brought to them on trays before a crackling fire in the library, and Rutherston summarily dismissed the servants, telling them that he would ring if their services should be required.
He had prepared all with the greatest forethought, attempting to make their time together for the remainder of the evening as natural as possible. Catherine's attention was engaged, as he had known it would be, by the extent of his library, but he would not entertain her examining any of the books and manuscripts until they had eaten and the remains of their meal were removed.
Catherine surveyed her surroundings with unmitigated approval. The room was large and long, with five windows against one wall, and the glow from the fireplace and the flickering candles in their sockets high on the walls cast a warmth that gave a feeling of intimacy, despite the vastness of the interior. Against the walls were green upholstered chairs and sofas, informally grouped around leather-topped tables, and in one corner, beside a window, was a desk, which she supposed was Rutherston's. High above, running along three sides of the room, was a narrow gallery lined with books to the ceiling. This was the library of a collector as much as a reader, and she foresaw the many hours of pleasure she should have with a husband who shared her interest.
Rutherston filled Catherine's glass for the second time, and when she had drunk most of it he finally consented to show her some small part of his collection, and they spent the next hour or so pulling volumes from their shelves and talking easily of random subjects that were suggested by the titles and authors of the books. He was amused to see the stack of volumes that Catherine was rapidly setting aside for her future enjoyment while they were in residence at Fotherville House. He curbed his tongue with the greatest of difficulty. Reading was not the occupation he had in mind for their mutual enjoyment now that he had the love of his life living under his roof.
It was when Catherine made an admiring comment about the interior of the room that Rutherston became most animated and drew her attention to the intricate plaster ceiling, which he said was the pride of Fotherville House.
"Catherine, come. I want to show you another delightful interior," and although she protested that she would prefer to see it by the light of day, he dragged her to her feet and propelled her through the hall and up the broad, cantilevered marble staircase to the door of a room that she recognized as her own bedchamber, and when she turned to him with a puzzled frown and would have opened her mouth to speak, he gently pressed his fingers against her lips.
"Hush, Catherine, no more words. Your maid is waiting for you." And saying no more, he turned her around and pushed her through the open door.
Becky took infinite pains that night to prepare her mistress for her bridal, and she chattered aimlessly as Catherine allowed herself to be arrayed in an oyster gown of shimmering satin with matching wrap. It clung sensuously to the curves of her body—a circumstance that gave great satisfaction to the maid but filled the mistress with foreboding. Catherine was dismayed that her proper mama should have selected such improper attire for her nuptials and wondered what had overcome that formidable lady's delicate scruples.
When all was accomplished, Becky asked permission to leave.
"Oh, Becky, don't go," Catherine blurted out, then blushed for her gaucherie. "Of course, you must."
Becky, who thought that she had been in the employ of the Harland family long enough to take a few liberties, patted Catherine's hand, saying, "There is nothing to fear but fear itself, my lady. I am sure his lordship knows how nervous you are." She was right. Rutherston did know.
As he entered, he paused on the threshold and took in the room at a glance. Catherine had positioned herself as far from the door as possible, her hand gripping the back of a chair. He sighed inaudibly and brought the decanter and glasses that he carried in his arms to a table before the smoldering fire, and setting them down, proceeded to fill them, pretending not to notice Catherine's frozen pose. He held out a glass.
"Will you not join your husband, my lady, in drinking to our future happiness?" She could scarcely refuse, and since he made no move toward her, she was compelled to cross the distance between them, self-conscious to a degree of the rustling of her revealing robes.
"Drink it, Catherine, it will do you good." He drained his glass and watched as she raised the drink to her lips, but when she would have laid it aside unfinished, he bade her continue until she had drunk it all, then taking the empty glass from her fingers, he set it down. He said her name softly, coaxingly, and brought her hand to his lips.
"There is nothing to fear, Catherine." His mouth was warm on the pulse of her wrist. He encircled her waist, pulling her close, and she could feel the hard muscles of his arm on her back. She heard the appeal in his voice as he murmured against her hair, "Catherine, I have been patient, have I not?" His mouth barely touched her lips, and the persuasiveness of his soft entreaties lessened her resistance and she felt some of the tension go out of her as her body responded to the gentling of his tone. He kissed her then, so tenderly, demanding nothing from her that she would not freely give.
His voice became deeper, hoarser, coaxing her into surrender. "Let me touch you, Catherine. I won't take you against your will." Her senses were lulled by his languorous pleading, and a numbing lethargy took possession of her limbs. Her wrapper slid to the floor as she felt his fingers undo the buttons of her gown. "Let me touch you, Catherine," he murmured in her ear, and she stood, unresisting, as he pulled the gown from her shoulders to bare her breasts. His voice was a low murmur of repressed desire. "Let me love you, Catherine." He watched her through half-closed lids as he brought his hands down to caress her breasts, and Catherine felt her body melt with the heat of him, and a low moan escaped her lips.
"Give yourself to me, Catherine; let me love you." She twined her arms around his neck, and he bent to kiss her breasts, and he moved his hands down to stroke her thighs, her belly, and her legs. She sagged against him then, whispering his name. He tugged her free of the impeding gown and caught her in his arms, carrying her to the bed.
"Easy, darling, easy." He pushed her back against the pillows and lay beside her, propped on one arm, trailing his hand down the length of her naked body. His dressing gown fell open, and she put out a hand to caress the powerful muscles of his matted chest. He bent to cup her breast in his hands, watching her face with languid eyes, and when he heard her gasp of pleasure, he leaned down to touch her nipples with his mouth. Catherine writhed and moaned, her senses on fire and she pressed herself eagerly against him, deep sobs sending shudders through the length of her body.
"Wait love, trust me." His hand moved down her body, parting her legs, stroking her to a feverish pitch until she was in an agony of desire. He came down on her then, thrusting deep inside her with such force that Catherine cried out sharply in pain. He was instantly gentle, soothing her with soft words of love, kissing the tears from her eyes until her body began to respond with pleasure again.
"Move to meet me, Catherine. Love me!" He kissed her lips, his tongue probing her mouth with new urgency, and she felt her body, of its own volition, rise to meet him with increasing intensity as he willed her to match his passion. She sobbed aloud and clung to him as her body convulsed, and she abandoned herself to the pleasure of their mutual desire.
He was quiet then, cradling her gently in his arms. She touched his face in wonderment, cherishing the warmth of their intimacy, until she settled into the crook of his arm to sleep.
It was a wakeful night, for Rutherston reached for her again and again, rousing her from sleep with soft kisses on her breasts, murmuring her name and awakening a response in her till she gave herself up to his lovemaking once more, until the dawn came.
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It was late in the afternoon of the next day before Rutherston had the opportunity of showing Catherine the house. They had slept till noon, exhausted from their night of lovemaking, and were taking a leisurely repast of breakfast at two in the afternoon, a circumstance that Catherine was certain would shock the servants, but which Rutherston assured her they would heartily approve.
He was delighted at the change in Catherine that one night of love had contrived. She came to him readily whenever he touched her, and nothing he said, however indelicate, had the least effect on her happy exuberance.
"Catherine," he said at last, pouring himself another cup of coffee, "you must explain to me what it was that put you so much on edge yesterday. Surely it was more than mere bridal nerves? I swear I was afraid to come within three feet of you. Did you notice, my love, that I did not even kiss you till I came to your room?" He caught the look of mischief on her face.
"No, did you notice that I was nervous?" she asked with exaggerated innocence, laughing at the expression of mock disgust that crossed his face. "If you must know, Richard, you and my mother between you managed to give me a case of fidgets such as I have never experienced before nor ever wish to again."
"How so, Catherine?"
She buttered her second slice of toast and held her cup out to him, which he filled from a silver coffee pot sitting at his elbow.
"You must know that every bride has her mother or some female relative come to her the night before her wedding to . . . er . . . advise her about the married state."
"Go on, Catherine. How did your mother contrive to put such terror into you?"
"Oh," she continued gaily, "she mostly talked a great deal of nonsense, but then she likened you to a stallion and me to a filly. That didn't faze me overmuch, for I'm country bred. But Richard, the morning of our wedding, my father's stud-groom put our newest filly into the pasture with John Colby's stallion. Oh, Richard," she wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes, "it was awful, for the filly wanted nothing to do with him, and he would have her whether she wanted him or no! If you had heard the braying and screaming that went on in our pasture! But he cornered her—and—well you can imagine the rest. So there I was, in my wedding finery, setting off for the church to meet my groom, and . . . will you forgive me, my dear, . . . I kept thinking of you as that eager stallion and me as the reluctant filly." Her shoulders shook with a fresh spasm of laughter. Rutherston grimaced at her in mock horror.
"Go on, Catherine, what next?"
"Well, my darling husband," she looked at him keenly, hesitating before she went on, "when I saw you in church looking so handsome and solemn, I was almost reassured, until . . ."
"Until? Pray continue."
"Until, my sweet, you gave me that look I think I read pretty well."
"Yes?" he asked softly, and reached out to grasp her wrist. "How did you read it?"
"It was the kind of look Colby's stallion would have cast at our filly, if he could! It said to me, my dear husband, that I had fallen into your power and I would not escape you now, try as I may. Was I wrong?"
"Not fallen into my power, Catherine, surely not power. That you had come under my protection. That was what I felt."
"If you say so, my lord. But then, in the carriage, you talked of a husband's rights, did you not?"
"Catherine!" His exasperation was real now. "You are willfully misunderstanding me. I only meant that a husband and wife have no affairs, no secrets that the other is not entitled to share."
"Ah, is that what you meant?"
"Of course!"
"And I am at liberty to ask you any question on your er . . . past affairs? Then tell me about the woman in the park, Richard."
"Catherine!"
"My darling, I am a tease, I know." She came to him and put her arms around his shoulders, kissing the nape of his neck, and he pulled her round roughly to sit on his lap. She put her fingers over his mouth as he started to speak.
"No, love, don't tell me anything! I don't want to hear. Forgive my jealousy. I could not help but know that you are an experienced lover. There now, I admit it. I am consumed with jealousy to think that you have made love to other women."
He took her hand from his mouth and rocked her in his arms. "You are a fool, you innocent girl, if you think that I am experienced in the kind of lovemaking we shared last night. I have never before in my life exerted myself to please." He held her face between his hands, looking at her intently. "A mistress, my girl, is paid to please. Catherine, one sigh of pleasure from you can bring me to heel." He brought her face down to kiss her mouth, but when she felt his hands begin to undo the buttons of her dress, she called a halt and demanded to be shown the rest of the house.
"For Richard," she said, quizzing him, "how would it look if, of all the rooms of this grand house, I can only describe my bedchamber when we return to London?"
 
It soon became evident to Catherine that the house meant far more to Rutherston than a favorite residence. It was his pride and his passion, a showplace of three generations of Fotherville men of letters and taste, and his private retreat. The walls were hung with priceless paintings of famous masters, and there was nothing in Fotherville House, no piece of furniture or glass or porcelain or book, which had not been chosen with meticulous attention. It was, she thought, almost too perfect, and she doubted that the Fotherville women had ever made the slightest imprint on the faultless setting that their menfolk had created with such infinite care.
The surrounding landscaping conveyed the same impression—a natural beauty that owed nothing to nature but had been contrived by diverting a nearby stream and moving mountains of earth to form a man-made lake flanked by gentle slopes, green with a forest of trees. She learned that while she slept, an army of gardeners toiled, night through, to maintain the lawns and grounds as a picture of perfection when their master was in residence.
"Well," Rutherston asked at last, somewhat nettled by Catherine's thoughtful manner, "what think you of my humble retreat?"
"Humble? Why you're as proud as a peacock, you odious man!"
"Do you like it, Catherine?" He leaned over to grasp the reins of her mount and brought both bays to a stand. "Tell me what you think."
"I think," she said, choosing her words carefully, "that you have misnamed your humble retreat, my lord. It should be called Fotherville's Paradise, or Fotherville Park—it's the same in Greek!"
"Don't bamboozle me with your Greek, Catherine. What I want to know is—will it become paradise for you?" He was gazing at her with such a searching look that Catherine picked her words carefully.
"It may . . . if I can make a place for myself amidst so much . . . perfection."
"Catherine, my dear, this is your setting, the place where you belong. I never knew, till now, that any woman could improve on what I admit I had regarded as my private paradise, but without you, it will always be incomplete to me." He spoke with such serious intent that Catherine was deeply touched and gratified.
"Then, my dear husband," she replied in the same serious vein, "I am content and shall do all that I can to be a fitting mistress of my husband's domain."
 
