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Prologue







 


London, June 1785

 


"Whose is it?" the Countess Pentwick asked for
probably the hundredth time. She paced her daughter's bedroom,
thoroughly disgusted with the girl. "Whose is it?"

Only this morning an indiscreet chambermaid had been
overheard by the countess to say that Lady Gwendolyn had been sick
every morning for the last week. Her mother was no fool. She would
know that Gwen was increasing.

Ignoring Gwen's silence, the countess continued
pacing. "How could you be so stupid? And so ungrateful. After all
the plans and money spent to give you a fine Season, you toss it
all in our faces by bringing disgrace and scandal upon your
family." Lady Pentwick turned to face her daughter, who sat in her
bed, staring out the window.

Gwen had not spoken a word since her mother had
charged into the room. What could she say?

"Gwendolyn, look at me when I speak to you!" the
countess roared. "It's that rogue Townsend's bastard, isn't it?
Isn't it?" she shrieked, shaking her daughter by the shoulders.

Gwen turned her head, batting back tears, and
refused to speak.

"So. It is Townsend's." The countess sighed as she
sank into a chair. "There is no doubt this will be difficult to
cover up, even with your father's influence. Good God, girl, the
man's a rogue! A gambler, a younger son with no prospects, and,
worst of all, a Catholic. Where was your good sense?" Lady Pentwick
dropped her head into her hands and did not speak for several
minutes.

When she lifted her head, Gwen recognized the look
of determination on her mother's face. Lady Pentwick stood and
clasped her hands at her waist.

"Well, my girl," the countess said, her lip curling
in a sneer, "since you are not fit to run your own life, I will
make sure that it is run for you. Your father will see to it that
you are married at once." At Gwen's look of hopefulness, she added,
"Not to Townsend, you ninny! You cannot imagine your father would
countenance a connection to a Catholic. Especially one whose father
fought for that pathetic Pretender. You know how your father feels
about traitors."

Gwen sank back against the pillows, gripping the
linens so tightly that she felt a seam ripping near the edge. My
God, she thought, what is going to happen to me? She was not long
in finding out.

"Viscount Tarbolton will do nicely, I think," the
countess said. "He has a fine old title despite his lack of
fortune. In fact, his lack of fortune is a mark in his favor. He
can be convinced by appropriately generous settlements from your
father to take on a soiled bride. And I'm sure he can be persuaded
to accept the babe as his own." The countess's mouth twisted in
disgust. "In the meantime you will remain locked in this room until
the wedding plans are made. You shall not stir from these four
walls until such time as your father has a license in hand and a
vicar in the chapel." The countess turned on her heel and marched
out of the room.

Lady Gwen jumped out of bed and began pacing the
room in much the same manner as her mother. What on earth was she
going to do? She would not marry Lord Tarbolton. Why, he was old
enough to be her father, was quite fat, and frequently sent showers
of spittle flying as he spoke. Gwen shivered in disgust as she
contemplated marriage to the man.

She must contact Walter. He loved her. He would not
allow her to marry some obnoxious old man and present him with
Walter's child. She quickly penned a note to Walter begging him to
come for her. She knew he would not fail. Often enough he had
talked about wanting to run away with her. Surely he would make
good his promises now that she needed him most.

Later, when her maid Molly brought a tray of bread
and water for dinner, she slipped her the note, asking her to
deliver it to Mr. Townsend, with orders not let to anyone see her
leave. It was urgent that the note be delivered tonight. Molly, an
empty- headed flibbertigibbet, was nevertheless very loyal to her
young mistress and happily agreed to play a part in such a romantic
escapade. She returned later that evening and slipped a note under
Gwen's door.

It was from Walter! He had agreed to her plan! He
would be waiting for her beneath her window at three A.M. If she
could contrive to climb out her window, he would take her away to
Gretna, and they would be married. Gwen hugged the note to her
breast and danced around the room. She then packed a few clothes in
a small bandbox. She threw in her jewel case as well. After all,
they would probably need the money. She spent the next few hours
fashioning a rope from the bed linens, which she attached to the
sturdy post of her bed.

At three o'clock she went to the window and saw
Walter below. He smiled and blew her a kiss. She threw her bandbox
down to him. Then she tossed her makeshift rope over the sill and
climbed out the window without a backward glance.

 


 


 




Chapter 1







Bath, May 1812

 


"Damn and blast!" The dowager Countess
Bradleigh leaped from her chair, nearly upsetting the tea table,
crumpled the latest copy of the Gazette, and flung it
furiously across the room. "The idiot!" she said through clenched
teeth. "The insolent fool! What can have possessed him?" she
bellowed as she paced the morning room, nearly treading on the pug
Charlemagne. He whimpered and scurried to safety beneath the
sofa.

Emily Townsend eyed her elderly employer with
caution. The dowager had a notoriously sharp tongue and a biting
wit. At age seventy-eight, Lady Bradleigh still took a youthful
interest in all the activities of the ton and participated
in as many of those as she found to be interesting or
scintillating. A hint of scandal was known to put her in the most
cheerful of moods for weeks. She was seldom given to emotional
outbursts, however. In fact, in the year of Emily's employment with
the dowager, she could not recall ever having heard her curse.

"Which insolent fool has done what idiot thing, my
lady?" Emily asked as she coaxed the whimpering Charlemagne from
beneath the sofa. She picked up the pug, placed him on her lap, and
began to scratch his belly.

The dowager turned to Emily and stretched her thin
frame to its full height. "My odious grandson, Bradleigh," she
said, "has announced his betrothal." She paused, thrusting her chin
at an indignant angle. "To the daughter of that twit Lady
Windhurst!"

This was not exactly the sort of devastating news
Emily had expected. "But, my lady," she said, her brows lifting in
question, "surely you are pleased that Lord Bradleigh has finally
decided to marry?"

Emily was well aware that Lady Bradleigh was very
fond of her eldest grandson, despite his rackety reputation. Even
prior to her employment with the dowager countess, Emily had heard
shocking tales of the rakish Earl of Bradleigh. She had been at
first amazed and then amused to note that whenever the dowager was
presented with a new on-dit involving her grandson, she
usually laughed aloud, enjoying his rather scandalous notoriety.
Emily could also remember at least as many occasions, however, when
the dowager complained that her grandson should stop racketing
about and think of producing an heir. She was therefore somewhat
puzzled at the dowager's reaction to the news of his betrothal.

"I do not object to his marrying," the dowager
snapped, "but I cannot countenance his selection of a bride! The
Windhurst chit, of all people!" The dowager sank back into her
chair and expelled a gusty sigh.

Emily quietly rose and tucked Charlemagne into his
favorite chair, walked to the corner of the room, and retrieved the
Gazette from behind the fire screen. She scanned the open
page until she found the opprobrious announcement, which she read
aloud. " 'Benjamin Lord Windhurst and Lady Windhurst announce the
betrothal of their only daughter, Miss Augusta Windhurst, to Robert
James Frederick Cameron, ninth Earl of Bradleigh.' So, my lady, you
find Miss Windhurst, or perhaps her family, objectionable?"

"My dear Emily," the dowager drawled, "you cannot
begin to imagine how objectionable. Lord Windhurst can, of course,
be disregarded as merely a spineless milquetoast, but Lady
Windhurst is a harridan unequaled in all the ton. The very
thought of her enlarging our family circle is enough to cause
palpitations. She is the former Margaret Pinkerton, whose father
was a captain in the army—the infantry, my dear—and whose mother
was the daughter of a cit." The dowager snorted in a most
unladylike manner. Emily bit her lower lip to stifle a giggle as
she watched the dowager's face screw up as if she had just smelled
something very unpleasant.

"Margaret was notorious in her day for her attempt
to crack the beau monde," the dowager continued. "My God,
what a toad-eater she was! And still is, from what I have heard.
How she managed to snare Windhurst, I've never known. More than
likely compromised him!"

Emily's hand flew to her mouth as she bit back a
hastily suppressed snort of laughter.

"Well," the dowager said with a resigned shrug of
her thin shoulders, "I understand the daughter is a beauty. And
Lady Windhurst has thrown all her weight behind obtaining a fine
title for the child. But how on earth can Bradleigh have succumbed
to her vile machinations? How dare he align the Camerons with that
odious family? Oh, the impudent scoundrel!"

The dowager was up and pacing again. "And of course
he's well and truly stuck with her now. A public announcement
already! How could he be such a fool?" Her voice rose, and her
pacing quickened. "Well, I can assure you that shrill-voiced,
vulgar, encroaching mushroom of a shrew shall never cross my
threshold! I shall never receive her. Or even acknowledge
this ill-considered connection. In fact, I shall tell Bradleigh to
his head that I intend to sever all contact with him if he proceeds
with a marriage to that common harpy's daughter."

Emily gasped. Her spine stiffened, and she looked
away. "You do not really mean that, my lady," she said in a soft,
chilly voice.

Emily was extremely sensitive to the idea of family
estrangement and knew firsthand the pain resulting from such
cruelty. Her own mother had suffered total estrangement from her
family as a result of her runaway marriage to Walter Townsend.
Emily had never understood the heartlessness that could cause
parents to abandon their own child. Her mother had never completely
overcome the pain of her estrangement, despite the fact that she
was very happy in her marriage to Townsend. That pain had turned to
anger in her daughter.

Lady Bradleigh flushed with embarrassment as she
must have realized the impact of her words. She reached over and
grabbed Emily's hand. "Of course I did not mean it, my dear. It was
only my anger and disappointment speaking. You must know that I
could never bear to lose contact with Robert. Or with any of my
grandchildren."

Emily turned back to face the dowager, smiled, and
squeezed her hand. She was really quite fond of the older
woman.

"Nevertheless," the dowager said, patting Emily's
hand, "I cannot help but regret the Windhurst connection. God's
teeth! I will probably be forced to actually sit down to dinner
with the woman. Oh, it is beyond enduring. You know, my dear, I
could accept almost anyone else as Robert's wife. Anyone.
Anyone at all." Lady Bradleigh rose and started to pace again, but
stopped at one of the windows overlooking the River Avon, the
turmoil of her thoughts written clearly on her face.

Emily bit back a smile as she considered that there
were probably hundreds or even thousands of women who would be even
more objectionable than Miss Windhurst—opera dancers, actresses,
prostitutes, tradesmen's daughters—but she kept her tongue between
her teeth.

 


 


* * *

 


The dowager continued to gaze out at the river.
Anyone else, anyone else at all, she thought. Why, even someone
like Emily would be a better choice. In fact, now that she thought
on it, Emily would be an excellent choice for Robert. She was
certainly beautiful, with her honey-gold coloring and patrician
bones, though she tried to hide behind plain, dark gowns and severe
hairstyles. She was, of course, no longer in her first blush of
youth, being all of six and twenty; but then, Robert was no young
pup, either. He would probably rub along better with a more mature
woman than with some naive debutante. As for Emily's background, it
was really quite respectable. Lady Bradleigh was one of the few
people who knew that Emily's mother had been the daughter of the
Earl of Pentwick. Despite the estrangement, the connection was
there and must be seen in Emily's favor. And even though her father
had been a Catholic, Emily had been raised by her mother in the
Anglican faith; so religion was not an issue. As for her lack of
fortune, it was only a minor concern, especially when a rich man
was involved.

Indeed, it had been the dowager's hope when she had
first employed Emily that she would be able to act as a matchmaker
and find Emily some nice gentleman in Bath with whom she could
settle down. Unfortunately eligible bachelors did not abound in
Bath. Even so, Emily had from the first shown a strong
disinclination for such maneuvers. The dowager had sensed her
discomfort and had thereafter ceased to make an effort. She had,
however, developed a deep affection for Emily during the past year.
In fact, she already thought of Emily as family, so it required no
great leap of the imagination to see her as Robert's wife. Ah,
well, she thought, it was only a foolish daydream. Robert would
never stoop to notice a paid companion. Nevertheless, she knew that
there must be other more acceptable debs on the market this Season.
She must find one to take his attention away from the Windhurst
girl.

There was, of course, the minor detail of Robert's
betrothal. He would be honor-bound to go through with the marriage,
unless Miss Windhurst cried off. Although a woman always had the
option of canceling an engagement, a gentleman was committed once
an offer was made. Their blasted gentleman's code of honor did not
allow a man to back down, regardless of the circumstances. Those
few men who defied that code of honor and jilted their fiancées
were completely ostracized from Society.

So, mused the dowager, she must take it upon herself
to somehow get the Windhurst chit to cry off. How that could be
done need not be determined as yet. The first order of business was
to get to London.

"Emily," she suddenly declared, "pack your bags. We
are going to London."

 


 


* * *

 


A knock on the morning room door interrupted
whatever response Emily might have offered, as Barnes, the
imperious butler, opened the door. "His Lordship, the Earl of
Bradleigh," he announced.

Emily looked up to see the earl as he stood framed
in the doorway. She sucked in her breath as she gazed at one of the
handsomest men she had ever seen. He was quite tall and broad of
shoulder, fairly dwarfing the elderly Barnes. His dark chestnut
brown hair fell in a deep wave over one brow. He was still covered
with the dust of the road, which, together with the mischievous
gleam in his brown eyes and his boyish grin, gave him an appearance
more youthful than his thirty-five years.

He had relinquished his greatcoat to Barnes along
with his curly brimmed beaver. Though slightly ruffled from the
drive, he nevertheless appeared quite appealing in his dark blue
superfine coat of impeccable cut, buckskin breeches, and top boots.
His cravat was simply tied and his shirtpoints were conservatively
low. Although he obviously patronized an excellent tailor, his
dress spoke more of comfort than of high fashion.

Emily stared openly at this man of whom she had
heard so many tales. He was no doubt handsome enough for a rake,
but there was also a certain boyishness about him which was most
appealing.

"My dear boy!" exclaimed the dowager as she
stretched out her arms to her grandson. In two quick long strides
Lord Bradleigh was at her side, clasped her to him in a fierce bear
hug, and then swung her through the air like a young girl.

"Put me down, you fool! I am an old woman!" she
snapped, although her eyes gleamed with delight.

Lord Bradleigh returned his grandmother to earth and
planted an affectionate kiss upon her cheek. "Old woman?" He
grinned. "Ha! You are forever young, my dear heart. You look
wonderful."

"You have not lost your charm, I see." The dowager
glared up at him, still somewhat breathless. Without warning her
eyes darkened, and she reached up and soundly boxed his ears. "How
dare you!" she said.

Completely startled, Lord Bradleigh stammered,
"W-what is this?" while he rubbed his stinging ears.

"As if you did not know. Emily, show him."

Emily had observed the unusual scene with amusement.
Failing to completely suppress a smile, she offered the
Gazette to Lord Bradleigh.

He turned, and for the first time noticed Emily's
presence. He hesitated a brief instant as his eyes caught hers,
full of amusement but with a hint of caution. He turned to the
dowager with a questioning look.

"I beg your pardon, my dear," she said. "This is my
companion. Miss Emily Townsend. Emily, this is my impudent and
surprisingly foolish grandson, Lord Bradleigh."

Lord Bradleigh turned to Emily and bowed. "Your
servant, Miss Townsend."

Emily nodded and dipped a tiny curtsy. "Lord
Bradleigh." She smiled as she held out the crumpled Gazette.
He returned her smile with a look in his eye that caused her knees
almost to buckle as he took the newspaper from her hand. So
that's what it's like, she thought, to be stared at by a
rake. It was a most unsettling experience.

Lord Bradleigh glanced down at the Gazette,
and his eyes immediately caught the announcement of his betrothal.
"Oh," he said blankly.

Clearly he hadn't yet seen the announcement, though
he did not appear entirely surprised. A fleeting expression of
irritation crossed his face. Emily guessed that his unexpected
visit to Bath was to let his grandmother, the Cameron family
matriarch, know of his plans, and he would not be pleased that his
future in-laws did not have the courtesy to wait until the Cameron
family had been informed before sending an announcement to the
papers.

Or was she reading too much into a momentarily
furrowed brow, and making hasty judgments based on the dowager's
low opinion of the Windhurst family?

"Oh? Is that all you have to say, Robert?
Oh?"

Emily tensed as the dowager bellowed. This was
likely to be a very uncomfortable conversation.

"Please sit down, Grandmother, Miss Townsend." Lord
Bradleigh led the dowager to a small settee by the window.
Charlemagne scrambled up on her lap. The earl reached down and
tickled him behind the ears. "Bonjour, mon petit carlin. Veilles-tu sur ma
grand'mère?" he
whispered to the pug.

Emily smiled at this gesture. Everyone who was
acquainted with the dowager was quickly made to learn that the pug
must be addressed in French, as the dowager was convinced he
comprehended only his native tongue.

Despite her curiosity about Lord Bradleigh, she had
no desire to be a part of what was sure to be an awkward meeting.
This was a family matter and none of her concern. She excused
herself to allow the dowager privacy with her grandson, saying that
she must speak with Mrs. Dougherty, the housekeeper, about
arranging rooms for the earl. She would also have fresh tea sent
up.

 


* * *

 


After Emily departed, the dowager turned to her
favorite grandson. "So. Are you ready to explain this proposed
mésalliance?"

The earl grinned. "Now, dear love, do not be so
quick to judge."

"You have not developed a grand passion for the
chit, have you?"

"No, of course not."

"Then you lost another one of your silly wagers and
were forced to make an offer?"

"No."

"Good God. You compromised her!"

"No!"

"Well, then, what?" the dowager asked, her hands
flying up in exasperation. "You never even mentioned you had
intentions of marrying, though God knows I have wished it for ages.
After all, you have been on the town for years and years, with
mamas throwing their daughters in your path since you inherited
your title. What brought about this sudden capitulation, my
boy?"

"Nothing very extraordinary, my dear," the earl
replied. "But you are right. I have been on the town for too many
Seasons. As you are well aware, it was my disgust—no, indeed my
terror—of those mamas you mention that has caused me to avoid the
parson's mousetrap at all costs."

He paused as Barnes brought in a fresh pot of tea
along with slices of plum cake and tiny apricot tarts. The dowager
poured a cup of tea and handed it to the earl. He took a
restorative swallow.

"I recently celebrated my thirty-fifth birthday, as
you know," he continued. "And I suddenly realized that I could now
legitimately be considered middle-aged." His mouth twisted in
distaste. "I concluded that it was time to finally take that
dreaded and long- avoided plunge into matrimony in order to produce
an heir."

"At last!"

"Just so. As you know, I have never experienced a
serious emotional attachment to any woman, at least since the age
of seventeen. Once I had determined to marry, I was therefore not
very particular in my criteria for a bride. I required only that
she be young enough to bear my children, have a respectable
background, a spotless reputation, and at least passable
looks."

"That's it?" the dowager squeaked. "Why, any number
of women could have answered those requirements."

'True. The field was wide open, in fact, despite my
... er... reputation. But then I realized that I would prefer that
she not be a giggler or a chatterbox. That eliminates half the
Season's crop. And I cannot abide a watering pot. You see how the
field narrows. And I would have no patience with a clinging vine.
So now very few candidates remain. I would especially prefer that
she be practical and businesslike in approaching marriage. I would
be most uncomfortable with a female who fell head over heels in
love with me when I know I could never reciprocate such depth of
feeling. I wanted a woman who could accept me on those terms
without reproach. And I believe I have found just such a one.

"For the first time in my adult life I decided to
take a serious look at what the Season had to offer. You will be
astonished to know that I even went so far as to grace Almack's
with my noble presence. You know how I hate that place and its
self-righteous patronesses. But it was actually at Almack's that I
first met Miss Windhurst. Augusta."

He paused to take a sip of tea, then continued. "She
is nineteen years old, and her background, on her father's side at
least, is unexceptionable. She also happens to be very
beautiful."

The dowager nodded. "I am not so removed from
Society that I am unaware Miss Windhurst is this Season's
Incomparable."

"Yes, she exceeds all my requirements in that
respect. An added bonus, so to speak. She is also elegant, cool,
and supremely aloof. I have no apprehension about her
sensibilities. She does not giggle, chatter, whimper, swoon, or
cling. She suits my requirements down to the last peg, so I lost no
time in paying court to her. We have been much in each other's
company during the last month. Two days ago I spoke with her
father, who gave me permission to pay my addresses to her." He then
reached over and took his grandmother's hand. "I am truly sorry, my
dear, that you had to learn of my betrothal through the
Gazette. I had every intention of breaking the news to you
myself. Indeed, I have come to Bath for just that purpose. I assure
you, I had no idea the announcement would be made public so
soon."

"No doubt," Lady Bradleigh said with a sneer. "I
suspect, however, that your future mother-in-law was anxious to
make everyone in the ton aware of her great good luck in
settling her daughter as a countess. What a triumph for her!"

Lord Bradleigh's face became grim, although his eyes
twinkled with amusement. "Now, Grandmother. You must try to
maintain a civil tongue when discussing my betrothed. Oh, I know
what you think of Lady Windhurst, but, after all, she's not the one
I'm going to marry. Augusta is cut from a different cloth
altogether. She will make a fine countess." He squeezed her hand.
"I had hoped for your blessing," he crooned in his most seductive
tone.

The dowager jerked her hand from his clasp. "Do not
go trying to turn me up sweet. You cannot wrap me around your
finger like all your other women. You have my blessing. But I give
it grudgingly and only because I do not see that I have a choice. I
am not happy with this arrangement, Robert. In the first place, I
still strongly object to having Lady Windhurst thrust into our
family circle. The woman is not to be tolerated. Secondly, I take
exception to this cold, calculating way in which you have
apparently chosen your bride. I suspect that you will regret your
heartless business arrangement in years to come. Have you no desire
for an affectionate, loving relationship at the center of your
life? Do you not think it is worth waiting until you find a woman
with whom you can share such a relationship?"

"You presume too much, Grandmother," the earl said,
scowling. "I have been immune to Cupid's arrow for thirty-five
years, and it is unlikely that I will succumb at this stage in my
career. Besides, I do not have the time, or the inclination, to
wait for such a miracle."

The dowager was halted in her reply as Emily
reentered the morning room to say that the earl's bedchamber was
ready. She absently indicated that Emily should be seated, and
continued her conversation with the earl. "All right, Robert," she
said. "I will not fight you. I wish you every happiness with your
bride. In fact," she drawled, "I intend to return with you to
London to meet this paragon. And I suppose the least I can do is to
stage a grand engagement ball in your honor."

Lord Bradleigh rose, bowed to his grandmother, and
took her hand to his lips. "My dear countess, you do us a great
honor. You are most welcome at Bradleigh House."

"Well, that is settled, then. Emily and I will begin
preparations at once," the dowager said. She settled back, smiling
mischievously. "I believe I will make a long stay in London.
Perhaps ride out the Season there. I haven't been to Town in an
age. It's such an ordeal, you know. But this is a special occasion.
I expect it will take us several weeks to prepare. You will stay
here with us, of course, Robert, and then escort us to London. And
now, you must be tired from your journey, and you are certainly
dirty. Emily, ring for a footman to show Robert to his rooms. We
dine at seven, my boy."


Chapter 2

 


After the earl departed, the dowager suddenly looked
up at Emily in alarm. "Dinner!" she cried. Emily gave her a puzzled
look. "Anatole!" the dowager groaned.

Emily laughed. "I will take care of it," she said as
she left the morning room and headed downstairs to the kitchen.
Anatole, the dowager's French chef, would have to be told of the
addition of the earl to their dinner table. Emily was one of the
few who was able to approach the volatile Frenchman with
last-minute changes without him flying up into the boughs and
threatening resignation. This evening's meal had been planned for
only six. The addition of a seventh would likely represent little
difficulty for Anatole. Nevertheless, Emily steeled herself for the
inevitable outburst.

She made her way down to the basement and entered
the large, busy kitchen. One long wall displayed an impressive
batterie de cuisine, including racks of copper pots of all
sizes, iron kettles, pewter trays and jugs, and an enormous
collection of fancifully shaped jelly molds. An adjacent wall
housed a row of several open-fire ranges, a separately fired oven,
and a large hot plate decorated with classical medallions on the
front. Though the high windows on the outside wall were propped
open, the air was close and warm. The somber blue walls added to
the oppressive atmosphere. Several kitchen maids scurried about,
and Lucien, Anatole's young assistant, was busily rolling out a
pastry on one of the large trestle tables in the center of the
room.

Emily found Anatole at one of his many stockpots,
testing a fish broth. He was a large, almost burly man with
thinning dark hair and piercing black eyes. He had a fiery Gallic
temper that often had kitchen maids cowering in corners, but his
manner always softened in the presence of pretty young women or in
the face of true appreciation of his art. As Emily provided both,
he was generally solicitous toward her. Emily waited quietly until
he was apparently satisfied with the flavor of the fish broth, and
was about to approach a large pot of beef stock being slowly
reduced to a glace de viande.

"Pardon me, Monsieur Anatole," she said softly, "but
may I have a word with you?"

"Ah, Mademoiselle Townsend," Anatole said. He
delicately wiped his fingers with a damp towel, which he then held
out to be taken by an attendant kitchen maid. "What may I do for
you? A preview of tonight's masterpiece, perhaps?" he asked as he
cocked his head toward the row of stock pots.

"You spoil me, monsieur," Emily replied, smiling.
"The aromas alone are enough to send me into raptures. I will wait
and sample your art in the dining room along with our guests. And
by the way, I am afraid we will have an additional guest this
evening."

"What?" roared Anatole. "C'est impossible! It
is too late to change our menu. We cannot do it!" He muttered a
string of French invectives, most of which Emily was fortunately
unable to translate. He pounded a nearby butcher block with his
fists and kicked over a straw basket of coal. His face turned red
with fury, and his black eyes seemed almost to pop out of his head.
When he appeared ready literally to explode, Emily quietly
interrupted.

"Please, monsieur, you must calm down. Have a care
for your health. It would be a tragedy if the great Anatole
succumbed to apoplexy in his own kitchen. Lady Bradleigh would be
desolate without you. Here, sit down for a moment," she said as she
led him to a bench along a short corridor leading to the adjacent
scullery. He stopped shouting but narrowed his black eyes and
glowered menacingly at her.

"Our additional guest this evening is her ladyship's
grandson, Lord Bradleigh," Emily said in the same tone she had once
used in the schoolroom to placate her young charges. "He has
arrived unexpectedly and will be staying here in Bath a short
while. He is a great admirer of your arts, monsieur," she said,
hoping it was true. "I know he expects greatness from her
ladyship's kitchen and awaits tonight's dinner with keen
anticipation. I have promised her ladyship that you will not fail,
and I know that you will not. After all, monsieur, when have you
ever failed to overwhelm us all with your extraordinary talents?
Who can remain unmoved by your poulardes à la Perigueux? Or
your cotellettes d'agneau à la Toulouse? Or"—she sighed and
closed her eyes—"your escalopes de volatile aux
truffes?"

She peeked through her lashes to find Anatole gazing
abstractedly into space, smiling no doubt in contemplation of that
particular triumph. She gave an ecstatic shiver, then slowly opened
her eyes.

It occurred to her that if she ever lost her
position, she could surely find a career on the stage.

"Ah, monsieur," she continued breathlessly, "you are
a genius. I know you will be able to think of some way to
accommodate Lord Bradleigh. True, we will have an uneven number at
the table, but that should pose a greater problem to Barnes and his
staff than to you, monsieur, n'est-ce pas?" She grinned at
him, knowing that her arrow had struck home. Anatole and Barnes
maintained a polite truce at the best of times. Barnes and his
footmen had never quite gotten used to the dowager's introduction
of a large round table in the smaller dining room, which she
preferred to use for more intimate dinners in the French style. The
round table wreaked havoc with Barnes' notion of corner dishes, and
he frequently fussed over where to position which dishes. The
resolution was a greater number of removes, which allowed Anatole
to better extend his talents.

Anatole grinned back at Emily. "Soit!" he
said, waving an imperious hand. "We shall not fail, mademoiselle.
We welcome Lord Bradleigh. He is a true connoisseur, and we shall
not disappoint him."

Emily thanked Anatole and assured him of her
confidence in his abilities, then made her way back upstairs.

 


* * *

 


Anatole smiled as he watched her leave, amused at
the persuasive tactics she always used with him. He would never let
her know that he would happily do anything she asked, as he was
very fond of her. But he was even more fond of their little game of
tyrant and diplomat, which she played so well. He sighed as he rose
and sought out Lucien to have him round up another pair of
ortolans.

 


* * *

 


Emily retired to her bedroom and began to study her
wardrobe for a suitable dress for the evening. There was not much
of a selection. She had few dresses, and only two or possibly three
appropriate for evening wear. Each was simply cut, absent of
elaborate adornment, and generally in dark blues or grays. Emily
had always felt perfectly comfortable in her plain gowns and had
dined with tonight's guests enough times so that there was no need
to impress. But she suddenly felt decidedly dowdy when she thought
of dining with Lord Bradleigh. He was certainly one of the most
attractive men she had ever met, and she had not failed to
appreciate his boyish charm in handling his grandmother. She was
quite surprised at his friendly, endearing manner. He was a
notorious rake with a somewhat dark reputation. She had expected a
more brooding, menacing demeanor. Instead, she had found his open,
amiable manner quite appealing. But then she also recalled that he
was known to be a gamester. This thought put an end to any generous
feelings she might have had for her employer's grandson. She blamed
her own current penniless state on her father's penchant for
gambling and therefore had no tolerance for men who won and lost
fortunes at the turn of a card.

Emily sighed and pulled out a gray silk gown from
her small wardrobe. She would not forget her place. She would not
worry about looking dowdy in front of a renowned rogue and gambler,
no matter how attractive he was.

She rang for a maid, and soon Lottie, one of the
under housemaids, was at her door bringing a pitcher of hot water.
Lottie was an incurable chatterbox but had a sweet and generous
nature, and Emily was fond of her. She smiled as Lottie sailed into
the room.

"Oh, miss," Lottie said breathlessly, "ain't it
wonderful havin' such a one as his lordship in the house? Have you
seen him yet? I hear he's devilish handsome. But then he would have
to be, wouldn't he, for all those women to fall at his feet. Such
stories I've heard!"

"Lottie!" Emily scolded. "Surely you are not already
gossiping belowstairs about our guest? He's only just arrived."

"Oh, no, miss, I'm not spreadin' any new
tales, to be sure. We hear stories about His Lordship all the
time."

Emily bit back a smile as she contemplated the
distinction between old gossip and new gossip.

"It fair makes your hair stand on end, it does,"
Lottie said. "I tell you, us housemaids is all in a quake havin'
him here. A girl's not safe with him around. You'd better be on
your guard, too, miss. He's a regular rogue, he is. Why, only last
month we heard he ... well, he ..." She lowered her voice. "He had
his way with a grand duchess in a chapel in Westminster Abbey.
Right in the church!" Lottie's eyes had grown as big as saucers as
she spoke.

Emily turned away to hide her amusement at Lottie's
righteous outrage. She, too, had heard the story about the church.
But it had been St. Paul's, not Westminster Abbey, and in the
vaults, not a chapel. And it had been Lady Theale, a baroness, not
a duchess. Of course, they could be two different stories
altogether. Lord Bradleigh, after all, did indeed get around.

Emily gave herself a mental shake. Had she lost all
sense of propriety? She must be spending too much time in the
dowager's company. She actually found the stories more amusing than
shocking. Nevertheless, she decided it was best to attempt to put a
halt to any more storytelling while His Lordship was a guest in the
house. There was no stopping servants' gossip, but at least she
could try to discourage the more sordid tales.

"I think, Lottie," she said, trying to sound stern,
"that most of the stories you have heard are untrue or at least
exaggerated. His Lordship is soon to be married. I do not imagine
he would be cavorting around Town under the nose of his betrothed.
He is a gentleman, after all."

"Married!" Lottie squealed. "You're funnin',
miss."

"No, Lottie. I assure you it is true. So do, please,
have a care. It is not our place to judge others and certainly not
a guest in our house. I will trust you to make sure that the rest
of the housemaids behave with proper respect toward the earl."

"Yes, miss," Lottie said weakly and turned to leave.
"But I pity the poor girl that's to marry him," she called over her
shoulder as she closed the door.

Emily chuckled to herself and wondered if Miss
Windhurst was indeed to be pitied.

 


* * *

 


When Robert was shown to his room, he found that
Luckett, his valet, had already laid out his evening clothes and
was preparing a bath. Robert eyed the large copper tub by the fire
with pleasure as he watched a series of housemaids and footmen
enter with steaming buckets of water. When the last of the buckets
was added to the tub, and the last giggling housemaid had made her
exit, Robert turned to allow his valet to help him out of his
jacket.

"Ah, Luckett," he said, sighing contentedly, "I must
be getting old. Nothing could be more appealing to me at this
moment than that steaming tub."

"Indeed, milord," Luckett replied with a wry smile
as he proceeded to help Robert undress. He then continued unpacking
Robert's portmanteau, brushing and neatly folding or hanging each
article of clothing. In his usual casual manner, which had long ago
ceased to offend Luckett's rigid propriety, Robert carried on a
conversation with his valet while he soaked.

"And so Grandmother expects me to remain here in
Bath for longer than I had expected, Luckett. Shall I need to send
you out shopping for additional shirts and cravats?"

"I doubt that will be necessary, milord. I
anticipated that her ladyship would require your presence for
longer than a few days and packed accordingly."

"I'm sure I don't pay you enough, Luckett. Remind me
to increase your salary when we return to London."

"I will do that, milord."

"And so we are stuck here, Luckett, in dull old
Bath. At least I will have the lively and delightful company of
Grandmother to shorten the days. I trust you will not lack
for diversion, Luckett?" Robert said, grinning. His valet was as
notorious belowstairs as Robert himself was abovestairs. To his
knowledge, Luckett had never gotten a housemaid in trouble, but he
never seemed to lack for female companionship.

"As it happens, milord, there are two new housemaids
since our last visit as well as a fetching little kitchen maid,
though she's little more than a child."

"Then I shall trust, as always, to your discretion,
Luckett. This is my grandmother's house, after all."

"Of course, milord," Luckett replied
indignantly.

"Speaking of new additions to the household,
Grandmother has taken on a companion."

"Ah, yes. That would be Miss Townsend, I
presume."

"You've met her already?"

"Oh, no, milord. But I heard talk of her in the
servants' hall. The whole staff seems very taken with her. It was
'Miss Townsend this' and 'Miss Townsend that' from the moment I
arrived."

"Hmm, yes. But it's the oddest thing, Luckett.
Grandmother's never employed a companion before, as far as I can
recall. I wonder if she's ailing? She's pushing up against eighty,
you know. Good lord, I hate to think of her declining. She's always
been such a tower of strength." Robert's brows furrowed with
concern as he absently dragged a soapy sponge across his chest.

"Does she look ill, milord?"

"No, by Jove, she doesn't. In fact, she is as spry
as a spring lamb. The old girl actually boxed my ears,
Luckett!"

"She struck you, milord?" the valet replied, choking
back a chuckle.

"She did. She's fuming about my betrothal," Robert
said as he squeezed the wet sponge over his head. "But this new
companion is a puzzle. I'm sure Grandmother doesn't need a
nursemaid. If she did, she'd never admit it."

"Could Miss Townsend perhaps be a poor relation,
milord?"

"Hmm. I doubt it. Grandmother would have mentioned
it when she introduced us, I think. You know how family-proud she
is. If Miss Townsend had been the stepdaughter of a third cousin
once removed by marriage, Grandmother would have taken great pains
to point it out. Then I would have had to endure a half hour
dissertation on the peculiar coiling and twisting of that
particular branch of the family tree. No, Luckett. I doubt that
Miss Townsend is a poor relation. Besides, she's beautifully fair
with intelligent green eyes. Not the Cameron coloring at all."

"Beautifully fair?" Luckett asked, suddenly frozen
in the act of smoothing the wrinkles out of a blue silk dressing
gown, his brows inching up to his hairline.

"Indeed." Robert laughed as he massaged soap through
his hair. "She is really quite lovely, though she doesn't seem to
want anyone to notice. Dresses like a prim governess, hair pulled
back in a tight Methodist knot. Doesn't wear a cap, though, thank
goodness."

"But you noticed?"

"What? Oh, of course I noticed, you idiot. What do
you take me for?" It had in fact taken Robert only minutes to
observe the finer attributes of Miss Townsend. He had not missed
those large, wonderfully expressive green eyes and that soft, full
mouth. He also suspected that beneath her prim exterior lurked a
witty and spirited nature. Under normal circumstances he would make
it his business to investigate those suspicions. But those days
were over for him. He was now engaged to be married to a beautiful
young woman, ready to settle down to a sober life of responsibility
and duty. He sighed aloud.

"You amaze me, milord. With all due respect."

"Amaze you?" Robert mumbled as Luckett poured a jug
of warm water over his head, rinsing out the soap. "What on earth
do you mean?"

