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A Matter of Principles

Crispin noted that Grace was wearing a perfectly virginal wrapper with a nightshift that tied under her chin, but she was bathed in moonlight. And that made her a creature of night and desire.

Her face glowed luminously, her eyes enormous. Even her long plait was kissed by the shaft of liquid silver spilling into the room after him.

It left her looking almost exactly as she did when she visited his dreams. Barring the virginal wrapper and nightshift, of course.

“What is so important that you take such a risk to come to my window in the middle of the night?” she demanded in a furious whisper.

He swallowed hard. Why had he come? The moonlight made it hard to remember exactly.

Oh, yes. To see if she’d allow him to.

The game was always the same at its heart. Strip away a person’s wealth and power and what’s left? Only their principles.

Would Grace surrender her principles for him?
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Chapter One

Long ago, when the world was dewy fresh and ever so much younger than now, there lived an artist whose sculptures lacked only breath to give them life. The artist’s name was Pygmalion.



Starting from the well-formed foot and ankle, the long line of the man’s muscular leg ended in a disappointingly small fig leaf.

How typical, Grace Makepeace thought as she squinted at the illustration. Psyche must cavort about without a stitch, but Cupid’s most bewildering parts are always covered. And since whatever it is fits so neatly behind that tiny leaf…really, one wonders what all the fuss is about.

“For heaven’s sake, Grace, you must hurry or he’ll leave!”

“Mother, calm yourself.”

Grace didn’t lift her nose from her new copy of Reverend Waterbury’s Mysteries of Mythology, but she did flip quickly to the next page. If her mother had the slightest inkling of the number of scantily clad gods and goddesses the good reverend had included in his scholarly tome, she’d have an apoplectic fit on the spot.

“Why should I care if the fellow does leave?” Grace asked.

Astonished, Minerva Makepeace put a hand to her ample bosom. “Because, darling, Crispin Hawke is the best. Simply the best and we dare not settle for less. Why, the man is a bona fide genius with marble. The world is watching, dear, all the time. If we set so much as one foot wrong—”

“We may as well go home to Boston,” Grace finished for her for the umpteenth time. She closed the book with a resigned snap.

“Precisely,” her mother said. “Oh, I’m so glad you understand how essential this interview is, dearie.”

Minerva either didn’t hear the sarcasm in Grace’s tone, or chose to ignore it. She never scolded or became cross, but when her mother set her heart on something, she wore her family down as surely as a determined drip leaves a dent in stone. Minerva’s heart was set on a titled husband for her daughter. And if acceptance by the ton of London hinged on having the fashionable artist Hawke “do” Grace’s hands in marble, then Minerva Makepeace would move heaven and earth to see it done.

Her mother shepherded Grace down the hall from the light-kissed library to the heavily curtained parlor.

“I don’t see why we need meet Mr. Hawke’s approval. We’re paying him, Mother,” Grace reminded her. “That means he’ll work for us.”

Minerva shushed her.

“Which means I’ll be the one doing the interviewing,” Grace finished as they neared the parlor door. But she didn’t say it loudly enough for her mother to hear.

Minerva swept into the parlor with a theatrical flourish, bunching the small train of her pale muslin gown in one hand. Grace followed, steeling herself to settle this as quickly as possible so she could return to the library.

“Mr. Hawke, we’re delighted, simply delighted that you’ve come.” Minerva swanned across the room with the borrowed elegance of the nouveau riche and extended her bejeweled hand to the man who rose from the settee. His footman, resplendent in mauve livery with silver buttons, stood at attention in the corner.

Now I see what has the ton in a tizzy, Grace mused.

Broad-shouldered and tall, Crispin Hawke didn’t seem the sensitive, artistic type. His raw, angular features didn’t fit the current vogue for male beauty, which called for a man’s eyes, nose and mouth to be smaller and more refined, almost pretty.

No one in their right mind would call Mr. Hawke that. Arresting, certainly. Rough-hewn, yes, but not pretty. Strong jaws, firm, well-shaped lips, unusual pewter gray eyes beneath dark brows—if he didn’t redefine the word “male,” Grace didn’t know who would.

Crispin Hawke was like a total eclipse. Dangerous. The backs of Grace’s eyes burned just looking at him.

If his person exuded a feral masculinity, his dress suggested utter civility. Grace would have guessed Mr. Hawke a duke at the least if she’d seen him on the street. His coat was cut in the first stare of fashion, draping over his lean hips in a Brummell-esque inverted U. His brocade waistcoat was in rich midnight blue.

Grace glanced at his skin-hugging buff trousers.

Bet he’d need a much bigger fig leaf.

His outfit was completed by Hessians glossed to a spit shine. Crispin Hawke might have stepped directly from a fashion plate. But Grace noticed he leaned more heavily on his walking stick than one would on a mere accessory. His curly dark hair was unstylishly long.

His gray eyes widened in what looked like recognition, but the expression was gone so quickly Grace decided she’d imagined it. Besides, if they’d met before she’d have remembered. No one would forget Crispin Hawke. His image was already burned in her mind alongside other wonders of the world.

His unhurried gaze traveled over her. The almost imperceptible twitch of his mouth gave her the distinct impression she’d been weighed in the balance. She couldn’t tell whether he found her sadly wanting.

“Such a pleasure to finally meet you, sir. Grace, this is Mr. Hawke. Mr. Hawke, may I present,” her mother indicated with a wave of her hand, “my dear daughter, Miss Grace Makepeace?”

Even though the mystery of Crispin Hawke commanded her full attention, Grace would always blame what came next on the upturned corner of her mother’s new Oriental rug. As she approached to offer her hand, palm down, as her mother had taught her, Grace caught the toe of her slipper under the carpet and fell headlong onto the Hakkari weave.

“Grace,” the footman murmured. “Aptly named.”

“Wyckham, I usually appreciate your scathing wit,” Mr. Hawke said over his shoulder to the footman as he knelt to help her rise, “but perhaps you might save it for a more deserving subject.”

Cheeks aflame, Grace tried to pull away from his grasp, unwilling to meet his gaze. But he didn’t let her go.

When she raised her eyes to him, he was looking down at her with such intensity, her belly clenched. A whiff of his scent—a brisk, clean, soapy smell with an underlying note of maleness—crowded her senses.

Grace was accustomed to slumping since her mother constantly reminded her that her height might be “off-putting” to potential suitors. Now she straightened her spine, but Mr. Hawke was still able to look down his fine nose at her.

The footman Wyckham cleared his throat and the spell was broken. Mr. Hawke released his grip on Grace’s arms.

“I trust you’re now capable of remaining upright, Miss Makepeace.” One corner of his mouth curved into a crooked smile.

“Oh, please do sit down, sir.” Her mother made a distressed little noise and fluttered over to a chair across from the settee like a wounded sparrow. “Come, dear, and mind your feet,” she said in a half whisper to Grace as she patted the chair next to her before turning her attention back to the artist. “I fear we’ve kept you waiting, Mr. Hawke.”

“Nonsense, madam.” He lounged on the settee, filling the space with his larger-than-life presence. “If you feared keeping me waiting you wouldn’t have done it.”

“Oh!” Minerva blinked hard at his bluntness. Grace sank into the chair next to her, wishing she could disappear into the red velvet. Or better yet, back into the books she loved. “Well, as I was saying, this is my daughter, Grace, the one whose hands you’ll be sculpting—”

“That, madam, has yet to be determined.”

Grace’s head snapped up. What sort of artisan was he, picking and choosing his commissions as if he were doing his patrons a favor by accepting their money?

He was still staring at her with single-minded intensity, his dark brows drawing closer together over his nose. Fashionable or not, all his features blended together to form a most harmonious face, even when frowning. He might have stepped from Reverend Waterbury’s pages as Mars, the god of war.

Her skin tingled under his intrusive gaze. She disliked the sensation. It was almost as if he knew more about her than he ought, as though he’d read her secret journal or sneaked into her dreams.

“Mr. Hawke, I’m newly arrived in your country, so perhaps you might clarify something for me.” Grace raised her chin slightly. The ton might be delirious over Crispin Hawke, but she didn’t have to be. “Is rudeness what passes for genius in England these days?”

Mr. Hawke made a noise somewhere between a snort and a chuckle. He flicked his gaze toward her mother. “Leave us.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“I didn’t tell you to beg, madam, though it may come to that if you cannot follow a simple directive. I told you to leave.”

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly,” Minerva said. “It wouldn’t be proper—”

“Mrs. Makepeace, we’ve only just met, but I perceive in you a very earthy imagination.” He arched a knowing brow. “What do you think I intend to do to your daughter in your absence?”

Grace’s mother erupted in a coughing fit.

“My man Wyckham will remain with us. The proprieties will be observed at all times, but if you wish me to accept your commission, you will allow me to speak to Miss Makepeace without your presence.”

“Oh, oh…” Minerva was rarely at a loss for words, but the unconventional Mr. Hawke nearly reduced her to incoherence. “But how will I explain to Mr. Makepeace?”

“If you need tell him anything, tell him you succeeded in acquiring my services. At half my usual fee.” He raised a cynical brow. “That should suffice.”

Grace watched in surprise as her proper mother rose and abandoned her to Mr. Hawke.

“Kindly close the door behind you,” he said, his rumbling tone more pleasant now that he was getting his way.

“Mother!”

“I won’t be far, dear,” Minerva said through the narrow slit in the door before it latched behind her with a loud click.

Crispin Hawke chuckled softly. “Dear me, Miss Makepeace, I do believe you mother thinks I’ll throw you to the floor and swive you right here in her very proper parlor.”

Grace gaped at him. She wasn’t completely sure of all the details involved in swiving, but she knew a casual obscenity when she heard one. Shocked, she began pacing the room to avoid looking at him. Even unpleasant as he was, Crispin Hawke was still too striking to consider for longer than a blink.

“Why did you bully my mother like that?”

“Because I could.” He propped his arms across the back of the settee, claiming the space as if by right. “Mind the rug, Grace. If you end up on the floor again, I might be tempted overmuch and I almost promised your highly esteemed mother there’d be no swiving today.”

“Stop saying that word.” She shot him a glare that should have reduced him to cinders, but he only laughed. “You manipulated her for your own amusement.”

“You’re remarkably astute for a spoiled little rich girl from Boston,” he said, managing to compliment and berate her in the same breath. “I bullied your mother because it interests me to learn how much value people assign to my work. As you deduced, it’s only a game, but a game with purpose. Money is nothing. But if someone surrenders their principles, that’s something. How else can I know my services are sufficiently appreciated for me to extend them?”

“That’s despicable. This game of yours is thoroughly unappreciated.” She flounced back onto her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t expect me to surrender anything for your services.”

“Of course not.” He leaned forward and reached toward her. “Give me your hands.”

“What?” Was this another of his games?

“Your hands, Grace.”

She might have found his smile charming if he’d not behaved so abominably, first to her mother and then to her. Throw me down and swive me in the parlor, indeed, you conceited swine.

There was a disconcerting flutter beneath her ribs at the thought of sharing the Hakkari carpet with Mr. Hawke.

“I must see your hands, Grace. How shall I sculpt them otherwise?”

She thrust them toward him, but made a great show of looking away, staring with complete absorption at the ormolu clock her mother had recently installed on the fireplace mantel.

“Square nails, an ink stain, a bit of a callus on your third finger.” He cataloged her hands’ attributes as if they were inanimate objects somehow disconnected to the rest of her. “You favor your left hand.”

“What of it?”

“I do, too, which makes us a pair of rare birds. I perceive you are a writer of wicked penny novels.”

She glowered at him, but couldn’t fault his skills of observation. When she wasn’t reading, Grace was secretly writing what she hoped would be her first published work. And it was no penny novel!

“You should know that I don’t flatter my models.”

“How very surprising.”

“I only mean to warn you that your hands are not your best feature.” Despite his words, he continued to massage her wrists and hands with his rough, thick fingers. When he followed her lifeline to its end at the base of her thumb, pleasure licked her palm. “Would you like to know what is, Grace?”

“You are engaged to sculpt my hands. I care nothing for your opinion on the rest of me,” she lied.

He was outrageous and vulgar and totally impertinent. But she burned with curiosity about what he might find most pleasing about her. Asking, however, would only allow him to play yet another game.

“You should call me Miss Makepeace, you know.”

“Yes, I really should. And yet, I’ll call you Grace,” he said pleasantly as he traced between her fingers and turned her palms down to draw his thumbs over her knuckles. A little faerie of pleasure danced up her arm. “And you’ll call me…Mr. Hawke.”

“I certainly will not.” She pulled her hands away, her imaginary pleasure faerie disintegrating in a righteous puff of indignation. “If you insist on informality between us, it will go both ways, Crispin. Or should it be Cris?”

His wince was quick, but Grace caught it.

“Crispin will do,” he said.

“And yet,” she said with an arched brow, “I’ll call you Cris.”

He rose to his feet, leaning on the ivory-headed walking stick. “Come to my studio tomorrow. Eight of the clock sharp. Keep me waiting again, and it will be the last time.”

He strode toward the door with a slight limp.

“Perhaps that hour will not suit me,” she said, fighting the urge to follow him. She wasn’t some lake trout to be reeled in for the hooking. “Are your patrons your slaves to be ordered about?”

“No, I am the slave, but not to you, by God.” His footman scurried to hand him a top hat. He popped it on his head and inclined toward her in the shallowest of bows. “My master is the light. And it will not wait. Not for all the Boston Brahmans on the Charles.”

He pushed open the door, narrowly missing Grace’s mother, who crouched at the keyhole.

“Good day, madam. You may rejoice. Your daughter has sufficiently impressed me. And without anything the least earthy having transpired.” A wicked grin split his face. “This time.”

He turned back to Grace. “Scrub off that ink stain before tomorrow.” Then he disappeared around the corner into the foyer.

Minerva’s mouth opened and closed like a carp out of water. “What did you do, Grace?”

“I don’t know, Mother. He doesn’t seem to like me a bit.”

“Perhaps not, miss,” Wyckham said before he followed his master out. “But you interest him. And not much does.”



As Wyckham held the door of the curricle for his master, he leaned to whisper, “Did you notice—”

“Yes, damn it, I’m not blind.” Crispin climbed into the conveyance, stepping up with his left foot and lifting his right leg with a hand beneath his thigh. He tucked it in quickly so as not to attract undo attention to his debility. “It means nothing.”

“The way you stared at her tells me it’s not nothing. They’re as like as two peas.”

Crispin seized his servant by the cravat and brought him nose to nose. “Wyckham, if you value your position, you will shut your mouth and refrain from speech for the rest of the day unless you can present a different topic of conversation. This one is closed.”

And so was Wyckham’s mouth.







Chapter Two

Pygmalion loved the human form, but hated mankind in general. And mistrusted women on principle.



Crispin woke with a jerk. He’d had the dream again. The woman’s face had plagued him for a month. Now that he had a name to put with her deceptively angelic features, the vision was even less welcome.

He dragged himself from bed and limped toward the window. He pushed open his bedchamber shutters and let silver light bathe his face. Crispin inhaled deeply, taking in the scents of sweet heliotrope and spicy jasmine from the interior courtyard below.

Seen from the outside, his home was an ugly stone block, but inside, the three stories wrapped around a central atrium, topped by exposed girders and dozens of octagonal skylights. His garden flourished year-round. The fragrance distracted him a bit from the throb in his thigh, but didn’t ease the deep ache.

The moon slipped past the edge of the last skylight. Dawn wasn’t far off. There was no sense in going back to bed. If he slept, he’d just dream of Grace Makepeace again and he didn’t want to puzzle over what that meant.

He decided to find his walking stick. He refused to think of it as a cane. Out on the narrow balcony overlooking his enclosed garden, he’d prop up his leg on the balustrade and wait for the coming day.

He always slept in the nude, but just in case one of the maids was up and about, he donned a banyan and knotted the belt at his waist. He didn’t want to impose his nakedness on them.

The life of a serving girl was difficult enough without fearing she’d have no choice but to bed her master. Crispin had contempt in buckets for the ton, even though they were the ones who drooled over his art and paid his exorbitant fees. But he respected the laboring class and tried not to add to their burden.

Especially those who labored to make his life easier.

Besides, Crispin had plenty of well-born women ready to welcome him to their beds. He wondered sometimes if becoming his lover, for however brief a time, was part of some initiation ritual for an “Unhappy Wives of Inattentive Husbands Club.”

But he never spent long enough with one of them to ask. When there was bed-play in the offing, talking wasn’t high on his list. There was nothing like a good hard swive to take an edge off the infernal pain in his thigh.

His thoughts drifted to the clumsy Miss Makepeace sprawled with her cheek on the Kurdish carpet. The female form held no mysteries for him. He’d seen enough naked women, both in his capacity as artist and lover, to know precisely how she’d look without her maidenish gown.

Her skin is like ivory, pale and smooth. At the base of her spine, she has dimples above her buttocks.

He grinned at the thought that Grace Makepeace might have dimples on both sets of cheeks. He decided he’d pose her in his mind, as if he were doing a study of her.

Perhaps you’d like a pillow under your head. That carpet is deucedly rough and skin as soft as yours should be protected.

Now wasn’t that gallant? She’d thank him politely, as if she weren’t naked as a hatchling. Then he’d tell her to pull her knees toward her chest, so her bottom would be tipped up to greet him.

Like this? she asks, all innocence.

Exactly.

It wasn’t the most orthodox of poses for a nude, but it certainly appealed to him.

Should I tie her? he wondered. He’d heard that virgins especially enjoyed the act more if they could indulge in the female fantasy that ecstasy was forced upon them.

No, he decided. This was his fantasy. He preferred a willing partner to pleasure.

Of course, he’d give her pleasure. He’d never take a woman unwilling, so somehow without her saying a word, he’d know she was as hot for the carnal adventure as he. Even in his fantasies, Crispin prided himself on being a considerate and generous lover. His groin stirred to life beneath the silk banyan.

Her bottom pinks with pleasure under my gaze, but I won’t start with those lovely round globes.

And, of course, they’d be round. This was his fantasy, after all.

Or her glistening cleft, trembling to receive me.

There was no need to rush. She wasn’t going anywhere. He’d start at her nape.

I draw my finger along her hairline. She sucks in her breath. Then my lips follow my fingers along the back of her neck. Her skin ripples with gooseflesh. Pleasure from my touch.

Then he might strip out of his clothes.

Even though she doesn’t move—no artist’s model does unless instructed to do so—her amber eyes widen at the size of my cock. Her pink mouth forms an O, but she doesn’t say a word.

This was his fantasy. He’d order things to suit him.

I’m tempted to let her take me in, to suckle the tip of me and flick her little tongue around that sensitive spot near the head, but that might be more than a man could expect of a virgin.

He really couldn’t say since he’d never had one.

Perhaps later.

His cock tented the dressing gown and he almost reached in to give it a hard stroke. But he was exposed on his balcony to the eyes of any servants who might be working in one of his palazzo’s garden-facing rooms. Gas lamps winked on down in the kitchen.

If he didn’t want to inflict his nakedness on the help, he certainly shouldn’t let them catch him in a game of yankum. Still, the ache of his erection eased the ache of his thigh. He returned to his musings.

Then I draw my hands and lips along the indentation of her spine. She mews with pleasure. I reach beneath her to cup a full breast.

Of course, she’d have full breasts, plump and soft, with aching, hard nipples. And she’d make helpless little noises when he circled them with his thumbs. Maybe a satisfying squeak or two, if he gave her a pinch.

This was his fantasy, after all.

Then I finally turn my attention to her delicate secrets, all soft and quivering and incredibly wet. I part her like the petals of a lily. Her whole body trembles. The room fills with the sweet musky scent of her arousal. She tastes like heaven, but I put her through torments with my lips and tongue.

She’d pant and squirm and finally she’d beg him to release her.

Not until you admit you want me, I say.

I want you.

If she had to speak at all, this was a good thing for her to say.

He shifted on his chair so the nubby fabric of his dressing gown chafed him just right. He was so close. He hadn’t spilled his seed on the strength of thought alone since he was a lad of about twelve. His fantasy of Grace Makepeace was so potent, so real, the skin on his cock drew tight and his balls bunched in a mound, near to bursting.

I want you.

But a woman might say that to any man. Suddenly, he knew what might send him over the edge without a touch.

My name. Say my name. I want you, Crispin. Say it.

And yet, I’ll call you Cris.

Where the hell had that come from? He heard her voice in his head as clearly as if she were actually there.

Cris. His belly roiled and his erection shriveled. His thigh screamed at him.

The woman was pure trouble. Couldn’t even be counted upon to be biddable in his imagination. Grace Makepeace was an implacable bit of Plymouth Rock come calling. She wouldn’t bend, much less let herself be tied up, to play any of his games.

That’s the last time I invite Miss Makepeace to my fantasy.

Then he sat in perfect stillness, waiting for the sky above his garden to lighten to pale gray.

Finally, the door to his chamber creaked open.

Wyckham appeared with a silver tray. “You’re up. You should have called for me.”

“Then we’d both be awake.” Crispin massaged his thigh. “No need for you to lose sleep, too.”

“It’s bad, then?”

Master and servant, they’d been together long enough to develop a verbal shorthand.

“Bad enough.” Crispin rose and stretched, flexing and pointing his toes. He circuited the room to begin his daily “unstiffening.”

Wyckham’s room was directly beneath Crispin’s. If he’d started his laps earlier, his servant would have heard his footfalls and felt obliged to come, no matter the hour. Crispin preferred willing service, so he spared Wyckham when he could.

“Tea is ready.” His servant poured three fingers of brandy into a separate jigger.

“No, better make it only two,” Crispin said, grasping the bedstead and lifting his right knee as high as he could. “I need a steady hand today.”

“You’re sure she’ll come.”

“Of course.” Crispin gritted his teeth and paced the room without his walking stick, forcing the long bone of his thigh to bear his full weight. Then he sank onto the chair Wyckham held for him beside the small table. There was a breakfast room down on the garden level, but Crispin rarely used it. No need to tackle the stairs more often or earlier than necessary. “And I’m certain Miss Makepeace will be on time.”

Wyckham arched a questioning brow.

“I did some checking around. Her father made his fortune in textiles. Punctuality is next to godliness for industrial men. Whole towns live by the factory whistle.”

Crispin tossed back the brandy and then took a sip of the piping hot tea. “Besides, I’ve an ally now. Her mother is sufficiently terrified of me to make certain her appearance will be timely.”

“Good. That shipment of marble from Italy is due today.”

“Let me know when it arrives.” Crispin sopped up his eggs with the toast. “Perhaps you should send the boy down to the corner to direct Miss Makepeace here.”

“And protect her from pickpockets.”

“That, too.”

Crispin could have lived in Mayfair, but he liked the liveliness, the seediness, even the stench of Cheapside. It wouldn’t do to forget where one came from, after all.

The large muscle in his thigh was beginning to knot, so he stretched his leg out and pressed his fist into it. His hands ground marble into submission. He ought to be able to subdue his own rioting flesh.

“You know, laudanum would ease the pain better than brandy.” Wyckham uncovered a fragrant dish of apricots and quartered pears.

“And once the laudanum ceases working, what’s left? No, brandy will suffice.” Crispin’s thigh muscle shivered under his skin. “It’ll have to.”



The Makepeaces’ hired carriage drove east toward St. Paul’s tremendous dome. Grace’s new French maid, Claudette, was dozing beside her, her neatly coiffed head bobbing and dipping as the carriage bumped over the cobbles.

Grace’s mother had assured her that everyone who was anyone knew French maids were the best. Claudette did seem to know her way around a rouge pot, but Grace convinced her the day was far too young to resort to paint. So she coiled Grace’s unruly brown hair into as fashionable a look as she could wring from her mistress’s uncooperative locks. Now Claudette was overcome by the early morning effort.

Fine chaperone she makes, Grace thought. As if I need one to keep me from foolishness with the likes of Crispin Hawke.

At the thought of him, her belly stirred as if someone had loosed a jar of fireflies inside her. Foolishness, indeed, but she couldn’t will it away.

The carriage hit a pothole and Grace’s head nearly bumped the ceiling. Claudette wakened with a string of French curses. The maid drew back the carriage curtains.

“Oh, la! Where does he live, this Crispin Hawke?” Claudette said with a curl of her lip. “Vraiment, this is…how you say…the armpit of London!”

Grace agreed. The buildings leaned against one another in tangled rabbit warrens of decaying courts.

Knots of squabbling fishwives and a bawling chorus of stallholders hawked their wares. The fishy reek of the wharves wafted up through dank alleyways.

Armpit, indeed. She lifted a scented hanky to her nose.

Then they turned a corner and pulled away from the Thames.

“Ah, c’est bon,” Claudette said. “A lady should not be forced to drive through such smelly places.”

“It’s all right, Claudette. It makes me grateful I don’t have to live in them,” Grace said. “A dose of reality never hurt anyone.”

The great dome of St. Paul’s loomed ahead of them. They rattled past the cathedral and turned down a narrow way. The coach shuddered to a halt.

Her footman opened the door. “Sorry, miss. This is as far as we can manage. Gus says the lane’s too narrow for the coach.”

“That’s fine, Allen. We must be close by,” Grace said as she stepped from the coach with the aid of her footman. Then the man helped Claudette as well with as much solicitude as he’d given Grace. Footmen were always hired for their pleasing appearance, but Claudette paid Allen little heed.

“Shall I come with you and Miss Claudette?” he asked hopefully.

“I’ll show ‘em the way, guv,” a boy called out as he came bolting down the narrow alley and skidded to a stop before her. “Ye must be Miss Makepeace. Mr. Hawke sent me to wait for yer.”

The boy dropped the h from his master’s name, pronouncing it “Mr. Auk,” as if Crispin were some great, flightless bird.

“Indeed, and how did you know I was Miss Make-peace?” Grace was still dying to know which of her features Mr. Hawke found most pleasing. Perhaps he’d let it slip to this lad.

“Well, ye’re tall as a lamppost, ain’t yer? And ye talk like one o’ them Yanks.”

“When your master sets himself to charm, he does go all out,” Grace said through clenched teeth. “Very well, if you’re to be my guide, I need to know who you are.”

“Me name’s Nate. No more. No less. Come, then. Most o’ the light-fingered chaps hereabouts are still abed.”

“And how would you know that?”

“Coz I used to be one o’ them.” A gap-toothed grin split his face and he beckoned them to follow him into the alley. “One at a time, now. Kind of cramped quarters, y’ see. Best not to keep Himself waitin’, ye know.”

“I doubt it would hurt Himself to wait, but since we’re already here…” Grace eyed the narrow lane and suddenly wished she’d taken Allen up on his offer to come with them, but she didn’t want to show any hint of weakness before Crispin Hawke.

Her maid’s presence was enough for propriety’s sake. Besides, it wasn’t as if any member of the ton would be up and about at this hour.

Or in this neighborhood.

“Allen, please tell Gus to collect us here in time for tea.”

Allen’s lips twitched as if he wanted to say something else, but all he managed was, “Very good, miss.”

“The door we’re wantin’ is about halfway in,” her pint-size guide said over his shoulder. “On the left-hand side. Oh, and I wouldn’t speak to no one we meet, if I was you.”

Drawing a deep breath, Grace left the wider lane and stepped into the sunless cold of the dank little alley.







Chapter Three

No one knew for certain why Pygmalion hated people so, but there was undoubtedly one thing he did love. His art.



Why on earth would an artistic genius bury himself here like a fox gone to ground?

Grace doubted the sun ever showed its face in the cramped alley. Cold reached out from the stone-front buildings. It slid its icy fingers down her collar, and slipped indecently under her hem.

“Careful, mam’selle.” Claudette lifted her skirts to keep them from touching the suspect cobbles and her lips formed a moue of disgust.

The alley turned sharply and Grace glanced back to the main street where Allen stood beside the carriage. He was still looking after them, so she waved him on.

“Not much farther now.” Nate shot her an encouraging grin over his shoulder.

“The little beggar is actually enjoying this,” Grace muttered, feeling both anxious and foolish at the same time. While Nate cautioned her against speaking to anyone, he must haunt holes like this every day. “If he can do it, I can do it.”

She pushed deeper into the alley. Shopkeepers were opening on either side of the narrow way. A tobacconist and a chandler squabbled over the limited display space. A sorry excuse for a milliner displayed a dozen ridiculous hats.

Grace kept her head down as she plowed ahead, conscious of the weight of eyes on her from behind curtained windows as she passed. She never tolerated small spaces well. If she’d been the excitable sort, she’d have swooned with relief when she finally reached the arched door with a chisel and hammer swinging from its nameplate. Nate pulled it open and bade her enter with a comical little bow.

“I brung her, Mr. Hawke,” he called out and then dashed around in front of her to find his master. “She’s here.”

“So I see. And right on time, too.” Crispin appeared at the far end of the arched stone foyer and ruffled the lad’s hair good-naturedly. “Off to the workshop with you, Nate. You’ve some polishing to do, I’ll warrant.”

Crispin was wearing an open-collared shirt, which reached his knees, topped by a leather apron. Serviceable trousers, plain shoes and the walking stick completed his attire. His hair was clubbed back and bound into a queue with a leather thong, accentuating his strong features.

He’d been the picture of sartorial elegance when he called at her home. Now he might as well be naked, so far as Polite Society was concerned.

How dare he expose her to gossip! No gentleman appeared before a lady without his jacket, unless he was the lady’s husband.

“Mr. Hawke,” she said in a clipped tone. “Are you in the habit of greeting all your clients in such a shameful state of undress?”

“Undress?” He snorted and held his hands out while he executed a slow turn. “Kindly tell me, Grace, is more of me exposed now than when we first met?”

The breadth of his shoulders was more impressive beneath the gauzy fabric. She could clearly make out the girth of his biceps, but admitting it would make her cheeks heat even more.

“No?” he said with a grin. “Well, perhaps it’s just wishful thinking on your part.”

“Mr. Hawke!”

“Grace,” he returned smoothly. “Now that we have remembered each other’s names, perhaps we can get down to business. In my studio, I dress simply to spare my wardrobe. Sculpting is a messy activity, as so many pleasurable things in life are.”

He let the innuendo dangle for a few heartbeats. Grace wondered again about that desperately wicked activity called swiving.

“Be grateful I’m wearing as much as I am,” he said. “Sometimes, when the weather turns warm, I dismiss the day help and make do with the apron alone.”

Grace drew a sharp breath at the thought of him with only the rectangle of leather draped across his lap. Not exactly a fig leaf, but deucedly close! His chuckle made her want to kick herself. She had to stop letting him see he could provoke her.

“Then it is my great good fortune that spring is unseasonably cool this year,” she said as Claudette helped her out of her pelisse.

He frowned.

“Is something amiss?” Her barb had struck home! She mentally danced a small circle in glee.

“Yes,” he said with a sigh. “How am I to sculpt your hands if you’re covered to the wrists?”

She hadn’t thought of that. She’d worn the long-sleeved gown in deference to the stiff breeze.

“Most people prefer the forearms be included when I do their hands. I suppose I could do just one hand, palm up,” he suggested, “but we don’t want your father using the piece as an ash catcher for his cigars, do we?”

“My father does not smoke cigars,” she said icily. Horace Makepeace smoked a pipe, but that was beside the point. Did he think Bostonians so backward, they’d use a Crispin Hawke original as an ash catcher?

“Ah! I have it. Wyckham!” His manservant appeared in an instant. “Show Miss Makepeace to the attiring room and let her pick from the Grecian costumes. That should bare her arms sufficiently. Then escort her to the studio. And be quick about it!”

Then he turned and strode away, his walking stick rapping the flagstone floor.

“This way, if you please, miss.” Wyckham took Grace’s pelisse from Claudette with a slight bow and a rakish wiggle of his russet brows.

The unhappy Allen wallowed before Claudette like an untrained puppy, but she barely tossed him a glance. Grace noticed she favored Wyckham with a saucy smile.

Mr. Wyckham led them in the opposite direction from his master. Grace followed him through the tunnel-like foyer into…another world.

After seeing nothing but unyielding stone from the outside, Grace was unprepared for the dance of light in the open atrium spread before her. Flowers rioted in fragrant profusion and a small willow wept in one corner. A fountain pattered in the center of the courtyard and statuary dotted the open space. Her gaze swept up, past the many onion-domed windows opening to the atrium and on to the skylights above. The sun sent long shafts of liquid gold creeping down the western wall of interior windows.

“Oh, my!” Grace ground to a halt, drinking in the unexpected beauty and tranquility of the place.

“Forgive me, miss. I forget sometimes how Mr. Hawke’s home affects visitors the first time. I should have forewarned you,” Wyckham said. “If you would be pleased to walk with me, I will tell you about what you are seeing. But we must step lively. My master doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

My master. Himself. Crispin Hawke might not be a titled lord, but he’d certainly carved out a little kingdom and populated it with willing subjects here in Cheapside.

“By all means, let us not inconvenience a genius,” Grace said. “Proceed.”

“Mind the flags. Some have settled unevenly, but that, Mr. Hawke says, is part of their charm. Do be careful, though. He’d be upset with me if you should trip and fall aga—”

Wyckham caught himself, turned back to give her an apologetic shrug, and then continued along the colonnaded edge of the garden. Grace followed. She was too taken with her surroundings to care that Wyckham teetered on the edge of rudeness.

Like master, like servant, she supposed.

“Mr. Hawke purchased this structure after the interior was completely gutted by fire. Only the stone outer walls were still standing. What you see here is his own design. He says he drew inspiration from his time spent studying in Venice.”

“I’d heard he studied in Paris,” Grace said.

“As you will, miss,” Wyckham said cryptically. He threw open a door and bade Grace and Claudette enter. Floor-to-ceiling wardrobes lined the walls. “Please choose whatever strikes your fancy and I shall wait without.”

Grace allowed Claudette to select a gown. Her mother claimed French maids were supposed to possess exquisite taste. In this instance, Claudette proved her mother correct. She picked out a beautiful palla, but Grace had to remove all her undergarments for the Grecian costume to drape properly.

“This feels so…” wicked, she finished silently as she turned slowly before a tall looking glass. “I doubt they’d smile on this costume in Boston.”

“Oh, la! They smile on nothing in your Boston!” Claudette tossed the excess fabric over one of Grace’s shoulders and fastened it with a cameo brooch. “In London, this is—how you say?—‘quite the done thing.’”

Grace had heard the ton was mad for all things classical, but the gossamer fabric was so sheer, it made her feel as though she were clad in next to nothing.

Her little pointy-toed boots, which were the first stare of fashion for strolling in St. James Park, looked ridiculous with the palla. So Grace permitted Claudette to fit her with a pair of slim, gilded sandals whose leather thongs crossed her calves and tied just below the back of her knees.

Even though she was as covered as she would be in a ball gown—barring the sandals, of course—Grace fought to keep from covering herself, fig leaf-style, as Wyckham led her around the atrium. They passed a room where apprentices were sanding already carved works.

One of them was undoubtedly her young guide, but since they wore goggles and scarves to protect them from the marble dust, she couldn’t tell which one was Nate. This was one of the few rooms Grace passed that seemed to have windows open to the outside of the house. The windows were large enough to emit light and provide ventilation, but were positioned too high for anyone to see in.

It was a conundrum. Why did Crispin Hawke insist on living in Cheapside and then fashion his home as a fortress to keep the neighborhood out?

Finally, they came to Crispin’s studio. It was a long, high-ceilinged room, running the length of the garden. Wide-swung double doors were thrown open on the courtyard at intervals to bathe the room with light. Several works graced the space in various stages of completion, from uncut stone monoliths to grainy statuary, finished but for the need for his apprentices to buff the marble to smooth brilliance.

“There you are.” Crispin looked up from his worktable. Several charcoal sketches were spread out before him. “That’ll be all, Wyckham. Please see that Miss Makepeace’s maid is entertained.”

“Yes, sir.”

Claudette tossed Wyckham a long-lidded glance and took his arm without prompting. The pair disappeared quickly down the corridor.

“But—” Grace started to protest, but then remembered it was considered perfectly respectable for a lady to spend time alone with a gentleman provided they were meeting to conduct business of some sort. Her marble sculpture qualified as business.

But Crispin Hawke was no gentleman.

“Please don’t trouble yourself, Grace,” he said as if he’d read her thoughts even though his attention was focused on the sketches before him. “You’ll be safe as houses with me.”

“And why should I believe that?”

“Because if you must know,” he said with a quick glance at her, “you’re not my usual sort.”

She swallowed hard. It was one thing to know she was gawky and ungraceful, another to have it thrown in her face. As a commoner, Mr. Hawke wasn’t a suitor her mother would approve, but his bluntness still stung. She lifted her chin, determined not to let him know how his words cut her.

“I see. Is it my intellect or my refusal to hide it that irks you most?”

“Neither, those are both attractive qualities, which you obviously possess in abundance.”

Nate’s “lamppost” comment rang in her head. “My height, then. I’ve been told some men are put off by tall women.”

“I assure you I have no fear of heights.” He leaned more deeply into his sketches, the charcoal scritching across the paper. “Besides, I top you quite handily.”

She couldn’t go on listing her faults without becoming indelicate, so she simply folded her arms and waited for him to look up. “Then tell me. What ‘sort’ am I that you detest so?”

“The virginal sort.” The devil’s own grin spread across his lips.

“You are contemptible.”

“My dear Grace, you have no idea,” he agreed. “I’m a man of few principles, but one I hold sacrosanct. If there be a God, I fervently pray that He deliver me from virgins.”

“And blasphemous to boot.”

“At every damned opportunity. But you aren’t here to discuss matters metaphysical, I hope.”

He rose and came to meet her, his unusual gray eyes raking her from head to toe. When his gaze lingered on her breasts, her nipples hardened and she was achingly aware that her thin garment did nothing to hide their state. She resisted the urge to fold her arms across her chest. It would only be an acknowledgment of her body’s strange behavior.

“I must say, that costume becomes you, Grace.” His voice was husky. “You look classically lovely enough to grace any urn.”

Yesterday he’d called her “astute” in the same breath as “spoiled.” Now she was “lovely enough” to be a suitable ornamentation for pottery! Every compliment from this man was delivered with a velvet-gloved slap.

She didn’t know how to respond. “Thank you” might let him think he’d gotten away with his backhanded swipe. Taking him to task for it would make her seem overly sensitive, so she said nothing.

“You may drape her with pearls and shower her with diamonds, but nothing so becomes a woman as silence,” he said.

That made her find her voice. “Mr. Hawke, are you incapable of civil speech?”

“Indeed, miss, I pride myself on my linguistic ability. It is, after all, what separates us from the beasts.”

He offered her his arm and she took it because it would be churlish not to, but she couldn’t bite her tongue hard enough to stifle a muttered, “What separates some of us from the beasts.”

His lips twitched in a smile, but he otherwise acted as though he’d not heard her.

“Let me explain how we’ll proceed. Have you ever sat for a portrait in oils?”

“Once when I was a child,” she said. “My mother wanted a family portrait, so I spent hours sitting on my father’s lap, listening to my brothers grouse about being confined inside on fine days.”

As if they were the ones forced to balance on their father’s bony knees for what seemed like ages.

“You have siblings?”

“Three older brothers.”

“How fortunate for you and yet you seem to know little of men.”

“On the contrary, I know something of gentlemen,” she said pointedly.

“You say that as if you think there is a qualitative difference between one man and another. I stand by my first impression. You know very little of men.” He led her to a stool with a back behind a tall table and indicated that she should sit. “You will pose here while I make the preliminary sketch.”

“This is to be a sculpture, not a drawing,” she said as she hitched herself on the padded seat.

“Trust me, Grace. I’ve done this before. You couldn’t bear to hold a pose as long as it will take me to carve your hands. Allow me.” He propped her elbows on the table and began trying different gestures. She forced herself to let her arms and hands go limp while he manipulated them. “Once we create a composition we can agree upon, I’ll make several detailed sketches. Tomorrow you’ll return for the casting.”

“The what?”

“I’ll render your sculpture in clay first,” he explained. “Then I use a pointing machine to copy the cast to stone.”

He nodded toward a device in the corner with a long needle protruding from a wooden arm.

“You carve the stone with a needle?”

“No, I only use the pointer to mark specific details and depths on the stone. Hammer and chisel, those are my brush and oils. The sculptor’s art hasn’t changed much since the dawn of time.” He stepped back, frowning down at her hands. “No, this won’t do.”

She pulled them back and folded them on her lap. “I know they aren’t my best feature.”

“That’s not the point,” he said. “There’s nothing wrong with your hands, Grace, but a piece of art should speak. The only thing I can make them say is ‘I’m capable.’ Not exactly the message you hope to send your future titled husband, I’ll wager.”

Capable. It’s what one would say of a draft horse or a hunting dog or a punctilious accountant. Her belly plummeted downward, but she shot him a glare. She would not give him permission to insult her by keeping silent.

“Perhaps I should put my long-sleeved gown back on and find some gloves to cover my annoyingly capable—”

“Gloves!” He cupped her cheeks and planted a quick kiss on her mouth. “You’re brilliant.”

The kiss startled the breath out of her.

Crispin slowly leaned in again, covering her lips for a longer kiss. He slanted his mouth over hers, running the tip of his tongue along the seam of her lips.

Tasting her.

There was a roaring in her ears, an ocean pounding in her head. Her world spiraled down to the exquisite sureness of his mouth on hers, to the feather of his breath on her cheek, to the roughness of his chin against her smooth one. She couldn’t move. If she did, the spell might break. All she could do was bunch the extra fabric of the palla in her lap between her tightly scrunched fingers.

Then he suddenly pulled away and turned his back on her as if nothing had happened. He made for the doorway in his canting stride, bellowing for Wyckham.

Good Lord! Grace gasped and brought her fingertips to her lips. They were still tingling. I just sat here. As if I were made of stone. Why didn’t I do something?

She had done something, she realized with a sigh. She’d let Crispin Hawke kiss her silly.

And she hadn’t wanted it to end.







Chapter Four

Most people see the world as a splash of color. Pygmalion’s world was merely line and form, light and shadow, but he was untroubled by narrowness of his vision. The simplicity gave his soul room to breathe.



Crispin closed his eyes. I must be mad.

“Wyckham!” His voice reverberated through the atrium and returned to him in overlapping echoes.

I should be locked away.

“You called, sir.” Wyckham loped toward the studio at a dogtrot, tucking his shirttail in as he came. Evidently, he’d taken Crispin’s order to entertain Miss Makepeace’s maid to heart.

But Crispin couldn’t chide his servant for rash behavior when he’d just committed a major sin of his own.

Bedlam would be too good for me.

It was bad enough that he’d kissed a virgin. It was insanity that he’d enjoyed it! His mouth still watered and his cock was downright jubilant. If he wasn’t covered with a leather apron he’d have disgraced himself with the evidence of his arousal.

“Bring Miss Makepeace a pair of opera gloves.”

Wyckham’s brows tented in curiosity, but he turned to do Crispin’s bidding.

And now, I have to face her.

It wasn’t even a passionate kiss. It was chaste. Unbearably sweet.

And the finest, purest thing that had ever happened to him.

He drew a deep breath, schooled his features into a sardonic mask and turned around, determined not to let her see how she’d affected him.

“There’s a reason gloves are such a good idea. You see, my dear Grace, sometimes it’s what a man can’t see that truly piques his interest.” His voice was surprisingly steady considering how his gut was jumping. “That is the principle we will use for your sculpture.”

She blinked at him in surprise. Her mouth opened and shut twice.

Please, don’t. Don’t speak of it. If we don’t acknowledge the kiss, we can pretend it didn’t happen.

She cleared her throat and he despaired. It would start any moment and he couldn’t blame her. A virgin would be within her rights to rant at him now. Or maybe demand he marry her. Even though he wasn’t the titled lord she obviously sought, he was fabulously wealthy, which made him an attractive matrimonial target and why he avoided virgins as if they bore cholera. Miss Makepeace might just decide to trap him.

But instead, she ran the pointed tip of her tongue over her bottom lip.

His cock twitched in agony.

“Well, that was…interesting,” she said softly as though to herself. Then she looked up at him, her Botticelli angel face all flushed and rosy. “Will you explain something for me? Why does a man find what he can’t see compelling?”

She’d chosen to ignore the ill-considered kiss. What a sensible female.

Crispin could have kissed her again!

Fortunately Wyckham arrived with the gloves in time to knock that daft thought from his mind.

“Here. Put them on.” Crispin nearly flung them to her as Wyckham discreetly withdrew. He never allowed anyone but the subject in his studio while he worked, but he was tempted to call his servant back. Wyckham’s presence would keep him from folly, but he didn’t want the intrusion of another soul just now.

Her fingers trembled as she pulled on the silky gloves. She didn’t seem the nervous type. Even though she didn’t speak of it, the kiss must have moved her as well. Her lips drew tight with concentration as she tried to fasten the long row of buttons.

“I can’t seem to manage this,” she finally admitted.

“Allow me.” Crispin bent to help her, trying mightily not to let his fingertips brush her bare skin.

He failed.

She was soft and warm and there was a tiny brown mole near the crook of her elbow, one small imperfect spot on an otherwise exquisite arm. His soft palate ached to plant a kiss just there, to savor the salty-sweetness of her skin. He quickly hooked the loop over the button to cover it.

Her head was bent and turned away. Sometimes, he did the same when his leg ached so abominably that Wyckham insisted on dressing him. It gave them space, placed a bit of distance between them that made the service more comfortable for both.

And it seemed to work well enough with his manservant. He could cease to think of Wyckham as another person while he accepted his help with something a child should be able to do for himself.

But being this close to Grace made Crispin’s whole body tingle with awareness. She didn’t douse herself in cloying fragrance, but her hair smelled like summer rain. He fought the urge to inhale her down to his toes.

He only had the barest of guesses who his sire might have been, but he’d never suspected madness might run in his lineage until this moment.

“Let me try this one,” Grace said as she pulled on the second glove and began to fumble with the row of buttons.

He stopped her. “No, this one we leave undone. And grasp the fingertips with your other hand so, as if you’re removing the glove. Ah! Perfect. Hold right there.”

He walked a slow circle around her, checking the angles.

This was safe. He could shelter behind his art and focus on the composition. Light and shadow, line and form, that’s all she was.

All she could ever be.

Her slim forearm was tilted just right. Enough of the glove was off to expose the fleshy mound at the base of her thumb. When he stood behind her, he was offered a peek at her concave palm, hidden in the deep shadow.

The pose was seduction itself. Several parts of his anatomy would writhe in pleasure under the touch of that smooth palm. With the right man to school her in carnal arts, what might she accomplish with those oh-so-capable hands?

He took a step back and swallowed hard.

“Now, don’t move,” he ordered as he took his place at the table to begin sketching.

After several moments of silence, Grace said, “I assume you’ll allow my mouth to move.”

“Only if something of interest issues from it.” A little vinegar in his tone would suppress the lunacy their kiss had wakened.

“You haven’t answered my question, Cris.”

His brows lowered in a frown. She couldn’t know how badly that name rankled his soul.

“It’s Mr. Hawke, if you please. Or Crispin, if you must. If you call me anything else, I’ll take it as a sign that you desire our association to end abruptly. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crys…tal,” she said with a poisonous smile.

By God, the woman enjoyed baiting him. He buried his nose in his work.

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

“Confound it! How can I work with these constant interruptions?”

“You don’t even remember what I asked, do you?”

For the life of him, he couldn’t. He was too busy trying to control his body’s reaction to her. He shook his head. “What was the question?”

“Very well, Crispin. For a man with a reputation for genius, you demonstrate a remarkably spotty memory,” she said dryly. “You were going to explain why a man is more taken with what he can’t see.”

Oh, Lord. Here’s a field of snares. No wonder he’d expunged her question from his mind. No man should have to explain the allure of the unobtainable to a virgin.

“Perhaps I can show you quicker than I can explain it with words. Lower your arms to rest, but remember that pose for later.”

He brought his sketch paper over and laid it on the table before her so she could watch him work. In a few minutes, he’d done a quick line drawing of a female figure. Since Grace was an innocent, Crispin drew the nude with a demur hand covering her sex.

“The human body is fascinating. Just look at her,” Crispin said as he slid the sketch in front of Grace. “Classically proportioned, a thing of idealized beauty. A creature of spirit and light, instead of crude matter.”

Grace nodded. “I see what you mean. There’s nothing the least prurient here, even though she’s not wearing a stitch.”

He smiled, pleased that she grasped his point so readily. Most of the ton delighted in feigning shock over his nudes.