To become the fitting mistress of Rutherston's domain was more of a daunting task than Catherine had ever imagined it would be. At the end of the first week of their stay, Rutherston informed her casually one morning that she had better begin with the servants as she meant to go on, and that the chef, the housekeeper, and the head butler would be waiting at her convenience to have their instructions for the day. He left her then to go to his study where he said he expected to be closeted with his agent for most of the morning.
Catherine was left in a daze and greatly agitated. Her life at Ardo House had not prepared her to become mistress of such a grand establishment, and her mother's informal interviews with cook and their head maid seemed a far cry from what lay ahead of her now. The staff at Fotherville House, in the gray liveried uniforms of the inside servants, seemed to run the place with quiet precision, and she had no desire to interfere. Before her thoughts had time to throw her into a profound panic, the butler entered and informed her unblinkingly that the chef, Andre, was waiting at the door.
In a great deal of trepidation, Catherine began the interviews, but it did not take her long to perceive that each member of her staff had been well primed. Andr6 had his menus selected and ready, merely wanting madame's advice on the final choices; Mrs. Baxter, the housekeeper, had lists of linens and supplies that had been purchased in the previous months, and more lists of supplies that would be required in the future; and George, the butler, gave her a running commentary on the inside staff and had been so thoughtful as to bring her a list of all their names, which, it seemed clear to Catherine, he expected her to memorize, and since she went in more awe of George than she did of Rutherston, she determined to memorize the list without delay, even if it meant taking it to bed with her at night.
"Thank you, George. I shall do my best to learn the names of all the staff, but it will be difficult to put names to faces at first. Perhaps you will help me as I go along?"
"Certainly, my lady. His lordship has given instructions that you are to meet the assembled staff when you are more settled. He thought the delay would be more to your liking. If you would be so kind as to tell me when it would be convenient, my lady, I shall arrange it."
"Delay?" said Catherine, at a loss.
"Yes, my lady. His lordship thought that you would be too tired out with the journey to meet with the staff on the evening of your arrival."
"Thank you, George. Would tomorrow morning suit?"
For the first time since Catherine had arrived at Fotherville House, George almost smiled, and Catherine recognized that she would exert herself in future to bring that half smile to her butler's face, since it conveyed the message that she was playing her part as mistress of Fotherville House with acceptable aplomb.
She felt a sense of gratitude to Rutherston who had done as much as he could to shield her from the weight of her new responsibilities, giving her time to accustom herself to them. But she laughed aloud when she thought that there were two men in her life whom she most wanted to please, and wondered what Rutherston would think if he knew that his nearest rival was his own grim-faced butler, George.
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Rutherston had suggested that in their last week in residence they should assemble a small house party of about twenty or so of their closest friends. He was in no hurry to share Catherine with the rest of the world, but he had it in his mind that she should gradually become accustomed to acting as his hostess by entertaining their own intimate circle, and the invitations were duly sent out. In point of fact, the assembly turned out to have more of Rutherston's friends than Catherine's, since the journey was an expensive undertaking for anyone of modest means, but a small party from Breckenridge was expected, and Catherine anticipated their arrival with pleasure.
The interviews that Catherine now conducted with the three mainstays of her extensive staff took on new significance, for two dozen people in the house to cater for needed more careful preparations than those for two, and she came to see how critical the role of a butler could be.
George arrived for the interview well prepared, with a list of the visitors and a dossier of the personal preferences in board, bed, and recreation that they had shown in the past, and he requested similar information on the likes and dislikes of those guests whom only Catherine knew. She became aware that a hostess of her consequence was expected to leave nothing to chance in providing for the comfort and entertainment of her guests.
Armed with this information, Catherine next interviewed the chef, but when she mildly suggested that some plain English fare, unembellished with sauces, be added to the more elaborate courses that his lordship preferred, the volatile Andre flew into a fury. It took some time to smooth his ruffled feathers, and Catherine succeeded in pacifying him only when she promised that at their first large soiree in Berkeley Square he should have a free hand in planning the menus and might be as elaborate as he wished. When she caught the half smile hovering on George's lips, she felt well satisfied.
Mrs. Baxter, the housekeeper, was a woman of soundness and sense who took her instructions with unruffled composure. Some guests' tastes ran to hard beds with soft pillows, and other guests preferred the reverse. Some preferred their rooms to have a view of the lake, and others a view of the terrace. It was all very complicated, and, Catherine thought, quite tiresome, but it seemed that the servants of the great house of Fotherville expected no less, and the air of anticipation and cheerfulness that she observed in her subordinates as they prepared for the coming house party convinced her that they looked forward to their increased responsibilities. Her one regret was when she thought of the army of gardening lads, whom she knew would be set to toil through half the night to make the gardens and grounds of Fotherville House a thing of matchless beauty. Lord Rutherston would expect no less.
It was a week of gaiety and conviviality that
Catherine long remembered, and she could not be but pleased to see that the two most important men in her life, her butler and her husband, approved her acumen as chatelaine and hostess. The gathering had been cohesive enough to allow for that easy converse that comes from a commonality of interests, and diverse enough for that novelty that adds spice to the life of any group of people who must bear each other's company for longer than a few hours.
A party had been assembled to spend a pleasant afternoon riding over the park, and Rutherston's stables were a hive of activity as the horses were readied for their respective riders, and Catherine wondered, since few of the guests had brought their own mounts, if the head stud-groom came to Rutherston with a similar list of preferences for the riders as her butler had brought to her for her guests.
They set off at a brisk canter, making for the open ground beyond the lake and the trees, but before long two of the party lagged behind and were soon seen, by anyone watching from the house, to have taken a wrong turn.
Norton had decided, since he knew the estate well, that the private tete-a-tete that he so earnestly desired with Miss Harland should take place where they were unlikely to be disturbed, and he led her unresisting mount a long way around the side of the house to a private path that in a matter of minutes brought them to the other side of the lake. Here he asked her if she would like to dismount and walk, and when she nodded her assent, tethered his own bay to the branch of a tree and helped her dismount. There was not the least necessity for him to do this, but she accepted his assistance with good-humored grace.
The track they followed was wide enough for two horses abreast and, as Norton said, would take them to a shortcut where they could, if they wished, soon catch up with the rest of the party in a short space of time. Mr. Norton lost no time in apprising Miss Harland of what had been on his mind of late.
"You appear to be enjoying your first Season, Miss Harland?" He heard the pompous note in his voice, and to cover his mistake, hurried on. "Perhaps you feel the want of your London friends here at Fotherville House?" He cursed himself inwardly for making a mull of what he really wanted to say..
"Oh no, Mr. Norton," replied Lucy with the same formality, "I have enough friends here to make my stay quite agreeable."
"Yes, but not the particular friends who engage so much of your time and attention in town." He heard the note of aggrievement in his voice and realized that he was going from bad to worse, but he did not know how to retrieve himself.
"Which friends do you mean?"
"I mean Ranstoke, as you well know. He dances attendance on you like a grinning-faced monkey—and you let him!" Having uttered his accusation in such forceful terms, Mr. Norton now threw caution to the winds as he continued. "You not only let him, you encourage him. Don't think I haven't seen you make sheep's eyes at him. And you're seen everywhere in his company."
"But never alone, Charles. I am always chaperoned," she replied ingenuously, quite delighted to see the emotions of anger and jealousy chasing themselves across Mr. Norton's face.
"Fiddle! Like we are chaperoned now, I wouldn't wonder!" His belligerent manner, far from alarming Miss Harland, cheered her immeasurably.
"But Charles, how can you object? Did you not tell me that I should look around and make a suitable match? What have I done wrong?"
"A suitable match? Is that what you call it?" he said with bitter reproach. "You've all but thrown yourself away on a fool with nothing to recommend him but a handsome face. Ranstoke hasn't a feather to fly with!"
"I'm sure you are mistaken. I believe he has an income of a thousand a year—not a fortune to be sure, but if two people are fond of each other. . . ."
"Lucy!" He was devastated. "You're not in love with him, are you?"
Miss Harland, seeing the look of wounded pride on the face of her beloved, decided that it was time to relent and lead him gently into the fold.
"Charles, you know that I don't love him, can't love him, but what am I to do? If you won't offer for me, I must marry someone. Mr. Ranstoke will do just as well as anyone else."
"The devil he will!" Mr. Norton was now beside himself with rage. "D'you think I shall step aside to let a numbskull like Ranstoke step in and carry you off? You must be soft in the head, my girl, if you think that!" In his agitation, Mr. Norton had taken hold of Lucy's wrist in a fierce grasp.
"But I don't think it, Charles. I am depending on you not to step aside." She looked at him with such longing, such unabashed devotion that his anger left him instantly.
"Oh, Lucy, what a fool I've been." He cupped her chin with his free hand and kissed her soundly, but was prevented from taking her into his arms since his other hand was attached to the reins of his bay.
"Oh, Charles!" She sighed and rubbed her cheek affectionately against his shoulder.
After a few moments, Norton broke the spell.
"I shall have to apply to your father, Lucy, and whether he will countenance the match or no remains to be seen." He tilted her chin to look into her eyes. "Lucy, if he doesn't care for the connection, we shall have to wait till you come of age."
"Yes, Charles," said Miss Harland contentedly, not deceiving her beloved in the least by her docile reply.
"I mean it, my girl. You can put all thought of bolting to Gretna Green out of your mind, and don't try to fadge me with that butter-wouldn't-melt-in-my- mouth look!"
"Charts," she pouted, "I wouldn't!"
"Oh, wouldn't you? Well, it wouldn't work and that's flat. We will do it properly, or not at all. Have I made myself plain, my love?"
Miss Harland had to own that her dear Charles had made his meaning perfectly plain, and since it seemed that her heart's desire could not be achieved by working her feminine wiles on such a masterful paragon, she turned her thoughts to devising what she might say to her father to make the match palatable to him.
"And Lucy, when I next come courting you, remind me to leave the horses in the stable."
 
The Earl and Countess of Levin had brought with them a young artist of an age with Rutherston, and Catherine had taken to him instantly. His name was Adrian Henderson, and he was making a mark for himself as a portrait painter of some distinction amongst the ton. When the gentlemen joined the ladies after dinner, Catherine found Mr. Henderson at her elbow and was soon engaged, in her best hostess manner, in drawing him out. It transpired that Mr. Henderson's ambition was to paint real characters rather than noble profiles, and he used the profits from the lucrative sale of the one to finance his losses in the other.
"Do you mean by that, Mr. Henderson, that you don't find the members of High Society congenial subjects for your portraits?"
"As a rule, my lady, no, for consequence and fortune cannot add one iota of sensibility to a face that is already dull."
"Then what think you of my husband's art collection, Mr. Henderson? Do you not think that there are a few dull faces hanging on these walls?"
"Your husband is a connoisseur of distinction, my lady, with an art collection that is unrivaled in all of England, but even he has ancestors whose portraits he can hardly hide away. You will observe that those portraits are carefully displayed to attract the least attention?" His eyes glittered wickedly as he laughed, showing a mouth of gleaming white teeth, and Catherine was charmed, as much by his fair, good looks as by his lively conversation.
She lowered her voice to a sinister whisper.
"Have you considered that your talents are wasted as a painter, Mr. Henderson? Your path lies in politics. Such a pretty speech—and so innocently barbed. But I shall not take offense."
"My lady, you are mistaken. No offense to you. They are not your ancestors."
This time it was Catherine who laughed in appreciation, and Rutherston, cornered by his sister, the duchess, frowned as he glanced their way.
"Mr. Henderson, a word of advice. My husband loves a laugh, but you may find him a trifle sensitive to any criticism of this house."
"I thank you for the warning, but it comes too late. He has already asked for my opinion of his collection, and I have given it to him freely."
Catherine looked impressed- "And you still have a whole skin? It is more than I would dare." She regarded him with frank interest, wondering at his boldness, and admiration was reflected in her warm amber eyes. Henderson surveyed her in amused comprehension and broke abruptly into her train of thought.
"My lady, your husband, Lord Rutherston, invited me here for a purpose. He wanted me to meet you to determine whether I would accept his commission to paint your portrait."
"He did not mention the matter to me."
"He knows that I only accept a commission if I feel that I can paint a portrait of some distinction."
"What? Another picture for a dark corner on some ignominious wall?" Catherine asked archly.
"Hardly that, my lady. This portrait will take pride of place in this house, if I have the ability to get you right, and I hope that I may."
"Ah. Then I'm to be the pride of all his possessions?" Catherine did not know why she had said it, but was immediately contrite. "I do beg your pardon, Mr. Henderson, that was thoughtless and unkind. Tell me, do I suit you as a subject?"
"If you mean, do I want to paint you—yes. From the moment I saw you, I believed that you would be wasted on any man who has no aesthetic sense. You should belong to an artist."
Catherine was taken aback and glanced nervously over her shoulder in the direction of her husband who, she saw, was regarding her keenly. She turned back to Henderson, and his smiling face told her that he had read her mind.
"You are not trying to make me believe that I am beautiful, are you, Mr. Henderson, for you won't succeed." She forced her voice to lightness, aware
that Rutherston was moving toward them.
"I would not say that you are a typical beauty, but you have a glow about you, a radiance that makes you unique. That is the quality I want to capture on canvas."
"Then you accept me as a subject?"
"I do. Now it is your turn, my lady. Will you accept me as your . . . artist?"
The man was irrepressible, and Catherine felt a flush of color creeping into her cheeks.
"If it pleases my husband to engage you to paint my portrait, then naturally I agree."
"I should warn you that I am an autocrat where my pictures are concerned. I demand the right to decide what you will wear, how you sit or stand, what background I shah paint you against, down to the smallest detail."
"Do all men always talk about their rights, or just the men of my acquaintance?" She smiled at him to disarm her words. "I shall be as docile as you wish, Mr. Henderson, but you must apply to my husband about the details. He has never learned docility, and is used to expressing his opinions quite forcefully."
Rutherston joined them then and he and Henderson were soon engaged in a lively debate on whether Catherine should be dressed in velvets or satins, reds or golds, and she moved away to join another group, having ascertained one thing—the preliminary sketches were to be done once they reached London, the following week.
 
As they were preparing for bed that night, Rutherston asked Catherine what she thought of Henderson.
"Is he any good, Richard?"
"He is the best, otherwise my dear, I would not consider engaging him. But I have seen some of his work, and I know that he is talented. He is also particular, now that lie is becoming well known. But I knew, when he saw you, that he would accept my commission." He was lying full length on the bed, hands clasped behind his head, observing Catherine with lazy, watchful eyes as she sat at her dressing table finishing her toilette.
"You haven't answered my question, Catherine."
It flashed through her mind that it would be dangerous and useless to be evasive with Richard. He would know, and take offense, and an offended Richard was a dangerous animal. She turned, smiling at him coquettishly.
"He is very forward, my lord, and deliciously flirtatious."
Rutherston bounded from the bed and caught her in his arms, hugging her to him.
"You little vixen, I saw you flirting shamelessly with him tonight." She was relieved to see that he was smiling. "And you a bride of only three weeks."
"Are you worried, darling?" She hoped he was. "You need not be, you know. I find you infinitely more attractive than Mr. Henderson." Her arms went round his waist and she kissed his naked chest where his shirt hung open. His arms tightened around her possessively.
"Worried? No. But I am cautious. He is a gambler and a womanizer. In short, my dear—a rake."
"If that is your opinion of him, why have you chosen him to paint my portrait?" Catherine asked in some surprise.
"Did I not say that he is the best?"
"But don't you care, Richard, that he will flirt with me?" There was a suggestion of pique in her voice, and Rutherston smiled to hear it.
"My dear, I rely on your own good sense, and Mr. Henderson's knowledge of my marksmanship with a pistol to keep him at bay, besides which, you will never be in his company unchaperoned."
"Duels, my lord? You cannot be serious!"
"Let us hope, my love, that you need never find out." He bent and kissed her then, tugging impatiently at her gown to free her of it, and all thought of Henderson slipped from their minds.
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The great oak doors of Fotherville House were shut upon the last of the departing guests, and Catherine, in high spirits at the happy outcome of her debut as Rutherston's hostess, slipped her arm through Lucy's, and, light of heart, led the way upstairs to a small, pretty drawing room that she called her own. Rutherston had invited Lucy and Norton to return with them in his carriage to London, and Catherine, observing a new easiness in Lucy's and Norton's manner toward each other, as if they had come to an understanding, found herself looking forward to two very pleasant days of company that could only be thought of as the most congenial.
Henderson had stayed on for some obscure reason known only to himself and Rutherston, and Catherine was pleased. Throughout his stay she had detected him, on more than one occasion, appraising her with the closest kind of scrutiny, and although she was sure that his interest was entirely professional, it discomfited her to be the object of so much unwanted attention. Once, she had caught him in the act of studying her profile, and she had stared right back.
A mood of playfulness had developed between them, which Rutherston seemed not to mind, and Catherine found herself hoping that Henderson might be included in their circle of friends when they returned to town.
The gentlemen had retreated to Rutherston's study on some business that had been mentioned in vague terms, and the two sisters, finding their absence by no means unwelcome, had settled themselves to catch up on their correspondence with their sister Mary, whose confinement was due any day.
They worked in companionable silence, and after an interval, when Catherine had completed her agreeable labor, she began to hunt through the drawers of her writing table in search of a wafer to seal her letter. When none could be found, she indicated to Lucy, who was still busily engaged, that she would try for one in the big oak desk in the library downstairs.
When she spread her hands on the great leather- topped desk in the library, however, she was far from certain that she had any right to search the contents of Rutherston's desk, and she stood looking at it irresolutely for a moment or two.
He had said, she remembered, that there should be no secrets between husband and wife, and she thought it highly unlikely that anything of a private nature would be concealed in such a public place, especially as Rutherston's work desk was in his office, his sacrosanct space where no one ever dared venture in uninvited. This settled the matter in Catherine's mind, and she opened the drawers one by one, reaching her arm deep into the recesses, her fingers groping for the telltale wafers.
In one of the drawers, her hand grasped something hard, far at the back, and she gave it a tug in an effort to retrieve it, but it snapped back out of her fingers. At the same moment, she caught the sound of a faint click, and she watched mesmerized as a small, shallow drawer slid open at the side of the desk.
Catherine leaned over to gaze with heightened interest and saw in the hidden recess a slim blue velvet box emblazoned with the name of the same prestigious jeweller in Bond Street who had supplied her pearl necklace.
"Catherine?"
Stricken with guilt, she whirled around, but when she saw that it was only Henderson, she let out her breath with a shudder of relief.
"Adrian," she breathed, then, on a more urgent note, "Where is Richard?"
Henderson moved toward her, curious about her stricken look and her fearful question.
"He's with Norton still, so don't look so conscience-stricken! Your guilty secret is safe with me, my lady. Did I catch you red-handed?"
She flushed scarlet to the roots of her auburn hair.
"Ho, ho! Catherine," he teased, "what have we here?"
"I came upon it by accident. It's a secret drawer in Richard's desk. No, don't touch anything!" But he had already retrieved the blue velvet box and was in the process of opening it.
"Oh, Adrian, please put it back. We have no right." She looked with agitation at the library door, as if expecting to see Rutherston framed in the doorway at any moment.
"Well, well! This must have cost his lordship a small fortune!" Her interest was caught by Henderson's words, and Catherine looked down at the open box and gazed with stupefied wonder at the most dazzling diamond necklace that she had ever beheld.
Henderson slipped the necklace out of the box with his long, thin fingers and held it up to the window to catch the light, and the cool, glittering rays of the morning sun were caught and reflected from it like drops of water hanging from a melting icicle.
"It is perfection itself," Catherine breathed in awed tones.
"If you like that sort of thing," said Henderson brusquely, replacing the diamonds in their slim box and sliding them back into the hidden recess with a click. "I did not think you cared for beads and baubles."
"Why not?" asked Catherine, diverted. "Because I don't wear them? Well, that is because, kind sir, nobody has ever given me any to wear."
"In that case, my dear Lady Rutherston," he said ruefully, "I must apologize for spoiling what I am sure was meant to be a delightful surprise for you! Pity that I am such a curious creature, but there it is. You had better forget all about them, Catherine, until Rutherston hands them over, and if you want to save my skin, I'd be much obliged if you would receive them with as much surprise and awe as you can muster."
"If those lovely gems ever fall into my hands, Mr. Henderson," she replied lightly, as she slipped her arm in his to lead him out of the library, "the task you have set me will be very easy to perform. But in the meantime, I intend to forget that I ever found them, and you may be sure that Lord Rutherston will hear nothing of this indiscretion from me. And now, kind sir, would you take pity on two abandoned ladies and have tea with us?"
But Catherine could not forget, and couldn't help wondering who was meant to have the exquisite prize, even though she was fairly confident in her own mind that Rutherston had purchased it for her. He had given her pearls for her nuptials, a necklace she knew to be matchless, but she did not think her gems were comparable to the darling diamonds, and since she had worn pearls since she had been in the schoolroom, she was eager for something that would proclaim to the world that she had come of age—no longer the rose in bud, but in full bloom.
Her birthday was three months away, but it hardly seemed likely that Rutherston had purchased her present so far in advance. It came to her suddenly that he meant her to wear the diamonds for her portrait, and the more she thought about it, the more reasonable the explanation appeared to be.
She resolved that Rutherston should never know that she had behaved in such a vulgar way, letting her curiosity get the better of her. Such conduct, she knew, would be inexcusable in his eyes, and the thought brought a flush to her cheeks. She could not but admit that his conduct was everything that was pleasing. He could be the most charming, thoughtful man when he wanted to be.
And if Rutherston was aware that his wife looked at him with a. more softened expression than usual, he put it down to the delightful intimacy that had grown between them in the last three weeks.
 