"It doesn't matter where we go, milord. Even within
the dull confines of Bath, they follow you like lemmings to the
sea."

"Who?"

"Beautiful women. You could probably retire to some
monastery in Tibet, and a beautiful woman would find her way to
your cell. It is quite amazing, milord."

"Ha!" Robert laughed as he stepped out of the tub.
Luckett was waiting with a large warm towel, which Robert wrapped
around himself like a toga. "And I suppose we are to ignore your
string of conquests in the servants' halls?"

"I merely observe, milord, and learn."

"Touché. Well, back to the subject at hand.
I'm still puzzled about this companion business. Grandmother
doesn't act without a motive. What's her game with Miss Townsend, I
wonder? You say the servants' hall is abuzz with talk of her?
Anything interesting?"

"Well, milord, I did hear whispers regarding her
background."

"Yes. And..."

"She is apparently a woman of gentle birth, a lady
of quality."

"Yes, that was obvious."

"Well," he hesitated, "there is speculation as to
her... er... parentage, milord."

"Give it up, Luckett," Robert said while toweling
his hair before the fire. "What's the story?"

"It is believed that Miss Townsend is possibly the
offspring of some grand personage, milord. A royal duke
perhaps."

"Oh, good heavens!" Robert groaned. "Sprung from the
wrong side of the royal blanket, I suppose?"

"Indeed. I discounted the tale, of course. Just
because Miss Townsend treats the housemaids with kindness, they
suspect she is a queen."

"Well, then, they would truly be shocked to leam how
a real queen behaves, would they not?"

"I would not know, milord," Luckett said with a
sniff.

"Hmm. Well, it seems we have a mystery, Luckett,"
Robert said, stroking his chin. "Perhaps Bath will not be so dull
after all."

 


 


 


 




Chapter 3







A short time later Robert, wrapped in his blue silk
dressing gown, sat at a fall-front secretaire and penned a note to
Augusta and her parents explaining his absence and sending his
regrets that he could not escort Augusta to those dinners and routs
to which they had been expected. This would not please Lady
Windhurst, he knew. He tried to smooth over this obstacle by
mentioning the dowager's intention of holding an engagement ball.
This bit of news should send Lady Windhurst into high alt. The
dowager countess was well known and respected in the beau
monde and had many friends of high rank who could be expected
to attend her ball.

After sealing and franking the letter to Augusta,
Robert sat absently trimming the quill as he pondered the
engagement ball. He suspected his grandmother had hidden motives,
and the ball was merely a ruse to get to London and meddle in his
affairs. No, that was not fair. Lady Bradleigh had never actually
interfered in his life. In fact, he was often grateful that his
grandmother was not one of those managing females who made it her
business to find him a wife, despite his increasing age and his
obligation to the succession. He had seen several friends over the
years succumb to the machinations of mothers, aunts, sisters, or
grandmothers who continually threw eligible young misses in their
paths. It was almost like a game with these women, and he was happy
that the two most significant women in his life, his grandmother
and his sister, were content to leave him to his own devices. It
seemed they were satisfied to have his respectable cousin Simon
continue as the heir apparent. Robert was fond of Simon and knew he
would be a worthy successor to the earldom. But as he grew older he
was forced to admit that he would much prefer a son of his own to
inherit the title. Hence his recent betrothal.

Robert had no trouble picturing the beautiful and
coolly elegant Miss Windhurst in the role of his countess. He
dismissed the egregious Lady Windhurst as an insignificant burden,
since he had no intention of allowing her to live in his pocket. He
would remove Augusta to his seat in Derbyshire away from the
persistent prattling of her mother, which he secretly suspected
Augusta would appreciate. He did not fool himself that he was in
love with Augusta. Nor she with him. But he was sure that they
would rub along well enough together, and that she would provide
him with beautiful children. What sort of a mother would she make?
he wondered. Would their children be able to warm her cool and
distant nature? Would he?

Robert forced himself to cease his woolgathering and
dress for dinner. His grandmother had a marvelous French chef who
could always be counted on to provide extraordinary culinary
delights. He was certain that the dowager would insist on bringing
Anatole to Bradleigh House, and he began to ponder the inevitable
battles in the kitchen with his own cook.

Later that evening Robert made his way downstairs to
the drawing room, after having been fussed over by the fastidious
Luckett. He wasn't totally indifferent to his appearance, but he
was not obsessive about it, as was his valet. For Luckett it was a
matter of honor that his master be turned out in distinction.
Fortunately for Robert, Luckett was an advocate of the Brummel
school of simplicity and elegance. He would not have been nearly so
indulgent of a valet who attempted to turn him out in dandified
extravagance. As it was, Robert simply trusted Luckett to see to it
that he was appropriately attired, and paid little more attention
to the matter. He could not even boast of tying his own cravat, as
did many fashionable gentlemen of the ton. On this
particular evening, Luckett had selected black pantaloons, a black
superfine jacket, a subtly striped dark gray waistcoat, and snowy
white linen shirt and cravat.

As he entered the drawing room, Robert found Miss
Townsend as its only occupant. The dowager was uncharacteristically
late.

"Good evening. Miss Townsend," he said. "Ah, I see
Barnes has provided us with sherry. May I pour you a glass?"

"Thank you, my lord. I would enjoy a glass of
sherry," Emily replied. She watched as the earl moved with languid
catlike grace toward the ormolu-mounted console table. Catlike was
an appropriate description, she thought, as the earl looked every
inch the sleek panther in his stark black evening clothes. Even his
dark hair was sleek, as it was now combed straight back from the
forehead. As it was thick and slightly long, Emily suspected that
by an evening's end it would inevitably fall over his brow in the
deep wave of earlier this afternoon.

Emily shuddered as she suddenly realized that all
the tales she'd ever heard about the Earl of Bradleigh must indeed
be true. It was a good thing that she was no green girl susceptible
to the charms of a notorious rake.

She was mesmerized by his long elegant fingers,
which seemed to caress the sherry decanter.

Robert felt Miss Townsend's eyes on him as he poured
the sherry. His every action was the slow and deliberately
seductive movement of one used to the appreciative gazes of women.
He handed the glass to Miss Townsend, allowing his fingers to brush
hers for an instant, then poured one for himself. He leaned against
the fireplace mantel and watched her as she took a dainty sip. She
was wearing a plain dark gray silk dress with a prim, high neck
trimmed in vandyked lace. Only slightly more attractive than the
dark kerseymere round gown of the afternoon, it was no less severe.
He nevertheless was convinced of a spirited nature beneath the prim
exterior, certain he had glimpsed a flash of wicked amusement in
her eyes after his grandmother had boxed his ears earlier that
afternoon. That, along with her surreptitious scrutiny of his
person as well as the rumors reported by Luckett, so intrigued him
that he was determined to draw her out After all, he must find
some diversion while in Bath.

"How long have you been Grandmother's companion,
Miss Townsend?" he asked, breaching what he realized had become an
awkward silence. "I do not recall meeting you when I last visited
Bath a little over a year ago."

"No, my lord," Emily replied, instinctively
retreating into her normal scrupulous composure, somewhat
embarrassed that she had allowed it to slip in front of the earl.
She hoped he had not noticed her staring at him while he poured the
sherry, or felt the slight tremor of her fingers at the touch of
his own. She really must compose herself. It was ridiculous to
allow the earl to have such an effect on her simply because he was
so attractive. She had certainly been in the presence of attractive
men before. It must be the idea of his slightly dangerous
reputation that caused her to feel so ill at ease. Well, she was
not a schoolgirl, and he was probably not dangerous at all. He was
only trying to make polite conversation. Her good breeding and
manners rose to the surface.

"I was not yet employed by Lady Bradleigh at that
time," she continued. "She graciously offered me a position after
the death of my last employer, Lady Fitzhugh. That would have been
almost twelve months ago."

"I remember Lady Fitzhugh," he said, frowning
slighdy. "She had been a friend of Grandmother's since they were
girls, I believe. I am sorry to hear of her death."

A few more silent moments passed while neither
spoke. Finally the earl moved away from the mantel and approached
Emily. "Do you like it here in Bath?" he asked.

"Very much so, my lord," she replied. "I have been
used to the quiet life of the country, and so Bath seems a grand
city to me. And, of course, Lady Bradleigh has been more than kind
to me. Why, she hardly treats me as an employee at all. She has a
wide circle of friends here in Bath, and she is always considerate
enough to include me in all their various gatherings. Thanks to
Lady Bradleigh I have met many interesting and amusing people."
Emily bit back a smile as she recalled some of the more eccentric
visitors to the Laura Place town house.

"I imagine you have indeed!" Robert said, flashing a
crooked grin. "Captain Driscoll, for example?"

"Oh, yes. And his parrot Danny Boy. They have
frequently entertained us with rather colorful seafaring ditties,"
Emily said, unable any longer to suppress a smile.

The earl threw back his head and laughed, the abrupt
movement slightly loosening his hair from its severe style.
"Colorful! Miss Townsend, you have a gift for understatement. As I
recall, Driscoll and Danny Boy can be downright obscene! I
sincerely hope my grandmother's cronies have not completely
assaulted your sense of decency."

"Oh, no, my lord, I am not so missish as that,"
Emily said, smiling broadly as she became caught up in his mirth.
"I find your grandmother's friends thoroughly entertaining. I
particularly like Sir Percy Whittaker, who will be joining us
tonight for dinner."

"Sir Percy? Is he still hanging around Bath? I
suspect you must know of his alter ego?"

"Penelope Manning? Oh, yes. In fact, I must admit to
having read a few of Miss Manning's novels in the past. I was quite
shocked to discover that the romantic Miss Manning was in truth the
rather gruff Sir Percy."

"I must say, you don't strike me as the gothic
romance type, Miss Townsend," he said. "All those dungeons and
abductions and the like. You appear to be quite a sensible young
woman, with feet planted firmly on the ground," the earl said with
a slight raising of his brows.

"Oh, I am indeed quite sensible, my lord," Emily
said with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. "But we all have our
moments of weakness." Their eyes locked for a brief moment, and
then both laughed aloud.

The dowager entered the drawing room at that moment,
resplendent in lavender and silver, with Charlemagne trailing close
behind. At the sound of laughter, Charlemagne felt obliged to join
in with raucous barking.

"Cela suffit! Tais-toi, chien," the dowager scolded. The pug immediately
ceased barking and returned obediently to her side. "Well," she
said, smiling, "I am glad to see you two young people enjoying
yourselves. Is not Emily a dear, Robert? I don't know how I ever
got on without her."

Robert smiled and raised his glass to Emily in
salute.

 


* * *

 


They were soon joined by Major and Mrs. Chenowith,
an elderly couple who were each every bit as gregarious as the
dowager. Like the dowager, the Chenowiths were year-long residents
of Bath and therefore frequent visitors to Laura Place.

Mrs. Chenowith and Lady Bradleigh immediately put
their turbaned heads together in discussion of some local
on-dit, while the major lost no time in engaging Robert in
close conversation. He was particularly anxious for news from
London regarding last week's assassination of the Prime Minister.
As Robert took his responsibilities in the House of Lords quite
seriously, despite his rather roguish reputation, he was able to
enlighten the major regarding the latest concerns as to what the
Regent might do about appointing a new Prime Minister. As a
dedicated Tory, the major was encouraged to learn that the Regent
appeared to be turning his back on his Whig cronies and leaning
toward maintaining a proper Tory government.

Although the major expressed no particular surprise,
Robert was quite astonished to hear Miss Townsend join in the
conversation with some obvious knowledge of the political
situation. Most young women he knew read no further than the social
pages of the newspapers. In fact, many were not allowed to
read any further, as a protection against feminine sensibilities.
Yet here was a young woman who obviously read the political news of
the day with some regularity. Of course, a woman of Miss Townsend's
station in life would not be faced with the normal distractions of
fashion and Town gossip. Robert responded politely to her questions
regarding the assassin's trial at the Old Bailey, which had been in
progress when he had left Town. She also asked his opinion of Lord
Liverpool and the implications of his possible appointment by the
Regent. Robert was further confounded by this intriguing woman to
recognize subtle Whig tendencies in her comments. The mystery of
Miss Townsend deepened.

Robert was unable to probe this mystery any further
as Sir Percy Whittaker and Lord Hargreaves were announced. Both
gentlemen were longtime acquaintances of the dowager and loyal
members of her Bath coterie. Each made a beeline to her side to pay
his compliments. Lord Hargreaves was first on the spot, offering
the dowager a brief salute on each cheek. She spoke a few fond
words to the handsome silver-haired viscount before she turned to
greet her other guest.

Sir Percy, a short, stocky gentleman with longish
gray hair and gold-rimmed spectacles, reached for the dowager's
outstretched hand, which he brought to his lips. "Frances, my
dear," he said, "it is, as always, a pleasure. You look quite smart
this evening." The dowager nodded in acknowledgment of his
compliment. Turning to Miss Townsend, he grasped that lady's hand
as well, also bringing it to his lips. "Emily, my girl. I look
forward to another delightful evening of your scintillating
conversation."

Miss Townsend smiled at the older man, who, Robert
couldn't help but notice, held her hand a little longer than was
absolutely proper. He then turned to Robert, bowing crisply. "Lord
Bradleigh. What a pleasant surprise to find you in Bath once again.
It has been some time since we last met."

More pleasantries were exchanged while sherry was
passed around. When dinner was announced, Robert offered his arm to
his grandmother, Lord Hargreaves escorted Mrs. Chenowith, and Sir
Percy escorted Emily. This left Major Chenowith unpartnered, and
although he seemed unconcerned, the dowager was obviously
uncomfortable, as she found uneven numbers extremely vulgar.

Anatole's delicacies were enhanced by the lively
conversation and witty repartee of all diners, made easier by the
unusual round table. Dining in this intimate setting precluded
adherence to the standard dining room proprieties. It was almost
impossible to limit conversation to the person at one's side.
Indeed, there was much general conversation across table. Robert
noted that Miss Townsend, though soft-spoken and polite, was
actively included in most conversations. He particularly noted that
Sir Percy, whom he had known for years as one of his grandmother's
ubiquitous swains, appeared on this evening to have more interest
in Miss Townsend. The normally inscrutable baronet was positively
oozing warmth as he conversed with her. Had this aging roué
developed a tendre for his grandmother's companion? Poor
Miss Townsend, he thought. He kept an eye open for hints that Miss
Townsend had also set her cap for the older man, but he saw nothing
more than friendly civility and restrained amusement.

Sir Percy shot Robert a look at one point that made
it clear he was aware of Robert's scrutiny.

After dinner the gentlemen immediately joined the
ladies in the drawing room, foregoing their usual port at the
insistence of the dowager. She deplored the standard practice of
postprandial segregation and refused to sanction it in her own
home. She felt that the ladies should not have to be deprived of
the gentlemen's company, just so the gentlemen might drink port,
smoke cigars, and tell bawdy stories. She saw no reason why they
could not share these activities with the ladies.

Robert lagged behind a bit and waited to see how the
other six would arrange themselves about the room. He accepted a
glass of port from Barnes and casually roamed the room, surveying
the others. The dowager claimed her favorite fauteuil near the
fireplace, while Charlemagne claimed her lap. Lord Hargreaves took
an adjacent chair while the Chenowiths sat together on a small
needlepoint settee. Sir Percy led Emily to the other side of the
room, where he took a chair opposite her.

Finally, in response to his curiosity and amusement
at Sir Percy's possessive attentions toward his grandmother's
companion, Robert boldly intruded on what appeared to be a private
conversation by deliberately parking himself on the delicate
painted sofa, next to Miss Townsend. He pretended not to notice Sir
Percy's eyes narrow momentarily as he insinuated himself into their
conversation. As their discussion turned to the impending removal
to London, Sir Percy became visibly agitated. He was apparently
most upset that the Laura Place ladies, and in particular Miss
Townsend, were to leave Bath. Sir Percy caught Robert's puzzled
frown and chuckled.

"My lord," Sir Percy said with a twinkle of
amusement in his eyes, "I sense your curiosity. So that you may not
get the wrong impression, I now will let you in on a secret that
you must swear never to reveal, as it would be most lowering to my
reputation."

Robert's brows rose in question. "I am all agog with
suspense, Sir Percy. Pray, put me out of my misery."

"Well, you see," Sir Percy continued in a
conspiratorial voice, "Miss Townsend has been assisting me with my
latest literary endeavor. After so many years of penning the usual
gothic drivel, I found myself quite dried up. The old upper works
completely bereft of new ideas. Then one day while having tea in
Laura Place with a few dozen of your grandmother's closest friends,
Miss Townsend took pity on me and rescued me from a numbing
conversation with a certain turbaned dragon who claimed to be
Penelope Manning's greatest fan. Normally I go to great lengths to
divorce myself from my literary alter ego, but somehow this harpy
had unmasked my identity. Miss Townsend recognized my distress and
deftly swept the dragon away. When Miss Townsend then took over the
dragon's seat, it marked the beginning of a delightful friendship."
He gazed fondly at Emily. "I happily discovered that we are
somewhat kindred spirits, that Emily is something of a
bluestocking."

Robert turned to look at Miss Townsend with
questioning brows. She smiled shyly at him and shrugged with
resignation.

"Ah, my dear Emily," Sir Percy said, obviously
sensing Miss Townsend's discomfort, "you must not reject the label
of bluestocking. How much more intriguing is the educated woman
with wit and intelligence as compared to the usual insipid misses
one meets in Society, with no conversation and little sense. Is
that not so, my lord?" Sir Percy asked.

"Without question," Robert said, grinning at Miss
Townsend. This woman continued to intrigue him.

"English society is quite backward in this
particular area," Sir Percy said. "In France they appreciate a
clever woman, as your grandmother knows well, Lord Bradleigh. In
Paris, before the days of this upstart Corsican, Frances and Emily
would no doubt have set up a grand salon and held court to the
intelligentsia. Instead they are stuck here in Bath with a bunch of
old eccentrics like me." He sighed.

"And yet," he continued more cheerfully, "it is my
great fortune that they are here." He gazed fondly across
the room at the dowager, who was in animated conversation with Lord
Hargreaves and the Chenowiths. "My dear Frances has often acted as
my inspiration and my muse as she regales me with stories of her
youth. Such a life she has led!" He smiled over at the dowager, who
looked up and smiled flirtatiously in return. "I can only write of
such adventures, having lived a rather quiet life myself. And now I
have the muse of Emily as well."

"Don't tell me that you are a notorious adventuress,
Miss Townsend?" Robert asked, eyes wide with feigned
astonishment.

"Hardly, my lord," she said, laughing. "I, too, as
you must know, have led a very quiet life."

"A quiet life cannot contain an active, agile
brain," Sir Percy said. "Emily has been invaluable to me in
suggesting story lines, plot twists, characters, dialogue, and
such. Her ideas have quite revitalized my writing. My publisher has
been most pleased with the early chapters." He nodded his thanks to
Miss Townsend, who nodded in return. "Do you think, my dear, that I
might impose so much as to send you the drafts of the later
chapters while you are in London? I would so appreciate your
continued advice."

"Of course, Sir Percy," Miss Townsend said. "I would
be happy to read them. But I doubt that you really need my
advice."

"I welcome it, nonetheless," Sir Percy said as he
rose to leave. He went to the dowager's side, offering her a chaste
kiss on the cheek. He then turned back to Emily, took her hand, and
brought it to his lips. "I trust we can have a few more visits
together before your departure, my dear?" he asked.

"Of course, Sir Percy."

"I shall look forward to it," he crooned.

As the baronet departed, Robert turned to Miss
Townsend and said in an undertone, "I see my grandmother is not the
only one with doting admirers."

Emily scowled at him in mock distress.

 


 


 




Chapter 4







The next morning found the dowager's household in a
flurry of activity. The removal to London was to be a major
undertaking, since the dowager insisted on taking with her every
item or person necessary to her comfort. Emily frequently found
herself with one of the dowager's many lists, checking off things
to be done or made or purchased or packed prior to leaving
Bath.

Emily had somehow become in charge of the entire
operation, and although the household staff was under the direct
supervision of either Mrs. Dougherty or Barnes, everyone cooperated
without complaint to Emily's requests. Emily found great pleasure
in the kindness shown to her by the dowager's staff, something she
had not always experienced in the other households in which she had
been employed.

She supposed the staff expected someone in her
position within the household hierarchy to put on airs, to avoid
association with the lower servants completely. Such behavior was
common enough for those staff members with a special exalted
status— like Anatole, the chef, or Tuttle, the dowager's dresser.
Emily, however, found her life was made easier by treating all
members of the staff with the same level of courtesy. She knew that
only by such behavior was she able to rely on their full
cooperation on major undertakings like the removal to London.

She would have been aghast to know of the specious
rumors circulating belowstairs regarding her background.

Later that morning, during a rare moment of quiet,
Emily found herself marveling at the good fortune that had brought
her into the dowager's employ. As she sat in the window seat in her
bedroom, a slim volume of poetry propped open on her lap, she gazed
out the window as she pondered all that had happened during the
last few days. Emily was secretly as excited and as nervous as a
schoolgirl about the impending trip to London. She had never been
to the capital, although she remembered clearly all her mother's
stories about her own Season in Town. Her father had frequently
absented himself in Town for weeks, but never spoke about whatever
business took him there. In fact, before her employment had brought
her to Bath, Emily's only taste of Town life was an occasional
shopping trip to Bury St. Edmonds. And so she looked upon the
prospect of a visit to London as something of an adventure into the
Unknown. Although Bath was far from a rural backwater, she knew it
to be a sleepy village as compared to London. The dowager warned
her to expect to participate in the full social whirl of the
Season's activities. This thought sparked a frisson of
apprehension.

Emily thrust aside this wayward fear as childish and
unwarranted. She was, after all, a paid companion who would likely
melt unnoticed into the background. She knew Lady Bradleigh well
enough to know that she would not force Emily into any awkward
social situation. Emily's mood lightened as she thought of her
eccentric and gregarious employer. The dowager was more than kind
to her. She treated her rather like a member of the family than a
paid employee. Emily had developed a great affection for the older
woman.

Lord Bradleigh had also shown her uncommon civility,
and was not in the least as top-lofty as she had expected. In fact,
he had shown her nothing but apparently unprejudiced courtesy and
friendliness, and Emily found that she couldn't help but like him,
regardless of his reputation.

Emily, however, was not unaware that the earl had
more than once gazed at her when he thought she wasn't looking. At
one time she had in fact caught a rather smoldering look in his eye
when she happened to catch his glance. These few uncomfortable
moments had served to remind Emily of his amorous reputation,
sending off warning bells of caution. She resolved to keep up her
guard with the earl, realizing that he was well practiced in
charming women with more worldly experience than she could ever
hope to possess. How much easier to charm an inexperienced, naive
spinster who had never met such an attractive, charming man in her
life.

Emily thrust aside this second wayward fear, feeling
decidedly foolish for even thinking of Lord Bradleigh in such a
way, and returned to her poetry.

 


* * *

 


Earlier that same morning, Robert had come down to
breakfast to find the dowager alone perusing her correspondence
while she sipped a cup of coffee.

"Good morning, my love," he said as he bent down to
kiss her cheek. He walked to the sideboard and began to load his
plate with rare beefsteak, broiled tomatoes, fried eggs, and
kippers. "And where is the remarkable Miss Townsend this morning?
Do not tell me she is a slugabed!"

"Don't be ridiculous, Robert." The dowager glared at
him over the top of tiny gold spectacles perched on the end of her
long, aristocratic nose. "You must know that she has been up and
about for hours, working with Mrs. Dougherty to organize the move
to London. She is a treasure, my Emily. I really do not know how I
ever got along without her. She is a lovely girl, don't you
think?"

Robert dismissed the attendant footman with a flick
of a finger. "Yes, I rather like her," he replied as he took a seat
across from the dowager. "But hardly a girl, I think."

"You are quite right, my dear. She is, I believe,
six and twenty years old. I have grown quite fond of her, you know.
She is such a comfort to me in my old age," the dowager said as she
cast a furtive glance at Robert over the top of the parchment she
was reading.

"Oh, fustian!" Robert laughed, catching her glance.
"You have always told me that you are only as old as you feel. And
since when did you need 'comforting'? You're the most self-reliant
old termagant I have ever known. So, my love, what is the true
story of Miss Townsend? Since I have never known you to need a
companion, I suspect there is more to this situation than meets the
eye. Come now, why did you really hire her?"

"Because I like her and truly enjoy her company,"
his grandmother replied as she put down the parchment and removed
her spectacles, a sure sign that she was ready for a serious
discussion. "She is quite intelligent and provides excellent
conversation, as you must have observed last evening. You know how
I detest insipid, empty-headed females."

"And ..." Robert prompted.

"Because I needed someone to help with my
correspondence, invitations, and the like." She gave an expansive
gesture encompassing the stack of correspondence before her. "Emily
has a beautiful hand, you know."

"And.. ."

"All right." She sighed, sinking back into her
chair. "If you must know, she rather intrigued me, and, I admit, I
felt a bit sorry for her." She slanted a hesitant look at Robert,
who narrowed his brows skeptically. "She had worked for Catherine
Fitzhugh, as you know. Dear Catherine was privy to Emily's
unfortunate history and had recounted the sad tale to me."

"Good heavens! You're not about to tell me that she
really is a royal by-blow?" Robert said, his speared beefsteak
suspended halfway to his mouth.

The dowager's chin dropped. "I beg your pardon?" she
said, her voice cracking slightly as she stared at her grandson in
slack- jawed astonishment.

"Yes, well, I thought that story was probably a bit
wide of the mark," Robert said, returning his attention to his
beefsteak. "Luckett tells me your staff is abuzz with speculations
as to Miss Townsend's background."

"Good God," the dowager said as she settled back in
her chair. "And they think she has royal blood?" She glared
openmouthed at Robert for a moment and then burst into loud hoots
of laughter. "Oh, that is rich, my dear," she said when she was
able. "Strange. I have always given the highest credence to
servants' gossip." She chuckled softly as she shook her head in
amazement.

"Emily is indeed wellborn, however," she continued
after a moment. "Servants always do recognize quality. She is in
fact the granddaughter of the Earl of Pentwick."

Robert, curious at best to hear Miss Townsend's
story, silently rose his brows in interest as he tackled a plate of
eggs. The dowager proceeded to enlighten him with the tale of the
runaway marriage of Emily's parents and the estrangement from her
mother's family. She also told what she knew, sparing no poignant
detail, of Emily's loss of her mother at an early age, and her
father's disastrous addiction to the gaming tables, which had left
Emily penniless upon his death.

"I believe I met Townsend once or twice," Robert
said as he stood up and moved to the sideboard to pour himself
another cup of coffee. "Unbelievably reckless. I never joined his
table, though. He seemed too pathetically desperate. Makes a man
feel dashed uncomfortable. Didn't realize the man had a
family."

"Nor did he," the dowager snarled as she held out
her cup for Robert to refill. "When Catherine died, I decided I
would ask Emily to come live with me here in Bath as my companion.
I admit it was impulsive. As you say, I've never had need of a
companion. But I haven't regretted it. Emily has been a joy to have
around. And, believe it or not, my dear, I really am getting older
and unfortunately slowing down a bit. I have found that it is
really quite helpful to have a companion."

"It's a touching story. Grandmother," Robert said as
he sipped his coffee. "But, I suspect, incomplete. No offense, my
dear, but I have never known you to be particularly charitable
toward your fellow man. In fact, I am sure I have heard you more
than once tell me that your opinion of humanity was so low
that—"

"Oh, hush!" the dowager snapped. "Surely I can offer
help to one well-bred but impoverished female without having my
motives questioned?"

"On the contrary. I know you too well, my dear. I
believe you must have other plans for the lovely but impoverished
Miss Townsend."

"Hmph!" the dowager snoited in reply.

Robert continued to glare at her in that piercing
way he had often found to be most effective, and she finally sighed
in resignation.

"Well," she began slowly, straightening the lace at
her sleeves, not daring to look at Robert, "I thought that being
here in Bath would give her an opportunity to get out more in
Society. Perhaps meet some nice gentleman .. ."

"Oho! Now we get to the core of the matter," Robert
interrupted. "You old fraud, you are acting as matchmaker!"

"And so what if I am?" she cried defensively. "Emily
is not meant for the lonely life of a paid companion or governess.
She is lovely and intelligent and well educated and charming. She
is not bred for the shelf, my boy. I declare, if her father had
provided her a come-out Season, she would have taken on the
instant."

"You astound me, ma'am. You have deceived me all
these years into believing that matchmaking games were beneath
you."

"And so they always have been, Robert. I find no joy
in interfering in other people's lives. But I tell you, this girl
is special. It honestly pains me to see her reduced to such a life.
I want to help her."

A rustle beneath the table made Robert aware of
Charlemagne's presence. He reached down for the pug, placed him on
his lap, and began to scratch him behind the ears. The pug panted
with pleasure. Robert returned his attention to his grandmother.
"Is Miss Townsend aware of your true purpose?" he asked.

"I believe she suspected at first," she replied.
"She knew that I was aware of her background and made me promise to
keep it to myself, as you must do, Robert. She also made it plain
that she was content to be an employee and did not seek to improve
her station in life. She is a very proud young woman and fully
believes that a female of her circumstances cannot afford to
cherish dreams of Society. That is why, if I ever find the right
candidate, I must be as circumspect as possible and orchestrate
matters so that they appear the most natural of situations."

"And how is the campaign progressing?" Robert asked.
"Sir Percy certainly seemed smitten, although it would be highly
uncharacteristic for him to pursue an impoverished companion with
any sort of honorable intentions. A squint-eyed heiress, perhaps.
The man's always been under the hatches. He's not truly a serious
candidate, is he?"

"Good heavens, no," the dowager snapped. "At least,
I hope not. Emily would be better off alone than with that old
bird." She caught Robert's eye, and they, both chuckled. "Besides,
Percy has apparently experienced a reversal of fortune. He came
into unexpected funds about a year ago. Can't recall the
circumstances precisely. An inheritance or something, I
suspect."

"Indeed?"

"But as to your question regarding the 'campaign,' "
continued the dowager, "although I have little experience in these
matters, I believe she is a truly difficult subject. I have tried
to introduce one or two eligible gentlemen to her acquaintance, but
she shows no interest. Oh, I realize she is all wrapped up in her
station as an employee, but she is making it deuced difficult for
me to help elevate that station. She seldom looks up from her
needlework when we have callers and barely speaks when she joins a
dinner party."

"And yet she was quite lively last evening," Robert
said.

"She is more comfortable with a small, intimate
group, which, as you know, is not my usual style. And she
knew all the guests quite well, which put her naturally at her
ease. Not to mention that you were at the top of your game
last night, Robert. No female can be expected to resist such charm!
And that is just the problem. There is no one in Bath with half
your address. Bath is full of dullards and dotards, mediocre males,
the lot of them. I declare, I don't know why I stay in this town,
since it's been taken over by retired civil servants and middle
class merchants. I cannot bring myself to foist one of them off on
poor Emily. Yet that's all we seem to have here in Bath. There are
few eligible men of our own class, to be sure, and certainly no
young, handsome fellows in the entire town." She grinned with a
coquettishness quite astonishing for a woman of her years. "Believe
me, I would be the first to know it if there were."

"Ah, but you will soon take her to London, where the
field is much wider," Robert replied, adding a conspiratorial
wink.

"Ha! You're on to me. Robert, my dear boy, you are
as intelligent as you are handsome. What a pity that you are now to
be leg-shackled. I declare, you would have been a perfect match for
my Emily."

Robert raised a quizzical brow. "Indeed. A
pity."

The dowager waved away the thought with her
long-fingered hand. "It is of no consequence. We will find a more
eligible parti for Emily, never you fear. Despite her
circumstances and her age, I believe she could still take. I will
keep my eyes open for those elusive eligible bachelors with
comfortable fortunes. He must be well enough set up so that Emily's
lack of fortune will be of no consideration. And, since she is not
precisely in her first blush of youth, he should be appropriately
mature. But he must have his wits about him! Emily has a sharp mind
and mustn't be saddled with a fool. Perhaps you can be of
assistance, Robert. Surely you have friends who might fit the
bill?"

"I will put my mind to it," he said, grinning at the
enthusiasm with which the dowager faced her new project. He might
be able to enjoy a little diversion himself by falling in with her
plans. He began ticking off a mental list of suitable friends in
Town.

"And she is, of course, quite lovely," the dowager
was saying when Robert's attention was drawn back to their
conversation, "despite her efforts to hide that fact. If only I
could convince her to update her wardrobe before we go to Town. The
poor girl looks such a dowd in those tired old gowns. Unfortunately
I can't simply present her with a pile of new dresses. She is so
stiff-necked, you see, about not accepting any gifts from me
outside of her regular salary. She will, though, stitch up an
occasional new gown if presented with the odd bolt of fabric. But
always something plain and serviceable, never the least
fashionable."

"So I noticed," Robert said as he absently stroked
Charlemagne's back. "Well, perhaps you can convince her that when
in London she would do you a disservice to appear so plainly
dressed. After all, the entertainments as well as the company will
be much more à la mode than she is accustomed to in Bath.
Make her believe that she owes it to you to look more fashionable.
Perhaps she can be made to feel guilty enough so that she will
allow you to have a gown or two made up for her by one of your
London modistes."

"My boy, you amaze me. You are more like me than I
ever imagined. I shall do it!"

"And maybe the hair, a little softer on the face
..."

The dowager smiled.

 


* * *

 


That evening the dowager asked Emily to come to her
room before she retired. Iris, the dowager's abigail, answered
Emily's knock and led her to the dowager's bed, where the old woman
was propped up on at least a dozen pillows, wearing a frothy lace
bed jacket. Steel-gray curls peeked out from beneath a fetching
lace cap. Charlemagne, curled cozily at her feet, was snoring
quietly. Iris left, and the dowager asked Emily to pull up a chair
next to the bed as she wished to have a particular conversation
with her. Emily did so and, after being seated, said, "Do you wish
to review the London preparations, my lady?"

"Yes, my dear, I do," the dowager said in her usual
drawl. "There is one item of preparation we have not discussed, as
I had not wished to upset you. But I do not have time for
roundaboutation, so I will speak plainly if you do not mind."

Emily's back straightened, the only sign of
increased tension. "I hope you feel you may always be frank with
me. Lady Bradleigh."

"Well, then. It is about your clothes."

"My clothes?"

"Yes. My dear, I am afraid they simply will not do.
In London I will expect you to accompany me to many social
engagements and to join me in my own entertainments at Bradleigh
House, not to mention the engagement ball. I must insist that you
be properly turned out."

Emily squirmed slightly in her straight-backed chair
as she mentally reviewed her wardrobe. "I do have my gray silk gown
which I could update with new ribbons," she said hesitantly. "And I
suppose I could modify the blue sarsnet with a new flounce or lace
at the hem. And—"

"No, no, my dear," the dowager interrupted with a
wave of her hand. "I did not mean that you must go to any extra
work yourself. You have too much to do as it is. I want you to be
fitted by Madame Dubois tomorrow so that she can have a few dresses
made up for you before we leave Bath. Once in London I will take
you to Madame Cécile for a complete wardrobe."

Emily jumped to her feet. "Oh, no, my lady. I could
not—"

"Oh, yes, you could, and please sit down so I don't
have to crane my neck."

Emily sank stiffly back into the chair, frowning
furiously. She did not like the direction of this conversation. She
had just today been pondering the fortunate circumstance of her
position with the dowager countess. But she would walk away from it
all if she was made to feel a charity case.

"Now, Emily," the dowager continued in a serious
tone, "I will listen to no arguments. I realize that you have never
wanted to accept any gifts from me in the past, but this time must
be an exception to your self-imposed rule. I simply cannot have you
marching around London in those plain round gowns of yours."

"But, my lady, I cannot accept your charity. If I am
unable to provide myself a wardrobe appropriate to your
requirements, then I am unfit for this position. I am—"

"Balderdash! Emily, my girl, I will need you
in London. I cannot take on the preparations for a ball without
your help. So let's not have any ridiculous talk about resigning
your position. That is most definitely out of the question.
Besides, I've grown quite fond of you, my dear, and will sincerely
enjoy having you with me in Town. But we absolutely must
update your wardrobe."

Emily heaved a sigh and looked up at the dowager
with knitted brows. Her lips were drawn tightly together, and her
spine was rigid with tension. She loved the old woman, but she was
beginning to feel like a trapped animal, helpless to escape from an
intolerable situation. There was nothing more repugnant to her than
to receive unsolicited offers of what could only be considered
charity. She had fought hard the last seven years to make her own
way in the world, without relying on any sort of charitable
assistance, no matter how well meant. If she accepted a new
wardrobe—and Emily was not unaware of the expense involved—what
would be next?