“If I gave her wings you’d believe she could fly. But if I add this instead…”

With a few deft strokes, he fitted his nude with a corset that left her nipples perilously close to exposure. Her breasts had been bare before, but they hadn’t seemed erotic until he partially covered them. Now they beckoned like an unexplored land.

“It changes how one views the figure,” he explained. Another few marks and a bit of shading and suddenly his angelic being wore one stocking gartered above a knee. The other stocking pooled around her ankle, waiting to be drawn off.

“A man begins to wonder about what’s hidden.” When he added a few scandalous, wispy hairs peeping out at the juncture of her thighs, even the hand discreetly covering her pudenda now seemed wicked.

“Stop.” Grace put a hand to his forearm. He was surprised that she met his gaze, instead of turning away in virginal disgust. “I understand now.”

Her lips parted softly. The color in her cheeks deepened from rose to flame and crept down her neck. The Grecian gown she was wearing dipped in a deep V between her breasts. Crispin didn’t intend to let his gaze wander into that sweet valley, but he couldn’t seem to help it. The slight rise and fall of her chest with each breath was intoxicating.

She cleared her throat and resumed the pose they’d agreed on for her hands.

“Perhaps I should get back to work,” he suggested, his voice rough with pent-up desire.

“Perhaps you should,” she agreed, eyeing him as if he might make off with the silver.



Grace’s forearms prickled. Her fingertips had gone numb. Crispin gave her breaks to swing her arms in wide arcs from time to time, but he seemed so intent on the sketch now, she didn’t want to interrupt him.

It might lead to conversation and she’d already had more of that than she could bear. The man had her insides fluttering like a hummingbird.

Each time she closed her eyes she saw that sketch again. How easily he re-created the nude female form in minute detail.

How many women modeled for him like that? she wondered.

Plenty, she decided, uncertain why that knowledge should tighten her belly.

She had to think about something else.

Sunlight was flooding the atrium now. Architecture was surely safe.

“Your home is beautiful.”

“Hmm…Oh, the house. Yes, thank you.” He glanced up for a moment, then bent back to his work. “It serves me well.”

Grace rolled her eyes. Everything was about him. What she’d heard about artistic types was true. Narcissism was their true religion.

“I was surprised to learn from your manservant that you purchased your house.” She wiggled her toes since she had to hold her fingers steady. “It was my understanding that the finer families of London lease their dwellings, just in case the neighborhood should fall out of fashion and they need to move to one more in keeping with their standing.”

Crispin snorted. “In case it’s escaped your notice, I am not counted among London’s finer families.”

“But you’re well regarded. You move in the highest circles.”

“A crow may fly with eagles, but it doesn’t brighten his wings,” Crispin said in a clipped tone.

“But everyone speaks so highly of your work—”

“As they well might,” he finished for her. “The ton fears me because I can render them as gods or goats with equal facility and they know it.”

“Is that your aim? To inspire fear?”

“No, fear is an unworthy goal.” He bore down on the paper, shading and crosshatching the sketch. “My aim is power. Every man aspires to power that he may live as he chooses.”

When Crispin lifted his eyes to her, there was no deference in his gaze. He had no respect for her wealth or her gender. He said and did exactly as he pleased. That stolen kiss proved it beyond doubt.

“However, if fear is the path to power,” he said with a shrug, “I’ll take it where it is offered.”

Grace sighed. “If only there was a path to power for a woman.”

“There is. I have several delightful female friends who have managed to maintain control over both their person and their fortune.”

“How?”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “They are top-tier courtesans who’ve been very judicious in their choice of patrons.”

Grace snorted. “I meant a respectable path to power.”

He frowned. “Ah, yes. I’d forgotten how superior pure women are. Tell me, how many languages do you speak?”

“Well, my French is passable and—”

“Any courtesan worth her salt is fluent in three or four tongues and well-read in all of them. Have you entertained any crowned princes in that Boston brownstone of yours?”

Her mother had hosted a tea for the mayor once, but she supposed that wouldn’t count for much when measured against a royal guest.

“A courtesan must be able to converse wittily and intelligently with philosophers and statesmen. In my experience, ‘birds of paradise’ are possessed of exquisite taste and sensibility. I’m pleased to name them my friends.” He moved to another position to sketch her hands from a different angle. “What about that seems unrespectable to you?”

“But a courtesan must…” Grace bit her tongue. She would not allow him to goad her into indelicacy. “I’m not ignorant of the world, you know.”

“I’m relieved to hear it. But if that’s the case, why haven’t you recognized that you are already on the ‘respectable’ feminine path to power?”

A cynical smile cut across his face.

“The word about town is that your father’s fortune will buy you a titled husband. That is as powerful as a respectable woman can hope, as powerful as she ever need be.”

She scowled at him. “You make it sound so…mercenary.”

Crispin bent to his work again. “Isn’t it? Services rendered for goods received.”

Grace’s arms ached so from holding them still. She pacified herself with visions of bashing him over the head with his sketchbook. “So in your view of marriage, am I the goods or the service?”

He cocked a brow at her. “Both, my dear Grace, if your future husband is a man of any luck at all.”

That sounded as naughty as his nude sketch, so she looked away, trying to imagine him on another continent. A ‘Lady’ in front of her name was her mother’s wish, not hers. But that was none of his business.

“Engaging me to sculpt your hands is a good opening gambit in the husband hunt,” he said with a smile in his tone. “It shows you to be a young woman from a family who understands and values quality.”

His ego was beyond measuring. Perhaps another continent wasn’t far enough. Another planet might do.

“Tell me. How will your campaign for ‘ladyhood’ proceed?” he asked as he rubbed a thumb across a portion of his sketch to smooth the shading. “Presentation at Almack’s, I assume.”

Grace bit her lower lip.

He chuckled. “Never say you haven’t been able to purchase a voucher.”

Grace tried to ignore him.

He made a tsking noise. “Say what you will of the she-dragons who guard the gate at Almack’s, they cannot be bought and they are well-nigh incorruptible.”

“No doubt you’ve tried.”

“For what purpose? I’m not in the marriage market. However it may interest you to know that I do possess a voucher to that exclusive establishment, awarded to me by Lady Hepplewhite after I did a bust of her eldest that pleased her,” he said, a sardonic grin on his face. “Artistic genius is not without its compensations.”

“Or its conceit,” she murmured, then raised her voice. “For your information, I do not possess a voucher because I have not yet applied.”

Not having a voucher to Almack’s was no disgrace if she’d not attempted to secure one. If it were noised about that Grace had been turned down, it would mean Polite Society need not even acknowledge she existed. Better to put off making her application till she was more certain of the outcome.

“If you must know,” she said with exasperation, “my family and I are planning an outing to Vauxhall this evening.”

“Hmm. No doubt you’ll be seen by some of the ones you hope to impress.” He looked up from his work, all hint of levity drained from his features. “But the gardens are open to the public, which means all manner of riffraff are allowed in. Beneath the revelry, the seedier side of the city is apt to burst forth. If you want my advice—”

Grace was saved from whatever Crispin planned to say by Wyckham’s appearance in the doorway.

“Beg pardon, sir, but you wished to be informed when the new shipment of stone arrived,” his manservant said.

“Rest for a moment, Grace. I need to see to this.” Crispin grabbed his walking stick and followed his servant out without so much as a by-your-leave.

“It would serve him right if I was gone when he returned,” she muttered as she shook her arms to restore circulation to her fingertips. The tingle gave way as blood screamed back into her hands.

The threat to disappear was an empty one. Her mother would have a fit if Grace left the sitting early. Besides, she was loath to wander Cheapside without being sure her coach was waiting at the end of the alley. She stood and decided to take a turn around the room, pausing by each block of marble where figures were emerging from different colors of veined stone. Even unpolished, the works were bursting with life. Unapologetically human, warts and all, it was like walking through a crowd of real people frozen between one heartbeat and the next.

A draped canvas stood on an easel in one corner, oddly out of place in this garden of stone. Grace padded over to investigate, lifting a corner of the sheeting.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Crispin’s voice made her jump away guiltily before she was able to snatch a peek.

“I was just—”

“Just being a nosy female,” he finished. “Did it occur to you that if I wanted that canvas on view, I wouldn’t have left it covered?”

“I meant no harm.”

“Of course not. Your sort never do.”

His black scowl was out of all proportion to her offense.

“We’re finished for this day. Wyckham! Show Miss Makepeace and her servant out.”

Grace flinched as though he’d slapped her. The man had just dismissed her! She straightened to her full height. Others might fear what he could do to them in marble, but she refused to cower.

“Excellent. I’ve had quite enough of you as well,” she said as she breezed past him. “If you don’t want anyone to look at it, I suggest you keep the canvas in your private rooms, not in your open studio.”

“Be here at eight again tomorrow morning.” He frowned at her, but his voice lost its rough edge.

“Regrettably, I have another appointment that will engage me for the entire day.” She had no such thing, but she was tired of him ordering her about. “Perhaps I can fit you into my schedule the day after, but not until nine o’clock. Good day, Mr. Hawke.”

Crispin watched her go. The full sunlight in the atrium rendered her gown nearly transparent and he was treated to a glimpse of her long legs beneath the palla.

Once she disappeared around the corner, he strode over to the canvas and yanked off the sheeting.

The sketch was of the woman who’d invaded his dreams for the past month. The wanton succubus caused him to wake with either an aching cockstand or a damp sheet and a flush of pleasure like he’d never known.

Only to be followed by yawning emptiness when he realized she was but a dream.

Capturing her on canvas had started as a lark. A fortnight ago, he told Wyckham that he was drawing a sketch without a model. She was his ideal woman, he said, the one his soul was destined for, even though he knew she was nothing more than mist. He thought capturing his dream nymph on canvas would make sense of the recurring night phantom.

Instead it only cemented her image more firmly in his brain.

And he never fancied he’d meet her in the flesh. Now that he knew her name, he doubted he’d ever be free of her. Not that he would act to make his fancies real. The idea was laughable.

“Do you think she saw it?” Wyckham said from behind him.

“No. She wouldn’t have left so quietly otherwise.” Crispin picked up a bit of charcoal and added a tiny mole near the figure’s elbow. Then he tossed the sheeting back over the easel again. The fine linen billowed over the portrait. Anyone viewing the sketch would never believe Miss Grace Makepeace hadn’t sat for it personally.

And in splendid nakedness.







Chapter Five

No one knew for certain why Pygmalion shoved people away, but one suspected the reason was rooted in his past. A past he guarded as if it contained diamonds and pearls.



Twenty-five years earlier

Peel’s Abbey, a Cheapside house of pleasure



The bells of St. Paul’s chimed the hour. Seven of the clock. The “gentlemen” would be coming soon. Time to make himself scarce just as soon as he finished scrubbing the corridor outside Madame Peel’s chamber.

“No, Leo, I don’t hold with such things,” young Crispin overheard Madame tell one of her best clients. Leo was a longtime customer and one of the few allowed to enter her inner sanctum. “It ain’t natural.”

“But that’s what makes it so very lucrative. My friend runs the cleanest molly house this side of the Thames. Your bootblack boy is a likely lad. I assure you he’d be well treated. A regular pet, that one.”

“He’s too young,” Madame protested.

Crispin heard her bracelet tinkle merrily and pictured her imperious gesture in his head. The girls always said he had more imagination than a body needed. Even though Crispin knew the sparkly gems in Madame’s bracelet were only paste, he thought it a thing of beauty. A bright spot of color in a world of gray.

“The boy’s only five or maybe six.”

“But big for his age,” the man said. “And so very comely.”

There was a long pause and the boy in question leaned closer to the crack in the door to Madame’s private chamber.

“You’re only against it because you figure the mollies cut into your business with some of the upper crust,” the man said with a laugh. “You’d be well compensated for the boy.”

In the silence that followed, Crispin didn’t dare breathe. Something inside him shivered once and then went perfectly still, a wild young thing hiding from the predator sniffing nearby.

“No,” she finally said.

He released the breath he’d been holding.

But even a lad of five or six knew Madame Peel’s “no” was only a deferred “yes.” If Peel’s Abbey had a few lean weeks, the answer would change in a heartbeat. He knew it as surely as he knew his own name.

Crispin knew lots of things. He’d lived at the Abbey all his life. After the pale, dark-haired woman he called mother died of a fever there, Crispin toddled around the pleasure house, growing up wild as a thistle, with little help from the adults around him. The girls who worked there took little notice of him. They wandered about the house in various stages of undress, thinking it didn’t matter to such a youngster.

But he noticed, and it did matter. He knew the line of a long feminine leg and the curve of a breast almost before he could talk. And they meant something to him. Enough for him to be sure he wouldn’t be happy as a molly’s pet.

The girls talked over his head while he played with little wooden soldiers he’d carved himself. He knew which of the “gentlemen” were kind and which were rough, who had a short sword and who was gifted with a long one, but was loutish in his bed-play. He learned about every whore’s trick and every possible manner of coupling before he could read his first word.

If Madame Peel was set on selling him, he’d have to run away. But he didn’t want to leave the Abbey. It was all he knew.

So Crispin made himself useful at every opportunity. He spit-shined Madame’s black boots till she could see herself in the glossy leather. He ran errands for the girls while they slept in the mornings. He’d always been clever with his hands, so he drew pictures that pleased them, making the thin ones more plump and giving the chubby girls one less chin.

He gave Madame no excuse to rid herself of him.

And every evening when the “gentlemen” came, he crept to the garret and hid.







Chapter Six

Pygmalion shunned the society of others, but that didn’t mean he had no need of it. Almost against his will, he found himself drawn into the swirl of life.



The gas lamps of Vauxhall winked on throughout the pleasure garden like a long strand of glowing pearls. They cast the pavilions and statuary into a beguiling half-light, teasing the eye and tempting the senses. Strains of a sprightly tune wafted over the murky water of the Thames.

“It’s like a magical kingdom,” Grace exclaimed as their boat docked at the garden’s stairs. The park was now accessible by land, thanks to the new Westminster Bridge, but her mother had wanted to ride one of the little ferries across the river from Whitehall.

“There. You see, Horace? It’s just as I remember it.”

Minerva had spent time in London with her English cousins as a child and Grace suspected she frequently embellished her memories. At her first sight of Vauxhall, Grace knew this was not one of those times.

“The water trip adds so much to the experience.” Minerva clapped her gloved hands together in satisfaction.

“It might if I were a duck,” her father said gruffly.

Grace cast a quick glance at her earthbound father. All ledgers and schedules, Horace Makepeace was not one for flights of fancy. Even the idea of something as frivolous as a “pleasure garden” was abhorrent to him. Worse, he’d been abominably seasick on the voyage over from Boston. The ferry ride over the gentle swells probably seemed more rolling to him than to Grace and her mother.

“Are you feeling all right, Papa?”

“Never better.” He swiped his bald pate with his handkerchief. Grace knew the only thing Horace Makepeace detested more than tardiness was weakness, so he wouldn’t show any if he could help it. “Let’s not dawdle. We agreed to meet your cousins at nine sharp.” Horace consulted his filigreed pocket watch. “That gives us less than a quarter hour to find them in this confounded press.”

“Never fear,” Minerva said as she took her husband’s arm and led him up the stone steps. “I know exactly where they’ll be.”

Once they reached the gate, Grace’s father grumbled at the admission price. “Three shillings and six pence. Apiece! I thought you said it was only a shilling to get in here, Min.”

“Hush, dear. Someone might hear you,” her mother scolded. “Times change and so do prices. Besides, it’s not as if we can’t afford it. And this is all for Grace, remember.”

Her father’s expression softened a bit. He snugged Grace close and planted a quick kiss on her forehead. “Anything for my baby girl.”

I’m not a baby, Grace wanted to cry. The nonsense of seeking a titled husband was her mother’s wish. If not for the lure of the throbbing city of London itself, Grace would have been quite content to remain in Boston, scribbling her stories and reading her books.

Minerva’s blood was blue on her mother’s side and she never let anyone who’d listen forget it.

“Your great-grandmother was the daughter of a real English viscount,” she often told Grace. “But she married down—a commoner, and then she followed him to America.”

Grace thought the tale oozed romance, but all her mother saw in the story was the loss of status. Minerva was determined to recapture her family’s toplofty standing through a brilliant match for Grace.

What her father made of all this, Grace wasn’t sure. Horace Makepeace was born the son of a cabinetmaker, but through his own hard work and ingenuity had risen to become one of the wealthiest men in Boston. He’d built a lovely brownstone on Beacon Hill for them and showered his wife with every possible indulgence.

But that wasn’t what she wanted.

“I’ll buy the girl a title if that’s what it takes to satisfy you, Minerva,” Grace had overheard her father offer in exasperation one night after they thought she’d gone upstairs to bed. “God knows I’ve got the chinks for it.”

“Horace,” her mother had said reprovingly, “people of good breeding find the discussion of money distasteful.”

“People of good sense don’t. And even people of good breeding need money, though they are often incapable of making it for themselves. Mark my words. The size of my wallet will see to our girl’s future sooner than all the good breeding in the world.”

Grace had tiptoed on up the stairs before she overheard something she didn’t wish to know her parents believed of her.

Like how gawky and awkward she was. And how difficult it would be for her to catch the eye of a member of the aristocracy without the requisite social charm. Or the way she danced as if springs were attached to her feet. And on the subject of her feet…honestly, had any young lady of quality ever suffered from such large feet as she? Her brothers always said she ought to be able to walk across the Charles River on them.

Her father called the boys off and joked that Grace, like the new statehouse going up, needed a “good foundation” but she never found it funny. The list of her shortcomings was endless.

Fortunately her father’s pockets were equally bottomless.

As she walked alongside her parents through the beautifully dressed throng, she was grateful that the cut of her gown was of the first water, even if she wasn’t.

“Just imagine how difficult a time I’d have of things if I was gawky and awkward and poor,” she muttered.

When they reached the base of a larger-than-life statue, Minerva stopped and tried to peer over the heads of the crowd, a difficult task for one so fashionably petite. “This is where the note said my Washburn cousins would meet us.”

“Well, where are they?” Her father pointed up to the statue. “And why in blue blazes is that fellow in his dressing gown?”

“Horace, mind your language.”

“Mind my language? Have you forgotten how long it took you to get me to say ‘blue blazes’?” her father asked with a wicked glint in his eyes. “I suppose I could always go back to saying why in h—”

“It’s a statue of Handel, Papa. You know, the German composer,” Grace said, hoping to stall her parents’ eternal argument.

They didn’t seem happy unless they were fussing with each other over something. She’d pored over the guidebook of London landmarks before they embarked on this evening’s outing, hoping for a wealth of distracting information with which to diffuse little tiffs.

“The artist wanted to show Handel in his dressing gown, as his friends and family might have seen him,” Grace explained. “It’s so folk realize that even though he was a genius, he was still just a man.”

“A man in his dressing gown.” Her father gave a little snort. “Minerva, where are these cousins of yours? I don’t mind telling you, they’re late.”

“I don’t know,” her mother said fretfully. “But if we wait here too long all the best supper boxes will be taken.”

“Perhaps you and Papa can secure a box and I’ll see if I can find your cousins,” Grace suggested. “The note said Miss Washburn will be wearing green and her brother will be sporting a red boutonniere on his lapel. That should be easy enough.”

“I don’t like it,” her father said.

“Nonsense, Horace. One of the lovely things about Vauxhall when I was a girl was that ladies could walk about unescorted in perfect safety. She’ll be fine so long as she stays nearby. We’ll be right over there, lambkin,” her mother trilled. “It’s the perfect place for the after-dinner concert.”

Which meant the box was situated so the occupants would be seen by all the right people.

Grace took her little guidebook from her reticule and thumbed the dog-eared pages till she found the map of Vauxhall.

“There’s a pavilion up this path I’d like to see. If they entered from the land gates, our cousins should walk that way.”

Despite her father’s grumbling, her mother waved her on. Grace scurried away before her mother was overruled. It didn’t happen often, but sometimes Horace Makepeace put his foot down.

Once she was out of their line of sight, she put the guidebook away. She didn’t want to see any stuffy pavilion. She wanted to see the Dark Walks, the places lit only by moonlight and small fires.

Vauxhall was astonishingly liberal in its admission policies and theoretically the lower classes could rub elbows with the upper crust. But in reality, people tended to gather in stratified groups, like flocks of birds all nesting in the same large tree, confining sparrows to one branch, snowy doves to another. Only the “birds of paradise” seemed to come and go at will between the branches.

Grace enjoyed scandal as much as the next person. She’d heard of those fashionable courtesans and followed their wild exploits in the daily tabloids. This was her first chance to see them in glorious plumage.

She didn’t know their names, but she recognized them on sight. They were bedecked with jewels and the lines of their gowns made Grace feel like a pauper. A coterie of young men tagged after them, hoping for an ardent glance. But however outrageously the women flirted with others, they clung to the arms of their patrons.

Grace decided there must be an unwritten rule in England that stated the wealthier a man was and the more power he wielded, the more fiendishly ugly he must be.

She shivered, hoping whoever her future titled husband might be, he would be neither wealthy nor powerful.

As the way grew darker, the sounds of the dignified string quartet faded and coarser, much more joyous music took its place. She passed a group of people cavorting around a Maypole. The young women dancing in the circle let their hair fly unbound, lifting their hems to display shapely calves. There were all lovely and wild as a group of wood nymphs cavorting about Dionysus.

No one troubled Grace as she moved along the path, but the underbrush on either side of the walk was teeming with life. Lovers found the soft grass an inviting trysting spot and the furtive sounds of lovemaking seemed to come from behind every bush. Grace felt hot all over and she knew her cheeks must be scarlet.

But she didn’t want to turn back.

This was life she’d never find in her library if she looked a hundred years. And a writer needed to experience life, didn’t she?

Up ahead, the trees thinned and a broad lawn spread out around the path. Near the top of a small rise, a group of fellows blocked the walkway. There were no gas lamps in this part of the park, but by moonlight, she counted five of them circling a single person.

A person leaning on a cane.

The sound of raucous laughter reached her ears. One of the ruffians darted in and tried to knock the cane out from under the man in the center. He stumbled, which amused his tormentors no end, but managed to remain upright.

A red haze clouded Grace’s vision.

How dare they? There was such joy in the garden, why did some people have to ruin it by seeking their fun in the distress of others?

“I say,” she yelled and stomped toward them, quivering with righteous indignation. “What is the meaning of this outrage?”

Bullies were always cowards at heart. Stand up to them and they’ll take to their heels. That was the firm consensus in all the books she’d read on the matter.

Apparently these bullies hadn’t read the same books. The five of them turned toward her as one, their teeth displayed in smiles that held no mirth at all.

“Well, lookee what we ‘ave ‘ere,” one said. “A fair bit o’ muslin, ain’t ye, peach?”

“My name is not Peach,” she said primly, stepping back a pace. “And I’ll thank you to keep your distance. We’ve not been properly introduced and I have no wish to become acquainted with those who prey on someone weaker than themselves. Shame on you.”

The man Grace was trying to help swore softly.

“Don’t she talk fair?” the ringleader said. “Makes you wonder what else that little mouth can do. Shall we give it a go, luv?”

Panic curled in her belly.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she babbled. “Whatever you’re referring to, I’m disinclined to oblige you. I’d rather not ‘give it a go.’”

“Shut up, Grace,” the man with the cane murmured.

How does he know my name? She squinted at him, but the man’s face was in shadow.

“Aye, good idea. Shut up, Grace,” the bully said. “Gorblimey! If you don’t, we’ll have to find something to put in your mouth what’ll make you shut up.”

“I gots somethin’ right here, mate,” one of the others called out, clutching his own groin.

Grace’s eyes flared wide. Panic blossomed into full-blown fear. She stepped back, but caught her heel on the raised rock-edge of the path and fell flat on her bottom on the long grass. This was far worse than landing on her mother’s Hakkari carpet.

“Aye, that’s the ticket, luv. May as well get comfy. You’ll be on your back a while this night.” The leader laughed and shoved the groin-grabber back. “Me first, mate. You can ‘ave her afters.”

Then suddenly the man with the cane leaped forward and knocked the head ruffian’s legs out from under him with a deft flick of his cane. The miscreant went down with a yelp and then a yowl of pain when the point of the cane came crashing down on the back of his knee with such force, Grace heard bone crunch from where she sat.

Then the man resumed his casual stance, leaning innocuously on his walking stick, before the fellow on the ground could even roll over to face him.

It all happened so fast, if Grace had blinked she might have missed it. But she hadn’t blinked and in the faint light, she’d caught sight of the man’s face.

Crispin Hawke.

She’d left his home that afternoon determined to treat him with cool disdain the next time they met. Now she’d never been so happy to see anyone in her entire life.

“The cripple’s gone and damaged me, mates!” The bully hugged his ruined knee to his chest, rocked in pain and loosed a string of inventive curses. “Get ‘im!”







Chapter Seven

It was usually a simple matter for Pygmalion to keep folk at a distance. All he had to do was beat them away with his scowl.



The four upright ruffians leaped to do their fallen leader’s bidding. They circled Crispin, looking for the right opportunity. Grace’s hand flew to her lips. If she cried out, she might distract Crispin, and he needed his full attention on the fellows darting in to take punches at him.

Each time one of them tried, he received a smart rap on the knuckles from Crispin’s walking stick.

“Told you he were no easy mark,” one of them said, shaking his stinging hand. “Let’s shove off, Doyle.”

“No, he gots to pay for damaging Cooper there,” the one presumably named Doyle said. He was a big hulking brute, easily Crispin’s match for height and weight.

“But I think the bastard broke me hand,” the first one said. “I’m no giving him a chance to break the other one.” He loped away into the shadows, cradling his injured paw.

Doyle and the downed Cooper shouted threats after their retreating friend and called his parentage into question for several generations.

“I likes the look of his cuff links meself,” Doyle said, turning his attention back to Crispin. “Toss ‘em over, cripple, and we’ll leave you and your doxy to go free.”

“Doxy!” Grace exclaimed. She’d intended to remain quiet, but honestly, she couldn’t let a slight like that pass unchallenged. “I am no man’s doxy, and even if I were, I assure you I wouldn’t be his.”

There! That should disabuse Crispin Hawke of any notion that she’d given a second thought to that kiss he’d pressed on her.

“Suit yerself, luv,” Doyle said with a shrug. “We’ll take ye with us when we go, then.”

“You most certainly will not.” She scrambled to her feet and gave the still-groaning Cooper a swift kick. “I’ll have you know that I’m Miss—”

“Missing a bit of her brain pudding, but I like my women a little on the bovine side with respect to intellect,” Crispin interrupted, drawing their eyes back to himself. “Mistress Vache and I will be leaving this grove together and with my cuff links still in place, thank you, gentlemen. However, if you are adamantly determined about trying to remove them from me, might I suggest you make a concerted effort?”

The trio blinked at him stupidly.

Crispin sighed and shook his head. “Come at me two at a time.”

“Oh, right,” Doyle said. “Get ‘im, lads.”

Two of them rushed Crispin and Grace gasped, her heart pounding in her throat. Why had he egged them on? But at the last second, Crispin took a quick step back and the men butted noggins with each other with a loud thud. He whacked them both on their bottoms with his walking stick as they crumpled to the grass.

Then he feinted a swing at Doyle. When the man moved to intercept the strike, Crispin whipped his cane around and jabbed the head of it full on the man’s breastbone, knocking all the breath from his lungs in one deft blow. Doyle sank to his knees, sucking wind.

Grace blinked in surprise.

“Come, Mistress Vache,” Crispin said, moving to her side with more speed than a man with a perpetual limp ought to possess. He offered her his arm. When she didn’t take it, he grasped her hand instead and pulled her along the path back toward the well-lit part of the park. Even though he leaned heavily on the cane now, his canting stride was long enough that she had to trot to keep up with him.

“I don’t appreciate being called a cow,” she said between huffing breaths.

“So you do command a modicum of French,” he said with a scowl. “If you don’t wish to be taken for a cow, then don’t act like one, vache. Are you truly so stupid you’d have given those miscreants your real name? Have you any idea what happens to well-heeled heiresses in certain parts of this city?”

No, she didn’t, but she suspected she wouldn’t like it.

“You might at least say ‘thank you,’” he said, still dragging her along.

“I will if you will.”

“And why should I thank you?”

“Because I distracted those men for you when they had you surrounded,” she said, huffing to keep up. “I offered you help before I even knew who you were, so you have several reasons to be grateful.”

When they reached the group frolicking around the Maypole, he stopped and released her hand. Her heart pounded against her ribs, whether from the excitement of her adventure or their mad dash away from it she wasn’t sure.

“I had planned to talk my way out of the situation without resorting to violence, but your intrusion made that impossible.” Crispin raked a hand through his hair. “Did it look as if I required your help?”

“No, you acquitted yourself quite well,” she admitted. Even a man without a cane might not be able to best five who were determined to take him down.

Grace looked up into his face. He didn’t seem angry now. The scowl lines around his mouth faded, but his eyes glinted with the remnant of something like fear.

“You were afraid,” she blurted out.

“Yes, you little ninny, I was afraid for you,” he said. “What if they’d been smart enough to realize you were worth far more than my cuff links? I knew I could take those clods, but if they’d decided to snatch you and run off, I wouldn’t have been able to catch them.”

He looked away from her, back up the dark path. He’d obviously honed his self-defense skills despite his infirmity. She suspected it cost him dearly to admit there were some things he couldn’t do.

“May we sit for a moment?” she asked, settling onto a nearby bench without waiting for his answer. When he plopped down next to her, she noticed the long muscle in his thigh twitching beneath his skintight trousers. He laid a heavy hand on it to still the spasm.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” she said, glancing sideways at him, “what happened to your leg?”

“How convenient polite discourse is. Even if I do mind, you’ve already asked your question.”

“Pardon me.” Grace worried her bottom lip.

Her mother would say she’d committed two faux pas just then. Minerva Makepeace wouldn’t dream of asking a personal question. Conversing about the weather was always safe and recommended.

And she’d never be indelicate enough to use the word “leg” instead of the more ladylike “limb.”

“I don’t wish to pry.” Grace folded her hands primly on her lap.

“Like hell you don’t,” he said with a laugh. “You’re burning with feminine curiosity, so even if I don’t tell you, you’ll ferret out the tale some other way.”

Grace flinched. Not because of his casual swearing. Her father’s speech was always peppered with rude words and mild blasphemies that agitated her mother into near incoherence. Grace suspected that was precisely why he used them.

No, she flinched because Crispin seemed to be able to hear exactly what she was thinking. How did he know her mind so well?

“Ask anyone. They’ll tell you.” Crispin stretched his lame leg out to its full length and grimaced. “No doubt when you inquire around you’ll hear that my lover’s husband came home unexpectedly and I injured myself leaping from a second-story window.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised.” She curled her lip at him in disgust. Private immorality was one thing. Making a public virtue of it, quite another.

He laughed. “I started that rumor myself because it’s far more entertaining than the truth.”

She rolled her eyes. “One wonders if you’re capable of the truth.”

“When it suits me.”

She shook her head at him. “You are without doubt the strangest man I’ve ever met.”

“I don’t know whether to be flattered or sorry that you’ve met so few men.” He leaned toward her and she caught a whiff of his clean, masculine scent.

Her toes curled inside her slippers.

“On the grand scale of things, I’m really not so strange. Believe me, Grace, the world is filled with people who would permanently cross your eyes.”

“What do you mean?”

“Take that gang around the Maypole, for instance.” He smiled indulgently at the bacchanalian-style revel. “Just to look at them, you’d think they haven’t a care in the world.”

Grace nodded. In fact, her feet itched to join their dance on the broad green lawn. Could she ever be that wild and free?

The amused grin faded from his lips. “But I’d bet my favorite chisel every one of them bears a secret that, if you only knew it, would break your heart.”

They sat in silence for a few moments and Grace wondered what heartbreaking secret Crispin bore. He made her feel terribly…young. She’d experienced no real heartache, known no grand passion or loss.

She’d never even remotely considered leaping from a second-story window.

Her run-in with those scallywags on the Dark Walk was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her. The trembles in her belly still hadn’t subsided. Now that she realized how much danger she’d actually been in, she was beginning to think adventures were not nearly so fine to have as to read about.

“About my leg,” he said softly. “The truth is, I had an argument with a large block of marble. The stone teamed up with gravity and won in a rather unfair fight.”

“Oh, my.” Her imagination painted a lurid picture of Crispin pinned beneath one of the monoliths she’d seen at his studio. If that’s what happened, it was a wonder he wasn’t killed outright. She glanced at his thigh and was glad to see that the tremors in his muscle had stopped. Then she pulled her gaze back to his face before he could notice she was taking an inordinate interest in the state of his trousers. “I’m sure it was horrible.”

“And stupid. Not at all the thing one expects from an acknowledged genius.” He shrugged. “You see why I had to invent something more in keeping with my public image.”

“You think leaping from an upper window to avoid your lover’s angry husband sounds less stupid?”

“Less stupid? I assure you it’s nothing short of brilliant. The tale secures my reputation as an incorrigible rake. It’s more than enough to earn the respect of my fellows and the fear of virgins and their mamas.” He chuckled. “How little you know of people.”

“That’s what you think,” she said. “I happen to know a great deal.”

He cupped her cheek suddenly and tipped her face up to his. “Do you know when a man is about to kiss you?”

A soft gasp escaped her mouth.

Instead of their usual burnished pewter gray, his eyes had gone dark as he looked down at her. Black as the most wicked sin. Memories of his kiss flooded through her body and a delicious shiver tickled her spine.

Actually, if she were being fair, Crispin had rescued her on the Dark Walk and even if he wasn’t the right sort to be named a hero, he still deserved a small reward. She hadn’t actually thanked him properly yet. A chaste kiss should do the trick.

The principle was clearly stated in all the best sorts of books.

Her eyelids fluttered closed and she waited for his mouth to descend on hers, warm and demanding. Her belly turned a slow flip.

Would it be as shockingly delicious as that first kiss?

She waited.

Would his tongue slide between her lips this time to search out her secrets? That’s what happened in the more wicked books.

She still waited.

What the devil was keeping the man?

She slitted one eyelid to find him smirking down at her.

“No, Grace,” he said softly. “You don’t know when a man is about to kiss you.”

Embarrassment and fury vied for first place in her heart. Fury won. Grace hadn’t wrestled and roughhoused with her older brothers as she was growing up for nothing. She pulled her arm back, ready to slap him into next week.

He caught her wrist without effort.

“So predictable.”

Grace wrenched herself away from him and stood.

“Good-bye, Mr. Hawke,” she said through clenched teeth, meaning every word. She never wanted to lay eyes on Crispin Hawke again. Somehow, she’d convince her mother that she didn’t need a sculpture of her hands to be accepted by the ton. No title, no adoring husband, not even satisfying her mother was worth putting up with this insufferable man.

She stomped away in the direction of the statue of Handel, but Crispin Hawke fell into halting step with her.

“One moment, Grace.”

“What now?” She stopped, hands fisted at her waist.

“You don’t want to rush back to your family just yet.”

“I don’t?”

“No, trust me, you don’t.”

“Trusting you is not something I’d remotely consider.” She sighed. Then bald curiosity made her ask, “Why don’t I want to return to my family now?”

His lips twitched with amusement. “Because…how does one put this delicately?”

“Mr. Hawke, you wouldn’t know delicate if it bit you on the ar—” She caught herself before one of her father’s favorite naughty sayings flew out her mouth.

“Ah, that’s it. You’ve hit the nail right on the…arse, as it were,” he said. “The back of your gown is dusted with…well, see for yourself.”

She twisted her neck around and saw that grass clippings and leaves were clinging to her derriere. “Oh!”

“Indeed,” he said, removing his handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket. “If I may?”

Before she could protest, he pulled her off the path behind a large lilac bush. Then he turned her around and brushed her bottom with his white hanky in long, hard strokes.

Grace had never been paddled by her parents. It was humiliating to be swatted on the backside by this man. Especially since her bottom warmed strangely under his intimate touch.

“There,” he said, giving her derriere a final dusting with his handkerchief. “That should do it. There may be a grass stain or two, but nothing discernable in this light. Your appearance, and thus your honor, is once again unimpeachable.”

“The gown is probably ruined,” she said with a scowl. “I hope you’re satisfied.”

“Not yet, Grace,” he said with a wicked grin. “But you do show promise.”







Chapter Eight

Pygmalion saw “ghosts in the stone.” The figures were there already, encased in marble, just waiting for him to free them. Then one day, one of the ghosts began to free herself.



Crispin wasn’t exactly sure why he continued in Miss Makepeace’s wake once she stalked from their lilacscented bower and back to the path. She strode away from him with single-minded determination, her little bottom twitching beguilingly beneath that thin silk.

Ah, yes. That’s the reason.

He lofted a silent prayer of thanks to whatever horned deity listened to the prayers of the lascivious. It was good to be a man when women no longer enhanced their figures with cork bum rolls and wire panniers.

I don’t care if Bonaparte is a madman, God bless the French.

The Frogs led the charge toward the current classical fashions in women’s gowns. Simple. Honest. Nearly naked in the right light. When he was dusting off Grace’s derriere, his fingertips brushed the sweet curve of her bottom with such intimacy, it was almost as if she were bare as Eve.

She was as soft and rounded as he’d imagined.

His cock cheered this information with a standing ovation.

But since Grace was walking away from him, not toward him, he forced his attention to other things. Besides, she was still not his type. Virgins had never interested him.

Of course, he hadn’t realized what fun they were to play with before now.

So long as a man keeps his head—both of them—where they belong.

It drained every ounce of willpower he possessed not to take the mouth she so sweetly offered. But it was worth his sacrifice to see the fire in her eyes when she realized she’d been duped.

He’d string her along a bit and hopefully teach the little minx something in the process. She needed not to be so trusting. If he were a different sort of man, he’d have had her maidenhead already. She was fortunate that he possessed a few scruples.

Very few.

Pity she was so gullible. So kissable. So swiveable.

When they reached the fashionable part of the park, she stopped and shifted her weight from one foot to the other, peering this way and that. She stood tiptoe a few paces ahead of him, trying to see over the heads of the crowd. Even though Grace was tall for a woman, the sea of top hats and the even more outlandish feminine headgear blocked her view.

Crispin was tall enough to locate Grace’s mother without straining. Minerva Makepeace was seated in one of the best-placed supper boxes. He assumed the bewhiskered gentleman next to her was Grace’s father.

“I believe your parents are over there to the right,” he said pleasantly from behind Grace.

She startled and then turned around to face him. “I didn’t know you were following me.”

“Following you? Nonsense,” he said.

“Then you must be here to rub shoulders with your betters.”

“If such exist,” he said with a slight inclination of his head. “My status as a genius makes it hard to find even my equal.”

She gave a decidedly unladylike snort. “I’ve heard rumors that your origins are humble, Mr. Hawke. Pity it didn’t take root in your character.”

“Humility is impossible when brilliance is hung about my neck by others at every turn.” He was delighted she’d decided to play. A verbal joust was no fun if the other party refused to pick up the thrown gauntlet. “But even we salt-of-the-earth types like to crawl out from our hovels from time to time to see how the upper crust lives.”

“Well, I suppose it’s to be expected. You did warn me Vauxhall admits all manner of riffraff.”

He chuckled and put a hand to his chest. “Touché, mademoiselle.”

“I think I’ve heard enough French from you for one night,” she said irritably.

Clearly, she was still smarting from being called Miss Cow. He wondered if he could turn it into an endearment of some sort. Ma petite vache, perhaps.

That should curdle her cream good and proper.

“I can’t see anything in this crush.” She turned away from him, gave a little hop, but landed with a disappointed squeak. “My parents, do you see anyone with them?”

When he didn’t answer right away, she turned back to face him again.

He glanced toward the supper box. “A lady in a green gown and ridiculous feathered turban.”

“That’ll be my mother’s cousin.” She shrugged. “My cousin, too, I suppose, another time removed. But I seriously doubt Miss Mary Washburn would wear anything that could be termed ridiculous.”

“Wait till you’ve seen it before you defend it, Grace. I believe some poor peacock must be running around naked,” he said.

Since swiving Grace was not a viable option, irritating the fool out her was the next best thing he could think of to keep his mind off the pain in his thigh. He had to up the ante in their game.

“Come. Let us not keep your aristocratic cousin or her formidable plumage waiting.”

She shook her head at him. “I don’t recall sending you an invitation to sup with us.”

“My dear Grace, Vauxhall is a place for folk to meet and become better acquainted without all that social folderol.” Crispin shot her a wicked grin. “After all, there were five fellows on the Dark Walk who seemed quite eager to make your closer acquaintance.”

“Can we please dismiss that unfortunate incident? I believe I thanked you already.” Her tone was brittle as blown glass.

“No, you only offered to thank me with a kiss, but I declined for your own good.” The gaslight diffused around them bright enough for him to see a livid blush heat her cheeks. “However, a little Vauxhall ham should settle your debt nicely.”

She glared at him. “You rank my virtue low indeed.”

“On the contrary, my dear Grace,” he said with a parody of a courtly bow. “You’ve obviously never had Vauxhall’s ham.”

He thought he detected a wisp of steam escaping her ears. How delicious. It was time to unleash his big gun.

“Your mother will think me rude if I don’t at least say hello.”

“All right, but not until I find my other cousin.” She lifted her chin and gave an injured sniff. “He’s a baron, you know.”

“Which explains why he’s lost,” Crispin shot back. “Most noblemen haven’t sense enough to come in from the rain.”

“He’s not lost.” Her teeth were clenched so firmly, her jaw looked permanently locked. “I meant to say I just haven’t met up with him yet.”

Crispin snapped his fingers. “So that’s what you were doing on the Dark Walk. Looking for your cousin the baron. Well, that shows intelligence,” he said with an arched brow. Then he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I daresay most of the fellows grunting in the bushes were earls at the very least.”

“Must you be so vulgar?”

“Probably,” he admitted, raising his gaze over her head, presumably scanning the crowd for the missing fellow. “What does your cousin the baron look like?”

“Will you stop saying that?”

“Stop saying what, Grace?”

“ ‘Your cousin the baron.’” She dropped the pitch of her voice in a fair imitation of him.

“Suit yourself,” he said, pleased that she’d decided to take another swipe at him. It would make the game last longer if they both continued to play. “You’re the one so taken with titles. I thought you’d appreciate that I’d taken such careful note of his. So, how will you know your cousin the—I mean, how will you know him?”

“I’ve never actually met Lord Washburn,” she stressed his name and title, “though we corresponded a few times. We share a passion for mythology.”

“My faith in human nature is restored. Contrary to popular belief, Bostonians are capable of passion.”

“From an Englishman, that’s scarcely a low blow.”

“There’s a myth I can happily debunk,” he said, taking one of her hands between both of his. “Let me assure you, Grace, some Englishmen are very passionate.”

He’d meant to awe her, to catch her in his gaze like an adder does a hare. He intended to watch her squirm uncomfortably in his heat. More than one of his past amours had told him his intense gaze was like a lover’s hands on her body. But Grace didn’t seem to feel a thing.

Instead, a strange thing happened.

When her mild amber eyes widened, he was the one who was caught.

Her lips parted softly and the wicked fantasy he’d concocted about her that morning rushed back into him. Now that he’d actually felt her ripe bottom, imagining her with it tipped up to him was even more potent.

If he flipped her over, her sweet little mound would be slick and glistening. She’d smell like some exotic flower, spicy and pungent and the scent of her arousal would go straight to his cock. Grace would make a little helpless sound while she waited for him to claim her and then he’d—

“Bloody hell,” he whispered and dragged in a deep breath to shake off the effects of his fantasy.

She gave a little choking cough.

“There’s no need for profanity,” she said, breaking off their intense gaze. “I’m sure we’ll find my cousin if we keep looking. I can’t say what he looks like, but he’s wearing a red boutonniere.”

“How very imaginative of him.” Half the men milling around them sported a sprig of something red on their lapel.

Next to the pavilion decorated with murals depicting fauns and satyrs, Crispin noticed a boutonniere-wearing chap trying to hold the attention of an exquisite woman whose use of paint only accentuated already phenomenal features. Not all courtesans were so beautiful, but this high flyer truly belonged to the top tier. While she laughed musically at whatever the man was saying, she flirted with her fan, but her gaze darted away, flicking over the crowd.

A predator on the prowl for the fattest antelope, Crispin decided. The fellow was presentable enough, but unless the gent had exceedingly deep pockets, he was destined for disappointment.

And if he’s Grace’s cousin the baron, Crispin thought with a grin, he won’t appreciate an interruption from his American relations right now.

Grace loosed an exasperated sigh. “Oh, I give up. My cousin the—” She clamped her lips tight for a moment. “Lord Washburn can find his own way to our table.”

She grasped his arm and began threading her way through the crowd.

“Our table,” Crispin repeated with amusement. “I’m delighted you’ve come round to my way of things.”

“I’m only inviting you to supper because you’d invite yourself if I didn’t,” she said over her shoulder as she squeezed between two knots of revelers. “Then I will consider my obligation to thank you for your assistance this night fulfilled.”

“You know, I’ve never been to Boston.” He pulled her up short. “Do men there appreciate being dragged about by their women?”

“I thought you wanted to sup with us.”

“I do, but I also want to render assistance to one in desperate need of it,” he said. “I know you’re an American, but if you don’t wish to be thought hopelessly bumptious, you might want to take your cue from the ladies around you.”

Grace frowned. “So now I can’t even walk across a courtyard in a manner that pleases you?”

He smiled down at her. “Unless I’m mistaken, pleasing me is not your goal. You walk enthusiastically, and personally I like enthusiasm in my women.”

“I’m not at all enthusiastic about your likes or dislikes.”

“Good. If there’s anything Polite Society disdains, it’s enthusiasm. One must seem not to be enjoying oneself in the slightest if one wants to be considered sophisticated.” He tucked her hand neatly in the crook of his arm. “Now, let your fingers rest gently without grasping at my sleeve as if you hoped to dislocate my shoulder.”

“I did no such thing.”

“Perhaps not consciously. I will allow that I can be trying at times and you didn’t truly mean to yank me along like a recalcitrant poodle.”

She laughed and eyed the dark curls that brushed his shoulder. “If you were a poodle, you’d be in serious need of a trim.”

“Yes, well. See to it you don’t do it again.” He patted her hand at his elbow as if that might keep it in the proper place. “Now if you would be seen for a lady of fashion, you must wait and allow a gentleman to part the crowd for you.”

“I see,” she said with a wicked glint in her eyes. “But where ever shall we find a gentleman?”

Crispin grimaced. She was getting too good at this game for his comfort. “That is a bit of a problem, but perhaps I can serve in that capacity for the length of this short lesson.”

He threw the tip of his walking stick ahead of him with each jaunty stride and, as usual, the crowds parted. Some moved aside because they recognized him and admired his talent.

Some moved because the stick wasn’t just a fashionable accessory.

“And here we are, Grace,” he said, stopping a few yards from the supper box. “I’ve delivered you safe and sound to the bosom of your family.”

“So you have.” She turned and laid a hand on his forearm. “I do wish to thank you, in all seriousness. Heaven only knows what might have happened to me on the Dark Walk without your assistance.”

“I doubt they teach that sort of thing in heaven, but I, however, have a pretty good idea.” He brought her knuckles to his lips and gave them a soft kiss.

She pulled her hand away and gave his chest a swat. “Must you make light of everything?”

“Indeed I must,” he said. “I’ve seen the dark side of life, Grace. I want no part of it for you.”

She studied his face for a moment and he realized he’d said more than he ought. It wasn’t like him to let his guard down so.

Then she cocked her head. “Very well, let us banish the dark for the next few hours. Come. I’ll introduce you to my father and Cousin Mary.”

“And don’t forget your cousin the baron,” he said as he followed her toward the Makepeace box. “Mustn’t deny the riffraff the fun of mingling with the high-in-the-instep crowd.”







Chapter Nine

From whence does genius come? Is it a fluke of nature or a gift from the gods? Pygmalion would have said it was merely a matter of survival.



Twenty-two years earlier

Peel’s Abbey, a Cheapside house of pleasure



The garret was an icebox in winter and a furnace in summer, but it was his. The air was ripe with mustiness and the ratter was long overdue, but when Crispin retreated to the garret, it was as if he escaped into a castle of his own and drew up the drawbridge. He made a pallet for himself among the old trunks and dressmakers’ dummies and stashed his few treasures in one of Madame’s cigar boxes.