Catherine's life with Rutherston in London was very different from their life in the country. She saw much less of him, even when they attended the same receptions and parties, for it was not thought good ton for a wife or husband to monopolize each other's company, and it seemed almost obligatory, at any time of the night or day, for a gentleman to spend some time in one or other of his many clubs in St. James Street in the exclusive company of other gentlemen. When Catherine would have protested that they spent so little time together, Rutherston reminded her reasonably that they were in town at her choosing and she had only to say the word and they would remove to Fotherville House. As for Henderson's painting her portrait, Rutherston informed her, he could do that just as easily on their estate.
But Catherine had no wish to leave Lucy so near the end of the Season, and thought that she might tolerate the lack of Rutherston's attention for the month or so that remained. It was not town life that she held so much in dislike, but only her husband's absence from her side. And when, for some reason, Rutherston could not escort his wife and her sister to their various functions, he called on the services of his most obliging cousin, Mr. Norton, and the ladies were not deprived of any of their pleasures.
The preliminary sketches for Catherine's portrait began almost as soon as they returned to town. Henderson came every afternoon at a time when Rutherston was usually about, and Catherine was amused at first to see how the two of them treated her as if she were an inanimate object, like a dressmaker's dummy on which to peg silks, satins, and velvets, turning her this way and that to catch the light.
The one contretemps between husband and artist occurred when Rutherston expressed the desire that Catherine's throat be encircled with pearls for her portrait. Catherine felt a pang of regret at her husband's words, and heard nothing of the argument that followed. She was bitterly disappointed, since she had hoped to flaunt the bewitching gems at the last soiree in Carlton House before the prince regent retired for the summer to Brighton.
It seemed unreasonable that she should wait three months for her birthday present, but she would not dare let Rutherston know that she had the least idea of the existence of the precious necklace. Her conduct had been reprehensible —inexcusable, and she had no wish to come under the freezing glare of the proud Marquis of Rutherston.
Shortly after arriving in London, Catherine had been received in Green Street by her mother-in-law with an open display of affection and pleasure, and she was relieved to see that the dowager marchioness bore her no ill will for her former impertinence.
Since Rutherston felt himself under a moral obligation to spend much of his time at the House or at Court when in town, Catherine had fallen into the habit of waiting on her mother-in-law most afternoons, as well as on her aunt in Mount Street, where Lucy still lived. Everyone seemed to think that she and Rutherston would want to be on their own in Berkeley Square, but in point of fact, Catherine was , lonely much of the time, as even Norton had vacated the house and was sharing rooms with a friend in Jermyn Street.
One afternoon, she called in at Green Street only to be informed by the butler, Styles, that her ladyship was out, but that her grace, the Duchess of Beaumain was at home to visitors, and since Catherine could think of no reasonable excuse for making her escape, she allowed herself to be announced.
Rutherston's sister, older than he by a couple of summers, was a taking woman until she opened her mouth to speak. There was no malice in her, but her conversation was a stream of inanities, which her tongue idly articulated as every stray thought happened to flit through her head. Nor had she been compelled to cultivate that sense of discretion that guards against an unruly tongue, since her place in the Social Order put her far above the touch, or censure, of those mortals of a lesser station in life who bore the brunt of her fatuity.
His grace, Duke Henry, a man addicted to all forms of sport and whom Rutherston referred to contemptuously as "that blockhead," never seemed to see anything remiss in his consort's want of delicacy, and the stringent restraints that had been imposed on the duchess in her youth by her mother, the present dowager marchioness, had long since been thrown off.
As Catherine listened with half an ear to the ramblings of her sister-in-law, who prattled with motherly pride and affection about the latest exploits of her four growing sons, she wondered how soon she could make her excuses without appearing to be impolite, when she became aware the duchess was regarding her with a look of expectancy.
"I beg your pardon, Jane, I didn't catch what you said."
"I remarked, m'dear, that you have been married to Rutherston more than a month now. I remember how pleased Beaumain was when I presented him with an heir nine months almost to the day of our marriage."
There was no mistaking the meaning of the duchess's words and Catherine flushed, more in anger than embarrassment, and returned her sister-in- law's gaze with a glare. The duchess, unabashed, patted the younger woman on the hands held tightly clasped in her lap.
"You must't find fault with me for my curiosity, my dear. I was a Fotherville before I was married, you know, so I am an interested party. We have all been waiting for Rutherston to set up his nursery this long age past, so another month or two don't signify." She chortled with mirth, casting an appraising look at Catherine's trim figure, and Catherine tilted her chin in that way, singular to herself, which should have warned the duchess that she was preparing to do battle.
"What a fortunate circumstance it was, then, that dear Richard decided to get married before obliging you in your dearest wish." There, thought Catherine, that ought to depress the pretensions of the silly woman.
"What? Oh, there was no fear of his not getting leg-shackled. Of course, Mama knew well enough that Rutherston had been leading a ramshackle existence since his come-out. Stands to reason he would— nothing to stop him, was there? And those high-flyers he kept!" Her grace chuckled at some amusing memory. "Beaumain said that he was getting into petticoat scrapes long before he went up to Oxford, but that I do know Mama knew nothing about."
These unsolicited reminiscences about Rutherston were beginning to give Catherine the queerest feeling, as if she had opened her husband's private correspondence and was reading it surreptitiously. She was on the point of rising to leave when the duchess's next remark riveted her to her seat.
"Once he gave Mama his solemn promise that he would marry in his thirtieth year, of course, he had a free hand. Nobody interfered after that. Beaumain said that Rutherston would weasel out of it somehow, but I knew he wouldn't. A Fotherville never reneges on a promise! But you could have knocked me down with a feather when I heard that he was chasing you all over town."
With a supreme effort to disguise her mounting outrage, Catherine repeated tersely, "Richard promised that he would marry in his thirtieth year?"
"That was Mama's doing. Told him straight what was due his Name. Didn't have to—he knew it himself." Again the duchess chortled in her peculiarly horsey way, and Catherine found the sound offensive to her ears. "He was only five and twenty when Mama got that promise out of him. I daresay five years free of his family's interference seemed like an age to him then." This last remark was accompanied by another horsey neigh.
"I daresay," Catherine managed to reply, feeling that it was incumbent on her to say something.
"Thought myself he might offer for Burland's daughter—what's her name? Lady Harriet? She certainly set her cap at him, but he cried off. Would have been a good match too—good-looking gel, plenty of blue blood, and an heiress to boot. Never can predict what Richard will do, though!"
Catherine felt the heat of her fury almost choke her, and she was ready to burst into tears. Only her bruised pride kept her in check, and she rose in earnest now and took a hasty leave of the startled duchess.
On her return to Berkeley Square, she informed George curtly that she would not be at home to visitors that afternoon, no matter who, and hurrying to her room, she threw herself down on the bed and burst into tears of mortification. She had imagined that Rutherston had married her out of love, setting aside what must have seemed to him all the disadvantages of an inferior connection, but his sister's confidences now made her see his actions in a new light.
He had married out of duty, and he had chosen her to spite his family because of that foolish promise. They had expected him to offer for Lady Harriet, but it was just like him to do the unexpected. His family might force him to do his duty, but he would do it in such a way that he was still master in his own house.
"Odious, odious man," Catherine cried into her pillow. The thought that she might be pregnant only added to her fury and sense of injustice. She remembered the husky-voiced Isabel whom she had overheard in the cloakroom at Lady Castlereagh's ball—"His wife will be expected to breed every year— an unenviable fate," and she winced as if struck. She wanted to teach, her proud, aristocrat husband a lesson he would never forget, but no plan came to her mind, and she wept the harder in frustrated anger, muttering in Greek the vilest epithets she could remember, which sounded far more appropriate than the mild "odious."[bookmark: bookmark4]

[bookmark: _Toc252198538]Chapter Seventeen
 
It was shortly after the dinner hour when Rutherston came home that evening, excusing his tardiness by saying that he had met some acquaintances at White's and could not escape them without appearing boorish. He was in a hurry to change his clothes, for he said that he had to put in an appearance at some Court function at Carlton House, and Catherine, who pretended to be engrossed in a book, managed to speak to him with tolerable composure.
"What is it now, my love?" He glanced at the slim volume in her hands, an appreciative gleam in his eyes. " 'Medea'? Believe me, Catherine, I would rather stay home with you and argue the merits of the vengeful Medea, but noblesse oblige demands that I attend this dull affair."
Catherine made no comment, and Rutherston, who was becoming used to his wife's look of preoccupation when she was reading, thought little of it and went off calling for his valet to help him. He returned half an hour later to find Catherine in the same pose as before.
"Do you stay at home tonight, Catherine, or do you go out with Lucy?"
Catherine willed herself to look at him, "I'm staying home, Richard. I have been dashing around town ever since we came back; one night at home won't hurt my reputation. I shall read for a while and go to bed early." Even Catherine could hear the brittle edge to her voice; and she was sure that it would not be lost on Rutherston.
He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment or two, then came to kneel beside her chair, and, removing the book from her hands, cupped her face in his long fingers.
"What is it, darling? Shall I make my excuses and stay home with you tonight?" The gentleness in his tone was almost more than she could bear. She longed to confide her unhappy thoughts to someone, but not to him—the cause of all her misery.
She tried feebly to pull his hands away, shaking her head, afraid her voice would betray her emotion.
"Let me go, Richard." She dropped her eyes, and found to her horror that her cheeks had become wet with tears. In a moment he had his arms around her and was drying her wet cheeks with his white linen handkerchief.
"I . . . I'm not myself tonight. I have a headache. It will pass."
"My dear girl!" He gathered her in his arms and sat down in the chair cradling her.
"Tell me about it," he said at last.
"There's nothing to tell. Don't fuss over me, Richard. I don't like it." She tried desperately to pull away, but he held her fast.
"What is it, Catherine? No, don't push me away. Can't you tell me what troubles you?" He pulled her face round to look steadily into her tawny eyes, and it was as much as Catherine could do to conceal the anger that was bringing a faint flush to her cheeks.
Rutherston saw the flush and misread its meaning. He stroked her hair. "I have a fair idea of what is troubling you, my love." The gentle tone held a suggestion of mockery, and Catherine bristled.
"Do you indeed, my lord?" she asked with icy hauteur.
"Oh, indeed, I do!" He was laughing openly at her now, and Catherine's ire boiled over.
"You insufferable . . . man," she pursed her lips, her eyes glinting dangerously.
"My dear, what is upsetting you so? You must have known I would know. I have been coming to your bed nigh on every night for six weeks now. How could I not know? What has happened is nothing extraordinary!"
She broke away from him at that, flouncing out of his grasp.
"Extraordinary!" she replied vehemently. "No, it is certainly not that. It is common—so common as to be laughable. Shall you post round to your mama and sister, my lord, to convey the marvelous, vulgar tidings to them?"
Rutherston removed himself gracefully from the chair and came to stand beside her, his hands resting lightly on her shoulders.
"Catherine, forget my family. Forget everything but us. Is it not what you want?" He was watching her warily, intently.
"What I want! When have you cared for what I want? This is what you married me for, isn't it, so that you could have your heir." She felt his grip tighten on her shoulder^ .shaking her gently.
"Catherine!" His lips brushed her hair. "What foolishness is this? I owe it to my name, my house, to beget an heir. But surely you know it is more than that. I want the woman I love to bear the children of my body."
"Do you, my lord, do you indeed? Am I to breed every year, like my sister Mary, and think myself lucky to be so ill-used?"
He dropped his hands from her shoulders, a cold mask of indifference settling on his face.
"What are you saying, ma'am?"
Catherine hardly knew what she was saying. The disclosure of his promise to his mother and the memory of Isabel's silky voice in the cloakroom were robbing her of rational thought. She was goaded into saying things she did not mean.
"I  won't . . . I won't. . . ." She could not say it.
"Pray continue, ma'am. You won't?" His voice had become the affected drawl he customarily assumed when he felt it necessary to depress the pretensions of underlings, and Catherine's cheeks flamed redder still.
"I won't be like my sister Mary," she managed to say with some composure. She felt the tension between them unbearable and picked up her book for something to do.
"And I was not aware that Lady Mary found the matrimonial state so little to her liking." He had moved to a side table to pour himself a shot of brandy, and stood watching her closely as he sipped it.
"Her case is not the same as mine."
"Indeed? You must instruct me, Catherine, for I find I am unable to follow your reasoning." His drawl was grating on her ears, making her nerves raw.
"You know perfectly well what I mean," she snapped at him. "I have no intentions of breeding every year to gratify the pride of the great House of Fotherville." It was the closest she could come to telling him that she knew about his promise to his family, for she could not bear him to know how much she had been wounded by it. She saw his hand flick back as he drained his glass in one gulp. He replaced it carefully on the table and moved toward her with unhurried ease, and when she looked into his glittering, cold stare, she began to tremble.
"You will have to speak plainer than that, ma'am." He waited for her to reply, but Catherine looked at him helplessly, unable to go on. She hung her head in embarrassment, and Rutherston's eyes softened to see her confusion.
"Are you denying me my conjugal rights?" His voice sounded amused and disbelieving.
"Yes . . . no . . . I don't know." She could hear the petulance in her own voice, and she squirmed.
He reached out his hand and caressed her cheek. "Wouldn't you say, Catherine, that your logic is a trifle awry? What sense is there in forbidding me your bed now?" He possessed himself of her hands and drew her into the circle of his arms. She stood unresisting, her eyes cast down, unwilling to meet his gaze. "Catherine," he coaxed, his voice husky with sudden desire, "you are carrying our child. If you are afraid . . ."
"No! Not our child, but your heir! There is a difference, my lord." Her words made no sense to him, but the curl of her lip and the angry sparkle in her eyes jolted him. She was on the crest of a wave of anger and continued remorselessly. "There is nothing wrong with my logic, sir. Let me tell you that I am beginning the way I mean to go on—a maxim I learned from you. You shall have your heir, but nothing more from me. Is that plain enough speaking for you, or would you like me to go on?"
"Don't trouble, my dear," he bit back, goaded to a fury as great as her own. "A husband can always find consolation when he finds himself mated with an ungenerous wife."
She was stung into a retort. "Oh, a mistress, I know, does not have the burden of breeding every year!"
His voice was like ice. "You are misinformed, ma'am. Some do." And he left abruptly, shutting the door firmly behind him on a seething, tearful Catherine.
 
But she did not stay at home that night. Shortly after Rutherston left, a noisy happy party, including Lucy, Norton, Henderson, and her brother Tom, who had posted all the way from Breckenridge, was shown in to Catherine's drawing room.
"The little devil has finally put in an appearance, Kate! Mary's third boy was born last Tuesday morning," Tom cried exultantly.
"And how is our sister Mary?"
"Not so well this time, but Ma is with her, so you're not to worry. I was sent to bring the glad tidings, but I stay for only a day or two."
Tom's news troubled Catherine. Her sister, Lady Mary, was only one year older than she, and until her marriage to Viscount Haughton, had been her closest confidante. In four years of marriage, this was her third child. She remembered briefly Mary's happiness when she had seen her last in Breckenridge, and longed to be with her now. She questioned Tom closely, but his uncertain replies did nothing to satisfy her.
"Lady Rutherston?" She heard Henderson's voice address her and she brought her thoughts back to the present. "We are engaged to go to the theater tonight. If you care to join us, I would deem it a great honor."
His voice was warm and inviting, and as she looked into his eyes, Catherine saw the understanding reflected in them. It seemed to her that he had sensed her unhappiness and was reaching out to comfort her. When she thought of Rutherston's cold sneer as he had left her alone to her misery, her mind was made up. She did not want to be left alone with her unhappy thoughts, and with forced gaiety, she set out with her friends in Henderson's carriage to see the great Kemble in Shakespeare's "Macbeth."
 