The dowager reached over and took Emily's hand in
her own. "Emily, my love, you are a proud young woman. I understand
what kind of life you've been saddled with, and, as much as I
detest what your heartless father has forced you to endure, I
cannot but admire your courage in facing the realities of your
life. But, my dear, you must take care that your pride does not
intrude on your good sense. It would give me great pleasure to
provide you with a wardrobe that is, after all, appropriate to a
woman of your background. You must never forget that you are the
granddaughter of an earl. Please indulge an old woman and allow me
to do this small thing for you." She gently squeezed Emily's
hand.

What could she do? How could she reject such a
sincere offer? Emily knew that a rejection would hurt the old
woman's feelings. She dropped her gaze to the floor as she
considered her position. If she refused this offer, she would
likely have to give up her position. She knew that the dowager was
right, that her current pitiful wardrobe would not be appropriate
for London. And she did so want to go to London. Perhaps just this
one time she should swallow her pride and allow herself this
indulgence.

Emily raised her eyes and smiled at her elderly
employer, blinking back the tears she was on the verge of shedding.
How could she deny this sweet old termagant anything? She reached
over and kissed the dowager's cheek.

"Thank you, my lady," she said as she reluctantly
came to a decision. "You are too kind to me. I shall never forget
your generosity."

 


 


 




Chapter 5







The next day the dowager's barouche took Lady
Bradleigh and Emily from Laura Place to Milsom Street to the
establishment of Madame Dubois, one of Bath's most well-respected
modistes. Madame's showroom was one of many bow-windowed shop
fronts that lined the popular thoroughfare, tucked between a print
seller and a plumiere. The dowager had long been a good customer of
Madame Dubois. Emily was aware that the tiny Frenchwoman held the
dowager in much awe due to her past association with the court of
Louis XV and in particular her friendship with the Marquise de
Pompadour. But today Madame seemed especially pleased to be asked
to outfit Emily.

"Such a fine figure and graceful carriage," Madame
said with heavily accented enthusiasm, as she circled Emily and
eyed her from head to foot.

As Madame tossed bolt after bolt of fabric on the
counter for inspection, the dowager had unfailingly voiced her
preference for the brightest colors and the boldest patterns.
Emily, however, stood her ground. She had agreed to accept the new
wardrobe, but she would not be bullied into colors that made her
look like a circus tent. She was firm in her selection of clear
blues and greens in fine cambrics or textured sarsnets. She had
also selected one simple printed India muslin. As she and her
employer perused the fashion plates in the latest issues of La
Belle Assemblée, the dowager was wont to select those dresses
with the most flounces, the most ruffles, and the most elaborate
trimming. Again, Emily stood firm. She had no desire to be thrust
upon the ton looking like a wedding cake. Ever conscious of
her position, she preferred the simplest styles.

"Here is a lovely confection," the dowager said as
she pointed to a hand-colored engraving of a very elaborate evening
full dress of pink satin trimmed at the bodice with swags of seed
pearls and with countless tiny ivory satin bows at regular
intervals along the long sleeves. "You would be just the thing in
this dress, my dear."

Emily studied the fashion plate and looked up to
catch Madame Dubois's wary eye. "I am sorry, my lady," she said to
the dowager, "but I think I would prefer something much simpler.
Like this, for example." She indicated a plate showing a soft green
half evening dress trimmed at the neck and waist with pink ribbon
embroidered with a green leaf pattern.

"Hmph!" the dowager snorted. "You may choose as you
like, my dear, although please remember that our purpose is to have
you appear fashionable during the height of the London Season."

"Mais, oui, my lady," Madame Dubois
interjected. "And this design," she said, pointing to the fashion
plate in Emily's hand, "is la dernier cri. In the right
fabric it will be stunning on Mademoiselle, accentuating her height
and graceful neck." She pulled out a length of pale green silk and
with a flourish swiftly draped it across a very startled Emily.
"Voilà! See how it matches the green of her eyes."

Emily, amused at the Gallic enthusiasm of the
modiste, raised questioning brows to the dowager.

"It will do," the older woman snapped. "Proceed,
Madame."

Emily was then taken to a private room, where for
the next two hours she was subjected to endless poking, prodding,
measuring, and pinning. The dowager sat nearby, her brows furrowed
skeptically throughout the fitting. She was still opposed to the
simple styles Emily had selected.

"In my day," she said at one point, "we prided
ourselves on achieving the most elaborate styles. Why, our bodices
were literally covered with bows. I will never understand, Madame,
how we came to these simple vertical designs. And, Emily," she
scolded, "you disappoint me in your conservative selections."

Emily kept quiet, determined to maintain a simple,
albeit fashionable, appearance, in keeping with her position. She
had an unexpected ally in Madame Dubois.

"Ah, but Mademoiselle has excellent taste," she
crooned. "You are very wise not to be—how do you say?—a slave to
fashion. You must define your own style. Simple, uncluttered
elegance will serve you best. Fine fabric in a clean line is more
becoming to your height and bone structure. Follow my advice and
avoid all furbelows, fruit, or flowers. Jamais, jamais,
jamais! Let the fabric speak for itself, n'est-ce
pas?"

Emily was quite overwhelmed when they left the
modiste's, having ordered two morning dresses, two evening dresses,
a walking dress with matching spencer, a carriage dress, and a
pelisse. After much protestation Madame Dubois promised to have
everything ready in ten days. She also happened to have a simple
evening half dress already made up for another customer who had
changed her mind at the last moment. With the most minor
adjustments, the gown fit Emily perfectly, so that she was able to
take it with her. To Emily's amazement, the dowager informed her
that this new wardrobe would take her through perhaps their first
week in Town, and that many more dresses would be required for the
remainder of the Season. The dowager intended to make a visit to
Madame Cécile's soon after their arrival in Town.

Lady Bradleigh then tugged Emily along Milsom Street
to shop for slippers and half-boots to match the new dresses, as
well as gloves, stockings, bonnets, reticules, and undergarments.
Emily was self-conscious about the expense but kept her own
counsel. When the carriage at last deposited the two ladies back at
Laura Place, two footmen were required to carry in the band boxes
and packages.

It was a typical at-home afternoon at Laura Place,
with the drawing room crowded with friends and admirers come to pay
court to Lady Bradleigh, who was something of an institution in
Bath Society. Sir Percy Whittaker was among the callers and did his
best to pluck Emily from the background. She was staunch, however,
in maintaining her position against the wall, and Sir Percy was
forced to join her there in order to have conversation with her.
Most other callers simply nodded to Emily in polite acknowledgment
while she maintained her place and made no move to join in the
general conversation.

After the last caller had departed, the dowager,
Lord Bradleigh, and Emily remained in the drawing room, drinking
fresh tea and reviewing the day. The fast banter between the
dowager and her grandson, as they discussed each of the departed
guests with wicked amusement, had Emily in tears of laughter. She
had never seen anyone match wits so well with her sharp-tongued
employer. And she had never seen the dowager so enjoy herself. It
was clear that the two had a very close, very special
relationship.

When the discussion reached Sir Percy Whittaker,
Robert began teasing Emily about her conquest. "It is clear the man
is besotted with you, Miss Townsend. When are you going to put him
out of his misery?" he asked, grinning at Emily.

"Sir Percy is merely a good friend, my lord," she
replied shyly, "nothing more. Our conversations generally go no
further than a discussion of his latest novel."

"You can forget about Whittaker, Robert," the
dowager interjected. "We can do better than that. We have spent the
morning with Madame Dubois, preparing a new wardrobe for Emily. I
have no doubt that her new look will have gentlemen falling at her
feet. More interesting specimens than Sir Percy, you can be
sure."

Emily stared at the dowager in astonishment.

Robert flashed her a roguish grin. "Yes, I can think
of several gentlemen of my acquaintance who might be willing to
oblige."

Emily suddenly sat up even straighter than usual,
and she felt her jaw tighten as she tried to hang on to her
composure. She studied her two smiling companions with narrowed
eyes. "Excuse me," she said very quietly, "but if I am correct in
sensing there is matchmaking afoot, I beg you to leave me out of
it." She turned stiffly to face the dowager. "My lady, I very
reluctantly accepted your generous offer of a new wardrobe because
I thought—"

"Yes, yes, my girl," the dowager interrupted, "the
new wardrobe's purpose was exactly as I stated it to you. I simply
required that you appear more fashionable when you accompany me to
Town. However," she continued as she flicked a nonexistent piece of
lint from her sleeve, "if it also results in drawing eligible
admirers to your notice, then I will be doubly pleased."

"Oh, dear," Emily said, her voice cracking in her
distress. She could no longer look either of her companions in the
eye. Anger and fear immobilized her. These people had lived in the
highest echelons of wealth and privilege their whole lives. They
could have no idea what it meant to be dependent upon others for
one's very existence. They could surely never understand the
humiliation that would result from active matchmaking on her
behalf, the shame she would feel if presented to Society as an
impoverished gentlewoman on the hunt for a husband.

Years ago, when her father's death had left her
destitute, she had made a conscious decision not to present herself
on some distant relative's doorstep, to be taken in as a poor
relation. She would certainly never have approached her mother's
hateful family. Instead she had chosen a life in genteel service,
which had allowed her to maintain some degree of dignity. She
suddenly felt that that last scrap of dignity was was about to be
torn away from her.

She knew the dowager's determination was sometimes
an unstoppable force. If the old woman had decided to find her a
husband, she would be tenacious in achieving that end. She must
think. Her mind was in a whirl, but she must think. Somehow she
must not allow the dowager to place her in such an awkward
position.

Lord Bradleigh apparently noted the distress on
Emily's face and jumped into the fray before his grandmother could
cause more damage. "Don't worry. Miss Townsend," he said in a soft
croon that caused Emily to look up again and meet his eyes, "I can
assure you from experience that Grandmother is not given to
matchmaking. She has left me alone for years. Although," he
added with a wink at his grandmother, "I suspect now she wishes she
hadn't."

Emily returned a weak smile, but then dropped her
eyes once again, staring at the hands clasped tightly in her
lap.

"Miss Townsend," he said gently, "you may trust me
when I tell you that I will not allow Grandmother to embarrass you
while you are guests in my home."

"Robert!" the dowager cried. "You offend me!"

Emily lifted her eyes to find the dowager smiling
affectionately at her.

"I am very fond of you, my dear," the older woman
said, "and only want to see you happy. But I would never do
anything to embarrass you," she said, glaring briefly at Robert,
"no matter whose guest you are. But, honestly, what harm is there
in simply introducing you to a few eligible gentlemen?" She flicked
a speaking glance at Lord Bradleigh.

"I confess, Miss Townsend," Robert said, grinning
sheepishly, "that I have agreed to bring a few of my friends to
your attention. I would be pleased to introduce you, if I might be
so bold."

"Your friends?" Emily asked softly, still somewhat
bewildered by this conversation.

"Oh, don't worry," he said with a laugh, "not all of
my acquaintances are rakes and libertines. I actually know a few
upright fellows who might even be considered respectable."

Emily realized that she may have inadvertently
insulted the earl. Her innate politeness rose to the surface,
overwhelming any previous awkwardness. "I had not thought
otherwise, my lord. I should be pleased to make the acquaintance of
any friend of yours." She looked at the dowager, her resolution
once again in control. "You must understand, however, that I am not
interested in marriage, and I would be made to feel quite
uncomfortable if it were generally believed that I did hold such
hopes. It would be most awkward, considering my position. I
appreciate the kind sentiments of you both, but I must ask that you
respect my wishes in this matter."

"It shall be as you say, Miss Townsend," Lord
Bradleigh said. He rose and bowed toward both ladies. "I shall
leave you now to your discussion of your shopping trip. I will join
you again for dinner."

The dowager swiftly launched into a lively monologue
of the various fashions they had seen that morning, obviously
determined to avoid any further mention of matchmaking. For the
moment, thought Emily with rueful resignation.

As they discussed their purchases, the dowager
insisted that Emily wear her new dress that evening for dinner. "We
must try it out on Robert!" she exclaimed, rubbing her hands
together in anticipation.

"I beg your pardon?" Emily asked warily.

"I mean, let us see how Robert likes it," the
dowager replied, a sheepish flush staining her cheeks. "He has
excellent taste, you know. Why, you should have seen some of the
gowns he had made up for ... Well, never mind that. Anyway, he is a
great judge of fashion. I should like his opinion. I do not mean to
criticize, my dear, but you were just a tiny bit more conservative
in your selections than I would have preferred. I know that Madame
Dubois was very agreeable to your suggestions, but I think we need
a man's opinion."

Later that evening the dowager sent Tuttle, her own
dresser, to help Emily dress for dinner. This lofty personage was
obviously put out at having to work for someone in Emily's
position, but the dowager had insisted, and Tuttle condescended to
do as she was asked. The dour Tuttle was almost a relief for Emily
after having endured Lottie's endless prattling for the last half
hour.

"Oh, miss," Lottie had gushed upon seeing the new
dress lying on the bed, "'tis a lovely gown. It's right glad I am
to see you dress more ... well, you know, more feminine, like.
Thomas told us he had carried in a heap of parcels for you when you
came home this morning. We was all so glad to hear that her
ladyship opened her purse for you. It'll be a rare treat to see you
in such finery, miss."

She went on and on in this vein while Emily waited
patiently for her to finish with the fire and remove the basin of
used water. "Oh! And won't his lordship think you're fine!" Lottie
exclaimed. "Now mind, miss, what I said before. He's a rogue, that
one. When he gets a look at you in that dress ... well, I don't
like to think what might happen. You watch your step, miss."

"Don't worry about me, Lottie," Emily replied,
smiling at the girl's serious expression. "I will keep up my
guard," she teased, "though I am sure it won't be necessary."

"Little you know," Lottie muttered as she left the
room.

Tuttle had made her entrance a few moments later and
began with a close inspection of the new dress. She mutely helped
Emily into it and began fastening the tiny buttons at the back. It
was a dusky rose lutestring, with a high waist and low bodice edged
with Brussels lace. A darker rose satin ribbon tied around the high
waist, just under the bosom, and the ends floated down almost to
the hem. The dress emphasized Emily's tall, slender figure. New
pink kid slippers peeked out from the scalloped hem.

Tuttle next sat Emily down at her dressing table and
began to dress her hair. Emily started to object, being quite
comfortable with her modest chignon, but instead held her tongue.
Tuttle brushed out Emily's long, softly waving hair and then
twisted it into an intricate Grecian knot high up on her head. She
then deftly tugged a few curling tendrils forward near her face and
allowed one long curl to escape at her nape. The loose tendrils had
a softening effect, and the entire result enhanced the impression
of elongated elegance.

Emily stood before the cheval glass and was
astonished. She almost failed to recognize herself, having become
so accustomed to her plain gowns and simple chignon. Emily was not
oblivious to her appearance. She knew that many found her to be
attractive, and had certainly been aware of her effect on the young
men in the household in Kent where she had first been employed as a
governess. She had even suffered a few mild flirtations from more
than one of the dowager's visitors. She continued to affect as
simple and unremarkable an appearance as possible, however, feeling
that her position required that she draw attention away from
herself. This mode had become so natural that Emily had totally
relegated thoughts of her appearance to the back of her mind. She
was therefore dazzled by what she saw reflected in the mirror. She
smiled with genuine pleasure. "Oh, Tuttle. This is quite
wonderful." The normally reticent Tuttle allowed herself a smile of
appreciation.

"Do you know, Tuttle, I think I should like to wear
my mother's pearls." Emily went to her bureau and pulled out a
small jewelry case. Inside were the only treasures she owned: those
jewels of her mother's which she had managed to save, the rest
having been sold by her father to pay off gambling debts. There was
a fine emerald pendant with matching earrings, a small diamond and
ruby brooch set in gold filigree, and a single strand of perfect
pearls with matching drop earrings. Emily removed the pearls and
held them up to her throat. As Tuttle fastened them, Emily was
suddenly reminded of her mother, whom she closely resembled. She
could recall her beautiful mother wearing the pearls on several
occasions. Emily had never until now had the occasion to wear any
of her mother's jewels. She smiled at her reflection in the mirror,
wishing her mother could see her now.

At that moment there was a brief knock on her door.
Tuttle opened the door to admit the dowager, who stopped in her
tracks. "Good God!" she cried. She circled Emily, eyeing her up and
down through her jeweled quizzing glass. She stopped in front of
Emily, taking both her hands. "My dear girl, where have you been
hiding? You look absolutely divine! Tuttle, my congratulations."
She fingered the pearls at Emily's throat and raised a questioning
brow.

"My mother's," Emily said.

"Perfect!" The dowager took Emily's arm, smiling
triumphantly, and together they descended to the drawing room, with
Charlemagne, as always, close behind.

 


* * *

 


Robert had preceded them and was pouring a glass of
sherry. He looked up as the two women entered the room, and his
breath caught in his throat. From the first moment he'd met her, he
had thought Miss Townsend a very attractive woman. But just now she
looked utterly beautiful. The glow of the candles in the nearby
sconces set lights dancing in her green eyes and shot sparkling
golden highlights through her hair. The new hairstyle gave her
high-cheekboned face a softer look. He had never really noticed how
tall she was, but just now she looked as regal as a duchess. Good
God, she was glorious! His hand involuntarily reached out toward
her.

Emily smiled at the earl, and he smiled back with
such warmth that she felt herself blush. He locked eyes with her as
he began to cross the room, hand outstretched, oblivious to
Charlemagne's determined dash toward his favorite chair.

Dog and man collided with a force that sent Lord
Bradleigh tumbling on his backside. Charlemagne growled accusingly
at him, then made his way to the cherished fauteuil. The earl,
thoroughly stunned, looked up at the grinning ladies in
confusion.

"You see, Emily," the dowager drawled, "I told you
that gentlemen would be falling at your feet. Behold: your first
victim!"

The earl dropped his head into his hands and shook
with laughter. The ladies could no longer contain their own
amusement and laughed along with him. Finally each reached out a
hand and helped tug him to his feet. After brushing himself off and
running a careless hand through his hair, he reached down and took
Emily's hand and bent over it.

"Please forgive my clumsiness, but I am afraid you
quite literally took my breath away, Miss Townsend," he said in a
soft, seductive tone. "You look lovely."

Even after such an ignominious fall, the charm that
had helped establish his rakish reputation was much in
evidence.

"Thank you, my lord," Emily answered as she felt the
telltale heat of a blush color her cheeks.

"I can see that your shopping trip was a great
success." He spoke without taking his eyes from Emily.

She felt compelled at first to drop her eyes, not
sure she could bear the heat she felt from his gaze, but rejected
this instinct, and vowed to hold her ground. She was not, after
all, a green girl fresh from the schoolroom. She locked her eyes
boldly to his and held them, arching a teasing brow.

"Indeed," the dowager said. "I am glad you approve,
Robert. We will soon see our dear Emily relinquish all her old,
dark round gowns in favor of more fashionable ones. She will set
London on its ear, do you not think so, Robert?"

"Undoubtedly," Robert said, his eyes still fastened
to Emily's.

"Right you are," the dowager said. "Now, let us go
in to dinner. I am quite sharp set."

 


 


 




Chapter 6







The last days in Bath passed fairly quickly in the
wake of feverish preparation for the removal to London. The
household staff was well organized under the leadership of Barnes
and Mrs. Dougherty, leaving Emily free to accompany the dowager,
along with the earl, to the Pump Room most mornings. The brief walk
from Laura Place across the Pulteney Bridge and along High Street
was a favorite ritual of the dowager's. Although the distance was
inconsiderable, the dowager encouraged her reputation as an
eccentric by refusing to take a chair. She was frequently heard to
claim that the exercise was more beneficial to her health than
drinking the nasty-tasting waters of the ancient spring for which
Bath was famous. Holding court in the Pump Room, the dowager was
able to make her temporary farewells to the numerous friends and
acquaintances she found there.

The earl seemed to find wicked amusement in making
note of the presence of the ubiquitous Sir Percy on each of their
trips to the Pump Room. Robert generally had a lady on each arm as
they strolled along the perimeter of the elegantly collonaded room,
stopping frequently to allow the dowager to greet an acquaintance.
"But before we reach the great Tompion clock" he would tease, "we
can count on Sir Percy having joined our group, relieving me of
Miss Townsend's arm."

At such times Emily deliberately avoided catching
Lord Bradleigh's eye, as he would surely make her laugh.

On one occasion Emily asked to be excused from the
dowager's side in order to speak with Lady Mary Haviland. Lady Mary
had become a particular friend of Emily's, as they shared many
interests in common. A spinster only a few years Emily's senior,
Lady Mary had established herself in Queen Square a few years
before, after her father's death had left her a comfortable
independence. She stood several inches shorter than Emily, had
straight brown hair, and generally unremarkable features, with the
exception of fine hazel eyes. Though she might be considered plain,
her natural vivacity and good humor elevated her from the ordinary.
Emily found Lady Mary to be a constant source of entertaining and
intelligent conversation. Though she felt her position should not
allow friendships with wealthy, titled women, Lady Mary encouraged
their acquaintance, and Emily was pleased to have a friend near her
own age.

The young women strolled arm-in-arm through the
crowded room, so rapt in their conversation that they scarcely
noticed the small chamber group in the western alcove playing a
Haydn quartet, and they skirted without a glance the busy counter
overlooking the King's Bath, which dispensed glasses of the prized
mineral water. They were chattering excitedly about Emily's
impending departure for London, when Emily looked up to find Lord
Bradleigh approaching. She introduced him to Lady Mary.

"Your servant, my lady," he said as he bowed over
Lady Mary's outstretched hand.

"So," she said, making a show of ogling his lordship
from top to toe. "This is the notorious Lord Bradleigh. Tell me, my
lord," she said, a twinkle in her eyes belying her stern
expression, "are you quite as wicked as one hears?"

"Much more so, I assure you." He offered a grin that
was positively wicked.

"But I am told you are soon to marry," she said.
"Surely that will interfere somewhat with your... er ... normal
activities?"

"You are quite right, my lady. I have in fact
determined to forsake my evil ways. I intend to become a pattern
card of respectability."

"How very tiresome," she said, and then sighed in
exaggerated boredom. "I always find a rogue far more
entertaining."

Emily suppressed a giggle at her friend's
outrageousness. Lady Mary was often bold to a fault, still
relishing her independence from her late father's strict household.
Emily could not help but envy such spirit, and often longed for the
freedom to give rein to the natural liveliness of her own nature.
She recognized, though, that such forward behavior would never be
tolerated in a woman in service.

Emily was amused but not surprised at her friend's
easy banter with the earl. Lady Mary especially enjoyed teasing
gentlemen, particularly those considered "dangerous," the ones
gently bred females were warned against. Lady Mary believed that
she held no physical attractions for them and was therefore
completely at ease in their company. Emily suspected, however, that
more than a few gentlemen were nevertheless charmed by Lady Mary's
unaffected manners.

"I shall try to retain something of my former self
beneath the new veneer of propriety, my lady," Robert said. He bent
over and put his face close to Lady Mary's ear. "But only to be
revealed to my closest friends," he added in a low, soft voice.

"Then I shall hope to become your friend, my lord,"
she replied, totally unabashed by the earl's seductive charm.

"It is my hope as well, Lady Mary," he said,
impressed by her composure. He considered himself a master in the
art of flirtation and was unused to having his well-practiced
charms show no effect. Rather than being disappointed, he instead
found that his initial estimation of Lady Mary's character had
risen considerably.

Perhaps he should have come to Bath more often. In
this short visit he had already met two out-of-the-ordinary young
women who more than piqued his interest. He experienced a brief
moment of frustration that his betrothal was so quickly affecting
his normal way of life, before he returned his attention to the
ladies.

"I regret," he said, "that I must now ask Miss
Townsend's indulgence, as my grandmother is ready to begin the walk
back to Laura Place."

Emily turned at once and bid farewell to her friend.
She and Robert walked away after exchanging final pleasantries with
Lady Mary. "I liked your friend. Miss Townsend," Robert said as he
steered them through the crowded room toward the dowager. "She is
delightfully plain spoken."

"Yes," Emily said, smiling, "Lady Mary does speak
her mind. I find her artless manners most refreshing. I am glad you
like her."

They soon joined the dowager, who was anxious to
depart. Before they had reached the door, Sir Percy had dashed up
to make his farewells. As they began their walk past the Abbey and
the Orange Grove toward the Pulteney Bridge, Emily blushed in
silence as Lord Bradleigh and the dowager teased her over the
enthusiastic attentions of Sir Percy.

 


* * *

 


The dowager's normal evening entertainments had come
almost to a halt while the household readied itself for the move to
London. With the exception of one Wednesday evening concert in the
Upper Rooms, most evenings found the dowager, her grandson, and
Emily staying at home and dining without company. Although the
dowager preferred a larger group to dine, providing more diverse
conversation, she did not wish to put her staff to the additional
trouble of entertaining guests during this busy time. She was also
well aware that these intimate evenings provided the perfect
opportunity for Robert and Emily to become better acquainted.

Emily had learned much of Lord Bradleigh's history
and character by listening as he matched wits and anecdotes with
his grandmother. She noted that the only subjects he seemed
unwilling to discuss involved his betrothal or his betrothed. She
did, however, begin to suspect that he was less of a libertine than
he let on. She had even picked up a few hints that much of his
unsavory reputation was deliberately manufactured by the earl
himself in an attempt to make himself an unsuitable candidate for
the Marriage Mart. He had laughingly admitted to having allowed
several lurid but wholly untrue stories of his various debaucheries
to spread through the grapevine of the ton. Emily began to
see that by denying nothing, the earl had implicitly encouraged
belief in the stories, thereby further enhancing his reputation as
a gamester, a womanizer, and a general rakehell.

As he tended to be candid with his grandmother,
Emily could not help but notice that he avoided denying the story
of Lady Theale in the vaults of St. Paul's. Or was it Westminster
Abbey?

 


* * *

 


Robert had discovered Miss Townsend's company to be
as delightful as his grandmother's. He was pleased to note that she
was not shy of displaying her intelligence or erudition, and he
enjoyed frequent lively discussions with her on issues of politics
or literature. Their literary tastes differed widely—he preferred
the classics, while she was more fond of the modern poets— but they
did share a passion for Shakespeare, which had led to several
intense discussions of their favorite plays.

With the exception of one notable mistress some
years back, Robert had never so enjoyed verbally sparring with a
woman. He generally had little interest in a woman's company
outside of the bedroom. But despite Miss Townsend's considerable
attractions, he found that his feelings for her were, for the most
part, extremely proper. Given their circumstances, there could
never be anything more between them, and so he had resolved to be
content with a chaste friendship.

He wondered if Augusta would be at all understanding
of such a friendship. Good God, he had never realized how much his
life would change with his betrothal and marriage. Only a few weeks
had passed since his betrothal, and already he could feel the noose
tighten.

After an initial reticence in his company, no doubt
due to her strict interpretation of her position. Miss Townsend had
gradually relaxed her guard. She now appeared quite at ease in his
presence. She still bristled whenever hints of matchmaking entered
the conversation, but Robert had so relentlessly teased her that
she now seemed almost acquiescent to the idea. Either that or she
had simply chosen to ignore him. He couldn't be sure. But it was
certain that she no longer voiced her objections. Robert took this
as a signal to proceed, and was still planning to introduce her to
some of his more respectable unmarried friends. It was the less
respectable ones who worried him. How, for example, was he to keep
Black Jack Raebum away from her?

Robert was content to enjoy her company and
conversation for the moment, and to forget the potential evils of
London Society awaiting its new deliciously innocent victim. And to
forget what Augusta might have to say about his friendship with
Miss Townsend. Emily. He had begun to think of her as Emily, though
he had never requested permission to use her Christian name.

During their many evenings together, Robert noted
that Emily spoke little of her own past, while she seemed
thoroughly diverted while he and his grandmother discussed their
more colorful histories.

"So you see, Emily," the dowager said one evening as
the three of them lounged rather informally in the drawing room
after dinner, "Robert is actually a much more upstanding gentleman
than he pretends to be."

"Grandmother!" Robert said. "Have a care for my
reputation."

"It is true that I don't discount every tale that
comes my way," the dowager said to Emily. "He is no saint, thank
God."

Robert placed his hand to his heart and quoted: "
'They say best men are molded out of faults. And for the most,
become much more the better for being a little bad.' "

"I suspect," the dowager continued, ignoring Robert,
"that his primary motive in achieving such a black name for himself
is to rebel against his father's sober conservatism."

"I am merely attempting to live up to the standards
set by you and Grandfather," Robert said lazily as he tossed back a
second brandy. "I have heard that wildness skips a generation."

"My son Frederick," the dowager said to Emily, still
ignoring Robert, "was quite ashamed, I think, of our rather madcap
way of life. Just to spite us he became a somber, conservative,
stiff- rumpled aristocrat."

"Oh, he wasn't so bad as all that," Robert
interjected. "You must admit that Mother was always able to soften
him up a bit."

"Father did persist, though, in referring to his
parents as those lunatics." He threw back his head and laughed at
that remembrance.

This set off the dowager—who was at her most
voluble, having indulged in Robert's brandy in a most unladylike
fashion—on a lengthy reminiscence of her late husband. He and Emily
listened patiently as the dowager discoursed at length on her life
of shared passions with her beloved Thomas.

She had never really stopped missing him since his
death over twenty years before, and as she drank more brandy her
reminiscences became more melancholy. She had hoped to see her
children find that same joy in their lives that her marriage had
brought to hers.

"And yet," she said, addresing Emily, her natural
drawl enhanced by a slight slur, "each of them approached marriage
as a business arrangement, a convenient alignment of families and
fortunes, without any engagement of the heart." She sighed loudly.
"I had even higher hopes for Robert, who always seemed closer in
temperament to myself than any of my own children. But now," she
said, her voice lowering to an ominous pitch, "those hopes appear
virtually dashed with this loathsome betrothal."

Robert was determined to put a halt to this line of
discussion. He moved to the dowager's side and pulled her gently to
her feet. "Come, my love," he said softly. "You're foxed. Off to
bed with you before you put Miss Townsend to the blush."

"I'm not foxed, you puppy," the dowager snapped,
although she offered no resistance as Robert helped Emily bundle
her off to bed. Robert winked at Emily over the dowager's head as
she led the old woman up the stairs.

Emily quite surprised him by returning his wink.

After the ladies retired, Robert grabbed the brandy
decanter and headed for the library, where he planted himself in a
large leather wing-backed chair near the fire. He poured another
glass and began to ponder his impending marriage. Had he been too
hasty? Had he made a mistake in selecting such a young girl for his
bride? And how was he to cope with the burden of a young wife who
was completely dependent upon him? He had already discovered that
he could no longer blithely go about thinking only of himself. He
now had to give first consideration to the honor and respect due
his future countess.

After considerable liquid encouragement, he
convinced himself that he had made the right decision regarding
Augusta. He had, after all, offered for her knowing that she would
make few demands of him. He would harbor no regrets, despite the
increasingly unsettling presence of Miss Townsend—my God, she had
actually winked at him!—or the melancholy distress of his
grandmother. Since that first day in Bath, she had been silent
regarding his betrothal, seldom if ever mentioning it. Tonight,
half castaway on smuggled French brandy, she had been more open in
her disappointment. It humbled him to think of somehow failing this
woman who had always been so important to him. But the betrothal
was an unalterable fact, he thought as he poured another glass, and
so there was no sense in repining.

Several hours later Luckett quietly entered the
library in his stocking feet and found Robert sound asleep in his
chair in front of a long-dead fire. He gently shook his master
awake with an offer to help him to bed. Robert grunted
incoherently, flung a limp arm over Luckett's shoulder, and tried
to place one foot in front of the other. This proved to be too
wearisome a task, and so he decided to simply sleep where he was,
draped across Luckett's comfortable bulk. Luckett, not unfamiliar
with such a situation, lifted Robert like a sack of potatoes,
hoisted him over his shoulder, and trudged up the stairs with his
not inconsiderable burden.

 


* * *

 


The night before their departure from Bath, Emily
crawled exhausted into the cocoon of her featherbed, but found that
sleep eluded her. It had been a busy day of last-minute
preparations, but finally the last of the baggage was packed and
ready to be loaded onto carriages early the next morning. A few
minor crises in the kitchen had needed attention while Anatole
supervised the packing of almost his entire batterie de
cuisine, refusing to trust that the earl's cook would have the
proper equipment. Other minor crises involving linens and a missing
trunk had also been faced and finally resolved.

Emily smiled as she recalled the excitement created
when Lottie had been invited to travel to London to act as Emily's
maid. Emily had objected at first to the dowager's offer to assign
her a personal maid. The dowager, though, had been insistent that
the demands on Emily's time while in London would require that
someone assist with her wardrobe. Emily had finally capitulated and
had selected Lottie from the dowager's large staff.

Lottie was so overwrought with excitement that for
once she was speechless. She had grown up as the youngest of a
large cottage family in the Somerset countryside, and it had been
the thrill of her life to gain a position in the grand Laura Place
household in the vast and wonderful city of Bath. The thought of
London was almost too much to bear. When she finally found her
voice, she was more wound up than ever.

"Oh, miss," she said in breathless excitement. "I
can hardly believe it. Wait'll I tell me sisters that I'm goin' to
London. They're like to bust a gut!" She laughed nervously as she
fluttered around the room, ostensibly to assist Emily with her
final packing, but in fact adding to the general confusion. "I'm
ever so grateful to you, miss," she went on. "I just don't rightly
know how to thank you, proper like. You coulda picked anybody, but
I'm right proud that you picked me. I promise to do my very best. I
really do! Just send me packin' if I don't."

"I am certain you will do just fine, Lottie. I'm
very pleased that you will be accompanying me," Emily said,
refolding a night rail that Lottie had crumpled in her excitement.
When Lottie realized what she had done, she gently retrieved the
garment from Emily's hands.

"Please, miss, let me do that," she said. "I'm sorry
I was in such a state. But I know my duties, I do. Don't let nobody
tell you I don't. Sure, I never been a lady's maid afore, but it's
always been my dream, and I been watchin' real close at what Iris
and Miss Tuttle do for her ladyship. I'm gonna do for you at least
as good as them. Better even."

Emily was very touched by Lottie's concern and
enthusiasm. She made an effort to seek out Tuttle and ask her to do
what she could to help Lottie in her new role, particularly
regarding the care of Emily's fine new wardrobe. Tuttle found it
hard to refuse such a sweetly presented request, and even agreed to
begin to work with Lottie at once. That evening Emily had felt like
a lifeless mannequin as she allowed Tuttle and Lottie to dress her.
Lottie was an excellent pupil. Emily was pleased to discover that
the girl had a natural talent for hairdressing and was able to
exactly duplicate Turtle's intricate coiffures.

Emily burrowed deeper into her featherbed, chuckling
quietly as she contemplated the unexpected turns her life was
taking. Not only had she allowed the dowager to provide her with an
expensive new wardrobe as well as a personal maid, but she had even
agreed to let Tuttle to take scissors to her hair. Granted, she had
allowed no more than for Tuttle to give her softer, shorter
tendrils around her face, but the effect was one of dramatic change
from the ruthless knot she had worn for so long. Tuttle had wanted
to make more drastic changes, giving Emily a fashionable short
cropped style. But Emily had refused to part with her long, heavy
locks.

She still believed that all of these superficial
changes were no more than a silly feminine indulgence, but she also
experienced a strange new confidence, knowing that she looked well.
And she needed all the confidence she could manufacture, as her
mind was in a turmoil about what to expect in London. It was not
the normal social activities of a London Season that filled her
with anticipation, although that alone would have been sufficient
to set her head to spinning. Rather, it was thoughts of the
dowager's particular circle and their activities that provided
Emily with the greater thrill of excitement. She knew that the
dowager kept up a lively correspondence with many writers, artists,
poets, and politicians. In fact, it seemed to Emily that Lady
Bradleigh had at least a passing acquaintance with almost everyone
of note in English Society. She fully expected, and had received
hints of confirmation from the dowager and the earl, that she might
happen to meet many notables as they passed through the drawing
room of Bradleigh House.

At least her fine new feathers provided a certain
level of confidence to face whatever lay ahead, even if that did
include the matchmaking schemes of her employer. This thought
brought a troubled frown to her face. Heavens, how had she ever
allowed herself to be so thoroughly manipulated? She had no wish to
be paraded before the ton as an aging spinster with no
fortune, hanging out for a husband. But after all, she had
promised Lord Bradleigh that he might introduce her to a few of his
friends. He had even pulled her aside for a brief private
conversation yesterday, after the dowager had left the breakfast
table.

"Miss Townsend," he had said as he led her by the
arm to a window seat overlooking the busy square below, "I wanted
to give you one final word of reassurance before we arrive in
London. Regarding Grandmother's matchmaking schemes, that is."

Emily had tensed. Dear God, would they never leave
her in peace?

"It is true," the earl continued, "that I agreed to
provide introductions to a few fine fellows, but I assure you I
will have no further involvement in the matter. And I will do my
best to steer Grandmother away if I see her meddling. Any further
developments," he said in that infuriatingly seductive tone he
sometimes used, "will be up to you and the gentleman."