He opened the box now to assure himself it was all still there. The broken Horn book he’d taught himself to read with. A scrap of chalk, a few sheaves of precious paper, the finished black king and queen from the chess set he was carving from a length of discarded teak he’d found down on the wharves. He’d talked the butcher on the next block over into saving him bone scraps. That should do for the white pieces when he got to them.

Everything he made had a purpose, but there was no reason it couldn’t also be beautiful. In the squalor of Cheapside, beauty was his refuge, his sanctuary. And since he could find so little of it, he was forced to create it every chance he could.

His black king had a fierce scowl on his royal face, terrible to behold. He thought the black queen looked a little sad, and a little like the woman he barely remembered. The one he’d called mother.

There was one more thing in his cigar box. He rarely took it out, but he did so now, carefully unfolding the bit of fine linen. It was all he had left of his mother, and it didn’t even really belong to her.

It belonged to that nameless him.

Crispin spread the handkerchief across his thigh and traced the faded monogram. The gold threads were starting the fray, but he could still clearly make out the CRS. The R was much larger than the other two, so he knew it stood for the family name of the man to whom it had once belonged.

But since Crispin didn’t know what that name was, he’d gotten into the habit of reading the letters in order and thinking of the unknown “gentleman” as “Cris.”

So close to his own name. Crispin. Cris. Close as two sides of the same penny.

But there was no question which side of the coin had landed facedown in the dirt.







Chapter Ten

Pygmalion spent most of his time by himself, but it never occurred to him to be lonely. Unless he was in the company of others.



“What the devil is this?” Horace Makepeace demanded, forking up a paper-thin slice of meat and eyeing it with suspicion.

“Ham,” Lord Jasper Washburn informed him loftily. It was bad enough he’d been seated by the husband of his American cousin. Did the man have to display new depths of uncouth manners at every turn?

“How can you tell?” Makepeace pinched off a bite and wolfed it down. “Can’t hardly taste it. Why, it’s so thin, I could read a newspaper through this thing!”

“Horace, dear, that’s the point,” Cousin Minerva said, beside him. “Imagine the skill it takes to carve ham that thin. Vauxhall is positively famous for it.”

She and her husband debated the respective merits of beefsteak versus a crock of beans for “filling a body up” while Jasper glared down the table at the spot that should have been his, right between his sister and Cousin Minerva’s surprisingly comely daughter. He wasn’t that late in arriving for this interminable supper. They ought to have saved him the choicest place in deference to his title at the least.

Instead, the plum seat was occupied by a big, hulking commoner, a Mr. Hawke.

Jasper shouldn’t have been surprised. Like calls to like.

“So, since we’re new to each other,” Mr. Makepeace said between bites. “A little about me. I started working in cotton as a lad, learned a bit about the fabric game. Then I got to tinkering with a mechanical spinner one day, and damn me, if the output didn’t increase out of all knowing with the changes I made in the thingamajig. Now I own three factories all cranking out cotton thread by the bale. We’ll branch into weaving the fabric next spring. Now, tell me, Washburn, what do you do?”

Jasper dabbed at the corners of his mouth with his napkin. It wasn’t worth the effort to show he was affronted by the American calling him by Washburn, a name reserved only for his intimates. The man ought to call him “my lord” or Lord Washburn at the least. But haughty disdain was lost on this fellow.

“Actually, my good sir, breeding is everything,” Jasper said. “In this country, a man is defined not by what he does, but by who he is. Suffice it to say, I am an English lord.”

That should awe the bumpkin.

“All right,” Makepeace said affably, “what does an English lord do?”

How the man missed the point!

“I have a large country estate and various business interests.” Neither of which were terrible healthy at the moment, but that was none of this American’s affair.

“That must take some managing, I’d expect,” Makepeace said as he crammed another bite in his mouth.

For someone who complained about the Vauxhall ham, Horace Makepeace was consuming quite a lot of it.

“Actually, I have a staff and an agent who handles the day-to-day running of the estate and a man of business to see to my financial affairs.”

What little there is of them.

But that would soon change. All he need do was marry well. Jasper took a sip of the excellent vintage. At least the American knew how to choose a good French wine. He glanced down the table at the young Miss Makepeace. If her father was truly the captain of the cotton industry he claimed to be, the chit would come to the altar with a sizable dowry.

“Trade is considered tawdry here,” Jasper went on to explain. “A gentleman does not work with his hands.”

The corners of Makepeace’s mouth turned down as he digested this information. Then he turned to the far end of the table. “What about you, Hawke? What do you do?”

“I work with my hands.” The commoner shot a cocky grin across the table and raised his goblet to Makepeace in a mock salute.

Insufferable puppy.

“Horace, dear,” Cousin Minerva said, patting her husband’s forearm, “I told you about Mr. Hawke, remember? He’s the famous sculptor.”

Oh, that Mr. Hawke. This one would bear watching.

“It appears I’m a tawdry tradesman and you work with your hands, Hawke.” Horace Makepeace’s belly jiggled with a laugh. “I guess that makes us no gentlemen.”

“Guilty as charged,” Hawke agreed.

“Mr. Hawke is doing a sculpture of our Grace,” Cousin Minerva said happily.

Jasper blinked in surprise. The artist was notoriously exclusive and charged the earth for his work. He’d heard the bust done for Lord Finchley cost over 10,000 pounds and the damned thing looked just like him, hooked nose and all. Hiring Hawke was a pastime best indulged in by the truly well-heeled.

If Horace Makepeace had engaged Crispin Hawke without even knowing it, he must really have the chinks.

Jasper gave Cousin Grace a fresh perusal. The familial relationship was sufficiently distant not to be an impediment. And the breadth of the Atlantic would insure the family remained sufficiently distant as well once the nuptials were over.

Grace was easy enough on the eyes, but if her seated height were anything to go by, she was a veritable giantess. She towered over his petite sister.

Jasper was not an especially tall man. Dainty little morsels like that courtesan he’d chatted with earlier held more appeal for him.

Pity he couldn’t afford her. But he might be able to once he married. Provided he married well.

“I say, Makepeace.” Jasper leaned toward Cousin Horace with a friendly smile. “How would you like to bring the family out to visit my country estate?”

It would also insure his cousin Grace was safely out of London before any other light-in-the-pockets lordlings learned a goldmine-with-feet was in their midst.

“Oh, what a lovely idea, Jasper,” his sister Mary chimed in. “We haven’t had a house party in…oh, just ages!”

Jasper sent a warning glance to his sister. After all, supporting her, and her wretched little secret, was part of what stretched his wallet so thin. He didn’t intend a party. Just an intimate “family only” visit. A house party might expose Mary, and by extension him, to gossip.

“I hate to stand in the way of a party,” Mr. Hawke said, “but I do need to keep Miss Makepeace here in London in order to finish my work.”

“Well, then perhaps you could join us, Mr. Hawke,” Mary said. “We could clear out the conservatory for you. Wouldn’t it be fascinating to watch a sculptor work, Brother?”

“Fascinating,” Jasper repeated dryly. Mary finally had the good grace to remember herself and lower her gaze. Perhaps he could use the visitors as an excuse to send her brat away. For a fortnight, for starters. Then he’d find a way to make it permanent. No need to keep the little bastard about the place forever. Jasper calculated the added social value of having Crispin Hawke in residence at Burnside Manor and decided to add his indulgent support to the idea.

“That sounds like an excellent plan,” Hawke said. “I accept. But first, I think Miss Makepeace should meet some people here in London. Not much point in making the trip all the way from Boston if you don’t have your come-out at Almack’s.”

Cousin Grace’s face pinked noticeably.

“We haven’t applied for a voucher yet,” Minerva said with a nervous giggle.

“No? Then let me settle that little matter for you,” Hawke said magnanimously. “I’m not without a bit of influence with the patronesses. Why don’t you plan on making your debut in a fortnight? That should give you plenty of time to put your dressmaker through her paces. And then after that, if you still want to run off to the country, you can. It’s not as if the English countryside is going anywhere.”

“Sounds sensible,” Horace Makepeace said. “Much obliged.”

Jasper stewed in silence and drummed his fingers on the tabletop. Who was going to help him secure a voucher? And he’d have to have one if he was going to pursue marriage with his well-dowered distant cousin.

“And in the meantime, Grace can continue to sit for her sculpture each day,” Hawke said.

“Not if I’m busy with the modiste and milliner,” she said tartly.

“Perhaps I may be of some assistance there as well,” Hawke said, leaning back in his chair. “Fashion is important at Almack’s, but not all fashion favors the wearer. I might be persuaded to lend my artist’s eye to the choice of fabrics and styles most suited to enhance Miss Makepeace’s natural gifts.”

If there were a fabric or style that would lop off about five inches from her height, Jasper was wholeheartedly in favor of it. But he didn’t like the way the artist eyed his cousin.

“Really, Mr. Hawke,” Grace said, “we couldn’t impose on—”

“Oh, yes, we could,” Minerva interrupted. “Shall we collect tomorrow morning, Mr. Hawke, or would you like to meet us someplace? Oh, and Cousin Mary, you must come too, of course.”

Mary smiled shyly.

She’d better not assume she’s getting any new gowns out of the trip, Jasper thought irritably.

Hawke cast a darting glance at Grace. “I believe Miss Makepeace mentioned that she has another appoint—Ow!”

The artist jumped in his seat. Jasper wondered if his American cousin had just kicked the most famous artist in England under the table.

Well done, Cousin Grace. If the bugger was going to cost Jasper the needless expense of a fortnight or more in town, the least he might suffer was a bruised shin.

“Are you all right, Mr. Hawke?” Mary asked.

“Fine, my lady. I don’t wish to be indelicate, but occasionally I’m plagued by a pain…” Hawke shot a pointed glare at Grace, “in the arse.”

“Oh,” Mary said with a sympathetic pat on his forearm. “Great Uncle Henry had sciatica, too, and he used to twitch just like that from time to time. He suffered for years with it, poor thing.”

“Fortunately, dear lady, my condition is likely to be a temporary one. I predict my pain will be gone in little more than a fortnight—Ow!” Mr. Hawke rose to his feet. “It seems I’ve overstayed my welcome, but I will come around to collect Miss Washburn and Mrs. Makepeace at nine of the clock tomorrow morning for our outing. Oh! And Miss Makepeace, too, of course. Good evening, Miss Washburn.” He bowed over Mary’s offered hand, then turned back to Jasper. “Lord Washboard—”

“That’s Washburn,“ Jasper corrected. Insolent dog.

“Ah, so it is. My mistake. A pleasant evening to you, sir, by any name, and to you, Mr. Makepeace.”

“Call me Horace, lad.”

“Horace,” Mr. Hawke repeated with a shallow inclination of his head and a genuine-looking smile. “But only if you do me the honor of calling me Crispin. Till tomorrow, ladies.” He doffed his hat in Grace’s direction. “You, too, Grace.”

Then Mr. Hawke turned and strolled away, leaning lightly on his walking stick. Makepeace grinned after the man as if he hadn’t just delivered a swipe at them all, his own daughter in particular.

“Insufferable! Artists are like that, I suppose,” Jasper said with exasperation. “They say that German composer Beethoven is just as forward. Won’t use the servants’ entrance. Refuses to bow to his betters. Honestly, if Crispin Hawke didn’t have so much infernal talent, he’d be crawling back to the gutter whence I suspect he came.”

“Hmm.” Horace took another bite of ham and swallowed it without chewing. “Not a drop of aristocratic blood, you think?”

“If he has, it’s from the wrong side of the blanket, if you take my meaning.” Jasper laid a finger alongside his nose with a sly wink.

“A self-made man and a bastard to boot,” Makepeace mumbled into his wineglass. “I like him better by the minute.”







Chapter Eleven

If anyone had asked Pygmalion how the stone felt when he chipped and shaped it, he’d have answered that it felt hard, missing the point entirely. And, of course, no one ever asked the stone.



“Don’t move, Grace.”

Move? She didn’t think she could even breathe. The way his gaze swept over her, hot and knowing, it was almost as if his hands brushed her skin.

And wherever he looked, she was showing a good deal of skin.

She was back in that diaphanous palla again, but she wasn’t in Crispin Hawke’s studio. They were in a shady glade somewhere.

On her cousin’s country estate, no doubt. She had no idea how they’d come there, but she’d remember in a moment, if only Crispin would quit looking at her as if she were a fresh cherry tart and he hadn’t eaten in a week.

“I really appreciate you stepping in like this.” His bare feet swished through the long grass. He tossed his walking stick aside. He no longer seemed to need it. “The original model for my Diana was an opera dancer, but she ran off with the second violinist and left me in quite desperate straits.”

His fingertips traced along her shoulder and Grace was suddenly in quite desperate straits as well. Little sparks of pleasure followed his touch. Her whole body tingled.

‘As I’m sure you’re aware,” he said as he hooked a finger under the thin shoulder strap of her gown, “the goddess of the hunt always bares her bow arm. Ah, don’t move, remember. Allow me.”

He pulled the strap off her shoulder and let it hang uselessly at her elbow. Then he lifted her arm through the strap and the front of the palla drifted down on one side. Only her tight nipple kept the silk from dropping away completely. A deep breath would be her undoing. Her lips moved, but no sound came out.

“Now I want to make sure this drapes correctly,” he said. “She might be the virgin goddess, but we can’t have our Diana looking too buttoned up.”

He started at her other shoulder and trailed his hand along the neckline of the palla. The silk fell away to her waist on one side and her breast was bared. Her skin rippled with gooseflesh, but she wasn’t the least cold.

Grace drew that deep breath she’d been needing. “Crispin, I don’t think—”

“Excellent. The last thing we need you to do right now is think. I only want you to feel.”

He brushed his knuckles over the top of her breast.

Her body sang.

He traced the crease beneath her breast and hefted the weight of it in his palm. She gnawed the inside of her cheek to keep from crying out with joy. When he circled her nipple with the pad of his thumb, a silent summons streaked from that aching peak to her womb. A warmth, a heaviness, a low drumbeat, throbbing in time with her heart, began between her legs.

Then suddenly Dionysus and his train of nymphs and satyrs burst into their glade. Crispin gave the invading god a deep, courtly bow and didn’t seem at all surprised to see the newcomers. Then the drunken godling signaled to his piper and called Grace to join in their wild dance on the long green grass.

Grace didn’t ask if she could move. She knew suddenly that Crispin wouldn’t mind in the slightest.

And even if he did, she didn’t care.

She threw off the palla and joined in the winding chain, skipping and laughing at first. She was gloriously naked and didn’t give two figs, or two fig leaves for that matter, what anyone thought about it.

Then the pan flute changed from a merry jig to a slow, sinuous tune. Grace’s body moved to match it. Sunlight kissed her naked shoulders, her bare breasts. Her long legs moved with suppleness and ease she never dreamed she possessed.

She lifted her arms in surrender as the tempo quickened and the music grew more urgent and earthy. Her hips thrust with each beat, her back arched. She cupped her breasts with both hands and thrummed her own nipples.

Then the music stopped abruptly and she was flat on her back on the sweet grass. Her vision was watery. Everything wavered before her eyes like lilies in a tidal river.

Crispin was standing over her, wearing nothing but his leather apron. Dionysus and the entire grape-leaf gang disappeared, fading away like a puff of her father’s pipe smoke.

But the dull ache between her legs remained. The grass tickled her bottom and set every fiber of her body on full alert. She groaned in frustration. The dance might be over, but she wasn’t done.

Grace lifted her arms to Crispin in invitation. He lay down beside her and kissed her till she feared she’d die of wanting.

Then he kissed her till she stopped caring if she did.

“You know what this means, don’t you?” he asked.

She shook her head mutely

“It means you won’t be able to pose as my virgin goddess anymore.”

Was that all he cared for? Some infernal statue? She turned her face away from him. Sunlight crept over the top of the myrtle tree and…

Stabbed her right in the eye.

Grace woke with a jerk to see Claudette tossing back the heavy damask draperies and flooding her chamber with light.

“Wake up, mam’selle,” Claudette singsonged. “Your lady mother, she will not want to be waiting for you.”

Grace shifted under her sheets and realized with a start that she’d rucked up her chemise in her sleep. Her hands were resting on her bare breasts. The ache between her legs in the dream was real. Her ankles were crossed, her thighs ground tightly together. She quickly pulled her nightshift down and shot an accusing glare at the copy of Reverend Waterbury’s Mysteries of Mythology on her bedside table.

“That’s the last time I read you before I go to sleep,” she murmured. Nymphs and satyrs and dancing naked on the lawn, indeed.

Of course, Reverend Waterbury could not be blamed for the exceedingly naughty parts of her dream that featured Crispin Hawke. He was the one who put the idea about swiving on the floor in her head. A Hakkari carpet was rather like long green grass, wasn’t it?

And the hazy image of him in naught but a leather apron, that came right from the devil himself. The devil who lived in Cheapside.

If only he hadn’t forced a kiss on her in his studio. If only he hadn’t teased her beyond bearing at Vauxhall.

If only he’d kissed her again when she wanted him to.

Grace threw back the sheet and climbed out of bed. “You’ll be joining us today, won’t you, Claudette?”

“Bien sur, mam’selle.” She gave a contented sigh. “I will see Monsieur Wyckham again. How lovely to meet an Englishman who knows why God gave him a tongue.”

That sounded more than a little naughty. Grace made a note to ask her more about what Englishmen were supposed to do with their tongues. But the tongue in question was attached to Wyckham, Crispin Hawke’s manservant, who was probably as unreliable a fellow as his master.

“Claudette, haven’t you noticed that Mr. Allen our footman seems very taken with you?” Grace asked as Claudette helped her into her morning gown. “He appears to be a decent enough fellow.”

“Oh, oui!” Claudette plumped the pillows, beating them into submission before drawing up the brocade counterpane on Grace’s bed. “I shall marry your Monsieur Allen someday.”

Grace blinked in surprise.

“Then what are you doing with Mr. Wyckham?” And his talented tongue?

“Why does the bee seek the flower?” She shrugged in a gesture that was purely French. “But it is clear you know little of men if you must ask such a question.”

“Enlighten me, please.”

Claudette plopped on the foot of Grace’s bed and hooked an ankle under her. “Monsieur Allen, he hears I am the French maid, oo-la-la! He looks at me and I see like that—” She snapped her fingers. “He thinks to make the light love with me in every cranny and nook.”

Grace had never noticed Allen giving her maid anything but a respectful, almost adoring, gaze. She really needed to become more observant.

“But if I do not so much as look at him.” Claudette turned her face away and held up both hands in a forbidding gesture. “Then Monsieur Allen, he pants after my skirts comme un chien—how you say?—like a dog. Come, mam’selle. We do your hair.”

Grace settled into her dressing-table chair and let Claudette undo her long braid.

“But what about Mr. Wyckham?” Grace hadn’t missed the speaking glance that passed between her maid and Crispin’s servant. That smoldering gaze was impossible to overlook. “Doesn’t he want to make light love in every cranny and nook, too?”

“Bien sur, and so he does!” Claudette fanned herself with one hand. “Son derrière! C’est formidable!”

Grace blushed. She’d noticed well-formed male backsides were fine to look upon, but had never heard anyone else admit to it except Claudette. “But I don’t understand. If you intend on marrying Mr. Allen, why don’t you make love with him?”

“Pourquoi?“ Claudette shot her a look in the vanity mirror that said she thought Grace hopelessly dense. “Because I intend to marry him, I hold myself from him, non? His wanting for me, it is bigger all the more, n’est-ce pas?”

Grace conceded her point, though the logic was tortured. “And in the meantime, you amuse yourself with Mr. Wyckham.”

“Just so. And tres amusant he is!”

“But you don’t love him.”

“Love, bah! This I give for love.” Claudette put two fingers to her lips and made a spitting sound. “Love is something old rich people give to their cats. And even then, the cat, she does not give it back.”

“But you aren’t averse to lovemaking.”

“Not in the slightest pinch.” Claudette shook her head as if Grace were an incredibly slow child who would never understand. “Lovemaking is a gift. I give it to myself. With a little help from Monsieur Wyckham, bien sur.”

“So what if someday you find yourself married to Mr. Allen. Will you love him then?”

“Mam’selle, a husband is not to love. A husband is to bring home the money and chop the wood to keep the house warm.”

Grace considered her own parents’ marriage. Her father certainly brought home the money and he hired people to chop wood. And anything else that her mother might require. They wrangled with each other on almost everything. She made quiet noises of disapproval when he pulled the whiskey flash from his vest pocket more often than she liked. He fumed at her schemes to recapture the grandeur of her family’s aristocratic past. Even so, they rubbed along tolerably well.

But did her parents love each other? Grace had no clue.

“So once you’re married,” Grace said, fascinated with Claudette’s unorthodox views, “will you still take lovers?”

Claudette cocked her head as if considering. “It depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether Monsieur Allen knows what to do with his tongue.”







Chapter Twelve

Pygmalion always knew the exact shape each stone should take. Imagine his surprise one day, when a stone refused to cooperate.



“No, no,” Grace’s mother said in her dissatisfied Bostonian matron tone. “Not the bombazine. Do you want to make her look like a frigate?”

Something inside Grace wilted.

The modiste mumbled an unintelligible apology while managing not to lose a single one of the dress pins tucked between her lips.

“Don’t you have anything else to suggest? What about a sprigged muslin?” Minerva’s hands fluttered in the air helplessly. “That should make her seem less…”

“Less what?” Crispin glanced up from his bored perusal of the sample fabrics.

They’d been shopping for hours and so far they’d only managed to agree on a small reticule with cunning beadwork. Grace’s feet hurt. Her slippers were too small, but her mother insisted she wear them because they were simply too beautiful not to be seen.

Frustrated tears pressed behind her eyes. Grace looked away, but not before she caught Crispin staring at her with a stern expression. She was sure he realized her suppressed tears weren’t from happiness over a new wardrobe.

“Less, you say? Do you hope to make her look less willowy?” he asked. “Or less interesting?”

Grace thanked him silently with a quirk of a smile.

“I only thought sprigged muslin would be more fitting for a young girl,” Minerva said with a sniff.

“Perhaps a girl of twelve,” Crispin returned smoothly. “Anyone with eyes can see your daughter is no child.” He turned back to Grace. “By the way, how old are you, Miss Makepeace?”

He used a formal mode of address since they were in public. Modistes were notorious for gossiping tongues once the pins were removed from their mouths. But Grace suspected the seamstress hadn’t missed Crispin’s overly familiar tone.

“I’ll be two and twenty next month,” she admitted.

“Truly? No wonder your mother wants to disguise your advanced age,” he said with a smirk.

“I’ve heard most of the debutants at Almack’s are closer to sixteen,” her mother said defensively. “Perhaps even younger.”

“Yes, but a gentleman of sense would steer clear of them,” Crispin said. “A man worthy of the name will be more drawn to a statuesque young lady like your daughter. Spare me from a chit in sprigged muslin who chatters all day like a squirrel.”

Statuesque? No one had ever called her that before. She could almost kiss the man. Her spine straightened slightly.

“Still, some would say two and twenty is a bit long in the tooth. We should have done this years ago, but I never could convince Mr. Makepeace.” Minerva’s brows fretted as she fingered a truly ghastly bolt of green cloth. “If a girlish style can lend her some youth, what’s the harm? We don’t want to show Grace to a disadvantage.”

“Show? Is Almack’s a county fair? You make it sound as if she were a prize heifer!” Crispin mouthed “Mistress Vache” to Grace behind her mother’s back.

She stuck her tongue out at him and decided he hadn’t earned a kiss, no matter how many times he called her statuesque.

“Really, that’s uncalled for!” Minerva said. “You’re putting words in my mouth.”

“One can hardly blame me for trying to improve upon them, madam.” Crispin inclined his head in what appeared to be a deferential nod. Grace was sure it was not. “Especially when your words make so little sense. Is your eyesight poor? How can you fail to see your daughter’s best qualities?”

Minerva’s mouth opened and closed like a trout flopping on a river bank. Then she gathered herself and glared up at him.

“Mr. Hawke, I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Minerva said with a spine of steel in her tone. “I want the very best for my daughter. I assure you I’m only thinking of Grace.”

“No, you’re only thinking of yourself, Mrs. Makepeace, and how Grace’s appearance reflects on you,” he said evenly. “And if you like that insipid sprigged muslin, I suggest you wear it. Your daughter is not the only one who could use some borrowed youth.”

Minerva puffed herself up like a wren on a window ledge. “Well, I never!”

“Probably not, and that may be your trouble.” He turned away from her mother like a potentate dismissing an unworthy subject. “Tell me, Grace. What was it you liked about the bombazine?”

“Oh, you’re both impossible.” Grace put her hand to her mouth and fled from the shop, letting the door slam behind her with a satisfying thwack. Before she reached the corner, she heard the staccato tap of Crispin’s walking stick behind her. She turned to face him.

He stopped, planted the walking stick between his boots and leaned toward her.

“Well done, Grace!” He gave her an approving nod. “Don’t give her permission to demean you. If you hadn’t bolted when you did, I’d have had to drag you out by the hair.”

“Did it occur to you that I might be trying to get away from you, too?”

One of his hands shot to his chest. “Me? What did I do?”

“You were unforgivably rude to my mother,” she said with vehemence. “I won’t have you speaking to her like that!”

He frowned. “Hold a moment! In case you didn’t notice, I’m on your side.”

“There are no sides. You’re playing one of your infernal games again,” she said with disgust. “And you’re using me as the ball to bat back and forth.”

His lips twitched. “Perhaps a little.”

“Perhaps a lot. Besides, my mother isn’t the one who called me a cow.”

He laughed. “That’s a private joke between us, ma petite vache.”

“It’s not very funny.”

His smile faded. “No, I can see that it’s not. I only said it because I wanted to remind you that I stand ready to rescue you…again.”

“I can rescue myself, thank you very much.”

No, no, no. She would not think about the way he fought off those ruffians at Vauxhall for her. Or the way his sharp eyes seemed to bore into her soul and see far too clearly for her comfort.

“I want you to apologize to my mother.”

“I would be happy to,” he said with a sweeping bow. “Just as soon as she apologizes to you.”

Grace folded her arms across her chest and turned to walk on. “She won’t do that. You’ve got to understand, Crispin. She means incredibly well.”

“Indeed. I’m sure a vivisectionist also has noble intent, but at the end of the day his subject is still flayed alive.”

“She honestly doesn’t realize she hurts me.” Grace picked up her walking pace.

“Someone should tell her.” Crispin fell into canting step with her.

She slanted her gaze at him. “Someone just did.”

“Then I hope the truth has its desired effect,” he said. “It’s supposed to set one free, or so I’ve heard. You should make your own choices. She’s trying to mold you into something you’re not.”

“She’s been at it for a while.” Grace laughed mirthlessly. “And she’s had the devil’s own time of it, too. I’m not the most cooperative lump of clay. But if there’s one quality my mother has in buckets, it is persistence.”

“A positive quality,” Crispin said grudgingly. “As one who wrestles with stone for a living, I can’t fail to admire persistence, even in a mother. So long as she’s not trying to run your affairs.”

“Didn’t your mother try to run yours?”

A wall slid down behind his eyes. “We’re not talking about me.”

“Perhaps we should be.”

His lips clamped shut. For the first time since she’d fallen on her face on the Hakkari carpet before him, Grace sensed that Crispin Hawke didn’t know what to say.

“I should return. Mother will be upset.” Grace did an about-face and headed back toward the dress shop.

“Aren’t you upset?” he asked, keeping pace with her.

“No one cares if I’m upset.”

He caught her hand and brought her up short. “You’re wrong, Grace.”

He didn’t say anything else, but her breath was choked off just the same. Was it possible that the darling of the ton, London’s most celebrated artist, the cynical genius who insulted his patrons because he could, the one and only Crispin Hawke actually cared for someone other than himself?

The idea was ludicrous. No, this was probably just the start of some new game of his.

But if she lived to be a hundred, she’d never forget the way her heart pounded while this dangerously attractive man looked at her with something both desperately earnest and unspeakably wicked glinting in his gray eyes.



Stupid, stupid, stupid, the tap of his walking stick repeated against the cobbles all the way back to the dress shop.

Then he felt even worse when he mouthed enough of an apology to appease Minerva Makepeace, that shedragon whose tender feelings Grace seemed determined to protect.

But it made Grace happy, so he did it.

With his artistic prowess, he expected to be more help in choosing the right gowns for Grace. He learned quickly that what a man found pleasing counted for very little when it came to feminine fashion.

Women, it seemed, dressed to please other women. It was an obscure fact, but it was drummed into his head with thoroughness as the day droned on.

He distanced himself from Miss Washburn, Mrs. Makepeace and her opinionated French maid when they turned to debating the relative merits of Brussels lace over French. Wyckham, who was stuck minding the landau around the corner, had the best luck of the lot.

Then he noticed Grace off by herself, looking at that length of bombazine again. She was frowning down at it with complete absorption.

He moved over to stand next to her. The faint scent of vanilla tickled his nostrils. She usually didn’t wear fragrance, but this one blended perfectly with her natural scent. She was like a plate of something sinfully fresh from a baker’s oven.

Where does she apply it? he wondered. Did she dab the fragrance behind her ears? Or in the hollow between her breasts?

He shook off that thought before his trousers grew tighter. “What is it that draws you to this fabric?”

“The color,” she said decisively. “It reminds me of autumn at home. The maple leaves turn scarlet, the birch are gold, and the oak trees turn this lovely shade of warm brown.”

Crispin ran his hand over the fabric. Minerva Makepeace was right about one thing. It was far too stiff to drape well or move with the wearer. Grace would look like a frigate in it.

But the color…He lifted a corner of it to her cheek.

Her skin glowed like alabaster. Her hair was shot with deep auburn highlights and her lips were a warm peach.

Crispin could almost taste them. He gave himself a mental shake. He was here to render assistance, God help him, not ogle her like some spotty schoolboy who’d just learned what miracles his cock could perform.

But it was hard not to ogle. Most women would look tired and washed out in this color, but the iridescent brown suited Grace perfectly. Even her mild amber eyes took on a deeper cast.

“Hold a moment,” he said. “I think I saw this color in silk. Ah, here it is.”

The bolt was slender and he wondered if there was enough fabric to make a gown for her, but he wanted to see the shimmering silk against her skin. There was a muted blue next to it that complemented the brown, so he hefted that as well.

“Here we are.” He unrolled the bolt and draped it across her shoulders. Now that her unremarkable oyster-colored frock was covered with the rich brown silk, the effect was an immediate jolt to his groin. “It’s as if you’re dipped in chocolate.”

Her cheeks flamed and her eyes widened. He wished fervently that she really were covered in something sweet and sticky. And she needed him to lick it off.

Slowly.

He no longer cared that his trousers were decidedly tight.

“Do you think there’s enough fabric for a gown?” she asked, her tone breathy.

“Well, perhaps we could do something clever with the neckline,” he said, adjusting the fabric to suit his vision. Starting at one shoulder, he traced a diagonal line, over one breast and under the other.

Grace drew a sharp breath as his finger skimmed over her. “I can hardly go about like that with one…”

One breast bared.

He heard it clearly, though she didn’t speak it. Probably because he was thinking it, too.

“If only you could,” he said with a wicked grin, “it would convince me of the existence of a merciful God. But since we must appease the current fashion deities, we should probably drape the blue from the other shoulder, like so.”

He tossed the end of the sapphire bolt over her other shoulder and smoothed it into position. As he did, his palm grazed her breast through the thin layers of fabric.

Her nipple rose up to meet his hand, tight as a May bud.

She gasped and he pulled his hand back as if she’d scorched him. Her eyes darkened.

But she didn’t say a word.

A lady who didn’t welcome his touch would have objected by now. Even though her mother, her maid, her cousin Mary and the modiste were just on the other side of the small shop, Crispin couldn’t resist. He was certain his frame blocked the other women’s view of Grace. By finger widths, he lowered his palm to her breast again and covered it lightly.

Her lips went slack. The pointed tip fairly burned a hole in his hand.

Her breast filled his hand to perfection. He squeezed, forcing himself to be gentle. Her eyelids fluttered closed and she sucked in her bottom lip.

To keep from making a noise of pleasure, he realized.

His erection was almost painful. If she stirred him this much fully clothed, he was a dead man if he ever got her naked.

But who wants to live forever?

He circled her nipple with his thumb and her eyes popped open. He rolled it between his thumb and forefinger and gave it a soft tug.

She let out an involuntary moan.

“I say, Grace, what are you two doing over there?” her mother asked, breaking the spell.

Crispin turned around to face Minerva, standing in front of Grace to give her time to collect herself. All he needed was a strategically held bolt of fabric.

“We have made a minor discovery,” he said as he snapped up that bolt of puce serge Minerva had contemplated earlier and held it before himself. “Miss Makepeace, are you ready to show them?”

There was silence for a couple heartbeats as she seemed to be thinking things over. Finally he heard a quiet “yes.”

“It’s not enough to follow fashion. If we want Miss Makepeace hailed as an Original, she must take the lead.” He stepped aside with a flourish. “I give you the new color combination I predict will take the ton by storm.”

Grace had arranged the two swaths of silk across her bosom diagonally just as he’d shown her, tucking the ends under her arms. Minerva’s jaw dropped.

“Oh, my dear, that’s…”

“That’s genius,” the modiste finished for her. “Pure genius, Mr. Hawke.”

“I can’t claim the credit,” he said with atypical humility. “Miss Makepeace picked the colors.”

“But you had a hand in it,” Grace said, coloring suddenly as she realized what she’d said.

Crispin shot her a complicit grin. A hand in it, indeed. His palm still itched to hold her.

“It’s lovely, dear,” Minerva said happily. “You’ll cut quite a figure for your come-out. So bold and unusual.”

“In a sea of sprigged muslin, she will stand out as a goddess, a lady of substance,” Crispin said with a deep breath. He hoped to be able to lay aside the puce serge soon, but his arousal was showing no sign of abatement. He didn’t dare glance at Grace. “And these are not colors every woman can wear, though I predict many will try.”

The modiste shot him her brightest smile. “I’d better order more immediately.” Then she scurried toward Grace, tape measure and pins flying.

When he finally dared look at Grace, she was staring back at him, her expression as inscrutable as Napoleon’s Sphinx.

Was she angry? Relieved that he covered for her so well? As moved as he by their stolen moment?

He couldn’t read what she was thinking.

All he knew was that his cock was still ready to play. If his body didn’t settle soon, he might have to actually buy that abominable bolt of puce serge.







Chapter Thirteen

Most people have no idea what propelled them to their current place in life.

But Pygmalion knew to the instant.

And he never forgot it.



Eighteen years earlier

Peel’s Abbey, a Cheapside house of pleasure



“What do you think, Crispin?” the new girl named Olympia asked as she twirled before him in her fanciful gown. It had cost the earth. Every last cent she had. “Well?”

His mouth opened and closed but nothing would come out. She was a pink froth with feet, a delicate confection in the baker’s shop window and he could only press his nose against the pane.

Olympia was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen in his life and ordinarily he’d rather talk about something beautiful than eat. But he couldn’t seem to make his voice work when she was around.

And even when it did, he couldn’t trust it to stay in one octave long enough to finish a sentence.

She laughed at him then. And chucked his cheek as if he were a child, even though he was as tall as she.

“I guess that’s a good answer,” she said gaily. “I only hope I render the duke speechless as well. Wish me luck.”

She waltzed out of the Abbey and out of his life as quickly as she’d come. She didn’t return that night. Or the next.

Evidently, the duke was robbed of the gift of speech as well and decided to keep her until he recovered it.

Madame was disappointed by Olympia’s sudden departure. She’d hoped her new girl would raise the social standing of the Abbey’s clientele. Along with raising the fees she could charge.

But the rest of the girls said “Good riddance.” Olympia was too old to work in the Abbey, they complained. Even though her previous soft life left her skin untainted and her teeth pearlescent, wasn’t she nearly twenty-five? And being wellborn meant she thought she was better than the rest of them.

But didn’t it go to show that ladies could find themselves soiled beyond repair just as easily as washer-women? And her thinking she was too good for the regular “gentlemen.” Olympia didn’t belong there, the other girls at the Abbey said.

Crispin agreed. What did a swan have to do with a bunch of mud hens?

At night in the garret, he thought of Olympia and her snowy white shoulders. And he discovered the miraculous way his twelve-year-old body could be tricked into believing she was right there with him, doing delicious, wicked things to him.

Even if she was the duke’s mistress now, he would love her forever.

And every time the moon showed its silver face in the grimy garret window, she would be his.



One day a few weeks later, Crispin was carrying in the case of wine Madame had bought to serve the “gentlemen” before they chose their girl for the evening. She’d probably water each goblet to make it go further, but it gave the place a touch of elegance to serve a French vintage, she said.

Crispin doubted anything other than a lit brand could add elegance to Peel’s Abbey.

He no longer feared Madame would sell him to the molly house. He was big enough to help protect the girls now if one of the patrons got rough, and Madame had taken several commissions for his chess sets. She even provided him with better materials for his carving, but he knew there was more he could do. More he wanted to do.

He just wasn’t sure what.

Crispin arranged the wine bottles on the dusty cellar shelves, laying them on their sides, a long row of borrowed elegance doomed to end their days fermenting in whoremongers’ bellies. Then as he climbed up the rotting stairs, he heard her voice in the front parlor.

Olympia.

He leaped up the steps, two at a time. And he never descended those stairs again. She’d come for him.

The only thing he retrieved from the attic to take with him was the scrap of linen embroidered with the initials CRS. And the only thing left to show he’d been there at all was a half-finished set of chess pieces.







Chapter Fourteen

Perhaps there was a unique element in this particular stone that made it harder than usual. Perhaps there was a flaw, a deep cleft embedded in the marble that kept the stone from revealing its hidden form. Try as he might, Pygmalion couldn’t bend the stone to his will. Which, of course, made him all the more determined to succeed.



“Don’t slouch so, Grace,” Minerva said as they rode along in their hired barouche. It was the most fashionable time of day to see and be seen in St. James Park. They were almost required to be there. “But perhaps you might manage not to sit quite so tall at the same time.”

If you didn’t want tall offspring, you ought not to have married such a tall man, danced on the tip of Grace’s tongue, but she merely said, “Yes, Mother.”

It was pointless to argue. She compromised by leaning more heavily on the armrest, listing a bit toward the outer edge of the carriage. That brought the bill of her shovel-shaped sunbonnet nearer to the level of her mother’s outlandish hat. Grace wasn’t sure, but she thought she spied two dead turtledoves artfully arranged amid the lace flowers and other frippery.

The thing must weigh half a stone!

“Smile, dearest. We must be seen to be enjoying ourselves.”

Claudette, who was seated opposite them, had no problem with that directive. She’d decked herself out in her finest secondhand frock and preened with the best of them, looking down her Gallic nose at the foot traffic.

“I might be riding backward, but I am riding,” Grace’s maid said. “If those ladies must walk, why do they not stay home?”

“Perhaps they prefer to walk.” Heaven knew Grace would prefer to be almost anywhere else. She hadn’t written in days and she chafed at not being able to record the stories that twirled in her mind. She wished she’d at least brought along a book.

Anything but Reverend Waterbury’s Mysteries of Mythology. The eerie similarities between her erotic dream and what had happened in truth at the modiste’s shop had kept her away from that book.

She’d also managed to steer clear of Crispin. Once word circulated that the illustrious Mr. Hawke had been impressed enough by his latest subject to secure a voucher at Almack’s for her, the ton’s interest in Grace Makepeace was thoroughly piqued. She and her mother had been invited to countless interminable teas, so society matrons could satisfy their curiosity.

Claudette gleaned intelligence for them from the servants’ grapevine. She told her employers after their first tea that rumors about the exquisite beauty of Grace’s hands had traveled from house to house.

“So bien sur,” Claudette had said, “you must never, never remove your gloves in public. A woman’s best asset, she is always a man’s imagination.”

So Grace kept her “capable” hands carefully begloved at all times. Between their social obligations, fittings for her new gown and the “at home” afternoons her mother arranged, her days were a blur of mindless activity. Grace had been able to plead truthfully that she was too busy to return to Crispin’s studio so he could do the casting for her sculpture.

But sooner or later, her mother would remember she wanted that sculpture done and there would be no help for it.

Perhaps Grace could have a small accident and break her pinky. That might do the trick.

It would have to be the right hand, so I can still write.

Beneath her kidskin glove, a stubborn ink stain marked the third finger of her left hand. Her retelling of Reverend Waterbury’s myths was coming along nicely when she could find time to write it all down, though Pygmalion’s tale was giving her fits.

She hoped to finish the whole set while they were here in London so she could submit it to the same house that published the Mysteries of Mythology. Her whimsical version of the stories would be a good companion piece for the reverend’s dry, scholarly work.

And it would mark her as a real writer, not merely, as her mother claimed, a scribbler of daydreams.

“Oh, I say! There’s Mr. Hawke! Yoo-hoo!” her mother sang out, waving her hanky like a flag of surrender.

Don’t look, Grace ordered herself with sternness. The man made her feel things. Jumbled-up things. Forget-your-own-name things.

Wicked things.

She had to look.

Crispin alighted from an open carriage on the far side of the broad parkway. Grace’s belly twisted like a pretzel while he ambled up to the ornate front entrance of a white stonework townhouse. The gilt-trimmed door opened almost immediately and he was ushered inside by a servant in scarlet livery.

“Oh, he must not have heard me,” Grace’s mother said, plopping back in her seat. “But seeing him reminds me. I feel perfectly horrid that I’ve kept you from your sittings with him, dear.” Her fingertips drummed on the armrest. “Perhaps we should stop and inquire for him at that house, so we can express our regrets. Obviously whomever he is visiting is at home and as long as we’re there, he can introduce us—er, I mean you, Grace. After all, this is such a lovely neighborhood, I’m certain you’d benefit from meeting—”

“Non, madame,“ Claudette said with a vigorous shake of her head.

“I don’t understand, girl. Why should we not stop?” Minerva asked.

Claudette leaned forward confidentially. “Because the woman who lives in that house, she is no lady.”

“Well, we’re not one to stand on ceremony, Claudette. After all, our Grace isn’t titled yet either.”

“Non, madame. You miss my meaning.” Claudette sent Grace’s mother a knowing sidelong glance. “The woman who lives there is—how you say?—a high flyer.”

Minerva’s brows drew together in puzzlement.

Claudette cupped her lips and stage-whispered. “A courtesan.”

Minerva’s hand flew to her mouth.

Grace looked away from the gilt-trimmed door. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Hadn’t he admitted that very first time she posed for him that he counted courtesans as his dear friends?

Evidently his very dear friends.

There was only one reason for a man to darken the door of a such a woman. The fact that the assignation was blatant and in the bald light of midafternoon made it even more wicked somehow.

Did he frequent this one especially or were there several who enjoyed his visits?

Her chest constricted at the thought. Any woman he touched would feel that loss of control, that dangerous wanting.

Now Crispin Hawke had managed to make her feel something she never expected.

She laced her fashionably gloved, “capable” hands on her lap and prayed she wouldn’t be sick on the spot.







Chapter Fifteen

Pygmalion was forced to do something he disliked intensely. Ask for help. So he turned to his mentor, Aphrodite, who understood him far too well for his comfort.



“Crispin, you naughty boy!” Olympia Sharp extended a beringed hand as he entered her exquisitely appointed parlor. “Where have you been for the past month?”

“Pining for your beauty, as always, Olympia.” He brought her hand to his lips and brushed her knuckles.

She pulled her hand away and presented an expertly rouged cheek to him. “Come, give me a real kiss and I’ll forgive your lies.”

“You’re sure I’m not interrupting anything.” Crispin gave her a dutiful peck and settled into the chintz-covered wing chair opposite her settee. “I could come back another day.”

“No, no, the interrupting has already been done and not by you.”

Olympia rang for tea. The butler nodded and gave her the obeisance due a duchess before he hurried to do her bidding. She turned back to Crispin and sighed dramatically.

“It seems I’m once again without a protector.”

“Honestly, old girl, you change lovers more often than my man Wyckham changes his socks.” Crispin leaned back, totally at ease. “Who was it this time?”

“Viscount Tottingham.”

“Deep pockets, that one, by all accounts.” Crispin hooked an ankle over one knee. “Never say you broke the poor man’s heart.”

“Don’t you mean the rich man’s heart?” The courtesan loosed a musical laugh. “Not hardly. His heart was never in danger, but something else was nearly broken.”

Crispin chuckled with her. “Do tell.”

“Totty and I had been keeping company for several weeks and he’d been very generous.” She fingered her elegant filigree necklace. A cabochon sapphire large enough to choke a horse winked in the hollow of her throat.

“But he no longer is?”

“No, tightfistedness wasn’t one of his faults, but alas, discretion was,” Olympia said with a lift of one shoulder. “He drew funds for me from his wife’s considerable pin money account and so we were discovered.”

The butler arrived with an ornate silver service and finger sandwiches on a heavy tray. He deposited the repast on the low table set before Olympia.

“Thank you, Hobson. I’ll pour out.”

Once the butler withdrew, Olympia continued while she prepared Crispin’s tea exactly the way he liked it. No sugar, only a smidge of milk. “Last Wednesday—that was his regular afternoon, you know—who should arrive on my doorstep but his wife.”

“Viscount Tottingham married above himself as I recall. His wife’s father is the Duke of Ghent, isn’t he?”

“Indeed and his daughter lacks none of his imperiousness, let me tell you. Under different circumstances, I feel certain I should have liked her enormously.”

Olympia handed Crispin his tea. He inhaled its spicy fragrance. She had the aromatic blend of leaves shipped in special from India, just for him.

“In any case, Lady Tottingham was newly arrived in town after a stay at their country estate and found him not at home.” Olympia took a sip of her own tea. “She was spitting mad and lost no time in tracking him down.”

“How did she do that?”

“Let’s just say their servants know whose money pays their wages. One of them directed her to the ledger books.”

“And she suspected he was here when she checked her account.” Crispin shook his head. There was something to be said for slovenly record-keeping.

“How the man could have been so simple is beyond me.” Olympia rolled her luminous eyes and then gave Crispin a sly wink. “Fortunately, the viscount had another attribute that compensated for his mental deficiencies. But, in any case, he heard his wife coming up the stairs and what does the man do but jump out my boudoir window!”

“Good God, just because I started that stupid rumor about how I got this infernal limp.”

She shrugged. “It was the talk of the ton for weeks when you were first injured. I suppose he figured if you could do it, he could, too. And he really didn’t want to face the viscountess just then.”

“Your chamber is up a flight, isn’t it?”

“Two, actually.”

“That had to hurt.” Crispin rubbed his thigh in sympathy. “Did he break anything in the fall?”

“No, but my poor hydrangea will never be the same.” Olympia took a dainty bite of a finger sandwich and washed it down with tea. “Took to his heels through my little garden, vaulted over the fence and disappeared down the alley. I had no idea the man could run so fast.”

She set the cup down with a slight frown. “Pity he was rather quick at other things, too.”

Crispin stifled a laugh. He always claimed that Olympia, like the home of the gods she was named for, never aged. He saw now that wasn’t strictly true. She used more paint than ever, but it failed to conceal the faint blue under her eyes. At her temples, tiny veins showed through thinning skin. Her swanlike neck, always a prized asset, now sported the beginnings of a wattle.

Concern pricked him. “Are you all right? Do you need anything?”

She smiled and leaned across to feather her fingertips over his cheek. He felt as if he was twelve years old again, but this time, no longer desperately in love with her.

“Dear boy. Don’t fret for me. My lovers are merely amusements now, in any case.”

Crispin thought her smile seemed forced. “You’re sure?”

“With the pensions from my past amours and the trust you established for me, I could live comfortably for several lifetimes.” Her smile faded a bit. “Whether anyone comes along to fill Totty’s shoes or not.”

In all the years he’d known her, Olympia had never been alone. After a ten-year stint as the duke’s mistress, she cut a glittering swath through the upper crust. Olympia had a string of blazing affaires du coeur with lesser aristocrats, scandalously wealthy merchants and even a few influential statesmen. If her bed stayed cold for longer than a week, it was undoubtedly because she was exhausted.

Imagining her alone now made Crispin’s chest constrict.

“But enough about me,” Olympia said brightly. “I love to hear what the best investment I ever made is doing. What are you working on now?”

Crispin couldn’t deny her this pleasure. She’d earned it.

A well-educated girl, Olympia had behaved foolishly and lost her virginity to a married man. When her family cast her out, she landed briefly in Peel’s Abbey, where Crispin was raised. But a beauty like Olympia with a mind to match wouldn’t sell herself so cheaply. She spent every cent she could scrape together on a gown that would do credit to a princess and placed herself in the path of a duke.