Henderson's family was well connected, and although he had little money of his own, barring what he made as a portrait painter, he never seemed to want for anything. The box that they occupied that evening belonged to his aunt, Lady Blakney, but since she was rarely in town, Henderson had it for his own use.
Catherine found herself in the front row, seated between Tom and Henderson, Lucy and Norton sitting directly behind them. It was in the first interval, when she was left alone with Henderson while the others promenaded in the corridors or visited acquaintances in their boxes that she caught sight of Rutherston, and the smile on her lips froze. He had just entered the box opposite, in which a beautiful woman was holding court surrounded by a group of admiring gallants. As he looked across the theater idly, his glance came to rest on Catherine, and she saw the shock register on his handsome face. She bowed to him with a slight nod of her head and turned her attention back to Henderson, forcing herself not to look in Rutherston's direction again. She flicked open her fan with a flutter to half cover her face, and asked her escort the identity of the lady in the opposite box who was attracting so much masculine attention. She knew by his knowing expression that Henderson had seen everything that had passed between Rutherston and herself and had guessed the significance of their stiff little bows to each other.
"That lady," he said in an undertone, "is Lady Pamela, old Symington's widow—but I am given to understand that her title is by way of being a courtesy."
Catherine forced herself to laugh and lifted her chin a little higher in case Rutherston should be watching.
"Why have I never seen her at any of the assemblies? She has a face and form that one would not easily forget."
Henderson considered her question, a look of embarrassment on his face.
"Tell me, Adrian! From you, at least, I expect honesty."
"My dear, she is accepted in some circles and not in others. Obviously, you and she move in different circles."
"And which circles does she move in?"
"Oh, the highest —she is a, camp follower of the Carlton House set."
Catherine tried to control the shaking of the hand in her lap, and Henderson, seeing it tremble, covered it with one of his own.
It was at that moment that Rutherston entered their box, his aristocratic features a cool mask of civility.
In one graceful, unhurried movement, Henderson released Catherine's hand and stood up to greet the new arrival. The two men acknowledged each other with affable courtesy, but Catherine was conscious of a forced indolence in Rutherston's manner, like a panther approaching its prey before it springs to attack.
"My dear, I see that Shakespeare succeeded where Euripides failed. Your headache is better, I trust?" he drawled in a cool, indifferent inquiry.
Catherine was barely aware that she nodded in assent. From the moment that she had observed him with the stunning Lady Pamela, she had been engulfed by a sense of desolation, and she was afraid to speak lest some quality in her voice betray her. She was grateful for Henderson's presence of mind as he engaged Rutherston in conversation, giving her time to regain some of her composure. The thought that her husband had lied to her when he had said that he was to be at Carlton House now began to fan her fury, and she found it the perfect antidote for self-pity. She knew that Rutherston was not well pleased 'to find her alone with Henderson, but she had no intention of divulging that there were five in their party.
He stayed for only a minute or two, and shortly afterwards Catherine saw him enter the divine Pamela's box and sit down in a vacant chair beside her. She watched their heads close together in intimate con- versation and a stab of fierce jealousy shook her to the core. For the rest of the interval her eyes traveled involuntarily to Lady Pamela's box, and it was not long before she saw Rutherston depart. She felt Henderson's eyes watching her with pity—an emotion that she despised—and from that moment on exerted herself to be as lighthearted and gay as she could manage, but when she finally set down at Berkeley Square and Henderson had walked her to the door, his words, softly spoken, "Catherine, he is a fool!" all but undid her.
Rutherston did not come home that night, and Catherine was sure in her mind that he had found consolation in the arms of the seductive Lady Pamela, whose virtue, if Henderson was to be believed, was highly questionable. She thought of the extreme emotions of Euripides's abandoned Medea, and she determined that Rutherston would not see how deeply she had been affected.
 
The portrait painting was not going well. The preliminary sketches had been completed and Henderson had begun to assemble the palette of colors that he hoped would capture the rich autumn tints and translucent quality of Catherine's complexion and costume. He had chosen her gown—a lustrous cream-colored satin cut low in the bodice, and over it had flung with apparent carelessness a golden taffeta pelisse, which he took infinite pains to drape around her shoulders. He had tilted her chin in her familiar pose and had moved her head this way and that, each time standing back to survey the whole, but it was evident in his silent, impatient demeanor that nothing pleased, and when she moved her head slightly to watch him better, his irritation broke through.
"Catherine, Lady Rutherston, you must stop fidgeting, else we'll be here all day!"
"Yes, Mr. Henderson. I do beg your pardon, but I'm getting a crick in my neck from holding my chin at this awkward angle. I don't think I can keep it up for long."
"I assure you, it's your characteristic pose."
"Is it? Then how ridiculous I must look, with my nose in the air like this. I wonder that I don't fall flat on my face whenever I try to cross a room." She was trying to humor him and was rewarded by seeing a slight slackening of his jaw.
"I meant, of course, when you are angry and the sparks flash from your eyes. Think angry thoughts, my lady, and you'll soon catch the pose." When he saw the stricken look that crossed Catherine's face, ' he muttered a curse and was at her side in a moment, his arms around her.
"My dear, forgive me. I did not think."
Catherine held him off, her hands pressed hard against his chest, and shook her head, forcing a wan smile to her lips.
"Adrian, please don't or I cannot bear it." She increased the pressure of her hands, warding him off, and he stepped back a couple of paces.
"Do I have your permission to speak, Catherine?"
"No! You must not, now or ever." At her look of alarm, he closed his lips in a grim line.
"You need not be afraid—I can protect you if ever you need a friend."
Catherine looked at him in astonishment.
"Adrian, if you are developing a tendre for me, let me disabuse you of the sentiment at once. I am under my husband's protection. Believe me, there is nothing that you can do to make things right. It is only a silly quarrel between husband and wife."
He looked as if he might have said more on the subject, but changed his mind, and became the professional artist once more.
"I've done as much as I can in this house, my lady." He had begun to pack his materials with some ferocity into his artist's valise. "The light is all wrong. We must work in my studio from now on." At her look of unease, he went on, "Lord Rutherston has agreed. You will, of course, be chaperoned by your maid."
"How ungracious of you to imagine that I even gave that a thought, Mr. Henderson! That was not what I was thinking!"
"No? Then what did you think?"
He had read her mind accurately, but Catherine was determined to put their relationship back on a surer, less personal footing.
"I merely thought that some days you are beyond being pleased, and you will be just as cross with me in your studio as you are here. Tell me, Mr. Henderson, do all artists abuse the subjects of their portraits when their stiff fingers or dull eyes are at fault?"
"To a man, ma'am," he responded in the same bantering tone. "We are, as you say, an ungracious lot."
They continued their conversation in a similar vein for the few moments longer that it took Henderson to retrieve his things and take his leave, and Catherine kept him at a distance with a bright, birdlike chatter that he made no effort to penetrate, but when she was left alone, she sat down to make sense of her disordered thoughts.
Rutherston had warned her that Henderson was dangerous to women and a rake. She could not believe it. His blond good looks and gracious, engaging manners won him friends of both sexes very easily. He had a natural, inborn charm, which her husband lacked, and he genuinely liked people, whereas Rutherston, except for a few intimates, found them mostly a bore, and made no effort to please. She liked Henderson very well, but her heart was quite untouched.
For good or ill, she loved the arrogant, insufferable, selfish, odious Marquis of Rutherston who, even if he did not know how to love, regarded her with a fierce pride of possession which would brook no overtures from other males.
Catherine shivered involuntarily when she remembered that Rutherston had said her good sense and his marksmanship with a pistol would keep Henderson at a distance. She did not believe that Henderson cared a button for Rutherston's marksmanship. But she did, and she intended to use the good sense that her husband had credited her with to see that no harm came to one of the few people in London who had taken her interests to heart.
Henderson was, she decided, far more the victim than the predator, the chivalrous romantic whom predatory females might easily ensnare. "Why, he is like Hippolytus," she thought with surprise. On reflection, Catherine was not so sure that her conclusion was quite accurate. Mr. Henderson was a little too warm-blooded to be exactly like the perfect Hippolytus, but like Hippolytus, he needed protection, and she would not see him come to harm.
She was about to mount the stairs when the front door opened and Rutherston sauntered in. Catherine had not seen him since the theater the night before. She would have liked to wipe the sardonic look off his face, but her butler, George, was standing by to relieve his lordship of his things, and Catherine knew better than to commit the unforgivable solecism of having words with her husband in front of the servants.
"M'dear." Rutherston bowed formally as he slipped his evening coat off his broad shoulders into George's waiting grasp. "All-night session at Carlton House. Ran into Freemont and was obliged to give him my word that I'd be in the House tomorrow to support his bill on Ireland. Nuisance, that!" He turned to George in dismissal. "Thank you, George, that will be all."
When George had retired, leaving them alone,
Catherine half turned to mount the stairs, addressing Rutherston over her shoulder.
"If you would excuse me, my lord, I am going to change."
"Where's Henderson?" he asked abruptly.
"Gone home, in a bad humor. He says that he can do nothing with the light in this house." She forced herself to speak naturally. "From now on we are to work in his studio."
Rutherston nodded absently, regarding her costume with close scrutiny. "Where are your pearls?"
Her hand flew to her throat.
"Henderson doesn't want me to wear jewelry. He said it's distracting."
"I dare say he does, but I want you to wear the pearls. See that you do." His tone was curt and cutting.
"Yes, my lord," Catherine responded through clenched teeth.
"Catherine—a moment of your time." He held out his hand and she was obliged to put her icy hand into his warm one, and he walked her unresisting to the room she had newly vacated.
He led her to a chair beside the empty grate and stood, one foot on the fender, looking down at her, a circumstance which, in Catherine's opinion, gave him an unfair advantage.
"I saw Norton this morning."
Catherine said nothing, not putting herself about to make the interview any the easier, and Rutherston, recognizing the stubborn set of her chin, went on doggedly.
"You did not tell me that your sister Mary had been delivered of her child."
"My lord, I have scarcely seen you! You had barely left our box last night when I recalled that I had not told you. And when I would have followed you to Lady Symington's box, Mr. Henderson forbade me to go." There, let him make what he liked of that veiled piece of malice.
"Would he not?"
"I thought to tell you this morning, but you were not home, and I did not know where to find you." Her face was a mask of innocent blandness.
"I see that I have been at fault." He moved to stand beside her chair.
"I have been with Norton, Catherine. He left this morning with Lucy for Breckenridge."
"He what? For what reason?"
"What reason could there be? To apply to your father for Lucy's hand." Rutherston smiled to see her prim look dissolve as her mouth gaped open in astonishment.
She jumped out of her chair and began walking about, wringing her hands in agitation.
"What are they thinking of? Papa will never countenance such a match! Why didn't they tell me what they were about? They should have eloped!"
"Eloped?" Now it was Rutherston whose face registered shock. "You cannot be serious! I thank God that my cousin has better sense than that!"
"Sense? Do you call it sense to offer for a girl when there is no hope of your suit being accepted? It will break Lucy's heart, and I call that nonsense!" Her flushed face, sparkling eyes, and heaving bosom made Rutherston, momentarily, forgetful of what he was about to say. He was tempted to pull her into his arms, but he collected himself, not wishing to precipitate a new quarrel.
"His suit will be accepted, Catherine, I have no doubt of it. There is no need for this wild talk and extravagant emotion."
"I think I know my father better than that. I tell you, he will be adamantly opposed."
They were standing face to face, Catherine looking up at him, her eyes brimming with unshed tears.
"My dear!" He caught hold of her hands and spoke gently. "I have made a settlement on Lucy provisional to her marriage to Charles. She gets Branley Park—an estate I have no use for anyhow. It will mean a comfortable living for them and the kind of life that Charles most enjoys."
"A settlement! On Lucy? Why did you not give the estate to Charles? He is your kinsman."
"A man's pride, my little goose. Charles would not accept a farthing from me, but Lucy is my sister-in- law. I am in duty bound to provide for my wife's relations. I finally made Charles understand that."
"But why didn't they mention any of this to me? Lucy has always confided in me!" Catherine's voice was puzzled and a little forlorn.
"I think they meant to last night, but found you somewhat preoccupied. Tom said that you were distressed to hear about your sister Mary. And besides, they could not speak freely with Henderson present."
Catherine sat down, her mind trying to digest all that Rutherston had told her.
"There is no need for us to remain longer in town, Catherine. Lucy has gone. I have no business here. I shall arrange our removal to Fotherville House by the end of the week."
"What about the portrait?" Catherine asked absently.
"Henderson will come down in a week or two to complete it. There is no hurry."
"But Richard." It was the first time she had used his name in a long while, and he was well pleased. "These things take time to arrange—settlements, journeys. When did it all come about?"
"My decision to give Lucy Branley Park was by no means sudden. I had it in my mind since before our marriage. Their decision to go to Breckenridge was hastened, I believe, by the departure of your brother Tom this morning. They made up their minds on the instant to go with him—and Charles found me at White's early this morning to put me in the picture."
She looked up at him, but with the light behind him, she could not see the intensity of his regard.
"You are a strange man." He heard the weariness in her voice, and put out a hand to caress her face, but she shook it off.
"Let me think, Richard. Give me a little time. Somehow, I never thought you would lift a hand to help them." She rose and stood with a preoccupied air, smoothing the folds of her dress.
"You never did have a high opinion of me, did you, my love?" He spoke lightly, but there was an implacable set to his jaw.
"But. . ."
"Yes?"
She had been about to say, "I love you," but she choked on the words. He did not love her, and it would give him the upper hand again. He would only despise her for it. She was too weary to think, and the symptoms of her pregnancy, for she was sure it was that, were taking their toll.
"I must rest for tonight. But I do thank you for what you have done for Lucy and Charles. It was uncommonly kind. Sometimes, I don't think I know you at all."
He wanted to say so much more, but the look of strain on her white face halted him.
"You need not go to Carlton House tonight. I shall convey your apologies to the prince, if you wish it, Catherine."
"No, I want to go. I don't think I could bear another evening of Medea's company."
"You could always settle for Hippolytus."
They were falling into their former way of address, and it brought them very close to a reconciliation.
"Have a care, my lord, I may meet my Hippolytus at Carlton House tonight."
"I have no fear of that, my sweet wife. Amongst the Carlton House set, manners are always thought superior to morals."
It was an unfortunate remark, and although Rutherston saw the shutter close on Catherine's face, he was at a loss to know what meaning she had attached to his words. It made him angry to see the feigned indifference in her expression, but he was too concerned for her welfare to confront her with that anger, and he watched helplessly as she left the room with her little chin raised a few degrees in that pert, unselfconscious posture that told those closest to her that one more word and she would do battle.

[bookmark: _Toc252198539]Chapter Eighteen
 
As soon as Catherine passed through the Grecian portals of Carlton House, she knew that it had been a mistake to come. Nervous exhaustion and fits of nausea had left her weak and trembling at the knees, and her dark suspicions about Rutherston and Lady Symington teased her mind. She missed the steadying presence of Lucy and Norton, for Rutherston, silent and remote, seemed like a stranger at her side.
She entered the great house with a dread sense of foreboding, and steeled herself to an outward display of tranquility that she was far from feeling. The heat in each successive chamber was oppressive, as she had known it would be, and the brilliant lights of the glittering chandelier in the vast interior of the Circular Room intensified the throbbing in her temples. She moved, dreamlike, from group to group, aware of Rutherston's guiding hand at her elbow. But it was not long before he was hailed by some crony, and although he left her in the care of Lady Arabella, Catherine felt that he had abandoned her to pursue his own pleasure.
In normal circumstances, she would have enjoyed the spectacle, but she was too conscious of her own misery to care. There were more men in regimentals to be seen at Carlton House than almost any other residence. Here, at least, one was made aware that a war was in progress, and that these gallant young men would soon depart to meet their fate with careless chivalry. Most of them were younger sons, Catherine reflected, for only seldom did the heir to any fortune or title of distinction cast care to the winds and risk everything for king and country. But younger sons had everything to gain and nothing to lose—but their lives. It was because of these reckless young men that she and Rutherston could live untroubled on their estates, and Catherine wondered if he ever gave it a thought.
From time to time throughout the evening, Rutherston came to her side, drawing her away from the society of the dowagers and debs to make her known to men of widely different stamp. He was on familiar terms with those who formed various coteries in government circles, and although it was evident that his support was courted, he confided to Catherine that most of those present were noteworthy in only one particular—their mediocrity. But those few whom he did admire, he introduced to Catherine, and although at any other time she might have been flattered, her emotions were too raw from the slights he had inflicted upon her to appreciate the gesture.
As the evening progressed, Catherine found it increasingly difficult to force the smiles to her lips, and her spirits flagged even further. She longed for a tranquil place where she could sit in quiet seclusion without having to make the effort to appear interested in the inane comments and court gossip of the fashionable elegants around her. In her hand she clutched a glass of iced lemonade that Rutherston had procured before he was carried off by Lord Liverpool, and Catherine wandered about, well within sight of her husband, until she spied an empty sofa beside a fronded palm where she sat down to rest, holding at bay the nausea that had settled to a vague unease in the pit of her stomach.
Her eyes traveled dully over the crowded assembly, coming to rest on a merry circle of Hussars in blue and gold regimentals who were attracting attention to themselves by their noisy hilarity. One young man, not in uniform, his hand resting lightly on the shoulder of a companion, threw back his head to laugh, showing the gleam of white teeth, and Catherine saw that it was Adrian Henderson. For the first time that evening, she smiled in genuine pleasure. He turned at that moment, and catching sight of her, raised his hand in salute, and almost immediately detached himself with lazy grace from his companions and made his way toward her.
So thick was the crush that Catherine stood up so that Henderson might not lose sight of her. She took a few cautious steps forward, but by some mischance, the glass in her hand tipped, cascading the lemonade in a stream of silvery droplets to the back of the elegant lady who barred Catherine's way.
Lady Pamela Symington spun round, her beautiful face contorted by fury, and Catherine, in one fearful glance, recognized Rutherston's theater companion of the night before. Catherine saw venom in the narrowing eyes, and although the lips smiled, the voice that spoke was contemptuous.
"Lady Rutherston, is it not? Richard's little country-bred wife." She turned to the exquisite at her side. "Percy, this is the little chit of a thing who carried off the unattainable marquis."
The elegant fop, his high, pointed collar touching his ears, raised his quizzing glass in a languid hand and stared at Catherine in mild curiosity.
Catherine was scarcely aware of the malicious words or the indolent stare. Her gaze was riveted to Lady Pamela's soft white neck and the dazzling diamonds that encircled it. She stood incoherent, transfixed, her face paper white, and instinctively her hand flew to her own breast to finger the chaste bridal pearls, and she wanted to tear them from her throat, but some vestige of pride restrained her. He had given this woman, his mistress, the diamond necklace that she, in her naiveté, had imagined was meant for her!
Her breath quickened in her body, making her shoulders heave with her deep gasps, and she felt the nausea rise from the pit of her stomach to engulf her. The glass slipped from her nerveless fingers, shattering on the floor, and all conversation in the immediate vicinity abruptly ceased. Catherine looked around wildly, her hand clasped tightly over her mouth, the nausea shaking her body in incontrollable spasms. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Rutherston, white-faced, forcing his way through the throng toward her, and wild panic surged through her veins.
She tried to scream a name, but it came out as a whisper. The room went spinning around her head and she fell dazed to her knees. Then Henderson was by her side, sweeping the Symington woman out of the way, and his arms went round her, lifting her up and out of Rutherston's reach to safety. A path was made for them through the crowded chambers, and a liveried footman, hurrying to assist, ushered them into a small saloon, and on Henderson's curt instructions went in search of Lord Rutherston.
Catherine strove for composure, gathering the remnants of her waning strength and distracted thoughts. How could she ever have supposed that she had the wit and beauty to hold a man of her husband's temperament? She had been living in a dreamworld, and now it had been turned into a painful nightmare.
A blessed numbness crept over her as she listened to the soothing words of Henderson's anxious voice, and she closed her eyes, trying to blot out the picture that came to torment her of a dark beauty, an Aphrodite, and on her breast the priceless token of a man's love and esteem.
She was dimly aware of Rutherston's presence and his cold, uncivil words of gratitude to Henderson, then she was in strong arms, her head crushed against his chest as he carried her to the waiting carriage to take her to Berkeley Square.
 