Emily had felt the heat of a blush color her face.
He had spoken briefly on other topics which she could not now
remember. She had not, however, forgotten that as he rose to take
her leave, he had laid his hand over hers and gently squeezed it.
It had been a gesture of friendship and support; but it had
nevertheless left her momentarily discomposed.

Emily was very pleased to have made a friend of Lord
Bradleigh, though she had been quite unprepared for his kindness
and generosity. She knew that he recognized her anxiety over the
dowager's matchmaking, and she appreciated his reassurances.

She had never really had a man for a friend before
now. She was glad he was engaged to be married, for she doubted she
would have been so comfortable in his presence otherwise. He would
have probably flirted outrageously with her, and she would have
retreated into an embarrassed silence. She did, though, find
herself on occasion pondering what it might have been like to be
the object of the earl's flirtations.

But he was betrothed, and so now all she had to
worry about were those friends of his.

She pounded her pillow into a more comfortable shape
and crawled deeper into the billowy mattress. She was a goose to
worry so over nothing. The earl was right. She would politely
acknowledge any introductions and then simply fade into the
background, as always, unnoticed.

She finally drifted into sleep convinced that she
would acquit herself well enough and would not bring shame upon
herself or her employer.

 


 


 




Chapter 7







Two days later the dowager's impressive entourage
pulled up in front of Bradleigh House in Grosvenor Square. The trip
from Bath had proceeded without incident, despite the size of the
traveling party. The earl had led the way in his curricle with his
tiger perched behind. He was followed by a large, elegant traveling
chaise with the Bradleigh crest emblazoned on the doors, housing
the dowager, Emily, and Tuttle. A second carriage held Iris,
Lottie, and George, a footman whose sole responsibility was the
care of Charlemagne. A third carriage brought Luckett, Anatole, and
Lucien. Yet a fourth carriage was overloaded with assorted trunks
and baggage. Several outriders had been engaged to protect the
travelers. Emily now understood the dowager's reluctance to leave
Bath, since this grand production appeared to be her normal mode of
travel.

The procession of vehicles had created such a
spectacle upon departure that it had been forced to move slowly
toward the outskirts of Bath. Scores of people, primarily children,
had lined the roads at every turn gazing at the elegant entourage.
Most assumed that such extravagance must be commanded by no less
than one of the royal dukes, and so there was much waving and
cheering as the carriages passed. Their slow pace had continued
until they had passed through Melksham, at which time the horses
were finally given their heads.

The journey had been carefully arranged by the earl
to ensure his grandmother's comfort. Stopovers at the White Hart in
Marlborough for luncheon and at the Crown in Reading for the night
had been meticulously planned in advance so that both inns were
well prepared for the weary travelers, with their best meals and
their best accommodations.

As Emily had never been to London, she was filled
with barely suppressed excitement as the carriages had made their
way toward the city. It can't be much farther, she thought, just as
one of the outriders pulled up alongside the window of their
carriage, signaling for them to draw the curtains. Emily turned to
the dowager and raised her brows in question, as Tuttle pulled shut
the heavy velvet hangings over the windows.

"Hampstead," the dowager said.

Emily felt her stomach knot with tension. Hampstead
Heath! Good heavens, she had forgotten that they would have to pass
along this notoriously dangerous stretch of road. Even in the
daytime the heavily wooded heath was dark and secluded, a perfect
setting for highwaymen. Some of the most infamous "gentlemen,"
including Dick Turpin and Tom King, had worked Hampstead Heath.
Surely the dowager's entourage, with its obvious stamp of wealth
and position, would be likely targets for such rogues. She braced
herself for the inevitable "Stand and deliver!" Her face must have
registered her distress, as the dowager reached over and patted her
hand.

"Don't worry, my girl," the dowager said. "We are
well protected by Robert and the outriders. Besides," she said,
grabbing her reticule, "I always come prepared."

Emily followed her glance and gave a start as she
saw a small pearl-handled pistol peeking out from the tiny
reticule. She looked up to find the dowager grinning and Tuttle
furiously scowling. The situation was so ludicrous that she could
not hold back her laughter. She felt her previous tension melt away
as she and the dowager fell against each other, giggling like
schoolgirls. For the next several miles, even after the outrider
had tapped on the window with an "all clear" signal, Emily and the
dowager took turns making up stories about intrepid women saving
the travelers from the clutches of vicious highwaymen.

When at last they reached London proper, Emily's
first impressions of crowded, noisy streets, foul-smelling smoky
air, and filthy tenements caused some apprehension. Once they had
skirted Hyde Park headed toward Mayfair, she began to relax a bit.
Even though there were many elegant residential squares and
crescents in Bath, Emily had not expected anything so grand as the
enormous houses they passed as they moved along Park Lane. The
dowager pointed out Holfernesse House near Hyde Park Corner, and
the imposing Grosvenor House at Grosvenor Street.

"I have always known it as Gloucester House," she
said to Emily, "as it was the home of the Duke of Gloucester for
decades. Not too many years ago, it was bought by the Earl of
Grosvenor, who has apparently spent a fortune renovating the
interior. I've not seen it myself, of course, since I haven't been
to Town in years. But I've heard various reports of either its
supreme elegance or its overblown vulgarity. I shall have to
arrange an invitation and judge for myself."

They soon turned into Upper Brook Street headed
toward Grosvenor Square, which immediately reminded Emily of Queen
Square in Bath, where her friend Lady Mary lived. The square was
surrounded on all four sides with elegant town houses. Although
each was obviously designed separately and therefore did not have
the uniformity of style found in Queen Square or Laura Place, there
was nevertheless a sense of familiarity that comforted Emily. The
square itself was actually a small circular park laid out in a
geometrical design of formal gardens and enclosed by a wrought-iron
fence with elaborate gates in the center of each block. Emily eyed
her new surroundings with pleasure.

The carriages pulled up in front of a large town
house in the middle of the western side of the square. It was of
gray stone and was distinguished by a classical pediment over the
large doorway supported by two Doric columns on either side. There
were three rows of windows above, the second row echoing the
entrance, with small pediments over each window.

Lord Bradleigh's faster curricle had arrived a few
minutes before the other carriages, so that by the time the
dowager's chaise pulled to a stop, liveried footmen and grooms had
spilled onto the street to assist the new arrivals. Although a
footman placed a step beneath the door of the dowager's carriage,
it was the earl who assisted first his grandmother and then Emily
to the ground.

"Welcome back to Bradleigh House, Grandmother," the
earl said as he took the dowager's arm to lead her toward the front
door. "It has been far too long since you have honored us with your
presence."

Emily and Tuttle walked behind, while their fellow
travelers also disembarked. Emily was busy admiring the elegant
facade of Bradleigh House and was therefore oblivious to the
frenzied activity of unloading the carriages that took place behind
her. They were ushered to the spacious entry hall, where they were
met by a tall silver-haired man with a stiff military bearing, who
was introduced as Claypool, the butler. Emily was also introduced
to Mrs. Claypool, the housekeeper, who led the way up the gently
curving stairway to the third level, where the bedroom suites were
located. Emily smiled as she realized that even amidst all the
confusion, Lottie, taking her new duties very seriously, had
followed unobtrusively behind and had commandeered a footman to
help carry up some of the more portable baggage.

Mrs. Claypool signaled to Lottie, indicating which
room had been assigned to Emily, while she escorted the dowager to
her suite. Lottie held the door open, and Emily entered the large
sunny room which was to be her home for the next several weeks.
Lottie quickly scrutinized the room and gave the footman
instructions on where to place the portmanteaux. He immediately
hurried from the room to help with the rest of the baggage.

" 'Tis a lovely room, miss," Lottie said as she
helped Emily out of her pelisse and bonnet.

"Yes," Emily responded distractedly as she surveyed
the spacious room. It was indeed one of the loveliest rooms she had
ever had the pleasure to occupy. It was decorated in various hues
of green, rose pink, and white and was dominated by a large bed
covered in a fine white silk counterpane embroidered with garlands
of ivy leaves. Most of the furniture was of dark wood, and Emily
recognized the elegant lines of Sheraton. She found that she was
immediately comfortable in this obviously English room, so
reminiscent of her mother's taste. It suddenly occurred to her how
truly uncomfortable she had always felt among the elaborate gilded
French furnishings which the dowager preferred.

She sighed with pleasure as she looked around the
room. The far wall was dominated by large three-quarter-length
paned windows overlooking the square below. The shutters were open
and the curtains thrown back so that the room was bathed in
sunlight.

She was overwhelmed. Surely this elegant room was
too grand for someone in her position, although at the same time it
appeared remarkably comfortable and cozy. She wondered if Lord
Bradleigh had commissioned a project of redecoration, or did the
charm and cheerfulness of the room reflect his late mother's taste?
In any case, it was delightful, and since Mrs. Claypool had been
precise in directing her and Lottie to this room, she must assume
that there had been no mistake.

A knock on the door heralded the arrival of two
footmen carrying a large heavy trunk, which Emily knew contained
her new wardrobe. While Lottie began to unpack, Emily stepped
across the hall to the dowager's suite, to make sure that she was
settling in comfortably.

The dowager's suite of rooms, consisting of bedroom,
dressing room, and sitting room, was more formal, more ornate in
decor than her own. Perhaps this suite was always held in readiness
for Lady Bradleigh and therefore reflected her special taste.
Shades of blue predominated, and the furniture was all of either
light woods or painted in gilt. The large bed was draped with a
tall tent-like structure of royal blue satin with gold embroidery.
Although Emily much preferred the room she had been assigned, she
did admire the prospect of the large garden which the dowager's
rooms commanded.

Iris and Tuttle appeared to have things well under
control. "I am going to have a brief rest before tea," the dowager
told Emily. "I am thoroughly exhausted from bouncing around like a
rag doll for two days. Go ahead, my dear, and have a rest yourself,
and I will see you in a few hours for tea."

Emily returned to her room to find that Lottie had
completed the unpacking. "Shall I have a bath prepared for you,
miss?" Lottie asked.

"I would love a bath, Lottie. Thank you for
suggesting it."

Lottie beamed with pride at having pleased her new
mistress. She lost no time in ordering that a tub and hot water be
brought up at once. Emily could not help but notice this new quiet
efficiency of Lottie's since they had left Bath. She suspected that
during the long journey Iris, the dowager's abigail, had given
Lottie more than a little advice on the proper behavior for a
lady's maid. Lottie had obviously paid attention and was now
determined to prove her worth.

And so Emily spent the next hour feeling utterly
luxurious and quite spoiled as she soaked in a tub of
lavender-scented bathwater placed before the fire. She was almost
able to forget for the moment that she was a woman in service and
not a lady of leisure. She washed her hair and afterward sat by the
fire brushing it dry. Lottie then helped her into a freshly ironed
dress of pale blue sprigged muslin with a high-necked smocked
bodice and long cased sleeves. Lottie also dressed Emily's still
slightly damp hair into an intricate braided topknot taught her by
Tuttle. During all this time, Lottie had said no more than "Yes,
miss" or "No, miss" or "Whatever you say, miss," so that Emily was
actually beginning to regret the apparent loss of the former
chatterbox.

 


* * *

 


Emily knocked at the dowager's door and found that
she was ready to go down to tea. A few minutes later the two ladies
entered the drawing room with Charlemagne skipping behind. Emily
noted with pleasure that this room was also very much in the
English taste, with an Adamesque fireplace and plaster frieze of
classical figures. Large antique portraits and Italian landscapes
adorned the walls.

The earl had preceded them, and he was in the
company of a dark-haired woman whom Emily did not recognize.

"Louisa, my dear child!" the dowager exclaimed as
she spread her arms in a gesture of welcome. The woman rose,
smiling broadly, and rushed into the dowager's open arms.

"Grandmama!" she cried. "I am so happy to see
you."

"And I you, ma petite." The dowager hugged
her granddaughter and then stepped back to look at her. She tilted
Louisa's chin from side to side as she examined her face. "You are
much too brown, my girl. Country life is ruining your complexion.
But," she said, releasing Louisa, "what luck that you are in Town.
Robert must have told you that I am here to give him an engagement
ball."

"Yes," Louisa said breathlessly, "and I can't tell
you when I've been so excited. Imagine our Rob finally tossing the
handkerchief! When we saw his notice in the papers, I convinced
David that we simply had to rush up to Town to meet my future
sister-in-law. And what do we find but that Rob has bolted to Bath!
I was never so provoked." She scowled at Robert, who stood leaning
against the mantel grinning at his sister. "But you're here at
last," she said as her scowl turned into a warm smile, "and I'm
simply beside myself with excitement."

"Louisa, my dear," the dowager said, taking Emily by
the elbow and drawing her forward, "I want you to meet my
companion. Miss Emily Townsend. Emily, this is Robert's sister
Louisa, Viscountess Lavenham."

Emily dipped a curtsy and said, "Lady Lavenham, I am
very pleased to meet you."

"Oh, please, Miss Townsend," Louisa cheerfully
replied, "you mustn't stand on ceremony with me. Why, Grandmama has
written of you so often that I feel you are practically family.
Besides, I feel positively ancient when someone curtsies to me like
that. Please, sit down and be comfortable. My, what a lovely
dress."

She had taken Emily by the arm as she chattered
breathlessly, and led her to a chintz-covered sofa. Before Emily
could respond, Claypool entered with a footman carrying the tea
tray. The dowager claimed a large comfortable chair and settled
Charlemagne next to her. She poured tea as Claypool presented trays
of warm scones, slices of seedcake, and shortbread wedges. Emily
was once again put in mind of the differences between this
household and the dowager's, where standard tea fare usually
consisted of exquisite tiny tarts, petits fours, and intricate puff
pastry confections. Although she had always enjoyed Anatole's
delicate French pastries, she experienced an almost childish
anticipation for the traditional English treats offered by
Claypool. The aroma of the warm scones almost undid her composure,
and she had to force herself not to attack her plate with a very
unladylike enthusiasm.

Conversation centered on Lord Bradleigh's betrothal
as Louisa insisted on hearing every detail, although in her
excitement she interrupted so frequendy that the earl actually
imparted very little information. Unlike her grandmother, Louisa
was very pleased about the earl's marriage, as she had despaired of
her brother ever settling down. As she was not acquainted with the
Windhursts, she had no particular objection to the match. Emily was
pleased that Lady Lavenham's energetic personality eliminated any
need for her to participate in the conversation. She was able to
turn her full attention to the scones.

"When do we meet her, Rob?" Louisa asked. "I have
it!" she exclaimed as the earl was opening his mouth to reply. She
turned to the dowager. "Let's have her to tea tomorrow. Oh, do say
yes! I'm simply dying to meet her."

"I have no objection," the dowager drawled, breaking
off a tiny piece of shortbread, which she fed to Charlemagne, "as
long as Robert doesn't mind." She looked over at the earl for
approval.

"I think it's a fine idea," he said, "as long as you
both behave yourselves. Lou, you must promise to allow Augusta and
Lady Windhurst to say at least one or two words," Lord Bradleigh
said, scowling at his sister, though Emily did not miss the twinkle
in his eyes. "I would not like to give them a disgust of our
family."

"Hmph!" the dowager snorted.

"And you, Grandmother," he continued, glaring
at the dowager, "must promise to try to be polite to my
betrothed and her mother, and not to look down your nose at Lady
Windhurst with such obvious disdain." He turned to address Emily,
who was daintily spreading a scone with honey and cream. "I think,
Miss Townsend, that you are the only one I can count on to behave
with the proper decorum. I shall have to trust you to rescue the
afternoon from any improper behavior on the part of my female
relations."

"I will do my best, my lord," Emily replied, smiling
as she caught his eye in shared amusement.

"In that case, I shall send a note round to
Cavendish Square inviting the Windhurst ladies for tomorrow," the
earl said, rising to take his leave. "I am engaged for dinner this
evening but will see you all tomorrow, I'm sure." He kissed both
his grandmother and Louisa on the cheek before leaving.

"Louisa, my dear," the dowager said as she lifted
Charlemagne onto her lap, "I hope that you are free tomorrow
morning as Emily and I have much shopping to do. We are building
her a new wardrobe and could use your advice."

"Oh, that would be great fun!" Louisa exclaimed. "I
would love to join you." She turned excitedly to Emily, who was
seated next to her, and grasped her arm. "You simply must
visit Mrs. Bell's on Charlotte Street. Her designs are all the
rage."

"I had planned on patronizing Madame Cécile, as
always," the dowager declared as she offered another morsel of
shortbread to Charlemagne. "I see no reason to change
modistes."

"Of course Madame Cécile is perfect for you,
Grandmama. She knows your tastes and preferences and has a
wonderful flair. But," Louisa said hesitantly, her eyes darting
from the dowager to Emily, "perhaps for Miss Townsend we could just
drop by Charlotte Street? I am sure you will not be
disappointed."

"I get your meaning, my girl," the dowager snapped.
"You find Madame Cécile too old-fashioned for your taste. I suppose
this Bell woman caters to the younger crowd. Very well. Never
accuse me of standing in the way of progress, if you call simple
straight gowns and pantaloons progress. If you can vouch for this
woman, Louisa, we shall try her. But, my girl, how can you possibly
trust a modiste who is not even French?"

"It is true, Grandmama," Louisa replied, "that Mrs.
Bell is a native English artist, but we really should patronize our
own while we are at war with France, don't you think? Anyway," she
said turning to Emily, "you will love her, I know. Oh, this will be
such fun!"

The three women chatted for a few more minutes about
tomorrow's shopping expedition; or rather the other two woman
chatted while Emily politely listened, occasionally taking
surreptitious bites of seedcake. She was amused at Lady Lavenham's
energy and enthusiasm which caused her to chatter almost nonstop
without taking a breath. Her family was apparently quite used to
her vivacity and had developed a habit of direct interruption in
order to get a word in. Emily would require a better acquaintance
with the lady before she would feel comfortable with such tactics,
although she could see that it would eventually be necessary if
they were ever to have any sort of dialogue.

In spite of her loquacity, Emily found that she
quite liked Lady Lavenham. She obviously shared the same affection
for the dowager as her brother, although she was somewhat more
deferential and less teasing than Lord Bradleigh. She also had the
same rich brown hair and flashing brown eyes of her brother and was
equally handsome.

Emily's attention was snapped back as she realized
the dowager was addressing her. "Would you mind, my dear," the
dowager was saying, "hunting down Mrs. Claypool and telling her
that I will simply have a tray in my room later this evening. I
find I am still somewhat exhausted from our journey and would like
to have a quiet, early evening. By tomorrow we shall be caught up
in the full swing of the Season, and I wish to be completely
rejuvenated by then."

Emily rose to leave, with a fleeting regretful
glance at the tray of scones, and made her good-byes to Lady
Lavenham after agreeing to meet following breakfast the next day
for their shopping trip.

 


* * *

 


Once Emily had left the drawing room, the dowager
quickly launched into a monologue on Emily's situation before
Louisa was able to open her mouth. She recounted the story of
Emily's background and the plans for a little matchmaking while in
Town. She also explained that Robert had agreed to help by
introducing some of his friends to Emily.

Louisa was uncharacteristically quiet while she
listened with interest to her grandmother's plans. When she was
finally able to interrupt, she claimed to be more than happy to
fall in with the dowager's schemes, that she liked Emily very much,
and that she should have no trouble finding an appropriate
match.

"But, Grandmama," she said, "I am sure I heard David
mention that he had recently seen the current Earl of Pentwick and
his son Viscount Faversham here in Town. I remember it clearly, as
David made some very unflattering comments about the earl, whom he
cannot like. It was so unlike David, you know—he always finds
something good to say about everyone, he's such a darling— anyway I
could not help but remark upon his dislike for the earl. Well, the
point is, what if Miss Townsend were to run into her uncle or
cousin at some social function? Might it not be very awkward for
her?"

"Yes, I suppose we must tell her," the dowager said.
"It could be very unpleasant for her meeting up with her mother's
family without some warning. Perhaps she will never actually run
into them, but she must be prepared. We will tell her tomorrow."
She sighed and leaned back in her chair, absently stroking
Charlemagne. "Oh, dear. I hope this doesn't cause her to withdraw
even further into the background, as she is wont to do. I had such
hopes for her, especially with Robert's cooperation. He has been
marvelous help at drawing her out of her shell. If she can be
comfortable with such a rogue as Robert, then she should do well in
Society."

"You know, Grandmama," Louisa interrupted, "it
really is too bad that Rob did not meet Miss Townsend before his
betrothal. They seem especially well suited. And she is so
beautiful. Why, it was plain as day that Rob couldn't take his eyes
off her. Oh, well. That is just his way, after all. I am sure Miss
Windhurst is even more lovely. And since we can no longer do
anything to match up Rob, the next best thing will be to enlist his
help in matching up Miss Townsend."

"Yes," the dowager drawled, "the next best
thing."

 


 


 




Chapter 8







Early the following afternoon the entry hall of
Bradleigh House was busding with activity as Emily, the dowager,
and Lady Lavenham returned from their shopping expedition. Tuttle,
Iris, and Lottie competed for the attention of footmen to help
carry in the packages. Emily watched with some embarrassment as
most of the packages were directed to her room. Once again the
dowager had been lavish in her generosity, encouraged by the
effusive Lady Lavenham. Emily had found some consolation, however,
when she discovered that Lady Lavenham was more amenable to her own
preferences for simplicity, and was able to temper the dowager's
extravagant partialities. The enthusiasm with which Lady Lavenham
selected dresses for Emily in preparation for this ball or that
rout or Lady So-and-So's musicale left Emily with no doubt that her
employer had enlisted her granddaughter's aid in her matchmaking
campaign. Although she was still extremely uncomfortable with the
dowager's plans, Emily was also aware of the underlying kindness
motivating both ladies, and was therefore reluctant to offer any
further objections.

She had completely lost count of the number of
dresses ordered on her behalf.

Once the purchases had been appropriately
dispatched, the dowager and Emily retired to change their dresses
in preparation for afternoon tea with the Windhurst ladies. Lady
Lavenham returned in her carriage to her own town house a few
blocks away in Berkeley Square, with intentions to return to
Bradleigh House in time for tea.

A short time later Emily sat at her dressing table
in a fresh gown of teal muslin with narrow vertical stripes in pale
gold, while Lottie refreshed her coiffure. Her thoughts were no
longer on the embarrassment of riches bestowed upon her by the
dowager, but on a particularly disturbing conversation that had
taken place when the ladies had stopped for refreshments between
visits to the modiste and the milliner.

They had been discussing the rout they were to
attend that evening at Lady Bessborough's. The dowager was
enumerating those acquaintances of hers who could be expected to
attend. Emily had listened in fascination at the impressive list,
filled with anticipation at the thought of her first foray into
London Society.

"Of course, there are others," the dowager had said,
her drawl particularly pronounced on the last word, "that one
should also be prepared to meet. If not tonight, then surely some
other night."

Emily had caught what looked to be a significant
glance between the older woman and her granddaughter. What was
going on here? She groaned inwardly as an idea occurred to her.
Lady Lavenham had begun to speak but seemed to be
uncharacteristically tongue-tied.

"You see, Miss Townsend," she said, "it's just
that.. . well, we thought that... I mean, what I wanted to tell you
..." Her eyes had darted nervously to her grandmother.

Finally the dowager took over, placing her hand over
Lady Lavenham's in a signal for her to be quiet.

"Emily, my dear," she had said, "I hope you don't
mind, but I have told Louisa of your true background."

Oh, no, Emily thought. Here comes the matchmaking
pitch again. Would she never be able to escape the dowager's
manipulations? She steeled herself to hear of some gentleman of
Lady Lavenham's acquaintance who would be perfect for her.

"Louisa is family, after all," the dowager
continued. "She will keep your confidence, you may be sure. But the
thing is, my dear, we are afraid there may be some awkward times
ahead for you, and we think you should be prepared."

Awkward indeed. She had spent the last few weeks
preparing for the excruciating humiliation inherent in the
dowager's matchmaking plans. How clever of the old woman to have
finally accepted the awkwardness of the situation. Had Lady
Lavenham influenced her somehow?

"I am sorry to have to tell you, Emily," the dowager
said, "that your uncle, the Earl of Pentwick, and his son, Viscount
Faversham, are apparently in town for the Season." She paused, her
brown eyes boring into Emily's, apparently expecting some reaction.
"It is possible that you may never actually come face to face with
them, but then again, it pays to be prepared."

"My uncle?" Emily whispered in some confusion. Good
God, she had never even considered the possibility that her
mother's family might also be in London. There had been so many
other things to think about.

"I know that you have been estranged from the earl's
family all of your life, my dear," the dowager said, taking Emily's
hand. "I did not know how you would feel if by chance you were to
meet up with one of them at some function or other. Of course, they
don't run in the same circles as we do, but you never know whom you
are likely to meet during the Season."

Her uncle. Her mother's brother. Her grandfather
must be dead if her uncle was now the earl. She couldn't recall her
mother ever mentioning a brother. But then she had seldom spoken of
her family. Emily had learned most of the details of the
estrangement from her father. It had always puzzled her that her
father had shown more bitterness than her mother over the
separation. She was aware that her father had made several
overtures to the old earl but had been completely ignored. She also
knew that her father, who had been raised as a Roman Catholic, had
abandoned his faith, knowing it to have been a major cause of the
old earl's enmity. Although Emily doubted that her father had ever
been particularly devout, his rejection of his faith had
nevertheless been a significant gesture which had been rebuffed. In
fact, as far as she knew there had been no further contact
whatsoever between the families.

These renewed reflections on her mother's family
fueled a long dormant anger within Emily. Even as a young girl she
had been incredulous and infuriated that anyone as beautiful and
accomplished and compassionate as her dear mother could have been
rejected by her own family. As a child she had pictured the old
earl as a villainous ogre and had hated the very idea of him.

Now his son, her uncle, was in Town. It was possible
that they might actually meet. What would she do? How would she
react? Although she had been unaware that her mother even had a
brother, it was also certain that he had done nothing to end the
estrangement. He had not even acknowledged her mother's death. How
could she feel anything but contempt for such a family? She truly
had no wish to be associated with them in any way.

"I appreciate your concern, my lady," she said,
squeezing the dowager's hand, "but I would not worry about it. I
suspect that if Lord Pentwick and I were by some chance to meet, he
would simply ignore me. His family has ignored mine for
twenty-seven years, after all. And I certainly plan to ignore
him."

The dowager and Lady Lavenham had continued to press
the subject, convinced that Emily should be prepared to face the
cut direct or some other public scene. Emily assured them that she
felt confident that the situation would never arise, given her
position. She did not tell them that her determination to remain in
the background, as a small rebellion against the matchmaking
schemes, would also make it very unlikely that she would ever come
to the notice of the Earl of Pentwick. She was very touched,
nevertheless, at the pledge of both ladies to stand by her no
matter what happened.

Emily's attention was wrenched back to the present
at the sound of a furious pounding. Lottie cautiously opened the
door to find Lord Bradleigh standing before her. Visibly agitated,
he looked over the head of the openmouthed maid to find Emily.

 


* * *

 


The irritating situation that had caused Robert to
seek out Emily was almost completely forgotten as he took in the
sight of her at her dressing table. God, but she was beautiful.
Something about the intimacy of the setting caused his pulse to
race, despite her modest attire and the fact that her maid was
hovering nearby. What was wrong with him? He was on his way to pick
up Augusta to bring her to tea, and here he was ogling another
woman. He really must get a grip on himself, especially since Emily
was to be a guest in his home for the next few weeks or longer. He
must learn to cope with her presence with some level of composure.
Despite the exquisite torture of watching her at her dressing
table, imagining what she would look like as she prepared for bed,
in a thin dressing gown with her hair tumbling down her shoulders.
He shook his head and tried to concentrate on the business at
hand.

"Miss Townsend," he said, running a hand carelessly
through his hair, "I am sorry to disturb you, but I am quite
desperate." He made a move to enter the room, but Lottie held her
ground, blocking his entrance. Robert looked down to find her
glaring defiantly up at him through narrowed eyes. If there had
been any kind of heavy object at hand, he was sure she would be
waving it in his face. He gave Emily what he hoped was an imploring
look.

She jumped to her feet and came to the door, gentiy
moving Lottie aside. The little maid stayed close at her back.

"What is it, Lord Bradleigh?" Emily asked. "How can
I help you?"

"It's my cook, Mrs. Dawson," he said. "She and
Anatole have apparently been at each other's throats all afternoon,
and now she's threatening to leave. I can't allow that to happen.
She's much too valuable to me. But I can't throw Anatole out,
either, not as long as Grandmother is here."

Once he had begun to speak of the absurd kitchen
fracas, his irritation returned in full force, no doubt fueled by
the added confusion of his reaction to Emily. He shifted his weight
from foot to foot and ran his fingers through his hair again,
brushing aside the deep wave that had fallen over his brow. He
really didn't have time to deal with a domestic crisis just now. He
was due at the Windhursts', having promised to escort the ladies to
Bradleigh House for tea with the dowager. It was enough of a
concern that this meeting go off without a hitch. He had neither
the time nor the patience to deal with the battling chefs as
well.

"I have tried to intervene," he said, his fists
clenched in irritation, "but those two fools are so enraged they
hardly noticed me. Why, I was almost winged by a flying soup ladle
flung at Anatole by Mrs. Dawson! He ducked."

Robert looked up at Emily, who was biting back a
smile.

"Grandmother had mentioned to me," he continued,
ignoring Emily's obvious amusement at his predicament, "that you
are the only one who seems to be able to talk sensibly with
Anatole. I was hoping . .. well, I was hoping that if you could
somehow calm him down ..."

"That Mrs. Dawson might acquiesce as well?" Emily
smiled. "I will see what I can do," she said as she headed toward
the stairs, Robert close at her heels. "Quickly, tell me about Mrs.
Dawson, my lord. What are her specialties? Where did she train? How
long has she been with you?"

Robert gave a her puzzled glance. "Well, let me
think," he said, somewhat distracted by the soft swishing of her
muslin skirts against his legs as they hurried side by side down
the stairs. "She has been with me five or six years now. Before
that she worked for Lord North. As a young girl I believe she was
taught by her father who was the pastry chef at Blenheim. She
therefore, naturally, excels at pastries and breads. Lord, her
breads are exquisite."

As they made toward the lowest level, the sound of
raised voices stopped them. Emily looked at Robert, aghast. "Oh,
dear," she said. "I hope they haven't come to blows." She stopped
him with a touch to his arm. "Quickly. What else can you tell me of
Mrs. Dawson? Besides the fact that she sounds a formidable
opponent."

"Let me think," Robert said. "I am quite fond of her
jellies and marmalades. Oh, and she sometimes creates quite
elaborate presentations in aspic. Or mousse. I remember once she
created a spectacular salmon mousse in the shape of a fish, with
all the scales and whatnot picked out in carrots or cucumbers or
some such thing."

"Breads, pastries, jellies," Emily said. "Perfect.
All right, my lord," she said, taking a deep breath. "Let us enter
the fray."

The earl opened the door to the kitchen, and Emily
preceded him into the spacious work area. Most of the kitchen help
appeared to be huddled in the adjacent scullery, while a wild-eyed
Anatole and Robert's cook, a middle-aged, fiery-haired Amazon,
screamed at each other in the center of the room.

"Sacré bleu!' Anatole shouted. The red-faced
Frenchman was holding a large wire whisk with which he was
gesturing wildly. "Do not dare to approach my pots! One look from
you, madame, will curdle my hollandaise!" The whisk flew out in an
expansive gesture toward the stove, accidentally knocking over a
sugar loaf, which crumbled into pieces.

"You clumsy oaf!" shrieked Mrs. Dawson as she aimed
a loaded pastry bag in his direction.

Robert caught a twinkle of amusement in Emily's eyes
as she watched the scene unfolding before her. She leaned toward
him and whispered, "I must act quickly before any more damage is
done."

Nevertheless, she stood at the door for a moment and
appeared to take Mrs. Dawson's measure. Robert's excellent, and
generally unflappable cook was above average in height and solidly
built, though not precisely plump. She had bright blue eyes, fueled
for the moment with fury, and wisps of red hair had escaped her
mobcap. Though he had never seen it himself, Robert had heard of
Anatole's rages, and he could not help but admire Mrs. Dawson for
facing him square on.

He was equally admiring, and fascinated, as he
watched Emily stroll calmly into the kitchen and approach the
screaming Frenchman.

"Monsieur Anatole," she said quietly.

To Robert's amazement, the shouting stopped and
attention was turned to Emily. Anatole glowered at her while Mrs.
Dawson simply stared.

"Please, monsieur," Emily said, "I have come to see
how you are settling in. This must be Mrs. Dawson," she said,
turning to that lady, smiling and offering her hand. "I have heard
so much about you from Lord Bradleigh. I am Miss Townsend, her
ladyship's companion."

Mrs. Dawson, clearly astonished, reached out a
tentative hand, for there was nothing else she could do.

Robert watched Emily in wonder. How did she
do that?

"Monsieur Anatole," Emily continued, "did you know
that Mrs. Dawson's father was pastry chef at Blenheim, and she was
trained at his knee? Why, Lord Bradleigh has sung high praises
indeed of her breads and pastries. Not to mention her renowned
aspics and mousses. Why, Lord Bradleigh was only just telling me
about a wonderful salmon mousse. Isn't this marvelous, my lord,"
she said turning to Robert, "to have two such talented chefs under
one roof?"

"Indeed," Robert said, thoroughly bemused. He
mentally added conciliator to the already long list of
Emily's finer points.

"Mrs. Dawson," Emily continued, smiling sweedy, "you
will be pleased to know that Monsieur Anatole is famed for his
stocks and sauces. And he is a master of the rôtisserie.
Why, it is really quite splendid," she said, smiling at one and
then the other, "to think how your talents will complement each
other. How wonderful that you can now each concentrate on your own
special areas of expertise. Mrs. Dawson can give all her attention
to her breads, pastries, jellies, and aspics, while Monsieur
Anatole can focus on his favorite viandes and sauces. My lord," she
said with excitement as she turned again to Robert, "you will be
the envy of all your friends! You will surely have the cream of
London Society beating a path to your door in hopes of a dinner
invitation."

"You are quite right, Miss Townsend," Robert said,
following her lead with no little admiration. "The Regent himself
cannot be so well favored."

Mrs. Dawson and Anatole eyed each other skeptically.
Although neither had yet spoken a word, the fury of a few moments
earlier had completely dissipated.

"Well," Emily said brightly, "I must join the
dowager. We are having guests for tea. Mrs. Dawson, perhaps you can
convince Monsieur Anatole to share with you his famous
millefeuille recipe. It is quite delicious. I'm sure he
would appreciate the opinion of someone of your training and
experience." She turned to leave. "Oh," she said, turning back to
Mrs. Dawson, "and you simply must taste his bordelaise sauce. It is
heavenly!"

She smiled sweetly at Anatole and turned to leave
again, taking Robert's proffered arm. "My lord," she said, "we are
the most fortunate of households. The partnership of Monsieur
Anatole and Mrs. Dawson will surely create a sensation!"

The two chefs watched the departing couple in
astonishment. Anatole turned to Mrs. Dawson. "Madame," he said,
bowing and sweeping his arm toward his stockpots in a gesture of
welcome.

When Robert and Emily had closed the kitchen door
behind them, they looked at each other, both stifling chuckles as
they rushed up the stairs. Once in the entry hall they burst into
laughter.

"My dear Miss Townsend," Robert said, covering
Emily's hand with his own, "that was a masterful performance. They
could probably use your talents at the Home Office! Not only did
you end the battle before a shot had been fired, but you peacefully
managed to negotiate a truce. I have no doubt that our table will
henceforth be graced with extraordinary delights as those two try
to outdo each other. Ha! I am going to enjoy this!"

"Indeed, my lord," Emily said. "As will we all, I
suspect."

"Miss Townsend," he said softly, "you are a
treasure." He could not resist bringing her hand to his lips.

She bowed her head, blushing slightly, and gently
retrieved her hand. He smiled down at her warmly. Dammit, but he
admired this woman. The devil take this blasted betrothal for
cramping his style. Oh, God! Augusta!

"Good heavens," he said, stepping back from Emily,
"I am late! I am supposed to be at Cavendish Square to pick up
Augusta and her mother. I promised to escort them here for tea. I
must fly! Goodbye, Miss Townsend," he called as he hurried toward
the front door, where Claypool was waiting to hand him his hat and
gloves.

"Goodbye, my lord," she said.

"Oh," he said, turning back toward Emily and
flashing her a huge smile, "and thank you for your extraordinary
efforts downstairs. I have a feeling we may be in need of your
diplomatic skills yet again before this day is through." He
laughed, winked at her, and headed out the door.