He scooped her right up and her wit and beauty, bolstered by his title and money, made her the toast of the London demimonde.

But Olympia didn’t forget her friends. She ventured back into Cheapside and pulled the talented boy she’d met there out of the sad little house of ill repute. She paid to send him off to study art with a master on the Continent, where his innate gift could be nourished and developed.

So Crispin told his mentor about the multifigured equestrian piece he was doing for Lord Brontwell’s country estate and the sculpture of Diana he was planning. He mentioned the commission he’d just accepted for the Fall of Troy and the disturbingly lifelike bust he recently completed of Lady Sheppleton’s pudgy nephew.

“And when she saw it, she was speechless for a full quarter hour,” Crispin said. “Her husband insisted on paying me a bonus. For the rare gift of her silence.”

Olympia laughed, then cocked her head at him. “While you’re regaling me with all these doings, your eyebrows are jousting over that fine nose of yours. There’s something else, I think.”

He neglected to mention his work with Grace.

“A young lady, perhaps?”

Crispin shifted in his seat and then leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I could never keep anything secret from you.”

“Not even the calf-love you bore me all those years ago,” she said with an indulgent grin.

“Who could blame me? You were a goddess.”

“A goddess who wanted nothing to do with despoiling a child. But you were a very tempting boy, I’ll give you that. So tall and mature for your age. That shock of raven hair and those enormous gray eyes of yours. You tempted me sorely.”

Olympia had never been less than frank in matters of the flesh, no matter how shocking. Crispin wasn’t surprised to hear that she’d considered initiating him into manhood even at that tender age. He’d wanted her with youthful desperation at the time, but thanked her better judgment now.

Olympia was his friend and more a mother to him than the one who bore him. His memories of her were hazy. All he had of her was that scrap of linen he’d squirreled away in his secretary desk drawer.

He couldn’t bear to part with it. It was his one link to his shadowy mother and to the wellborn, anonymous gentleman with the initials CRS, who made a bastard of him.

Since Olympia lifted him from the gutter, his love for her was as deeply filial as any mother could wish.

He was grateful she wasn’t also his former lover.

“Good thing you could draw,” she admitted. “I sent you away for both our sakes.”

Crispin blessed her every day for it.

“But you’ve pulled me off topic,” she said, and Crispin discreetly failed to point out that she was the one who veered their conversation into the past. “Tell me about this girl of yours.”

“She’s not my girl.” Crispin dragged a hand over his face.

“What’s the trouble? Is she married?”

“No, I wish she were.”

Olympia chuckled. “Ah yes, I forgot. A husband would be no impediment for you. You could simply add her to your Unhappy Wives of Inattentive Husbands Club and bed her promptly. Is she at least betrothed?”

“Not yet.” He spilled the whole tale, including his vivid dreams and the sketch he’d done of Grace before he even met her.

“Amazing. You know, the women at the Abbey told me your mother was a gypsy,” Olympia said. “They’re a mystical lot. It’s not unusual for them to see into the future. If you saw this girl in your dreams, that seems to confirm gypsy blood.”

“Rubbish,” he said. “Grace was just an idea rolling around my head, a figment, a—”

“A dream that came true,” Olympia mused into her teacup.

He scowled at her. “Do you want to hear the rest or not?”

She waved him on.

Crispin told Olympia about his commission to do Grace’s hands and her planned assault on the ton. “She means to marry a title.”

“And you want her.”

“Yes.” The word blurted out his mouth before passing through his brain. “No.”

“Which is it?”

“I don’t know, dammit.” Crispin stood and paced the length of the room, his walking stick digging into the rich Persian weave of Olympia’s carpet with each step. “She…irritates me.”

“Hmmm,” Olympia purred.

“Don’t ‘hmmm’ at me.” He stopped and glared at her. “What does that mean? Hmmm!”

“Nothing at all, dear. I’m just thinking.” She put her teacup aside and clasped her hands together with obvious glee. “What about her irritates you?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “The way she talks, the way she thinks…Blast it all, she’s even a virgin!”

Olympia pursed her lips. “That’s a flaw easily remedied.”

“Yes, but I’m not ready to be leg-shackled,” he said, resuming his pacing. “A man doesn’t play with a virgin unless he’s prepared to pay dearly for the privilege. With his whole life.”

“So you want her, but you don’t want to marry her.”

“But I’ve been…” He closed his eyes and felt the warmth of her breast under his palm again. Her little gasp when he tugged her nipple was burned into his brain. Now the memory leaped to his cock afresh. No, he would not torment himself again. “I’ve behaved stupidly.”

“That’s quite an admission coming from you, my brilliant friend. How stupidly? Have you tried to take her maidenhead?”

“No.” Only in his sweaty, sticky wet dreams. “A man’s cock may lead him where his brain fears to follow, but so far, I’ve not traveled to that damnably desirable country.”

“You want to bed her but not wed her.”

“I believe we’ve established that fact.” He flopped back into the chair and stretched out his bad leg. He almost asked Olympia if he might have something stronger than milk in his next cup of tea, but getting schnockered wouldn’t help his predicament. He threw up his hands. “I don’t know what to do.”

Olympia giggled. Then she chuckled. Then she laughed till tears streaked her cheeks.

“I’m glad my plight amuses you,” he said without mirth.

She swiped her eyes. “Well, it appears so simple to me. You’re the genius. I don’t know why you haven’t seen the obvious solution.”

“If you care to enlighten me, madam, I’d be profoundly grateful.”

“My dear boy, if this Grace is intent on marrying a titled gent, then by all means, you must help her. Do all you can to see her suitably wed to the sort of nobleman who will assist your cause.”

He frowned.

“Find her a fellow with a title in his hand and one foot in the grave.”

Crispin tried to imagine Grace agreeing to a match with someone so much older. He shook his head. “I know she’s set on a title, but I don’t think she’d go that far to get one.”

“Pity. Lots of young girls stomach a gouty old goat long enough to make a marriage legal,” Olympia said. “And then when she’s a merry widow, there you’d be to console her.”

Crispin pictured Grace in black. If the warm brown silk made her skin come alive, black would wash her out completely. No, she wouldn’t make a merry widow, even if she despised her husband.

“Then match her with a rake,” Olympia suggested. “And while he’s tomcatting around London, you can gallantly step in to warm her lonely bed. That way, everyone gets what they want.”

That scenario rang truer in his mind. He’d consoled many an unhappy wife. It was almost a public service. Crispin was just doing his small part to brighten the lives of the unloved.

But he resisted seeing Grace yoked to someone who was bound to give her grief. Crispin wanted her with an ache that was almost a sickness.

But he didn’t want her to suffer for it.

“Think on it, dear boy,” Olympia said. “You’ll see that I’m right.”

He’d think on it. Thinking was all he’d been doing. Grace, when he woke. Grace, while he worked. Grace, when he lay on his bed at night, clutching his sheets and waking with a corner of his pillow tucked between his lips, sucking her tight little nipples in his dreams.

He did plenty of thinking.

But if he didn’t do something else soon, he was going to burst out of his own skin.







Chapter Sixteen

Aphrodite’s advice rolled round in his head. He fought against its pull with all his might, but not even the gods could resist Aphrodite. And Pygmalion was no god.



Wyckham cleared his throat at the threshold to Crispin Hawke’s studio.

“Go away, Wyckham!”

“But, sir, Miss Makepeace is here.”

His master’s massive shoulders tensed. “Tell her to go away, too.”

“And how, I’d like to know, shall you fulfill your commission if you turn out your model?” Miss Makepeace spoke up from behind Wyckham.

She pushed around him and entered the private sanctuary without permission. Wyckham cringed, waiting for the explosive response, but Hawke didn’t even turn around to face her.

“I’ve heard you described as a genius,” she continued, “but it’s beyond even your powers to produce a miracle from thin air.”

Then Crispin Hawke turned around and gave her a sardonic bow. He’d rolled up his shirtsleeves and his hands and forearms were streaked with gray clay to the elbows.

“My dear Grace, you take an awful chance coming here unannounced. The day is warm and I seriously considered working in just my leather apron.” One dark brow arched in question. “But perhaps that happy circumstance is what you were hoping for.”

If Miss Makepeace had been a hedgehog, all her spikes would have been standing on end.

“Come, Claudette,” she said as she whirled about.

Wyckham sighed. He’d hoped for a little more time with Claudette, that lovely French baguette with feet. She’d fallen quickly into his feather tick the last time she was here and they’d become exceedingly fast friends. Wyckham was planning to stretch things out this time. Adventurous, willing and incredibly wet, the blonde lady’s maid was just the sort of bedmate he preferred.

And this time Wyckham hoped to wring a few “oo-la-la’s” from the little French witch.

“No, stay,” Hawke said, starting to catch Miss Makepeace by the elbow, but stopping shy of his goal because of his clay-crusted hands. “You should at least see how your sculpture is coming along.”

Hawke stepped aside and the piece he was working on came into view. The work rose out of a mound of clay, two willowy arms, hands tilted just so. Earthen fingers grasped the tips of the hand with the unbuttoned glove. Even without a live model, the casting of Miss Make-peace’s hands was taking sensual shape.

“Oh!” She stared at it openmouthed. “I stand corrected. A miracle worker, too.”

“Hardly,” Hawke said with more humility than Wyckham had ever heard from him. “It would be much easier with a live model. Stay, Grace.”

Miss Makepeace nodded. “Very well.”

Wyckham slanted his gaze at Claudette. The little minx licked her bottom lip and tossed him a wink. His willy rose like a tower in his trousers. As one, he and Claudette turned to go, anticipating Hawke’s order that he “entertain” Miss Makepeace’s maid.

“But I’d like Claudette to remain here with us,” Miss Makepeace said with determination. Wyckham and the French wench froze in midstep.

His willy flagged a bit.

“No, I never allow anyone but my subject in the studio when I’m working.”

Hope rose in Wyckham’s chest and his willy with it.

“But I insist,” Miss Makepeace said.

Wyckham’s willy retreated back into its foreskin sheath.

“And I resist. You stay here with me alone or not at all.” Hawke folded his arms across his chest, heedless of the gray stains he left on the white shirtfront.

Emboldened by the master’s stance, “Big Will” peeped out his head again inside Wyckham’s smallclothes. There was still every chance for a frisky romp with the delectable Claudette.

“Then you leave me no choice but to go,” the lady said.

Oh, no. This “jack-in-the-box” routine left Wyckham slightly light-headed. A man’s willy can only take so much teasing.

“Go, then, but I cannot answer for the consequences,” Hawke said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Miss Makepeace’s face was really quite angelic, but right now she looked as if she’d relish smashing a demon or two and hurling them back into the pit.

Starting with Wyckham’s master.

“I can’t guarantee the accuracy of a sculpture based on sketches and memory,” Hawke explained. “It would be a shame if, say, one of your lovely hands should suddenly sprout a sixth finger.”

He picked up a small lump of clay, rolled it between his palms into the likeness of a slim appendage and wiggled it at her.

“You wouldn’t.”

“Only if I must, Grace.”

Hawke’s lips twitched in a smile, but Wyckham knew his will was like iron. He’d set his feet and there was no budging Crispin Hawke once he’d done that.

Miss Makepeace’s eyes flared and her nostrils quivered. Wyckham couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t call Hawke’s bluff. It wasn’t worth getting his hopes up—or anything else, for that matter—until she announced her decision.

Miss Makepeace made a noise in the back of her throat, somewhere between a growl and curse, and untied her bonnet.

She stays!

“Mind this for me, please,” she ordered Claudette.

Claudette dropped a saucy curtsey as she took the bonnet and slanted Wyckham a look that set his blood surging hot again.

“Wyckham!” Hawke’s gaze didn’t leave Miss Makepeace for even a heartbeat. Good thing. Even though she was a lady and all, she had the look of a wench who might lay into him if he let down his guard. “See that you make Miss Makepeace’s maid feel welcome.”

Welcome, he says. I’ll settle for just making her “come.”

Wyckham bowed and said, “Yes, sir. Very good, sir.”

I’ll thank you later, sir.

Wyckham gave Claudette his arm, but once they cleared the studio, she dropped it along with the bonnet and wrapped her arms around his neck. Before he could say “sacre bleu,” her lips were fastened to his and her tongue was down his throat. She pressed herself against him, rubbing like a cat against a post, and they stumbled into a little alcove.

Her mouth was wet and hot and she stole the breath from his lungs. Wyckham wondered if it was possible for a man to drown in a kiss. Then she plunged a hand down the front of his trousers and he ceased to care if he did.



Without a word, Grace took her position and jerked on the opera gloves. Crispin almost regretted coercing her to stay since she was obviously aggravated. But then he noticed the way her flush made her skin rosy all the way down to the edge of her low bodice and decided it was worth risking her wrath.

Do her nipples change color when she’s angry, too?

Judging from the stormy expression on her face, it would be worth his life to try to find out.

Her gaze traveled around the room and fell on his partially complete statue of Hector. The marble giant had a length of that abominable puce serge wrapped around his neck.

“Why does that statue need a scarf?” she asked, the corners of her mouth turned down. “That’s the fabric you bought at the dressmaker’s. I thought you despised that color.”

“I do.” Since his cock wouldn’t settle that day at the modiste’s he’d had to buy the bolt to hold in front of him when they left the shop.

“Then why—”

“It’s to remind me of something,” Crispin said.

Her brows knit in a frown, but she held her arms in the correct position for his sculpture.

“Some people tie strings on their fingers. I give old Hector a neck scarf,” he said with a shrug.

“Of what does it remind you?” she asked.

“Not to rush in where angels fear to tread.”

He worked in silence for a while. Contrary to his prior claim, it was not easier to work on this casting with her present. He was acutely aware of her, of her scent, her soft breathing, the way her hair escaped its pins and tickled around her ears. He longed to pluck out each of those pins and run his fingers through the length of her chestnut curls.

“You’ve made amazing progress on this work for a man who spends his days gallivanting about town.”

Her voice jolted him out of his fantasy. Good thing. Before he started thinking about another place with chestnut curls he’d like to run his fingers through.

“The piece is coming along.” He crossed over to a commode with a basin and pitcher and washed the clay from his hands and arms.

“Are you stopping?”

“No, I just wanted to take a look at all the sight lines.” And if in the process he was able to drink his fill of her, looking at her from different vantage points, so be it. And so much for not rushing in, you fool! “You know, to make sure the angles are right.”

“And for that you need clean hands?”

“Clean hands, clean heart, Grace.” He toweled off the excess water.

She fumed in silence for a moment. He’d known this reckoning would come after toying with her breast at the modiste’s shop.

“Do you find it difficult to keep up your work schedule when you make social calls during the day?” Her tone was brittle as shale.

He frowned. He hoped she’d be a bit more explicit in her anger, to rail at him for daring to touch her breast. Just the thought of her saying the word “breast” gave him a thrill.

“Social calls? What are you talking about?”

“We chanced to see you yesterday when we were out and about,” she said. “At St. James Park.”

He circled her, ostensibly checking different angles on the composition, but in reality, he wanted to get closer to her.

“And you didn’t speak?” He made a tsking noise as he leaned over her shoulder. From this angle, he could see down into the shadow between her breasts. He drew a deep breath. She must have just washed her hair. A fresh citrusy scent rushed past his nose and straight to his groin. “It was most inconsiderate of you to snub me.”

She turned to meet his gaze and then, after only a few heartbeats, looked away.

“We didn’t have opportunity to speak to you. You ducked so quickly into that townhouse with the gilded door.” She clenched her fingers into fists. “It was almost as if you didn’t wish to be seen.”

“Surely you jest. No one goes to St. James Park with the goal of not being seen.” He reached over her shoulder to uncurl her fingers and found that her hand trembled. “What’s really troubling you, Grace?”

“You, you big dolt!” She bunched her fingers into a fist again, turned on her stool and punched his shoulder. “How could you…do what you did to me in the modiste’s shop and then go visit a courtesan?”

She was jealous of Olympia! Crispin suppressed the urge to laugh, but she must have seen the twitch of a smile all the same. She punched him again.

This time he caught her fist and held it as he walked around to stand before her. “Steady, my dear. Just because I’m in your pay, it doesn’t give you leave to pummel the help.”

“Fake humility doesn’t fool me.” She snorted and pulled her hand away. “The day you feel yourself in my employ, I’ll walk naked down Fleet Street.”

“Careful, Grace. You tempt me to real humility. You might be surprised what I’d dare to see you walk naked anywhere.” His voice was rough.

He trailed his fingertips from her cheeks, down the column of her throat to the tops of her breasts. His body roused to her nearness. And to the fact that she’d stopped whacking him.

He fully expected her to bat his hand away, but she didn’t. Just as in the modiste’s shop, Grace went still as a hare. He traced the lace at the top of her bodice, letting a finger slip into the hollow between her breasts. Her lips parted softly and her eyes closed.

Crispin hadn’t been able to kiss her at the dress shop, with her mother and the other women so perilously close, but nothing stopped him now. He lowered his mouth to capture hers.

And—miracles!—her lips parted beneath his. He tongued her gently and she groaned softly into his mouth. Crispin gathered her in a snug embrace and she surprised him by molding her body to his. Her hands ran over the crown of his head and smoothed his wild hair while her tongue began a game of chase with his.

His hands found her breasts again. No light touches this time. He cupped them both, massaging and lifting. He tried to slide his hand into her bodice to touch her satin skin, but his hands were too big and her bodice too tight.

She broke off their kiss, staring at him breathlessly.

“Wait a moment. You’ll tear something,” she said simply. Then with Yankee practicality, Grace began to undo the buttons down the front of her gown.







Chapter Seventeen

Pygmalion could never be certain when the transformation occurred, but in his striving with it, somehow, the stone began to shape him.



Claudette better be right about this, Grace thought furiously as she tackled the third button. A heart-to-heart discussion with her maid convinced Grace that she was still a virgin, even though a man had touched her breast through a few thin layers of cloth.

Surely she’d still be a virgin even if cloth was missing from the equation.

So long as she was clothed from the waist down, Claudette assured her, she would remain in the same happy state of purity she now enjoyed. And she wanted to feel Crispin’s hand on her breast again with a desperation that bordered on obsession.

What did it matter if Crispin Hawke frequented a courtesan? It wasn’t as if her heart were engaged, goodness knows! She only needed him to complete her investigation of this strange new phenomenon. A writer never turned down a new experience. The flurry of sensation would all be grist for the mill of her pen.

How is it a man’s hand on a woman’s breast makes her warm all over? Makes her feel more tinglingly alive than a brisk ride across the Commons? Makes her insides melt like a lump of sugar in a steaming cup of tea?

Grace had it all planned out. It was the essence of empirical inquiry. Once she had the answers to those burning questions, she could dismiss Crispin Hawke and set him back to work on her sculpture.

A man took pleasure where he wished. Why shouldn’t a woman?

Of course, her mother would be horrified, but what Minerva Makepeace didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her daughter one bit. Actually, the whole forbidden quality of the experience added some extra spice.

I’m a modern and independent woman. I don’t need anyone’s permission, she assured herself.

But her modern and independent stance would be more convincing if her hand didn’t shake while she unbuttoned her gown.

“Let me,” he said softly.

Her hands dropped to her sides. Crispin’s large fingers worked the tiny buttons with surprising ease.

Probably practiced ease. “About that woman…” She hated herself for broaching the subject, but it was like a pesky fly buzzing in her brain. The courtesan’s gilded door simply wouldn’t go away.

“What woman?” Crispin unhooked her stays and pushed the supportive undergarment aside.

Grace silently thanked Claudette for suggesting the stays that fastened in the front to go with her button-down-the-front gown that morning. Her mother was right: French maids did know best when it came to fashion.

Then Crispin took one end of the ribbon that held her chemise neckline closed and gave it a tug. The delicate lace and muslin fell away. Crispin laid back the dress bodice, her stays and chemise till her nipples peeped from behind the fabric. The fierce look of hunger on his face made her breath catch.

A deep heaviness pulled at her groin, a low ache. Not at all unpleasant, but an ache nevertheless. It was a puzzle how something could be classified as pain and pleasure at once. Definitely a mystery worthy of further study. Why had no one written about this before? Perhaps they had, but she’d been reading the wrong sort of books.

“What woman?” he repeated, spellbound by her breasts.

What woman? She struggled to recall. When was the man going to touch her breasts instead of just gawk at them? Blood roared so loud in her ears, it was hard to remember. Had she asked about a woman?

“Oh! That courtesan on St. James Park—do you visit her often?”

“Not as often as she’d like.” His smile was wickedness itself.

Conceited swine.

She nearly reached up and closed her gown. But then his head dipped and he began to kiss her breasts.

This was even better than the touch of his hand. Little tingles chased along behind his lips. His warm breath feathered over and between her breasts. The stubble on his chin rasped the valley between her peaks and set her skin dancing. He nuzzled a circle around one nipple and it drew so tight, she bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out.

Then his mouth covered her nipple and she couldn’t stop a strange sound from escaping her tightly pressed lips. It was a cross between a whimper and a moan. A small sound. A distressed sound. It encouraged Crispin to suck gently, then roughly. And swirl his tongue around her areola and flick that needy bit of skin as if it had been naughty. As if his tongue were the paddle needed to bring discipline to her wicked little nipple.

And he kept at it till she made the noise again.

He straightened to grin down at her. “Liked that, did you?”

She moistened her lips with her tongue. “It was…tolerable.”

“Just tolerable?”

He caressed both breasts with his big hands, thrumming her sensitive peaks. Her belly clenched and she was much definitely warmer and moister down there than when she first entered his studio.

“Perhaps I might rate it as ‘mildly diverting,’” she said through clenched teeth. Couldn’t the man feel her heart galloping? She certainly could, both in her chest and between her legs.

He snorted like a stallion. “Mildly diverting? That’s a challenge no fellow can withdraw from without a severe dent to his manhood. I can damn well do better than ‘mildly diverting.’”

Before she could admit she was teasing, he scooped her up and carried her toward the fainting couch in the corner.

“Crispin, your leg!”

He surely shouldn’t put so much extra weight on it and he couldn’t even use his cane with her in his arms.

“Never mind about my leg,” he growled.

Even though his step was canting, his chest and arms were like iron. Grappling with stone had made him unusually strong. His muscles appealed to her far more than the current notions of male attractiveness, which called for a man to be slim and graceful. She landed on the tufted couch with a plop and he dropped to one knee beside her.

He kissed her again, all trace of gentleness gone. There was no teasing exploration. His tongue demanded and received entrance and he claimed her mouth with it.

This was no longer a writer’s research, an intellectual inquiry. He was delivering a lover’s summons, a command she felt powerless to deny.

Instead of being fearful, she was moved. She met his fierce kiss with one of her own.

One hand cradled her head and the other roamed over her bare breasts, squeezing and caressing. He rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger and she writhed under him. When he gave it a firm tug and a little twist, she tore loose from his kiss, panting and gasping.

He gave no quarter. Crispin trailed his mouth along her jaw, her neck. He paused to suck for a moment at her clavicle, then kissed his way down to her breasts.

This time he nipped and played with them. Teasing her nipples with the nearness of his mouth, while denying them relief.

Grace threaded her fingers through his hair.

“Please,” she whimpered and his lips finally covered her taut peak.

He sucked. He scraped his teeth over the sensitive flesh. Jolts shot from her nipples to her womb and a nameless longing made her back arch, thrusting her breasts up to him. Her brows drew together.

Want. Need. Must have.

What?

With only a dash of shame, she realized she wanted him to touch her. Down there.

Surely that wasn’t normal. Was it? A virgin shouldn’t want a man to venture below her waist.

Not if she wanted to remain a virgin. Which she surely did. Didn’t she?

The throb between her legs made it hard to think.



Not the act of a genius, Crispin told himself, but his cock was in no mood to listen. He was playing with fire. Teasing a virgin, a marriage trap with feet.

Oh, but what a delectable little virgin. Her breasts were even lovelier than he’d imagined them, and he thought he’d endowed them with every possible grace in his mind. Firm, round, skin like satin, and a nipple like a ripe berry between his lips. His imagination had failed him for the first time in his life.

Reality was so much better.

And she made the most cock-alluring sounds. Desperate, needy sounds. She wanted him.

Far be it from him not to come to a lady’s aid.

He swelled so, his trousers were fit to burst. His cock was primed and ready. And in the heat of lust, his thigh didn’t pain him a bit.

She did it again, that distressed little sigh. She covered her mouth with one hand to stifle another.

He wondered if she was as ready as she sounded. Without conscious thought, his hand pulled up her hem and began to caress her knee through her thin pantalets. Then he reached the spot on her upper thigh where the pantalets stopped. Crispin sent silent thanks to the French once again for designing a garment that left a woman’s secrets so easily accessible. The skin of her inner thigh was as soft and tender as her breasts.

He kissed her into delicious incoherence again as his hand moved north.

Only another inch or two.

He’d be fingering her damp curls before she knew it.

He caught sight of Hector and the puce serge neck cloth in the corner of his eye. Sanity finally raised up a huge roadblock in his head. He stopped.

Grace is a virgin. A virgin! And you, my lad, are well on your way to being leg-shackled for life if you continue down this path.

Crispin jerked back both his hands, released her mouth and scrambled to his feet.

“Why are you stopping?” she asked, sitting upright. “Am I not as pleasing to you as that courtesan?”

Not pleasing? Her nipples were swollen and reddened from his rough ministrations. He had to look away from those luscious breasts spilling out the front of her gown.

And he was not going to discuss the relative merits of her body. Not and remain sane.

“You’ve misconstrued my relationship with Olympia Sharp. She’s my mentor, my supporter, nothing more.”

“Oh,” she said softly. “I’m glad, Crispin. Then what’s amiss?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all,” he said, grinding his teeth and turning his back to her completely. He didn’t dare look at her or his will to stop would evaporate. “Has it escaped your notice that you’re about to surrender your purity to me?”

“Nonsense,” she said. Her tone was breathy and quavering. He heard fabric rustling behind him and hoped to heaven she was tucking her charms back behind their fabric prison. “I have it on good authority that a man may touch a woman’s breasts without any damage to her virginity. I’m still fully clothed, from the waist down at least.”

He laughed without mirth. “My dear Grace, it’s entirely possible for me to violate you without removing a stitch of your clothing.”

“Really? How?”

His groin ached to show her. “Is your education that incomplete?”

He heard her slippers hit the floor and figured it was safe to turn around.

“In this subject, yes,” she admitted. “But I’m a good pupil and dedicated to increasing my knowledge.”

“That’s what Eve said, you know.”

“Her sin was seeking the knowledge of good and evil, not knowledge in general.”

“Some things you’re better off not knowing, at least not until you have a husband to instruct you.” Crispin couldn’t believe the words coming out of his own mouth. He sounded downright Toryish. “I hope you don’t intend to flaunt yourself before members of the ton like this.”

“Of course not,” she said. Her skin was still flushed and her lips red and juicy. “I’d earn a reputation for being shockingly fast. But since I have no intention of marrying you, I thought you’d be the perfect man to instruct me in what I ought not do.”

There was a twisted sort of logic in her argument and Crispin’s cock cheered the line of thinking. His head still tried to sort through it.

“So you came here this day with every intention of dallying with me?”

She giggled. “Dallying. What a lovely expression. Yes, I suppose I did. Would you like to dally some more?”

“No!”

His cock called him twelve times a liar. If he took her maidenhead, he’d be honor-bound to wed her. And even if he didn’t feel compelled to do right by her, he was sure Horace Makepeace would see to it he walked the aisle with Grace whether Crispin wanted to or not.

Unless Mr. Makepeace learned Crispin’s true background. No gentleman would saddle his daughter with a nameless bastard.

“I want to complete your casting,” he said gruffly and stomped back to his workbench, his thigh throbbing more than ever.

Grace sighed and glided back over to pull on the opera gloves and assume the pose.

It occurred to him that Olympia might have been right after all. He needed to see Grace safely wed as quickly as possible. Then they could “dally” to their hearts’ content with no threat to his independence.

“You know,” he said, testing the idea, “if you’re going to wed a titled gent, you’ll need a bit more subtlety.”

“What are you proposing?”

He winced at the word. It was exactly what he wasn’t prepared to do.

“I’m only suggesting that you need to be less forward, less blunt, more sophisticated in your flirting.”

“Is that what you’d call it? What we were doing was a type of flirting?”

Flirting with the deep end of the ocean. Now if he could teach her merely to dabble her toes in the water.

“In a manner of speaking, but not the sort of flirting acceptable in Polite Society, you understand.”

“Perfectly. I’m not wholly ignorant of the world, you know.” She frowned. “Flirting is rather looked down upon in Boston, the Polite Society sort or otherwise.”

“I could teach you, I suppose,” he offered.

“Oh, would you?” she said with enthusiasm. “I’m particularly interested in knowing how you’d violate a woman without removing her clothing. It sounds quite aggressive. Violate. Even the word lacks a certain finesse. I take it the act is similarly crude.”

Had her mother told her nothing? He swallowed hard. “We’ll leave that lesson for last, shall we? I was thinking more about how to flirt with your fan and what to say when a gentleman asks you to dance, how not to give offense. That sort of thing.”

“I rather doubt you have much to contribute to the discussion of not giving offense.” She rolled her eyes. “You delight in offending others.”

He conceded her point. “Just because I choose to be unconventional doesn’t mean I don’t recognize correct behavior when I see it. I’m a keen observer of the ton, Grace. I can smooth your way in.”

“Very well. You may teach me about flirting,” she said as if she were granting him a favor. “Both kinds of flirting. Polite and impolite. What I ought to do and what I ought not.”

His mouth went dry and his cock resurrected itself at the thought of more impolite flirting with Grace. He heard himself agreeing with her before he could stop the words from coming out his mouth.

“But in the meantime, I have a commission to fulfill.”

He worked in silence, trying to sink into the peaceful realm of light and shadow, form and line. He’d complete this sculpture and collect his fee. He’d school her in polite deportment and steel himself to educate her in fleshly matters up to the brink of consummation.

He’d see her wed to a title. He’d exorcize the impishly seductive spirit that stole his sleep and now tormented his waking hours. Then he’d never have to see this infuriatingly unavailable cock-teasing New England miss ever again.

Unless it was as a member of his Unhappy Wives of Inattentive Husbands Club.

And his life would be his own again.

Grace didn’t say another word either. But when Crispin looked up, he noticed a satisfied smile playing about her lips. And a determined set to her chin.

And he was not so optimistic about his plans for the future.







Chapter Eighteen

Pygmalion thought he’d regained control of the stone, that he could still shape it to suit him. He evidently forgot the old saying: “Whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad.”



“Oh, la! This gown, she is so old-fashioned,” Claudette complained. She and Wyckham were playing an adult game of dress-up in the attiring room with some of the costumes Mr. Hawke’s patrons wore for their sculptures. Wyckham had insisted she don one of the broad-hipped court dresses, complete with panniers and bum roll.

“You look grand, luv,” Wyckham assured her with a quick kiss. He drew his fingertips over the tops of her breasts, which were pressed up and together in rising moons over the low-cut bodice. “I like to see a woman decked out in fancy court dress. You look every inch a lady.”

“Even if I can’t breathe?” He’d laced the corset so tight her ribs hurt.

“Give me half a moment and you’ll change your mind about this getup.” Wyckham dropped to his knees and disappeared beneath her skirt. His voice was muffled by the layers of petticoats, but she heard him say, “How about I take your breath away like this?”

His mouth was on her private spot in a heartbeat, licking, sucking, kissing. His tongue slipped between her delicate folds. Curiously, the inability to draw a deep breath intensified the sensations he pressed upon her. Her knees threatened to buckle, but he grasped her bare bottom beneath the bum roll and held her upright.

She heard him chuckle.

“Spread your legs,” he ordered.

Claudette obeyed, fanning herself with a feather and ivory fancy that perfectly complemented the archaic gown.

“At least, now I see why my grandmother she did not complain of these hoops,” she said, patting his head through the layers of cloth.

Then the door to the attiring room opened suddenly and Miss Makepeace strode in.

Claudette clamped her knees together and hoped to heaven Wyckham’s feet weren’t peeping from beneath her hem. She and her mistress had indulged in some personal conversations about matters of the flesh, but Claudette suspected talking about them and being caught doing them were two different things.

“Claudette, why are you wearing that gown?”

Under the skirt, Wyckham teased her curls with his talented fingers. She squirmed a bit.

“I did not know how long you would be with Monsieur Hawke, mam’selle. I thought only to amuse myself. I meant no harm, truly.”

Miss Makepeace sighed. “I thought Mr. Wyckham was supposed to entertain you.”

The wicked man ran his tongue along the seam of her cleft. Without conscious volition, she spread her feet to shoulder width.

“Oh, you know how lazy they are, these Englishmen.” Claudette was thankful her mistress was the type to pace. That way she might not notice the flush creeping up her lady’s maid’s neck. “Always too busy wagging their tongues to attend to business.”

The lazy Englishman under her skirt wagged his tongue in a most effective way. Then he pinched her bottom and she stifled a squeak.

Miss Makepeace stopped pacing and shot her a confiding grin. “But I thought you said he knew what to do with his tongue, Claudette.”

Then her mistress resumed her circuit of the small room.

Beneath her broad skirt, Claudette felt a silent chuckle against the skin of her inner thigh, making her small hairs sway in the heat of his breath. She rapped the protruding bump that was Wyckham’s head with her fan. He stopped his soundless laughter and began to demonstrate his tongue’s abilities in spades. Claudette forced an even tone. “Your sitting? How did…it go?”

“Fine.”

“And your plan to investigate the way of a man’s hand on a woman’s breast, how was that, mam’selle?”

“Less fine. He started to provide some exceptional research material for my writing, but we got sidetracked and I’m not sure why.”

“Monsieur Hawke, he touched you again?”

Wyckham did a good bit of secret touching of his own and Claudette’s eyes were in danger of rolling back in her head. Miss Makepeace sank onto the tufted chair in the corner.

“Oh, yes.” Her mistress’s tone was throaty and one hand drifted to her chest. “He caressed me and then he stopped abruptly and insisted we return to work.”

Wyckham stopped, too, and Claudette realized he was taking more interest in their conversation than he should. She remembered belatedly that she needed to protect Miss Makepeace’s privacy, but her own was being so sweetly invaded just now, she could hardly think straight.

“The beast! How inconsiderate!” Claudette said, giving the bump under her skirt a sound thump when Miss Makepeace looked away. His tongue returned to torment her delicate parts and she rocked her pelvis toward him. “A gentleman should give a lady the pleasure of deciding when their liaison, she is over, non?”

Miss Makepeace sighed. “But Crispin Hawke is no gentleman.”

“And sometimes that is no bad thing, mam’selle.” Mon Dieu! Monsieur Hawke’s gentleman’s gentleman was doing wicked things with that English tongue of his. “Was it wonderful before he stopped?”

Miss Makepeace actually groaned.

“That good?” She squirmed a bit when Wyckham replaced his talented tongue with his equally talented fingers.

“I know I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I have no one else I can speak with about these things.”

“My lips, they are sealed, mam’selle,” Claudette said. And Wyckham’s were thoroughly occupied. “So it was good, non?”

“I had no idea it would be like that,” her mistress said. “I mean, it was strange and thrilling in the modiste’s shop, but this was entirely different. It was as if my body belonged to someone else, doing as it willed, not as I willed. And because it was so…” She waved a helpless hand, clearly at a loss to describe the sensations she’d experienced. “He made me want things. Wicked things.” She shifted uncomfortably on the chair. “Is it always like that?”

Wyckham stopped, clearly interested in Claudette’s answer.

“Non, mam’selle,” she said. “Sometimes it is better than others.”

“Hmmm. One’s body is the same, isn’t it? I suppose it depends on the skill of one’s partner.”

“Oui, on skill and…” Wyckham’s hand drifted down to her stocking garters and toyed with the top of the lace. Shivers of pleasure and need coursed over her. “And on how a woman feels about the man.”

Wyckham cupped her sex under the layers of silk and taffeta and she throbbed into his hand.

Non, I do not have feelings for this Wyckham. He is merely an amusement until I decide I have teased Monsieur Allen long enough.

“Well, my feelings for Mr. Hawke do not bear repeating in polite company,” Miss Makepeace said, rising abruptly. “We need to go. Allen and Gus are probably waiting at the end of the lane for us.” She cocked her head and frowned. “Do you need help getting back into your own clothes?”

“Ah, non, mam’selle, it would…not be—how you say?—appropriate for you to help me and…I know I do not seem so, but I am shy. I wiggle into this gown. I shall wiggle out.”

Claudette gave her cork-enhanced bottom a shake.

“Very well. I’ll wait for you in the atrium garden. Ten minutes then, or I’ll ask Mr. Hawke to send someone to help you.”

As soon as the door latched behind Miss Makepeace, Wyckham rolled out from under Claudette’s skirt, laughing uncontrollably.

“What is so funny?” she demanded.

“You, shy?”

She flopped down on the floor beside him and tugged him close by his lapels.

“Let me show you how shy I am, Monsieur Wyckham.” She rolled onto her back and pulled up her skirt till her damp blonde curls were bared to his gaze. She spread her legs wide.

“I will close mes yeux, but you may keep yours open,” she said as she let her eyelids flutter closed. “Your fingers are very nice. Your tongue is nicer still, but see if you can find something bigger this time.”

She peeped at him from beneath her lashes. To her amusement, he was shucking out of his trousers as if they were on fire.

As soon as he seated his fine, fat length deep within her slick folds, she wrapped her legs around his lean hips. All thoughts of the dependable, well-favored Allen, whom she fully intended to marry someday, fled from her mind.

“We must hurry, mon cher.“ She urged Wyckham to a quicker rhythm. “My mistress, she is a factory man’s daughter, non? If she says ten minutes, she means nine.”







Chapter Nineteen

Pygmalion couldn’t believe the work of his own hands. Or the way it tugged at his own heart.



The day before her debut at Almack’s, Grace was back in Crispin’s studio, continuing her lessons on how to flirt. Politely, this time.

“Good posture is essential. How you carry yourself speaks volumes. Don’t slouch,” he ordered.

“You sound like my mother.”

“Good Lord, I hope not.”

“Of course, she follows that up with ‘But tip your head sideways so you don’t appear quite so frightfully tall, dear!’” Grace suited her action to the words and cocked her head to one side.

“Now that really did sound like your mother,” he said.

Grace’s imitation of her mother’s trilling tone was so pitch-perfect, Crispin chuckled and for once, the lines by his eyes looked pleased instead of pained.

“Does she know you can do that?”

“What? Practically lay my ear on my shoulder?” Grace asked with a self-deprecating shrug. “Oh, I hope not, or she’ll have me going about like that all the time.”

“No, the mimicry. It was splendid. You sounded just like her.” He circled her slowly, checking every detail of her posture. He put a finger to her cheek and lifted her head gently to the upright position. “Why, you could charge admission.”

“Wonderful,” Grace said with a grimace. “I can just hear the newsboys on the corner hawking that story. ‘Freakishly tall Bostonian heiress now does impressions.’ Line me up for a tour with the dog-faced boy.”

Crispin laughed again, but then his brows knit together in a frown. “Many a truth is spoken in jest. Do you really feel so terrible about your height?”

She started to answer flippantly about how handy she is when one needed something from the top shelf of the highboy, but she realized he was being serious. “It makes me different from other women.”

“Different is not bad.”

“But it’s not good either.” She knew she was slumping again, but this time it had nothing to do with trying to make herself smaller. She had no control over her height. The injustice of it bowed her down a bit. She glanced back at Crispin, who was simply staring at her. “Being tall as a lamppost is not generally considered one of a woman’s finer points, but if you wish to play the gallant, you may tell me otherwise.”

“When have I ever been gallant?” He shook his head. “It wouldn’t make any difference. Until you decide your height is beautiful, it won’t matter a bit if I tell you it makes you seem willowy and supple.”

He circled her again and ran his hand along her spine from her nape to below her waist, stopping just before his fingers grazed the top of her crevice. Pleasure sparked along her back and she wondered for a moment what that would have felt like had she not been wearing the thin, lawn day dress and all her underthings.

He leaned toward her ear, his voice the rumbling purr of a lion in his prime. “It doesn’t signify anything if I say I find the long line of you elegant and graceful.”

Graceful. That was a cruel joke. She’d been having a recurring nightmare in which she tumbled headlong when bobbing the first curtsey at her debut.

“You have to find yourself beautiful, Grace,” he said simply. “It doesn’t really matter if I do.”

She digested that a moment, while he made a few adjustments to the sketch he was working on halfheartedly between his instructions on flirting.

“But the tops of all the other girls’ heads will be paddling around at the level of my chin and—” She suddenly realized he might have given her a compliment without a swipe. “You do?”

“Do what?” He looked up sharply.

“Find me beautiful?”

He dropped his gaze and made a few cross-hatching lines on the sketch pad. “If I do, it doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me,” she said softly. “Do you?”

He looked back up at her. “I do.”

I do. It had the ring of an oath. Grace’s belly did a quick flutter. Crispin Hawke was an artist, a master of form and proportion. And he declared her beautiful with a simple “I do.”

Imagine that.

“We’re wasting time,” he said gruffly. “Please tell me you already know how to use a fan.”

She didn’t. Not in the sense he meant. Evidently English women could communicate a wealth of flirtatious intent with a few deft flicks of that accessory.

So they worked on fan language for better than an hour. It was a befuddling lexicon of “come here—go away” gestures that she was certain to make a muddle of. Grace decided to leave her fan dangling from her wrist unless she was in extreme danger of being overcome by heat.

Then Crispin schooled her on making limited but effective eye contact with gentlemen.

“Too direct and you’ll be considered overly bold,” he admonished. “Too furtive and you’ll be deemed hopelessly shy.”

How was she to find the middle ground?

“And you mustn’t encourage any fellow whom you wouldn’t seriously entertain as a suitor. Not only will a hanger-on be a bother, he’ll make more eligible men suspect your interest might be engaged.”

“What does a man consider encouragement?”

“Breathing.”

She giggled. “I am utterly without hope, then.”

“Actually, you’ll want to avoid doing what you’re doing right now if you intend to discourage someone.”

“What do you mean?”

“Smiling, laughing, accepting too many requests to dance.” He ticked her sins off on his long fingers.

She wondered if after all this instruction in flirting, she was finally engaged in the actual practice of the art. “But you haven’t asked me to dance.”

He lifted his walking stick with a grin. “Alas, I have a permanent partner I dare not set aside for long.”

“But aren’t I going to Almack’s to smile and laugh and dance?”

“One must only enjoy oneself with the right people,” he said cynically, his smile fading.

“How do I discourage the wrong ones then?”

“I’ve watched this particular dance a thousand times. It’s done with ruthlessness and premeditation in all the best ballrooms. You have to give an ineligible fellow a direct cut,” Crispin told her. “Sounds cruel, I know, but a sharp wound heals cleanest, they say.”

“You mean I have to be rude and dismissive just because I don’t want a fellow to press his suit?” The whole notion grated against her sense of kindness. “But how will I know whether I want a particular gentleman to pursue me unless I speak with him?”

“According to all reports, you, my dear Grace, are after big game. An earl, a marquess, even a duke isn’t beyond the realm of possibility for someone whose father has such deep pockets.” Crispin’s voice held an edge of disdain. “It’s true they don’t stroll about with their titles affixed to their foreheads, but don’t worry about knowing whom you need to charm, Grace. I’ll be at your side, your faithful hunting hound ready to flush out only trophy bulls for you.”

She made a noise of frustration. “Why must you make it all seem so tawdry and calculating?”

“Because it is.” He canted toward her, his walking stick beating a relentless tattoo on the flagstone. “I know the old girls who guard the gate at Almack’s despise trade, but the marriage market is the most lucrative sort of commerce in the nation.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. Couldn’t he let her have a moment of romance? Or at least a bit of harmless excitement over her coming debut?

“How you can fail to see this as anything but a business dealing is beyond me. You are offering your father’s handsome dowry in exchange for title and prestige.”

“That’s absurd.” She fisted her hands at her waist. “And I come with my dowry in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Ah, yes, you and your all-important maidenhead.” Crispin might have said “your all-important case of the pox” with the same inflection. He stopped before her, close enough to make her look up to meet his gaze. “In a quest for the highest titles, money is of primary consideration, but purity runs a close second. Virginity is wealth in its own right.”

“Now you’re being crude for the sake of it.”

“No, I’m being practical.” His face was a mask of misplaced anger. “It’s all about the bloodlines, you see, and we can’t have a bastard sneaking his way into a noble cradle. For the position of a duchess or a marchioness, only the young, chaste and fertile need apply.”

“You’re wrong.” She sensed the bitterness in his tone ran deeper than his general contempt for the ton, but she couldn’t imagine why he was becoming quietly enraged. “I will not be bought and sold. I will marry for love.”

“But only if the gentleman can present you with the wedding gift of a ‘Lady’ before your name.” The walking stick clattered to the floor and he grasped both her shoulders. “Face the facts, Grace. You’ve already been offered for sale. The ton is abuzz with curiosity over who the highest bidder will be.”

She frowned up at him. “You don’t believe it’s as easy to fall in love with a titled gentleman as it is to love a tradesman?”

“On the contrary, it’s much easier. Women all over this country convince themselves of it every day.” His grip tightened on her shoulders and he gave her a slight shake. “They weigh the minor inconvenience of their wandering lord’s mistresses. They measure his general inattentiveness against the pleasure of being addressed as Lady Such-and-So. And amazingly enough, they find they adore their toad-eating titled spouses regardless.”

“I don’t care what you say, I will have love.”

His mouth descended on hers before she realized the kiss was coming. Demanding, bruising, he would not be denied.

And she didn’t want to deny him. Her lips parted beneath his, welcoming his invasion. She kissed him back, matching him nip for nip, just as fiercely.

He beckoned her to that hot, dark place, and she followed willingly. Her nipples tingled for his touch and her core shuddered with a nameless throb. Fire streaked through her veins.

She pressed against him, joyous to feel him hard and wanting. He found her beautiful. He couldn’t help but kiss her, even though she felt him struggle with his desire. Surely he must care for her.

Then suddenly he shoved her away, holding her at arm’s length.

“There, you see, Grace,” he said, his voice husky with need. “Just the sort of thing you need to avoid. You mustn’t encourage the wrong sort, you see.”

She sensed deep pain in him and ached to ease it, but he held her away.

“We’re totally unsuited. You want a title and I have none. I have no use for virgins and you’re the proud possessor of a maidenhead.” His expression hardened. “Of course, a quick swive on the floor will remedy that defect. But I don’t have the proper lineage necessary to seal the deal. All women have their price, it seems. Pity not all of them deal in ready coin.”

Grace’s jaw dropped in shock. The man was only playing one of his abominable games with her and insulting her in the process. She pulled back her arm and gave his cheek a stinging slap. He released her immediately.

“There, Mr. Hawke. Was that cut direct enough for you?”

It seemed all the air had fled from the room. She gasped for breath and was finally able to draw enough to keep her vision from tunneling completely. The only problem was the center of her tunnel was filled with his damnably handsome face.

“Quite direct.” He fingered the red mark she’d left on his face. “Your set-down was decisive, forceful and delivered with just the right amount of quivering rage.”

He gave her a mocking bow.

“It appears our lesson is concluded.”







Chapter Twenty

She was flawless, his creation of creamy ivory. Too fine a thing for a mortal to crave. Too delectable for him not to.



Crispin paced the sidewalk outside Almack’s assembly room. He’d upgraded his usual walking stick to an ebony-headed one inlaid with jade in deference to the more formal occasion. Its rosewood length was burnished to a sheen and hid a thin rapier within a secret hollow space.

Not that Crispin expected to need protection in this most respectable of neighborhoods.

Unless I insult Grace again.

He grimaced at his shadow on the pavers. What he’d said was unconscionable. Unforgivable. He’d all but called her a whore. Even now, he had no idea why he’d become so momentarily insane.

Perhaps there was madness in his lineage.

He had no way to know.

But he did know there was no other way into Almack’s assembly room except up an interminable stairway. He weighed his need to see Grace as soon as her carriage arrived against his desire not to fight those long stairs before her pitying gaze.

Or maybe she’d laugh at him now instead of feeling sympathy. He rather thought he’d prefer her laughter. The last thing he needed was for her to see him as some pathetic cripple.

Either way, damn me, if I don’t deserve her scorn.