The doctor confirmed Catherine's pregnancy, and forbade all parties and balls. He further advised Rutherston to put off the proposed journey to Fotherville House, until his wife should be over the attacks of nausea which, in Dr. Strang's opinion, almost never lasted more than two or three weeks.
Catherine was glad that their removal to Fotherville House had been delayed, for she felt that in that particular setting she would be overwhelmed by a house that was the ultimate expression of Rutherston's fastidious personality.
His frequent absences left her in no doubt that he was pursuing his pleasures with the rapacious Lady Pamela, and the knowledge left her wretched beyond bearing. Her emotions hovered between depression and fury, but pride compelled her to conceal her feelings from Rutherston by assuming a polite but preoccupied air. 13he knew that it angered him and was glad of it.
Cut to the quick by his blatant neglect, she became less than discreet in encouraging Henderson's attentions, pushing Rutherston, she knew, to the limit of endurance, and she waited with bated anticipation for the storm to break. She knew instinctively that he would try to assert his mastery over her—that he regarded her as one of his possessions—and she was determined to show him the error of his arrogant turn of mind.
 
Rutherston stepped out of White's and felt the late night breeze warm against his cheek, and on the spur of the moment decided to walk to Berkeley Square. Ignoring the line of hackney coaches along St. James Street waiting for prospective fares, he swung right and directed his steps towards Piccadilly and home.
His thoughts turned to Catherine and the estrangement that had sprung up between them, and he wondered if it was folly to absent himself every evening and spend so much of his time at his various clubs. It was not as if he enjoyed the interminable round of gambling and drinking, he mused, nor the fatuous conversation of toad-eating bores, but his pride had been wounded by Catherine's out-of-hand rejection of his lovemaking, and he had been stung into retaliation. One word, one gesture from her, he thought morosely, would have kept him by her side, but she had never once given him any sign that his presence or absence was of the least interest to her, and he smarted under her cool indifference.
His manner toward her was everything that was proper in a husband's conduct toward a wife, and he was cautious to say or do nothing, in her overwrought condition, that might shatter the fragile truce. Perhaps, he reflected wryly, he had been too cautious. In one week, he would carry her off to Fotherville House, and in that secluded setting he would not tolerate the wall of civility with which she contrived to keep him at arm's length.
There were too many distractions in London, he thought irritably, as he turned briskly into Berkeley Street, and Lady Pamela and Henderson could not too soon be left behind for his peace of mind. The lady was one embarrassment that he believed he had removed, but when he remembered that she had said some few words to Catherine before she swooned, his jaw set in an implacable line. He could not believe that the lady would be so foolhardy as to court his enmity, but he would leave nothing that touched Catherine to chance. If Lady Pamela's conduct to his wife had been remiss in any way, he would take steps to ensure that in future she acted with due decorum.
The strength of Henderson's attachment to Catherine left him in some doubt. He had seen Catherine's look of pleasure when she had first caught sight of him at Carlton House, and a white-hot jealousy had been aroused in Rutherston's breast. He uttered a harsh profanity when he recalled that Henderson had been a moment before him to snatch Catherine when she fell, certain that his rough passage toward her had been observed by them both.
The portrait painting had been postponed indefinitely, Rutherston giving as his excuse that Catherine's condition forbade her traipsing all over town or sitting unmoving for hours at a time. Nor was he well pleased when she had tried to argue the point. He had become unnecessarily curt, and the hostility he had fleetingly observed in Catherine's eyes before she had lowered her lashes to conceal it had raised his hackles.
But Henderson's visits to the house he could not, with any grace, curtail, and he was acutely aware that Catherine basked in his admiration. It irked him beyond bearing to open the door of his own house to the sounds of their laughter, and to find, on entering the drawing room, their two heads bent together in conspiratorial conversation. Nor was he present for more than a few minutes before Henderson would rise to take his leave, and, thought Rutherston savagely, with him went all the glow of Catherine's warm nature.
If it had not been for Catherine's pregnancy, he would have ridden her with a tighter bit. But the lady was much mistaken if she thought he would dance long to her tune. He was no callow youth to be treated in such a cavalier manner, but a husband who meant to be master in his own house, and if his Catherine did not yet recognize that fact, he meant to teach it to her gently but inexorably.
 
Lady Pamela Symington's house was situated at the edge of Richmond, that village on the edge of London that had been at one time the residential district of the aristocracy, until the monarch had removed his Court to Kensington Palace. In the wake of the courtiers' exit had come an influx of diplomats, politicians, merchant bankers, and the occasional professional artist or writer. It was an expensive and interesting area, and most agreeable to Lady Pamela, whose flamboyant lifestyle would have been tolerated less well in the more exclusive and sedate Mayfair.
She was dressing at a leisurely pace when her maid tapped urgently at the door and on entering imparted the welcome news that Lord Rutherston waited impatiently below, and Lady Pamela received the information with a small smile of triumph. The abundance of dark hair, piled high on her head, she now undid and shook loose about her shoulders, and the riding habit she had been about to don was thrown carelessly aside and a slip of violet silk hastily drawn on. As her maid did up the tiny row of buttons at the back, Lady Pamela turned to the looking glass to scrutinize her reflection. Her large violet eyes were deepened to amethyst, absorbing the color of her gown, and with her glossy raven tresses framing the lily-white perfection of complexion and rounded breast, Lady Pamela's sensual beauty smiled confidently back at her.
"Quick, Sarah, the amethyst earrings. Mind, the ones Lord Rutherston gave me." A small blue velvet box was brought to Lady Pamela and she quickly fastened the gems to her delicate ears.
Her entrance into the blue saloon was all that she had hoped for. Lord Rutherston turned to greet her, his eyes smiling his approval.
"Pamela, your beauty quite unmans me." He bowed over her hand, "And as always, your taste is exquisite." He lightly fingered the amethyst drops at her ears.
"And your gallantry, as usual sir, is excessive," she replied archly, tapping his outstretched hand with a playful finger. She moved to a small sofa against the wall and patted the place beside her. "Sit down Richard, and tell me what brings you to Richmond. I thought the charms of Berkeley Square had cast a spell on you." As she saw the frown crease his brow, she thought that perhaps she had gone too far, but his voice was bland in its reply.
"Did you? No, it is not Berkeley Square that charms me, but my Berkshire estate. To tell you the truth, Pamela, I shall be very glad to remove myself from all my . . . encumbrances here." As he spoke, he moved to a chair adjacent to the sofa, ignoring the blatant invitation in Lady Pamela's eyes, and the smile hovering on her lips became hard and fixed.
"Indeed, and do you take your wife to Fotherville House, or is she one of the . . . encumbrances that you speak of?"
He ignored the question, and looked thoughtfully at her for a moment or two, lightly tapping the tips of his fingers together.
"Pamela," he began, and so kindly did he say the name that she stiffened, knowing now that the words he would say were not the words she wanted to hear. "Pamela, you were beside . . . Lady Rutherston when she fainted at Carlton House. Tell me what happened."
That he had called his wife by her formal title rather than her Christian name fueled Lady Pamela's anger, for she knew it was his way of protecting Catherine from the curiosity of those whom he regarded as outsiders.
"Are you implying that I said something to upset your wife?" She strove to keep her voice light.
"Did you not?" So soft and menacing were his words that Lady Pamela looked at him with startled speculation.
"Lady Catherine, sir, was unwell before she fell against me." Her reply seemed to relieve his mind, and she waited only a moment before continuing with malicious sweetness, "I remember that she gave one glance in your direction before she stumbled and then . . ." she broke off in confusion, as if reluctant to continue.
"And then?" He had not moved, but his fingers locked together, and she was aware of his close attention.
"And then she cried out for someone called Adrian. She said his name twice, so I am not mistaken, and some young man, I don't know who, carried her off. That's all I know." She glanced sideways at him to see the effect of her words, but his impassive countenance told her nothing of what was in his mind, and his silence provoked her to spite. "Perhaps it was her brother she called for?"
"Perhaps it was." Still his face remained bland, and she could not tell whether the barb had found its mark or not. His coolness goaded her into indiscretion.
"Then, when next I meet Lady Rutherston, my lord, I shall ask after the health of her brother Adrian. He visibly blanched when his sister cried his name in so piteous a tone. Such an attractive-looking man." She was unprepared for the violence of Rutherston's response. He reached out his hand to grasp her wrist, and spoke through clenched teeth.
"If you try to further the acquaintance of my wife, my dear Pamela, I shall make you sorry. Do I make myself clear?"
She tried to wrench away from him, her eyes blazing with anger. "You are transparent, my lord! Your anger is not for me, but for your wife! What is it you suspect? That perhaps she prefers another?"
The words hung in the air, and although he held her wrist as if to silence her, her fury could not be abated. She hissed the words at him, her face contorted with malice.
"It did not escape my notice that the gallant gentleman who carried off your bride was also her attentive escort at Covent Garden. You fool . . ."
Before she could utter another word, Rutherston pushed her back violently and stood towering over her, and for a moment, as she looked into the remorseless anger in his eyes, she felt pure terror.
"Have a care, my lady. I will not hesitate to break you and bring you down if you say or do one thing that could harm Catherine. Whatever that fertile imagination of yours has conjured up, I advise you to forget it. I came here for only one purpose—to protect my wife from any indiscreet disclosures about our relationship that you may feel compelled to utter. That, I will not tolerate."
Lady Pamela strained back into the sofa, wrenching her wrist out of his fierce grip, and in her nervousness the laughter was torn from her like convulsive sobs. "What fools men are! She knows already! No, don't give me one of your murderous stares. I did not tell her—but I tell you she knows. Did you think that you could keep it from her?"
The derisive scorn in her voice lashed him, and he stood clenching his fists, disbelief written on his face.
As the lady watched him warily through narrowed eyes, some of her confidence seemed to return, and she tried a more conciliatory approach.
"Even if she does know, Richard, what of it? Is she such a green girl that she does not understand that a husband may weary of domestic bliss?" His thoughtful silence emboldened her to reach out and touch the edge of his sleeve. "Richard!" The word was spoken with sensual pleading, but Rutherston, lost in thought, neither saw nor heard. Presently, he seemed to come to himself, and cursing softly under his breath, strode out of the room without a backward glance.
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Some time after Rutherston set out in his curricle to execute some small matter of business, the nature of which he did not divulge to Catherine, she took the opportunity of having the carriage brought round. She implied to her butler that the seclusion imposed on her by an overanxious husband had been a trial to bear, and that she wished to make an excursion to Richmond Park merely to take the air. But Catherine's motives were far from pure.
Four days had passed since she had received a cryptic message from Henderson saying that he was sorry to absent himself from town on some pressing matter, but that he hoped to return in a day or two. It was Catherine's intention to make a small detour to Chelsea where Henderson's house was located to ferret out news of her friend, for she hardly dared mention his name to her husband or disclose that she felt uneasy on Henderson's behalf.
She knew that if it came to Rutherston's ears that she had disobeyed him, he would be infuriated, but she was made reckless by his own evasive attitude, since he never disclosed where he had been or what he was about, and she had determined to practice a small deception of her own. It did not seem likely that he would ever be apprised her visit to Henderson's house, but she was careful to pack her pearl necklace in her reticule, reasoning that, if he challenged her, she would give as her excuse that Henderson was eager to sketch her with the pearls that Rutherston was adamant would grace her throat for his portrait. Had she but known that Rutherston was at that very moment already tooling his curricle through Richmond, Catherine would have abandoned her scheme, for she had no wish to run even the smallest risk of being discovered anywhere near Chelsea.
 
It was with a disapproving sniff that Simpson, Rutherston's groom, pulled down the steps of the carriage and gave his mistress his hand to help her alight, and at that moment Catherine looked up and was momentarily arrested. The front door of Henderson's house stood wide open, and two burly men in leather aprons were in the process of negotiating a large canvas out of the door. They were taking their instructions from a small, portly man whose sober mode of dress informed Catherine that, although he was not elegant enough to pass for quality, he was at least a member of the middle class.
Catherine watched in puzzlement as the men maneuvered the canvas down the stone steps, carefully avoiding the wrought iron railings, and into the entrance of the adjacent house, and after one quick scrutiny Catherine alighted. She advanced upon the little fat man, and he turned smartly at the tap on his shoulder, startled to see a lady of such fashion at his elbow. His hooded lizardlike eyes flitted quickly over her elegant person and the carriage with liveried coachmen standing by, and his manner became  immediately alert.
"My lady, you are looking for Mr. Henderson,- perhaps?" The sly, knowing smile that spread across his lips offended Catherine greatly, and she turned to snap an order to her disapproving groom.
"Wait here, Simpson, I shall return directly." She moved toward Henderson's house, pushing brusquely past the beady-eyed man with the intolerable sneer, but he followed her footsteps with dogged persistence.
"But my lady, Mr. Henderson is not here. I am his landlord, Mr. Kemp."
Catherine halted on the threshold and turned a haughty face upon him. "What is going on here?" she asked in her most imperious manner. "Who gave you permission to remove these canvases from Mr. Henderson's house?"
His small lizard eyes blinked at her rapidly, as if he could not understand her overbearing manner, but his mind was quickly calculating how he could best turn this chance encounter to his advantage.
"My lady," he began again, smoothly trying not to give offense, "the law is on my side, I do assure you. I am impounding Mr. Henderson's chattels for nonpayment of rent and board. I am quite within my rights." He noted her attentive expression and pressed on. "He is fortunate that he has a few assets, otherwise he would have found himself in debtors' prison. If he has other creditors, and I have no doubt that he has—for what young man isn't in debt to his tailor or bootmaker—he may yet find himself in the Fleet."
Catherine's rising anger was quelled by the sinister words, and her face paled. Many a young man, she knew, was frequently left to cool his heels in jail until his friends relieved him of the burden of his debts, and if his friends or relations were unobliging, then he might be left there to rot.
She became aware of several pairs of eyes watching her speculatively and the indelicacy of her situation began to embarrass her. "Mr. Kemp, I would speak with you privately." The words were exactly what Kemp had been hoping to hear, and he gave his best bow of servility, almost prostrating himself, and with a wave of his hand indicated that Catherine should enter his "humble home."
It was then that Simpson coughed discreetly in an effort to gain her ladyship's attention, but she appeared not to hear.
"Your ladyship," he broke in apologetically, embarrassed to have to call her to a sense of her indelicacy, "you wish me to accompany you?"
"Don't fret, Simpson. This will take only a moment. Why don't you walk the horses or something." And turning her back on her shocked coachmen, she entered Kemp's house without benefit of a chaperone.
She was shown into a small office on the ground floor, and refusing the proffered chair, came to the point directly. "How much does Mr. Henderson owe you?"
Mr. Kemp looked pained at such preemptory, unladylike tactics, and withdrawing the account of Henderson's debts from his desk, prattled on about rentals and laundry, wines and dinners, cleaners and hackneys, until Catherine called a halt.
"How much?" she asked again, bluntly.
"A little over three hundred pounds!"
"Three hundred pounds?" Catherine repeated stupidly, appalled at such a vast amount, and she listened vaguely as Henderson's landlord gave her an itemized account of the arrears that Henderson had accumulated in just over a year.
She had no money of her own, apart from small sums of cash that she could draw on, for like all ladies of quality, Catherine simply charged anything that took her fancy and left her husband to pay the bills. Nor could she touch a penny of her marriage settlement, and she did not see immediately what was to be done to help Henderson.
"Mr. Kemp," she cut in rudely, as he was still talking, "if you give Mr. Henderson a little time, I am sure he will clear his debts. He is not without friends."
"If only I could, my lady, if only I could." He sighed and shook his head morosely, as if it pained him to be the harbinger of bad news. "But you see, I have creditors of my own who are pressing me for payment. I am sorry to have to tell you, but I find myself quite embarrassed at my own lack of funds." He waited for a moment before continuing. "Now if your husband were willing to . . . ?"
"No!" Catherine exclaimed emphatically.
"Ah! Well, perhaps not."
Each was lost in thought. Kemp knew that all society ladies were usually short of the ready, but careless of other valuable property that could be easily disposed of. He played his last card.
"Now if your ladyship had some small trinket or other that could be exchanged for Mr. Henderson's account, I would be glad to call it quits."
Catherine remained unmoving, her brow furrowed in thought. Kemp's suggestion had come almost immediately after she had thought of her pearls, so that she evinced no surprise. She had already made her decision, and 'with calculated deliberation, reached into her reticule and extended the blue velvet
box. She would think of some way of getting them back, she reasoned, but she had no choice if she wanted to protect Henderson from ruin. He was her friend, and she would find a way to make Rutherston understand.
"Will you accept this in payment?"
He opened the box and regarded the pearls with avaricious eyes. The lady, he observed to himself, was an innocent. She had no conception of what they were worth. He could tell that they were of the finest quality and perfectly matched, probably worth twice as much as Henderson's debts. He had no doubt that Catherine's husband would pay very handsomely to have them returned.
He knew better than try to dispose of them elsewhere. All that he had to do was to take them to the firm of jewelers whose name was conveniently emblazoned on the box, and they would negotiate for him. He should come out a couple of hundred ahead on this little enterprise, he thought gleefully.
Nor did he doubt for one moment that this supercilious lady who was so high in the instep would be soundly horsewhipped by her husband for her rash behavior, and the thought cheered him greatly. How he detested these aristocratic toffs who gave themselves airs and graces, while all the time they were no better than they should be. He smiled benignly at Catherine.
"Yes, my lady. I would be happy to accept this little trinket in payment of Henderson's debts. I shall probably still be out of pocket, but beggars can't be choosers."
"In that case, Mr. Kemp, would you please mark Mr. Henderson's account paid in full, and sign your name to it. I shall, of course, keep the receipt." Catherine spoke coldly, her dislike obvious in her disdainful tone.
He could hardly restrain the laughter on his lips. So the little baggage thought that she was a shrewd businesswoman, did she? Well, let her think it! In a few days her folly would come home to roost and then she would think of him with a new respect!
"But of course!" he replied obligingly, and signed his name with a flourish. Catherine scanned the account and thrust it into her reticule with a sigh of relief. Kemp extended his hand. "It is a pleasure to do business with you Lady . . . ?" Ignoring the proffered hand, and the inquiry in his voice, Catherine moved to the door.
"See that all Mr. Henderson's belongings are returned forthwith," and giving Kemp the slightest of nods, she swept out to her waiting carriage.
The desire to continue to Richmond Park had left Catherine, and she told a granite-faced Simpson that she wished to return to Berkeley Square, and as the carriage moved off sedately along the embankment, Kemp followed its progress with his eyes, lost in a delightful reverie, contemplating the retribution that would befall a proud lady within a few days at the latest.
In this, Henderson's landlord was mistaken, for Catherine's movements were observed by Rutherston as he made his way home from Richmond and his interview with Lady Pamela. He recognized his livery and carriage moving slowly ahead of him on the road, and he reined in hard, making his fidgety grays rear violently in their traces, almost oversetting the unsteady curricle.
He cursed under his breath and turned them aside to an inn that lay just off the road. He had no wish to overtake Catherine with his faster team, for it would take her only a moment to guess that he had come from Richmond. He was compelled to delay for an hour or so, and he fumed in impatience.
"Where the devil has she come from?" he wondered to himself. Certainly not Richmond, for he would have overtaken her on the road out, and there had not been enough time for the slow-moving barouche to make it out there and back. He gave the matter some consideration, and was not well pleased with the result of his speculations.
It was a grim-faced Rutherston who returned his sweating team to the stables and sought out his equally grim-faced groom. Nor was Simpson voluble on his mistress's movements that afternoon, but after much thrust and parry, Rutherston learned some small part of the story, and when he had given his orders to harness a fresh team, he set off once more toward Chelsea, with a reluctant and reticent groom perched behind.
 