 


 


 




Chapter 9







Emily twisted the golden cord of her reticule as the
carriage made its way at a sedate pace toward Portman Square. Her
first foray into London Society had brought on an uncharacteristic
bout of nerves. At least she could be confident about her
appearance, as Lottie had done her job well.

"Oh, miss," Lottie had said as she surveyed the
final product of her efforts, "you look just like a fairy
princess."

She had beamed with satisfaction at her mistress,
who was dressed in shimmering peach silk embroidered in gold. She
had tugged at the square neckline, fluffed the melon sleeves, and
straightened the hemline so many times that Emily had wanted to
scream. But she knew the girl had been almost as nervous as she was
herself. Emily smiled as she recalled the proud stance Lottie had
taken when Emily had thanked her and complimented her on her work.
After one final inspection and a flick of the sleeves, Lottie had
smiled triumphantly and turned to leave. She had spun around,
however, when she reached the door and glared at her mistress with
a serious face.

"Now, miss," Lottie had said, wagging an imperious
finger, "mind you be careful tonight. As pretty as you look, you're
bound to attract admirers. But I know you ain't been out much,
bein' employed and all, so you don't rightly know how the Quality
go on here in town. I hear tell that London gentlemen—" she almost
spat out the word—"can be too forward by half. You just stay close
to her ladyship. She'll know who's nice and who ain't."

She had left the room and closed the door before
Emily could comment on her impertinence. Emily smiled ruefully as
she recalled Lottie's words. If she didn't know better, she would
swear that the girl was in league with the dowager.

Emily glanced at her employer, who was seated next
to her in the carriage. The older woman was obviously excited to be
back among London's beau monde and had taken some pains with
her own appearance. She was dressed in a satin gown of her favorite
shade of lavender trimmed in silver lace. She wore an elaborate
silver turban sporting three large purple plumes which scraped the
ceiling of the carriage. The dowager looked over at Emily and
smiled.

"I hope you will enjoy the evening," she said,
patting Emily's hand. "You look very lovely tonight, my dear, but
this will probably be such a sad crush that it will be fortunate if
we are seen at all. But," she said with a grin, "it can hardly be
more unpleasant than this afternoon's debacle." The purple plumes
quivered as she began to chuckle.

Yes, Emily thought, tea with the Windhurst ladies
had been embarrassing at best. Lady Windhurst had been every bit as
encroaching and supercilious as the dowager had led Emily to
believe. She had arrived at Bradleigh House along with her daughter
and Lord Bradleigh a short time after the return of Lady Lavenham.
She had marched boldly into the drawing room ahead of the engaged
couple with an air of familiarity that had set Emily's teeth on
edge. She had known at that moment that this was not going to go
well.

Lady Windhurst had been dressed fashionably, but
more youthfully than was suitable for her middle-aged girth, and
she was adorned with more jewelry than was considered proper for
daytime. She had fawned over the dowager and Lady Lavenham until
both ladies were rigid with disdain. She had nodded curtly at Emily
when introduced, raked her with a scathing glance from head to toe,
and thereafter ignored her completely. This had suited Emily just
fine, as she had taken an instant and irrational dislike to the
woman.

Miss Windhurst had said all that was proper during
the introductions, although she said little else. She had eyed her
surroundings with more circumspection than her mother, who had
openly scrutinized every corner of the room as she was led to a
sofa near the tea table.

 "I am so pleased to welcome you all to the bosom of our
family," Lady Windhurst said in a syrupy voice to the group at
large. She glanced at Augusta, who was seated on a smaller settee
next to Lord Bradleigh. "La," she said, sighing, "such a handsome
couple our darlings make. They will surely be the toast of the
ton. We will be such a cozy group, I declare. Why, I'm sure
when my Augusta is countess we will all practically be living in
each other's pockets. I have no doubt that I will be spending so
much time here that it will be like a second home for me in
London." She eyed the room covetously.

Emily had listened in astonishment as Lady Windhurst
exclaimed over the proportions of the room, the quality of the
furnishings, the pleasing prospect of the gardens from the drawing
room windows, the elegance of the Worcester tea service, and on and
on. Lady Lavenham's mouth had been set in a tight line, and she was
uncharacteristically quiet. Emily also noticed that the dowager's
brows had not unfurled since the arrival of the Windhurst ladies.
She knew her employer well enough to recognize that she was rigidly
curbing her annoyance. Emily had prayed that the old woman would be
able to maintain her cool.

"I simply adore your collection of Italian
paintings, Bradleigh," Lady Windhurst said.

Emily had almost choked on her tea and noticed that
Lady Lavenham's eyes were wide with astonishment. Had the earl
actually given this woman leave to drop his tide?

"The Italians are so much more tasteful in our
English decor than, say, French paintings, don't you agree? So
large and dark and atmospheric and all. Most complimentary to your
delightfully old-fashioned furniture," she said as she eyed a
Chippendale arm chair. She turned to the dowager and laid a hand on
her sleeve. "Bradleigh has surely told you of the extensive
renovations we have made to our drawing room in Cavendish Square.
All new furnishings. In the Egyptian style. Quite fashionable,
don't you know."

"Yes," the dowager drawled between clenched teeth as
she deftly extricated her arm from Lady Windhurst's touch. "I'm
sure it is quite ... up to date."

"But, Mama," Augusta had interjected, "you must
admit there is a certain elegance to this room. I quite like
it."

"It is indeed charming, my dear," Lady Windhurst
replied. "Are you responsible for this charming decor,
Bradleigh?"

"I'm afraid the credit must go to my mother, Lady
Windhurst," the earl replied in his most polite tone. Emily had
never seen him appear so subdued.

"Well, then, I am sure my Augusta will make her own
changes, just as your mother did. Isn't that so, my dear?"

"Of course," Augusta replied, her eyes roaming the
room.

"I do admire the paintings, though," Lady Windhurst
said. "Do tell me, Bradleigh, which of your paintings is the most
prized? To me, they are all quite wonderful, of course, but surely
there is one that you most treasure? That is most valuable?"

Emily had closed her eyes and stifled a groan at
such an impertinent question. She looked up to see that the dowager
had risen and walked across the room to stand next to a very small,
very beautiful painting which Emily had noticed the previous
evening. It depicted a group of ladies and gentlemen dressed in the
style of the early part of the last century. The colors were
jewel-like and the style very delicate and decidedly
un-Italian.

"This," the dowager drawled, "is the greatest
treasure in the house. It was given to my husband and me as a
bridal gift from the Duc d'Orlèans. It is a Watteau." She locked
eyes with Lady Windhurst. "French, don't you know."

Emily hid a smile behind her teacup. Lady Windhurst
was momentarily flustered but recovered almost immediately to
comment on the extraordinary selection of pastries and breads on
the tea tray. Emily could not help but look over at Lord Bradleigh,
who had caught her glance and flashed a crooked grin.

Emily felt some pity for Lord Bradleigh, who would
have to deal with that vulgar creature as a mother-in-law. No
wonder the dowager had been so upset at his betrothal! But then she
recalled Miss Windhurst and realized that her mother would be a
small price to pay in order to wed such a beauty. Exquisite was the
only word Emily could think of to describe the lovely, aloof
Augusta Windhurst. She had very dark hair, styled in fashionably
short curls that framed her heart-shaped face and set off her
alabaster skin. Her eyes were very pale blue, almost turquoise, and
were accented by delicately arching brows. She was not quite as
tall as Emily, but carried herself with such a regal air that she
seemed much taller. She had spoken only once or twice during the
entire visit and had not smiled even once.

Emily did not think that shyness was the cause of
Augusta's reserve, as her cool blue eyes seemed very keen, almost
calculating. She had all but ignored her mother's monologues while
she intently observed the dowager and Lady Lavenham. She was even
caught closely watching Emily herself once or twice. Only
occasionally had her glance fallen upon her betrothed, Emily could
not help but notice. She seemed to be judging the ladies' reaction
to her mother. Emily suspected she was storing the information for
later use in her behavior as the Countess Bradleigh. For no reason
that Emily could articulate, she felt certain that Augusta
Windhurst would have no qualms about cutting the connection with
her own mother if it raised her distinction in the eyes of the
ton.

Despite Augusta's beauty, Emily found it hard to
believe that Lord Bradleigh was to marry such an iceberg. He was so
warm and compassionate, and ... well... likable. Could he really be
so superficial as to want this young girl for her beauty alone? To
act as an ornament on his arm, to be paraded before the ton
to increase his consequence? Emily wanted to dislike Lord Bradleigh
for such shallowness, but found it difficult to temper her growing
admiration for him. She scolded herself for being so hasty in her
judgment of Miss Windhurst after only one meeting. Surely there
were qualities other than her exquisite beauty that had attracted
Lord Bradleigh. She was determined to uncover them, if only to
convince herself that the girl was worthy of him.

Emily's attention was diverted from her reflections
when she realized the carriage had come to an abrupt stop. They had
apparently reached Portman Square, but the streets were jammed with
traffic. She looked over at the dowager, who shrugged in
resignation.

"You may as well make yourself comfortable, my
dear," the dowager said as she settled herself more snugly against
the plush velvet squabs. "It will surely be half an hour or more to
best this throng."

Emily peeked out the window and saw an enormous
house at the end of the block bathed in the light of dozens of
torches. She realized that this was their destination and was
momentarily incredulous that it should take them thirty minutes to
travel a single block. And yet as they inched their way along the
square, it was clear that the dowager had not exaggerated. Emily's
inclination was to get out and walk the short distance, but she
knew that such a thing was simply not done.

As the carriage finally made its way through the
crush of vehicles, Emily took a deep breath to steady her nerves.
It had been a very strange day, but she suspected that a few more
surprises were in store this evening as she recalled the earl's
promise to introduce her to some of his acquaintances. She had no
doubt that the dowager would make sure that this promise was put
into practice at once.

She was helped down from the carriage by a liveried
footman and took the dowager's arm as they made their way to the
crowded entrance of the impressive town house.

 


* * *

 


Robert noticed them at once. He had been doing the
pretty with Lord and Lady Windhurst and Augusta, but couldn't keep
his eyes from straying to the entrance. He hadn't even been aware
that he had been watching for her until he saw her. But then he
realized he had been most anxious to see how she would look
tonight, dressed in her new finery for her first ton event.
He was not disappointed as his eyes followed her as she and the
dowager made their way toward their hostess. She looked beautiful.
His attention was snapped back when he suddenly became aware that
Lord Windhurst was addressing him.

"I'm terribly sorry, sir," Robert said, "but the
noise is so great that I missed what you said. Oh, but there is my
grandmother. I must go pay my respects. If you will excuse me." He
bowed to the Windhursts, turned to Augusta, and took her hand to
his lips. "My dear," he said, as he took his leave, ignoring her
petulant look. He really ought to spend more time with the girl, he
thought as he elbowed his way through the crowd. But not just
now.

He was forced to stop and acknowledge greetings and
congratulations along the way. He tried all the while to keep his
grandmother and Emily in sight, as they were fast disappearing into
the crowd, and he feared he might lose them forever in such a
crush.

"Bradleigh!" a familiar cheerful voice rose above
the din. Robert turned to find a tall, fair-haired gentleman making
his way toward him.

"Sedge! Well met," Robert said, clapping the
gentleman on the back. Lord Colin Sedgewick was one of Robert's
oldest friends. He also happened to be at the top of the list of
eligible gentlemen Robert had considered for introductions to
Emily, who by now, he realized, was completely lost in the crowd.
He sighed and looked back at his friend.

"I haven't seen you since the great announcement
appeared in the Gazette, old man," Lord Sedgewick said, grinning
broadly.

Robert had often thought that Sedge had the most
infectious grin he had ever seen. His eyes crinkled up into tiny
slits, and he looked positively impish. It was nearly impossible
not to grin in return.

"I almost choked on my morning coffee when I read
it," Lord Sedgewick continued. "Put me off my feed for the entire
day. Why didn't you tell me?"

"No time. Sedge," Robert replied. "I hared
straightaway off to Bath to tell Grandmother before she heard it
through the grapevine. Unfortunately I was too late. She had read
the Gazette only moments before my arrival."

"Poor boy. How did she react?"

"She boxed my ears."

"Ha!" Lord Sedgewick shouted. "I always liked the
old girl." His eyes narrowed as he caught someone in the crowd.
"Well, speak of the devil."

Robert turned to see three purple plumes bobbing
above the crowd and heading in his direction.

"Robert!" His grandmother's familiar drawl reached
him before he actually saw her emerge from between two animated
groups, her plumes striking one outraged gentleman in the eye.
"I've been searching for you this age," she said, ignoring the
irate gentieman. "What a crush! Ah, Sedgewick. How delightful to
see you again." She cast a meaningful glance at Robert.

Her meaning was not lost on him.

"Lady Bradleigh," Lord Sedgewick said as he took the
dowager's hand to his lips. "You are a vision, as always. Bath
agrees with you, ma'am, though we miss you here in London. What
brings you to town?"

"Robert's betrothal, of course," she replied. "I
have come to organize an engagement ball." She tossed another
significant look at Robert.

He knew his role and glanced quickly at Emily, who
was standing slightly behind the dowager. She looked positively
delicious, he thought, like peaches and honey. Although the room
was very brightly lit with hundreds of candles, it was nevertheless
a flickering sort of light which caused Emily's dress and hair and
eyes to shimmer. He could hardly tear his eyes from her. Suddenly
the image of her at her dressing table filled his mind, and he
realized the very sight of her was having a physical effect on him.
Good God, this was madness. He blinked his eyes in order to regain
control and rearranged his face into a polite smile as he reached
out a hand toward her.

"Lord Sedgewick," he said, drawing Emily forward,
"may I introduce Miss Emily Townsend, my grandmother's friend and
companion. Miss Townsend, this is my good friend Lord
Sedgewick."

"Your servant, Miss Townsend," Lord Sedgewick said
as he bowed over Emily's hand. Robert did not miss the appreciative
gleam in Sedge's eyes before they crinkled up into a smile.

"I am pleased to meet you, my lord," Emily said.

She was no less susceptible to Sedgewick's smile
than anyone else, Robert thought as he watched her face light up
with a dazzling smile of her own. Sedge asked her a question, which
Robert missed as the dowager tugged on his arm and led him slightly
apart from the other two.

"Good work, my dear," she whispered. "Sedgewick will
do nicely. Who else have you lined up?"

"No one," he said with some exasperation. "I hadn't
actually 'lined up' Sedge. We just happened to bump into each
other."

"It doesn't matter," she said. "It was smoothly
done. Who else have you seen tonight?"

"Before I met up with Sedge, I had been with the
Windhursts and Augusta. I'm afraid I haven't had time yet to act as
scout for your little campaign."

"Well, hop to it, my boy. I am counting on you." She
glanced over at the other couple. "I suppose they have had
sufficient time to become acquainted," she said as she returned to
Emily's side.

"Well, Sedgewick," the dowager said, "I'm afraid you
must excuse us. This is Emily's first visit to Town, and there are
so many people I want her to meet. We must move along," she said,
taking Emily's arm. "Shall we see you at the Rutland ball Thursday
night?"

"I wouldn't miss it," Lord Sedgewick replied. He
turned to Emily. "I hope I may be permitted a dance. Miss
Townsend?"

"I would be honored, my lord," Emily replied.

When the two ladies had moved away, Robert turned to
his friend and cocked a questioning brow.

"What a beauty!" Sedge exclaimed. "Where have you
been hiding her?"

"In Bath," Robert said, frowning. "With
Grandmother."

 


* * *

 


Emily stood near the refreshment table sipping a
glass of champagne. She seldom indulged. In fact, having watched
her father sink into dissipation after her mother's death, she had
scorned spirits in all forms. But it was so warm, and she was so
thirsty. Surely a single glass could not be considered
objectionable. She felt the knots in her stomach begin to
uncoil.

She could never have imagined such a gathering.
Every inch of the staircases, reception rooms, anterooms, and
corridors was packed with the cream of London Society. The human
din was almost deafening, and Emily wondered why Lady Bessborough
had even bothered to hire the musicians, who could not be heard at
all. Beautifully dressed men and women stood shoulder to shoulder
in a sea of swirling colors and flashing jewels. It was certainly
not what Emily had expected of a "small rout." As for her plan to
disappear into the background—well, there simply was no background.
There was only a mass of teeming humanity as far as the eye could
see. If she were not so exhilarated she would have to admit that
such a gathering was not conducive to comfort or conversation, and
therefore not very enjoyable. Perhaps she would consider such
parties with more nonchalance as she spent more time in London. But
for now, she was simply enjoying herself.

She had been so anxious about this evening,
but she felt the tension melt away as she sipped more champagne. It
hadn't really gone so badly thus far, and everyone had been
surprisingly friendly and welcoming. Even the dowager's matchmaking
efforts hadn't been too obvious or awkward. The several gendemen
she had met this evening had all been quite unexceptionable. She
had never been made to feel uncomfortable. She was grateful that
the first gentleman to whom she had been introduced had been so
open and friendly. Lord Sedgewick had certainly put her at ease.
She smiled as she recalled that introduction and her initial
trepidation.

She had just been presented to Lady Bessborough, who
had been most effusive in her welcome to the dowager. But before
Emily had a chance to say two words to their famous hostess, she
had felt her arm gripped tightly.

"There's Robert!" the dowager had hissed as she
nodded toward the other side of the room. She had proceeded to pull
Emily along none too gently in his direction.

Oh, Lord, Emily had thought, now it begins. She had
taken a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and followed her
employer. When they had at last squeezed their way through the room
and reached Lord Bradleigh, Emily had noticed that he was speaking
with another gentleman—but her eyes were automatically drawn to the
earl. He looked very elegant in his black evening clothes and
snowy-white linen. She caught the glint of a discreet diamond pin
nestled in the folds of his neckcloth. His hair was once again
combed straight back from his forehead, giving him a more severe
look that set him apart from many of the other gentlemen whose
artfully styled and oiled curls owed nothing to nature. Not for the
first time, her eyes traced with admiration the clean cut of his
profile, the firm set of his chin, the even white teeth revealed as
he smiled at his companion. Emily had thought that even amidst this
assembly of London's finest, he was surely one of the handsomest
men she had ever seen.

Suddenly he had caught her eye. For what seemed an
eternity, his intense brown eyes had held hers with an expression
she couldn't read. She had been so caught up in his gaze that it
seemed for a time that they were the only two people in the room.
Then he had blinked, and the expression was gone, replaced by a
puzzled frown. Emily had felt herself blush and dropped her eyes in
confusion. Heavens, how long had she been staring at him? What must
he think of her? And why did it seem that no one else had sensed
the awkwardness of the moment? When she looked up again. Lord
Bradleigh, smiling somewhat stiffly, reached out for her and drew
her forward, and she realized he was about to present her to the
gentleman at his side.

All at once, this first of the scenes she had so
been dreading seemed preferable to the suddenly discomfiting
proximity of the earl. She had recollected herself in time to be
introduced to Lord Sedgewick. He was a tall, somewhat lanky,
pleasant-looking gentleman about the same age as the earl, she
guessed.

"I am pleased to meet you, my lord," she had said as
he bowed over her hand. When he looked up and smiled, Emily had
been instantly captivated by one of the friendliest, most open
countenances she had ever seen. She smiled in return.

"Are you enjoying the rout. Miss Townsend?" he had
asked.

"Frankly, I find it somewhat overwhelming, my lord,"
she replied.

"What? This insignificant little gathering? Surely
you jest." He grinned down at her.

"I'm afraid I do not, my lord," she replied, smiling
more in response to his own smile than his teasing banter. "The
assemblies in Bath were never so ... well... so..."

"So crowded?" he completed for her. "So stifling? So
noisy? So, shall we say, fragrant of humanity?"

"As you say, my lord," Emily had replied, smiling in
response to the impish twinkle in his eyes..

"Yes, it does take some getting used to," he said.
"Did you come from Bath with Lady Bradleigh?"

"Yes," she'd replied. But before she could continue,
the dowager was back and leading her away. She had been pleased,
however, when Lord Sedgewick had asked for a dance at the ball she
was to attend with the dowager on Thursday.

Really, she thought, as she recalled the meeting,
that hadn't been so very difficult. Except for that strange moment
with the earl. She wasn't quite sure what exactly had happened, but
something about the way he had looked at her made her feel somehow
uncomfortable. Just the thought of the intensity of his look caused
her to feel suddenly warm all over. Nonsense. It was just the
effects of the champagne. She put her empty glass on the tray of a
passing footman.

Well, she thought, Lord Sedgewick seemed pleasant
enough, and he had the most marvelous smile. In fact, she had felt
surprisingly at ease with him. Moreover, his friendliness had given
her the confidence to face with greater equanimity the subsequent
introductions engineered that evening by the dowager and Lady
Lavenham.

And there had been many. Not all of them, of course,
eligible gentleman. The dowager was well known in Town and seemed
to be acquainted with everyone. Lord, how was Emily to remember all
their names? Despite the fact that she had managed better than she
had expected this evening, it was nevertheless a relief to steal a
quiet moment alone away from her employer's sometimes overbearing
manner.

She felt someone touch her arm and turned to find
the dowager with a yet another handsome gentleman in tow.

"My dear," she said, "allow me to introduce Mr.
Giles Hamilton. The Honorable Mr. Hamilton, that is. Giles, this is
Miss Emily Townsend."

 


 


 




Chapter 10







"I insist, madam," Anatole said, "that your
excellent port aspic be used with my foie gras. It will
be,"—he brought his fingers to his lips—"trés
magnifique."

"And if you will agree to roast those lovely little
game hens," Mrs. Dawson replied, her blue eyes twinkling, "I will
be happy to provide the puff pastry to encase them."

"Aussitôt dit, aussitôt fait, madame," the
Frenchman replied with a sharp bow and a click of his heels.

Emily smiled as she listened to the two chefs
reviewing the menu for this evening. No longer at odds, the two
presented an almost disgusting display of mutual admiration. The
dowager had sent her down to confirm that all was in order for her
impromptu dinner party, but after listening to these two
practically bill and coo over each other's talents, Emily decided
that there was no need for her interference. She quietly slipped
out the door without either chef paying her the least notice.

The dowager had decided to hold a small family
dinner party in honor of Lord Bradleigh's betrothal. It was true
that several of the earl's relatives were in Town for the Season,
and it was proper that they should all gather to toast his
engagement, but Emily suspected other motives had prompted her
employer to organize this rather spur-of-the-moment evening. Emily
had been called upon the morning after Lady Bessborough's rout to
help write out the invitations, and to work with the Claypools to
prepare the house and the staff to receive the dinner guests. She
had been kept so busy that she hadn't had a moment to speak with
the earl in private about his odd behavior at the rout. In fact,
she had seen little of him in the last two days. Ah, well, perhaps
it had only been her imagination that caused her to feel that she
had somehow offended him. She had best forget the incident
entirely.

Once upstairs, she ran Mrs. Claypool to earth and
inquired about the preparations for the evening. The dowager was
most particular about the flowers, and Emily was relieved to hear
that everything had arrived from the florist. She volunteered to
help with the floral arrangements but was told that two of the
housemaids had almost completed the work. As if on cue, the
housemaid called Sally entered from the service door carrying a
large silver epergne decorated with a variety of lilies as well as
freesias and irises. Emily followed Sally into the main dining
room, holding the door open for her.

"Thank you, miss," Sally said. She placed the
epergne near one end of the long mahogany table. Before Emily could
close the dining room door, another housemaid entered carrying an
identical epergne, which she placed near the opposite end of the
table. The two maids fussed briefly with their arrangements, then
headed out the door, bobbing politely at Emily as they passed.

Emily surveyed the table, which was set for twenty.
The china was a delicate Chinese export with the Bradleigh crest in
the center. Several stemmed glasses of Irish crystal glistened at
each setting, and the silver flatware shone as brightly as the
epergnes. Even as she watched, a footman was giving a final polish
to each setting. Emily checked the place cards. The seating
arrangement had been specified by the dowager and owed nothing
particular to rank. She was especially puzzled by the request to
seat Lady Windhurst at the dowager's right, particularly
considering her disdainful reaction to the woman two days ago. She
sensed one of the dowager's schemes afoot.

Emily had earlier asked that she be excused from the
dinner, as she did not wish to intrude on a family gathering.

"Oh, no, my girl," the dowager had replied, "you are
definitely needed. Without you the numbers are uneven."

Emily knew, however, that Sir Richard Kingsley, one
of the dowager's old beaus, had been included on the guest list
specifically to even up the numbers. If Emily had been excluded,
there would have been no need to invite Sir Richard. But she had
kept her own counsel.

"Is everything in order, my dear?"

Emily turned to find the dowager strolling into the
room.

"Yes, my lady," she replied. "I was just checking
the place cards."

"Ah." The dowager wandered to the opposite side of
the table. "You will have noticed, then, that I have placed you
next to Lord Windhurst."

Emily's brows had shot up in surprise. "Me?" she
asked, for she had not yet, in fact, noticed.

"Yes. And I want you to charm the fellow and take
his measure. I'll work on his wife, and I've put Augusta next to
Ted."

"The marquess?"

"Right. He is Lord Haselmere. His father, the fifth
marquess, was the brother of Robert's mother."

"Is there some significance to seating him next to
Augusta?"

"We shall see, my dear," the dowager replied. "We
shall see."

 


* * *

 


The guests began gathering in the drawing room, and
the atmosphere was lively and informal. Emily attempted, per her
normal routine at the dowager's gatherings, to make herself
inconspicuous by seeking a chair along the wall. Before she could
so much as locate one, her arm was claimed by Lady Lavenham.

"You must let me introduce you to my husband, Miss
Townsend," Louisa said as she tugged Emily along to the side of a
handsome gentleman laughing at some remark of Lord Bradleigh's.
"David," she said as she maneuvered the gentleman away from her
brother, "I would like to present Miss Townsend, Grandmother's
companion. Miss Townsend, this is my husband, Lord Lavenham. Isn't
he magnificent?" She gazed fondly up at her husband. "After eleven
years of marriage he is still quite the handsomest man of my
acquaintance."

"I am pleased to meet you, Lord Lavenham," Emily
said, smiling at the flustered viscount. He was indeed handsome,
with light brown hair and expressive blue eyes. The sprinkling of
silver at his temples and the lines etched at the corners of his
eyes somehow added to his attractiveness.

"Your servant, Miss Townsend," the viscount said as
he bent over Emily's outstretched hand. "You must excuse my wife's
foolishness," he said, smiling. "I keep her close by so that she
can periodically puff up my consequence."

"Nonsense!" Louisa said. "I only speak the truth, as
you well know. Now, darling, you must excuse us. I want to
introduce Miss Townsend to the others." She tugged Emily away so
that she was able to do no more than nod at the viscount.

Louisa proceeded to introduce Emily to various
aunts, uncles, and cousins. They were a motley group, to say the
least, but they were each open and friendly toward her, and she
liked them all. She especially liked the Marchioness Haselmere, a
gregarious matron, introduced affectionately as "Aunt Doro," whose
distinctive laugh could be heard frequently over the hubbub of
other conversations. Her late husband had played an active role in
the House of Lords, and Lady Haselmere had long been a political
hostess of some renown. She was opinionated and loud, with a biting
wit that left no one unscathed. Her rather stately proportions gave
her the look of a ship's prow as she sailed from group to group.
She quickly summed up Emily as having Whig tendencies and therefore
felt compelled to rant about the Regent's apparent betrayal of his
Whig associates now that he had the power to create his own
government, the lack of strong Whig leadership since the death of
James Fox, and on and on. Louisa was obviously bored, although
Emily was, in fact, fascinated.

"Oh, here's Uncle Tony," Louisa said. "Please excuse
us, Aunt Doro," she said, tugging Emily in the direction of a newly
arrived older gentleman in a startling waistcoat of fuchsia and
gold stripes. "He's the black sheep of the family, you know," she
whispered as they approached him. "He's Grandmother's younger
brother."

Emily was soon face to face with the tall,
silver-haired gentleman who was introduced as Lord Anthony Poole.
He leered openly at Emily.

"Enchanted, my dear," he drawled as he took her hand
to his lips.

Emily had an almost overwhelming desire to wipe the
very wet back of her hand on her skirt, but her good manners would
not allow such rudeness.

"Behave yourself, Uncle Tony!" Louisa said in mock
outrage. "Miss Townsend, I only introduce him out of duty, but I
recommend you avoid him at all costs. He's a rogue of the first
order. We suffer his presence merely because he is a sometimes
entertaining raconteur"—she grinned fondly at her uncle—"although
most of his stories skirt the very edges of decency."

"Ah, my darling girl," he replied, placing a
possessive arm around Louisa's waist, "you were always most fond of
my ribald tales. Never one to blush. Takes after Frances. My
sister," he said to Emily.

The Windhursts arrived in due time and were
introduced to the other guests by Lord Bradleigh. Emily was
chatting with Simon and Julia Cameron when Lord Bradleigh
approached with the Windhursts in tow. Simon, a jovial young man,
was Lord Bradleigh's cousin and heir presumptive. His new bride,
Julia, was very young and almost painfully shy. Emily had been
attempting to put Julia at ease when they were confronted by the
Windhursts. Julia took one look at Lady Windhurst, extravagantly
draped in silver gauze and sporting a jeweled turban, and visibly
retreated into her timid shell. Lord Bradleigh performed the
introductions. Lord Windhurst was polite though obviously somewhat
overawed by the level of the company. He was a short, compact
gentleman with a head of thick, unruly gray hair and a pair of
bushy gray eyebrows that moved constantly up and down as he spoke.
Emily was momentarily distracted by the animated brows and missed
some of the subsequent remarks, but was snapped back to attention
by the shrill voice of Lady Windhurst.

"Well, Mr. Cameron," she was saying, "I suppose your
nose is quite out of joint that my Augusta will surely produce an
heir to overset your current expectations. Only natural, don't you
know. But we won't hold that against you, will we, Augusta? We
shall all be friends regardless. Isn't that right, Augusta?"

"Yes, Mama," Augusta replied, eyeing the floor in
obvious embarrassment at her mother's forwardness.

Emily saw Mr. Cameron's eyes narrow briefly while
his wife's widened in astonishment. Lord Bradleigh caught his
cousin's eye, smiled ruefully, and quickly rolled his eyes
heavenward and down again. Emily was thankful the Windhursts were
at his side and unaware of the gesture. Nevertheless, she found
that both she and Mr. Cameron had to bite back laughter.

"And, Lord Windhurst," Lord Bradleigh interrupted,
"allow me to present to you Miss Townsend." He nodded toward Emily.
"Augusta, Lady Windhurst—you remember my grandmother's
companion?"

Lady Windhurst eyed Emily from head to toe. "Yes,"
she said with a sneer, immediately turning away and taking the earl
by the arm. "I'm told your cousin the Marquess Haselmere is among
your guests. Please introduce us."

As they watched the Windhursts move away, the
Camerons and Emily shared several speculative glances. "Good God!"
cried Simon when the Windhursts were out of earshot. "What a
harridan!"

"Simon!" his wife scolded.

"Well, what would you call her, my dear? She ain't
exactly angelic. What can Rob be thinking of? Well. .. the
beautiful Miss Windhurst, of course. My God, but Grandmother must
be having fits!" He looked over at Emily, and neither could hold
back the laughter any longer.

Dinner was soon announced, and the guests assembled
in the large dining room, each checking the place cards for their
assigned seats. Emily found herself between Lord Windhurst and Lord
Peregrine Banham, the young son of the dowager's daughter. The
informality of the drawing room continued at table, where
conversation was general and often boisterous. Clearly Lord Anthony
was not the only raconteur in the group. Emily had some experience
with the dowager's and Lord Bradleigh's way with a story. She was
soon to witness those two, at either end of the table, matching
wits with Lord Anthony, Sir Richard, Lady Haselmere, and Simon
Cameron.

Lord Peregrine, recently down from Oxford and ready
to embark on a career as a poet, tried repeatedly to engage Emily
in a discussion on Lord Byron's most recent publication. But they
were interrupted each time by one family member or another who drew
them into the general conversation. Lord Peregrine leaned over
toward Emily after one particularly loud outburst of general
laughter.

"I hope you are not thoroughly disgusted by the
antics of my relations, Miss Townsend," he said. "But then, if
you've been with Grandmother in Bath, you must be used to her
unconventional ways. Frankly, I love these riotous family dinners.
I tell you, it is a welcome change from our home where, I can
assure you, Mother never allows such uncivilized behavior!" he
said, grinning.

Emily followed his glance across the table to his
mother, Lady Banham, who was indeed scowling at Simon Cameron as he
mimicked with devilish accuracy the mannerisms of a notable Society
matron who was the topic of recent gossip. Emily brought her hand
to her mouth to stifle a giggle as she recognized the
impersonation.

"Of course," Lord Peregrine continued, "m'mother
don't serve such good wine, either."

It was true, Emily noticed, that a great deal of
wine had been consumed. In fact, a majority of the guests were
slightly on the go.

The Windhursts each seemed in some way discomposed
by the unrestrained atmosphere. Emily had attempted several times
to converse with Lord Windhurst, who did little more than grunt in
return. He seemed thoroughly disconcerted, torn between contempt
and amusement, confused as to how to react. Emily glanced down the
table to see Augusta chatting with Lord Haselmere, the soft-spoken
marquess. She had more than once noticed the two in quiet
discussion at their end of the table, apparently oblivious to the
loud talk and laughter around them. Lord Bradleigh appeared to pay
little attention to his betrothed, seated at his right, as he
traded barbs and quips with the others. Since Augusta remained
somewhat aloof to the raucous environment, refusing to take part,
she must have been forced to rely on the shy marquess for
conversation. Surely this had been the dowager's intent. But what
was her ultimate goal? If she merely wished to demonstrate the
unsuitability of the match, there would be no point, for Lord
Bradleigh, as a gentleman, could not break off the engagement.

She turned her attention to the opposite end of the
table, where the dowager was deep in conversation with Lady
Windhurst, whose glance frequently strayed to the marquess. Her
direct looks toward the young man hinted that he might be the topic
of their discussion. My God, thought Emily with sudden clarity, was
it possible that the dowager meant to fix the interest of both
Augusta and her Society-conscious mother on poor Lord Haselmere? Is
she in hopes that his superior rank and fortune would entice
Augusta to cry off from her betrothal to Lord Bradleigh? Good
heavens, that must be it. She shook her head as she considered the
situation.

How very shrewd of the old woman, Emily thought—if
she could pull it off.

 


* * *

 


When the gentlemen returned to the drawing room,
Robert was surprised to find his grandmother chatting, apparently
amicably, with Lady Windhurst. He had expected she would treat the
whole Windhurst family with utter disdain, while making sure to
showcase the differences between their families. In truth, she
needed to do no more than gather his relations together in the same
room with the Windhursts, and the differences made themselves
glaringly apparent. Which, he naturally assumed, had been her
intention all along. Which also made this new coziness between her
and Lady Windhurst decidedly suspicious. What was the old woman up
to?

His other relations had more or less ignored the
Windhursts after a few unsuccessful attempts to draw them into the
informal bantering that had always characterized their gatherings.
Lady Windhurst appeared to have remained by his grandmother's side
for much of the evening, having been subtly dismissed by most of
the others as a result of one or another of her tasteless remarks.
Lord Windhurst, a minor baron, looked completely daunted by the
exalted company, despite their sometimes unusual behavior, and had
remained fairly quiet and apart. Robert could also not help but
notice Augusta's chilly reserve as she surveyed his family with an
attitude that hinted at disapproval. Somehow her mother must have
instilled in her a strong sense of propriety and decorum that had
been offended by some of his relations. Uncle Tony had probably
drooled over her hand and made some indelicate remark. Aunt Doro,
in her cups, had no doubt tried to engage Augusta in a political
discussion, and ended up insulting her lack of interest in social
reform. But they were family, and he adored them. It would not do
for Augusta to be too nice in her sensibilities. He supposed he
should take a little more care with his future countess, give her
more time to adjust.

Dammit, but he was tired of his betrothal
interfering with his normal way of life. He had anticipated that
having a wife would have little or no impact on his usual
activities, that once the business of producing an heir was
accomplished, he and his countess would lead more or less separate
lives. That had, of course, been the way of Society marriages for
generations. In deference to Augusta, however, he had gone so far
as to give his latest mistress her congé. But he had fully
expected to resume such freedom in his relationships once Augusta
had presented him with a son. As long as she was also discreet, he
wouldn't keep too close an eye on her activities either. That was
the way things were done, after all. Just look at his own
family.