He decided to go in and wait for her at the top of the stairwell. If she was going to cut him, it may as well be where there was space for him to fall.

As he hauled himself up the steps, he realized she’d do no such thing. He was, for all intents and purposes, her sponsor this night. His word in one of the patronesses’ ears was responsible for the voucher he held in his waistcoat pocket for her. He was about to make her fashionable. Her bold-colored gown would soon be all the rage. She’d never publicly disparage him.

She wouldn’t do it in private either, he admitted with a grunt. He could almost always rely upon other people to be a better person than he was.

Grace qualified as a member of a much better species.

The steps were narrow, designed for much smaller feet than his, and required his complete concentration. At least the railing was solid and he was able to bear much of his weight on his well-developed left arm.

“I say, do you mind?” came a supercilious voice behind him. Crispin recognized the speaker as Grace’s cousin.

“Ah, Lord Wash…burn, I believe,” he said, deciding he needed to be on his best behavior this night if he was going to make things up to Grace. Even if it meant being pleasant to a loathsome toad like her cousin the baron. It was really a pity, too. “Lord Washbucket” was so deserving of his wit. “Good evening to you.”

Washburn mumbled something in return.

Crispin was halfway to the top, but he stopped and pressed his spine to the railing so Washburn and his sister could mount the steps around him more easily. Crispin doffed his hat.

“Good evening, Mr. Hawke,” Mary said softly as the couple moved past him up the staircase.

“You’re looking lovely this evening, Miss Washburn,” Crispin said with a pleasant smile. In truth, Mary’s gown looked a tad threadbare. The silk was a bit too shiny in spots and her dull jewels were undoubtedly paste, but she smiled her thanks.

Washburn had turned himself out with all the bells and whistles required for gentlemen by Almack’s strict dress code. Even though knee britches and stockings were dreadfully last century, the patronesses demanded men wear them with tailed coats for admittance to their hallowed assemblies.

Crispin grinned after him. Washburn was spindleshanked and his legs showed to horrible disadvantage in the calf-hugging stockings. Crispin itched to say, “By Jove, Washburn. Are those your legs or are you riding a chicken?” But Grace wouldn’t be inclined to forgive him if he added to his sins by insulting her cousin, so he clamped his lips together until they were out of earshot.

“Perhaps the patronesses aren’t so daft, after all,” Crispin murmured as he continued to climb. The archaic dress code meant a man had to show himself for what he was. At least so far as his legs were concerned.

When Crispin reached the top, Miss Washburn had already entered the assembly rooms, but her brother was shifting his weight from one foot to the other outside the door.

“Wouldn’t let you in, eh? Bad luck, old chap!”

The baron puffed up like an offended wren. “I’m waiting for my cousins, if you must know.”

“You surprise me, Washburn.” Crispin shook his head. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d allow your sister to wander unprotected through that maze of slavering demons.”

Lord Washburn glared at him. “Nonsense. Only gentlemen are allowed in Almack’s.”

“My point exactly,” Crispin said. “Wasn’t Lucifer the brightest being in the heavens? And yet look how low he fell. Stands to reason that the deepest depravity may be found in the hearts of men with dazzling titles before their names and demitasse cups in their hands.”

A bright blotch of red bloomed on the man’s jaw. “I’m frankly shocked that you expect to be admitted, Hawke. Surely a craftsman ranks even lower than a tradesman in the grand scheme of things.”

Crispin decided he could be nice to the man after Grace arrived. “Well, you’ve not tainted yourself with trade one jot, have you, Washburn?”

“Of course not.”

“Hence your empty pockets and your sister’s ancient ball gown.” Crispin could buy all Lord Washburn’s holdings and still have plenty in his Bank of England account. And his wealth was the product of his own sweat. Why the aristocracy viewed industry with such disdain was a puzzlement to him.

Lord Washburn tried to look down his nose at Crispin but since he topped the lordling by a good head, the effect was comical instead of haughty.

“A gentleman is born, sir,” Washburn said with a superior sneer. “Not made.”

“So are geniuses, I’m told,” Crispin said. “Where do they fall in the grand scheme, I wonder?” He snapped his fingers as if the idea had just occurred to him. “Perhaps that’s why the patronesses invited me to their assembly, instead of waiting till I petitioned for admittance.”

“I will not suffer such insolence,” the baron said through clenched teeth. “You may have fooled a few weak-minded women, but you don’t fool me. For all your fleeting acclaim, you will never be what I am.”

“Ridiculously pompous?”

Lord Washburn’s eyes bulged. “No, sir. A well-bred gentleman. A man with a lineage of which he can be proud. I can trace my ancestors back to the days of William the Conqueror.”

“Can you?” Crispin shrugged. “Everyone should have a hobby, I suppose. Rest assured, Lord Washburn, if ever I feel myself in need of a pedigree, I’ll purchase a blooded hound.”

The sound of voices traveled up the stairwell. Crispin recognized Horace Makepeace’s booming tones.

“Unless my ears deceive me, our favorite ‘tradesman’ is on his way up,” Crispin said as he pulled out three vouchers from his waistcoat pocket. “Good thing I was able to use my ‘fleeting acclaim’ to have him and his family admitted.”

When Grace reached the top of the stairs, Washburn was quick to push himself forward to welcome her.

Overcame his distaste for trade with astonishing speed, Crispin thought.

Grace looked beautiful but pale, and when her gaze flitted over Crispin, there was a glint of terror in her eyes. Washburn claimed her hand and tucked it into his elbow but was forced to stop before they reached the door.

He turned and glared at Crispin.

Crispin waggled the tickets before him for a moment. “Oh, yes, you’ll need these, won’t you? Mrs. Makepeace, here’s your voucher. And, sir, this one is for you.” He handed the coveted tickets to Grace’s parents, but held hers back. “A word before you go in, Miss Makepeace.”

“We’ll meet you inside, dear,” Minerva said and clutched her cousin the baron’s arm. “Come along, Jasper. Oh, isn’t this exciting, Horace?”

“Like a three-day bellyache,” came the grumbling reply from Grace’s father.

Crispin watched with amusement as Lord Washburn was swept along in Minerva’s inexorable tide. Crispin couldn’t have managed matters better if he’d arranged them himself.

“Well done, Mrs. Makepeace,” Crispin murmured before turning to Grace. “Someday, I’m going to have to kiss your mother right on the mouth.”

“And you’re conceited enough to believe she’ll think that a good thing.” Grace folded her arms beneath her breasts and tapped her toe. “What do you want?”

“I wanted to be sure you were aware of our strategy before we go in.”

“Strategy, of course. How silly of me.” She laughed mirthlessly. “I thought you called me aside because you wanted to apologize like a normal person.”

“Would it do any good if I did?”

“No,” she whispered furiously. “What you said was unforgivable.”

He nodded. “As I thought. Then it would be foolish to waste time on an apology, wouldn’t it? Now, Grace, when you—”

“You are impossible,” she muttered through clenched teeth.

She balled her gloved fingers into fists at her side. Her gaze darted at the other well-garbed people pouring up the staircase. If they’d been alone, Crispin suspected she’d have beaned him right on the nose with one of those curled fists.

He took one of her hands and worked her fingers straight. She was wearing a lovely pair of lace gloves that suited her long fingers perfectly. “Now, now. Your hands are your ticket to success this night as surely as this voucher in my pocket. They’ve acquired a reputation for otherworldly beauty.”

“That’s ridiculous,” she said. “You’ve already informed me they aren’t my best feature.”

She certainly had a long memory for his casually expressed observations. He’d have to bear that in mind in the future.

“By and large, people see what they expect to see,” Crispin said. “The gossips have proclaimed your hands exquisite. People will find them beautiful.”

“Unfortunately they are attached to the rest of me,” she muttered, the spark of terror returning to her amber eyes.

“Which is their great good fortune, Grace,” he said. “Here’s what I want you to do. Be yourself. Say whatever you like. Dance with whomever the patronesses assign to you, but keep moving. Don’t speak with one gentleman to the exclusion of all others.”

“I only hope I don’t trip on the dance floor.”

“No danger of that. This night you are a goddess and goddesses float.”

She laughed. “I suppose goddesses don’t ever spill tea on themselves either.”

“No indeed, especially since you’ll want to pass on the tea in any case. You may try the punch, but only if you’re absolutely parched. The refreshments here are so execrable their very awfulness is the stuff of legends.”

She smirked at him. “Good thing I ate at home, then.”

“Quite. And for heaven’s sake, stay as far away from your family as possible.”

“There is nothing wrong with my family.” She glowered up at him.

Good. A bit of spirit was much better than showing fear. And it gave her a fiery glow as surely as if she’d been thoroughly kissed. The thought of kissing her made his soft palate ache to taste her lips again, but he shoved it aside. There’d be time enough for that once she was a full-fledged member of his Unhappy Wives of Inattentive Husbands Club.

“By family, I mean your cousin the baron,” he said. “I’m your beater, remember. We’re hunting only the big game this night.”

She bristled at him. “I’m not hunting. I’m flirting. Politely flirting. Hopefully, with the man who will one day be my husband and the father of my children. I will not let you cheapen this night for me.”

For one heartbeat, he almost wished she were flirting with him. Politely or otherwise.

“I’m not trying to cheapen anything. My goal is to see you get exactly what you want.” Crispin raised her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “What you deserve.”

Mollified, she took his arm when he offered it. “Thank you, Crispin.”

Her eyes widened as she looked up at him and he felt himself sinking into their depths.

“This night wouldn’t be possible without you,” she whispered.

“On the contrary, this night is your doing, Grace.” He restrained himself from reaching out to cup her cheek, but it required serious effort. “I wish you could see yourself as I see you right now. If you did, you’d stop being afraid you’ll trip or spill something. You’d never slump again. I wish you had the slightest notion how lovely you are.”

“You’re only saying that to make me feel better.”

“Grace, in the time that you’ve known me, have I ever said or done anything with another person’s feelings in mind?”

“Good point.” Her smile was genuine now.

He started walking her toward the entrance, holding out their voucher to the patroness minding the door. Grace was given her dance card, prefilled with all the dance partners Crispin had arranged for her in consultation with Lady Hepplewhite.

Once inside the great hall, Grace tightened her grip on his arm. He’d never thought of Almack’s as especially thrilling. In fact, the assemblies were known for their respectability and general dullness, but he felt Grace’s excitement in the pressure of her fingertips.

The assembly room was awash in a swirl of color. Gentlemen and ladies were executing an intricate quadrille, a flash of stylized courtship, an orgy of civilized coupling. Crispin suddenly wished he could dance with Grace, that he could guide her around the room on the wings of music and feel her heart hammering when his hand brushed her ribs.

He leaned toward her. “I apologize.”

Her mouth twitched. “You’re still not forgiven, Crispin.”

“Then I’ll have to try harder.”

“A genius forced to work at something? I should be able to charge admission to that,” she murmured while her smile stayed firmly in place.

“Agreed, but only if you’ll do impressions of your mother as a sideshow.”

A laugh exploded from her lips. “In that case, Crispin, I’m forced to forgive you.”

Her first dance partner appeared and whisked her away. Crispin watched with only a smidgeon of resentment in his chest as they took the floor.

She’d forgiven him.

Thank you, Grace.







Chapter Twenty-one

The private sorrow of an artist is that once his creation is complete, he is forced to share it with the world.



“In addition to her obvious gifts, Grace Makepeace is extremely well-read and witty,” Crispin said to the small gathering of matrons in the corner. “Her ideas are fresh and entertaining. She’d be an ornament to any dinner party conversation.”

Several lorgnettes rose as the assembly strained to get a better look at Grace and her current dance partner. The matrons nodded thoughtfully. Crispin could almost hear the invitations being mentally composed for Grace to join them for some grand folderol or other.

Crispin had planted his seed. Grace’s future social calendar was filling quickly, whether she realized it or not. His work with this group of onlookers was finished, so he bowed more politely than usual and moved on to the whist tables.

Crispin had committed Grace’s dance card to memory, so he knew Lord Beverley was due to partner with her soon. Once the viscount excused himself to collect her, there’d be two unattached earls and a marquess left at the table.

Definitely the trophy bulls.

He waited till he overheard the first grumble about the interruption of their play.

“My lords.” Crispin favored them with a quick bow. “I understand you all have a dance with Miss Makepeace coming up. Perhaps I may assist by sitting in for each of you in turn. In that manner, your game can continue, and, of course, I shall make good any wagers I undertake on your behalves.”

The marquess frowned at him for a moment. “Do I know you, sir?”

“Probably not, Lord Dorset,” Crispin said with a slight inclination of his head. The marquess was studying him with intensity and with a slight curl to his noble lips. Crispin wondered if a carbuncle was about to erupt on his nose.

“Surely you’ve heard of Hawke,” one of the earls piped up. “Devilishly talented, beastly expensive sculptor—”

“And frequent loser at games of chance,” Crispin finished.

He was welcomed at the elite table immediately. He lost a couple hands in quick succession on purpose. No point in making them surly before they took a turn on the dance floor.

Lord Beverley returned and Crispin moved obligingly to the next empty seat.

“Charming girl,” Beverley said. “But a bit long in the tooth, I fear.”

“Really?” Crispin said incredulously. “In my experience, women are like fine wine. They need a bit of age before they become interesting. I can’t imagine a man wanting to turn over the running of his household to one of those spoiled children in petticoats. I find most debutants so insipidly girlish. Miss Makepeace is a refreshing change.”

Beverley cast a reassessing glance in her direction. “Pity she’s an American.”

“Only half.” Crispin deliberately overbid a losing hand. “Her mother is descended from the Washburns, a venerable English family. Why, I believe she can trace her lineage back to the time of the Conqueror.”

Thank you, Cousin Jasper, for that little tidbit.

Heads nodded approvingly. A few more hands were played and Crispin made sure to win only small pots while losing bigger ones. Each time a dancer returned to the table he was able to maneuver the conversation back to Grace.

“It’s all well and good that her mother’s English,” Lord Middlesex said. “But what about her sire?”

Sire. It’s a wonder these oafs don’t refer to Grace’s mother as the bitch and her as the whelp. It’s all about the bloodlines…unless it’s about the coin.

“Quite the industrialist there. I believe Mr. Makepeace owns a patent on a cotton-spinning machine. It’s revolutionizing the trade,” Crispin said casually.

The card players digested and calculated that information in silence. Lord Dorset stared at him across the table, his brows beetling over his nose.

“I don’t wish to be indelicate but…” Middlesex began.

When people preface their remarks like that, they fully intend to continue on their present course, delicacy be damned. The set-down danced on Crispin’s tongue, but he clamped his lips shut for Grace’s sake.

“I understand her father has settled a startlingly large dowry on her,” Middlesex finished. “Have any of you heard the amount?”

Crispin named the obscene sum. A princely sum.

Why on God’s earth should any of these three inbred popinjays be paid to marry a gem like Grace? Crispin bit his tongue so hard, he tasted blood, but he had a job to do and he intended to do it.

“Surely you’re mistaken,” Lord Dorset said.

“I assure you, I have it on the highest authority,” Crispin said. Wyckham had wangled the information from Grace’s maid, and the help always knew everything, so Crispin felt confident in the accuracy of the intelligence. “And I wouldn’t doubt more is in the offing in the future. Horace Makepeace dotes upon his daughter. His only daughter.”

He glanced around the table and it seemed as if each set of pupils reflected the curling L shape of the pound sign.

The marquess, Lord Dorset, gazed toward the dancers for the first time. He’d been quiet for much of the game, but Crispin knew he was gathering information about his cohorts with every hand, like a squirrel gathering nuts for the winter. He was a rather ordinary-looking man, sandy-haired with pale blue eyes, presentable, but unremarkable.

If Crispin used him for a model, he’d be a goatherd rather than a god.

However, a marquessate carries its own gravity. Lord Dorset radiated the power of his title. Prestige dripped from every line of his rich clothing. His heavy signet ring glinted in the lamplight.

“Miss Makepeace is rather on the tall side,” he observed.

“Indeed she is,” Crispin said. “Isn’t exceptional height an admirable trait for a man to bequeath to his heirs?”

Dorset didn’t respond. He laid down his cards and went to claim his dance. He didn’t return to the table immediately when the music finished.

Crispin studied his cards till his vision blurred. He resisted the urge to look for Grace and wondered why his gut suddenly writhed like a bucketful of eels.



Grace hadn’t felt this giddy since she was a child of twelve and her father let her visit his factory. She’d been accepted by the ton of London! She danced every dance without feeling the least bit blown. She managed to have brief, witty conversations with her partners while not treading on a single one of their toes. Her parents beamed from the corner.

“Your name is on everyone’s lips,” her mother confided in excited whispers during the brief intermission. “We’ve received three invitations to dine already.”

“That’s lovely, Mother.” She stood tiptoe, peering over the crowd. Crispin would be so proud of her. “Have you seen Mr. Hawke?”

Her success was his doing. She wanted him to know she was appreciative.

“When you find him, ask him if he has anything that would make this punch more bearable,” her father grumbled. Her mother elbowed him. “What, Minerva? The lad strikes me as the practical sort. I’m thinking Mr. Hawke might have a flask in his pocket. For medicinal purposes, of course.”

“I don’t believe spirits are allowed here for any purpose at all, Papa, but I’ll ask when I find him.”

Grace spotted Crispin near one of the tall Palladian windows. He leaned on his walking stick and surveyed the milling press with an expression of total boredom on his handsome features.

She started toward him and when his gaze fell on her, his face lit up. Grace’s belly fluttered. She should have been immune to his brand of animal attraction since she spent so much time with him and knew him for a prickly, difficult man.

But his sheer masculine beauty was splendid enough when his face was at rest. When he smiled, it was blinding. She almost felt she should float toward him, borne up by the heat of his gaze as if she were in the gondola of a balloon.

Crispin started toward her and she narrowly resisted the urge to lift her skirt and run to him.

“I say, Grace, have you saved a dance for me?” Her cousin Jasper caught her by the elbow.

“Oh, dear, I don’t know.” Drat the man! Crispin was right. Her mother’s cousin was more nuisance than help. She fumbled with the gilded card attached to her wrist by a thin cord. “I’ll have to check.”

“No need,” Crispin’s voice sounded behind her. “This one’s mine.”

Jasper Washburn laughed. “Very funny, Hawke. You can’t mean to make a fool of yourself on the dance floor with that cane of yours.”

Crispin bared his teeth in a feral smile. “One man’s cane is another man’s club. But if you doubt my dancing abilities, I invite you to sit down and watch. Shall we, Grace?”

He wheeled around with Grace in tow toward the dance floor, where couples were lining up for the cotillion.

“Crispin, you don’t have to do this to impress me.” She didn’t want him embarrassed by attempting something he couldn’t possibly do.

“Have a little faith in me, Grace,” he said. “I may not be the smoothest dancer in the ballroom, but if I can make it up those infernal stairs, I can make it through a few sets.”

He swung her around and dipped in a low bow, one leg extended in courtly fashion. He hooked his walking stick over one elbow. Grace responded by setting her feet in fifth position and dropping an equally low curtsey.

Fortunately, the tune was a sedate one and the lead couple set the pace with leisurely figures. Crispin kept up admirably. He smiled at Grace on each pass, his gray eyes darkening to burnished pewter.

“I need to see you,” he whispered in her ear when they clasped hands and did a canting turn.

After she backed into her place in line, she cocked her head and spread her hands at her side as if to say, You are seeing me.

When they met in the center again, he said softly, “In private.”

She blinked hard. Everything seemed to be going so well.

“Sounds serious,” she whispered back on the next turn. “When?”

Tonight, he mouthed over the heads of the couple who sashayed down the center of the two parallel lines.

She frowned at him. He flashed an oversize smile, signaling she shouldn’t frown. She turned up the corners of her mouth in response.

How? she mouthed back.

The next time they came together for a turn he leaned toward her and murmured, “Leave your window open.”

Her eyes flared wide and she shook her head.

He raised one eyebrow and nodded.

“Impossible,” she hissed on the next close turn.

“You mean improbable,” he said pleasantly as they separated. “What I suggest is hardly impossible.”

Dancers on either side of them looked askance at Crispin since he’d spoken in a normal tone of voice. In the dipping, turning line where flirtation took on a stylized gloss, speaking glances were common. Speaking dancers were not.

Grace tightened her lips in a firm line at him, willing him to be quiet. She’d had such a glorious night, she didn’t want anything to ruin it at the last moment. And if someone overheard Crispin Hawke insisting she leave her window open for him, her success with the ton would be short-lived indeed.

He arched a questioning brow and she knew he hadn’t given up. Whatever he needed to say must be important for him to ask this of her.

Urgent, even.

Trust me, he mouthed.

There was a leap of faith! With a roll of her eyes, she gave him a quick nod.

She regretted it almost instantly. If they were discovered alone in her bedchamber, she’d be hopelessly compromised. Ruined beyond redemption.

But there was no way to take it back.

Especially not when the smile on his devilishly handsome face made her heart do a double-time jig.







Chapter Twenty-two

“A prophet is not without honor except in his own country,” so the Good Book tells us. And an artistic genius gathers a few enemies as well.



Jasper Washburn glowered at Crispin Hawke’s broad back and shoulders. The man was making a damnably credible job of the slow cotillion, more’s the pity. If Washburn had an extra quid to spare, he’d pay the fiddler to switch to a lightning-fast reel. Jasper would have loved to see Crispin Hawke take a tumble and land on his presumptuous arse.

“It’s a shocking thing really, don’t you think, Lord Washburn? The way the patronesses relax the rules for the likes of Crispin Hawke,” a feminine voice said at his elbow. “Oh, I know he’s supposed to be all the rage, but it makes one wonder, doesn’t it?”

Jasper turned to look at her. Thin-faced and bonynosed, the woman reminded him of an ill-begotten colt that hadn’t grown into its looks yet. But while there was hope a colt might improve in time, given her age, this lady never would. Jasper recognized her. It was hard to expunge those deep crow’s-feet and frown lines from one’s mind.

“Lady Sheppleton, how lovely to see you again.” He bowed over her offered hand. Her flesh radiated cold even through her glove. “Will you be attending Lord Dorset’s horse show again this fall?”

“No, I convinced my husband to give up Thoroughbreds altogether. All he could talk about were which stallions were due to cover which mares. So very tiresome.” Lady Sheppleton waved her fan as blithely as she waved away her husband’s equine interests. “Besides, all that hay and dust made Manfred sneeze so frightfully, I feared for the dear boy’s health.”

“Manfred?” Jasper thought Lord Sheppleton’s given name was George.

“My nephew, of course. There he is.” The viscountess waggled her fingers to a young man on the far side of the assembly room who was helping himself to more than his share of finger sandwiches.

Lady Sheppleton giggled indulgently. “Growing boy, you know.”

Growing sideways, Jasper thought uncharitably. Pity they’d sold off their stable. A daily ride would have done the young man a world of good. “Your ward?”

“Yes, but only until he comes into his own,” she said. “He’ll be Lord Brumford one day, you know.”

“Must be coming soon. How old is he?”

“Twenty-seven,” she admitted. “Would you believe it? His father’s will stipulated that the barony be held in trust until Manfred marries.”

“Unusual clause.”

“My brother pulled a number of royal strings to manage it.” She sighed. “Not to speak ill of the dead, but really, how is a young man to get on in the world with only a miserly stipend? And it’s so difficult to find a young lady worthy of him. Believe me, I try.”

Jasper eyed Manfred. Lady Sheppleton’s nephew glanced about and then stuffed a slice of lemon cake into his pocket.

“Indeed, finding your nephew’s equal must be a challenge.”

“Yes, and one not made easier when Polite Society plays fast and loose with the rules.”

Jasper caught himself before he agreed that Manfred obviously needed all the help he could get. “There seems to be a certain easing of the restrictions this evening.”

Truth be told, his relatives were benefitting from the lowered standards, too. Horace Makepeace was so thoroughly steeped in trade, even if he’d been titled, he’d not have been admitted on his own worth. It still irked Jasper that Crispin Hawke used his influence with the patronesses to squeak in his American cousins.

Lady Sheppleton was squinting in the artist’s direction.

“I gather you are not a fan of the illustrious Crispin Hawke,” Jasper observed.

“Overrated hack, if you ask me.” She shot a glare at the artist that should have knocked him off his feet. “You should see the absolute caricature he made of the bust of Manfred we commissioned.”

“What a pity.”

Jasper decided privately that Lady Sheppleton was brave to order a Hawke original of her nephew. He didn’t think much of the artist as a man, but no one could argue his likenesses weren’t brutally honest.

“I wanted to destroy the abomination, but my husband insisted on keeping it. Uses it as a wig stand in his chamber.”

Where doubtless his wife never visits, if the viscount is a man of any luck at all.

“Nevertheless, Crispin Hawke enjoys the patronage of the ton. Polite Society falls all over itself to lick the man’s boots,” Jasper said. “It doesn’t seem as if there’s much to be done about it.”

“But perhaps there is…”

He turned toward her sharply. “Madame, you have piqued my curiosity.”

“What do we know about Crispin Hawke, I mean really know about him? Yes, he’s hailed as a genius and all that rot, but what of his background?” Lady Sheppleton’s fan wove back and forth with the hypnotic rhythm of a smoke-dazed cobra. “Where did he come from?”

Jasper frowned, thinking hard. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard.”

“Nor have I, not beyond the blandishments about his early recognition and training with some supposed master artist on the Continent.” The viscountess slid her gaze back toward the dancers. “That cousin of yours, Grace Makepeace. She’s amazingly light on her feet, for such a very tall girl.”

Jasper nodded. It didn’t matter that Grace topped him by an inch or two. When he looked at her, all he saw were her father’s exceedingly deep pockets.

“Very kind of you to smooth her way into Almack’s,” she said with a sly tone. “Quite charitable of you to allow her and her family to ride your coattails into society, Lord Washburn.”

“Family must stick together.”

“Quite. Especially if the relationship isn’t close enough to be an impediment to such sticking,” Lady Sheppleton said dryly. “She’s said to be no end of a catch, so far as a dowry is concerned.”

Jasper wished someone would provide him with a way to escape this conversation. The dance had ended and Hawke was escorting Grace back to her parents.

“You’re very perceptive, Lady Sheppleton.”

The artist leaned down to say something into his cousin’s ear and her laughter tinkled across the room. Jasper’s neck heated with irritation.

“Unless my eyes deceive me, Crispin Hawke is occupying far too much of your American cousin’s time, isn’t he?”

Jasper shrugged, unwilling to let her sharp eyes perceive more.

“What if someone were to discover something awful about Crispin Hawke? Something that so thoroughly discredited him in the minds of the ton no one would even dare breathe his name?” she asked in the same tone the serpent must have used with Eve.

The idea was more than Jasper could resist. “That, madam, would be a very happy turn of events.”

Lady Sheppleton sighed. “Alas, such investigations are expensive and time consuming.”

Time, he might have. Wherewithal to deal with expense, he did not.

“Suppose I undertook to fund such an effort,” she offered.

Jasper almost could have kissed the old bat. “That is an enterprise I would heartily approve.”

“I’m so gratified to hear it, Lord Washburn.” Her eyes turned toward his sister, who was chatting with Cousin Minerva in the corner. Jasper followed the line of her gaze with a sinking sensation in his gut. “I hadn’t remembered your sister being so amiable when I met her last year. She really is quite fetching. Mary isn’t spoken for, is she?”

Jasper’s mind leaped to follow her quid pro quo in an instant. He sighed.

“When one dances with the devil, one must expect to be stuck with the piper’s bill,” he muttered. At least the pound of flesh required to satisfy this unholy debt wouldn’t come from him.

“I beg your pardon. I don’t believe I heard you properly over the music,” the viscountess said.

“I was just saying I believe my sister Mary would be charmed to meet your nephew Manfred,” Jasper said, a trifle loudly. Of course, the association would end abruptly if it became known that Mary had a bastard child and refused to name the father. Jasper had tried everything short of beating her, but she wouldn’t budge. He hadn’t realized Mary could be so stubborn. Now that he thought on it, perhaps Manfred Brumford was just what she deserved. “With your permission, I’ll go collect her and introduce them.”

Lady Sheppleton’s face contorted into a smile that would curdle cream. “Why, Lord Washburn, how very perceptive of you.”



The dance ended and Crispin escorted Grace back to her waiting family. She leaned toward him to whisper, “I don’t know why I agreed to that.”

“Why, because you wanted to see if I could dance after all,” he said in a louder tone, then dropped his voice and tugged her closer. “The music is ended for the evening and there’s nothing to cover our speech now. I made a suggestion. You accepted and I expect you to honor it.”

“But the risk—”

“—will be worth the reward,” he promised.

The last thing he wanted her to do was think better of leaving her window open for him. Of course, he wasn’t sure yet how he’d make it to an upper window, but between him and Wyckham they’d think of something. They always had.

“Oh, look,” Grace said. “My parents have gathered quite a crowd.”

She clutched his arm tighter and he laid a hand over hers. How right it felt. Then in the next instance, he was mentally kicking himself over how maudlin he was becoming.

What was wrong with him? At this rate, I’ll launch into a bloody sonnet before the evening’s out, he thought with disgust.

He focused on their destination and tried not to need his walking stick, though his thigh screamed in protest. In addition to Lord Washburn and his sister, Lord Dorset had condescended to join the Makepeace party. Along with Lady Sheppleton and her nephew. The marquess stood stiffly next to the wall, his gaze darting toward Lord Washburn’s sister, but Mary didn’t return his glance. Lord Dorset turned his attention to Horace Makepeace, who was in the middle of a hunting tale. Crispin bit back a curse.

“The biggest trophy bull in the room. Score one for your hound.”

Grace laughed. “How like you to take the credit. You’re not the one whose toes he tread upon during our reel.”

“Fancy that. A commoner with a cane can outdance a lord.”

“Indeed, he can,” she said, her eyes sparkling in the lamplight.

Crispin had to look away. This was not going according to plan at all. He was supposed to see her safely wed so he could console her once her titled husband tossed her over for a mistress or his pressing matters in the House of Lords.

Crispin was not supposed to get caught by her eyes.

Or have his chest tighten at the way Lord Dorset looked at her with new interest and not a little calculation.

“Oh, Grace, dear, there you are.” Her mother fanned herself excitedly. “We really must be going, darling. We’ve been invited for tea tomorrow at Lady Hazelton’s and we don’t want to have puffy eyes.”

“Rest easily, madam,” Crispin said. “Tea comes very late in the day.”

“But we have so much to do, if we accept half the invitations I’ve had this evening, we’ll be hopping till the end of the Season.”

“That won’t do, Cousin,” Lord Washburn spoke up. “You promised to visit my country estate.”

The marquess made a noise of derision. “You haven’t room for a party this size in that little manor of yours, Washburn,” he said. “My ancestral seat butts up against your holding. Mr. Makepeace, why don’t you and your family come to Clairmont instead?”

“But—” Grace’s cousin the baron began.

“You, too, Washburn. There’s plenty of room for you and your charming sister.” Dorset bowed in Mary’s direction and she flushed crimson.

“I had intended to invite a few others,” Washburn said, his hapless gaze darting to Lady Sheppleton and her nephew.

“Consider them welcome,” Lord Dorset said magnanimously. “And I’ll round out the guest list with a few of my intimate friends. We’ll make a merry time of it.” He turned to Horace Makepeace. “Regretfully, it’s too early to hunt, but if you’re a fisherman, my lake boasts some fine trophy trout.”

For the first time that evening, Mr. Makepeace’s smile was genuine.

“Trophy trout. How fitting,” Crispin muttered. Grace’s elbow dug surreptitiously into his ribs.

When Dorset turned to look at Grace, his pale eyes sparked with interest. Crispin’s fingers curled into fists at his side.

“I wouldn’t want to deprive you of your social whirl here in London, Miss Makepeace,” the marquess continued. “Shall we say one week?”

“Actually,” Crispin said. “I’m not yet finished with Miss Makepeace’s casting. I fear a week is insufficient time and I would hate to rush perfection.”

“Oh, no. We wouldn’t want that,” Minerva said.

Crispin reaffirmed his conviction that Grace’s mother deserved a kiss.

“You can work at Clairmont as well as here, can’t you?” the marquess said, a pair of deep grooves appearing between his brows.

“Marble dust makes an awful mess. I’d hate to soil your tapestries, my lord,” Crispin said. “Perhaps Miss Makepeace should stay in London.”

“We’ve a cottage on the grounds that will serve as a studio, Hawke. Bring what you need or send a list of your requirements and I’ll see the place equipped for your use,” Lord Dorset said with finality. He narrowed his gaze at Crispin. “And as long as you’re there, I’ve a commission in mind for you as well.”

“I’ll consider whether my schedule and interest in the project allows me to accept,” Crispin said with the casual disdain the ton had grown to expect from him.

Dorset seemed less charmed by it than most.

“That’s settled then. My equipage will be sent around to collect you all in a week.” The marquess bowed to Grace. “Miss Makepeace, I look forward to our further acquaintance.”

Grace dipped a low curtsey in return.

Minerva Makepeace barely restrained her joy. Horace smiled indulgently.

Grace’s cousin the baron looked as if he’d just swallowed a pickled herring that had turned, and his sister Mary was pale as paper.

Crispin never expected to side with Washburn about anything, but like it or not, it appeared they were on the same losing team. Then he remembered Grace’s promise to leave her window open for him.

The marquess didn’t know it yet, but the games were about to begin.

And Crispin wasn’t about to play fair.







Chapter Twenty-three

It was beyond folly for Pygmalion to conceive feelings for his creation, the work of his own hammer and chisel. Unfortunately, he had much less control over himself than his work and no amount of tinkering would alter matters.



Crispin and his servant crept from the alleyway through the tiny courtyard garden behind the Makepeaces’ town house. The hinges in the iron gate squeaked as Wyckham latched it behind them. They both froze, listening for sounds of alarm.

Crispin heard only the slow clomp of hooves on the next street over and the lazy song of crickets in the rose beds.

“It’s the far left window,” Wyckham said under his breath.

“You’re certain? More than one seems to be open.”

“Claudette told me herself, didn’t she?”

“Does the maid know our plans?”

“Not unless her mistress told her. She suspects something’s afoot, I’m sure. There’s no way to be cagey about that sort of thing,” Wyckham whispered. “I mean, there’s no reason for me to need to know which room belongs to Miss Makepeace. No respectable reason, in any case. But with Claudette, everything’s a wink and a nod. She knows how to keep her own counsel.”

“Which is what I suggest you do right now,” Crispin whispered back. “If we’re discovered, it’s ruin for us all.”

But most especially for Grace.

Where had that come from? Crispin prided himself on possessing no conscience at all. A man made his choices and paid for them…if he were caught. This was a deucedly inconvenient time to develop a moral compass.

Still the tiny accusing voice almost convinced him to turn back till he saw a shadow pass by Grace’s window. She was waiting for him.

He quickened his pace.

“At least, they don’t seem to have a dog,” Wyckham said as they neared the corner of the courtyard where the stone enclosure abutted the town house itself.

“Thank God for small favors,” Crispin said devoutly. He signaled for Wyckham to give him a leg up and he hoisted himself up to the top of the stone hedge. Along the upper story, there was a ledge about two feet wide outside the row of windows. Someone had placed a grouping of geraniums at the center of the ledge, but nothing adorned it otherwise. And since Grace’s chamber was on one end of the house, he wouldn’t have to work his way around a bunch of flowerpots to gain entrance through her window.

The ledge was edged with an iron railing designed to discourage precisely what he was attempting. But it also provided good purchase for his grip. He grasped a couple rails and used his upper-body strength to pull himself up, then threw his good leg up over the ledge. Soon he was standing upright with his feet between the rails on the outside of the railing.

The waist-high railing topped with spikes.

“Faint heart ne’er won fair lady,” he muttered.

What idiot first came up with that? Crispin bet whoever the nameless bard was, he wasn’t facing a way to emasculate himself.

He peeled off his jacket. A little padding should help. But only a little.

He laid his jacket over the sharp points, knowing he’d never be able to think of a story to explain the holes that would satisfy his tailor. Then he grasped the top of the rail and lifted his body up, stiff-armed. He pointed his toes and swung his legs back and forth, trying to gain some momentum. If he could swing his legs high enough to clear the rail, he might vault over it.

He was almost there when Grace stuck her head out the window.

“What on earth are you doing?” she whispered frantically.

He lowered himself back down on the outside of the railing, upset that he’d have to start all over. “What does it look like?”

“Like you’re about to damage yourself permanently,” she hissed and pointed to the far end of the ledge. “Use the little gate.”

When he looked down the row of town houses, he saw that they all had little spiral staircases leading to their gardens from the right end of their narrow walkways. The Makepeace staircase had been removed, probably to make room for the thick stone enclosure below, but the gate was still there.

Frustrated and more than a little humbled, he moved along the outside of the rail to the gate, which opened easily and—thanks be to God—silently.

Then he tiptoed along the narrow ledge, past the other open window. Stentorian snores rumbled within. Mr. Makepeace’s room, no doubt. Crispin squeezed past the congregation of geraniums in the center. He retrieved his impaled jacket from the points of the railing. Finally, he signaled to Wyckham that all was well and ducked into Grace’s open window.

“What’s so important that you take such a risk?” she demanded in a furious whisper.

She was wearing a perfectly virginal wrapper with a nightshift that tied under her chin, but she was bathed in moonlight. And that made her a creature of night and desire.

Her face glowed luminously, her eyes enormous. Even her long plait was kissed by the shaft of liquid silver spilling into the room after him.

It left her looking almost exactly as she did when she visited his dreams. Barring the virginal wrapper and nightshift, of course.

“Well?” She fisted her hands at her waist and might have tapped her toe at him if she hadn’t been trying to keep quiet.

He swallowed hard. Why had he come? The moonlight made it hard to remember exactly.

Oh, yes. To see if she’d allow him to.

The game was always the same at its heart. He’d played a variation of it with her mother at their first meeting. Strip away a person’s wealth and power and what’s left? Only their principles.

Would Grace surrender her principles for him?

Evidently, she would. He was in her bedchamber, wasn’t he?

The muscle in his thigh began to cramp. “Climbing up here is not as easy as I made it look,” he whispered. “May I sit?”

She gave him a grudging nod and pulled out the chair from her dressing table. He plopped on the end of her bed instead and ground his knuckles into his thigh, hoping she wouldn’t notice his discomfort.

She began to pace the heart-of-pine floor. Her wrapper was less virginal than he’d initially thought when the moon diffused through it. The throb in his thigh was replaced by a throb elsewhere.

“This is highly inappropriate,” she fumed.

“And you didn’t realize that when you agreed to leave your window open?”

“Of course I did,” she hissed. “But—”

“But you did it anyway.” He caught her by the elbow on the next pass. “Careful, Grace. If you should take a tumble this time, I can’t promise there’ll be no swiving on the floor.”

Her mouth flew open and her eyes went wide. “You mean to say that’s why you’re here.”

He pulled her down onto his lap and pressed a finger to her lips.

“Shh. The trick to a successful assignation is stealth.”

“I am not having an assignation with you.”

“Let’s consider the evidence, shall we?” He whispered in her ear. “There’s a man in your bedchamber. He’s sitting on your bed and you’re on his lap. Unless your Boston is a much livelier place than I’ve been led to believe, that doesn’t seem like your average tea party, does it?”

“But I thought this was about something important. Something that couldn’t wait.”

“It is.”

“What is it, then?”

“This.” He cupped her cheek and lowered his mouth to hers. If she’s going to bolt, she’ll do it now.

But she didn’t. She gave a small gasp in the heartbeat before their lips met, but she didn’t fight him. Her eyes closed. Her lips parted under his, and—wonder of wonders—her tongue darted in to explore his mouth.

He pulled her closer, taking more of her weight on his thigh. His cock rose to press against her hip.

Their kiss deepened and her hands were in his hair, untying the thong that bound it back and running her fingers through his unruly mane. Her hands blessed his scalp with their touch, cool and sure, smoothing his hair down.

There was something sweet, something indescribably comforting, in letting her touch his head. None of his other lovers had spent much time above his waist. It made him feel strangely naked even though he was still fully clothed. As if she could read his thoughts through her fingertips or swirl her thumbs over his soul.

When she palmed his cheeks, he slanted his mouth over hers and turned the kiss in a wicked direction. Sweetness fled and left something darker and more potent in its wake.

His hand found her breasts, hot and sure. Through the thin layers of her nightshift and wrapper, he felt her nipple harden beneath his palm. He kissed her jawline and down her neck.

He took one end of the knot that closed her nightshift between his teeth and tugged it free. She didn’t object when he slid her wrapper off her shoulders or when he parted her nightshift to bare her breasts to his gaze.

It wasn’t the first time he’d seen her breasts. That fiery time on the fainting couch in his studio was burned into his brain. But he feared, being an artist accustomed to idealizing the human form, that he’d embellished her charms a bit in his memory. That he’d improved upon nature.

There was no need. Her breasts were just as he’d remembered. Just as he’d dreamed, classically proportioned, the perfect size to fit his hand and topped with tight little buds in the center of darker areolae. They rose and fell slightly with her shallow breaths.

She worried her lip for a moment. Then she took his hand and placed it on her breast.

She was surrendering her principles. If a person surrendered their principles, it meant he was important.

To her.

He realized with a jolt that he was dangerously close to surrendering his principles as well. Never in his wildly experimental and varied life of the flesh had he pursued a virgin. It was almost an article of faith.

That meant Grace was important.

To him.

He fondled her breast. He’d fondled many breasts. But this was different because it was her breast. And her soft sighs, her hitching breaths.

He lowered his head to take her nipple into his mouth. It was perfect. He flicked it with his tongue and she made a noise. An involuntary gasp of pleasure.

It sounded unnaturally loud in his ears. He sat up straight.

“Grace, we have to be quiet.”

She nodded.

She nodded, he realized in wonderment. That meant she was going to let him…

That small, accusing voice rose up in him again. He was planning to take something precious from her. Something she would never have again. Something he had no right to.

But if she was willing…if she wanted him…

She doesn’t know the way of things and you do. The small voice in his head sounded much sterner now.

Give a conscience a toehold and the bloody thing tries to take over.

“Do you remember asking me to teach you about flirting, the impolite variety?”

“Of course.”

“This is that lesson. There is a way,” he said softly, wondering at the words coming from his own mouth. “A way for me to give you pleasure that will leave your virtue intact.”

She blinked in surprise. “And what about you? Will that give you pleasure?”

He cupped her breast again. “Let me worry about that. Will you trust me, Grace?”

She pressed her palms to both his cheeks and kissed him again, long and deeply. “Yes, Crispin. I trust you.”







Chapter Twenty-four

Pygmalion claimed he didn’t need people.

But he did need one.

Badly.



What am I thinking? Grace wondered as Crispin kissed his way along her neck out to the point of her shoulder.

She’d allowed a man into her bedchamber. She let him unfasten her nightshift. She watched his dark head dip to do wicked things to her breast and did nothing to stop him. And now she’d told him she trusted him.

Grace wasn’t thinking at all.

She was feeling. The warmth of his breath on her skin. The joy of his mouth anywhere it touched her. The solid hardness of his chest. The strength of his arms around her.

And his hands! No wonder Crispin Hawke was proclaimed a genius. His hands made her whole body sing. They smoothed over her hills and valleys. Now he palmed both her breasts, strumming her taut nipples with his thumbs.

Grace bit the inside of her cheek to keep from crying out at the aching joy of it. She was awash in new sensations, drowning in bliss.

“Stand up,” he ordered in a stage whisper.

It didn’t occur to her not to obey.

Crispin was her guide in this sensual odyssey. She’d be lost without him.

He rose, too. The wrapper slipped off her arms and pooled around her feet. Crispin gathered her close to kiss her again and she melted against him. When he released her mouth, he drew her gown up and over her head. She lifted her arms in surrender.

Then he stepped back to look at her.

Suddenly shy, she covered herself fig leaf–style. He shook his head. She swallowed hard and let her hands fall to her sides. It felt suddenly like the most natural thing in the world, as if she were his life model and she were merely striking a pose for him.

No, not quite. Her jittering belly told her it was far more than that. She wanted him to see her. Wanted to know if he found her fair. Still burned desperately to know which part of her Crispin Hawke thought was her best feature.

His gaze traveled down her body, an assessing, leisurely stroll. Heat followed in its wake and when he reached the juncture of her thighs, she felt as if her heart had dropped to her pelvic floor. It pounded hard between her legs.

Then he looked back up at her face and smiled. She smiled back at him, giddy that he seemed pleased with what he saw. He signaled for her to turn slowly.

She obeyed, feeling her bottom pink as she turned it toward him. Her whole body was deliciously hot by the time she faced him once more.

“You’re exquisite, Grace. Lovelier than I imagined.”

Her heart fluttered under his approving gaze. Then a thought struck her.

“Oh, no!” A hand flew to her mouth. “I just remembered Claudette’s warning.”

“What was that?”

“That a woman must remain clothed from the waist down to keep her virginity.” Her face crumpled. He’d tricked her.

She sank onto the bed and covered her face with her hands.

“No, Grace, it’s a bit more complicated than that.” He sat down beside her and hugged her to his chest. “So long as one of us remains clothed, you’re safe.”

“You’re sure.”

“I will never lie to you.” He played with her long plait, tickling the end around her aching nipple. “But you really should convince Claudette to give you more complete information.”

She’d been mortally embarrassed by the intelligence she’d already gleaned from her maid. To have demanded more would have been terribly uncomfortable.

“I’ve read all the right sorts of books, but they reach a certain point and then resort to euphemisms so obscure I’m left with my own speculations.” And some of those speculations seemed so ludicrous. Even if she were right, she couldn’t imagine the women she knew—her mother especially—engaging in anything so indelicate. So animalistic. “Why don’t you tell me the rest?”

“Because then I’d want to demonstrate. Believe me, Grace, this is going to be hard enough.”

“So if I put my nightshift back on, you could remove your clothing.” She reached down and scooped her shift off the floor. Seeing Crispin in the altogether would be a wonder indeed. “And I’d still be safe.”

“Only if the bottom of your nightshift was stitched closed,” he whispered. “Or if I were a much finer man than I am.”

She cocked her head at him. “A much finer man wouldn’t have crept into my bedchamber, would he?”

“Not unless he got the chance.”

“Oh, that’s right. You maintain there is very little difference between one man and another. But I think you’re wrong, Crispin.” She took his hand and pressed it to her cheek. “There’s no one like you.”



All the air whooshed out of Crispin’s lungs. This wasn’t some art critic waffling on about his latest creation. It wasn’t the words of the peerage, fearful over what he might do to them in marble if they disrespected him. It wasn’t the gushing of an unhappy wife of an inattentive husband enraptured over the delights he gave her body.

Grace said it simply, as if it were an indisputable fact.

There’s no one like you.

He mattered to her. Not his work. Not his success. Him. Just Crispin.

The thought terrified him. And thrilled him.

And to add the exclamation point to her declaration, she was sitting naked beside him on a bed when she said it.

He laid her down on her thick feather tick and began worshipping her body. He laid his hands on her, smoothing over her skin, alert to every sharp intake of breath or pleasured sigh. From head to toe, he explored her, every curve and crease.

He sneaked darting glances at her face while he touched her. Delight, confusion, revelation—one by one, they paraded across her features and glowed in her amber eyes. He mentally tallied his discoveries.

Grace is ticklish on her ribs on the right side.

The skin of her inner elbows is soft as a newborn’s.

Circling her navel makes gooseflesh ripple across her belly.

Her nipples draw tight when I simply look at her breasts.

When he passed his fingertips over her mound for the first time, she drew a shuddering breath, but she didn’t look away from him. Her mouth parted when he came back to that delicious bit of her, and the trust he saw in her eyes made him weak and strong at once.

She was nothing like he’d dreamed her. When her doppelganger first started invading his dreams a month or so before he met her, she’d been a practiced succubus, as worldly as his most experienced lover. Wanton, erotic, demanding…

The real Grace shivered under his lightest touch. She responded with small gasps and sighs. She covered her mouth to keep from crying out.

She made him feel more a man than ever in his life.

“Raise your arms over your head,” he whispered.

She reached up and grasped the railed headboard, arching her back.

He claimed one of her upthrust breasts with his mouth and suckled her, while he teased her legs apart. She opened to him and he found her slick and warm. His cock ached to fill her. In another time, another world, another dream, he’d have taken her, virginity be damned, in the blind heat of rutting rage, but he controlled himself in this one.

This was about Grace. He wanted to prove she was right. There was no one like him.