Her ladyship, thought Becky as she helped Catherine dress that evening, was in a distracted mood. She had watched her jump at every small sound, as if she expected disaster to strike at any moment. Nor did her ladyship show the slightest interest in what she should wear to go to the theater with the Earl and Countess of Levin, and Becky had been left to choose her gown.
She had selected a pale yellow silk with ivory underslip and matching ribbons tied under the breast and embroidered profusely at bodice and hem with the same matching thread. Lord Rutherston had excellent taste, thought Becky approvingly, for left to herself, her ladyship would never take the time or trouble to dress herself well. She would spend hours traipsing through libraries and bookshops, but ask her to give up one afternoon for fittings and to choose and match silks or ribbons and she became restless and bored. It was Lord Rutherston's doing, Becky acknowledged gratefully, that in her mistress's wardrobe there was nothing that did not suit her ladyship to perfection — not that Miss Catherine cared overmuch.
Becky stood back to survey her handiwork and offered a small suggestion.
"The pearls, I think, my lady?"
Catherine's hand flew to her throat and her cheeks turned a guilty pink.
"Good heavens, Becky, I am sick of the pearls! If I wear them one more time, I'll be put down as a pauper. Fetch me my grandmother's sapphire brooch."
There was not much to choose from in her jewel box, thought Catherine wryly, but the small trinkets that any young woman collects throughout her maiden years. She knew well enough that the Rutherston jewels, although by rights belonging to her husband, remained temporarily in the keeping of the dowager marchioness. Rutherston had never discussed when or how the collection would pass to his wife, and Catherine had to acknowledge that until that moment she had never given it a thought.
Should she produce a son and heir for Rutherston, she observed disconsolately, he would probably give her the famous Rutherston emeralds, but if you, poor child, are only a girl, her thoughts ran on mournfully, your mother will probably be deemed worthy only of more pearls.
She smoothed her abdomen with a tender motion of her hands in a protective gesture, and into her mind came a picture of Rutherston, through a long wedded life, presenting her with one set of pearls after another, and the humor of the situation made her giggle nervously until the tears ran down her cheeks.
"My lady?" asked Becky in astonishment.
Catherine shook her head, consumed in uncontrollable mirth. "It's nothing Becky. Just a foolish notion that caught my fancy!"
Becky attached the sapphires to Catherine's bodice. She did not think that his lordship would approve the adornment, but she knew her place and said no more.
At that moment they were informed by the butler that the earl and countess awaited below, and Catherine made haste to find her fan and a suitable wrap should the night air turn chill.
Rutherston entered the room soundlessly, unobserved by Catherine, and with a curt nod to Becky indicated that she should withdraw. Catherine was in the process of extracting her fan from a drawer low on her dresser, when some sixth sense made her conscious of a threatening presence. Although her back was still turned upon him, she knew that he was there and in a dangerous mood, and her heart began to hammer unevenly against her ribs. She had time to compose her features, and turned to face him with a semblance of confidence.
"My lord? Have you decided to accompany me to the theater tonight? If you do you will probably provoke the ton to scandal, for no one expects so noble a lord to grace his wife's side." She spoke merely to cover the threatening silence and to distract his attention from her neck as she drew her shawl securely over her bosom. "The Levins are below. Did you speak with them?"
Still he said nothing, but reached out one lazy hand to grasp her shawl and pull it off her shoulders to reveal her naked throat.
"Really, my dear," he drawled, making Catherine quake in her shoes, "I have tried to impart a modicum of taste to you. You surely don't intend to wear sapphires with that dress? It has tiny pearls sewn into the bodice. Does that not suggest something to you?"
"Yes, I see what you mean, Richard." She brazened it out. "I should have chosen another gown to wear, since I particularly wanted to wear my grandmother's sapphires tonight. It won't take me a moment to change. Would you send Becky to me?" she moved away from him toward the wardrobe and began frantically to search for something that would suit sapphires.
"You are late, Catherine. It would be much simpler to change the sapphires than the dress. Let me help you." He turned her around and she felt his hands brush against her breast as he slid his fingers down the bodice of her gown to release the catch of her brooch. Then he dropped it with a clatter and reached out to grasp her by the elbows and pulled her down to sit before her dressing table. She looked into the mirror and she flinched to see the iciness in his eyes. He placed his hands lightly on her shoulders.
"Where are your pearls, Catherine?" His voice was low and even, but Catherine heard the menace behind the soft words and she gazed at him speechlessly.
"You won't tell me?" He smiled then, as if he were entertained by the charade he was forcing her to go through. "No matter, my dear!" The drawl was back in his voice, and Catherine stilled her breathing, wishing she could drop her eyes from his, but she was afraid to. He slipped his hand into his coat pocket and withdrew a box that Catherine recognized at once, and removing the pearls, he fastened them around her neck.
"How beautiful you are, my love, like a virgin queen, with just a touch of sensuality glowing in those tawny eyes. How desirable you look. No man gazing at you would know whether to protect you or ravish you." He noticed her chin lift, but did not find the gesture charming, as he might normally have done, but merely another sign of a wanton and rebellious disregard for a husband's authority, and he dug his fingers cruelly into her arms. Catherine gasped in pain and wrenched herself free, knocking over the chair in her alarm. At that moment there was a light knock at her door and before he could reach her, she called out sharply, "Enter."
"The earl and countess are anxious to leave, my lady."
"Thank you, Becky. Please stay and tidy my room. I was on the point of joining them."
She turned to Rutherston, a small smile of triumph hovering on her lips.
"If you will excuse me, my lord, I must go now."
Becky looked in consternation from one to the other and hastily removed herself to the far end of the room where she averted her eyes and made a pretehse of tidying up.
"You have merely won for yourself a short reprieve, madam." She was at the door ready to bolt if he made one move in her direction, and he relaxed his tense posture. Her cool, unruffled demeanor needled him into an attempt to provoke her to anger or jealousy.
"You can have no objections if I seek other . . . um, diversions, my dear?" He spoke in a nonchalant undertone so that her maid would not hear.
Emboldened by Becky's presence in the room, and incensed by Rutherston's veiled reference to his mistress, Catherine tossed her head and with a rapier thrust slipped under his guard. "My lord, would a wife put restraints on a husband that she is unwilling to accept for herself? It would be monstrous unjust!" And flashing him her sweetest smile, she flounced out of the room and hastened downstairs to escape and safety.
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When Catherine entered the house later that evening, her pulse began to quicken, and she delayed in the dim interior of the vestibule, her eyes and ears straining for any indication that Rutherston might be about, but she could detect none.
"Has his lordship come in yet, George?" she asked, with as much unconcern as she could command.
"I don't believe so, my lady. He advised me not to wait up for him." George's stoic demeanor in the face of every eventuality was still a source of wonder to Catherine and she strove to emulate his example.
"But he did go out?"
"Oh yes, my lady. Immediately after you left." George's tone evinced a faint surprise at Catherine's query and she became instantly more circumspect.
"Thank you, George. Then perhaps you had better follow his lordship's instructions. I need nothing more tonight."
If Catherine's butler was conscious of the note of strain in his mistress's voice, he gave no sign, but merely bowed in acknowledgment of his dismissal and turned to move off sedately in the direction of the domestic quarters. His lordship and her ladyship might think that they had no need of his services, he intoned to himself, but he hoped he knew his duty better than that. He would maintain his unobtrusive vigil until his lordship returned.
Catherine remained unmoving for a moment or two, stripping the gloves delicately from her fingers, and the wretched state and uncertainty of her feeling were borne in upon her. Her extravagant impulse on Henderson's behalf paled to insignificance in comparison to Rutherston's infamous conduct with Lady Pamela. Whilst she had no wish to encounter her husband for what must be, she thought fearfully, a stormy interview, she felt that his absence from the house to be with his mistress was an intolerable insult, and it left her angry and confused. Deep in thought, she crossed the hall and began to mount the stairs toward her room.
She remembered her bold taunts thrown carelessly at his head as she had left him that evening and she cursed her rash stupidity. But when she recalled the insult that had provoked her to such anger, her sense of injury grew, and tears filled her eyes. She was besotted with a man who regarded her as nothing more than a chattel, a possession, and as a woman she had no recourse to redress the wrongs of a husband. She reached her door and flung it wide open and slammed it ferociously behind her, as if it could relieve the fury of her mind.
"My dear, one would think that the hounds of hell were after you. Shall I give the alarm?" In the flickering gloom, she saw a dark form detach itself from a chair and move toward her. Catherine froze. He moved to within a step of her, and she could smell the brandy on his breath.
"R . . . Richard! Are you here?
"Indubitably, my love, though I have no doubt that
you are fervently wishing me elsewhere."
The feigned drawl in his voice roused her to anger once more, and she looked boldly into his indolent stare.
"What's this?" she asked scathingly. "No diversions in London to distract the noble Marquis of Rutherston? And do you think, my lord, to be diverted by me?" She moved to push past him, but he caught her by the shoulders, and turned her to face him.
"No more evasions, madam. You have had your respite. You will tell me the whole story, if you please, of this afternoon's ridiculous adventure." He stood watching her closely, waiting for her to begin, but the intimacy of the darkened room and the warmth of her skin under his touch inflamed his senses and he was acutely aware of how long it had been since she had admitted him to her bed, and he knew that he would tolerate her refusal no longer.
"Catherine," he murmured, slipping his arm around her waist, "none of it matters."
She twisted from his grasp. "No! I will not. . . ."
At the unexpected movement and her denial of his claims upon her, Rutherston's self-control gave way. Catherine saw the fury blazing in his eyes and she shrank backwards across the room, keeping just out of his reach until her shaking legs came hard against a chair. She twisted behind it, using it as if it were a shield to protect her from his attack.
"What a fool I have been! I told you once, did I not, my dear wife," he said with biting sarcasm, "that one sigh from you could bring me to heel? By God, from now on, I will teach you to be a docile wife and come to my heel when I give the command."
He flung the chair aside in his mad lunge toward her, and seized her by the waist, swinging her into his arms. Catherine pushed futilely against his chest with her hands, but his grip tightened ferociously and she stilled. He twisted her till her head tilted back, and his mouth came down savagely upon her lips, his tongue ravaging the soft recess of her mouth.
He moved toward the bed and threw her hard upon it, and as he knelt beside her Catherine cried out with fright. With unhurried deliberation, he slid his hands around her back to undo the buttons of her gown, and she could hear his breath rasping in his throat as he disrobed her till she lay naked beneath his hands.
"Richard, do not do this!" She put out her hand in a gesture of appeal, but the movement seemed to enrage him further. She heard his muffled oath as he threw off his dressing gown and pulled her roughly to lie under him.
His hands, brutally compelling, moved across her body with a fierce possessiveness, demanding her submission, and she steeled herself to lie unflinching beneath his weight. But the urgency of his need and longing communicated itself to her, blotting out her feeble resolve. She sensed the deep hurt within him and could not bear it.
"Don't, love, don't!" she whispered against his ear, and her hands slid over his shoulders to caress his neck in a comforting gesture. Rutherston felt her soft and yielding beneath him, and his anger instantly abated.
His touch gentled to a caress and his warm lips teased her mouth to open and accept his tongue. Then, patiently and relentlessly, he seduced her to passion and at last heard her deep-throated gasps of pleasure. But he moved back, waiting for her clear response that she would welcome him.
"Catherine?" She heard the hesitancy in his voice, and she reached for him, moaning his name against his mouth. He needed her, and she wanted only to heal his lacerated heart. She went to him willingly, and all the uncertainty and pain were forgotten in his arms.
But Rutherston delayed the final moment of their rapture, cherishing Catherine's uninhibited response to his lovemaking. Nor would he take possession of her until she returned his softly murmured endearments of love and longing. They moved as one, and their sweet yearning was finally assuaged in the wave of wondrous ecstasy that washed over them.
She lay with her face turned away from him, her eyes gazing unseeing into the darkening room. For the first time it occurred to her that he had come from his mistress's bed to hers, and she could not endure the thought. His hand reached out to touch her shoulder and she shook him off.
"Catherine?" His voice was disbelieving. She hardened her heart against him and slipped out of bed to find a wrapper to cover her nakedness.
"Catherine, what do you want me to say?" There was an edge of exasperation in his voice, and still she stood mute.
"For God's sake, Catherine, is it only your pride that is wounded? Was not my pride wounded also when you gave my bridal gift to clear another man's debts?" He reached for his dressing gown and shrugged into it, gazing all the while at her rigid back. "I did not take you against your will."
She turned on him furiously, directing all the anger that she felt at herself onto a more fitting object. "But you would have, my lord, would you not? In your maddened rage, what would you have done? Gone away quietly? I think not!"
Her contemptuous words made him shift uncomfortably, for he was appalled at the unreasoning jealousy that had provoked him to such fury against her. But he knew of a certainty that he would never have harmed her.
"You cannot believe that I would hurt you, Catherine. For God's sake, you are carrying our child!" His voice finished on an incredulous note. Presently, he went on more quietly, "I wanted only to love you, and you wanted our lovemaking just as much as I did. You cannot deny it."
"It was fear of your brute strength," said Catherine hotly, "that made me submit to you."
He knew that it was not true, but it angered him to hear her say so.
"Did it please you, my lord? A docile wife is what you said you wanted, I believe?"
"What is Henderson to you, Catherine?"
"Henderson?" she asked warily, startled by the sudden change of topic.
"I think you heard me the first time. The man for whom you were willing to risk my wrath. Those pearls have cost me dearly, for I have paid for them twice over."
"Adrian," she retorted with emphasis, "is no more to me than Lady Pamela is to you, my lord." She saw the flush of color suffuse his face and felt the desolation of a hollow victory.
"He is my friend," she went on earnestly. "I had nothing to give to save him from ruin but my pearls. I would have told you, but you discovered it before I had the chance." When he made no reply, she added wearily, "I knew you would not believe me."
"And do you believe me, Catherine, when I tell you that Lady Pamela belongs in my past, and that she means nothing to me?"
His outright lie hurt her more than if he had confessed the whole to her, and she wanted only to give him pain. She waited a moment until the lump in her throat had dissolved.
"It is not of the slightest interest to me what Lady Pamela is to you. Please do not feel compelled to set aside your mistress on my account. And now, my lord, if you have nothing more that you require from a docile wife, I would sleep."               
They stood facing each other, Rutherston angr$ and bewildered, Catherine regarding him with calm contempt.
"As you will, ma'am. It would be unchivalrous of me not to accept your generous offer respecting my mistress. You may keep your chaste bed."
Catherine turned away so that he would not see the hot tears on her cheeks, and a moment later she heard the bedroom door slam as he let himself out.
 