His gaze found Aunt Doro in animated conversation
with Uncle Tony. The tales of his uncle's indiscretions were
legion. Aunt Doro had been involved in at least one lengthy affair
which had cast public doubt on the paternity of her youngest
daughter. And no wonder, considering her circle of friends. Lady
Melbourne, her closest friend and rival Whig hostess, had one son
believed to have been fathered by the Prince Regent. Even William,
her eldest son, was reputed to have been the result of her affair
with Lord Egremont. Now William's wife, Lady Caroline Lamb, was
making a cake of herself over Lord Byron; but of course she had the
example of her own mother, Lady Bessborough, who had borne two
illegitimate children by Lord Granville. And just a few years ago
Lord Granville had married Lady Bessborough's niece, Lady Harriet
Cavendish, who was now raising her aunt's bastards as her husband's
wards. And she was, of course, the daughter of the notorious
Duchess of Devonshire, who . . .

He shook his head as if to clear it. If one
contemplated too closely the amorous relations of the ton,
one's head could explode. But this was the world he lived in, the
only way of life he knew. It was also clear, however, that things
were changing. Society no longer turned such a blind eye to public
indiscretions. In fact, it was considered positively ruinous to be
the object of gossip. Even Lady Caroline Lamb was finding herself
snubbed by some of the younger hostesses. Only look at his own
situation. Despite his title and fortune, he had found himself
unwelcome in many respectable drawing rooms—all because of a few
indiscreet liaisons with well-known Society matrons. Middle-class
morality was surely working its way up into the echelons of the
ton.

Augusta came from a solid middle-class background on
her mother's side. Why had it never occurred to him before how
important the difference in their backgrounds would be to their
marriage? As he watched her ill-disguised disdain of his rather
flamboyant relations, he realized with sudden clarity that their
marriage would never be the uncomplicated Society alliance he had
envisioned. It was not going to be that simple. Augusta and her
mother would no doubt expect him to dance attendance on his wife to
a greater degree than he had planned, to be a pattern card of
respectability and propriety. My God, what had he gotten himself
into?

As his glance swept over the various groups in the
drawing room, he noted that Miss Townsend was chatting with an
unusually animated Julia Cameron. Leave it to that remarkable lady
to make a point of befriending his cousin's shy young wife. The
poor girl was seldom at ease among the boisterous Camerons, but she
seemed quite relaxed at the moment. He watched as she flashed a
brilliant smile at her approaching husband, drawing him down beside
her. Simon gave a grateful smile to Miss Townsend before joining in
their conversation.

Robert remembered the bit of diplomacy that Miss
Townsend had worked with the battling chefs, the results of which
had been plain this evening, and thought that her encouragement of
the timid Julia was all of a piece. He supposed that the many years
she spent in genteel service must have taught her the art of making
others comfortable. Despite her habitual prim composure, she seemed
perfectly at ease with his family. It was difficult not to be
forever comparing her to Augusta, but that was a fruitless
exercise, and he made a deliberate effort to shake such thoughts
from his mind.

He really should pay more attention to Augusta.
Their betrothal, despite his current misgivings, had been all his
idea, after all. He must make more of an effort to demonstrate to
both families that their match was indeed suitable. In fact, he
must continue to remind himself of that fact and behave
appropriately.

He headed toward Augusta, who was seated alone on a
small settee.

"Robert!" His grandmother's voice and iron grip
intercepted him. She pulled him to her side. "Lady Windhurst and I
were just discussing the pleasures of country life. In particular,
the beauties of the Sussex coast came to mind. Perhaps you could
enlighten us on the specific delights of that area, as I recall
that one of your estates is somewhere in the neighborhood."

"Not an estate, exactly," Robert said as he cast a
speculative glance at his grandmother. "I have a small hunting box
near Midhurst, quite inland. Afraid I don't spend much time there.
It's Ted, as you must know, Grandmother, who can expound endlessly
on the beauties of his beloved coast. In fact, it's one of the few
subjects you are likely to get him to expound on at all. His seat
is there."

"Of course," the dowager said, peering through her
quizzing glass at something behind him.

Robert turned slightly to see the young marquess
take the seat next to Augusta.

"How could I have forgotten?" The dowager turned
toward Lady Windhurst. "Lord Haselmere owns Longcliffe, you know,"
she said in a confidential tone.

Lady Windhurst's eyes widened momentarily at the
mention of the famous country house that was prominently featured
in every book on the beauties of the English countryside. Her
glance followed the dowager's to watch her daughter chatting
pleasantly with the owner of Longcliffe. "Does he?" she said. "How
very interesting."

 


 


 




Chapter 11







Emily was unashamedly enjoying herself. She felt
positively exhilarated, almost like a young girl again, as she was
twirled by Mr. Giles Hamilton in a lively country dance, her skirts
of azure blue shagreen silk billowing about her. It had been years
since she'd danced. Although she had attended many assemblies in
Bath with the dowager, they had generally spent their time in the
card room or the tearoom, only entering the ballroom occasionally,
and then only to watch and gossip with the other dowagers and
chaperons.

But this evening, at her first London ball, she was
not allowed to sit quietly among the dowagers. Her employer and
Lady Lavenham had seen to that. Her dance card was almost filled.
Lord Bradleigh and his cousins and Lord Lavenham had all solicited
dances. But there were other gentlemen as well—those gentlemen
deliberately tossed in her path by her scheming employer.

Oh, but she didn't care just now about the dowager's
matchmaking plans. After her first dance with Lord Lavenham, she
had given herself up to the sheer enjoyment of the ball. She would
feel guilty about it later. Tomorrow, perhaps. But not just
now.

Mr. Hamilton, whom she had discovered was the
younger son of an earl, had been introduced to her at Lady
Bessborough's rout, and had been at her side within minutes of her
arrival this evening in order to solicit a dance. He had been
flattering in his attentions, and she quite enjoyed his company. As
the dance ended he offered his arm to escort her back to the
dowager.

"Oh, but that was most enjoyable, sir," Emily said
somewhat breathlessly. "Thank you very much for the dance."

"It was my pleasure, Miss Townsend," Mr. Hamilton
said. "I am glad you are enjoying the ball."

"Indeed I am, sir," she replied.

"May I be so bold, Miss Townsend," he said, "to ask
you to join me in a drive in the park tomorrow afternoon? I would
be honored to take you up in my phaeton."

"Why, thank you, sir," Emily replied, somewhat
flustered. She hadn't considered that any gentleman would be
interested in more than a dance. It was really quite flattering,
she thought, smiling. But she must not forget her place. "I will
need to check with my employer first, to make certain that she does
not require my presence. If she agrees, then I shall be delighted
to join you."

"I shall look forward to it, Miss Townsend," Mr.
Hamilton said, bowing over her hand as she took an empty chair.
"Until tomorrow, then," he said as he took his leave.

Oh, my, thought Emily, biting back a smile. She
opened the fan at her wrist and tried to cool herself, as the last
country dance had been rather energetic. She reached for her dance
card and was relieved to see that she had not promised the next
set, as she preferred to sit and catch her breath.

"Well, well, well."

Emily looked up to see an older somewhat
dissipated-looking gentleman glaring down at her with steely gray
eyes. He was unfamiliar to her, but something about him caused the
hair on the back of her neck to stand up.

"I'd know the gel anywhere, Hugh," he said to a
younger fair-haired gentleman standing behind him. "She's the
spitting image of her mother." He almost spat out the last
word.

Emily's breath caught. Who was this man?

"You knew my mother, sir?" she asked, her calm voice
hopefully giving no hint of her uneasiness.

"Indeed I did," the man said and then bared sharp
teeth in a broad smile that sent a tremor up Emily's spine.

Emily slowly closed her fan and tried to look calmly
at this man without letting him sense her fear.

"Your mother," he spat, "the slut, was once my
sister. Before she was ruined by that ne'er-do-well Townsend and
disgraced the family by running away with him."

Emily caught her breath and felt the blood drain
from her face. She was beginning to feel faint. The man moved
closer, bent down, and fingered the pearls at her throat. Her
mother's pearls.

"Not to mention," he continued, "that she absconded
with some very valuable jewels that belonged to my family."

"You are my uncle?" she asked in a quiet voice as
she moved away from his touch. "Lord Pentwick?"

"I am Pentwick," he replied, sneering at her
movement.

At that moment the young man behind him stepped
forward and extended his hand. "And I am Viscount Faversham," he
said.

Out of pure habit Emily reached out to accept his
hand.

"My dear cousin," he said as he lifted her hand
toward his lips. Her hand was batted away by Lord Pentwick, who had
abruptly stepped between them.

"She is a baseborn bastard, Hugh," Lord Pentwick
bellowed in an overloud voice, "and no true cousin of yours."

Emily swallowed convulsively and tried to remain
calm. She was vaguely aware that voices around her had quieted.

Oh, God, she thought, there mustn't be a scene.
Please, not a scene.

Lord Pentwick bent over Emily and wagged a finger
inches from her face. "If you had any sense, madam," he continued
in a harsh but less loud voice, "you would continue to keep
yourself buried in the country, away from the censure of Society.
You do not belong here, do you understand? I will not abide meeting
up with my sister's bastard at Society events. I would recommend
that you remain out of sight as you have done so well these last
years. Otherwise you might find it extremely unpleasant. Do I make
myself clear?"

"I believe this is my dance, Miss Townsend."

Emily almost swooned in relief at the sound of the
familiar deep voice and the touch of a firm hand at her elbow. Lord
Bradleigh somehow managed to get her to her feet and placed himself
between her and Lord Pentwick. "Remind me," he said in a clear
voice, "to speak with Lady Rutland. It seems that all sorts of
riffraff are being allowed entrance to her ball."

A collective gasp was heard from several bystanders.
As Emily numbly followed Lord Bradleigh toward the dance floor, she
heard a distinct "Blast!" from the direction of her uncle.

 


* * *

 


Robert felt Emily's arm trembling slightly as it
rested on his. He looked down to find her unnaturally pale face
staring straight ahead. Good girl, he thought. Hold your
head up. He knew the eyes of this half of the ballroom were on
them, as he also knew that all the whispering they heard as they
passed was undoubtedly about them. He only hoped that most of the
swiftly moving gossip was about himself and the cut direct he had
just given another peer of the realm. He hoped that few had
actually overheard Pentwick's insults.

Robert could not remember ever having been so angry.
He had been on his way to relay a message to his grandmother from
one of her cronies when he had seen Pentwick with Emily. As he
heard the vile insults thrown at her, he had wanted nothing more
than to leap upon the man and beat him to a bloody pulp. But then
he had looked at her, sitting there stoically—saying not a word,
her widened eyes the only outward sign of her distress—and he had
been overwhelmed with the need to protect her. He needed to get
Emily out of there, away from Pentwick. This young woman who had
been so afraid that his grandmother's harmless matchmaking would
publicly embarrass her was now the center of a potentially
explosive and very public scene. Despite his almost uncontrollable
desire to flatten the blackguard, he knew that such an action would
only further publicize the unpleasantness of the confrontation and
further distress Emily. The best thing to do was to calmly
extricate her from the situation.

The strains of a waltz began as they reached the
dance floor. As he turned to face Emily and take her in his arms,
she looked up at him, her brow furrowed in alarm as she shook her
head. He understood at once. It would only make matters worse if
Emily were to be seen dancing the waltz without first getting
permission from one of Almack's patronesses. What an idiotic
practice, he thought in frustration as he looked frantically around
the ballroom. Emily was not a young miss in her first Season, but
she was unmarried and must therefore abide by the rules of Society.
His eye finally caught that of young Emily Cowper, the daughter of
his aunt's friend, Lady Melbourne. Lady Cowper was one of the
patronesses of Almack's and a good friend, not only through his
long acquaintance with her through Aunt Doro, but also because she
was the mistress of Robert's friend, Lord Palmerston. He cocked his
head toward Emily and raised his brows in question. Lady Cowper
smiled and nodded. He blew a kiss at her in thanks.

"You have permission to waltz now, Miss Townsend,"
he said, looking down at her. "Lady Cowper has made it so. Have you
ever waltzed before?"

Emily shook her head.

"Well, luckily for you, I have," he said, smiling.
"It's quite simple. I put my right hand at your waist, like so, and
you put your left hand on my shoulder . .." He waited while she
complied. "And then I take your right hand in mine. Now, just
listen to the music and follow me."

After a few awkward steps he felt Emily pick up the
rhythm and move naturally with the music. She still held herself
stiffly, though, and she had not looked up at Robert even once. Her
lips were drawn together in a tight line, and her eyes were
overbright. He knew that she was making an effort to fight back
tears.

"That's it, Emily," he whispered in her ear, "stand
tall. Pretend nothing happened, and the incident will soon be
forgotten. Eyes are already moving on to other more interesting
couples. Like Lady Byng, just over there. What do you suppose makes
her think that all the world needs to see such an expanse of her
ample bosom? Of course, her partner, Sir Humphrey Ingram, has
probably never so appreciated his own short stature. Only look
where his eyes fall!"

Robert chattered on, making jokes and telling
stories about the various couples on the dance floor. After a few
minutes he felt Emily relaxing in his arms. When she finally looked
up and offered him a tremulous smile, he gathered her a bit closer
and sighed in relief.

When Robert felt that they had truly lost the
interest of the crowd, he steered her toward French doors leading
to one of the terraces.

"Come," he said softly. "Let us find some cool
air."

She took his arm as he led her onto the terrace.
There was one other couple enjoying the cool night air, and Robert
led Emily away from them. She leaned on the balustrade overlooking
the gardens. This terrace was too small for private conversation in
the presence of the other couple, and so Robert did not speak. He
knew that Emily was still hanging on to her composure by a mere
thread. She had not spoken one word since he had dragged her onto
the dance floor. When the other couple moved back into the
ballroom, Robert turned and put his hand on Emily's shoulder.

"Are you all right, my dear?" he asked.

She continued to stare out into the gardens, and he
thought she was not going to speak. After a moment she turned to
look at him.

"That was my uncle," she whispered, a slight catch
in her voice.

"I know."

"I suppose I really shouldn't be so shocked," she
continued quietly. "Your sister had warned me that he and my cousin
were in Town for the Season. But I assumed that if our paths
accidentally crossed, he would simply ignore me. I never dreamed
that he would deliberately seek me out and ... and ..."

She bit down on her lip and turned to face the
gardens again. She was blinking furiously. She was trying so hard
to be strong, thought Robert with some admiration, but she needed
to cry. His hand moved from her shoulder down her arm and took hold
of her hand. She grabbed back convulsively, her fingernails digging
into his palm.

"He called me a bastard," she whispered, still not
looking at him. "I am not a bastard! I am not!" Her voice broke on
a sob.

Robert turned her toward him and gathered her in his
arms. She buried her face in his neckcloth and sobbed. She tried to
talk. She choked out a few disjointed sentences about her parents
having been married, saying over and over that she was no bastard.
Finally she lost control of her voice altogether.

"Hush," Robert said, rubbing one hand up and down
her back, the other holding her head tightly against his chest,
taking care not to dislodge the blue satin fillet intricately woven
though her hair. "Hush," he repeated. "Don't talk."

She cried into his neckcloth for a few more minutes,
and then he felt her quieten and hiccup and he knew the storm had
passed.

She made a move to lift her head from his chest, but
he kept her pinned there. He was savoring the feel of her in his
arms and wasn't ready to relinquish her just yet. She didn't fight
him, but instead seemed to relax into his embrace.

"I'm sorry, my lord," she said, her voice muffled
against his chest, "but I believe I've ruined your neckcloth. Your
waistcoat, too, no doubt."

"Don't worry about it," he whispered, still stroking
her back.

"I've always hated them, you know," she said. "My
mother's family. I'd never actually met any of them. Until tonight.
They were so cruel to her."

Suddenly she couldn't stop talking. She told him all
about her mother's beauty and sweetness. About her father's
recklessness and bravado. About their love for each other and their
happiness as a family. About her mother's death and her father's
grief. About his drowning his grief in drinking and gambling until
there was nothing left. About her own anger and hurt that her
father could never seem to love her as much as he had loved her
mother. And about her own rage and hatred for her mother's family.
How even as a child she had blamed them for everything bad that
ever happened.

Robert listened in silence as she talked on, resting
his cheek against her silky hair, delighting in the faint scent of
lavender. God, but she felt good, although there was nothing
particularly sensual about their embrace. It was a gesture of
comfort and there was something very touching about her trusting
response. It was important that she trust him. He felt a
protectiveness toward her that almost overwhelmed him.

As he listened he knew instinctively that Emily was
telling him things that she had never told anyone else. He had
known from the start that she was a very private person, that she
didn't allow herself to get close to others. But a barrier was
being broken down between them as she spoke. As much as he
treasured her trust and confidence, he knew it could also be very
dangerous to completely break down those barriers. Something more
than a simple friendship would result. Something more precious.

But that could never be. Not now. He was engaged to
Augusta now. Bloody hell!

He loosened his arms, and Emily pulled back to look
up at him. She smiled so sweedy that his breath caught in his
throat.

He couldn't take his eyes from her soft, moist
mouth. He ran a thumb gendy along her lower lip.

"Are you feeling better now, my dear?" he asked.

"Yes, thank you, my lord," she replied, a bewildered
look in her eyes.

He forced his thumb away from her lips, knowing he
must avoid that danger. He moved it up to her cheek and wiped away
some remaining tears.

"You had better go freshen up," he said, moving his
hands to her shoulders and deliberately putting her away from him.
"You look terrible."

She smiled up at him and nodded. He turned to go,
but she put a hand on his arm to stop him.

"Thank you again," she said. "You've been very kind,
my lord."

"Robert."

She looked at him quizzically.

"Anyone who cries into my neckcloth may call me
Robert."

"Thank you, Robert," she said. She reached up and
kissed him on the cheek.

He wanted nothing more than to gather her back in
his arms and kiss her properly. Instead he smiled and offered his
arm as they turned toward the French doors leading to the
ballroom.

Suddenly they were face to face with Augusta, who
was standing in the doorway.

 


 


 




Chapter 12







They both stood silently, neither seeming to
breathe, as they watched Augusta turn on her heel and hurry
away.

"Damn!" Robert said through clenched teeth.

"Oh, my l—er, Robert," Emily stammered, "I am so
sorry. Shall I go to Miss Windhurst and explain? S-surely she will
understand if I—"

"No, no, Emily," he interrupted with a rueful smile.
"Don't worry about a thing." He tipped her chin up with a knuckle.
"You take care of your face, and I will deal with Augusta. Go on,
now."

He released her chin, and Emily nodded at him and
headed blindly into the ballroom. She had no idea where the ladies'
retiring room was located, but she decided to keep to the perimeter
of the room in hopes that no one would notice her. She was bound to
find a servant who could direct her. She kept her head down,
fearing someone might remark her ravaged face. She was startled
into a squeal when someone grabbed her arm from behind.

"Miss Townsend! Emily!" whispered Lady Lavenham as
she pulled Emily to her side and linked arms with her. "Where have
you been? Grandmama and I have been beside ourselves with worry
after seeing that dreadful man speak so rudely to you. I
practically had to physically restrain her from hunting the man
down and pummeling him with her reticule. I have never seen her so
upset! Are you heading for the retiring room? Good." Louisa looked
keenly at Emily as she hustled her along. "You've been crying,
haven't you?"

Emily turned her face away.

"Well, anyway," Louisa continued in her now familiar
breathless manner, "I had to talk a blue streak to convince
Grandmama to stay out of it. I knew she would only cause a worse
scene. After all, Rob had the good sense to lead you onto the dance
floor—I assume he got permission for you to waltz?—and so there
really wasn't much time for any kind of scandal to develop. It all
happened so fast, didn't it? But what a delicious setdown Rob gave
to Lord Pentwick! Wasn't he marvelous?" Louisa squeezed Emily's arm
in her excitement.

Emily was thankful that Louisa's natural
effusiveness made it unnecessary for her to comment, and she was
able to use the time as they circumnavigated the ballroom to
collect herself. The viscountess's vivacity made her a very popular
figure among the ton, and there were many who looked as though they
might approach them as they walked along. Louisa kept her attention
riveted to Emily in such an obviously private manner, however, that
no one was given the opportunity to interrupt, for which Emily was
grateful. Realizing with some embarrassment that she had stopped
listening to Louisa, unconsciously ignoring her in much the same
way as she often did with Lottie, Emily quickly returned her mind
to the woman at her side.

"But then, what happened to you?" Louisa was asking.
"One moment I saw you two on the dance floor, and the next minute
you were nowhere to be found. Then along came Miss Windhurst—I
don't mind telling you that I am finding it somewhat difficult to
warm up to her—and she was looking furiously for Rob, who had
apparently reserved this set with her. Of course we told her we had
no idea where he was, that he had disappeared somewhere with you,
and ..."

They had reached the retiring room, which was full
of young women chattering gaily. All conversation stopped when
Emily and Louisa entered. Emily felt the blood rush to her face as
all eyes turned toward her. She knew that gossip traveled with
lightning speed through the ton, but this was her first real
experience of it. Good God, would this evening never end?

Louisa whipped her around and led her out of the
retiring room and down the hall. She poked her nose into every
doorway until she found an empty anteroom. It was a small room with
a lit fire, obviously prepared for guests who needed a moment alone
or a private conversation. Louisa turned to Emily and took both her
hands.

"Are you quite all right, Emily?" she asked.

Emily nodded. "I'll be fine," she said. "I just need
to repair my face a bit."

"Of course you'll be fine," Louisa said as she
pulled a lace-trimmed handkerchief from her reticule. She circled
the room until she found a tray of wine and brandy decanters.
"Aha!" she said. "Just what we need."

Emily thought she meant the brandy, which she really
didn't want. But instead Louisa dipped her handkerchief in a
pitcher of water which was also on the tray. She turned back to
Emily, lifted her chin, and proceeded to bathe her face with the
damp cloth.

"I have two small boys, you know," Louisa said. "I
am quite good at this." She continued to bathe Emily's face, then
had her splash water from the pitcher in her eyes to reduce the
redness. "There," she said. "Don't you feel better now?"

"Yes, I do," Emily said. "Thank you, Lady
Lavenham."

"Please call me Louisa, as I have already taken the
liberty of calling you Emily."

"Thank you, Louisa," Emily said. "You've been very
kind to me."

"Nonsense. It must have been horrible for you to
have that awful Lord Pentwick say such things to you. David had
hinted to me that the man was wicked, but who would have thought he
would do such a thing? Well, you must know that your friends will
stand by you, my dear. I don't mean to sound arrogant, but most of
us have more consequence in Society than he does, despite his
title. So you just hold your head high, Emily, and walk back out
into the ballroom as if nothing had happened."

"Thank you, Louisa," Emily said with a catch in her
voice.

"Now, don't you start crying again!" Louisa scolded
as she closed her arms around Emily and gave her a fierce hug.
"We've only just gotten your face back in order." She released
Emily and kissed her on the cheek. "Now, where is your dance card?
Have you promised this set to anyone?" Emily handed her dance card
to Louisa, who moved to a nearby wall sconce so that she could
better read it in the light of its two candles. "Ah, good. Lord
Sedgewick has signed his name for this set. He is Rob's closest
friend, you know. He will take good care of you and keep any
troublesome biddies at bay."

After one last check in the mirror over the
fireplace, the two ladies returned to the ballroom. They were
immediately set upon by Lord Sedgewick.

"Miss Townsend," he said as he offered his arm. "I
am wounded. You have treated me most shabbily," he said, his wide
grin dispelling any anger his words might have implied. "You have
cheated me out of half the set already. You shall have to make
amends by giving me a second set later this evening." He reached
for her dance card. "Ah, I believe I'll take the third set after
supper." He grinned down at her and winked. "A waltz!"

He took Emily's arm and led her to the floor, where
they joined a group of three couples in a cotillion.

Emily absently walked through the cotillion and all
the following dances, while her mind was elsewhere. She did receive
many nods and smiles, several from people she'd never even met. She
wasn't sure what it all meant, but she sensed that it wasn't bad.
They weren't snubbing her, after all.

Later in the evening she made her way to the
dowager's side. The old woman immediately took her hand and gave it
a squeeze.

"You've handled yourself well, my girl," she said,
smiling affectionately at Emily. "I can name dozens who would have
indulged in a fit of the vapors, or at the very least made an early
discreet exit. You did yourself a service by sticking it out.
Society approves of such dignity, and you have won their hearts
tonight. That blasted uncle of yours has failed utterly in his
attempt to disgrace you, my dear. In fact," she said, laughing, "he
was the one who bolted early."

The old woman's laughter changed abruptly to a frown
as she seriously eyed her young companion. "The scoundrel!" she
whispered. "What can have possessed him? One would have thought
that if he had no intention of pleasantly acknowledging you he
would have preferred to simply avoid you altogether."

"I admit, ma'am," Emily said, "that I had felt that
way, too. I assumed he would ignore me as his family has ignored
mine for years."

"And yet," the dowager continued, "he seemed
hell-bent on causing a public spectacle. In point of fact, my
dear," she said, leaning close to Emily and lowering her voice, "I
think that very few heard his actual words to you. Obviously
something happened between the two of you, which alone will have
caused some degree of interest and speculation. But few have any
knowledge of the true nature of your confrontation, so you can rest
easy on that score. I happened to be sitting close enough to
overhear, and was only drawn to listen at all because I knew who
the man was to you. Most of the others seated nearby were paying
little if any attention, I assure you. But I did hear what he said
and I tell you I would have had his guts for garters if Louisa
hadn't clamped her hand on my shoulder like a vise. I was ready to
thrash the man with my reticule. The pistol inside would have given
him quite a wallop, I guarantee you!"

The image of such an attack caused Emily to burst
out laughing.

"You see," the dowager said, "you are feeling
better, aren't you? Louisa told me that you had been crying. I
don't blame you one bit, but I am glad that bully didn't completely
ruin your evening."

Emily was soon whisked onto the dance floor by yet
another partner. She stepped through the intricate patterns of the
country dance, as she had all evening, with an abstracted smile
planted firmly on her face. After all, she had years of practice in
schooling her features into an unreadable expression. Such was
expected of a woman in service. She had no way of knowing, however,
that her air of indifference went a long way toward increasing her
consequence with the ton. Those who had some notion of what
had happened with her uncle attributed her cool attitude to a
remarkable strength of character.

In fact, it had been some hours since Emily had
given more than a passing thought to her uncle and his behavior.
Her mind was occupied with another matter entirely. As she moved
through the steps of one dance after another, with one partner
after another—most of whom she wouldn't have been able to recall,
if asked—she was savoring the memory of how it had felt to be in
Robert's arms.

Emily had been so overset by her uncle's words that
she could barely recollect being led to the dance floor at all. Her
total concentration had been focused on maintaining her composure.
She had been terrified of succumbing to an emotional outburst
before the eyes of all of Society. She was vaguely aware that
Robert had chattered and joked in an effort to put her at ease, and
she had silently thanked him, though her throat had felt so
constricted that she had been unable to utter a single word.

When they were finally alone on the terrace and she
had tried to speak, she was overcome by the depth of her pain and
anguish, and she had collapsed into tears. She had lost control.
Her all-important cloak of composure had been ripped to shreds. She
had been devastated, both by the cruel words of her uncle and by
her own uncontrollable reaction.

But somehow it was all right. Robert was there to
help her get through this, and somehow he made it all right. When
her tears had been spent and she had finally felt the pain and
anger recede a bit, Emily had become acutely aware of the warmth,
comfort, and safety that came from being in his arms. She
remembered his hand in her hair, firmly pressing her closer to him.
She remembered the feel of the muscles of his chest beneath his
waistcoat. And she remembered the smell of him—a completely
masculine combination of shaving oil, brandy, and musky sweat.

There had been something almost hypnotic about the
gentle movement of his hand on her back. That was the only excuse
she could find for the stream of words that next fell from her
lips. She could hardly believe it, even now. She had never shared
such private feelings with anyone, not since her mother died,
anyway. She was embarrassed to recall how she had rambled on and on
about her mother and her father and her own personal pain. But once
the words had started, she hadn't been able to stop them. It was as
if that gentle hand on her back was coaxing them out of her. Emily
blushed to imagine what he must have thought of her.

When he had finally relaxed his hold on her and she
had looked up at him, she had thought for a moment that he might
actually kiss her. And she had actually wanted him to kiss her.
Fool! He had obviously had more sense than she did, as he
purposefully pulled away from her. But then some imp of mischief
had caused her to kiss him on the cheek. Fool! Although she
convinced herself that it was simply a kiss of friendship and
thanks, she could not forget the look in his eyes, which even now
caused her to feel warm all over.

Fool, fool, fool!

Surely she was not going to be stupid enough to fall
in love with a man who could never be hers.

 


* * *

 


Lord Pentwick and his son, after having escaped the
Rutland ball as inconspicuously as possible, had returned to the
earl's Curzon Street house and now sat sharing a brandy in his
lordship's library.

"I am afraid, Hugh, that I have seriously
miscalculated," Lord Pentwick said after taking a long swallow of
brandy. "Apparently the chit cannot be so easily disgraced. I
cannot credit it, though, as my informant assured me that she was
averse to any sort of public attention and could generally be found
cowering in the background at any public affair."

"She was certainly not cowering in the background
this evening," Hugh said. He poured himself another brandy and then
passed the decanter to his father. "Before you showed up she had
danced almost every dance."

"Even so," his father said, "I had expected that she
would bolt at any hint of the old scandal about my sister and
Townsend. Hmph!" he snorted as he rose and began to pace the room.
"It seems her high-and-mighty friends intend to protect her." He
continued to pace in silence for a few moments and then spun around
and glared down at his son with narrowed eyes.

"We must change tactics," he announced, and then his
face broke into a sinister grin. "My boy, this one will be all
yours. You must woo her."

"Woo her?" Hugh exclaimed. "You must be joking.
After tonight the girl will never speak to us."

"Me. She will never speak to me. I am the one who
insulted her, not you. You did no more than introduce yourself.
There can be no objection to your behavior."

Hugh groaned. "Father, be reasonable. The mere fact
that I was with you, not to mention that I am your son, will be
enough to get the door slammed in my face."

"Use your imagination, boy!" His arms flew out in
exasperation, brandy sloshing out of his glass onto the Turkish
carpet. "Show up when there are other callers, when it would be
positively rude to refuse you."

"You think that old bat she works for would give a
second thought to having me thrown out into the street?"

"She will if you handle it properly," Lord Pentwick
said as he eased himself back into his leather armchair. He
stretched his legs out toward the fire with an air of supreme
confidence. "Scribble a note on the back of your card begging to be
allowed to apologize for my behavior at the bloody ball. Divorce
yourself from me entirely if you must. Tell her how ashamed you are
of how I insulted her, what a heartless scoundrel I am, and so on
and so forth."

"Ha! That should be easy enough."

"Worm your way into her good graces somehow," Lord
Pentwick continued. "Tell her how important family ties are to you,
how much you want to be on good terms with your own dear cousin and
all that rubbish. Use your charm, boy! Have you forgotten
everything I've ever taught you? Just remember the money, Hugh.
Remember the money. I don't care how you do it, but woo the damned
girl."

"And how far am I to take this . .. seduction?" Hugh
asked with a leer worthy of his father.

"As far as necessary," the earl replied. "She must
be thoroughly ruined. If that old biddy and her meddlesome family
continue to trot the girl out to Society functions, she might just
catch the eye of some idiot willing to leg-shackle himself to her.
She ain't bad-looking, after all."

Hugh grinned wolfishly. "No, indeed she is not. For
an ape-leader."

"She must not be allowed to marry!" the earl
shouted, slamming his glass down on the small table at his side,
causing it to wobble precariously on its spindly legs. "We lose
everything if she marries. Do what you must to make her ineligible.
Ruin her if you have to. But she must not marry!" He paused
and looked at his son, cocking an eyebrow. "That is, of course,
unless she were to marry you."

Hugh threw back his head and roared with
laughter.

 


 


 




Chapter 13







Robert jumped down from his curricle, handed the
reins to his tiger, and headed up the steps of the Windhurst town
house on Cavendish Square. He anticipated a cool reception at best
and was infuriated that he had been forced into such a difficult
situation. He hoped the enormous basket of roses he had ordered had
preceded him. Women were generally susceptible to such gestures.
Just to be safe, he also carried in his pocket a delicate sapphire
brooch set in silver filigree which he had picked up earlier at
Rundle & Bridge.

"Good afternoon, my lord," the butler said as he
took Robert's hat and gloves.

"Good afternoon, Soames. I trust that Lady Windhurst
and Miss Windhurst are at home?"

"Yes, my lord." The butler offered a silver
tray.

Robert placed his card on the tray and waited while
Soames took it into the morning room. He tapped his foot
impatiently. God, how he wished that he was over and done with this
interview. He knew that Augusta would expect an apology for last
night. He also knew that he was bound to offer one, and that made
him all the more furious. Why should he have to grovel and beg her
pardon for a meaningless trifle, a mere nothing?

Nothing? Had it really meant nothing?

He had no idea how long Augusta had been standing
there in the doorway, how much she had actually seen. But even if
she had been there all along, surely she would have recognized that
he did no more than offer comfort to a friend in pain. Emily's kiss
could hardly be construed as anything more than a token of thanks.
It was absurd that he should be forced to behave as if it had all
been something more. Something special. Something sweet and warm
and intimate.

Damnation! He was being ridiculous. Certainly it had
been none of those things for Emily, and he must stop right now
imagining that it had been otherwise for himself.

Then why the hell was he feeling so guilty? Guilty
enough to lay out several hundred pounds on a sapphire bauble.
Guilty enough that he was furiously pacing, that his palms were
sweating, and that he had an almost uncontrollable urge to bolt out
the front door before Soames returned.

If only he had been able to speak with Augusta last
night, all would have been well. She would not have had the
opportunity to stew about it all night and all morning, no doubt
manufacturing all sorts of idiotic constructions on what she
thought she had seen. But when he had gone looking for her after
Emily left the terrace, he had spied her on the dance floor smiling
flirtatiously up at his cousin Ted as they waltzed around the room.
Well, thank goodness for Ted, who had obviously stepped in as a
last-minute substitute in the set that Robert had known all along
had been reserved for himself. At least he didn't have to worry
about Augusta having been abandoned. Good old Ted. He must remember
to thank him.

After the waltz Augusta had been quickly claimed for
the next few sets, and then had disappeared. Robert discovered that
she and her mother had departed early so that they would have time
to make an appearance at Lady Musgrave's card party.

She had indeed had time to stew, and he had no idea
what sort of reception to expect.

Robert spun around and stopped pacing when he heard
Soames return.

"Her ladyship and Miss Windhurst are receiving this
afternoon, my lord," the butler announced. "They are pleased to
have you join them. This way, if you please."

And so it's into the fray, Robert thought as
he followed Soames to the morning room, running a finger under his
collar, which suddenly felt uncomfortably tight.

Soames opened the door, and Robert walked into the
room that never ceased to amaze him. It was decorated completely in
the Egyptian style, with low couches in the shape of crocodiles,
chairs with sphinx-headed arms, and alabaster wall sconces carved
to resemble lotus blossoms. Cross-legged stools and low ebony
tables were scattered throughout the room. Even the walls had been
papered with a papyrus and palm-leaf motif. Not one detail was
allowed to interfere with the overall theme. The entire effect
reminded Robert of a play or an opera setting, which he generally
found quite laughable. But he was in no laughing mood today.

He noted with some apprehension that the room was
filled with guests, and wondered how Augusta would react to his
presence. He bowed to Lady Windhurst, enthroned in a large gilt
chair with winged falcons for arms, and turned toward Augusta. His
betrothed was seated upon one of the crocodile couches, while
perched uncomfortably next to her was his cousin Ted. Ted? What on
earth was he doing here? The fellow had never been known to
willingly socialize, particularly in the afternoon when he was more
likely to be found buried in his library with some dull journal or
other, and seldom if ever in such a setting almost always dominated
by females. But then he had been at the Rutland ball last night.
Had even danced. Odd. Ted usually had to be cajoled by his mother
or grandmother or Louisa or some other female relation to attend
anything other than a lecture or perhaps a new showing of sporting
prints at Ackermann's. Robert wondered if Aunt Doro was pressuring
him to find a wife. Poor fellow. He was not yet thirty. Robert must
remember to have a word with his aunt.

Augusta offered her hand stiffly, and Robert took it
to his lips. He assumed Ted would relinquish his place on that
wretched couch. It was only natural that Robert be allowed to sit
next to his future bride. But Ted did not make a move to leave and
in fact continued his conversation with Augusta after only the
briefest acknowledgment of his cousin. Marquess or no, thought
Robert, the man simply did not know how to go about in Society.

Robert opted to stand, having a horror of collapsing
one of the cross-legged stools, and took a place somewhat behind
Augusta where he entered into a polite conversation with an elderly
dowager of his acquaintance. When Ted finally rose to take his
leave, Robert was astonished and, truth be told, somewhat
discomfited to see his cousin take Augusta's hand in both his own
and gaze at her with the beseeching eyes of a hound dog. He really
must have a talk with Aunt Doro.

Robert excused himself from the dowager and claimed
the place vacated by his cousin.