He traced her parts, separating her intimate folds, luxuriating in her wetness, in her swollen sensitivity. Her point of pleasure had risen to be stroked. He toyed with it, circling it, feather touches that had her lifting herself into his hand.

When she finally growled with frustration, he covered her mouth with a kiss to swallow the sound. Then he relented. He touched her directly this time and she groaned into his mouth. He stroked her with two fingers, lightly at first and then with more pressure. Fresh moisture from her depths rewarded his efforts.

Crispin could have roared in triumph. She wanted him. Desperately, achingly, passionately.

He rocked his sheathed cock against her hip without realizing he did so. Her hand found him through the fabric of his trousers and stroked.

There was no artifice, no technique. She didn’t try to be anything other than herself. She wanted to touch him and so she did.

And tormented him beyond bearing in the process.

His fingers fell into a steady rhythm against her spot and he felt her body begin to tense. He deepened their kiss and she arched into his hand. When the first tremor in the soft lips of her sex started, he slipped the tip of his long middle finger into her virginal tightness. Her inner walls spasmed around his fingertip and his cock throbbed in time.

Her whole body shook and she tore her mouth from his with a gasp.

Oh, to be inside her when those concentric rings of bliss fanned out.

He held her till the storm subsided and her breathing returned slowly to normal. She turned to look at him then, her eyes wide.

“I never imagined,” she whispered.

“Neither did I.”

It was as though his previous trysts had been mere exercises in plumbing. Fitting this piece with that for such and such a duration until one or both of them reached a terminus of sorts. There’d been no trust. No one had ever so sweetly and utterly surrendered to him.

In Grace’s complete confidence in him, she’d opened a doorway to her heart. Crispin had glimpsed her soul. And a human soul is a terrifyingly beautiful thing to behold.

He’d offered her pleasure and she’d accepted it. He’d never been so intent on giving. Though part of his anatomy was still very set on receiving, his soul was satisfied to have given.

He laid his head between Grace’s breasts and drew a deep breath, willing his body to settle.

Grace trusted him. There was no one like him. He wouldn’t betray her.

She’d been a virgin when he climbed in her window. She’d still be one when he climbed out.

Her fingers brushed over his head, smoothing his rumpled hair. Her chest rose and fell and her heartbeat slowed under his ear.

“I assume there’s more,” she finally said in hushed tones.

He raised his head and nipped her breast. “Are you trying to kill me?”

“No, Crispin. I didn’t mean…That was wonderful. Extraordinary.” She propped herself up on both elbows, artlessly unaware how fetching the pose rendered her, and looked pointedly at the bulge in his trousers. “I meant for you.”

He sat up, needing to put a little distance between them now. If he was going to keep her trust, he had to remove himself from temptation.

“Yes, Grace, there’s a good deal more. For both of us.” He rolled off the bed and found his discarded shoes.

“Really? Can you show me?”

She drew her knees under her and sat up on them. For a moment, Crispin imagined rubbing his cock between her breasts. An image of her head dipping down made his vision waver. She could take him in her mouth.

His balls tensed for release. He’d dreamed it so many times. But the Grace in his dreams had bloodred lips and a knowing glint in her eyes.

The Grace before him was still an innocent in so many ways. Besides, he’d never be able to keep from growling his pleasure to the moon if she actually did it. And her parents were only a thin wall away.

Her brow furrowed. “Don’t you want to?”

More than he wanted to keep breathing. And it might come to that if he woke Mr. Makepeace.

He leaned down and kissed her forehead. He didn’t dare anything else.

“Yes, Grace. I want…” He wanted to spread her wide and bury himself in her sweet flesh. He wanted to flip her over and ride her till they were both spent. He wanted to tangle himself with her so thoroughly they’d never be able to separate. “But not here, not now.”

She nodded. She climbed out of bed and draped herself on him. He held her, running a hand down the smooth length of her spine and staying to dally with the indentations above her buttocks.

Dimples on both sets of cheeks. Just as he’d hoped.

“Grace,” he murmured into her neck.

“Hmm?” she said as she pressed her soft body against his. They fit together with such rightness.

“You have to put your wrapper on or I’ll never be able to leave.” She smelled of scented soap and musk and satisfied warm woman. He wanted to capture her essence and carry it with him. To put her in his pocket and keep her next to his heart.

“Perhaps I want you to stay.”

“If you’re prepared not to marry a title, I just might.”

Where the hell had that come from? A woman might mistake that for a ham-handed proposal.

Instead, it seemed to remind Grace that she was a virgin who needed to remain one and galvanized her into action. She stooped to retrieve her wrapper and slipped it on.

“You’re right. Good night, Crispin.” She stood tiptoe and pecked his cheek.

He ought to feel relieved. He’d thought her such a sensible female that first day in his studio when she decided to ignore that initial ill-considered kiss.

Had she decided to ignore the pleasure she’d just experienced?

He frowned down at her. Did this night mean nothing to her?

“Crispin,” she whispered.

“What?” How long had he been staring at her?

“I’m wearing my wrapper and you’re not leaving.”

It was a dismissal.

His chest ached. The muscle in his thigh that hadn’t throbbed in the last hour sent an urgent message of pain to his brain. He hurried out the window and made his hitching way along the ledge without a mishap with the geraniums.

As he dropped from the ledge to the stone wall and then to the garden courtyard, he seemed to hear her voice in his head again.

There’s no one like you.

Apparently there was no one like the Marquess of Dorset either.







Chapter Twenty-five

Pygmalion finally settled on a name for his beautiful creation: Galatea.

Her smile was his undoing, her milky skin, his torment.



In the next week Grace and her parents accepted invitations to soirees and private dinners, theatricals and gallery showings. Lord Dorset was a ubiquitous presence, not exactly proprietary, but definitely declaring his interest in Grace with special marks of favor like seeing that her punch cup stayed full. Hostesses took note and began seating them together.

Not that the marquess had much to say to Grace. He conversed admirably about the weather, but never inquired whether she had any interest in the subject. Whenever she tried to introduce meatier topics like politics or philosophy or the arts, he stared at her for a moment as if she’d suddenly sprouted a second head and then excused himself.

Politely, of course.

She was beginning to dread the house party as if it were a coming plague.

And she hadn’t seen Crispin once since he climbed out her bedchamber window. Her heart ached at the way he threw at her the fact that she was still set to marry a title. He made her feel small and mercenary. And once he scuttled out her window, she felt more than a little used.

Crispin was playing another game.

He hadn’t finished the casting. She’d gone round for a sitting, but was told by Mr. Wyckham that the artist was not at home.

Even from the threshold, Grace heard the determined tap of his hammer on the chisel and the splintering of stone reverberating through the central atrium.

Now she was packed and waiting for Lord Dorset’s promised carriage to arrive for their outing to his country estate. Her mother didn’t notice or didn’t care that Grace was less than enthusiastic when the topic of Crispin joining them came up.

“Well, of course, he’ll ride with us in the marquess’s equipage,” Grace’s mother interrupted her musings. “One wouldn’t expect Mr. Hawke to ride a horse all the way to Clairmont. Not with his…Well, the man does use a cane, after all.”

“He prefers to call it a walking stick,” Grace replied absently. Crispin in the same carriage. Her mind raced after this new development, zigging and zagging like a terrier on the heels of a rabbit.

That night played over and over in her head.

She didn’t know what else to call their tryst. There was no word in the English language for it, was there? Her soul had taken a leap and he’d been there to catch her. How did one reduce what she’d experienced to mere sounds? It was too carnal, too spiritual, too lovely, too filthy for words.

She wanted to see Crispin, if for no other reason than to prove to herself that their midnight meeting had actually occurred.

But how on earth could she travel in the same enclosed carriage with both her mother and the man who’d seen her naked?

And not just naked in body. Naked in her emotions. Naked in her spirit.

Perhaps she should ride a horse all the way to Lord Dorset’s estate.

She was relieved, and only a little surprised, when Crispin arrived at the Makepeace town house behind Lord Dorset’s elegant, crested brougham, astride a deepchested black Thoroughbred. He was leading a bay mare for her father.

“Thought you might enjoy riding part of the way, sir,” Crispin said, studiously not looking at her.

Her father had accepted with pleasure.

Grace and her mother climbed into the beautifully appointed carriage Lord Dorset had sent to collect them. The party set off over the cobbled streets that soon deteriorated to dirt tracks leading out of the sprawling city.

“Aren’t you excited, Grace?” her mother said as the world turned green and rolling around them. “Just think! By Christmas, you may be a marchioness.”

“Mother, Lord Dorset hasn’t even called me by my Christian name yet,” Grace said, her ears perked to Crispin’s conversation with her father. The pair of them loped along as outriders, sometimes trailing the carriage, sometimes flanking it. She only caught one or two words from time to time, but they laughed together, loudly and often. “I think you are overestimating his lordship’s regard for me.”

“Nonsense, dear.” Minerva removed her straw hat and fanned herself with the broad bill. “Everyone in London could see how he positively dotes on you.”

“I suppose that’s why he sent his carriage instead of coming himself. Honestly, Mother, I feel like a parcel being delivered. If Lord Dorset dotes on anything about me, it’s probably my dowry.” Grace leaned her cheek on her palm. “Did you know they’re betting on the size of it at White’s?”

The brougham slowed as they climbed a hill and Crispin and her father came even with her window for a moment. Then they both dug their heels into their horse’s flanks and raced ahead of the equipage to wait at the crest of the slope.

At least someone was having a good time of it.

“Money is not something a woman should concern herself with. Just because the gentlemen at White’s engage in such speculation, there’s no need for you to be vulgar, dear,” her mother said with a tightening of her lips. “Besides, even your father and I haven’t settled on a final figure yet. It depends on a number of things.”

Grace could tick them off for her. What title the gentleman would bestow upon her or what his prospects were, how glittering his place in society compared to her father’s plump pockets, whether she was judged to be sound breeding stock—Grace felt like punching her fist through the isinglass.

“At any rate, now you’ll be able to see Lord Dorset’s home and what’s more, he’ll see you in it.” Her mother beamed. “Oh, this is progressing far better than I ever dreamed.”

Make that three of us who are having a good time.

“How was it for you and Father?” Grace asked as the coach came even with the equestrians again. “When you were courting, I mean.”

“Oh, it wasn’t anything like this. Neither of us came from money, you see.”

Evidently, it was only vulgar when Grace mentioned financial considerations.

A smile played about Minerva’s lips. “Though I must say, my family enjoyed a certain status on account of the titles in our past, but things were much simpler for your father and me.”

Simpler. Like the bliss of Crispin’s hand on her. Like the elemental fire of his kiss.

She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes and tried to blot out the image of his damnably handsome face. The way he’d watched her with such intensity while she lost control of her limbs and fought to keep from crying out at the moment of her release. He was like a hawk eyeing a titmouse. Crispin would gobble her up if she let him.

“I remember one time…”

Something in her mother’s voice made Grace drop her hands. Minerva was gazing out the window at her husband, oblivious to Grace’s distress.

“It was just before Christmas and your father arrived at my parents’ home in a sleigh pulled by a wicked-looking beast. That horse Mr. Hawke’s riding puts me in the mind of it. In any case, Horace wanted to take me for a drive.” Minerva’s voice drifted away.

Grace waited.

“Of course, my father wouldn’t allow me to go by myself with Horace.” Her glance darted to Grace. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but your father was quite the rapscallion in his day.”

That didn’t surprise Grace a bit. “So what happened then?”

“Oh, never mind.” Minerva shook her hands as if to wave away the half-finished story.

“Mother, you cannot tell me my father was quite the rapscallion and not finish the tale.”

“Very well, but you must bear in mind, it’s really a cautionary tale.” Minerva scooted forward on her seat till her knees were touching Grace’s. “I’m sorry to have to tell you that I sneaked out of the house and went sleighing with him all the same.”

“How desperately wicked of you,” Grace said wryly. Measured against allowing a man to creep into her bedchamber, her mother’s misdeed was slight.

“Oh, I know I shouldn’t have, but that Horace!” She sighed. “If you could have seen him then. He was such an exciting fellow. I simply had to do it.”

“What’s cautionary about this tale?”

“Oh, I’m getting to it, dear. Well, your father was quite an accomplished horseman, but a bit of a daredevil when he drove. He whipped the nag into a full gallop, never mind the icy lanes, and we went careening along, doing sharp turns and driving the runners up on the snowbanks so the sleigh tilted.”

Her voice sank to a whisper. “He admitted later he was trying to get me to sit closer to him.”

“How desperately wicked of him, too,” Grace said with a grin.

“You know, I actually think he wanted to see if he could make me squeal,” Minerva confided, “but I kept my lips clamped tight.”

If Grace’s parents hadn’t been down the hall on that night, Grace would have squealed. And pleaded. And wept aloud for pure joy while Crispin played his sinful games with her flesh.

“Then what happened?” Grace asked because her mother’s attention had drifted back to the window where her father and Crispin were riding at a leisurely pace beside the carriage now. Grace tried to imagine her father as a madman behind the reins.

“Well, his driving got so wild, Horace upset the sleigh. Over we went!”

“Oh, no. Were either of you hurt?”

“No, we were thrown clear and landed in a fresh snowbank, so it was soft as a feather tick.” An expression Grace had never seen on her mother’s face before flitted over her features and was gone, to be replaced by a grimace. “But somehow the gelding’s traces broke and he was off to his stable before Horace could catch him.”

“You were stranded in a snowy wood in the middle of the night. That doesn’t sound like much fun.” Grace leaned back in her seat. “Or terribly proper either.”

“It wasn’t and we had to walk all the way back to my house. By the time we got there, my parents had missed me and the whole house was in a tizzy. Fortunately, they hadn’t yet alerted the authorities and started an organized search.” Minerva shuddered. “Imagine the scandal.”

“Quite.” Still falling short of letting a man creep into one’s bedchamber.

“But the good thing, the wonderful thing actually, was that was the night your father asked my father for my hand. So it all turned out well in the end.” Minerva smiled at her husband through the isinglass. “And now that time is nearly here for you, Grace.”

“We don’t know that, Mother. The marquess hasn’t asked me to anything but a house party.”

“Still, I have a feeling you’ll leave Clairmont betrothed, my dear.”

“I hardly know the marquess.” She looked out at Crispin. When he leaned over his horse’s neck and stroked its mane, she had to shut her eyes. When she opened them again, the horses had fallen behind the carriage, but the afterimage of Crispin’s hair falling forward, of his big hand running over the gelding’s neck was burned on the backs of her eyes.

“Mother, if a title is so important to you, why didn’t you seek a titled husband when you visited England all those years ago?”

“Well, I’d already met your father before that visit and I was ever so much younger then. I didn’t realize how important one’s social position in the world can be. I was distracted by…other things.”

“But you weren’t engaged. And I’ve heard you complain so many times about how badly Papa used to swear and how he didn’t follow society’s rules.” Grace frowned in puzzlement. “You really weren’t well suited at all. Why did you want to marry him?”

Her mother templed her fingers and was quiet for a bit. “This is going to sound strange, Grace, but there is something wildly exciting about a man who doesn’t follow the rules.” Her mother’s lips curved into a smile. “It’s such a worthy challenge when a woman tries to help him learn to follow them.”

“There may be something to that.” Grace sighed. “The marquess seems like a perfectly nice gentleman, who follows the rules down to every crossed t and dotted i. And he’s about as exciting as burned toast.”

“Don’t say that, dear,” her mother said with concern. “It’s not the same thing at all. You’ll be a marchioness once you wed remember. And English peers have a very gay time of things. Your life will be filled with excitement.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have told you that story. I don’t know what got into me. I suppose it was seeing your father on a horse again.”

They fell into silence and Grace wondered if the marquess would want to do the things Crispin had done to her. Would Lord Dorset touch her till she unraveled? Or kiss her till her insides turned to pudding?

The greater question, she realized, was whether she could get past the queasiness the mere thought gave her long enough to allow the marquess to do those things.







Chapter Twenty-six

Galatea was set on venturing to the countryside. So Pygmalion would sally forth. Anything to be near her.



After they stopped for a picnic lunch alongside the road, Mr. Makepeace decided to ride in the carriage with Grace and her mother. Crispin declined to join them, but her father insisted.

“I enjoyed the ride, but my backside is sore already,” Horace admitted as he tied the mare to the rear of the brougham. “Which reminds me, Hawke, do you know why marriage portraits done shortly after the wedding day always show the man seated and his bride standing?”

“No, can’t say that I do,” Crispin said. Now that he thought about it, that was the preferred arrangement for such a portrait.

“It’s because after the honeymoon, the man’s too tired to stand and the woman’s too sore to sit!”

Horace laughed loudly at his own wit and Crispin joined him. If Mr. Makepeace launched into that story some night at the marquess’s dinner table it might make his lordship think twice about forming an alliance with an American bride and her earthy father.

“Come, lad,” Horace said. “Your leg and my backside could both use the rest.”

Ordinarily any reference to his impediment would grate Crispin’s soul, but Horace meant well. As Crispin climbed into the carriage after Mr. Makepeace, he decided he wouldn’t turn the dinner conversation toward one of Grace’s father’s slightly racy jokes. He liked Horace Makepeace. He’d rather laugh with him than invite Polite Society to laugh at him.

Which would Grace rather do to me? he wondered.

Her face was a closed book as he took the seat opposite her. She hadn’t spoken directly to him during lunch. Hardly looked his way, in fact. Now she shouldn’t be able to help it, but she turned her head and looked out over the knolls and gullies they plodded past.

Did she ever think of that night when she left her window open for him?

He’d dragged Wyckham out a couple times in the dead of night on the off chance she’d left the sash up again, but it remained steadfastly closed.

He should have seen her when she called at his studio, but he was still smarting from her dismissal. Usually, his lovers begged him to stay longer. At his first mention of the marquess, she’d been quick to don her wrapper.

He’d meant it in jest. She took it in earnest. She was still set to wed a title.

A cynical man wouldn’t worry about it. He’d look on that night as a carnal adventure with a virgin from which they’d both emerged happily unscathed.

Except Crispin hadn’t.

In the heat of passion, when her fingers clutched him and she moaned his name, something inside him was indelibly marked. She’d etched herself on his soul like a foundry brand on an iron bell.

How was it possible she felt no such reciprocal mark?

After a few minutes of conversation, the elder Makepeaces were lulled by the rocking of the carriage into a light sleep.

Grace was looking down at her gloved hands, neatly folded on her lap now. Her dark lashes curled on cheeks that were soft and smooth and made his mouth water to press a kiss on them.

A filmy fichu covered her bosom, not quite obscuring the swell of her breasts beneath it. They bounced a bit with the motion of the carriage.

With very little effort, he could see her in his mind’s eye, sitting there without a stitch.

Her tight-nippled breasts jiggle with the rhythm of the brougham.

And her gloved hands—he decided he’d leave the gloves on her—would not quite hide the triangle of curling hair just a hand’s span south of her belly button.

She looks up, a sly gleam in her amber eyes, and holds a finger to her lips to signal they must be quiet so as not to wake her parents. Then she parts her knees and spreads herself before him with both hands. I kneel before her glistening folds.

Crispin shifted in his seat and stretched out his right leg to accommodate the tightening of his trousers. His ankle brushed past hers.

Her eyes flared open and shot to his face.

“Don’t stare,” she whispered. “It’s rude.”

“I crave your pardon. I’ve always been a little uncertain about what constitutes rudeness,” he whispered back.

At least she was talking to him. Not pleasantly, but he’d take it.

“You’ve never craved anyone’s pardon,” she hissed. “And don’t try to tell me you don’t know what’s rude. You know exactly what you’re doing.”

“Ah, but do you know what I’m doing?”

“Probably,” she said and glanced pointedly at the bulge at his groin. “One thing commendable about current male fashion is that a woman rarely has to wonder what a man is thinking.”

“Commendable, hmm. Glad you approve. Care to join me in my thoughts.”

“I fear I already have.” She flushed scarlet and clapped a hand to her mouth. “That didn’t come out right. I didn’t mean that I was thinking about…I meant that you’ve already been thinking about me joining you—I mean, well…not joining precisely, but—”

He leaned forward and put a finger to her lips. “Is there any way you can see yourself climbing out of this conversational abyss with your dignity intact?”

She shook her head.

“Then let’s agree to change the subject.”

She nodded, but didn’t say anything.

He leaned back, satisfied just to look at her. The slight indentation of her temples, the long column of her neck, the stray wisps of hair curling around the dear little shells of her ears—

“You’re still staring,” she whispered after several minutes.

“Yes, but now I’m not…thinking.”

She covered her eyes with one hand for a moment and turned her lips inward, obviously biting back a retort. Then she sighed deeply and dropped her hand back to her lap.

“Very well, a new subject,” she said in a normal tone, signaling that whatever he had to reply had better be something her parents could overhear. “Have you ever worked someplace other than in your studio?”

“Not since I finished my studies, no. But we’ll muddle through. I sent Wyckham and Nate ahead of us yesterday with the necessary material and equipment.”

“I see. Mother and I did the same thing with Claudette and our baggage. She wanted all our things aired and ready to wear once we arrive.”

Claudette in the countryside. That’ll please Wyckham.

Wyckham had regaled Crispin with tales of the delicious Claudette as often as he’d allow his manservant to wax rhapsodic about her.

Crispin glanced at Mrs. Makepeace, who was puffing softly in her sleep and listing badly toward the brougham’s padded armrest. “A sensible woman, your mother.”

“Unless she’s in an upset sleigh,” Grace whispered.

“What?”

She shook her head. “It’s nothing. Never mind.”

“At any rate, we’ll have to start from scratch with your casting.”

“Why? You’d made such good progress.”

“What I’d done previously with the clay model wouldn’t have made the trip,” he explained. “But one or two solid days and we should have it, I think.”

“You think?” Her lips curved in a quick smile. “Careful. Thinking can be dangerous.”

“Anything worthwhile usually is.”

She gave a slight nod and he thought he detected a glint of promise in her eyes.

What did it mean? Was she agreeing to continue their dalliance? What did that signal for her courtship with Lord Dorset?

Was a dalliance all Crispin wanted from her?

A frank talk should settle matters. If he only knew for certain what it was he wanted settled.

Mr. Makepeace snorted himself awake and nudged his wife with his toe. “I think we’re almost there, Minerva.”

The brougham stopped and their driver descended to open an iron gate built into a rock wall that stretched as far as Crispin could see in either direction. Then the driver remounted the equipage and they passed under an arch from which hung the Dorset crest. Their driver chirruped the team into a brisk trot down a tree-lined lane that was much better maintained than the road they’d just left.

The lane wound on past lush meadows, past hillsides of green dotted white with sheep, past crofters’ cottages. A barefooted goose-girl shooed her honking flock out of the carriage’s path. The equipage rattled over a stone bridge arching above a brisk stream. Crispin noticed a mill snugged against the water’s edge at the next bend.

Lord Dorset’s land had every appearance of prosperity.

Perhaps his home is about to tumble down around him and he needs Grace’s dowry to prop it up, Crispin thought with guilty hope. He might be able to lure her away from a business arrangement betrothal, but a love match? That was a different kettle of fish.

“Oh, my!” Mrs. Makepeace said when they caught a glimpse of Clairmont, Dorset’s ancestral seat perched on the next hill.

The massive home didn’t seem in bad repair, but distance could be deceiving, Crispin decided. Any woman, for example, was beautiful if one simply stood far enough away.

As they neared the end of the long lane, Crispin realized the Dorset manor house was as splendid as its first sight promised.

Lots of English country homes were a mishmash of hundreds of years of architectural tinkering with very little thought to style. This home couldn’t have been more than seventy-five years old, classically Georgian, with brick arches and columns and space for more than a hundred rooms, judging from the number of multipaned windows winking at the sunset.

“God Almighty,” Horace Makepeace swore softly. “It’s bigger than the new statehouse.” He tossed a guilty glance at his wife. “Sorry, Min. I know you abhor blasphemy.”

“That’s all right, dear,” his wife said. “I was thinking the very same thing.”

Crispin was thinking, with a growing knot in his gut, that the reason Lord Dorset was courting Grace had nothing whatever to do with the size of her dowry.







Chapter Twenty-seven

For years, Pygmalion shunned the company of others. Now when he found himself set aside, solitude was not so pleasing a thing.



“His lordship is occupied at present,” Addison, the stiffly formal butler informed them. “However, Lord Dorset gave instructions that your every need should be attended, so if anything should be amiss, please bring it to the attention of the staff.”

Hook-nosed, sunken-cheeked with only a wisp of hair on his head, the man reminded Crispin of a very old turtle.

“The marquess wished to be notified of your arrival and I shall do so.” Addison ran a vaguely disapproving eye over each of them. “In the meantime, Jenkins will show you to your chambers. Dinner is served at eight. Jenkins, if you please.”

A very handsome footman appeared wearing powder blue livery and a startling powder blue wig. Jenkins made a leg before them and invited them to follow him up the grand curving staircase.

“Oh, not you, Mr. Hawke,” Addison called after him, his heels clacking on the marble floors. “The cottage has been prepared for you.”

It came as no surprise to Crispin that he’d be relegated to the status of a visiting servant, but the slight still rankled him. He considered doing a little statue of the marquess as Pan, the cloven-hoofed god, having his way with a stray nanny goat, in token of his thanks. Crispin could donate it to White’s, where it would be sure to be seen and appreciated.

The thought of shaming the marquess thusly gave him much less pleasure than he’d hoped. The illusory power he wielded over the high and mighty through his art really wasn’t much when compared to the real power emanating from a marquessate.

Crispin couldn’t raise his eyes to Grace. He didn’t want to watch himself shrink in her estimation. He had very little capital to expend in that regard.

“Thank you,” Crispin said, determined to put the best face on things, but his teeth involuntarily clenched. “I understood a space separate from the main house would be available for my studio.”

“Quite,” Addison said. “Your man Wyckham has set everything to rights for you there.” His lip curled slightly, a bit of disdain he wasn’t quite equal to concealing. “One is sure you understand that it would be highly inappropriate for you to stay as one of the guests in the main house.”

“Why?” Horace Makepeace backtracked down the staircase to stand beside Crispin.

Addison blinked in surprise. Most of the marquess’s guests were so in awe of Dorset’s power, prestige and obvious wealth, they wouldn’t question his decrees.

“You’ll have to forgive him, Addison. Mr. Makepeace is an American,” Crispin said. “They have little notion how easily our aristocracy feels contaminated by its inferiors.” He clapped a hand on Horace’s shoulder. “It’s all right. I prefer privacy. I’m certain the cottage will be fine.”

Horace frowned. “If you’re sure. We’ll see you at supper, then.”

Addison cleared his throat. “Actually, one feels Mr. Hawke will be more comfortable dining in the cottage. Cook will send round a plate of something.”

“Which one are you talking about who’s doing all this feeling?” Mr. Makepeace rounded on the butler. “Is this how Lord Dorset makes his guests welcome? We’ll see Mr. Hawke at supper, or my family and I will leave right now the same way we came.”

“Sir, might one suggest that there are certain standards that his lordship’s household is obligated to uphold,” Addison said.

“Standards that obviously can’t make room for a Yankee trader or his daughter.”

“No, no, sir. That was not implied at all. Oh, dear.” Addison turned to Crispin, obviously hoping for more help since he’d given on the question of his accommodations.

This time Crispin wouldn’t budge. Damned if he’d settle for a “plate of something” while Dorset paid court to Grace over his dining table.

Addison’s jaw worked under his skin for a moment. “We’ll lay an extra place for Mr. Hawke.”

Mr. Makepeace smiled. “Thanks, Addison. That wasn’t so hard, was it? Tell Lord Dorset we appreciate his hospitality. See you at supper, Hawke.”

Crispin nodded and listened with half an ear to Addison’s directions to the cottage. He chanced a glance at Grace, who was still waiting for her father on the first landing of the grand staircase. She sent Crispin a quick smile, then turned to follow Jenkins to the upper floors of the mansion.

Very good, my lady. Toss the rabble a crumb. Crispin turned and forced himself not to limp as he strode out the tall double doors.



Claudette greeted Grace at the door of her sumptuously appointed room. “Vraiment, it is a palace, I tell you. Is this not fine, mam’selle?”

The chamber was worthy of a marchioness. The rosewood bedstead and matching vanity were polished to rich brilliance. The counterpane was of costly damask and shot through with threads of gold. A carved marble fireplace was flanked by a pair of yellow chintz chairs with matching ottomans.

An ivory and jet chess set was arranged for play on a burled oak table between the chairs. A selection of books was propped on the mantel.

“The marquess seems to be signaling he recognizes that I possess a mind,” Grace said as she ran her fingertips along the mantel.

Three Palladian windows opened onto a view of the garden and a set of French doors led to a narrow veranda. With Claudette babbling happily behind her, Grace wandered onto the balcony.

Which was so far above the garden below, no one could climb up without a rope ladder attached to the granite railings. Crispin couldn’t—

She mentally kicked herself for imagining such a wicked thing.

Beyond the formal garden, there was an exercise yard between a long row of stables and outbuildings. A girder-and-glass greenhouse was situated near a duck pond. A large willow dipped into the water.

But Grace couldn’t see anything that remotely resembled a cottage.

“And through here,” Claudette said as she shepherded Grace back inside and into one of the anterooms, “Le voila! Your own water closet. There you see, a drain, she is built right in the floor. I only have to haul the water up for your bath, not the down also.” Claudette’s eyes sparkled. “Oh! Perhaps I make a footman do that, non? That Monsieur Jenkins, his eyes they turn to me”

“What about Mr. Wyckham?”

Claudette snapped her fingers. “This I give for Monsieur Wyckham.”

“But I thought you said you liked him because he knew what to do with his tongue.” Grace felt her cheeks heat because now she had a much better inkling of what a man’s tongue might accomplish.

“Oh, la! And now he is using that tongue to try to tell me what to do.” Claudette straightened the already tidy pillows propped on Grace’s bed and pummeled them in the guise of plumping. “Non, I will not have it.”

Grace wondered whether her maid was imagining Mr. Wyckham’s ornery face on the cushions she was flagellating. Or if she had another part of his anatomy in mind.

“You seem upset,” Grace observed. “What is it Mr. Wyckham wants you to do?”

“It is not what he wants me to do.”

“But I thought you said—”

“It is what he wants me not to do.” Claudette bustled over and began undoing the row of buttons marching down Grace’s spine. “Come, mam’selle, the bath, she is ready now. You want to look your best for Monsieur le Marquess, non?”

She didn’t wait for Grace to respond, which was a mercy because Grace really wasn’t sure how to answer the question. She’d tolerated his lordship’s attention and basked in her mother’s florid approval, but there was no flutter in her belly, no desire to please the marquess especially. If she was actually contemplating marrying the man, surely there ought to be.

As her maid helped her undress, Grace realized why she liked Claudette so much. The Frenchwoman was perfectly capable of carrying both sides of a conversation without obvious effort. Which gave Grace freedom to think her own thoughts unhindered.

“This person I shall not speak to,” Claudette said vehemently. “That one I may not look at. I should not allow another one to turn his eyes to me.” She rolled her own delphinium blue ones at Grace. “As if I can help if a man’s eyes go this way or that!”

“It sounds as if Mr. Wyckham cares a great deal about you.”

“Hmph! Non, I tell you who he cares about. He cares about Wyckham.”

Grace allowed herself to be shooed into the water closet and stepped into the bath. It was still blessedly warm and began to unknot all her travel kinks.

“He thinks to make me a thing,“ Claudette complained. “A bauble he hangs about his neck or puts in his pocket. Non, I belong to me.”

Claudette soaped up the washcloth and began to scrub Grace’s back with vicious efficiency.

“Monsieur Wyckham can go chase himself. I will be no one’s thing!” Claudette declared. Then she handed Grace the soap and cloth and left her to finish the rest of her ablutions in peace, as Grace preferred.

But as she soaped her body, it occurred to Grace that a marchioness might well be considered a “thing.”







Chapter Twenty-eight

Galatea didn’t understand Pygmalion half the time and was puzzled by him the other half.

But then she made a discovery that began to shed light on his soul.



“Flower Arrangement Made Easy, The Complete Guide to Housekeeping or The Thrifty Matron, and A Brief History of Tatting.” Grace read the titles of the books on her mantelpiece aloud. “Perhaps Lord Dorset doesn’t admire my mind as much as I supposed.”

“Perhaps not, mam’selle.” Claudette surveyed her handiwork and stepped closer to tuck one of the hairpins back into Grace’s elaborate do. “But he knows little of you yet and you give him plenty to admire until then. You are lovely and I am brilliant with your coiffure, non?”

“Yes, you are,” Grace admitted. “No one else has ever been able to bring such order to the chaos on my head.”

Claudette loved to be praised whenever she managed to wrangle Grace’s locks into a fashionable style. And as difficult as Grace’s flyaway tresses were, she deserved every accolade.

Grace decided to wear the gown Crispin had helped choose for her. The unusual color combination gave her confidence, and she wanted to send him a subtle message with her choice. She deplored the way he was shuffled out to a distant cottage as if he weren’t the greatest living artist in all Britain.

And she intended to speak to Lord Dorset about it at the first opportunity.

She headed for her chamber door.

“Mam’selle, it is not yet time for the supper,” Claudette said.

“I know. I want to find the library before we dine. Surely they must have one in a house this large. Perhaps Lord Dorset has a collection on mythology I’ve not yet seen.” Grace gathered up the sorry offering of books on the mantel. By title alone, they earned the right to catch dust somewhere else. “Besides, you deserve a rest, Claudette.”

“Merci.” Her maid dropped a curtsey. “Tres bien. My little room, she is adjoining yours, right through that door. The bellpull by your bedside rings for me there. Bon soir, mam’selle.”

“I’ll try to have a good evening,” Grace said. Whatever else the night held, she suspected there would be fireworks of some sort at supper. With Crispin and her mother and Cousin Jasper at the same board, how could there not?

She slipped into the corridor and retraced her steps down the long staircase to the imposing foyer. Surprisingly, she didn’t find anyone at the door from whom she could ask directions to the library. So she set off on her own, books tucked under one arm, a small kerosene lamp lifted from a side table in the other hand. If she failed to arrive at the dining room at the appointed time, someone would launch a search party.

They’ll need one, along with a knowledgeable guide, she decided after traversing several parlors and a music room, where a butterfly grand piano stood in one corner and a full-size harp in another. The rooms rolled into each other as if they were waves, cresting in succession back home on Revere’s Beach.

And surprisingly, the rooms were illuminated by wall sconces flickering gaily even though no one was in them. Grace felt foolish carrying the lamp, but was certain that as sure as she set it down, she’d run out of well-lit spaces.

“Someone needs to read The Thrifty Matron,“ Grace muttered. She wondered if the marquess was merely showing off for his guests by having so many needless lamps burning or if this was his usual wasteful mode.

She decided to assign the most charitable view to the waste. The marquess’s home was so grand he probably expected his guests to explore a bit.

Then she entered a smaller space filled with oddities from exotic places. Chinoiserie screens vied with medieval tapestries. The head of a disgruntled water buffalo glared down at Grace from above the small fireplace. A statue with several spare pairs of arms writhed on a side table, but the ottoman fashioned from what appeared to be an elephant’s foot struck Grace as most unusual. The marquess, or someone in his ancestry, was an intrepid world traveler.

Then after wandering unimpeded through the grand spaces, she finally came to a closed door.

It wasn’t locked so she pushed it open a crack to find the first dark room she’d encountered.

I knew I’d need the lamp sooner or later. She eased the door completely open, and it protested with a long screech.

Then she realized the room wasn’t completely dark. At the far end—and the end was truly far for the room was enormous, dwarfing all the ones she’d previously visited—there stood a solitary woman with a lamp similar to the one Grace held. She was looking up at a painting on the wall, lifting her lamp as she scrutinized different portions of the huge work.

“Come in, if you’re going to or else close the door behind you,” the woman said without a glance in Grace’s direction. “But have the goodness to make up your mind quickly. If there’s one thing I can’t abide, it’s indecision.”

Grace had to go in then, if for no other reason than to learn who this woman was. As Grace drew near, threads of gold sparked in the woman’s elegant gown and several jewels winked on her uplifted hand. Her hair was white, but it was swept up in the latest style as if she were a debutante. She held herself perfectly erect, defying time by sheer dint of will.

Based on her age and mode of dress, Grace suspected she was Lord Dorset’s mother, the current Marchioness of Dorset. She’d be the dowager marchioness once her son married, so Grace dropped a curtsey in deference to her rank.

“If you’re going to be in here, at least do me the courtesy of holding your lamp steady. You’re casting the most awful shadows,” the marchioness said without a flick of her eyes in Grace’s direction.

“I ask your pardon, my lady,” Grace said reflexively and lifted her lamp to aid in the marchioness’s perusal of the art.

Grace looked up at the larger-than-life portrait. An ornate monogram was centered at the foot of the work with a large CRS emblazoned amid gilded curlicues and loops. A polished Hessian rested atop the monogram. Grace lifted her lamp higher so she could see the man’s face clearly and gasped.

“Oh, yes, he had that effect on the ladies all his philandering life,” Lady Dorset said coolly. “A handsome devil, eh, what? May I present my husband, Christian Sinclair Royce, seventh Marquess of Dorset, Earl of Umber, Viscount Siddon, and Baron something-or-other—oh, I do find those ancillary titles so tedious! And of no use whatsoever to someone who, if there be a God in heaven, is roasting in hell as we speak.”

Grace flinched in surprise.

The marchioness turned a shrewd eye on her for the first time, peering up at Grace. “And you must be the Makepeace chit. He said you were tall. He failed to mention you were a giantess.”

First Lady Dorset insulted the memory of her husband—whatever his faults may have been, Grace had been schooled not to speak ill of the dead—and then the marchioness insulted her. Grace straightened her spine.

“I find my height useful when I want to look down on small people.”

The marchioness laughed. “Oh, very good. How I hate it when people fail to say what they are thinking! You just might have a brain.” She eyed the books tucked under Grace’s arm. “And I see you found the reading material I left for you in your chamber.”

So much for Lord Dorset’s supposed tribute to her mind.

“Yes, and as long as we’re saying what we think, I must admit these are not to my taste,” Grace said. “I was trying to find the library to return them and choose something different. I apologize for intruding on your…if you don’t like your husband, why are standing in the dark looking at his portrait?”

The question was impertinent, rude actually, but Grace could no more keep the words from spilling out her mouth than she could keep her hair from escaping its pins.

“I never said I didn’t like him.”

“But you said he should be roasting—”

“Oh, that.” The marchioness waved her damning comment away. “Theology was never my strong suit, and besides, if there is a loophole around the payment for sins God exacts from rakes, I’m sure Cris found it.”

“Cris,” Grace repeated. The name that sent Crispin into a fury.

“He broke my heart a dozen times.” Her expression softened as she continued to gaze at the painting of the outrageously handsome dead marquess. “He’s been gone sixteen years and I wish the scoundrel back every single day.”

“Lord Dorset doesn’t favor his father in looks,” Grace said, still eyeing the portrait in superstitious awe. But the dead marquess looked so much like someone else she knew, even down to the unusual pewter gray eyes, a tickle of apprehension ran down her spine.

“No, Richard is not much like his father. He takes after my side of the family.” Lady Dorset sighed. “I greatly fear he’ll never find a young lady who deserves him, but he has the succession to think of, so we have to make allowances, I suppose. Still, one ought to have some standards.”

She turned her gimlet gaze back to Grace. “Well, if you don’t like the practical books I chose for you, what sort do you like?”

Grace mentally reeled with the abrupt change of topic, but she was grateful as well. It was uncomfortable to feel the marchioness’s private pain, and less comfortable to hear her doting praise of her son and veiled references to Grace’s general unworthiness of him.

“I’m a student of history and most especially mythology,” Grace said.

“Rubbish!” Lady Dorset pronounced them both. “Can’t think why you’d bother your head with the past, a young thing like you.” She gave the portrait one last look and snuffed out her lamp. Then she took Grace’s arm, leading her back toward the well-lit areas of the house. “Time enough for that when time is all you have. Now then, let’s go to the library and you can find whatever folderol pleases your little upstart heart.”

“I’m sorry you think I’m an upstart,” Grace said.

“Well, of course I do. What else would you call a colonial and one with only the slimmest connections to aristocracy to boot?”

“William the First was called a bastard before they called him the Conqueror, so I expect he was an upstart, too,” Grace said. “In fact, if you go back far enough in anyone’s lineage, I assure you there will be ‘upstarts’ to be found.”

She knew she shouldn’t speak so to Lord Dorset’s mother, but she was sick to death of being made to feel as if she was somehow inferior by virtue of her commoner birth.

A crooked smile spread over Lady Dorset’s face and a silver brow arched. “Well, Miss Makepeace, I see you’ve put that study of history to good use. That was as good a set-down as I’ve had in quite some time.”

Grace dropped a curtsey. “I ask your pardon—”

“Don’t you dare! It was quite refreshing. I like a girl who speaks her mind. Richard might just be right about you.”

As Lady Dorset chattered away, Grace decided she liked her, too, despite her bluntness. Or maybe because of it. There was something comforting about knowing exactly what other people thought because they didn’t hesitate to tell you.

Once they reached the library, Lady Dorset directed Grace to a small section devoted to mythology. To Grace’s delight, she found three titles that were new to her.

“When you are ready,” Lady Dorset said, “the dining room is down the corridor. Take the first right, then the second door to the left.”

“Aren’t you dining with us?” Grace asked.

“Oh, no,” Lady Dorset said. “I make it a point never to dine with less than a viscount at the least. One must maintain certain standards. However, I would welcome you and your mother for tea in two days’ time in my apartments.”

Grace wasn’t sure whether to be insulted that Lady Dorset wouldn’t deign to eat with her and her parents or pleased that she’d condescended to extend the invitation for tea.

And as Grace made her way to the dining room, she wondered how she’d find the courage to tell Crispin there was a portrait of a man whose face was the spitting image of his hanging in Lord Dorset’s great hall.







Chapter Twenty-nine

Galatea had consumed all his energy while he created her. Now that she was slipping from him, she devoured Pygmalion’s soul.



Crispin waited in the anteroom outside the grand dining room but Wyckham had warned him that every room in Clairmont was designed to awe, so he opened one of the double doors to take a quick peek inside.

“Well, Hawke,” the marquess’s voice rustled quietly behind him. “Let us not stand on ceremony. Go on in. Tell me. What do you think of my ceiling?”

Crispin craned his neck and turned an appraising eye upward. Pagan goddesses were interspersed with Christian saints in a mishmash of disjointed scenes separated by the curved spines of the high ceiling’s supporting arches.

“Reminds me of the Sistine Chapel,” he said after a few minutes study of the overembellished vault. “The artist obviously studied the original. Similar ornamentation, unfortunately dissimilar execution. Whoever your artist was, he charged you too much.”

“My thoughts exactly, though you’d never convince my mother of it,” Dorset said gruffly. “How do you find the cottage?”

“It’s comfortable enough for tonight,” Crispin said. The place Dorset called “the cottage” might have been the manor house on a lesser estate. “Tomorrow I’ll see if it’s light enough for my work.”

Lord Dorset eyed Crispin speculatively. “I’m curious, Hawke. Artistic geniuses don’t sprout from the ground like cabbage. From whence do you hail?”

He groaned inwardly. The less said about his past, the better.

“I find the public enjoys a bit of mystery surrounding artistic types. Besides, I believe in looking forward, not back,” Crispin said as the sound of approaching footsteps made his head turn. Speaking of looking forward…

Grace was coming down the long corridor wearing that delectable chocolate and midnight blue gown. Long limbed and elegant, she might have been a goddess descending to join them. Just seeing her determined stride made his heart lighter and convinced him that truth and beauty still existed in the world.

“Blast! Not that bloody brown and blue thing again,” the marquess muttered with disgust. “Hasn’t the girl any other gowns?”

“None that are worthy of her,” Crispin returned smoothly, wondering at both the marquess’s eyesight and his sense.

“Well, that is something I’ll remedy once she is mine. A marchioness ought never wear the same gown twice,” Dorset said and pushed past Crispin to meet Grace before she reached the dining room door.

All the air fled from Crispin’s lungs. If the marquess had punched him in the gut, it wouldn’t have hurt as badly. Crispin knew the marquess was interested in Grace, but his tone was so blasé about making Grace his wife, it was as if it was already fact.

This had started as a game. A lark. Pull a fast one on Polite Society and fashion a bumptious Bostonian miss into the toast of the town.

For an unworthy moment, Crispin almost wished Grace would trip and fall headlong on the red and gold carpet runner. The marquess would probably not find her clumsiness as endearing as Crispin did. It was all that reminded him she wasn’t an angel who’d temporarily shed her wings.

But no, he really didn’t want her to fall. She might be injured or embarrassed and Crispin couldn’t bear that.

When the marquess made his obeisance over her hand and lingered in his kiss on her knuckles, Crispin vowed not to see her hurt any other way either.

He’d not lost one of his “games” in a very long time, and he was very near to winning this one. Grace was about to bag her titled husband. But in winning the game, Crispin would be actually the loser.

If Grace wanted to be a marchioness, so be it. But the bastard better treat her like the queen she was.

Growing up rough in Cheapside taught him there were lots of ways for a man to die. Crispin would see the marquess found one if he ever made her shed a single tear.



Jasper Washburn stared at his plate. Yes, it was Limoges. Yes, it was embossed with the marquess’s gilt crest. Yes, it was heaped with roast duckling and eel pie and a cranberry and raisin concoction Lady Sheppleton declared “simply divine,” but Lord Washburn’s plate did not make him happy.

It was not located in the correct place.

He was seated at the farthest end of the marquess’s long table, with Lady Sheppleton on his left and her simpleton of a nephew, Manfred, across from him. There was an empty seat to his right at the foot of the table, where the marchioness should have been sitting. Perhaps it wouldn’t have been so humiliating if she’d been there, but they were informed Lord Dorset’s mother was dining “en suite.”

“You’re not eating, Brother,” Mary said from her seat next to Lady Sheppleton’s nephew, the future Lord Brumford, should he ever find a woman daft enough to marry him.

Jasper felt mildly guilty about throwing Mary to that particular wolf, but she was timid enough not to complain. He’d even seen his sister and Manfred Brumford in quiet conversation from time to time. Mary was the sort to make anyone feel more comfortable, but even she couldn’t resist gazing toward the head of the table where Lord Dorset and the more favored guests were seated. “I seem to have lost my appetite,” Jasper replied.

“You’re not the only one,” Manfred piped up between stuffing huge bites into his gaping maw. “Looks like Mr. Hawke is off his feed, too.”

Jasper glanced up the table toward the end that tilted toward the power in the room. Lord Dorset had placed Grace Makepeace on his left hand and her mother at his right. Mr. Makepeace was at his daughter’s side and Hawke was across from him next to Mrs. Makepeace.

“He’s sitting next to my cousin Minerva,” Jasper said sourly. “What would you expect?”

“My lord, such a remark may be honest, but it’s hardly worthy of you. That’s the sort of observation a gentleman keeps to himself,” Lady Sheppleton said primly.

If only she knew the observations he was keeping to himself about her!

He’d have been perfectly happy to switch seats with Crispin Hawke, even if it meant sitting next to Minerva, whose gushing enthusiasm strained his last nerve. But he’d brave Minerva if it would get him farther from Lady Sheppleton and closer to Cousin Grace.

Besides, he was a baron and Lord Dorset’s neighbor. He was the scion of an old and venerable English family. Why should he be relegated to the far end while some nobody of an artist basked in the light of Grace Makepeace and her lovely dowry?

Perhaps the marquess had caught wind of Mary’s indiscretion and was punishing him for his sister’s sins. Or perhaps Dorset realized Jasper was a rival for Grace’s affections and that’s why he’d been disrespected. But after the grandeur of Clairmont, how could he tempt Grace with his little Burnside Manor?

Lord Dorset leaned one elbow on the table and spoke confidingly to Grace. She laughed and then her gaze darted toward the artist. Hawke was staring back at her.

Of course! Why hadn’t he seen it before? He’d thought Crispin Hawke merely one of those insufferable “self-made” men who seemed to be sprouting up everywhere.

In a world where Beau Brummell, the son of a tailor, could rise to have the Prince of Wales’s confidence and friendship, many such nobodies were under the misapprehension that breeding no longer mattered. Hawke thought he could claw his way into the upper echelons of society.

He is panting after Grace, too.

Jasper tucked that little gem of information into his pocket and wondered how best to make use of it.