It was a subdued and courteous Lord Rutherston who handed his wife into his carriage one wet and dreary August morning as she embarked on a solitary journey that would take her to Branley Park and Breckenridge. Her strained, deep-shadowed eyes looked up at him with perfect composure, and Rutherston felt his heart constrict. This white-faced stranger was not the Catherine he had brought to London a mere three months before.
"I shall be down in a se'enight, more or less, my dear, and after Lucy's wedding we shall remove to Fotherville House." He smiled kindly.
She gave him her hand to kiss, but he ignored it and bent his head to brush her cold lips lightly with his own. If only she would come a little way to meet him, he thought in exasperation, the absurd breach between them would soon be healed, but Catherine would not unbend.
As the carriage moved off with its spate of coachmen and outriders whom he had instructed well, he watched with satisfaction. There would be no attempt from any highwayman to interfere with such a well-protected equipage, unless that highwayman happened to be a fool, for all the outriders were armed and knew how to use a pistol.
Rutherston turned back into the house and made for the breakfast room where a pot of fresh coffee was waiting for him. He ensconced himself in a deep armchair and stretched out his highly polished Hessians to rest comfortably on a low table.
He hoped that he was doing the right thing— giving Catherine this short interlude to be on her own without him. When the letter had arrived from Lucy asking them to come down for the wedding, Catherine had become quite animated, and seeing it, he had concurred in her desire to leave for Breckenridge as soon as possible. Only one small matter of discord had ensued. She had wished to put up at Ardo House, but he had insisted that she stay at Branley Park, her husband's residence until Lucy and Norton were legally married.
He was determined on a reconciliation and felt his goal could be sooner achieved if they had some little privacy. Ardo House was not the setting for what he had in mind, for he intended to court his Catherine all over again.
Nor was he without hope, he mused as he drank his coffee, for whatever Catherine might say or try to imply, their last lovemaking, although it had had a stormy beginning, had concluded on the deepest tenderness.
He smiled wryly to himself. Catherine had much to learn in the art of pleasuring a husband, and he intended to be her teacher, but in the few short months that they had been married, she had revealed things to him that he had never experienced before. He knew much about the art of sensual pleasure, but it was Catherine who knew about love itself. He knew how to seduce her senses to passion, but it was she who imbued his desire with some quality, some grace, that lifted it high above mere carnal lust.
Her regard for Henderson was something of a puzzle, but he had finally discarded the notion that there was anything serious to be feared in that quarter, on her part at least. She had responded to her husband's lovemaking in a way that convinced him that her heart was entirely his. But something had occurred to mar her happiness and he intended to discover what it was.
One week was all the time he would allow her to pursue her maidenly pleasures and enjoy the company of her family and friends. And then he would join her. But in the meantime, a whole empty week of utter boredom yawned before him; seven days and nights without Catherine, and already he was in a fever of impatience to be quit of London and carry her *off to Fotherville House.
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Three days after Catherine set off for Breckenridge, Rutherston dined with his mother in Green Street. The ladies had but recently returned from a sojourn in Brighton, a resort made fashionable by the prince regent. It was a family gathering, with only four people present, Beaumain, who had come up to town to convey his duchess and her mother to his seat in Kent, Rutherston himself, and the two ladies.
The arrangement suited Rutherston very well, for he had yet to impart to his family the news of Catherine's pregnancy, and he knew better than to allow his mother to come by the information secondhand. He waited till dinner was over and the ladies were about to retire, and since he had no inclination to be thoroughly bored by that clod of a brother-in- law, Duke Henry, he asked if they might dispense with the after-dinner port.
His grace was a stupid man but shrewd, and when they rose to accompany the ladies to the drawing room, he clapped his brother-in-law heartily on the shoulder, and uttered, in what was meant to be a whisper, "So that's the way of it!" And when he saw
Rutherston's look of pained surprise, he went on persistently, "Stands to reason. Knew you wouldn't dine with us just for the pleasure of our company!"
The dowager marchioness, seeing that her son was on the point of making a stinging rejoinder, cast him a warning look and asked for his arm, and as he led her dutifully upstairs to her private sitting room, he was conscious of a feeling of déjà vu.
"Well, Richard, dear," the dowager began encouragingly when everyone was comfortably settled, "tell us of Catherine. Has she recovered from her attack of influenza?"
"Well, no Mama," he replied, smiling broadly at his mother, whom he held in the deepest respect, "Dr. Strang has advised me that this particular condition will last six months more, until it runs its course."
The dowager regarded her son fondly, the deepest contentment shining from her eyes, and he rose, moving toward her quickly to plant an affectionate kiss on her cheek.
"I am the happiest woman alive," she said tenderly, clutching his sleeve.
"Well, I never heard of influenza lasting six months, 'pon my honor!" The raucous voice of the duchess made mother and son wince simultaneously.
"My dear Jane, Richard is advising us that Catherine is in a delicate condition. Their child, my grandchild, is expected in . . . February?" She looked for confirmation to Rutherston, who nodded his assent.
"Catherine? In a delicate condition? Well, the sly puss! Did she know when I asked her? She practically denied it!"
"You asked Catherine if she were pregnant?" asked Rutherston, dumbfounded. "And pray, when did that interview take place—for Catherine said nothing to me."
"Oh, it was just before the Carlton House soiree. I remember it well. You remember, Mama, I had a bilious attack that evening and you stayed home to nurse me." The duchess was quite unaware of the turmoil she had created in her brother's breast or his bellicose expression, and she turned to her husband fondly.
"Told her how I presented you with our firstborn nine months almost to the day we were wed, my dear."
Rutherston spoke quietly and calmly, only half conscious of his mother's restraining hand on his sleeve.
"Pray continue, Jane. What else did you say to Catherine?"
"What? Oh, not much. She seemed quite agitated, for some reason or other. She didn't even wait for tea."
"Good God, Jane, tell me what you said to Catherine," Rutherston exploded.
Duke Henry rose and took his stand by his wife's chair. "Look here, Rutherston, no need to take on like that. Why shouldn't Jane ask Catherine if she was in a delicate condition? Women are interested in that sort of thing."
The dowager marchioness, aware that her two offspring were about to become embroiled in the kind of quarrel she had so detested as they were growing up, now took firm control.
"Henry, Richard, sit down! Jane dear, try to remember what you said to Catherine. Obviously you offended her in some way—without meaning to, of course," she added hastily as she caught Beaumain's movement out of the corner of her eye.
Her grace looked properly pensive. "But Mama, I cannot think what offended her. I told her how happy we all were now that Richard had given up his ramshackle way of life to start his nursery."
Rutherston groaned, a phrase of Catherine's coming to mind that he had glossed over at the time. "Not our child, but your heir," was what she had said, and it had held no menace, no warning for him.
"Yes dear, go on," said the dowager encouragingly, who after years of practice knew just how to handle the duchess. "What more did you say?"
"I told her how relieved we had all been when Richard gave you his solemn promise that he would marry in his thirtieth year and how we had left him to be as wild as he pleased, since we knew that a Fotherville never reneges on a promise. Perhaps it was unwise of me to have mentioned Lady Harriet, but what harm in that?"
"What harm indeed?" interjected Rutherston bit- ingly, a comment that was lost on his sister.
"And is that the whole of it?" asked the dowager.
"I did mention that we were surprised at how quickly Richard got himself leg-shackled, for nobody expected him to gratify your wishes so soon, Mama. You know it's true." The duchess now appealed to Duke Henry. "So you can see, I said nothing at all that could give Catherine offense."
"Quite right, my love," said her husband stolidly, glowering at Rutherston, who now held his head between both hands.
"Does it matter, Richard?" the dowager asked in concern.
"Yes, Mama, it matters a great deal. But at least I know now what I have to contend with."
"But what did I do?" wailed her grace.
"Nothing," snapped her brother, "but make my life a misery for the last number of weeks." His words startled the company, for it was the first indication that all was not well between the marquis and his lady.
"Mama," he said presently, "will you see me out?" And taking his leave of his crestfallen sister and his belligerent brother-in-law, Rutherston conducted the dowager marchioness downstairs.
He took his mother's hand in his. "May Catherine and I expect to see something of you later in the autumn?"
"At Fotherville House?"
"Where else would I be?"
"You are so like your father, dear. That house means a great deal to you, does it not? It is a great showpiece. I hope Catherine feels at home in it. I never could."
"But, Mama," he protested, "the house is perfection itself. It cannot be improved upon."
"Yes, dear, that is exactly how your father felt. But that is just what I mean. It is rather . . . impersonal. I never felt like the mistress of Fotherville House, merely a guest in it. If I were you . . . well never mind. You're old enough to conduct your own life."
"No, go on, Mama. If you were I . . . ?"
She turned to him impulsively. "Give Catherine a free hand, Richard. If you can bear it, let her change things. And if you can't bear it, then don't make Fotherville House your principal residence. You have other estates. Let her have some say in her future home. You'll never regret it if you do, not if her happiness means anything to you."
He looked steadily into his mother's inquiring eyes. "Her happiness means everything to me!"
The dowager marchioness kissed him softly on the cheek. "Then it is a love match! I hoped it was, but you never confided in me. Do you know, my dear, when I heard how soon after your thirtieth birthday you had chosen a wife, I wondered."
"Yes, and if you did, my dearest Mama, you may be sure that Catherine is wondering, too."
"Then you must convince her that her conjectures are nonsensical! You'll find a way."
"Oh, I mean to, Mama. I mean to!"
 
"My lord?" said George apologetically, entering Rutherston's library later that evening. Rutherston looked up from the book he was reading.
"Yes, what is it, George?"
"Mr. Henderson is here and insists on being admitted. I tried to dissuade him, my lord, but he says the matter is urgent."
"Does he now?" said Rutherston, rising from his seat and laying aside his copy of Euripides' "Hippolytus." "Then don't keep him waiting, George. Show him in, and see that we are not disturbed."
George departed, to reappear a moment later with a bemused and smiling Henderson at his heels.
"Evening, Rutherston," Henderson began amiably. "I had hoped that I might find Cath . . . that is, Lady Rutherston with you, but your butler tells me she left for Surrey three days ago."
"Yes, for her sister's wedding to my cousin Charles Norton. I join her next week. But don't stand on ceremony," Rutherston said, waving to a leather armchair by the smoldering grate. "Will you join me in a brandy?"
Henderson disposed himself comfortably and accepted the proffered glass.
"You are a cool customer, Rutherston," Henderson began provocatively as he tossed off the brandy at one gulp.
"Am I?" Rutherston settled himself and raised his brows in faint surprise. "I would have thought that that description was better suited to yourself."
Henderson laughed and eyed Rutherston ruefully. "Perhaps I am. I had half expected to find you ranting and raving and demanding immediate satisfaction for an episode that even I don't understand."
"No! Did you?" Rutherston remarked noncommit- tally as he held out the decanter to pour his guest another drink. Henderson sipped his second brandy slowly, and reaching into his pocket, withdrew a slip of paper which he extended to his host. Rutherston scanned it and saw that it was a bank draft for just over three hundred pounds.
Henderson continued, "I'm afraid you are still out two hundred pounds. That bank draft covers my debt to my landlord, but I'm not in a position at the moment to refund the difference you paid to retrieve Catherine's pearls. I'm afraid her impetuous gesture has put me in your debt."
"It's no matter," said Rutherston levelly. "I really don't want this, you know, but I suppose you will insist that I take it?"
Henderson nodded. "Oh, I do."
"Very well then, but under no circumstances will I accept the difference I paid to retrieve Catherine's pearls. That piece of folly on a wife's part is more properly the burden of a husband, so we will say no more about that, if you please!"
"Isn't she a trump, though? What a warmhearted girl." Henderson did not notice the slight stiffening of his host's spine, and went on musingly. "You know, she's a damn difficult subject to paint. It's hard enough to portray that unique coloring—but next to impossible to capture that vibrancy which comes from her generous spirit." Henderson put down his glass.
"That's one of the reasons I came to see you—and Catherine. I won't be completing that portrait for some time. I'm off to join Wellesley." He saw Rutherston's start of surprise. "My fond and generous aunt, Lady Blakney, has given me the funds I need to start fresh. I shall be purchasing a commission in the seventh Hussars, so you see, it may be some time before I can get back to complete Catherine's portrait."
Rutherston's spine relaxed, and he poured himself another drink. "But why? You never struck me as the sort who was the least interested in adventure."
"Didn't I? Perhaps you didn't try to find out what sort I was!" Rutherston looked affronted, but Henderson went on easily, "No, no, I don't mean to insult you, I'm just stating a fact. Anyway, I'm not interested in glory. I want to become a better artist, and paint subjects that are worth painting. To put it simply, I'm bored with what I'm doing."
"Then I hope you find what you're looking for, although naturally, I'm disappointed that Catherine's portrait will be delayed."
"You shouldn't be, you know. I intend to continue with it when I've learned my art better, but whether I'll part with her portrait or not is another matter. I may decide to keep it, or I may decide to make a present of it to Catherine."
"What the devil do you mean by that?" asked Rutherston, a menacing note creeping into his voice.
"Why, what should I mean, except that I intend Catherine's portrait to be the best piece of work I shall ever complete?"
The two men sat imbibing their brandies, casting wary glances at each other, like two dogs circling each other before a fight.
"Look here, Rutherston," Henderson began at last. "Let's stop fencing and speak man to man." He uncrossed one long leg and put up an idle hand to rub his ear. "When my landlord told me of what Catherine had done, I was aghast—not because of the gesture itself. I found that rather touching—but because I was alarmed at the interpretation you might put upon it. God, in your shoes," he exclaimed forcefully, "I would be livid!"
"Well you're not in my shoes," said Rutherston smoothly. "And I did not jump to conclusions," he continued, conveniently forgetting how he had been furious enough to go so far as to think of calling Henderson out. "I believe I know Catherine's character better than that. She considered you her friend, and merely did what she thought would save you from immediate ruin." The words were those Catherine had used and seemed entirely reasonable on his own glib tongue.
"And Catherine hasn't been sent off in disgrace?" Henderson was not wholly convinced.
"Certainly not! I told you, she goes down to be with Lucy, and I join her next week."
Henderson was on the point of saying more, but changed his mind. He would have liked to have warned Rutherston of Catherine's unhappy state of mind, but he was perfectly sure that Rutherston would regard it as an unmitigated piece of interference on his part, and no good would be served by it.
"Well, then, if I don't see Catherine before I leave, you will convey my warmest regards to her?"
"Of course." The interview was at an end and both men rose for Henderson's leavetaking.
"You know, Rutherston, it could have been worse." Henderson chuckled. "What if you had insisted that Catherine wear the diamonds for her portrait instead of the pearls? Think how much more out of pocket you would have been!"
"Diamonds?" A puzzled frown creased his lordship's brow. "What diamonds?"
Henderson looked embarrassed. "I suppose there's no point in trying to wrap it up in clean linen. I'm afraid I behaved rather badly when I was your guest at Fotherville House. Catherine and I came upon the secret drawer in your library desk, and I'm sorry to say that I let my curiosity get the better of me. The fault was entirely mine. You see, Catherine found the box and I insisted on opening it. I collect you haven't given Catherine the necklace?"
"What?" Rutherston looked like a man who was choking on a fishbone. "What did you say?" he repeated dazedly.
"Are you all right, Rutherston?" Henderson regarded him in concern and puzzlement, and Rutherston made a supreme effort to regain his composure.
"Yes, yes!" he replied testily. "I'm fine, and no, I haven't given Catherine the necklace yet."
"Then I am sorry," Henderson went on airily, without the least appearance of remorse. "But it was a damned stupid place to choose for a hiding place. Catherine must be eating her heart out by now. She thought it was the most beautiful thing that she had ever seen."
"Yes, I can see that she would." Rutherston spoke more to himself than to his companion.
The two men had walked to the front door, and, when George had handed him his gloves and cape, Henderson held out his hand.
"Good-bye, Rutherston. Perhaps one day I shall learn to do justice to Catherine's portrait, but it's beyond my skill at present."
Rutherston shook the proffered hand. "Good-bye and good luck, Henderson. You're not the only one who has lacked the skill to do justice to Catherine!"
"Really?" Henderson digested Rutherston's words. "Then I hope we both may succeed."
And for once, husband and artist smiled into each other's eyes, in perfect agreement on the subject of Catherine. But it was Henderson who had the last word.
"You're a lucky fellow, Rutherston, and I hope you know it."
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Catherine made herself comfortable on the garden bench overlooking the Ardo House lawns and flower beds and shaded her eyes to look up at her companions.
"If you would rather I take myself off and leave you two love birds alone, you have only to say the word. I begin to feel that my presence here is de trop, and I'd as lief read a book as play chaperone to a couple of mutes."
"Of fudge!" said Lucy, smiling at Catherine affectionately as she detached herself from Mr. Norton's clasp to sit beside her sister.
"Charles will soon have you all to himself," Catherine went on cheerfully, "and I have missed our cozes. Now children, do tell me all!" She looked expectantly from one to the other. "What did Papa say?"
Mr. Norton disported himself on the grass at the feet of the two ladies and sat shredding a bladfe of grass negligently between his teeth.
"What could your father say, or mine, for that matter? Things have turned out rather well, thanks to Richard. I knew he would try to do something for me, and I was set to thwart his good intentions, but he outmaneuvered me. I could not object to any settlement he chose to make on his own sister-in-law, now could I?" He flashed a grin.
"You tried!" retorted Lucy indignantly. "When Richard first put the proposition to you, you looked the picture of outraged dignity."
"Ah well, all's well that ends well," said Mr. Norton philosophically.
"Oh yes!" Lucy's voice held a tremor as she turned to Catherine. "What changes have come about in our situation since we last sat on this bench on the eve of our first London Season!"
"Mmmm . . ." offered Mr. Norton enigmatically.
"What does that mean?" his beloved inquired.
"I was merely thinking of two carefree bachelors who not many months past retreated from the wiles of experienced town wenches to be befuddled, bewildered, and finally bagged by a couple of country innocents." He gave a resigned sigh.
"A couple of country innocents!" the ladies exclaimed in unison.
Norton looked up and grinned broadly at the two scowling faces above him.
"Bagged," he repeated unrepentantly, "by two country innocents who looked as if butter wouldn't melt in their mouths!"
"Unchivalrous!" cried Lucy, affronted.
"Ungentlemanly!" teased Catherine with a wag of her finger. "Nor is it true. Come now, Charles, admit it! You offered for Lucy simply to get possession of my library—you told me once how much you admired it—and Richard offered for me because of . . ." she faltered, the jest going out of her voice as <he saw where the sport had led her, but after a momentary hesitation concluded gaily, "because of his promise! Did you know of it? Yes, I can see from your faces that you did."
Nr. Norton looked nonplussed, but he rallied quickly. "Oho! So you discovered Richard's dark secret, did you—that promise he made to his mother! I'm glad he told you. Females can be such feather- heads if they think a fellow is practicing a deception, however harmless. Why, if he hadn't told you, you might have believed he offered for you to get his hands on your vast fortune." Norton cast a beseeching glance in Lucy's direction, and she came to his aid with alacrity.
"Or for her blue blood. Don't forget that, Charles!"
"Or for her breeding, Lucy. Her air of propriety."
"No, Charles! You have gone too far. Everyone knows of Catherine's temper!"
"You're both wrong," interrupted Catherine. "It was to spite his family."
"To spite his mama?" Norton asked in astonishment. "That he would never do! He dotes on her; leastways, he did till he got shackled to you."
Catherine burst out, "Don't tease me! Why did he choose me?"
"He was ailing," Norton intoned solemnly.
"Sick," Lucy added mournfully.
"Struck down with a terrible, wasting disease."
"Love!" completed Lucy, with a sage nod of her head.
"Of course!" observed Norton, reaching up and squeezing Catherine's hands in his.
"Thank you," Catherine replied. "But how can I believe you? Where is this lovesick swain now? He's in town, with those very wenches who know how to ensnare a man."           
Lucy and Norton looked thunderstruck.
"How can you even believe it, Catherine?" Norton burst out. "Who has been telling you such lies?"
Catherine shook her head miserably, wishing that she had never opened her mouth to unburden herself to her friends. "Just rumors, Charles. Things I've overhead in conversation. Women I've seen him with—at the theater, at the park—you've seen them, too."
"Catherine!" Norton drew his hand distractedly through his hair. "How can I explain it to you? If you were up to snuff, you would understand such things. There isn't a man alive who doesn't have such women in his past." He could see that she was far from convinced and went on purposefully, "I know for a fact that Richard has long since given up his, well . . . all that sort of thing." He waved his hand vaguely in the air.
Catherine looked toward the house and saw that her carriage was waiting with her groom, Simpson, to convey her home to Branley Park. She rose and assumed a carefree pose as she turned to take her leave.
"Thank you for putting up with my fit of the sullens. I expect, when Richard arrives in person, I shall pull out of them. You see, I miss him so." And she was surprised at how much she meant it.
They watched Catherine walk with head erect in the direction of the house, and when she was out of earshot, Lucy turned back to Norton.
"Every man, Charles?" she asked plaintively.
Norton did not even pretend not to understand her. He glowered her down. "Lucy, my pet, on that subject I will not be drawn."
"No?" she coaxed softly, as she fingered the lapels of his dark coat.
"No, my love, I will not!" And with masterful aplomb, Norton folded his arms tightly around his betrothed and kissed her soundly.
 