"Augusta," he said in that seductive tone he had
mastered to perfection through the years, "I wish to apologize for
last evening. I know that—"

"Please, my lord," Augusta interrupted with a wave
of her hand, "do not concern yourself. Your cousin, Lord Haselmere,
was kind enough to take your set. Unfortunately I was unable to
substitute another set for you as Mother and I were promised at
Lady Musgrave's. I was sure you would understand. Oh, and thank you
for the roses. So extravagant, my lord," she said, slapping his arm
playfully.

Robert stayed for the requisite thirty minutes,
listening to Augusta prattle on about nothing in particular, and
took his leave. The sapphire brooch remained in his pocket.

 


* * *

 


Meanwhile, the morning room at Bradleigh House, more
sedately furnished in polished mahogany and rose silk damask, was
crowded with afternoon visitors come to pay respects to the
dowager. Against her better judgment, Emily had been convinced to
take a seat directiy next to her employer, rather than hang along
the wall or in a far corner as was her usual practice.

"Mark my words, my girl," the dowager had said,
clasping Emily firmly by the arm and steering her to a chair in the
center of the room, "many an interfering old tabby will attempt to
find out what happened between you and Lord Pentwick last night.
Most, thank goodness, know little more than that he somehow
insulted you and that Robert squelched the entire incident with a
proper setdown. But you can be sure that the curious, on the scent
of potential gossip, will be trying to entice the full tale out of
one of us."

The dowager arranged herself on a sofa and coaxed
Charlemagne onto her lap. He sat up and playfully licked at her
face, and in return she nuzzled his nose with her own, cooing
French endearments. Emily regarded her employer with affection. The
sight of that long, powdered aristocratic nose rubbing up against
the tiny black pug nose brought a smile to Emily's hps. Watching
her play with Charlemagne, the often blunt, sometimes
sharp-tongued, and almost always arrogant old woman appeared
positively girlish. But when she looked back up at Emily, the usual
steely determination was once again in evidence.

"You must stick by my side, my dear," she said, "and
let me direct the conversation. Not that I don't trust you, you
understand. It's just that you have no experience with Society's
vultures, who can take the tiniest morsel of information and turn
it into a juicy tidbit. Leave everything to me, my girl."

Emily had been glad to do so. In fact, the dowager
could not have more accurately predicted the direction the
afternoon would take than if she had used a gypsy's crystal ball.
The interrogation began with the first visitor and continued almost
to the last.

"Ah, Miss Townsend. Wasn't that Lord Pentwick I saw
you speaking with last night?"

"My dear Miss Townsend, whatever did Lord Bradleigh
say to Lord Pentwick before he whisked you off onto the dance
floor?"

"Miss Townsend, you simply must tell us what Lord
Pentwick said to you."

"Everyone knows, my dear, that Bradleigh does not
offer such a setdown lightly. What on earth prompted him?"

"You may be unaware, Miss Townsend, that Pentwick's
considered something of a bounder. How is it that he came to be
speaking to you in the first place?"

It was marvelous to observe how deftly the dowager
was able to deflect all such inquiries toward some completely
unrelated topic without providing any information at all, and yet
without seeming the least rude. There was help from an unexpected
quarter as well. Lord Sedgewick arrived midway through the
afternoon and remained attentive to Emily throughout his short
visit. Even before his departure the attitudes of many of the other
callers had warmed, and most ceased their insistent probing
altogether. As she watched him leave, the dowager leaned over and
put her lips near Emily's ear as she appeared to be reaching for
the teapot.

"Good man, Sedgewick," she whispered. "He is
well-regarded among the ton. His attentions will not go
unnoticed."

His attentions were not unnoticed by Emily, either.
Before his departure he had solicited a promise to drive with him
in the park later in the week. Emily was feeling quite flushed by
everyone's attention, but most especially Lord Sedgewick's. It was
an entirely new experience to her, with the small exception of last
evening's debacle, to be the focus of anyone's attention.
Though the sort of fascination she held for most of today's
visitors caused her nothing but mortification, Lord Sedgewick's
regard was most pleasurable.

She wondered if the rest of her stay in London would
go on as it had begun. Heavens, but that was a daunting thought.
How would she be able to endure her own increasing popularity? she
thought with a faint smile.

Finally all of the guests save one had departed.
Lady Dunholm was a particular friend of the dowager's and made no
pretense of adhering to the socially correct half-hour visit. She
had waited for the other guests to leave with the specific intent
of having a comfortable and private coze with her good friend. The
two ladies were already chattering amicably, delightedly ripping to
shreds most of the afternoon's guests, when Emily rose to leave.
The moming room door was opened at that moment by Claypool, who
carried a card on a silver tray.

"Blast!" the dowager exclaimed. "I thought we were
through with visitors." She reached out her hand to take the card,
but Claypool did not offer the tray.

"I beg your pardon, my lady," he said, "but the
gentleman asked that I give this to Miss Townsend."

Emily cast a questioning look at her employer.

"Go ahead, my dear." The dowager laughed. "It is
probably another admirer. What with Hamilton's flowers and
Sedgewick's attentions, I believe you will have to get used to
it."

Emily felt herself flush, but took the card. All at
once her heart dropped to her toes.

Hugh, Viscount Faversham, it read.

"I believe the gentleman has written a note on the
back," Claypool said calmly, obviously unaware that Emily had lost
the ability to breathe.

Emily turned over the card.

 


I beg you to admit me, Cousin.

I am devastated over my father's behavior last
night.

Please allow me to explain.

 


"Oh, God," Emily whispered as her hand clutched at
the ruffed collar of her white cambric chemisette.

"What is it, my dear?" the dowager asked with
obvious concern. She had risen to place her hand on Emily's arm.
Emily handed her the card. The dowager read it, and Emily watched
as the old woman's brows disappeared beneath steel-gray curls
peeking out from under the Mechlin lace cap.

"Egad, but the fellow has cheek."

Emily was shocked by the hint of amusement in the
old woman's voice. Her face must have registered her distress, for
the dowager turned and took her by the hand.

"I say we should admit him," the dowager said. "I
confess that I am agog with curiosity to hear what the fellow has
to say. This should be most interesting. Oh, don't look so stunned,
my girl. Perhaps he's genuinely contrite."

Emily gave an unladylike snort.

"Well, perhaps not," the dowager said. "But I think
it behooves you to give the fellow his five minutes. Remember, my
dear, that you escaped his father's attempt to disgrace you with
all your dignity intact. You are the one in the more advantageous
position. Besides, Claypool will be standing by ready to throw the
jackanapes out if he so much as steps one foot wrong. Oh, and don't
worry about Dolly," she said, tilting her head toward Lady Dunholm.
"She'll be as silent as an oyster, won't you, dear?"

Lady Dunholm nodded, and the dowager joined her once
again on the sofa.

"All right," Emily said, though she was not feeling
at all sure about this. "Send him in, Claypool."

"She's got spirit, Fanny, I'll grant you that," Lady
Dunholm whispered.

Emily overheard that remark and hoped it was true as
she watched the morning room door with more than a little
trepidation. Claypool returned shortly and announced her cousin. He
stood looking at her for the briefest moment before entering the
room. Emily had been so distraught the night before that she had
little recollection of him. She saw now before her a man of medium
height and slender build, with blond hair much the same color as
her own. She would guess him to be no more than thirty years old.
He might have been handsome but for the deep lines etched between
his nose and mouth and the hint of dissipation about his gray
eyes.

He smiled as he approached, holding out his hand,
but the smile was flat and empty and did not reach his eyes. Emily
had seen many such condescending smiles in her years of service and
was not affected by its insincerity. She arranged her own
expression to one of cool disdain.

"My dear Miss Townsend," he said in an unctuous tone
that caused Emily to wrinkle her nose in distaste before quickly
remembering to school her features.

She was reminded of a particularly persistent sales
clerk at a perfumery in Bath who had always tried to force Pear's
Almond Bloom on her, though she had repeatedly expressed no
interest in it. She wondered what this gentleman was selling.

"Cousin," he said as he held out his hand to receive
hers.

Politeness was deeply bred in Emily, and she knew
she had to acknowledge him. She tilted her chin up, fixed him with
an arctic gaze, and offered two fingers.

"Lord Faversham," she said in the chilliest tone she
could muster.

A low growl was heard from the direction of the
sofa. Emily wasn't sure how the dowager was able to coax the tiny
pug into baring his teeth and snarling on cue, but she had seen it
often enough to know that Charlemagne had been trained to react so.
The trick came in handy when one wished to be rid of an unwanted
guest. Emily saw Lord Faversham glance at the dowager and Lady
Dunholm, both wearing their best scowls, and watched as the smile
slid from his face. He swallowed hard and turned to face those
ladies.

"Lady Bradleigh, Lady Dunholm," he said, executing a
sharp bow. "Your servant."

He turned back to Emily, who was still standing, and
made a slight move with his hand as if to ask her to be seated, but
seemed to think better of it. He grasped his hands behind his back
and stood looking at her expectantly. She decided to make him
sweat—it must be the dowager's subversive influence, she thought,
as she found herself truly enjoying his discomfort—and glared at
him for several heartbeats before she leisurely glided to the chair
she had recently vacated and slowly eased herself into it. She
carefully smoothed the skirts of her sprigged muslin day dress,
straightened the lace at her cuffs, and finally looked up at
him.

"I have only a few moments to spare, Lord
Faversham," Emily said, "as I have an appointment this afternoon."
It was true that she did have an appointment and was glad not to
have been forced into a complete falsehood. Mr. Hamilton was coming
to take her for a drive in the park, but not for another two and a
half hours. "Please say what you've come to say and be brief about
it."

His expression slowly altered to one of forlorn hope
as he took a chair near hers and leaned anxiously forward. "My dear
cousin," he said in a quiet voice, "I have come for one reason
only. To assure you that I stand as your friend despite anything my
father may have said last night. Believe me when I tell you that I
could not have been more distressed at my father's behavior. I had
thought he only meant to make himself known to you, and I asked to
accompany him, eager to meet you." He smiled briefly, but then his
gaze dropped quickly to the floor as he seemed unable to meet
Emily's frigid glare.

"I will not pretend to believe," he continued, "that
he was prepared to offer friendship or kindness. I knew that he
would not." He looked up again with an imploring expression. "But I
had no idea he would be so vicious."

He paused for a moment, apparently waiting for a
response from Emily. She made none, and so he continued.

"You see," he said, "I did not even know of your
existence until very recently. But since I discovered I had a
cousin I have been most anxious to make your acquaintance. We are
but a small family, you know. It is very important to me to be on
friendly terms with the few of us that are left."

"I am afraid, Lord Faversham," Emily said, "that
your father does not share your concern for familial ties."

"I am sorry for that, Cousin," he said, "but Father
is a bitter man whose character was molded completely by his own
father. The old earl—the one, I am ashamed to say, who rejected
your mother—was a hard man of unflinching principles. He was hurt
at your mother's elopement with a man of whom he strongly
disapproved and was too proud ever to retreat from his position. My
father simply echoed those long-held sentiments. You know, if
someone says to you 'the sky is green, the sky is green, the sky is
green' enough times, you actually begin to believe that the sky is
green. That is how it was with my father. Those things he said to
you last night were merely the words he had heard over and over
from the old earl."

"And you, my lord," Emily said, "are here to right
that wrong? To attempt to make up for six and twenty years of
neglect?"

"I cannot make up for those years," he said, bowing
his head slightly, "but I would have you know how much I regret
them." After a moment he looked up once again and pinned her with
an imploring gaze. "It is foolish to perpetuate the prejudices of
our fathers without cause. I am my own man, Cousin, and I would not
see another generation continue this painful and senseless
estrangement. My father and I have none but each other, Emily. My
grandparents and my mother are dead, and I have no siblings. I am
also aware that you are as alone in the world as I am. If you will
allow me to offer my friendship and ... and . .. well, my
affection, as your nearest relation, I am sure in time I can exert
some influence on my father's opinion. And if not... well, at least
you and I should be friends."

Despite her best intentions, Emily found herself
actually warming to the man. His words seemed so sincere,
regardless of her first impression of his character. She knew he
spoke no more than the truth. In fact, she was stunned beyond
imagination to hear someone of her mother's hated family speak so
openly about the injustice and pain of their long estrangement. For
all of her life she had believed that no one cared. To hear her
cousin speak otherwise quite disconcerted her.

She was as confused as she could be. She wanted to
believe him, but it was so hard to let go of the anger that she had
lived with every day of her life. Could a lifetime of anger and
bitterness be washed away in only a few moments? Could she so
quickly dismiss her mother's grief and pain?

No, she could not. She must not allow herself to be
so easily swayed by her cousin's eloquent plea for understanding.
For all she knew of him, he might be a consummate actor
manipulating her for his own purpose. But what that purpose might
be Emily could not imagine. In fact, she was inclined to believe
him, but she somehow felt that she must not yet let him know that.
She allowed that she may in time grow to trust her cousin, but she
knew she should not be so quick to make that judgment.

She glanced at the dowager, who was still scowling,
but this time those brows were furrowed at Emily. She gave her
employer a tiny nod to indicate that she knew she must think twice
before committing herself.

"What would you have me do, my lord?" she asked in
an indifferent tone which hopefully masked the turmoil of her
emotions.

He smiled brightly. "I only ask that you allow us to
become better acquainted," he said. "Let us spend some time
together and get to know one another. As I have said, if nothing
else I would be your friend. As a first step, I would request the
honor of taking you up in my carriage this afternoon for a drive
through the park."

"I am afraid I am engaged this afternoon, my
lord."

"Thursday, then?"

"I am also engaged Thursday afternoon, my lord," she
replied truthfully, remembering Lord Sedgewick's invitation.

"Please, Cousin." His voice took on a
beseeching tone, and he leaned forward with his elbows on his knees
and his hands clasped together. "Believe that I am serious and
completely honorable in my intentions. I only seek to become better
acquainted with one of my nearest relations. If you will only name
the day, I am at your service."

Emily glanced at the dowager, who shrugged in
resignation. There was no polite way out of this, even if she
wanted out. But Emily was willing to give him a chance, a very
small chance, to convince her of his sincerity.

"Saturday, then," she said.

Lord Faversham stood and bowed over Emily's hand.
"You honor me, Cousin. Saturday it is. I will take my leave until
that time." He turned toward the dowager and Lady Dunholm.
"Ladies," he said, bowing crisply.

The morning room door was opened before he could
reach for the handle. Claypool must indeed have been standing
by.

"Well," the dowager drawled when the door was once
again closed. "What an interesting development, to be sure. What do
you think, Dolly?"

"I don't trust him."

"Neither do I," the dowager said. "But I think you
were wise, Emily, not to reject him out of hand. It would be well
to see what game he is playing. But take care, my girl. Do not
forget that he is his father's son, after all."

"Do not worry, my lady," Emily said. "I shall never
forget that."

 


 


 




Chapter 14







"I thought I might find you in here."

Emily looked up with a start from the book she had
been reading to find Lord Bradleigh standing in the doorway of the
library. "Oh," she said, slightly flustered.

"I learned in Bath," Robert said as he sauntered
into the room, careful to leave the door ajar, "that whenever you
weren't with Grandmother—who, by the way, is still in the morning
room sharing gossip with Dolly Dunholm—you could most likely be
found with your nose buried in a book. What better place than
here?" he asked as he indicated the walls of books with a sweep of
his arm.

"I beg your pardon, my lord," she said.

He cocked a brow. "I thought we had dispensed with
my title ... Emily."

"Yes, of course," she said, feeling the unmistakable
heat of a flush on her cheeks. "Robert." His wary expression melted
into a warm smile. She was immediately at ease and smiled in
return. "I am sorry to be making so free with your library. I only
came in to see if I might find something interesting to read, but
found myself enchanted with exploring the shelves." She looked
around the room with admiration. "What a magnificent collection.
Goodness, I had no intention of sitting down and making myself
quite so much at home. I'll just take this volume and be on my
way." She closed her book and made to rise from the leather
armchair.

"The library is at your disposal, Emily." He placed
a hand gently on her shoulder to prevent her from rising. "There is
no need to leave. Please feel free to make use of it at any time. I
am happy to know it is affording pleasure to someone besides
myself." He stood next to her and reached down for the book in her
hand. He noted the title and looked back at her, eyes wide with
feigned astonishment. "The Agricola of Tacitus?"

She grinned and retrieved the book. "I have always
wished to further my knowledge of the classical authors," she said.
"Of course, I read the Histories and the Annals of
Tacitus while still in the schoolroom. I have never, however, had
the privilege of reading the Agricola. I find it quite
fascinating. I was just now reading of the revolt of the Britons
under Boudicca."

"And her subsequent rout by Paulinus," he added.

"True, the Romans were quite thorough in their
victory. Nevertheless, one cannot help but admire Boudicca's
courage and leadership. Tacitus even reluctantly admits that had
Paulinus not acted quickly, Britain would have been lost to Rome.
All due to the fury of one woman."

"Indeed," Robert said as he eased himself into an
adjacent chair, "it seems our ancestors made no distinction of
gender in their leaders, and even Rome faced Boudicca with all the
respect due any great warrior."

"And rightly so," Emily said, enjoying the ease with
which she and Robert were able to converse. As she looked at him,
sprawled casually in a leather armchair—legs outstretched and
crossed in front of him and that wayward lock of hair falling
inevitably over his brow—she was reminded of the warmth of their
encounter the night before. But she deliberately forced such
thoughts to the back of her mind, and gave herself up to the pure
enjoyment of his often lively conversation. While in Bath she had
most enjoyed those discussions in which they disagreed. He was a
man of strong opinions, but was also able to listen to opposing
views with some objectivity and offer intelligent debate on the
issues at hand. More than once she had thought how much she would
like to hear him speak in the House of Lords, which she knew him to
do from time to time. Out of sheer contrariness, Emily decided to
bait him.

"I suppose," she said with a wistful sigh, "that one
could mark Boudicca's defeat as the beginning of the end of the
right of women to play an equal role in the destinies of their
lands, their families, and even their own lives."

"Good lord," Robert groaned, eyeing her with some
suspicion. "I hope you are not going to start preaching
Wollstonecraft to me. That woman was a menace to society as far as
I'm concerned. And hypocritical to boot, since she couldn't seem to
live without the company of those same men she so vehementiy
denounced for their treatment of women."

"Regardless of how she may have conducted her
private life," Emily replied, sitting forward in her chair, eager
to explore this debate with Robert, "there can be no question as to
the truth of her arguments about the emancipation of women. As a
man, you cannot possibility appreciate the frustration and
indignity of being required, purely on the basis of one's gender,
to always identify oneself in terms of persons one neither admires
nor respects."

"Do you condemn us all, then?" Robert asked. "Do you
have no admiration or respect for any man?"

"Of course I do," Emily replied with some
impatience. "But you must admit that in my own life men have done
little to inspire admiration." She at once wanted to bite her
tongue. She hadn't meant to turn the discussion toward personal
matters.

"For example . . ." Robert prompted.

Emily's immediate reaction was to cut short their
conversation rather than embark on an analysis of her reprehensible
family. She looked across at Robert and sighed as she gazed into
his soulful brown eyes, his brows slightly raised in invitation.
All at once she experienced, as she had the previous night, an
overwhelming sensation of compassion and companionship which made
her want to share her most private thoughts with this man. In fact,
as she recalled her monologue on the terrace last night, she
realized there was little she had not already shared with him. So
she plunged ahead.

"Well," she began with some hesitation, "there was
my grandfather who disowned his own daughter for failing to obey
him and my father who succumbed to drink and gambling because he
was too weak to face the realities of life. Then, of course," she
said with a sneer, "there is my Uncle Pentwick, who—"

"Who insults his own niece in public. Yes, I must
agree that your male relations have not been all that is admirable
in their treatment of you."

"Oh, Robert," Emily said. Her shoulders sagged as
she slumped back into the chair and dropped her face into her
hands. "I am so sorry you had to witness that scene last evening. I
am mortified that you overheard my uncle's words." She lifted her
head and once again looked up at him, and was almost lost to the
warmth and concern in those dark eyes. She took a deep breath and
continued in a soft voice. "But I am also very grateful for your
intervention. I was so stunned I was unable to speak. I suppose my
uncle would have continued to stand there and hurl insults at me if
you had not come along and hustled me away. I cannot apologize
enough for my own missish behavior afterward. I have no right to
condemn weakness in others after I so shamelessly sobbed into your
neckcloth."

"I did not consider your tears a sign of weakness,
Emily," Robert said in that low, deep, almost seductive voice that
so often unnerved her. "You had every right to react as you did. In
fact, you handled yourself better than many I could name if faced
with the same situation."

Emily gave him a thin smile in response, wanting to
believe him, but still somewhat embarrassed by the whole incident.
Suddenly she recalled the image of Augusta standing in the doorway,
eyes wide with shock and anger. "Good heavens," she said, "I had
almost forgotten about Miss Windhurst. Were you able to set things
right with her? I hope she did not draw the wrong conclusions from
my ... from our... from what she saw."

"There seems to have been no permanent damage done,"
Robert replied in a drawl worthy of his grandmother. "But what
about you? I lost track of you for the rest of the evening. Did the
tabbies get their claws into you?"

"On the contrary, your sister and grandmother went
out of their way to shield me from scrutiny, for which I shall be
forever grateful. In fact, Lady Bradleigh made an even more valiant
effort on my behalf this afternoon as she received callers."

"I suppose they all came to unearth the story of
what really happened with your uncle?"

"Almost to a person," Emily replied with a grin.
"But your grandmother was marvelous. Not a single caller left with
any information that wasn't already well known."

"Yes," Robert said, nodding in understanding, "she
can be fiercely protective of those she loves. She is a powerful
ally. And she has great credibility among the ton. She will
be able to combat whatever scheme Pentwick may have in mind."

Emily watched as Robert leaned his head on the back
of his chair and gazed up at the ceiling, stretching his legs out
farther in front of him.

"I wonder," he continued lazily, "if Pentwick will
quietly disappear now, or if he intends to continue to force
himself on you anytime you happen to meet in public? Or perhaps he
will take a new tack and try to make himself agreeable to you. He
would have seen the impact of Grandmother's influence—and mine—so
that he must know that you will continue to be protected in
public."

"As a matter of fact," Emily said, "when Lord
Faversham called this afternoon—"

"What?" Robert suddenly sat bolt upright, his
hands tightly grasping the arms of his chair. "Faversham was here?
You received him?"

"Yes," Emily said, somewhat alarmed at Robert's
angry reaction. "He came after all the other callers, save Lady
Dunholm, had departed. Lady Bradleigh was convinced that I should
hear him out, so he was admitted."

"And what did he have to say?" Robert asked, slowly
enunciating each word through tightly clenched lips.

Emily told him all that Lord Faversham had said,
leaving out her own ambivalent reaction to him. Robert remained
quiet while she spoke, offering no comment, though his brows were
tightly knotted and his eyes black with fury.

"And so," he said when Emily had finished speaking,
"you are to drive with him on Saturday?"

"Yes," she replied hesitantly.

Robert leaned forward with his elbows on his knees
and looked down at the floor. He did not speak. Neither did Emily.
She had never seen him look quite so dangerous. She was almost
afraid to speak. She held her breath and waited, the only sound in
the room that of the ticking of the mantel clock. After a few
moments, Robert looked up at her with an unreadable expression.
Leaning forward slightly, he reached out for Emily's hand.

"Promise me," he said in a commanding tone she had
never before heard him use, "that you will take Grandmother along
with you on Saturday."

"I hardly think I need a chaperon at my age, my
lord."

"Promise me!" he commanded, squeezing her hand so
tightly that she almost cried out. "I don't like to think of you
being alone with Faversham, Emily. There is much you do not know
about him. He has a rather ... questionable reputation."

"This, from the notorious Lord Bradleigh?" Emily
asked with a teasing smile, hoping to lighten his mood.

Robert returned a crooked grin and relaxed his hold
on Emily's hand. "Touché," he said. He looked down at her
hand in his, covered it for a moment with his other hand, and
finally let it go. "It's just that my own reputation is based on my
... er ... my ... Oh, good lord. There is no polite way to put
this."

Emily grinned. "Shall we say that you are well known
for adventures of a somewhat amorous nature?" she asked.

"Thank you, Emily," he said, grinning in return.
"Very nicely put. And for the most part, although I'm sure some
ladies might disagree, my adventures have been quite
harmless. But, you see," he said turning serious once again,
"Faversham has a different sort of reputation. Suffice it to say
that he is known to frequent some fairly unsavory hells in the East
End and to associate with men of rather sinister character."

"Oh, dear."

"Even though I have no reason to believe that he
means you any real harm," he continued, "and I realize you are
probably anxious to mend the rift with your mother's family, I
would nevertheless feel more at ease knowing that you were not
alone with him. I can't explain it, but I simply don't trust the
man. If he truly wants to spend time getting to know you, he can
just as easily do so with Grandmother along. Please, Emily, humor
me in this."

Emily stared into those plaintive brown eyes for a
moment, and then dropped her gaze to the hands in her lap. She had
no actual objection to Robert's suggestion. In fact, as she was not
entirely comfortable with Lord Faversham or more especially with
her own irresolute feelings toward him, she was inclined to
appreciate the notion of a chaperon. It was simply Robert's
implication that she could not take care of herself, that she might
be helpless against some imaginary danger presented by her cousin,
that made her out of reason cross. She looked back up at him, her
mouth set in a grim line as she fixed him with an indignant
gaze.

"If you insist, my lord," she said, "I shall do as
you wish."

Apparently disregarding her obvious irritation,
Robert flashed her a brilliant smile. "Thank you, Miss
Townsend," he said, once again falling into that low, seductive
tone against which Emily was powerless. How could she possibly
maintain an attitude of peevishness toward a man who smiled at her
like that? And whose voice flowed over her like the smooth strains
of a cello? "You have put my mind at ease," he said.

Emily felt the last vestiges of her annoyance melt
away like a spring frost. She smiled back at him.

"I am sorry," he said, "that your first drive
through the park— a much cherished ritual of the Season—must be in
the company of your erstwhile cousin. I should like to have driven
you and Grandmother myself."

"Oh! Good heavens!" Emily said, rising abruptly and
placing her hands on her cheeks. "I almost forgot."

Robert looked at her in puzzlement as he rose. She
moved her hands away to clasp them at her waist. "My cousin shall
not be the first to drive me in the park," she said. "I am promised
to Mr. Hamilton this very afternoon. I fear I have completely lost
track of time. I must hurry and change before he arrives."

"Giles Hamilton?" he asked. "Well, well. It seems
Grandmother's matchmaking campaign has met with early success."

Emily was mortified to recognize, yet again, the
heat of a blush. In all her life she could remember blushing only a
handful of times before she met this man. Lately she found herself
put to the blush at almost their every encounter. She was at a loss
to understand the strange effect he had on her.

"Lady Bradleigh," she said after composing herself,
"introduced me to Mr. Hamilton at Lady Bessborough's rout. He was
kind enough to dance with me at the Rutland ball last evening."

"And to invite you to drive with him." He paused
briefly, a serious expression marking his brow, before continuing.
"I have known Hamilton for years, you know. We shared an interest
in classics while at Cambridge together. He is a good man, though a
trifle serious- minded." He stopped, though Emily got the distinct
impression that he was about to say more. He ran a careless hand
through his hair, pushing back the wayward lock hanging over his
brow in a gesture Emily had come to recognize as one of
discomfiture or nervousness. "So," he said finally in an odd
clipped tone of impersonal politeness. "You are to enjoy two drives
in the park in a single week. How pleasant for you."

"Three, actually."

"I beg your pardon?"

"Lord Sedgewick, who called today, has also invited
me to drive with him," she said.

"Good lord! Sedge, too?" He forced a weak smile.
"Gad, but Grandmother must be beside herself with glee over your
extraordinary popularity."

Emily smiled uncertainly at him, puzzled by the
sudden awkwardness of his manner. "I believe she is quite
pleased."

"No doubt," he mumbled.

"And now you must excuse me as I really must hurry
if I am to be ready when Mr. Hamilton arrives."

Robert nodded absently.

"And Robert," Emily added as she made her way to the
open door, "please do not worry about Lord Faversham. I promise to
be careful."

"Of course," said Robert as he reached for her hand
and brought it to his lips. "And give my regards to Hamilton."

Emily smiled at him over her shoulder as she left
the room.

 


* * *

 


Robert stood staring at the empty doorway for a few
moments before closing the door and walking back into the library.
The faint scent of lavender still clung to the air. He stopped
before the chair recently occupied by Emily, closed his eyes, and
savored the sweet fragrance.

"Hamilton!" he muttered, shaking his head in
disbelief. He wandered toward the mullioned window which looked
onto the back garden. He threw the latch, pushed the window open,
and let the cool afternoon breeze waft into the library to
dissipate Emily's fragrance, which was having a strangely
intoxicating effect on him.

He propped one arm against the windowframe and
leaned heavily against it while he gazed out into the garden. He
was insensible of the lush spring plantings painstakingly arranged
by his excellent gardener, as his thoughts were full of the idea of
Giles Hamilton and Emily. Hamilton! His mind was loathe to accept
such a bird-witted notion. The man was certainly warm in the pocket
and with an impeccable lineage. Robert supposed that women might
find Hamilton good-looking enough. But, blast it, the man was dry
as an old stick. Emily would be bored within a sennight.

As far as Robert was concerned, Hamilton had not
changed one whit since their university days when he could
endlessly discourse on some obscure piece of classical literature.
At the time Robert had found his conversation stimulating,
challenging, even entertaining. But while Robert moved away from
academic pursuits in favor of the more varied enticements of
Society, Hamilton had clung to his classics. He still penned the
occasional article for one scholarly journal or other, although
Robert would never dream of admitting that he was aware of such
matters.

I have always wished to further my knowledge of
the classical authors, she had said. Could Emily be brushing up
to impress her afternoon escort? Could she be more interested in
his grandmother's matchmaking schemes than she had let on?

No, he was forced to admit that such machinations
were not consistent with the Emily he had come to know. He was
almost ashamed for allowing that thought even to cross his
mind.

The curious thing, though, was that Hamilton could
not even remotely be considered in the petticoat line. It was
inconceivable that such a dull dog would set up a light flirtation,
regardless of the woman's beauty or accomplishments. Robert was
forced to admit that Hamilton must surely have a serious interest
in Emily.

He shifted his position and propped one hip on the
windowsill. He moved his back against the closed shutter and
stretched one thigh along the wide sill, absently swinging the
Hessian-clad leg back and forth. He crossed his arms over his chest
and sighed as he contemplated the other gentleman mentioned by
Emily, one who must be considered from a completely different
perspective.

Robert had known Lord Sedgewick since they were boys
together at Harrow. Despite their long friendship, Robert would
have to concede that Sedge was a shameless flirt without a serious
bone in his body. The pranks they had perpetrated as boys—almost
all, Robert recalled, conceived and orchestrated by Sedge—were
legendary at Harrow. Even now, with his lanky good looks and impish
grin, he cut a wide swath through the female population of the
ton, where his deceptively boyish charm was the undoing of
many a Society matron who wanted to mother him.

But the fact was that Sedge generally limited his
liaisons to matrons or widows and perhaps the occasional actress.
Along with Robert and their friend Jack Raeburn, Sedge had always
given a wide berth to innocent young misses on the hunt for a
husband, preferring the sadder but wiser females of a certain
age.

Robert was not quite sure how to interpret
Sedgewick's apparent interest in Emily. He could not imagine that
Sedge hoped for a dalliance, which would be awkward at best given
her position in Robert's household. Perhaps he merely sought a mild
flirtation. She was a beautiful woman, after all, and so he could
hardly blame Sedge for that. But Robert was somehow unable to rid
himself of a niggling doubt that Sedge might be just as serious in
his intentions as Hamilton.

His grandmother had been right, he thought, that
once introduced to Society, Emily would take. The old girl must be
well pleased with her efforts, he thought as his boot banged
unconsciously against the wainscotting in an increasing rhythm.
Perhaps after all her years of service Emily was at last to find
happiness. Perhaps with Hamilton. Or Sedgewick. Both gentlemen were
upright, honorable men worthy of Emily's good opinion. Yes, he
ought to be pleased for her. This was the object, after all, of the
plan he had agreed to while in Bath. This was his grandmother's
fondest wish, her ultimate goal in taking on Emily in the first
place, the goal toward which he had readily agreed to lend his
assistance. He ought to be pleased. He really ought to be
pleased.

Robert shoved himself away from the window, walked
toward the large oak desk in the center of the room, and threw
himself into the old leather chair behind the desk. The chair
responded with an audible whoosh as Robert sank into its familiar
warmth, comfortably molded to his own form through years of use. He
forced aside the confusing thoughts of Emily and her suitors and
turned his attention to the far more unsettling problem of her
cousin, Lord Faversham.

He hadn't wanted to be specific when telling Emily
of his concerns about Faversham's reputation. Robert was only
slightly acquainted with the man, and all he had heard over the
years was secondhand gossip. It was true that most of the gossip
was generally founded on fact, but he was reluctant to say anything
without first verifying his information. He reached in a drawer and
pulled out a sheet of stationery. He took a quill from the inkstand
and began to trim it.

Faversham was said not only to frequent seedy gaming
hells, but also to lure young flats into those same hells, probably
for a cut of the profits from the owner. He had never heard any
word of cheating. Such an accusation would have spread through the
clubs like wildfire and forced Faversham to leave Town. No, it was
not his honesty at the tables that was in question, only his manner
of livelihood. Though he no doubt stood to inherit lands and title
from his father, the earl's affairs were said to be in questionable
order. Faversham was forever under the hatches and was known to
dance attendance on the occasional heiress.

Which all added up to a curious and puzzling
situation in regards to Emily. Why would Faversham so ardently
pursue the friendship of his penniless cousin? How was Emily likely
to figure in any scheme of his? What could she possibly have to
attract his attentions?

Robert mentally apologized to Emily for such an
ungenerous thought, but the truth was that he did not believe her
beauty and character would be enough to entice one such as
Faversham. There was something missing—some piece of this puzzle
that would make sense out of it all. And Robert was determined to
find that piece.

He dipped the quill into the inkwell and began a
letter to James Huntspill, his man of business.

 


 


 




Chapter 15







This surely had to be the strangest week she had
ever spent, Emily thought as she stood in front of the cheval glass
and fastened the bodice of her dark rose pink spencer. She had
experienced the distress and anguish of her uncle's public insults,
followed by the unsettling confusion of her cousin's strange
apology. She had begun to develop a very strong and entirely
inappropriate affection for Lord Bradleigh, ironically offset by
hours spent writing out invitations to his engagement ball. And she
had received the unexpected attentions of two very different
gentlemen.

Emily had little experience in handling the
attentions of gentlemen. Of course, there had been Squire Mowbray's
son Thomas, who had secretly courted her as a young girl, but who
had disappeared entirely upon the death of her father when it
became common knowledge that she had been left without a sou. There
had also been the Reverend Jenkins in Wiltshire, who had shown a
marked interest in Emily while she had been employed by Lady
Fitzhugh. The reverend, however, had very abruptly left the village
to take up another post, just at the point when Emily thought he
might declare himself. He had not even said goodbye.

With only those few dubious incidents behind her,
along with the less than admirable behavior of her male relations,
Emily's opinion of the male sex in general was often dispassionate
at best. Her current popularity was an entirely new and unfamiliar
experience for her. It was not, however, at all disagreeable.

She smoothed out the skirts of her white cambric
muslin dress, printed in a delicate floral pattern of pink and
yellow, and studied the effect of the spencer.

"Well, Lottie," she said, smiling in the mirror at
the young maid standing behind her, "I believe the braid you added
to the spencer is just what it needed. I am certain Madame Dubois
in Bath would not look amiss at the alteration."

"Oh, it weren't nothin', miss," Lottie said, smiling
shyly. "Just a idea I had."

"It was a fine idea, Lottie. Thank you," Emily said
as the maid handed her a charming chip straw cottage bonnet bought
on a recent shopping trip with Lady Lavenham. Emily tied the dark
pink satin ribbon in a perfect bow beneath her chin. Lottie eyed
her skeptically.

"What is it, Lottie?" Emily asked.

"Well, miss," Lottie said hesitantly as she surveyed
the bonnet, "if you will allow me, I think I can tie it in a way
that looks more... well, more the thing."

Emily nodded her consent, smiling at Lottie's
concentration— she chewed on her bottom lip—as she untied the
ribbon and retied it in a jaunty angle beneath one ear. Emily
studied her reflection and frowned. Surely such a style was much
too bold for someone in her position.

"Lottie," she said with some reluctance, not wanting
to offend the girl, "are you quite sure—"

"Oh, yes, miss," Lottie said with enthusiasm. "It's
much more dashing this way."

Emily smiled and wondered where Lottie had picked up
such a term.