“Oh, Lord Washburn,” Lady Sheppleton said. “Do you recall that matter we decided needed further investigation?”

Crispin Hawke’s background. “Indeed, I do. Has your agent discovered anything of note?”

She dabbed her thin lips with her linen napkin and smiled. “Oh yes. Quite a bit of fascinating information. And I fear most of the intelligence is severely damaging to the subject of the investigation.”

Her smile betrayed no fear whatsoever.

“I look forward to hearing more,” Jasper said.

“What are you talking about?” his sister asked.

“Something that needn’t concern you,” Jasper snapped. He raised a brow at his partner in crime. “Shall we meet later in the library to discuss our mutual interests, Lady Sheppleton?”

“Quite,” she said with a nod. Then her sharp gaze snapped to her nephew. “Slow down, Manfred. That duck isn’t going anywhere.”

But evidently Crispin Hawke was.

The artist pushed back from the table, mumbling what sounded like apologies. He bowed to his host and the ladies at the favored end of the table. Then he nodded in the direction of the less favored and limped out of the dining room, leaving his plate untouched.

Grace’s gaze followed him until he disappeared down the long hall.

“Suddenly, my appetite is returned,” Jasper said as he attacked his eel pie with gusto.

All he had to do was figure out how to best use Hawke’s and Dorset’s rivalry for Grace, judiciously mixed with Lady Sheppleton’s nasty little tidbits, to further his own ends.







Chapter Thirty

Pygmalion undoubtedly made many mistakes in her creation, but there was no denying Galatea was fashioned with love.

And for love.



Since there was no hostess at the dinner, the ladies did not withdraw for tea in the parlor. Neither did the gentlemen retire to the smoking room for cigars and brandy, a situation Grace suspected sucked a good deal of pleasure from the evening for her father. Her mother, however, was in high spirits and once they all moved to the splendid music room, it took very little coaxing to persuade her to sing “The Maid of the Mill” while Cousin Mary played the piano.

Grace had longed to follow Crispin when he excused himself from supper, but unless she could plead a convincing headache—and she’d never developed any theatrical talent—she was stuck with the whole party for the duration of the evening. She couldn’t remember what the topic of conversation had been when he made his exit, but the tension in his jaw told her he was upset.

Lord Dorset insisted Grace share a spot on the padded window seat with him. It left them in full view of the rest of the company, but able to have a quiet, private conversation.

“Tell me, Miss Makepeace,” the marquess leaned over and whispered to her as her mother launched into the second verse. “Do you also fancy yourself a singer?”

“No, my lord,” she whispered back. “That gift did not fall on me.”

Cousin Jasper was moved to join in on the chorus and splatted out a singularly bad high note.

“It appears the gift missed others as well, but you at least have the good sense not to advertise it,” Lord Dorset said. “Do you play?”

“Nothing more complicated than a tambourine,” she admitted. Perhaps her lack of accomplishments would make the marquess look elsewhere.

“Good. Nothing is more tiring than amateur performances, though your cousin has a deft touch on the ivories.” His gaze lingered on Mary for a few heartbeats before he turned back to Grace. “What do you do?”

“I read. And I write.”

“I also enjoy quiet evenings with a book. Do you have a favorite?”

Grace noted that he skated past asking about her writing in favor of less personal conversation. Even so, while the rest of the party entertained itself with an impromptu concert and sing-along, Grace decided the marquess seemed a thoroughly decent, perfectly honorable English gentleman. He was the sort of fellow Grace could see herself spending time with in companionable silence, like a pair of old stockings comfortably rolled together and stashed in the same drawer.

But when his arm brushed against hers, there were no sparks, no flutters of awareness. No little faerie of pleasure danced up her arm.

“I met the marchioness earlier,” she whispered after wondering whether to tell his lordship she’d found his mother in the darkened portrait gallery. She wasn’t prepared to discuss the strange likeness of Lord Dorset’s father with anyone yet. “She was kind enough to show me to your library.”

“Kind, eh? Then you must not have met my mother.”

Grace flinched in surprise. It was the sort of acerbic comment she expected from Crispin, not a well-bred lord.

Cousin Jasper launched into a recitation of “The Lay of the Last Minstrel.” The direction of the entertainment could only lead down from this point. Grace decided even if it wasn’t convincing, it was time to feign a headache. She asked Lord Dorset to excuse her.

“Not at all, Miss Makepeace.” He stood and extended a hand to assist her. “Allow me to see you safely to your chamber. This house is the sort that goes off in odd directions if one is unfamiliar with it.”

“Thank you, my lord,” she whispered, “but oughtn’t we wait till Lord Washburn is finished with his recitation so we can bid the others good evening?”

He shook his head and led her from the music room. “One of the privileges of rank is that one may come and goes as one pleases and there is none to gainsay it. I daresay Mr. Hawke had the right idea when he made good his escape during the meal.”

“Are you a recluse then?” she asked as they walked from one grand room to the next gilded space.

“No, just one who cannot abide the artifice of society. You may have noticed I am not at home in the whirl of London. And once the rest of the house party arrives tomorrow, the increased number will only have moved the mindless activity of the ton to my doorstep.”

In the exotic trophy room, the marquess put a hand to the small of her back to guide her around the elephantfoot ottoman.

Again no reaction, pleasurable or otherwise, greeted his touch.

Perhaps because he seemed to be saying he regretted their presence in his home.

“If you did not wish us to come here, you should not have invited us, my lord.”

He laughed.

“I didn’t say anything funny.” She hadn’t meant to in any case.

“No, I laugh because you make it possible to breathe, Miss Makepeace.” He smiled at her and she recognized his mother’s smile on his face, sardonic and cynical. “Do you have any idea how many people would dare speak so bluntly to me?”

“Not many, I suppose.”

“None who didn’t outrank me, and there are precious few of those,” he said as they mounted the grand stairs side by side.

Grace noticed that he was very nearly her match for height. Her mother had been right to insist upon heelless slippers for her this evening.

“Let us speak frankly then, Miss Makepeace. You are here because I am considering whether we are well suited. I must confess, my estimation of your worth continues to grow.”

“May I take that as a compliment to me and not, as the gentlemen at White’s believe, a speculation on the size of my dowry?”

He laughed again. “Indeed, you may. You are a woman who knows the value of silence and yet when you do speak, it’s almost always worth hearing.”

“Almost?”

He shook his head as they arrived at her chamber door. “You must forgive me. I am not accustomed to courting. My tongue is not as glib as it ought to be.”

Her belly reacted with a quick roil instead of a flutter of excitement. Claudette’s ribald comments about how rare it was to find an Englishman who knew what to do with his tongue flitted through her mind.

What was wrong with her? A peer of the realm was courting her! And all she could do was fight off wicked thoughts of Crispin Hawke and how well he might use his tongue.

“You don’t seem the type to be easily shocked, so I’m going to confide in you a bit about the House of Dorset. My father cut a wide swath with the ladies,” he said. “He was frightfully indiscreet and his affairs embittered my mother till she was unrecognizable. If you met her, you probably already know that.”

She couldn’t protest the truth, but it might be considered bad form to agree with such an assessment. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt his feelings, so Grace remained silent.

“I do not possess my father’s astounding good looks or his easy charm,” he said. “But I flatter myself that I possess other attributes of a more constant nature.”

The marquess took one of her gloved hands and brought it to his lips. “I would be honored if you would call me Richard.”

Her jaw dropped. Her mother was right. Lord Dorset was serious about her. Panic bloomed in her chest.

“Richard,” she repeated woodenly.

“And may I call you Grace?”

“It is my name.”

“Good night, then, Grace.”

To her dismay, he leaned forward to kiss her, but she turned her head at the last possible moment so his lips bussed her cheek.

“Good night, my lor—Richard.”

She pushed open her door and scuttled through it sideways to escape quicker. She leaned against it and the latch closed behind her with a satisfying click. It was several moments before she heard Lord Dorset’s footsteps retreating from her threshold. Only then did she dare breathe.

Grace wrapped her arms around herself to keep from unraveling in all directions and began to pace.

She didn’t feel insane. Of course, an insane person wasn’t likely to recognize insanity, was she? And yet she knew she must be.

Lord Dorset—Richard—was a good man. An honorable man. A wealthy and titled man. He couldn’t have been better designed to please her mother if she’d ordered him by pattern and had him stitched up to suit her.

And there was no way Grace could marry him. Not in good conscience.

Not as long as Crispin Hawke was all she could think of. If she could feel a little warmth for the marquess, just a brief flicker. One-tenth of the ache Grace felt for Crispin might do.

Her bedchamber was suddenly too close, the air so stifling she couldn’t push it in and out of her lungs for another breath. She opened the French doors and stepped out onto the fine terrazzo-tiled balcony.

Except for the hunting call of an owl and the constant scritching sound of insects, the night was perfectly quiet.

Then, just on the edge of sound, she heard it. The rhythmic strike of a hammer on the blunt end of a chisel, interspersed with a cleaving sound and the clatter of stone giving way.

She didn’t know where the sound was coming from, but she knew its source. Crispin was working in the cottage. The sound of his blows traversed the distance between them by some quirk of acoustics, bouncing off a hillock, ricocheting off the stables and hammering away at her heart.

He chipped away pieces of her. A little off her inhibitions here, a mighty whack on her conscience there. Bits of the armor she’d carefully constructed to shield herself from him were falling to the slag pile at her feet.

She heard frustration in his relentless strikes. Agony. Need. A lump formed in her throat and defied her attempts to swallow it away.

A night breeze rose and ruffled her hair. It didn’t matter. No breeze would cool the rising fire in her blood. She stood motionless as a statue, waiting for the lamps to be extinguished on the lower floors and Lord Dorset’s houseguests to retire for the night.

Then she would answer Crispin’s summons. She’d follow his hammer strikes straight to him and if there was anything left of her when she got there, she’d willingly give him every bit of herself.

And if she lost all, so be it.







Chapter Thirty-one

Pygmalion threw himself into other work, but only wore out his chisel. So long as Galatea held his imagination captive, the only thing he created was a great pile of slag.



It wasn’t a simple matter to slip out of Lord Dorset’s grand home. Not only was its colossal size an impediment, but Grace was forced to dodge servants making their sleepy rounds in the dark watches of the night. Finally, after much trial and error, Grace was able to sneak out an unlocked door off a breakfast room that opened into the garden.

Crispin was still hard at work. As she picked up her skirts and ran toward the sound, the hammer strikes grew louder. Her only fear was that he’d lay his tools down and she’d lose her way to locate the cottage.

If anything, the ringing blows grew more insistent. She stumbled past a garden maze, past the stables and through the exercise yard. The full moon silvered every blade of grass and lent a dreamlike quality to her headlong dash through Lord Dorset’s estate.

Beyond the duck pond, the land fell away. The cottage was tucked below the hillock. A small herd of sheep was penned in a fold near the dwelling. One room on the main level was ablaze with light, sending long shafts of illumination on the close-cropped grass.

A pair of French doors was thrown open to the night. Grace crept in there. Crispin pounded away furiously on a larger-than-life piece in the center of the high-ceilinged room.

He stood with his back to her, naked but for the leather apron tied at his neck and waist. Sweat made his skin glisten in the light of dozens of tapers. His shoulder muscles bunched and flexed beneath smooth flesh. His buttocks clenched with each strike and the musculature of his long legs stood out in stark definition.

He was magnificent, an Adonis in leather. His body called to hers. Then his right leg began to tremble.

“Damnation!” He threw his hammer and chisel down with a clatter to the unprotected wood floor and bent to massage his thigh.

Grace saw a shadow of his private parts dangling between his spread legs and drew in a sharp breath. He turned suddenly toward her, his face wild and proud and feral.

But he didn’t seem surprised to see her.

He didn’t speak. He just returned her steady gaze. He straightened and slowly untied the apron at his neck. The leather flopped down revealing brown nipples and a dusting of dark hair over his hardened chest. Then he reached behind his waist to untie the last knot. He let it fall.

Grace was winded from her wild flight down here but now, never mind how badly she needed it, she seemed unable to draw a deep breath. Her gaze wandered down his body, past his flat belly to the mystery of maleness artists normally kept hidden behind fig leaves.

His long, thick shaft strained toward her, magnificently erect, its skin purpled with his coursing blood. Beneath that wonder, his testicles were bunched in a nest of dark curls. His whole body tensed with the effort of holding himself still while she studied him.

She’d never seen anything finer or more miraculous than Crispin Hawke, just as God made him, in her entire life.

Grace looked back up at his face.

“If you intend to leave here a virgin,” he said, his lips barely moving, “you must leave now.”

She shook her head. “I’m not leaving.”

They met midway across the space in a tangle of limbs.

Grace suddenly understood lotus-eaters. His lips on hers were an addiction. There was nothing else in the world. She wanted him more than anything and she’d never break free of wanting him. She surrendered her mouth to him. Their kiss spiraled into a madness of dark heat, but she didn’t care.

His skin was warm, almost feverish under her touch. And she touched him everywhere, grasping his arms, splaying her fingers over his chest, reaching around to smooth her palms along the length of his spine. He growled in her ear when she cupped his buttocks.

He kissed her neck, the tops of her breasts while his fingers worked furiously at the row of buttons down the back of her gown.

“Turn around,” he ordered, his voice rough with frustration.

She obeyed and faced away from him, but she reached behind herself and grasped his shaft just to see what he’d do. To her surprise, he ripped the back of her gown, popping off the remaining buttons and shredding the seam down to the top of her buttocks.

She drew a shuddering breath. His lack of control should have scared her, but instead a thrill coursed through her from head to toe.

“Unless you want to see how a woman can be violated without removing her clothes, don’t touch me again until I rid you of these,” he snarled.

She stood perfectly still then.

Except for the trembling. She couldn’t control that, as he shoved the gown over her shoulders and worked the hooks and eyes on her stays.

It wasn’t fear. Well, not entirely.

She was trembling for the sheer aching joy of his hands on her newly exposed skin, for the heat of his breath on the back of her neck, for the crisp male smell of his honest sweat. Every bit of her ached to enfold him, to take him in.

To make him hers.

He peeled off her stays and then reached around to untie her chemise. His mouth was on her shoulder, then sucking at her neck. He nipped at her earlobe as he hefted both her breasts. She leaned back into him, feeling his smooth, hard length pressed against her bottom.

There weren’t enough pleasure faeries in the world to distribute all the bliss he unleashed in her.

Crispin bunched her chemise in his hands and drew it up and over her head. She turned to him, wearing only her pantalets and stockings. Crispin stepped back a pace while she toed off her slippers.

The pantalets left her sex completely exposed to his view and he looked down at her now, a wild, feral gleam in his eyes. He cupped her mound with one hand and she throbbed beneath him. He drew her closer with the other, bending her back over his arm so he could take a nipple in his mouth.

He matched the rhythm of his mouth with the gentle massage of his hand on her mound. His tongue flicked her nipple. The suction grew deeper and Grace felt as if she were a bow being drawn taut. He bit down on her and she arched herself into him, surrendering to the madness.

He gave her other breast the same loving, rough attention while she struggled to remain upright. His fingers on her sex separated her folds and teased her intimate crevices.

She cried out when he grazed that blessed little spot of needy flesh that had risen to be stroked. This time, her parents weren’t a wall away. And even if they had been, she didn’t think she could keep from letting her need escape her throat.

He seemed to love hearing her incoherent pleas. He kissed his way from the valley between her breasts and down her ribs. His tongue circled her navel. She twined her fingers in his hair as he knelt before her.

His kisses kept moving down.

He couldn’t possibly…

He’d stop soon and move back up her body.

An insanely wicked idea burned across her mind for what might constitute the good use of a man’s tongue.

Surely that’s not what Claudette meant…a man wouldn’t do such a thing, would he?

He grasped her buttocks with both hands, pulled her close and pressed an openmouthed kiss on her sex.

Evidently, he would.

And he made such appreciative noises as he devoured her, as if she were the most delectable delicacy ever to meet his tongue.

“Oh,” she said once so softly she could barely hear it herself.

Then her eyes rolled back in her head and she was passion-blind.

His tongue circled. It flicked. His lips massaged and suckled that little center of the universe between her legs.

“Oh.”

“Just there.”

“Yes, harder.”

Then she heard someone pleading and repeating Crispin’s name. It took her a moment to realize she was hearing herself as if from a great distance.

His fingers dug into her flesh, bruising her backside, but pain didn’t matter.

“Just don’t stop.”

The world faded around them. No sound. No light. Only friction and heat and tension mounding up like a wind-tossed sea. If a rogue wave hit, she thought she might snap in two.

Then deep in her core, she did. She drew a ragged breath. When the bow inside her snapped, rings of bliss radiated from her center, turning her limbs to pudding. She suspected she was pulling Crispin’s hair, but she needed to if she was going to remain on her feet while her insides spasmed with joy.

Before the last contraction ended, Crispin threw her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and rose to his feet.

All the breath rushed from her lungs.

“Where are we going?” she asked shakily.

“I’ve wanted to swive you on the floor from the moment I met you, Grace, but I’d rather not take your maidenhead there unless you insist.”

He deposited her on a tufted velvet fainting couch. Then he made short work of removing her pantalets and stockings. Grace lay back and let him do as he liked. She was still too drunk with bliss to care.

Alarm bells clattered along her spine, but she ignored them. She knew what she was doing. And her decision was made. There was no going back. If she didn’t give herself to Crispin Hawke now, she’d regret it for the rest of her life.

She just meant to see he gave her himself, too.

Grace lifted her arms to him and he settled between her splayed legs.

The tip of him pressed against her. She kissed him, tasting a musky, salty tang that she realized must have come from her. She squirmed down, urging him to enter. He gave a quick thrust of his hips and drove himself in all the way.

Pain ripped through her, and she tore her mouth away from him, biting her lower lip. She didn’t want to cry out with anything but bliss. Claudette told her there would be pain, but after the joy she’d experienced with Crispin, she’d forgotten to expect it.

“Did I hurt you terribly?”

“Yes,” she said, blinking up at him. “Is it always like that?”

“No.” He shook his head and kissed her tenderly. “Only the first time. I’m sorry. I should have been gentler. I’ve never been with a virgin. There is probably a better way to do that.”

“But now we’ll never know, will we?” she said, reaching around him to give his bottom a swat. She hoped she sounded like it didn’t matter, that she didn’t regret a thing.

Because she didn’t. At least not now. It was impossible to care about anything but the wonder of holding him inside her.

She just hoped he was right about it not hurting every time.

Crispin held himself still, propping most of his weight on his elbows, looking down at her with wonderment, as if he feared she’d disappear if he looked away.

He was huge, filling her, stretching her, making her inner walls contract once reflexively in honor of his intruding presence. She felt his heartbeat galloping between her legs.

“Tell me when I can move,” he whispered, nuzzling her neck and suckling her earlobe.

The pain dissipated and was replaced by that familiar ache. She rocked her pelvis experimentally.

“Oh, that feels wonderful,” she said, thrilled to have reentered bliss with him. “Move however you like, sir.”

Crispin didn’t need to be told twice. He took her in long strokes, setting a comfortable rhythm. He slowed, making her ache to take him in. She rocked with him, peppering his neck and shoulders with kisses. Then he rode her hard, galloping hell-for-leather to a point of ecstasy for them both.

She crested again with the same heart-pounding intensity but this time, Crispin came with her. His back arched and he growled his pleasure. She fisted around him as his life pumped into her, hot and strong. Then as the last convulsion wracked them, he breathed her name.

Reverently.

Lovingly.

And settled his head between her breasts.

She ran her hand over his hair, smoothing the dark curls and swiping them back out of his eyes. His breath feathered over her nipple and it tightened pleasantly, but she was completely satisfied. His body relaxed on her and she wondered if he was asleep. She sighed when he finally slipped out of her, severing their beautiful connection.

He raised himself on his elbows again and peered down at her. “What are you thinking, Grace?”

“I’m just wondering if we can see whether you’re right.”

“Right about what?”

She smiled up at him. “About it not hurting the second time.”







Chapter Thirty-two

Lust was understandable. Hadn’t he fashioned Galatea to suit him perfectly? But an artist shouldn’t love the work of his own hands. Not when Pygmalion knew he’d have to release Galatea to the world without any claim on her at all.



“Help me snuff the candles and we’ll find a more comfortable spot.” Crispin rose from the fainting couch and extended a hand to help her up. Her smile washed over him like warm rain.

Grace was a wonder. A mercy. A sensible female who didn’t seem at all troubled about losing her maidenhead to him.

He, however, experienced a twinge of guilt at the streak of blood on her inner thighs.

Did she realize yet what they’d done? Her whole life was turned on its head and yet, she skittered from one candelabra to the next, snuffing candles in glorious nakedness as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Crispin watched her stretch to reach a wall sconce, standing tiptoe, the long, clean lines of her unhindered by crude covering. She lifted one curltoed foot and he ached to place a kiss on her sole.

If Adam had been able to watch Eve run about in such a splendid state of undress all the time, no wonder Eden was considered paradise and Original Sin such a calamity.

Grace stooped to pick up her discarded clothing. She finally seemed to have discovered, as Eve had, that she was naked.

“Leave them,” he said, wanting the chance to look at her longer.

“But won’t Mr. Wyckham find them?”

“He’s not here. There was room for him in the big house in the servants’ quarters and I figured he’d be happier there, close to your Claudette.”

“How thoughtful of you, though I should warn you, she’s very unhappy with Mr. Wyckham at present.” She let the armful of clothing drop back to the floor. “Still, I never figured you for a romantic.”

Her nipples were rosy and taut. He forced himself to meet her amber-eyed gaze.

“There are lots of things you don’t know about me.”

“But I’m very willing to learn.”

Crispin took her hand and led her toward the bedchamber that had been set up for him on the ground floor. As much as being relegated to the cottage had stung his pride, he had to admit Lord Dorset’s staff had set up the space to suit his needs admirably. A bedchamber without climbing stairs was a thoughtful touch.

Once they reached his room, he lit a lamp and she noticed the pitcher and ewer on the commode in the corner.

“Do you mind if I clean up a bit?”

“Yes, I do,” he said. “Let me do it for you. Just lie down and I’ll take care of you.”

He reasoned it would ease his conscience to remove the evidence of her loss of purity. Besides, if she cleaned herself, she might be dismayed at the sight of her virginal blood and their carnal odyssey would lose its joy.

“All right.” She pulled back the counterpane and treated him to a lovely site of her upraised bottom when she bent over. Then she climbed into the bed and sank into the feather tick.

He spread a towel over his shoulder and poured some water into the ewer. Then he carried it across the room to her side of the bed, along with a jar of lavenderscented soap. He dipped one end of the cloth in the water and lathered it up with a dollop of soap. Then he settled a hip beside her on the bed.

“Knees up,” he said and she complied. He eased her knees apart and soaped the insides of her thighs. Then, very gently, he cleaned all her delicate folds. “I’m sorry the water is cold.”

Her eyes were closed and her lips turned up in a little smile. “It feels wonderful.”

He would have said, “Amen,” but she might have considered it blasphemy and he didn’t want to do anything to ruin the mood. But he’d never felt anything as miraculous under his hands as her vulnerable feminine parts. All soft and wet and soapy and opened to him so trustingly.

“You’re beautiful, Grace. Every bit of you.”

She opened her eyes and looked up at him, her smile turning impish. “Even my hands? You said they weren’t my best feature.”

“That’s like saying the Mona Lisa’s eyes aren’t her best feature because her smile is so beguiling. You’re the work of a Master, Grace. And altogether lovely.”

He rinsed off the soap and she sighed in contentment.

“This is altogether lovely, too,” she said with a lazy cat stretch. “No one has bathed me since I was a very small child. And never like this.”

She sat up and pulled her knees under her. “Now it’s my turn to bathe you.”

He’d planned to give himself a brisk scrub as soon as he finished with her. “No, it’s not necessary—”

“Yes, it is, and if you’re afraid I’ll faint dead away at the sight of a little blood, you don’t know me very well.” Her smile trembled a bit. “I know full well what we’ve done, Crispin. And I know it’s something that can’t be undone.” She palmed his cheeks and kissed him softly. “I wouldn’t undo it, even if I could. Now let me have the pleasure of taking care of you. Lie down.”

He settled into the spot she vacated. Her body’s warmth and scent still clung to the space. He closed his eyes, his whole body thrumming with awareness, waiting for her touch.

Once in a while, when he was a boy, one of the girls at Peel’s Abbey would catch him and throw him in a tub when he became too pungent to ignore. The soap was always caustic and the water tepid, too warm to be refreshing, too cold to be comforting. Since he was the last one in the hip bath, the bathwater was always dark and scummy. When they were done scouring him, he always felt like a half inch of his hide had been scrubbed off, especially from his private parts, but he never felt really clean.

Now Grace washed him with tenderness. She cupped his scrotum experimentally and lathered him. Then she dipped the cloth in the water again and wiped off the soap. Grace’s touch on his penis was tentative but gentle. Even so, he roused to her.

“Oh! Does it always do that?” She ran the wet cloth along his entire length and his cock rose to meet her fingertips of its own volition.

“Like clockwork,” he said.

She wrapped her hand around him and slid his whole length. The effect was immediate. Even though it hadn’t been five minutes since he’d poured himself into her, his body was ready for another hard swive.

No. He wouldn’t class what he and Grace had done with that crude word. His chest still ached with the sweetness of her beneath him. With the memory of her every desperate whisper, every sigh and hitched breath. It was pure glory to watch her come and know that he’d given her such pleasure.

That was no swiving. They had made love.

Love. The word came to his mind unbidden and should have scared him spitless. Love was something women invented to bind unwary men to them. Something to give poets a living. Something for the weak-willed to claim they’d succumbed to when animal passions were really what got the better of them.

Now he could think the word without sneering or cringing.

I love Grace. He tested the thought, poked it for any hint of cynicism or falsehood and found none.

“I—"

He was just about to tell her, but she picked that moment to lower her mouth to his cock and all rational thought fled.

Her hair tickled across his belly and shielded her face. She rained little kisses from just above his balls all along his ridgeline and up to the tip.

Ah, she used her tongue.

Crispin still couldn’t seem to make his work. He fisted the sheets, every muscle in his body clenched, waiting to see what she’d do next.

She found that spot of rough skin near the head and swirled her tongue over it. His balls bunched tight. If he hadn’t just emptied himself into her, he’d have spewed all over his own belly.

Then, God help him, she pushed her hair behind her ear so he could look down and watch her lick and suckle him. Her experimentation and obvious delight in that part of him made his chest ache afresh.

Crispin Hawke had grown up in a whorehouse, but he’d never seen anything more erotic in his whole life than Grace Makepeace flicking her pointed little tongue over his cock. He had to have all of this woman.

And let her have all of him.

He sat up and pulled her down on top of him. Her skin was cool and smooth and soft. Her mouth found his. She breathed her life into him.

Without conscious volition, their bodies connected again. She was incredibly tight, but so wet, he glided into her dark embrace with a long, slow thrust. She sat up, astraddle him, and he pressed her hips down, pushing deeply into her. Grace threw her head back, her mouth passion-slack, her breathing erratic.

He palmed both her breasts and teased her nipples while his hips quickened the pace of his thrusts. Her brows tented on her forehead in obvious distress, but it was the kind of agony he could fix. He found her little sensitive spot again and rubbed it with the pad of his thumb.

She cried out, but he didn’t relent.

He was deep inside her when she came, limbs bucking, incoherent sounds escaping her throat. Her inner walls contracted around him. He joined her climax, pumping into her with surprising force for one so lately sated.

Then she collapsed on his chest, dragging in the huge breath she’d been unable to take while locked in passion. Her whole body trembled.

He made hushing sounds, comforting sounds, but was capable of no real speech. She stole his breath and his voice as well as his heart. Their connection made speech unnecessary.

Grace quieted and relaxed on him. She was so still, if he hadn’t been able to feel the steady thump of her heart on his chest, he might have been concerned. He stroked her hair and enjoyed the slow rhythm of her ribs expanding and contracting with each long breath.

Then he heard it. A small, very ladylike snore.

She’d fallen asleep with his cock still inside her.

He resisted the urge to chuckle. It might wake her. There was time enough for more later. They had all the time in the world.

He pressed his lips on the tousled crown of her head. “I love you, Grace,” he whispered and joined her in dreams before their bodies had a chance to separate.



“Mam’selle! Are you there?”

Crispin’s eyes opened. The rap on his bedchamber door made Grace pop upright beside him. Dawn was breaking through the slits in the heavy damask drapes.

“Oh, no! I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” She scrambled off the bed and pulled the coverlet off with her, wrapping her body toga-style. “Yes, Claudette. I’m here.”

Her maid opened the door, but froze at the threshold when she saw Crispin in the bed. Her pink French lips formed an O.

“If you came here to find your mistress, you can’t be truly surprised, can you?” He tucked the sheet around his waist and laced his hands behind his head on his propped-up pillows. “Don’t stand on ceremony, girl. Come in, if you’re going to.”

She bustled in then, all business.

“Mam’selle, when I saw your bed, she was empty, I was overcome with the worries. Here. I brought these.”

She opened a small valise and pulled out a fresh chemise and stays for Grace.

“Thank you, Claudette. You’re a godsend.” Grace took the undergarments and disappeared behind a chinoiserie dressing screen.

“What time is it?” she asked, while her maid pulled a morning gown of sprigged muslin from the valise and gave it a vigorous shake.

Claudette draped a pair of pantalets and stockings over the screen. They disappeared behind it amid a rustle of unseen activity.

“Time for your father and his lordship to go fishing,” Claudette hissed. “They are sure to see you on their way to the pond. You must say you woke early to take the air or to walk or…”

“Wanted a quick swive or two with a member of the riffraff before you settled into ladyship in earnest,” Crispin finished for her.

Grace’s head popped up over the dressing screen. “That’s not fair.”

“No, that’s honest,” Crispin said, a bitter taste rising in his mouth. “It’s life that’s not fair.”

“Crispin, it was not—”

“Please, mam’selle,” her maid interrupted, scurrying behind the screen with the morning gown. “Vite! Vite! There is no time.”

Crispin folded his arms across his chest and waited for Grace to finish dressing. Then he rose from the bed, sheet wrapped around his waist. He didn’t want to plead with her. If he had to demand she choose him, it wouldn’t be her free choice. It would be a cheat. And if ever he’d needed to win the game without cheating, it was now.

Either he was important to her. Or he was not.

“Hurry, mam’selle.” Claudette buzzed around her mistress like an angry bee. “We tuck your hair under this bonnet so and voila! You are fit to greet the preacher.”

The maid all but shoved her toward the door.

“Grace.”

She stopped at the sound of her name and turned to look at him, her eyes huge, dazed, as if the enormity of what they’d done was finally real to her.

“What will you do?”

She ran to him and threw her arms around his waist, burying her face in his bare chest. He hugged her close, daring to believe she’d made her choice.

“Mam’selle!”

Grace looked up at him then, her face crumpling. “I will do what I must. Please be patient. I have to—”

“You have to go now, my lady! Or it is ruin for you and the sack for me for letting it happen.”

The maid actually took her arm and Grace let herself be dragged away. Crispin limped after them, the muscle in his thigh throbbing in agony for the first time since Grace slipped through his French doors last night.

He walked to the large open room he’d been using as his studio and stood at the multipaned window where the dawn streamed in. Grace and her maid were making their way across the meadow at a sedate pace. Grace even stooped to gather a bunch of bluebells to bolster the maid’s story of an early-morning ramble.

He watched her as she zigzagged up the hillock until she disappeared over the crest. She never turned to look back.

Crispin was still standing at the window, even though his leg trembled with the effort, when Wyckham came bearing a breakfast tray from the main house. Cook had sent him a “plate of something,” as Addison had promised. The riffraff was firmly in his place and all was right with the Dorset world.

Wyckham made a small noise of surprise when he discovered the pile of Grace’s clothing near the piece Crispin had been sculpting. He wisely refrained from comment.

His manservant gathered up the ruined gown, the stays and chemise, pantalets and stockings into a neat bundle and carried it over to Crispin. Grace’s warm scent still clung to them.

“What do you want me to do with all this?”

“Burn it,” Crispin snarled and stomped away. “A marchioness never wears the same gown twice.”







Chapter Thirty-three

Love is not love unless it is chosen freely.

So why did Pygmalion regret giving Galatea a will of her own?



“You never rise before I ring you, Claudette.” Grace picked her way around the duck pond. Dodging sheep droppings and goose poop at least gave her something to focus on besides the wreck of her life and personal happiness. “What made you check on me so early today?”

“Vraiment, mam’selle, I was only returning to my little room and thought to see if you were sleeping well before I found my bed.”

“Returning? From where?”

Claudette blushed, something Grace had never seen her do before, not even when she explained losing one’s virginity in lurid detail.

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that Mr. Wyckham is quartered in the main house, would it?”

“His name, it is Brice, mam’selle,” Claudette said with a sigh. With her French pronunciation of the r so deep in her throat, the name sound almost like “Bwice.”

Grace stifled a giggle.

“Brice, now is it? Never say you’ve caught yet another footman’s eye,” Grace said. Whatever else her maid was, her love life was always entertaining and gave Grace a welcome diversion from the thorns in her own.

“Non, mam’selle,” she said. “What kind of girl do you take me for? Brice is Monsieur Wyckham’s name. It is beautiful, n’est pas? A saint name it is, and yet I will not hold that against him so long as he does not make to act like one.”

“Then you and he are reconciled, I take it?”

Claudette smiled again and wiggled her little finger in the air. “Here is where I have him, all wrapped about. And where he will be pleased to be kept.”

“And what of Mr. Allen?”

“Oh, la! Him, I forget to remember so long as Brice behaves himself.”

Her maid had no trouble taking charge of the men in her life. Grace wished Claudette would lend her a bit of whatever enabled her to consistently arrange her affaires du coeur to her liking.

Grace saw her father and Lord Dorset strolling across the exercise yard between the stables, long poles slung over their shoulders. They were headed in Grace’s direction. If she’d delayed leaving Crispin by only a few minutes, they would have seen her leaving the cottage in the pearly dawn.

A perverse part of her thought that would’ve been no bad thing. At least it would have taken the question of how to tell her parents she couldn’t marry the marquess out of her hands. Lord Dorset wouldn’t want her after he learned she was not the virginal bride all men of good breeding sought.

Yet she couldn’t shame her parents. Last night had been a terrible risk. But a terrific reward as well. Crispin made her feel things no mortal should this side of paradise. She couldn’t hurt him by delaying matters. His face was a storm cloud when she left him, but surely he realized the situation called for some delicacy.

He hadn’t made things easy for her. There had been no offer of marriage. Now that she thought about it, there hadn’t even been a declaration of love.

But he wouldn’t have done those deliciously sinful, adoring things to her if he didn’t love her.

Would he?

Thoughts swarmed in Grace’s brain like a hornet’s nest, angrier and more uncertain by the minute. How difficult would it have been for him to say “I love you”? Even this morning, he could have stopped her from leaving with the right words. But he simply asked her what she was going to do without presenting her the option of choosing an honorable life with him.

Perhaps his intentions weren’t honorable.

From the moment she first met him Crispin Hawke had played games. Was that all she’d been to him? When she sought him out and gave herself to him, had she lost one of his games along with her maidenhead?

“Halloo!” her father called out. “You’re bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning.”

Grace blinked back the foolish tears she’d allowed to gather and closed the distance between them with as quick a trot as her narrow column gown would allow. She stood tiptoe to press a kiss to her father’s whiskered cheek. Here at least was someone she was sure loved her.

“Good morning, Papa. My lord.” She dropped a curtsey to Lord Dorset.

“Now, Grace, I thought we settled on you calling me Richard last night,” he said with an easy smile.

Oh, yes. How could she forget such gracious condescension from one so highborn? “You’re right. Forgive me. Good morning, Richard.”

“Just don’t let it happen again,” he said with mock severity. A friendly wink softened his words. “Your father and I are off to fly-fish. Don’t suppose you’d care to drown a few worms?”

The marquess was such a fine gentleman, mannerly and well-spoken. With his title and wealth, he was everything her mother ever dreamed for her. As he gazed expectantly at her, Grace couldn’t help wondering whether the butterflies she was missing in her stomach would have been fluttering for the marquess’s benefit, if only she hadn’t met Crispin Hawke first.

“No, the girl never cared a bit for fishing,” her father answered for her. “If she stays, we’ll be forever baiting her hook and listening to her squeal if she gets a nibble.”

Perhaps that was her real problem. Other people had been answering for her all her life, and she let them. It was high time she answered for herself. Even if she risked answering incorrectly.

“Thank you, Richard,” she said with a forced smile. “I believe I will try my hand at fishing.”

“Splendid! You, girl.” Richard commandeered Grace’s maid as if by right. “Run up to the stables and find Jeremy. Tell him to bring down another pole and tackle box for your mistress. Off you go and step lively now.”

Grace nodded at Claudette and she hurried away.

While she listened to the marquess explain the finer points of fly-fishing, Grace strained to keep the smile on her face. Her cheeks hurt after only a few minutes. She wondered what happened if one allowed artificial smiles to live on one’s face for long periods of time.

Would a real smile ever grow in its place?

Or would the face merely become accustomed to the false one?

When she heard the first clang of Crispin’s hammer echoing over the little valley, she had her answer.



Mr. Makepeace showed himself an admirable sportsman, casting with a practiced rhythm and flinging his fly into the quiet eddies, places sure to entice a bite. His stringer of lake trout was filling quickly. His daughter, however, was having less luck.

Richard watched Grace fidget with her pole for a good quarter hour. He’d decided to fix her a simple hook with a worm and a bobber instead of trying to teach her to cast properly. He doubted the tight little sleeves on her morning gown would allow the range of arm motion needed for a fly cast.

Grace was trying, bless her, but her heart wasn’t in the sport. She frowned down at her bobber with furious intensity. Once or twice, he caught her glancing toward the sounds of labor coming from the cottage. Hawke was going at something hammer and tongs.

Richard sighed and tamped down the resentment that welled in him. The past couldn’t be undone. He must look to the future.

A unique opportunity had presented itself and though the thought soured his belly when it first came to him, it had taken firm root in his mind since then. He was Dorset. People depended upon him. He could not in good conscience indulge his own vanity. He’d swallow his gall long enough to see this plan through.

He’d marry Grace Makepeace and for her dowry he’d demand a working version of her father’s improved thread spinner. He’d have a dozen replicas made and his estate would prosper for the next generation, producing both the wool and the finished yarn. It was an elegant solution that would provide steady work for his crofters and a chance to corner a goodly piece of the textile market for the marquessate.

And then with an heir, the estate would flourish for generations after him.

As for Grace, he’d treat her well. She’d have his name, his wealth, his protection. He’d give her no cause for complaint. She seemed intelligent and even tempered. In time, they might even come to be friends.

But Grace would never be Mary. He rarely regretted following his mother’s advice, but he wished he’d ignored her that time. It was devilishly difficult to keep from seeking Mary out now that she was actually under his roof, but so much had changed since their doomed romance five years ago. He certainly didn’t deserve her now. And there was no way she’d be a party to his new scheme.

Richard glanced down the hill toward the cottage and then forced his attention back on his casting. He couldn’t seem to find the right rhythm for fishing this morning, but his other plan was proceeding nicely.

One way or another, Clairmont would gain an heir of rightful blood.



“I’m sorry. I’m just no good that this,” Grace finally conceded, pulling her line and the soggy worm at the end of it from the water. “Pray excuse me.”

“Certainly, but I’m glad you stayed most of the morning, Grace,” Richard said. “The rest of the party is arriving today, so this may be one of our last chances for a bit of peace and quiet. You will save me a dance this evening?”

“Of course, my lor—Richard.”

Even though they’d agreed to informality, she couldn’t stop the reflexive curtsey in time. There was no harm in that. He’d be happy to see her continue to do so even after the wedding. It was good for a woman to reverence her husband.

At least publicly.

“Do you play chess, Grace?” He caught her hand, brought her knuckles to his lips and pressed a perfect courtly kiss to them.

“Yes, though my father accuses me of overusing my queen’s rook.”

“Then I’m forewarned. Perhaps we can steal away for a game at some point in the next few days.”

Her hand stiffened in his, but she didn’t withdraw it. He wondered how she’d come by the reputation for such beautiful hands. They seemed perfectly ordinary to him, but once the ton got something in its collective mind, there was no turning it.

“I should like that,” she said.

“I’ll walk you back to the house, Daughter,” Mr. Makepeace said. “Don’t want to take all his lordship’s trout the first day. Thank you, Dorset. That was fine sport, damn fine sport. Are you coming now, too?”

“Not just yet. Till this evening, Grace.” He dipped in a shallow bow and then waved them on.

After they’d wandered as far as the stables, Richard abandoned his fishing gear for one of the servants to retrieve later and marched down the hill to Hawke’s cottage.

The artist was still hard at work when Richard pushed through the unlocked door. A female figure emerged from the tall stone before him. Long limbed and graceful, she extended a bow arm, preparing to draw back the string. The tilt of her head and slant of her lips was unmistakable.

Hawke was doing far more of Grace Makepeace than her hands.

But then Richard already knew that.

“Diana the Huntress,” Richard said, walking toward the piece.

Hawke turned and looked at him with no deference in his gaze.

Well, that was to be expected. Hard to respect the man one cuckolds.

“Beautifully done.” Richard approached the statue in progress and ran a hand over the cold stone shoulder. “You have quite a gift.”

Hawke nodded his acceptance of the compliment.

“Miss Makepeace makes an admirable virgin goddess, doesn’t she?” Richard said.

“Yes, my lord.” Hawke turned back to the marble and chipped away, clearly annoyed at the interruption.

“So do you hope to make me think this is why she was here all night?”

Hawke’s hammer stopped in midswing.

“Do you really imagine I don’t know everything that goes on at my own estate?”

Hawke’s lips thinned, but he didn’t speak.

Good. He could be discreet.

“Walk with me, Mr. Hawke,” Richard said. “There’s something I’d like to show you.”

Hawke laid his tools aside and removed the leather apron he wore over his serviceable knee-length shirt and work trousers. He clapped his hands together and marble dust shimmered in the shafts of sunlight streaming into the cottage. Hawke retrieved his walking stick and followed Richard into the warm midmorning.

They climbed the hill in silence. It was refreshing. Usually people clamored around a marquess, offering favors or begging for one. Hawke merely walked beside him in his canting stride. As they neared the manor, Hawke slowed.

“My lord, I’ve been working. I’m not fit to enter your house thus.”

“You’re fit enough,” Richard said. “At least, I trust you are. Tell me about your limp. Does it cause you any special debility?”

“If you call pain a debility.”

“Have you sired any bastards?”

He frowned in surprise. “None that I’m aware of,” Hawke said.

“But not for lack of trying, I’m told. According to some counts, you’ve cuckolded half the peers of England.”

“It seems you take an interest in what happens off your estate as well,” Hawke said. “If you know my habits so well, you know I favor married women, so any issue would, of necessity, not be bastards in the legal sense. I wouldn’t hang that label on a child.”

Richard nodded. “How touching. Such a noble sentiment probably comes from bearing the name of bastard yourself.”

Hawke bristled. “Have a care, my lord. I don’t suffer insults.”

“Since when is the truth an insult? Besides, I’ve always believed the fault lies with the bastard’s father, not the bastard himself.”

They passed through the neatly manicured gardens. Richard preferred the well-ordered French style to the helter-skelter mayhem that passed for an English garden. When they reached the breakfast room door, Richard waited for Hawke to open it for him. Since he didn’t seem inclined to honor either his host or his host’s title, Richard opened the door for him. Hawke shrugged and preceded him in.

Sometimes it was necessary to stroke an adversary’s ego to turn him for one’s purposes. Richard would lull him into complacency before he revealed his plan.

“This way, Hawke.” Richard quickened his pace and forced Hawke to keep up with him as he moved through the public rooms of the manor. If it pained the artist to move quickly so much the better.

The pain Richard anticipated causing was undoubtedly greater.

Finally, he threw open the door to the portrait gallery and stalked down to the larger-than-life painting at the far end.

“I’d like you to meet someone, Hawke.” He waved a hand toward the last portrait in the long line. “Christian Sinclair Royce, seventh Marquess of Dorset. He was my father.” Richard paused for effect. “And, I believe, yours.”







Chapter Thirty-four

While he waited in hope for Galatea to choose him, Pygmalion was forced to wrestle with a few unpleasant truths.

About himself.



Crispin gaped dumbfounded at the painting.

“The likeness is striking, isn’t it?” the marquess said. “You see now why I stared a bit rudely when we first met at Almack’s. It was as if I’d met a ghost.”

For Crispin, it was like looking into a magic mirror and seeing himself a decade or two in the future.

“Of course, there’s no way to positively prove paternity—” the marquess began.

“I have proof,” Crispin said woodenly as he reached to trace the monogram beneath the painted figure’s booted foot. CRS.

Cris. Just when he thought he’d given up wanting to know.

“The only thing I have from my mother is a handkerchief with these initials embroidered in gold.” Crispin could have drawn the florid, curling decoration around the letters with his eyes closed. “It’s the same unique embellishment. The same monogram.”

“Careless of him to leave a hanky lying about where one of his doxies could nick it.”

The punch was thrown before the urge to do it even passed through Crispin’s brain. It connected with Dorset’s jaw and sent the marquess sprawling on the thick Turkish rug.

Crispin didn’t care if Dorset was a peer of the realm. He leaped onto him, straddled the man’s chest and rained a storm of blows on him, which the marquess managed to barely fend off by covering his face with his forearms.

“Pax!” came the muffled shout. “I apologize. I shouldn’t have insulted your mother.”

“No, you shouldn’t.” Crispin rolled off him and struggled to his feet, his thigh throbbing. “She didn’t deserve what he did to her.”

“Which was?”

“After he begot me? Nothing. Nothing at all. He never gave her a bit of help. She died alone…in a whorehouse, old at twenty-five.” He was tempted to spit on the painting, but he’d already trounced the marquess. Defacing his family’s heirlooms would add insult to injury, and Dorset couldn’t help who his father was any more than Crispin could.

The marquess rose shakily to his feet. He evidently wasn’t going to call for his servants to restrain Crispin and turn him over the magistrate, though he’d be within his rights to do so. However, Crispin noticed Dorset was careful to maintain a healthy distance between them.

“If it’s any consolation, you were fortunate not to know him,” Dorset said. “He was charming and urbane and unspeakably cruel. I think he drove my mother a little mad.”

Crispin was silent, eyeing the marquess. “It would have been a simple thing to keep me from seeing this portrait. I have no claim on you or this estate. Why are you telling me this?”

“Your leg is twitching and I suspect you’ve loosened a couple of my teeth. Come, Hawke. Let us sit like reasonable men and discuss how we may help each other.”

Crispin followed him to the pair of burgundy leather wing chairs flanking a fireplace large enough to roast an ox whole. He sank into the seat gratefully and massaged his thigh.

“Your jaw is bruising,” Crispin pointed out with a certain amount of satisfaction. “Beyond the closure of finally knowing my true parentage, I can’t see what there is to discuss. To be honest, I’ve done well for myself. I have no need of your help.”

“Let us say that I am in need of yours.” Lord Dorset pulled a key from his pocket. Then he opened a cleverly hidden deep drawer in the table beside his chair. He drew out a decanter of liquor and two small glasses. “Sherry. A rather pleasant vice I’ve recently acquired. Join me.”

Hawke accepted the jigger and knocked back its contents.

“After we met at Almack’s, I made some inquiries,” Dorset said. “You are indeed wealthier than most of the earls I know, so money will not entice you to help me. Other than your peccadilloes with married women, you have no vices I could use to convince you—no gambling debts, no opium addiction.” Dorset sipped his sherry, savoring the flavor. “That surprised me, by the way, given the level of pain you obviously live with.”

“What is it you need me to do?”

“I’m going to give you an opportunity to spit in the old devil’s eye, Hawke.” Dorset refilled Hawke’s glass and raised his in mock toast to the portrait of their mutual sire. “The man made a bastard of you. How would you like to put a bastard of your own in line for his title?”

Hawke suspected it wasn’t only Lord Dorset’s mother who was a little mad. “What are you suggesting?”

Dorset drew a deep breath. “A year ago, I suffered an accident. I bought a green-broke Arabian stallion and the damn thing kicked me in the groin. Suffice it to say the incident rendered me…incapable of continuing the Dorset line.” The marquess downed the rest of his sherry. “Spare me any sympathy. I am Dorset. I need none of your pity. I do, however, need you.”