"Humbug!"
"Flummery!"
"What twaddle!"
Richard Fotherville, the sixth Marquis of Rutherston, paused, one hand on the doorknob of the Branley Park library, arrested by the exasperated accents of his beloved's voice on the other side of the door.
He was dressed in a many-caped driving coat, and his mud-spattered boots and dusty, disheveled appearance indicated that he had at that moment arrived from an arduous journey.
"Fustian!"
"What rubbish!"
"I don't believe it!"
The marquis raised his brows, highly diverted, and gently pushed open the door. He entered silently, throwing his coat over the nearest chair, and gazed in the late summer light at the love and bane of his life who at that moment was curled up in a deep armchair engrossed in a book. He approached in a few rapid strides, but the lady gave no sign that she was aware of his presence, and he heard the growl deep in her throat as she continued to read what evidently afforded her no pleasure at all.
He moved to obscure her light, casting a deep shadow across the page she was reading, but the effect that this produced was not the one that his lordship desired. Catherine shifted her position to catch a better light. The shadow moved with her, and Catherine looked up. Amber eyes widened and gazed into gray, and for an infinitesimal moment, Rutherston discerned a welcome in them, before his lady had the presence of mind to guard her expression.
"My dear," said Catherine's husband in a light and bantering tone, pulling the book from her unresisting fingers, "what in the world is giving you so much offense?" He glanced at the title and let out a laugh, which startled his bristling wife. " 'Andromache'? Oh God, no, Catherine! I absolutely forbid it!" and he tossed Euripides's offending play carelessly to the other side of the room.
The lady, a deep scowl marring the beauty of her face, attempted to scramble to her feet, but her lord pushed her back and leaned his two hands on either arm of the chair, effectively imprisoning her. She scowled up at him. "I thought you would approve, my lord," she began primly, her lips pursing in anger. "The insipid Andromache is a model of docility, and just the sort of woman that you idealize!"
"Really?" said his lordship with galling levity, at least to the lady's ears. "I hope you don't mean to emulate that pattern of passivity, Catherine, for an Andromache wouldn't suit me at all!"
She regarded him with uncertainty, conscious of something in his demeanor, a confidence or a boldness that had been absent in the last number of weeks. "Indeed? And when did you form that opinion, for it is not how you expressed yourself to me."
His lordship took his time in answering, for he had discovered at that moment that he was getting a crick in his neck, and without so much as a by your leave, he gathered his lady into his arms and sat down in her chair, holding her fast in his lap. Catherine decided that this was the outside of enough and made a gallant effort to remove herself from his clasp, but as his only response was to tighten his grip and laugh at her struggles, she gave up the attempt and remained stiffly in his arms.
"Quite settled, sweetheart?" the odious man asked, with disarming amiability. "No, really my love, did I say I wanted a docile wife? It seems to me that in the last number of weeks we have both talked a good deal of nonsense, wouldn't you say?" He was tracing the outline of her scowling brows with his fingers, and Catherine was hard put to concentrate on their conversation.
"You don't want a docile wife, my lord?"
"I want you, Catherine, and only you, as I have told you on numerous occasions. Why don't you believe me?" The heartless man now began to nuzzle her ladyship's ear, and when she would have pulled away, his hand moved to her neck to still her movements. She could bear it no longer.
"How dare you?" How dare you come from her to me with your artful lovemaking? You . . . you rake! You cad! Kakiste! Echthiste!!" she continued, breaking into Greek, which seemed to relieve the ferocity of her emotions.
"Catherine!" said his lordship sternly. "The only thing I have come from is a cold bed, and believe me, I am damned tired of that! Now who is this lady whom you seem to think I am enamored of?"
Catherine's eyes blazed anger at him. "You know who it is! Lady Pamela Symington!"
"Was, Catherine," he said emphatically, "was my mistress!"
"I don't believe you! Do you forget, sir, that with my own eyes I saw you dancing attendance on the divine Pamela at Covent Garden when you had only an hour before left my side, reluctantly, so you said, to attend the prince at Carlton House?"
The marquis kept his voice sweet and reasonable as he replied to his outraged wife. "And did I not see Henderson dancing attendance on you on the very same evening when you had intimated to me that nothing could drag you from the house?"
Catherine played her trump card. "I have incontrovertible proof of your knavery, sir! You cannot deny it!"
The marquis kept his calm countenance. "And what is this incontrovertible proof, pray?" He smiled in a knowing way and absently curled a wisp of his beloved's locks around one finger. "Won't you tell me, Catherine?" he coaxed. The lady shook her head sourly. "Then I shall tell you. Henderson came to see me last night and confessed all!"
"He confessed?" Catherine asked in a very small voice.
"Oh yes! I know that you discovered the diamond necklace in the secret drawer of my desk."
"Oh!" was all that Catherine could say as she sat frozen with chagrin on his lordship's lap.
"I don't blame you, love. How could I? It was crass stupidity on my part to leave it there for anyone to find. But what's done is done, and I see that I owe you an explanation."
Catherine rallied her anger which had been on the point of dissipation, for with his lordship's arms folded around her, she was finding it hard to remember the cause of all her spleen.
"You don't deny then that you gave that woman such a gift, and after you had wed me? And before you say anything in rebuttal, sir, let me tell you that I saw the necklace on her throat the night we went to Carlton House!"
"I had thought as much, my love. I've done a good deal of reflecting since Henderson came to see me." His lordship secured his clasp more firmly around his beloved's waist before clearing his throat to explain his indiscretion.
"I had hoped that you would never know the sordid details of my past, but I see that I must tell you the whole, for these half-truths have wreaked a terrible vengeance on our life together. You won't like what I am about to say, Catherine, and it will give you an even poorer opinion of my character than you hold at present." He regarded her with a troubled expression, and she shook her head and would have protested that for the most part she had formed an excellent opinion of his character, but Rutherston pushed on, determined that she should know the whole.
"When I first came here, when I met you right here in this very room, I had left in London my two mistresses." Catherine gave a gasp and Rutherston tightened his grip. "Even before I met you, Catherine, I had decided to give these ladies their conge, for I had promised my mother that I would marry in my thirtieth year. Did I tell you about that promise, my love? No, matter! It had no bearing on what happened between us. Catherine, will you believe me when I say that when I met you, I wished I had been the Hippolytus you dreamed about? But I could not, cannot turn the clock back!" He tried to read the expression in Catherine's eyes, but she was giving nothing away, and Rutherston went on resolutely.
"When I returned to town, before I paid my addresses to you, I sought out my mistresses to pension them off." Catherine turned her head away and Rutherston read disgust in her gesture. "No, ma'am! Do not avert your head from me! You wanted the truth, and you will have it all!" She turned to look at him, surprised at his harsh tone and wondering why he should be more angry than she.
"My dear, to cut a long story short, you saw my parting gift to one of these Cyprians. It was the phaeton and pair I drove when you saw us in Hyde Park. The other lady was not in town at that time. I had purchased the diamonds for her, but I had no way of getting them to her until after I was wed. You witnessed that scene also, Catherine, when you went with Henderson to Covent Garden. So you see," he said bitterly, "the Fates have been against me from the start."
At that moment there was a discreet knock at the door, but before it could open, Rutherston thundered, "Go away, damn you!" and the shuffling of footsteps could be heard receding.
Catherine was indignant. "It was only Mrs. Bates with my tea. You need not bring your arrogant manners down here with you, my lord, for I won't have it!"
"Have you forgotten Andromache so soon, my sweet?" purred Rutherston.
"I never said I would emulate Andromache, for you know perfectly well that I never could."
"Shall we say adieu forever to Hippolytus and Andromache both? I shall think myself well rid of them."
His beloved seemed not to hear, but was regarding him with frank curiosity.
"Two mistresses?" asked Catherine at last. "And did they know about each other, Richard?"
He had always been sensitive to Catherine's use of his first name, and he breathed more easily, aware that his position in her affections was still secure.
"I don't know! I don't care!"
"And could you not even be faithful to your mistress?"
His lordship groaned. "Catherine, this is not a fit subject between husband and wife."
"You began it, my lord," she retorted hotly.
"Only because I had no choice!" He picked his words carefully before continuing. "I told you once that mistresses are paid to please. But I was beyond pleasing. It was . . . an empty ritual." He seemed to see a speck on Catherine's chin and rubbed at it with his thumb as if to remove it, but his eyes were watchful. He saw her pensive expression. "Catherine, will you not believe me when I tell you that I have never met a woman whom I love and admire more than you!"
"Yet you gave her diamonds," Catherine expostulated, "while to me you gave only pearls!"
His lordship spoke with maddening calm. "I cannot abide that sort of glitter. I thought you had learned something about my taste. The matchless pearls were for a matchless woman; the gaudy diamonds for one of quite a different ilk."
Her ladyship pursed her lips together, and Rutherston smiled to see it. "No, don't sulk at me, you little baggage. I am quite willing to indulge your taste, if it runs to that sort of thing. I dragged my mother out of her bed late last night just so's I could fetch you the whole damned collection of Rutherston gems. There are enough diamonds in that strong box to deck you out as the most expensive Cyprian in all of England, if that is what you wish."
"No!" Catherine said in awed accents. "That was not well done! I won't have your mother thinking that I had designs on her jewels, for I never wanted, never expected them! Was she very angry?"
"Why should she be? She never wears 'em. Mama's taste runs to the same sort of thing as mine. She wasn't in the least angry, only curious."
"And what did you tell her?"
"Nothing! A man doesn't have to explain himself to his mother."
"But he must to his wife?" Catherine's eyes began to sparkle.
"Of course!"
"Then I feel that I must reciprocate. Oh, Richard, you have been so honest with me. I cannot, no I cannot conceal the sordid details of my past from you any longer." Her ladyship struggled to her feet, evading her husband's grasp, and paced the room wringing her hands.
"Catherine," exclaimed Rutherston, devastated, "what are you saying? Surely not Henderson!"
"Oh no, dear! It happened long before that! I'm afraid I quite lost my heart to him, although he was the most ramshackle kind of rake imaginable. He could never be faithful to any one female."
Rutherston sprang to his feet and reached his wife in one long stride. "Who was he, who was he?" he thundered, gripping her shoulders tightly.
"His name was Jason!" whispered Catherine, dropping her eyes. "And I have never forgotten him. I never shall! You remind me of him in some ways."
Rutherston looked suspiciously at Catherine's bowed head, but when he saw her shoulders begin to shake, he put his arms around her to console her, but his chest constricted with pain.
"Who was he?" he managed on a soft note.
"The meanest stallion my father ever possessed," Catherine gasped between convulsive sobs of laughter.
"Catherine!" roared his lordship like a wounded lion. "Why are you doing this to me?"
"To teach you a lesson, you conceited man," she retorted quickly. "Jealousy is a hateful emotion, is it not? It is as palpable as a physical pain. Do you know what I have been experiencing these many weeks past, wondering how I could compete with the seductive Pamela?"
"I don't want you to compete with her!" Rutherston responded roughly. "Did I not tell you that our loving is different?" His arms tightened around her. "Oh, Catherine," he moaned against her ear, "it is I who am the novice. You know so much more about love than I. You must teach me!"
A thought suddenly occurred to Catherine, and she looked up at him accusingly. "Your promise! You married me because of your promise to your family. The Marquis of Rutherston must beget an heir."
Rutherston grinned wickedly. "But the Marquis of Rutherston already has begat his heir!" His hands moved over her body with deliberate possessiveness. "How do you explain my amorous attentions, my love, now that my base purpose has been served? And I warn you, I have no intention of allowing you ever again to bar me from your bed." His hands moved to her back in a gesture she knew well, and she felt her gown loosen.
"Do not! Oh, stop! Richard, what are you thinking of?"
"What I am thinking, my love, is that I will be an earnest pupil. Teach me about love, Catherine, please?"
What could she do? An earnest desire for learning must be encouraged. So Catherine complied. She twined her arms around his lordship's neck and returned his warm embrace.
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