Crispin looked back up at the picture of his father. It was damned inconsiderate of him to die before Crispin could give him the beating he deserved. Was there a way to pay his father back for the years of privation and neglect? Did he even need to deliver retribution for his mother anymore? His memories of her were hazy, but he suspected she wouldn’t want him to spread around any misery on her account.

“I intend to marry Miss Makepeace,” Dorset said, as if merely speaking the words would make it so. “After the ceremony, I will explain to her the nature of my ailment and the arrangement you and I have reached.”

“What arrangement is that?”

“And you’re supposed to be a genius,” Dorset muttered with irritation. “There’s no disputing your Dorset blood and that’s what is important. You will father children on my future wife, with the utmost discretion, of course, and I will claim them as mine. The Dorset line will thus continue to the benefit of all.”

Crispin wondered if there was something stronger than alcohol in that decanter. “I understand why you think you need me, but why Grace?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but Miss Make-peace’s family seems willing to go to any length to secure a title for her. An Englishwoman of noble family could hardly be expected to agree to this plan.”

Anger burned in Crispin’s veins at the insult to Grace. “So you intend to marry her and then make a whore of her?”

“You’re missing the point.”

“No, you’re missing the point.” Crispin stood and began to pace. He needed to move lest he pop Dorset in the face again. “You don’t know Grace. She won’t marry one man and bed another.”

“Once she realizes it’s the only way for her to conceive—”

“It won’t matter. She’s a woman of principle. Damn it, she’s the sort who will pity you when she learns about your accident and might even convince herself to love you because of it.”

“Then you’ll have to convince her otherwise,” Dorset said. “You can do that, I think. I mean, haven’t you already convinced this principled young woman out of her maidenhead?”

There was no point in denying it. Dorset evidently did know everything that happened on his estate.

“I don’t ask this for myself. Do you think I wanted to tell you that I—” The marquess’s lip clamped tight for a moment while he composed himself. Then he continued in a reasonable, even tone. “There is no other heir, no ancillary line. If I die without a son, the marquessate devolves to the Crown and my people here would likely be scattered. It is my duty to care for this land and the lives attached to it. Yours, too, as a bearer of Dorset blood. Dare I say it?” He grimaced but still forced the words from his throat. “As my brother.”

“And you expect me to pay for my Dorset blood by rutting your marchioness on command?”

Dorset’s eyes narrowed. “There is no need to be crude.”

“Sorry. Being raised in a whorehouse doesn’t lend itself to fine manners.”

“And being raised in a manor house doesn’t prepare one to accept no for an answer.”

If Lord Dorset had suggested this unholy arrangement to him a few weeks ago, Crispin would have leaped at the chance. Grace would merely be the latest member of his Unhappy Wives of Inattentive Husbands Club, with said husband’s blessing! He’d have the delicious duty of consoling her on a regular basis and keep his precious freedom.

Now freedom didn’t have the same allure. He wanted more than Grace’s body, he was surprised to discover. He wanted to wake up beside her. To watch her go about her day. To discover why she had a perpetual ink stain on her finger. It would take his whole life to learn Grace by heart, but he was prepared to devote the time.

“You’d better prepare yourself for disappointment, Brother, because it won’t work. I won’t be a party to this. I won’t diminish Grace this way.” Crispin raked a hand through his hair. “Good God, man, she’s not just a convenient womb for your heir. Perhaps she’d be happy not to face childbed. It’s no light matter, you know.”

Dorset frowned at him for a moment, clearly puzzled by Crispin’s response; then his sandy brows lifted. “You love her,” the marquess said in wonderment.

“Yes, and I intend to marry her.” The words, like the punch he threw earlier, flew out his mouth before he thought them. But they sounded right when he said them.

Dorset stood, his face furious. “If you try, I will ruin you. The ton will learn of your sordid whore of a mother. No one will buy your art. It will be tainted by your past. You’ll be reduced to making chalk drawings on the pavers and begging for tuppence, I promise you.”

“I give you leave to try, my lord,” Crispin said, rising to sketch a sardonic bow. “Rumors of my past have been tittered over for years, each story more outlandish than the last. If anything, it only drives more interest in my work and raises the fees I’m able to command. Perhaps I should start circulating the tale about who sired me myself. If you’ll pardon me, my lord, I have work to do.”

Crispin turned to go.

“Then I’ll ruin her.”

That stopped him.

“What will the ton say when they hear of the way Miss Makepeace couldn’t keep her knees together in my cottage? Hmm?” Dorset raised a brow at him.

“If I marry her—”

“It will only serve to substantiate the tale.” The marquess laughed unpleasantly. “But I daresay it would please a number of folk to see you brought to heel.”

“Do what you will with me, but the Makepeaces don’t need the ton. Grace’s father is a wealthy man,” Crispin shot back. “They can always go home and escape your malicious rumor mongering.”

“Yes, I’ll see to it her family runs back to Boston with their heads hanging low and their tails tucked. And I have agents in Philadelphia who will be happy to make a trip to Boston to put word of Miss Makepeace’s indiscretions in a few of the right ears there as well.”

Crispin shook his head. He grew up in the gutter with much less seething bitterness than emanated from the marquess now. Losing one’s manhood was a blow, no doubt, and Crispin pitied him, but turning vicious wouldn’t restore it.

“It seems that horse took more than your balls, Dorset. It took your honor as well.”

Crispin glanced up at the cruel, handsome face in the portrait. If growing up under their father’s thumb is what warped his half brother’s soul, Crispin decided he’d been better off at Peel’s Abbey.

“Do as you will, my lord,” Crispin said as he turned to stalk out. “And I will do as I must.”



Lord Dorset poured himself another sherry, but thought better of it. With a low growl, he tossed the glass into the fireplace with a tinkling crash before he stomped out the same way Hawke left.

At the window to the right of the fireplace, the heavy velvet draperies fluttered, then parted slightly and Lady Sheppleton peered cautiously around the long gallery. The room was finally empty. She drew a relieved breath and crept out of her hiding place.

Sweat trickled from her brow and the armpits of her morning gown were ringed with damp. The concealed window seat had been deucedly hot, but she couldn’t have allowed herself to be caught poking around the little-used rooms of the grand house. Her instinct to skitter behind the drawn curtains when she first heard Lord Dorset and the artist coming proved the correct course of action.

The things one heard when no one was aware of one’s presence! Excitement bubbled inside her like a pot near to boiling.

“Wait till Lord Washburn hears about this,” she mumbled. A bastard’s true parentage, an illicit liaison between Hawke and Miss Makepeace and an impotent marquess’s indecent proposal. It was too delicious.







Chapter Thirty-five

The gods are never content that mankind should find joy with ease. Pygmalion wasn’t the least surprised when they hurled new obstacles in his path.



Lady Dorset lifted a little gilt bell from her side table and the slight hum of conversation in her suite halted immediately. All eyes turned expectantly toward her. “Tea is concluded. I require privacy now.”

Almost as one, her guests made their obeisance and headed toward the door.

“Oh, Miss Washburn,” Lady Dorset said as if it were an afterthought, “you will remain.”

One of the joys of being a marchioness meant one never had to ask. One simply commanded.

Mrs. Makepeace shot a quick look at her cousin, and Lady Dorset knew she was trying to think of some way to stay as well. If there was one thing the marchioness could spot clear across a room, it was a social climber and that Boston matron had all but left footprints on her English cousins’ backs. It concerned Lady Dorset that Richard was serious about the woman’s daughter, but at least Grace did not favor her mother overmuch, either in looks or comportment.

When the last guest closed the door to her suite behind them, Lady Dorset turned her gaze to Mary Washburn.

“Sit.”

“I prefer to stand, my lady,” came the firm, but mild reply.

“We haven’t time to bicker over trifles. I said sit.” She was slightly mollified with Mary perched on an ottoman. “The vicar tells me you have not signed the document.”

“No.”

“And why not?”

“Because it is a lie. You ask me to affirm no marriage took place and I cannot.”

“If it’s money you’re angling for, you won’t get it,” Lady Dorset said, waggling a finger at the chit. “I’ll see you ruined before I give you a single pence.”

“I don’t want Richard’s money.”

“You will not address him so informally.”

“I haven’t addressed him at all, as you requested,” Mary said, her hands composed on her lap. “But neither will I sign that paper.”

“My son intends to marry your American cousin.”

Mary met her gaze directly. “And yet you objected so strongly to him marrying down the first time.”

“There was no marriage!” she said, emphasizing each word. “If Richard is satisfied with the Makepeace girl, I am, too. Well moneyed is almost as good as wellborn, but you are neither. Don’t think to hold him back by shackling him to an ill-considered affair.”

“It was no affair. We are wed, even if you and he refuse to admit it.”

“And now it must be annulled.”

“No,” Mary said. “It cannot be.” She stood and walked to the window, pretending to gaze out. “There…there is a child. Four years ago, I bore Richard a son. I was sent away when he was born and now my brother claims Teddy is a fosterling from distant relations. But the truth is, he is my son. Mine and Richard’s. And I will not sign a document that makes him a bastard.”

All the air seemed to flee from the room and Lady Dorset didn’t even hear the door close when Mary left without so much as a nod of dismissal.



“Hold still, mam’selle,” Claudette ordered while she worked on Grace’s hair. “You must look your best for the dancing this evening.”

Grace had been forced through several changes of clothing and hairstyles throughout the day as new members of the house party arrived. She was wearing a pale green gown with a blue spencer when she met Lord and Lady Sumter and their three exceedingly unmarried daughters. They presented themselves for the noon meal, at which their host was conspicuously absent.

Then in late afternoon, Grace changed into a delicate cream silk to keep her appointment for tea with the dowager marchioness.

“All day long it is busy, busy, busy with the servants coming with the new guests. Where they shall put us all, I am not knowing. When you were taking the tea, did you meet any of the party?” Claudette asked as she gathered Grace’s hair into a fist.

“Yes, there was quite a press in the marchioness’s suite of rooms. Mother was most upset to discover we were not the only ones invited for soggy cucumber sandwiches and weak tea with Lady Dorset.”

The most exciting and mysterious thing that happened was when the dowager marchioness demanded Mary remain at the end. Grace was burning with curiosity about the confidential tête-à-tête, but Mary was such a private person, she didn’t want to pry.

During the long, stuffy tea, Grace had been presented to three earls, a viscount and one exceedingly pompous fellow who proclaimed himself Sir Anthony Longbotham. There was also an assortment of ladies, all borrowing their status from their husbands or fathers. All very proper and sedate.

And all deadly dull.

No one had read any interesting books, seen any thought-provoking plays or taken note of anything done outside the limited circle of their wellborn acquaintances. If being a titled lady meant one had to confine one’s interests to the weather and the proper way to tat doilies, Grace would pass on the honor.

She was ready to pass on it in any case. She knew in her heart that she could not marry Lord Dorset. Not after giving herself to Crispin. There was nothing left of her heart to offer anyone else.

He claimed it all.

She hadn’t seen him since Claudette spirited her away from him that morning. She ought to have refused to leave like that, even if it meant being caught together. Much had passed between them during the long night of loving, but there remained much to settle.

Grace resolved not to seek her bed that night until she’d done just that.

Clairmont boasted a splendid ballroom on the third floor, complete with a little balcony where the musicians tuned their instruments while overlooking the dancers below. The swelled ranks of the house party milled about the room, gathering in tight little knots that broke apart and reassembled in new configurations as everyone made it their business to either greet or cut one another before the festivities began in earnest.

If Almack’s were the soul of propriety and decorum, this crowd pushed fashion to its limits. The necklines of the ladies’ gowns were perilously low and the gentlemen seemed to be trying to “out-Brummell” each other in sartorial splendor.

When the first rows of dancers began forming for the opening cotillion, Grace searched the room for Crispin. This was typically a slow dance and one he might try. But he was nowhere to be seen.

When Sir Anthony appeared before her begging the honor of the first dance, she couldn’t in good conscience refuse.



“Good evening, my lord.” Crispin gave his wellborn half brother a bow when he encountered in him the corridor on the way to the ballroom.

After working all afternoon on his Diana without a break, he’d bathed and donned his finest suit of clothing, the one he’d worn when he first presented himself to the Makepeaces. If he and Lord Dorset stood side by side, folk would be hard-pressed to pick which was the bastard and which the peer of the realm based on dress alone.

“Hawke,” the marquess said shortly. “Have you reconsidered?”

“You know I have not.”

“Then you leave me no choice but to—”

“My lord, Mr. Hawke,” Lord Washburn called as he trotted toward them. “Just the two gentlemen I hoped to meet.”

Lord Dorset glared at Washburn.

“Oh! Am I interrupting something?” he asked all innocence. “It wouldn’t happen to be about my American cousin, would it?”

“Why would you think that?” Hawke asked.

“Because I heard some rather distressing news about…” Washburn’s gaze flitted back and forth between them with a raised brow. “Well, in the interests of discretion, might I suggest we adjourn to a more private venue?”

Lord Dorset narrowed his eyes at his neighbor. “Come, both of you. We’ll use my study.”

Crispin bit back a groan. He’d just climbed the stairs to the ballroom and now he was expected to return to the ground floor. He suspected Dorset chose his study specifically because it would be difficult for him.

But at least the marquess set a slow and decorous pace that didn’t belabor Crispin’s leg too badly.

Once they reached Lord Dorset’s study and the door latched behind them, the marquess took his seat behind an ornate cherrywood desk without suggesting they do the same. Crispin and the baron stood before him like errant schoolboys about to receive a dressing down.

“Well, Washburn, what’s this about?”

“It’s about Miss Makepeace,” the baron said. “I merely wanted to serve notice on both of you that you must cease to court her.”

Crispin clapped his hands slowly. “Bravo, Washtub! That’s the best imitation of a pompous toad I’ve ever seen.”

Which only made Grace’s cousin the baron puff his inconsiderable chest out further in indignation.

“Surely such a request would be more appropriate coming from her father instead of her distant relation,” Lord Dorset said. “I don’t believe you have a dog in this hunt.”

The baron snickered. “No, my lord, that honor belongs to you. Or more appropriately, I believe you have a dog that won’t hunt at all.”

Dorset paled, but didn’t twitch an eyelash.

“I know what you two are planning,” Washburn said with barely contained glee. “Let me assure you, it will never happen. For Grace to bear a bastard heir because Dorset here can’t get a child on her…it’s unthinkable.”

Evidently Lord Dorset wasn’t the only one who knew everything that happened at Clairmont.

Hawke decided blood—even wrong-side-of-the-blanket blood—was thicker than water. He forced a laugh and slapped Washburn on the back as if he’d told a ripe joke. “That’s rich! Someone’s been pulling your leg. Where did you hear such a load of codswallop?”

“I assure you, my source is impeccable.” Washburn folded his arms across his chest.

“No doubt some lady who’s been scheming to get her hooks into his lordship herself,” Hawke said. “Leaving aside the fact that I’m certain Miss Makepeace would never be party to such a plan, your information about his lordship is wrong. Ordinarily, I’d never betray a confidence, but my dear friend Olympia Sharp let slip that she’d been visited by the marquess on numerous occasions when he was last in London.”

At the mention of the notorious courtesan’s name both men’s ears pricked.

“A gentleman doesn’t speak of such things, Hawke,” the marquess reproved gently, but Crispin saw gratitude in his eyes.

“Forgive me, my lord. If I may say so, Olympia was frankly agog at your lordship’s considerable carnal prowess—her words, mind you.” Crispin knew Olympia wouldn’t care if he put a few well-chosen compliments into her generous mouth. The marquess’s shoulders relaxed slightly. Crispin turned back to Washburn. “I greatly fear your source is mistaken.”

“She’s not mistaken about you, though, Hawke,” Washburn said, revealing his source’s gender, probably without intending to. “You’ve been so careful to cultivate an air of mystery surrounding your background, but the truth is you are the son of a common Cheapside whore.”

“If it were true, and I’m not saying it isn’t, wouldn’t that render my genius all the more brilliant?” Hawke bared his teeth at Washburn in a fierce parody of a smile.

“And you would yoke my dear sweet cousin with you, an upstart from the gutter?” Washburn demanded.

“Who said I was yoking anyone?”

“Oh, that’s right. You’d rather just rut her and let a decent man take your leavings.”

The smile faded from Crispin’s face and he stepped toward the baron. “Have a care with your cousin’s reputation. I might have to call you out.”

Washburn curled his lip. “A gentleman only grants satisfaction to another gentleman. As if I’d deign to respond to the braying of a whore’s spawn.”

“Very well,” Crispin said, his tone soft, but full of silky menace. “If you persist in maligning Grace, you should know how we whores’ spawn settle matters. With a knife to your ribs.”

Clearly flustered, Washburn appealed to Dorset. “Did you hear that? The man threatened me.”

“If he hadn’t, I’d have been forced to demand satisfaction myself for your scurrilous slurs on Miss Makepeace.” Lord Dorset rose with the full majesty of his rank. “You will do nothing to sully the reputation of a guest—any guest—in my home. Do I make myself clear, sir?”

“I had hoped I could persuade the two of you to step aside for the sake of decency, but that was my mistake,” Washburn said. “Decency hasn’t had anything to do with the house of Dorset for generations.”

“Then perhaps you wish to leave it,” Dorset said.

“Willingly, my lord, but I wouldn’t want the whiff of scandal my departure would cause to dampen your house party,” Washburn said. “Unless, of course, I convince Miss Makepeace to come with me. As my fiancée.”

The baron turned on his heel and stomped out.

“When she refuses him, he’ll spread those tales about Grace,” Crispin said, rage coloring his vision as he glared after Washburn. “Is it wise to allow him to stay?”

“I can keep an eye on him while he’s in this house.”

“I meant on earth. Some people outlive their breathing privileges.”

“Don’t be hasty.” Dorset rose and came around the desk. “If I hadn’t rushed matters this afternoon, if I had been more circumspect, none of this would have happened.” He studied the thick Persian rug beneath his feet for a moment. “Your lie about a liaison with Olympia Sharp saved my dignity. I thank you for…acting a brother’s part.”

Hawke shrugged and the murderous rage he felt for Grace’s cousin dissipated a bit. “It seemed the best way to irritate Washburn at the time.”

“Unfortunately, all Washburn has to do is question Miss Sharp to find me out.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Crispin said. “I can explain things to Olympia and she’ll be only too happy to fall in with my tale. But she does love to brag about her lovers, so don’t be surprised if you catch all the ladies of the ton gossiping about your gifts behind their fans.”

Lord Dorset’s mouth twitched.

“Olympia’s a compassionate and clever woman,” Crispin said. “If there is a way for you to regain…well, it would not be a mistake to spend time with her.”

“If I’m betrothed, I can’t very well spend time with a courtesan, can I?” Dorset said. “And I do intend to propose to Miss Makepeace this night. Once she is my marchioness, she’ll be untouchable. It’s the best way to shield her from Washburn’s gossip.” His lips tightened. “It grieves me that I threatened to do the same thing. I must have been mad.”

“Then you won’t mind if Grace elopes to Gretna Green with me,” Hawke said. “There’ll be a bit of talk, but it will all blow over once society believes we’ve done the right thing.” He chuckled. “In fact, it’s just the sort of romantic nonsense the ton likes to believe of its artists.”

“Perhaps we should let Grace decide.” The marquess extended his hand. “May the better man win.”

“I’ll shake your hand,” Crispin said, matching his actions to his words. “But I cannot second your wish. You see, I know who the better man is. And my only hope is that Grace chooses me anyway.”

When Crispin opened the door, he found the marquess’s mother on the other side. She glared up at Crispin for a moment, obviously noticing the resemblance to her dead husband.

“You, out. Richard, sit. A matter of some delicacy and importance has come up. This changes all.”







Chapter Thirty-six

Pygmalion began to feel optimistic about his chances, but he should have remembered the Greek tragedies. We carry the seeds of our own destruction within us.



Jasper Washburn stood at the threshold of the ballroom, scanning the crowd. The sooner he found his American cousin and pinned down her acceptance of his offer, the better.

“My lord, there you are.” Lady Sheppleton abruptly left her conversation with Lady Longbotham, who looked relieved to be abandoned.

“I have news,” she declared to Jasper.

“More news? This is indeed a banner day.”

“Quite. We need to speak privately.”

She pulled him to one side, approaching the long row of curtained alcoves that lined one side of the ballroom. He set his feet determinedly before she could drag him into one. The spaces were intended as trysting spots for lovers to snatch a kiss or two, something no man would entertain with Lady Sheppleton unless he was mad as King Geordie.

“This will suffice,” he said. “What is your news?”

“As you know, my agent discovered a wealth of information about Mr. Hawke through a liaison with one of his upstairs maids. Now that Mr. Hawke is not in residence in London, my investigator was able to gain entrance to his home and found something truly astounding.” She stood tiptoe and whispered the salacious details into his ear.

“You’re sure?”

“It arrived today in the boot of Lord Smelton’s carriage.”

“And you’ve seen it?”

“Of course. I had to make certain of the facts.” A sly glint made her eyes bright. “It’s most scandalous, I assure you. Guaranteed ruin. What would you like me to do with it?”

Jasper ran his tongue over his teeth. Gossip always made his mouth water. Gossip with unequivocal evidence was positively delicious. This little morsel would give him the upper hand in dictating a monstrously generous dowry.

“It depends on my American cousin. Wait till the end of the evening. Then if I give you the word, I want you to present it to Lord Dorset with your compliments. It would be best to leave my name out of matters.”

“And if I do this for you, do I have your word that your sister Mary will accept dear Manfred?”

“You do, indeed.” Jasper cleared his throat. God forgive me, for Mary never will. He spotted Grace across the long room, dipping a final curtsey to her dance partner. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to have a word with my future bride.”



“Good evening, Grace,” Jasper said. “You’re looking especially lovely this evening.”

“Thank you, my lord.” She fought to keep her attention on the baron before her, but her gaze kept flitting about like a drunken butterfly, searching the room for Crispin. What could be keeping him?

“That last dance was quite an energetic reel,” Jasper said, bowing over her hand. “Perhaps you’d like to sit for a bit?”

The suggestion was surprisingly thoughtful. She’d been afraid Lord Washburn would press her for a dance. Grace took his arm and he walked her toward the outer wall of the ballroom. But instead of depositing her on a chair along the brocaded wall, he led her into one of the curtained alcoves. Once the heavy velvet dropped behind them, the strains of music were muffled and even the furious buzz of multiple conversations was reduced to a low hum. Moonlight silvered the padded window seat in the small space.

“Really, my lord, I’d be more comfortable on one of the chairs.”

“In good time,” Jasper said. “I have a matter of some importance to discuss with you first.”

Her belly fluttered as she sank onto the tufted cushions. Surely he wasn’t about to—

Her distant cousin dropped to one knee before her and took one of her hands. She was too flummoxed to protest. In practiced tones, he recited his admiration for her, his belief that they were well suited and finished with, “And, of course, your parents will be delighted that you’ll be known after our nuptials as Lady Washburn.”

“Lord Wa—”

“Jasper,” he corrected as he pressed kiss on her hand.

She pulled it out of his grasp. “Jasper, mutual admiration is all well and good.” In truth, she found little to admire in her English cousin, but she decided it would be politic to toss him a bone. “But we’ve hardly spoken more than half a dozen sentences to each other. How can you possibly know we’re well suited?”

“How does the sparrow know how to fly?” he said grandly.

“With a good deal of trial and error, I believe,” Grace said. “I have no wish to merely hope for success on an enterprise as important as marriage.”

“Spoken like the practical girl you are. I should have known romantic gestures are lost on Bostonians.” Jasper rose from his kneeling position to sit beside her. “Very well, let us speak plainly. I have need of a baroness to serve as my hostess. And, of course, one must be mindful that with privilege comes responsibility. I must produce an heir for Burnside one day.”

Grace swallowed hard. The heart-stoppingly intimate things she and Crispin had done together sizzled through her. The thought of doing them with Jasper instead made her want to retch.

“And there has never been any doubt that you want a title,” he went on as if Grace weren’t about to be sick beside him. “Let us help each other.”

“Since you’ve made no mention of it, I assume my dowry isn’t important to you,” she said archly.

“There’s no need for you to concern your head with such things.” An oily smile tugged at his lips. “That’s a matter for your father and I to discuss once he’s been apprised of all pertinent facts.”

“Such as?”

He shook his head. “No, Grace. Some things are best left to the men to sort out.”

“I do not require ‘sorting out,’” she said stonily.

“How you’ve missed the point! All I meant was you need not trouble yourself with anything but fittings for your trousseau. I will take care of the arrangements.”

“No.”

“Well, if you want to be involved in procuring the license and posting the banns, I suppose—”

“No,” she repeated. “My answer is no, Cousin. I will not marry you.”

“I would advise you to reconsider.” His voice had a sharp edge she’d never heard from him before.

“There is no need,” she said firmly. “I do not love you. You do not love me. It would be foolish in the extreme for us to marry.”

“Love has very little to do with such a decision,” he informed her.

“Perhaps for you.” She rose, preparing to leave. “You’re right about Bostonians waving off romantic gestures, but we are practical enough to know love is essential. I thank you for the offer, but I cannot accept it.”

He grasped her wrist as she started to leave, his grip so tight it was painful. “You will regret this, Grace.”

“You’ve just given me reason not to. Now, release my arm or I will scream loudly enough to be heard in the next shire,” she promised, willing her voice to remain steady while her heart thumped wildly. “Wouldn’t that give the men something to ‘sort out’?”



Once Grace pushed through the thick curtain, she drew a relieved breath. She’d thought Jasper Washburn a sedate, even-tempered fellow. When crossed, he’d shown a quietly vicious side. She wondered how his sister bore living with him. Perhaps she wouldn’t have to. Grace made a mental note to ask her parents if Mary could come for an extended stay in Boston.

Whether Grace returned home with them or not.

She made her way across the long space to put some distance between herself and the alcove where she’d left Jasper brooding. She nodded and smiled a false little cat’s smile to each person she passed, as her mother would want her to do. Crispin still wasn’t in the ballroom.

She pushed back the curtains on another alcove and looked out over the stables and duck pond to the place where the land fell away and Crispin’s cottage was tucked under the hillock. If he didn’t come, she might have to sneak out of the grand house again this night.

“That’s my favorite view, too,” a rumbling voice said from behind her.

She turned, expecting Crispin, and was surprised to find Lord Dorset instead. She was looking for Crispin so hard, the marquess’s voice had sounded remarkably like his to her ears.

“Your home is lovely,” she said politely.

“And usually very quiet.” He eyed Lady Sheppleton with a raised-brow expression that reminded Grace of Crispin as well. “Blast! Here she comes again. Do you mind if we step in here and close the curtain?”

Without waiting for Grace’s answer, Dorset did just that.

“My lord—”

“Richard,” he corrected, putting a finger to her lips as Lady Sheppleton passed by on the other side of the curtain, talking loudly so as to be heard over the music. Grace pitied whomever she’d cornered into taking a turn around the room with her.

Richard released a sigh and indicated with a hand gesture that Grace should sit.

“Do you mind if we bide here for a while? I’m not normally the type to declare retreat, but that woman has been plaguing me for that last quarter hour over some grand ‘gift’ she wishes to present to me at the end of the festivities,” Richard said. “Please don’t think me ungrateful, but the best gift Lady Sheppleton could give me would be her swift departure.”

Grace laughed. “Some people do have that effect on others.”

“You certainly don’t,” he said with a smile. “I have a reputation for reclusiveness. I’m not the sort to enjoy company at the best of times, but you’re very…restful to be around.”

“Thank you…Richard.” It still felt odd to call a marquess by his Christian name, even though she’d been invited to. “That’s kind of you to say.”

“Not at all.”

They sat in comfortable silence while the dancing and gaiety continued on the other side of the curtain. As the sprightly jig tune ended and the quartet started a more stately gavotte, Richard took her hand.

Oh, no.

“Grace,” he said softly and again she was struck by his voice. If she closed her eyes, he might fool her into thinking he was Crispin.

Or perhaps it was just because she wished he were.

“We do not know each other well, but you have impressed me considerably. I think we share a love of quiet things—fine books, an evenly matched chess game, a ramble in the garden.” He covered her hand with his. It was warm and dry and not at all unpleasant. “You seem happy here.”

“Yes, thank you. I’ve enjoyed my brief time at Clairmont,” she said politely. If God sent lightning bolts as the penalty for understatements, she’d be burned to cinders on the spot. The time she spent with Crispin in the little cottage was the most wildly exciting time of her life.

“I believe mutual respect is not an inauspicious beginning for a relationship. One that might have ripened into something far deeper, if given time.”

When he looked at her, his deep-set eyes were tinged with sadness. Surely a prospective bridegroom shouldn’t be melancholy. Perhaps she misread his intentions.

“However, I have made a mistake of monumental proportions.”

She closed her eyes. Had he learned of her night with Crispin? She truly hadn’t meant to hurt this decent man.

“Richard, I hold you in great esteem.” She withdrew her hand from his. “But my affections are already engaged.”

“Hawke,” he said with a grim nod.

Grace blinked in surprise. “How did you know?”

One corner of his mouth curved up. “A marquess knows everything that happens on his estate.”

“Then you must know I didn’t mean to mislead you.”

He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment. “And I you. For, you see, my affections are also engaged elsewhere.”

“Really? Who is it?”

“Your cousin Mary. I’ve loved her for years. In fact, we were secretly wed five years ago, but my mother wouldn’t have it. She’s been after the vicar to push through an annulment since the day she heard the news.”

“But you didn’t make your marriage public.”

“No. You must understand. My mother suffered so from my father’s indiscretions, I couldn’t add to her grief by bringing Mary into my home as my wife when Mother was so dead set against the union.” He cast a questioning glance at her. “Do you think me a coward?”

“No, I think you love your indomitable mother.” Grace shrugged. “I understand. I have one of my own.”

“But I wouldn’t ever sign the annulment papers,” he said. “As far as I know, Mary didn’t either.”

“Then you are still husband and wife.”

“Yes, but I’m such a fool. I thought it was because of that damned stallion that I couldn’t—” He snipped off his thought in midstream. “But it was really because I still loved Mary. After all this time, after the way I neglected her, I don’t know if she’ll have me.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Grace said. “She’s on the other side of that curtain. Go talk with her. Tell her how you feel.”

He nodded. “You’re a remarkable woman, Grace Makepeace. Hawke was right about you.”

“About what?”

“Your forthrightness and good sense. You wouldn’t wed one man and bed another,” he said softly, not meeting her gaze.

All the air fled from Grace’s lungs in a whoosh. Crispin had as much as told the marquess they’d been intimate. “Crispin said that?”

“His very words.”

She stood, steeling herself not to tremble. “If you’ll excuse me, my lord, I believe I need a bit of air.”

“Of course.” He rose as well and offered his arm. “Allow me to escort you for a turn around the garden.”

“Thank you, but there’s no need. I’ll be fine by myself and you’re only delaying the inevitable. You need to speak with Mary,” she said with a final curtsey.

Besides, if I should accidentally meet and strangle Crispin Hawke, I’d rather not have a witness.







Chapter Thirty-seven

Of all betrayals, the one from a lover cuts deepest.



Grace didn’t make it as far as the garden. When she reached the tall double doors leading into the corridor, Crispin was coming through them.

“Good evening, Miss Makepeace,” he said, raising his voice slightly so as to be heard over the musicians enthusiastically desecrating a dance suite by Handel. “You’re looking lovely this night.”

But Grace wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries. She grasped his arm and started to pull him toward one of the alcoves.

“Patience, dear lady,” Crispin said, slurring his words slightly.

“Be quiet,” she hissed. There was plenty to say to each other, but it wasn’t for public consumption. She wished with all her heart she’d met him on the other side of the ballroom doors. They couldn’t very well leave together now, not without drawing the attention of gossips, so the alcoves were the only available private space.

“Don’t you remember what I told you about letting a gentleman lead, Grace?” He leaned down toward her and she caught a distinct whiff of whiskey on his breath. Her father imbibed often enough for her recognize it.

“You’ve been drinking,” she accused as she pulled the curtain closed behind them.

“Only for medicinal purposes, love. The leg’s already had quite a workout this evening.”

“Oh, are you in pain? What a pity. Let me even things out a bit for you.” She stomped as hard as she could on his left foot.

“Ow!” Crispin sank onto the cushions. “What was that for?”

“Why did you discuss what happened between us with his lordship?” She fired back at him, refusing to feel the least contrite when he hooked his left ankle over his right knee to massage the injured foot. “Crispin, how could you?”

“I didn’t.”

“ ‘Grace wouldn’t wed one man and bed another.’” She parroted his words back to him. “Sound familiar?”

“I didn’t…He already knew…and anyway he started it,” Crispin said.

Grace made a low growl of disgust in the back of her throat.

“Besides, we were talking about something else entirely,” Crispin said.

“Seems pretty straightforward to me.”

“What I meant when I said it was that you were the sort to remain faithful to the man you marry. Not that you’d already bedded me and therefore wouldn’t wed him.”

“I didn’t let him even ask the question.”

“So you aren’t going to be a marchioness?” He stopped rubbing his foot and went perfectly still.

She shook her head.

He drew a deep breath. “It’s gratifying to be right all the time.”

“You insufferable—”

“Yes, I know, I really am, but I choose to believe being insufferable is part of my charm.”

She bit her tongue to keep from giving him anything else to twist to his advantage.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you. When I told Dorset you were the faithful sort, I was just thinking…if you married the marquess, I’d have no chance of being with you ever again. And I didn’t think I could bear it.”

His brows drew together and he raked a hand over his head. Then he stood and looked down at her.

“That’s why, against my better judgment, I want you to marry me.”

Just like that. With no preamble. No protestations of love.

“Why should I marry you?”

“Because of this.” He gathered her into his arms and kissed her.

At first, she stiffened. Then when he didn’t press her, she relaxed. His mouth covered hers so sweetly. The tip of his tongue brushed along the seam of her lips. It was the same as their very first kiss.

The same gentle pressure. The same deep yearning.

And she scrunched the fabric of her gown between her fingers just as she had before.

But this time she parted her lips and their kiss deepened. He pulled her tight against him, all hard and ready. Her body responded with a low ache.

“Oh, Grace,” he said when he broke away from their kiss. “I want you so.”

Then quietly, desperately, the world went away.

There was only heat and need and feral instinct. All Grace knew was the joy of his hands on her as he cupped her buttocks. Her breasts strained against the silk bodice, aching for his touch. Her fingers splayed against his chest, feeling the hard maleness of him beneath the elegant shirtfront and waistcoat.

Then she found the buttons at his waist and reached into his trousers to stroke his cock. He made a low groan, trying to be quiet, but not quite succeeding.

He kissed her hard, pressing her back against the smooth column flanking the half circle of windows. Before Grace knew what was happening, he’d raised the hem of her gown and lifted her, poised for his erection to enter her through the conveniently open-crotched pantalets.

She hooked one leg over his hip. She was so achingly ready, he slid into her with a single slow thrust. They moved together, their gazes locked.

Crispin bit his lower lip as he came. Grace pulled his head down so she could take that lower lip between hers and suck it as his seed pumped into her. Her own release followed swiftly, throbbing around him. When the last pulse died, her body went limp, but he held her up while she caught her breath.

“So, that’s how a man violates a woman without removing any of her clothing,” she whispered between gasps.

She felt his belly jiggle and knew he was suppressing a chuckle.

“Oh, Grace, you are a wonder,” he said as he withdrew and smoothed down the front of her gown before doing up the front of his trousers. “Back to my proposal. May I take that delightful interlude as a yes?”

Grace started to nod, but then she cocked her head. “The music has stopped.”

Crispin put an ear to the curtains. The crowd noise had dimmed, too.

Grace put a hand to her lips. She might have lost control a time or two and cried out. In the haze of the lust, it was hard to remember what she’d done.

Crispin parted the curtain and peered through the slit.

“Tell me the entire assembly isn’t staring at this alcove,” Grace whispered frantically.

“No, one of the guests seems to have muzzled the musicians and is calling for his lordship to come forward.”

“Which guest?”

“Lady Sheppleton.”

“Then we’d better go join the others. If their attention is diverted, so much the better.” She pushed through the curtains ahead of him and padded across the great ballroom to where the guests were crowding around, craning their necks to get a better view.

It occurred to her that she still hadn’t officially accepted Crispin’s proposal, but he’d made her wait for him earlier. It would serve him right to have to stew for a bit.

“And so without further ado,” Lady Sheppleton was saying when Grace drew near enough to hear her, “I present your lordship with a delightfully lifelike composition.”

She pulled the sheeting off the canvas to reveal her gift.

Several of the crowd gasped aloud. A low rumble of frantic voices echoed around the large space.

Grace couldn’t see the image from where she stood, so she pushed around a few of the other guests. To her surprise, they parted for her at once and gave her a wide berth.

Someone was sobbing softly. It sounded disconcertingly like her mother.

Then finally, Grace got a clear look at the artwork and stumbled back a pace. It was a detailed drawing of her, even down to the little brown mole near her elbow. And she was utterly naked.

“Of course the work isn’t signed, which may lessen its value. Cheap is cheap, they do say.” Lady Sheppleton shot a glare at Grace. “But I have it on good authority that this is a Crispin Hawke original. Oh, silly me! We have the artist right here. Isn’t that right, Mr. Hawke? This is your work, is it not?”

Grace turned around to face him. Crispin didn’t deny he’d drawn it. He didn’t say a word.

She never sat for a nude portrait, but no one would doubt the woman in the work was her. Surely he must have realized how damning this would be. How could he do this to her?

No man who loved a woman would do it. He was toying with her. It was just another of his games.

“I’m done playing,” she said to no one in particular and ran from the ballroom as fast as her beaded slippers could take her.







Chapter Thirty-eight

Pygmalion appealed to Aphrodite, but no help came. Though she smiled on happy lovers, the goddess would not force them.

His only hope was in Galatea. He would try one last time to win her, even if it meant losing himself.



Grace faced her mother’s tearful recriminations stoically, but when her father came into her bedchamber, she turned into a quivering puddle of regret. He made matters worse by hugging her and urging her not to cry.

When she finally pulled back and saw her tear-stained face reflected in his eyes, she wanted to disappear into the floor, to curl into the thick feather bed and never emerge again. She settled for slumping down on the foot of the bed and letting the tears flow unimpeded.

“Now, now,” her father said. “Things aren’t so bad as all that.”

“What do you mean, Horace? First Lord Dorset announces that he and Mary have been secretly wed these last five years and now this scandal with Grace. How could things possibly be worse?” Her mother lifted her head from her hanky long enough to give a soft wail.

“You ought to be happy for your cousin. I’ve never seen a woman so radiant. And as for the rest, Min, we were young once, remember. It’s not the end of the world,” Horace said.

Grace’s mother shot him a horrified look and Grace wondered if there had been much more to the night of the secret sleigh ride than her mother had told her.

“Lord Dorset sends his apologies,” her father said, “and he wanted you to know that he’s asked Lady Sheppleton to leave immediately.”

“How can she travel at night?”

“She won’t have far to go. She confessed that your cousin Jasper is neck deep in this little scandal. If you’d accepted his proposal, the blackguard was planning to use that portrait to extort a larger dowry.” Her father’s face was flushed and he looked as if he’d like to wring Lord Washburn’s neck. Then he sat down beside Grace on the foot of her bed and took her hand.

“I just had a long talk with Mr. Hawke,” her father said. “And he’s willing to do the honorable thing.”

“Isn’t that big of him?” She rose and began to pace. Slow rage replaced shame. Crispin didn’t love her. When he proposed earlier that evening, it was merely because he enjoyed swiving her. Even Cousin Jasper’s smarmy, self-serving proposal had been more flattering. Now that they’d been caught, Crispin was paying for his sins by shackling himself to her. She’d be no man’s penance. “Tell him I refuse.”

“What?” her mother said.

“It would be foolish to let one moment of weakness lead to a life of misery.” Grace felt as if scales had fallen from her eyes. Crispin was arrogant and selfish and had played one game or another with her from the moment she met him. She believed a time or two during their long night of loving that she’d seen behind his carefully constructed facade, but now she realized he’d fooled her yet again. She didn’t know who he was. “Crispin Hawke is not the sort of man one marries.”

“I think you’ve misjudged him, Daughter. He’s waiting outside the door. Talk to him.”

If she saw him, she might weaken.

“No.” She sat down hard on one of the chintz chairs because her legs had turned rubbery. “I’m sorry for the pain I’ve caused you. If you intend to turn me out, I wouldn’t blame you.”

Her father waved away that notion.

“Then, please let’s go home,” Grace said, suddenly desperate to see autumn in New England and the early-morning mist rising from the Charles.

Her father bent and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I just don’t want you to do anything hasty.”

Grace smiled wryly. “I fear I’ve already done that.”

He patted her cheek. “Come, Min. Let’s give her some time to herself.”

Even though she left under protest, Grace’s mother let herself be shepherded out the door. For a few moments, Grace heard the rumble of masculine voices as her father and Crispin spoke in hushed tones. She couldn’t make out any of the words and didn’t want to try.

She sat in perfect stillness for a good quarter hour, trying to decide what to do with herself. She’d never marry now. It wouldn’t be fair. Not because she was “soiled,” but because she didn’t think she’d ever be able to erase Crispin from her heart.

If she didn’t marry, what did a spinster heiress do?

Her gaze fell on the long-neglected sheaf of papers on the secretary. She hadn’t added to her mythology manuscript in weeks.

She could write. Without bothering to call Claudette to help her out of her ball gown, she settled into the straight-backed chair and opened her writing box. If she got ink on the fine silk, it was a small matter. Why would she ever need a ball gown again?

She knew how her Pygmalion should end now. And it wasn’t at all in line with Reverend Waterbury’s notions. Her fingers flew across the page, words pouring out of her like water from a well-primed pump.

She only stopped once, when the clang of a hammer and splintering stone echoed up the valley and into her open window. Crispin was working again. Did she hear despair in those strikes?

No, it’s just my imagination. A writer’s curse, she decided. But as the relentless blows continued, a teardrop marred the page she was working on all the same.



One month later



Grace hurried along the fashionable Mayfair street where she and her parents were still in residence. Her father hadn’t been able to secure passage home for them as quickly as she’d hoped, but Grace didn’t waste her time in London.

There were a few invitations to tea. Crispin had noised about that the scandalous portrait of Grace was drawn only from his imagination, so the ton seemed willing to give her a second chance. Grace wasn’t so forgiving. She sent her regrets and spent her days visiting cathedrals and attending historical lectures, soaking up impressions she’d use someday in her writing.

If she ever took up her iron pen again.

Grace hadn’t written any more since that night at Lord Dorset’s estate. It was as if she’d left her whole heart on the page and had nothing more to say. Having purged her soul in the Pygmalion story, she decided to leave the manuscript there at Clairmont. It was enough to have gotten it out, written it all down.

And leaving it behind felt right. Like closing the door on her ill-advised English adventure.

If only her heart possessed such a handy slab of oak.

She blustered into the Makepeace town house. “Mother, I’m home.”

“Oh, good,” Minerva called out from the parlor. “Come quickly, dear. We have a guest.”

Grace removed her bonnet and tried to smooth her hair as she made her way to the parlor.

She pulled off her gloves as she entered. There was no use pretending to have hands of otherworldly splendor any longer. No need to slump to disguise her height. She was simply Grace Makepeace. And if whoever was visiting didn’t like her looks, they could look the other way.

When she saw who her mother’s guest was, she nearly took a tumble on the Hakkari carpet again.

“Crispin, what are you doing here?”

He rose as she entered, his hat in his hand. “I’m delivering a couple of packages.”

“Look, dear,” her mother trilled. “Mr. Hawke finished your piece.”

The sculpture of her hands was already displayed prominently on the Chippendale table. In smooth, glowing stone, the piece spoke of charm and elegance, qualities Grace never claimed. Along with an undertone of sensuality that was definitely Crispin’s doing.

“It’s very fine,” she said woodenly, wondering if everyone could hear her heart slamming against her ribs. “You said ‘packages.’”

“So I did.” Crispin handed her a parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. She sank onto one of the chairs across from the settee and tugged at the bow.

Crispin waited till Grace’s mother found a seat before he took his again. “Lord Dorset discovered your manuscript after you left Clairmont and gave it to me. The writing’s good, Grace. Exceptional, really. And your Pygmalion is an ass. An ass I recognized. So I took it with me and submitted it to Brownley & Cobb. They’d like to publish it, so they made this mock-up for me to entice you with.”

Publishing her stories had been a girlish dream, but Crispin was playing a game with it. “Did you threaten to sculpt a hairy wart on the editor’s nose if he refused to publish my manuscript?”

Crispin chuckled. “No, Grace. The offer is legitimate. Mr. Brownley would like you to drop by their office at your convenience to discuss the terms.” He turned to her mother. “Mrs. Makepeace, I know I don’t deserve your trust, but might I have the favor of a moment alone with Grace? There are some things I wish to explain.”

Her mother looked askance at her. Grace nodded.

“Very well, Mr. Hawke,” Minerva said, “but this time, I don’t think your man Wyckham should remain. I suspect our Claudette is hoping to see him. Come now, Mr. Wyckham.”

“Thank you, mum,” Wyckham said and hurried to the door, barely able to restrain himself till Mrs. Makepeace swished out ahead of him. The room went still enough for Grace to hear the click of the mantel clock and the rush of blood in her ears.

“I really do owe your mother a kiss,” Crispin said softly.

He was so handsome, it hurt to look at him, so she focused on the grain of the Spanish leather on the book in her lap.

“Lady Hepplewhite tells me she’s disappointed you’ve declined her invitations,” he said.

“Why? Are you planning to unveil that Diana sculpture at her soiree? It wasn’t a nude, but there was more than enough exposed skin for the ton to be freshly amused at my expense.”

“No. That won’t happen,” he said with certainty. “I destroyed it.”

That knocked the breath from her lungs. She couldn’t imagine the Crispin she knew dismantling his own work.

“Thank you.” Her knuckles whitened where she gripped the bound manuscript, waiting for him to say more. Silence stretched between them. “Then if that’s all, I won’t keep you.”

“No, there’s more, but I’m not sure where to begin.”

“That must be discomfiting for a genius.” She’d thought all the anger, all the longing was gone, but it boiled up afresh. “Perhaps you should start with why you humiliated me with that nude drawing in the first place.”

“When I drew it, I didn’t know it was you,” he said.

Her head snapped up at that.

“Before we met, I saw you, Grace.”

“And you decided to undress me for your own amusement after seeing me on the street?”

“No, I saw you in my dreams,” he said. “Your face, your form, you. And it was not amusing. You gave me no peace. You plagued my dreams. I thought if I could draw you, I’d be able to erase you from my mind and get a decent night’s sleep again.” A wry smile lifted his lips. “And then I met you in the waking world and decided there was no escape.”

She stood, refusing to return his smile. “Let me trouble you no further then. I gave you an escape already.”

“No, wait. Hear me out.”

He rose and took her hand. She didn’t have the strength to pull it away.

“I grew up knowing I was nothing,” he said, his gray eyes shining as he looked down at her. “Then I found my art and suddenly I was important. But it was only because of what I could do, not for who I was. Inside, I’m still nothing.”

“That’s not—”

“Let me get through this, please. I didn’t want to love you, Grace. It meant letting you close enough to see all that nothing. And when you did, I couldn’t blame you for running away.”

“You’re not nothing.”

“But you did run.”

“I didn’t think you loved me.”

He cupped her cheek and she leaned into his touch despite herself. “Grace, whether I wanted to admit it or not, I loved you from the moment your doppelganger invaded my dreams. I think I knew from the first you’d be either my salvation or my ruin.” He ran a thumb over her lips. They tingled in his wake. “You terrify me.”

“I terrify you? That’s not the most romantic thing to say to a girl, you know.”

“No, but it’s true,” he said. “And this is true as well. I love you, Grace. And if I have to leave here without you, the sun will go dark in my eyes. I’ll never be at peace.”

He leaned down till his forehead touched hers. Need simmered between them. She tipped her face up and he lowered his to kiss her.

His love washed over her, nourishing and rousing at the same time.

“You’re not going anywhere without me,” she whispered.

His mouth covered hers, pouring all his longing into a deep kiss. Grace swayed on her feet, but he held her close. She realized then that he’d always hold her close.

“I love you, Crispin.” She laid her head on his chest, listening to the solid thump of his heart. He was hers, completely and irrevocably. Grace smiled. “But fair warning, sir. I still intend to give you no peace!”
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