"Now, miss, if you'll just let me arrange your hair
a bit..." The young maid began to tug forward the curling tendrils
around Emily's face, freeing them from the confines of the bonnet.
While Lottie worked, Emily's thoughts drifted back to the new
gentlemen in her life.

Her drive with Mr. Hamilton had been quite pleasant.
He was a very quiet, soft-spoken gentleman about the age of Lord
Bradleigh, or perhaps a bit older. Strands of gray peppered the
dark auburn hair at his temples, giving him a very distinguished
air. Sober-minded and restrained, he was not, however, of a shy or
retiring nature. He was quite at ease and was quick to make Emily
feel comfortable as well.

"I understand you were at university with Lord
Bradleigh," Emily had said as they headed toward the Park Lane
entrance to Hyde Park.

"Yes," he had replied, "Bradleigh and I have known
each other these many years."

"He mentioned that you and he shared an interest in
the classics."

"Did he? I'm surprised he mentioned it. He was an
excellent scholar, though I'm sure he would not like me saying so.
It goes against his ... er . .. reputation."

"I take it you disapprove of Lord Bradleigh?" Emily
asked.

"Good heavens, no! True, he has led a somewhat
ramshackle existence these last few years, but I have never known
anyone to face the world with such unrestrained joy. I admit I have
often been jealous of Bradleigh's zest for life. But then it has
never been in my nature to act in a frivolous or illogical manner.
I suppose I have always felt old whereas Bradleigh has been forever
young. I suspect he will settle down now that he is to be
married."

"No doubt," Emily said as she pondered this new
perspective on Robert.

Their conversation continued on impersonal and
varied topics. They nodded politely to acquaintances as they made
their way through the afternoon crowds. The even-tempered Mr.
Hamilton became most animated when Emily chanced to mention that
she had spent the afternoon reading Tacitus. Though his level of
knowledge was scholarly and thorough, his conversation was
completely fascinating. Emily was especially pleased to find that
he did not talk down to her simply because she was a woman, as many
men were wont to do. He seemed pleased enough to be able to discuss
his favorite subject with anyone. Emily was almost completely
unaware of the other drivers, strollers, and riders who crowded the
Park, so immersed was she in Mr. Hamilton's conversation.

She had been unashamedly pleased when Mr. Hamilton
had asked to see her again. She was scheduled to accompany him on a
visit to the British Museum next week.

Emily accepted the soft yellow kid gloves from
Lottie and slowly tugged them on as she considered the second
gentleman to take her driving this week.

Lord Sedgewick was about as different from Mr.
Hamilton as it was possible to be. In her brief acquaintance with
him she had already learned that he was almost incessantly
cheerful. As they had driven through the Park in his high-perch
phaeton, they had been unable to move more than a few feet without
being hailed by friends and acquaintances of Lord Sedgewick's. He
was obviously a very popular gentleman. He was open and friendly
with everyone from the most Friday-faced old dowager to the most
timid young miss. He had the pleasant habit of including some
personal reference in his conversation with each acquaintance. How
was Mrs. Cartwright's new granddaughter? Had Lady Fleckney tried
that herbal remedy he had recommended for her husband's rheumatism?
Did Miss Chillington enjoy the novel he had seen her purchase at
Hatchard's? What did Lady Rosalind Twyford think of last week's
performance of La Nozze di Figaro? Emily had been thoroughly
charmed. His conversation with Emily herself was witty and lively,
and at the end of their drive Emily found her face aching from
constantiy smiling.

"Thank you, my lord," Emily had said as they arrived
back at Grosvenor Square. "It has been a most enjoyable
afternoon."

"The pleasure has been all mine," he'd said as he
reached up to help her down from the phaeton.

Emily had felt a moment of awkwardness as she eyed
the ground below from her high perch. There was no way to simply
accept a proffered hand and step out. If she didn't accept Lord
Sedgewick's assistance, she would have to jump. There was nothing
for it but to place her hands on his shoulders while he grabbed her
by the waist and lifted her down. But the maneuver was handled so
gracefully and so quickly that there was no awkwardness at all.
Once firmly back on solid ground, Emily placed her hand on Lord
Sedgewick's arm as he led her to the entrance of the town house. He
turned to face her before sounding the knocker, taking the hand on
his arm and holding it for a bit longer than was absolutely
proper.

"I have enjoyed your company this day, Miss
Townsend," he'd said. "I hope I may be so bold to suggest that we
spend more such pleasant afternoons together."

"I would like that," Emily said, feeling as shy as a
schoolgirl.

"Shall I see you at Lady Lichfield's rout on
Saturday?"

"Yes, I believe Lady Bradleigh is planning to
attend."

"Then I shall look forward to seeing you there." He
had flashed his irresistible grin, which had no doubt broken the
heart of many a young miss.

Emily smiled, recalling that grin as Lottie handed
her a parasol of yellow shot silk with deep Chinese fringe.

"You look fine as five pence, miss," Lottie said as
she opened the door for Emily. "Lord Faversham is sure to be
impressed."

Emily's good mood evaporated at the words reminding
her of today's gentleman caller. Her third drive in one week was
bound to be the most unsettling. She was unable to forget Robert's
excessive concern over Lord Faversham and had followed his advice.
The dowager had eagerly agreed to accompany her. "Ha!" she had
exclaimed. "For once you must allow me to play the proper
companion."

Emily still felt somewhat confused about her cousin.
She hadn't quite made up her mind about him and hoped she could
remain objective, despite Robert's warnings. As she headed down the
stairs she met a footman on his way up to tell her that Lord
Faversham had arrived. She took a deep breath and continued on
down.

Her cousin was smiling up at her as she made her way
to the black-and-white-tiled entry hall, and he bowed over her hand
when she reached his side.

"Ah, Cousin," he said, "I should have known you
would be so prompt. And you look especially lovely. That's a very
fetching bonnet you're wearing."

He kept a smile planted firmly on his face, but his
eyes traveled the length of her person. Emily had the odd sensation
that he was not ogling her but studying every detail of her
costume. The thought crossed her mind that he might find her
dressed in much too fine a manner for one in her position, and she
felt a momentary stab of guilt that she had allowed the dowager to
lavish such gifts on her. Before she could give much consideration
to that notion, the dowager entered from the corridor leading
toward the library.

"Ah, Faversham," she said as she approached, peering
at him through her etched gold quizzing glass.

"Lady Bradleigh," he said, bowing over her
outstretched hand. "I see you are dressed to go out. May we drop
you somewhere on our way to the Park?"

"Actually," she drawled, "I intend to accompany you
to the Park."

"Oh?" His brows drew together, and his gaze shifted
toward Emily. "I admit I am astonished to find that you feel the
need for a chaperon, Cousin."

"Don't be such a nodcock, Faversham!" the dowager
exclaimed. "Of course Emily doesn't need a chaperon. I am simply
inviting myself along. If you must know, the friend I was scheduled
to drive with has canceled at the last minute. Since I am already
dressed, and anxious to be outdoors, I was sure you wouldn't object
to my accompanying you."

"I am sure Lord Faversham has no objections, do you,
my lord?" Emily asked.

"How could I possibly object to the pleasure of
escorting two such beautiful women?" he replied with a toothy
smile. "Mind you, I have brought my curricle, so we will be quite
... cozy."

"We are none of us so very large, Faversham," the
dowager said as she pulled on her gloves. "We shall do nicely in
your curricle."

It was clear to Emily that her cousin had determined
to make the best of a situation that had so obviously annoyed him
at first. He was as charming as he could be throughout their drive,
keeping the conversation light, taking care not to appear too
familiar. He was deferential to the dowager and polite to Emily.
Despite their cramped closeness on the seat of his curricle, Lord
Faversham was very careful not to touch Emily in any way that was
not absolutely necessary. She wondered how he might have behaved
had they been alone together.

They were stopped in the drive several times by
acquaintances of the dowager who seemed agog with curiosity to find
Lady Bradleigh and her companion in a small sporting vehicle with
the likes of Lord Faversham. Emily was momentarily abashed when the
dowager publicly acknowledged her relationship to Lord Faversham.
"You remember Miss Townsend," she had said. "And this, of course,
is her cousin. Lord Faversham." Emily was not unaware of the
quickly suppressed astonishment of each of the acquaintances to
whom the dowager had repeated the introduction. Lord Faversham's
behavior toward each of the dowager's friends was all that was
proper. At one point Emily noticed her employer's nod of approval
while her cousin spoke politely with an elderly couple and their
granddaughter. She suspected Lady Bradleigh might be revising her
opinion of him.

Although her own thoughts regarding her cousin were
for the most part generous, Emily was unable to ignore Robert's
impassioned warning completely. Though at the time his impertinence
had irritated her, she understood that he was sincere in his
concern. It was hard to push his words from her mind. She was not
yet ready to abandon all caution, and so kept a wary eye on Lord
Faversham.

 


* * *

 


Robert was unconscious of the noisy traffic,
lounging comfortably in his carriage as it made its way to
Cavendish Square. Both feet were propped against the opposite seat,
and his arms were stretched along the top of the velvet squab.
Luckett would surely succumb to apoplexy, thought Robert, if he
were to view such a pose and the effect it would have on his
meticulously pressed black evening coat.

Robert was on his way to escort Augusta and her
mother to Lady Kendall's musicale and then on to Lady Lichfield's
rout. He was not looking forward to the musicale, which was to
feature an Italian soprano whose high notes, in Robert's opinion,
were reminiscent of the screeching of a rusty gate. He would try to
steer the Windhurst ladies away early as the Lichfield rout was
bound to be more lively. Sedge would be there. And Jack. Lady
Lichfield always provided a card room, so there should at least be
some amusement.

Grandmother and Emily would be there as well.

Emily. Lately his thoughts were always somehow drawn
back to Emily. He knew that she had ridden with Faversham today,
but hadn't seen her since. She had promised to take Grandmother
along, and he hoped she had actually done so. He was still uneasy
about Faversham and his father. There was something not quite right
about the way they were singling out Emily with their varied
attentions. First Pentwick and his public assault, and then
Faversham with his contrite condescension. It simply did not make
any sense that they should give such obvious regard to a penniless
relation heretofore ignored by their family.

Considering Faversham's reputed state of affairs,
the only logical explanation had to involve money, or at least the
means to money. And Emily had none. Or at least, she assumed she
had none.

Robert had spent the afternoon with Huntspill, his
man of business, who had been gathering information at Robert's
request.

"Pentwick's solicitor did not work for the old
earl," Huntspill had said. "Even in his cups he was unable to
provide any information about the old earl's will."

"Were you able to track down the old earl's
solicitor?" Robert had asked.

Huntspill nodded. "Eventually, yes. His name is
Chalmers. He is still alive, although apparently quite
elderly."

"And he has never worked for the current earl?".

"No, Pentwick has used his own man for some years.
Chalmers was a longtime and loyal retainer of Pentwick's father. I
don't know why he would not have also worked for the son, but he
did not. He retired immediately upon the old earl's death. He is
said to be living with a daughter in Cambridgeshire."

Robert had instructed Huntspill to locate Chalmers
and find out what he could about the estrangement with Emily's
mother. Chalmers would know if the thing had been done legally as
well as in fact. Whether or not the old man would be willing to
talk about his former employer was another matter. But Robert
trusted to Huntspill's tact and discretion, and hoped for the best.
Huntspill was to leave for Cambridgeshire tomorrow morning.

Later that evening Robert was again reminded of the
afternoon's conversation when he and the Windhurst ladies arrived
at Lady Lichfield's rout. The musicale had been every bit as
excruciating as Robert had anticipated—with the frequent shrill
exclamations of Lady Windhurst vying with the soprano's
caterwauling— and so he was already in an ill-humored mood when
they arrived at the bustling rout. Almost the first sight to meet
his eyes was that of Faversham in earnest conversation with Emily.
His hand was at her elbow, and he was steering her to a somewhat
secluded area of the crowded drawing room protected by a large
Chinese screen. Emily was frowning and shaking her head. What the
devil was that cur saying to her?

Robert made an impulsive move toward the Chinese
screen when he felt Augusta's hand tighten on his arm. He looked
down into pale blue questioning eyes and suddenly felt like the
world's worst cad. In his anger and frustration at the sight of
Emily and Faversham together he had actually forgotten all about
Augusta. Poor Augusta. He realized he had been treating her rather
shabbily. It was not her fault that Emily was in the clutches of a
scoundrel and that Robert felt somehow compelled to rescue her. But
he couldn't do that just now. He really must give some attention to
his betrothed. He placed his hand over Augusta's and smiled down at
her.

"Shall we search out our hostess and pay our
respects?" he asked.

"Of course," she said, letting out the breath Robert
suddenly realized she had been holding. She returned his smile, and
he once again felt as low as the ground.

He forged a path through the crowd and glanced once
again toward the Chinese screen. He was surprised to see Lord
Sedgewick—eyes crinkled almost shut as he flashed the famous
grin—chatting comfortably with Emily and Faversham. So, Sedge had
done the deed for him. Emily was smiling, he noticed, as they came
upon Lady Lichfield, and his attention was diverted.

Robert did his best to act the proper escort to
Augusta for the rest of the evening, keeping her arm on his and
introducing her to those of his acquaintances who were unknown to
her. He couldn't help it if, when someone engaged Augusta in
conversation, his eyes roamed the room in search of Emily. He
simply wanted to make sure that Faversham wasn't annoying her. He
meant no disrespect to Augusta, despite the thunderous looks she
tossed at him more than a few times. She simply didn't understand,
and he was in no mood to enlighten her.

Robert was watching Emily as she spoke once again
with Sedgewick when a hand grabbed his shoulder and a familiar
voice whispered in his ear. "In case you have failed to notice,
Bradleigh, your beautiful fiancée has abandoned you in favor of
young Haselmere."

Robert turned and smiled at his friend Lord Jack
Raeburn. The younger son of a marquess, he was known throughout the
ton as Black Jack, for a variety of reasons, not the least
of which was his coal black hair. He had no more than a year on
Robert, but his harsh, angular features made him appear older.

"Hallo, Jack," said Robert as he glanced toward
Augusta, who was chatting amicably with his cousin Ted. "You know,
I have never known Ted to pop up so often at Society events. I seem
to be tripping over him at every turn these days."

"Indeed," said Jack, arching a brow. "'Tis a
mystery, I'm sure."

"At least he is useful in entertaining Augusta from
time to time. I tell you. Jack, it's a trial having to dance
constant attendance on one's future bride."

"I warned you, Rob. This betrothal business was an
idiotic notion."

"Yes, I seem to recall you told me so once or twice.
But I have my reasons, as you know, and I truly believe the
marriage will work out just fine. If I can only survive the
betrothal."

"You won't survive the fury of the lovely Augusta if
you can't keep your eyes off the golden beauty with Sedge. Who is
she?"

Robert's eyes strayed back to Emily and Sedge. "My
grandmother's companion," he said. "Miss Emily Townsend."

"Your grandmother's companion?" Jack's eyebrows
raised with interest. "That beautiful creature is residing under
your roof, Bradleigh? And you never told me?" He raked Emily with a
gaze that was nothing short of a naked caress. Robert suddenly
wanted to plant his friend a facer.

"Forget it, Jack," he snarled.

"So. Sedge has your approval whereas I do not," Jack
said in that blood-chilling tone he often used to such
advantage.

"She's a lady, Jack. Granddaughter of an earl.
Pentwick's niece, if you can believe it."

"You're joking!" Jack's momentary anger was replaced
by intense curiosity.

Robert shook his head.

"That means Faversham must be her cousin," Jack
said. "I had noticed him buzzing around her hive. Well, this is
most interesting, Rob. But where does Sedge fit in?"

"I'm not sure. He seems genuinely interested in
her."

"And that bothers you?"

"Of course not," Robert snapped, "as long as he's
serious. Emily would never countenance a dalliance. Besides,
Grandmother would have his head."

"The beautiful Augusta will surely have your head,
or more likely your horns, if you're not careful. If you will drag
your eyes from the blonde for five minutes you will see your
betrothed flirting outrageously with Haselmere."

Robert turned his attention once again to Augusta.
"As I said before, Jack, I am happy for Ted to take her off my
hands now and then. I tell you, it ain't easy being engaged."

"Look again, Rob. The puppy's besotted with
her."

"Ted? Besotted? I don't believe it. He hasn't been
out much. He's just susceptible to a little flirtation from a
pretty young girl."

"If you say so," Jack said, grinning.

Robert watched in fascination as Ted actually took
Augusta's hand to his lips.

 


 


 




Chapter 16







Emily's eyes strayed once again from the scrawled
pages in front of her. She couldn't seem to concentrate on these
latest chapters sent by Sir Percy Whittaker for her opinion.
Whereas once the adventures of Sir Percy's damsels in distress had
amused and entertained her, she found her thoughts more often than
not drifting toward the events in her own life. Emily smiled as she
realized that this was the first time she could remember when her
own life held more interest for her than that of some gothic
heroine.

She had certainly been kept busy. The last few weeks
had found Emily's days occupied with plans for the engagement ball.
The dowager knew exactly what she wanted in order for the affair to
be a highlight of the Season, and Emily was charged with the
overall organization. She had interviewed musicians, linen drapers,
furniture rental agents, and carpenters. Five different florists
were consulted before one was found who agreed to provide all that
the dowager required.

"But, my lady," Emily had pleaded, "it will be
prohibitively expensive. Are you absolutely certain—"

"Gammon!" the dowager had said with a decidedly
Gallic flick of her fingers. "It is of no consequence. I know what
I want and I shall have it."

Never altogether comfortable with such a cavalier
attitude toward expense, Emily had given a disparaging cluck and
gone on to other items on her employer's list.

At least she needn't worry about hiring a caterer.
Anatole and Mrs. Dawson had both flown up into the boughs over such
a suggestion, claiming that with a few additions to the kitchen
staff they could manage very well. The two chefs had developed the
complete menu, which was approved without modification by the
dowager.

If Emily's days were filled with ball preparations,
her evenings had been no less busy. The dowager insisted on Emily's
company on every occasion. They had attended routs, balls, soirees,
musicales, suppers, and card parties. Emily smiled as she
considered the seemingly indefatigable constitution of her elderly
employer. The dowager apparently thrived on the constant social
whirl of the London Season. More than once she had told Emily that
she might consider coming to Town more often, since Bath was such a
bore these days.

Emily looked down at the pages in her lap. Perhaps
Sir Percy should come to Town more often as well, she thought. His
weepy, helpless heroines had definitely begun to bore her. Besides,
there was quite enough excitement in Town without the need to
escape into tales of dungeons and haunted castles and mysterious
murders. If she were Sir Percy, Emily thought, she would pen tales
of modern heroes and heroines set in the drawing rooms of London.
Perhaps she would recommend the idea to him in her next letter.

If she were the heroine of such a tale, she knew
precisely how she would model the villain. It would have to be her
cousin Hugh, Lord Faversham. Her brow furrowed at the mere thought
of him. Truly, he had been the only blot on an otherwise thoroughly
enjoyable time.

At almost every gathering, Emily was sure to be
approached by her cousin. Although perpetually charming, his
constant attendance had become an annoyance. He also called
frequently in the afternoons and sent large bouquets of flowers
several times a week. Despite his repeatedly expressed good
intentions, Emily was becoming heartily sick of the man. Besides,
something about him made her feel uncomfortable, and she simply
could not like him.

But who, then, should be the hero of her London
tale? Lord Bradleigh? He was certainly handsome enough. Of course,
he had actually rescued her that time at the Rutland ball. But, no.
He was Miss Windhurst's hero, not her own. She must choose
another.

Her other two most constant admirers, Lord Sedgewick
and Mr. Hamilton, had also continued to shower Emily with
attention, though with considerably less obsequiousness than her
cousin. She continued to enjoy both gentlemen's company, until Mr.
Hamilton's enforced departure to his Norfolk estate gave Lord
Sedgewick a decided edge.

Knowing Emily had never before been to Town, he had
often taken her to popular amusements, attractions, and galleries.
Just yesterday she had accompanied Lord Sedgewick and his sister,
Mrs. Ingram, on a visit to the Tower of London. Emily had been
fascinated by the armories, the weaponry collections, the Bloody
Tower, Traitor's Gate, and the charming Norman chapel inside the
White Tower. She had been less impressed by the Crown Jewels, which
had inexplicably left her cold. She had been visibly distressed as
well when viewing the menagerie with its collection of pitiful,
mangy-looking creatures, including an ancient elephant and a
sad-eyed bear.

"How I would love to set the poor things free," she
had muttered.

Lord Sedgewick had patted her hand, resting on his
arm, and smiled. "They would probably not stir an inch, even if you
were to fling the gates wide." He had then taken her chin in his
hand and looked deeply into her eyes. "You have a tender heart, my
dear. Perhaps you will soon have a more worthy object for your
affections."

Emily had been unsettled by the comment, which had
been spoken in a low voice out of the hearing of Mrs. Ingram.
Before she could react, his face had broken into a wide grin, and
his eyes had all but crinkled shut. She could never resist that
grin and found herself unconsciously smiling in return.

She did not mistake his meaning. He had spent a
great deal of time in her company and yesterday had made a special
point of bringing along his only sister, whom he obviously held in
great affection. It was clear, at least to Emily, that she was to
be the object of Mrs. Ingram's inspection and that Lord Sedgewick
sought his sister's approval. Fortunately Emily had taken an
immediate liking to Mrs. Ingram, who was much less gregarious than
her brother, but very friendly and pleasant nonetheless. The three
of them had spent a very comfortable afternoon together.

When Lord Sedgewick had escorted her to the door of
Bradleigh House, he had taken her hand to his lips and held it just
a bit longer than was absolutely proper.

"I hope you have enjoyed the afternoon," he had
said.

"Indeed, I did my lord. How fortunate we are to have
so much history, right here in the heart of London. It is most
humbling."

"Ah, dear lady," he said, still holding her hand,
"you humble me. You have caused me to see much of our city through
fresh eyes. I have never so enjoyed touring our local
attractions."

"And I thank you for taking the time to show them to
me." She discreetly retrieved her hand, conscious of Claypool's
presence behind her, holding open the door. "Thank you as well for
introducing me to Mrs. Ingram."

"You liked her?"

"Very much."

"I'm glad. I'm very fond of her and I was hoping you
would like her. I know she liked you, too." He flashed a grin. "I
trust in time you two will become bosom friends. Almost like
sisters, you might say."

Emily had felt the heat of a blush color her face
and had quickly made her way into the house. It was impossible to
ignore the implication of Lord Sedgewick's comments. Emily felt
sure he was going to offer for her. She was less sure of her own
feelings. Would she accept?

A page floated unnoticed from Emily's lap to the
floor. Should she accept? She was fond enough of Lord Sedgewick.
She enjoyed his company, his conversation, his grin. But when he
had kissed her hand yesterday, there had been no warm, tingling
sensation running up her arm and down her back—the sort of
sensation she felt whenever Robert touched her, or, truth be told,
whenever he so much as looked at her.

But, no, she would not compare Lord Sedgewick to
Lord Bradleigh. Lord Sedgewick was a wonderful man, and she would
be foolish to overlook his advantages in favor of something that
could never be. No, she would not be such a widgeon.

She retrieved the page that had fallen to the floor
and found its proper place among the rest. As she stacked the pages
neatly, she determined that Lord Sedgewick would indeed be the hero
of her London tale. But for now, she must concentrate on the perils
of Sir Percy's gothic heroine.

She gave a sigh and continued to read.

 


* * *

 


This had all been his idea, so if he was less than
pleased, it was his own fault. When Robert had suggested to his
grandmother that he might host a small party in his box at the
Opera, she had latched on to the idea with enthusiasm. It had been
her idea to include Sedge.

"For Emily's sake," she had said.

When he had cocked a questioning brow, she had
glared at him as if he were some kind of idiot.

"You cannot have failed to notice," she had drawled,
"his partiality toward Emily. His attentions have been most
particular."

"Have they indeed?" he replied, matching her
drawl.

"Oh, don't be so provoking, my boy. I have not
missed your scowling presence in the background whenever he comes
to call or to take her out, or even when he dances with her. I
thought he was your friend. Why do you so clearly disapprove?"

Robert had turned away from his grandmother, unable
to meet her steely gaze. Had he really been so blatant? He hoped
only his grandmother with her keen perception had noticed any
difference in his manner. He must be more cautious. Damnation, he
must be more than cautious. He must stop altogether feeling, and
apparently behaving, in such a possessive manner toward Emily.

He had no business interfering in her life. She was
not even a relation. Besides, what possible objection could he have
to Sedgewick? The man was one of his closest friends. Emily would
be fortunate to snare such a prize.

And, of course, Sedge would be the most fortunate of
men.

He cleared his throat and turned back to face the
dowager. "It's not that I disapprove, Grandmother. It's just that I
know Sedge so well that I have been unable to imagine he intends
anything more than a ... a dalliance."

"A dalliance? With Emily?"

"Or perhaps only a light flirtation," he added
quickly. "I just don't want to see Miss Townsend hurt."

"Well, neither do I, Robert. But I think you are
wrong about Sedgewick. I believe he is serious. He even brought his
sister along yesterday."

"The devil he did!"

The dowager smiled and nodded.

"Well, then," said Robert, forcing a smile, "I must
have been mistaken. Sedge wouldn't bring along Mrs. Ingram unless
he was serious. You must be quite proud of yourself, my dear."

"I am pleased." There was a definite note of triumph
in her smile. "He's a fine young man, and Emily deserves some
happiness in her life at last. Sedgewick will do very nicely."

Robert could not help but recall that earlier
conversation as he watched Emily and Sedge, seated next to each
other in his box. They spoke quietly together, their shoulders
almost touching, while Emily's hand rested on Sedge's arm. There
was something different about them this evening. Or perhaps he was
simply more attuned to every nuance of their behavior, in light of
his grandmother's comments.

The truth was, though, that Sedge did appear more
attentive than usual. His conversation had not been as gregarious,
encompassing the whole party, as was Sedge's usual manner. He stuck
to Emily's side and spoke almost exclusively to her. His
grandmother must have been correct, thought Robert. Well, good for
Sedge, then. Good for him.

Robert turned his attention back to the stage but
could not for the life of him have recounted later what he had
seen.

At the interval he rose and offered his arm to
Augusta seated at his side.

"Shall I get you some punch, my dear?" he asked.

"If you wish," she replied in a surprisingly
petulant tone.

Robert looked more closely at his betrothed. Her
blue eyes were dark with some emotion, and her chin was tilted at
an indignant angle. What on earth had vexed Augusta this
evening?

"I'll just be off, then," he said. "Perhaps while
I'm gone you would prefer—"

"Oh, la, you mustn't worry about me, my lord," she
interrupted in a suddenly girlish voice. "I am sure Lord Haselmere
will keep me company while you're gone."

The ubiquitous marquess had appeared at Augusta's
side, and she had actually taken his arm, much to that young man's
astonishment. What game was the little vixen playing? If she meant
to make him jealous, Robert thought, she was far off the mark. He
would have to care first.

"I will leave you in good hands, then, my dear,"
Robert said, nodding toward his cousin.

Augusta hunched a pettish shoulder and then turned
away. Robert smiled as he contemplated the chit's hopeless attempt
to stir his jealousy. His smile faded as he watched his cousin gaze
longingly at Augusta. She would indeed make him angry if she
trifled with poor Ted's feelings. The man was an innocent,
unaccustomed to the flirtatious wiles of Society misses. True, he
must eventually learn how to go about, but Robert would have
preferred that his own future bride not be the cause of Ted's first
broken heart. Robert gave a rueful sigh and turned to leave the
box.

The box had become crowded with friends and
acquaintances come to pay their respects to the dowager, and it was
therefore a slow progress toward the door. Before he reached it,
Lord Faversham had entered and shouldered his way to Emily's side.
Robert instinctively made a move toward them but was stopped by the
crush of bodies. He was determined to protect Emily from Faversham,
as he was more than ever convinced that the man was a rogue with
less than honorable intentions. Emily was bound to receive him, as
he was her cousin, but her sweet nature would not recognize him for
the dastard he was. Robert must protect her.

As he watched, he noticed Sedgewick kept Emily's
hand firmly attached to his arm and placed himself between her and
Faversham. Robert gave a resigned sigh as he realized Emily did not
need his protection. She had Sedgewick's.

Robert gave himself a mental shake as he left the
box and headed down the crowded corridor toward the refreshment
stall. He would accept the situation between Emily and Sedgewick
like a gentleman, he told himself firmly. He would relinquish all
feelings of protectiveness or possessiveness toward her, as he had
no right to them. He would go on with his life, marry Augusta, and
forget about Emily.

No, he would not forget about her. He would want to
keep her friendship. He found that he relied on that much at
least.

In the spirit of friendship, then, he really ought
to tell Emily and Sedge what he suspected about Faversham. He had
received a note from James Huntspill stating—rather too
enigmatically, Robert had thought—that he was returning from
Cambridgeshire with "interesting news" regarding Miss Townsend. His
note hinted that she might have a more prosperous future than
expected. Damn Huntspill's circumspection! Robert wanted facts.
Huntspill should return in a few days, and then he would have those
facts. In the meantime, it was probably best to keep his suspicions
to himself. He might be completely wrong, but he doubted it.
Nevertheless, he would wait until he had proof before going to
either Emily or Sedgewick.

Until then he was reluctantly forced to admit that
Sedgewick seemed to be handling Faversham well enough. Although
they had never spoken of it, Robert was sure that Sedge was aware
of Faversham's reputation. Sedge would protect Emily.

He'd bloody well better, or Robert would have his
head.

 


 


 




Chapter 17







"Well, my dear," the dowager said as she patted
Emily's hand, "you've been a terrific help in organizing the ball.
Everything certainly seems to be in order." She peered through gold
spectacles, nodding as she scanned the list in her hand. She was
ensconced among a mountain of satin pillows beneath the tented
canopy of her bed. Charlemagne's black eyes peeked out from beneath
one tiny lace-edged pillow. "You're sure the florist understands
what I want?" she asked, looking up from the list.

"I am sure he does, my lady," Emily replied, half
reclining on the blue silk duchesse en bateau situated next
to the bed. The dowager had sent for her after she had already
undressed for the evening, and she was wrapped in an old,
comfortable, and somewhat shabby dressing gown of dark forest green
merino. The white smocked muslin gown beneath, and the white satin
slippers, however, were new—another gift from her employer.

"The box trees are to arrive early tomorrow
morning," she said. "They are promised to be trimmed to the shapes
you specified."

"Excellent! And the flowers?"

"Blue gentium, lobelias, irises, monkshood,
hydrangeas, and bluebells, have all been acquired in massive
amounts, I am assured. At great expense, I hesitate to
mention."

"Hmph!" The dowager waved away that concern with her
long-fingered hand. "I particularly wanted shades of blue to
complement the Bradleigh livery. Besides, everyone else decorates
their ballrooms in pinks or whites or yellows. Blue presented a
delicious challenge that will not go unnoticed."

"Indeed. The effect will certainly be striking,
especially with the occasional golden accent provided by the
narcissuses and jonquils. Are you not afraid, my lady, that the
footmen in their blue and gold liveries will be invisible against
such a background?"

"That is just the point, my dear."

Emily laughed. "Brilliant! This will surely be the
most talked-about ball of the Season."

"Due in great part to your efforts, my dear. I trust
you haven't been working so hard that you have not had time to
enjoy your first London Season?"

"I have enjoyed it tremendously, my lady, as you
well know. Everyone has been very kind."

"And the gentlemen?" the dowager asked, removing her
spectacles.

"As I have said," Emily replied in a quiet voice,
"everyone has been most kind."

"And what of a specific gentleman? Sedgewick
certainly seems forever underfoot. Do you think he will offer for
you?"

"My lady!"

"Well, do you?" The dowager fixed Emily with
sharp brown eyes.

Emily sighed and tore her eyes from her employer's
demanding gaze. She swung her legs down from the duchesse and rose
to stand next to the bed. "I have begun to suspect that his
intentions are serious, my lady."

"Emily, my girl, that is wonderful!" The dowager
held out her arms, and Emily bent down to be embraced. "I am so
pleased for you." She pulled back from Emily, who remained seated
on the edge of the bed. The dowager reached down to take both her
hands. "You will accept his offer?" she asked.

Emily dropped her eyes to their joined hands and did
not immediately reply. It was the same question that had been
tormenting her for days. "Yes, I suppose so," she said finally,
without conviction.

The dowager reached up and gently tilted Emily's
chin so that she was forced to look into her eyes. The old woman
cocked her head to one side and held her gaze for a moment. "You
must do whatever you think is best, my dear."

"Yes, my lady." Emily kissed her on the cheek and
rose from the bed. "Now, if you will excuse me, I believe I will
curl up with Miss Edgeworth's new novel for a while before going to
sleep. I began it last night and am shamelessly anxious to return
to it."

"The Absentee? Oh, dear," the dowager said
when Emily nodded. "I admit that I, too, was taken in by that tale.
I asked one of the maids where it had gotten to—I remember we had
purchased it a few weeks ago at Hatchard's—and she must have found
it in your bedchamber. I'm afraid I pored over it all afternoon and
have left it downstairs in the library."

Emily smiled. "Then I shall have to go down and
retrieve it. Did you enjoy it?"

"I did indeed. Why, I was quite overcome when Grace
Nugent—"

"Stop!" Emily interrupted, laughing. "Please, don't
tell me how it ends. Well, of course I know how it ends. All
romantic novels end the same way, but it's the process of getting
there that provides all the enjoyment. I shall have to find out for
myself what becomes of Grace and Lord Colambre."

Emily said goodnight to her employer and went across
the hall to her own room. She grabbed a candlestick, lit the candle
from the one next to her bed, and headed down the hall toward the
stairs. She paused for a moment on the landing, wondering if it was
quite proper to wander downstairs in her dressing gown. But it was
very late, after all—just an hour short of midnight—and no servants
would be about. She knew Lord Bradleigh to be out at some card
party or other and would likely not return for several hours. It
would surely be safe to dash quickly into the library, find the
novel, and head back up to her bedchamber. No one was likely to see
her. She looked down at her shabby dressing gown. There was
certainly nothing provocative about the comfortable garment. It was
eminently suitable to a lady's companion or governess and had
served her well for years. Even if all the world were to see her,
she would suffer no more than a moment of embarrassment.

She hurried down the stairs.

She opened the library door and entered the dark,
shadowed room. There was a small blaze in the fireplace, no doubt
built by Claypool in anticipation of Lord Bradleigh's late arrival.
Emily stood in the middle of the room for a moment and considered
that she had no idea where the dowager would have left the book.
She walked over to a long table placed beneath rows of books and
held the candle high while she searched the clutter of books and
papers strewn about its entire length. She did not find the slim
blue volume she sought. She was about to turn and search the few
smaller tables when a sudden, unexplained chill crept up her
spine.

"Are you searching for another classical work, my
dear?"

Emily spun around to find Robert sprawled in one of
the large wing chairs near the garden window. He was almost
completely in the shadows, looking positively ghostly in the dim
glow of the fire and her single candle. His eyes gleamed in the
firelight like a cat's. She could see that he was in his
shirtsleeves—his coat, waistcoat, and cravat had been carelessly
tossed in an untidy heap on the adjacent chair. Emily could not
stop her eyes from straying to the open neck of his shirt and the
soft mat of dark hair it revealed. She had never before been so
aware of any man's masculinity as she was at that moment. He looked
large and muscular and dark ... and dangerous.

She realized she was breathing rather too heavily as
her hand crept up to the high frilled neck of her muslin nightgown.
With some difficulty she lifted her eyes from their slow survey of
his body and met his own. They were smoldering black and held her
with an unreadable expression. He looked as though he had been
running his hands through his hair. That normally wayward lock of
dark hair nearly covered one eye. She saw that he had a glass of
wine in one hand. His exaggerated drawl and heavy-lidded eyes
caused Emily to wonder how much wine he had already drunk.

"My lord," she whispered when she at last found her
voice, "you should have made yourself known."

 


* * *

 


Robert had intended to spend the evening at White's,
having for once a reprieve from escorting Augusta and her mother.
But his mood was strangely melancholy, and his heart was not in the
gaming tonight. He left early, not wanting to lose his blunt
uselessly through his own distraction. He had no idea how long he
had been sitting in the dark, drinking a good deal of claret. He
had lost track of time as he got slowly and deliberately foxed.

He had heard the library door open and knew at once
it was Emily. Somehow he had come to recognize her very footsteps,
not to mention the faint scent of lavender that always accompanied
her. He wasn't sure what perverse notion had caused him to remain
quiet, knowing she was unaware of his presence. Perhaps too much
wine had made him languorous.

When she came into view, candle held aloft as she
rummaged through the books on the library table, he had to stifle a
gasp which would surely have betrayed his presence sooner than he
desired. She was in her dressing gown—a horrid, dark, unflattering
thing—and her hair was down around her shoulders. Although she had
always worn her hair pulled back in a chignon or piled up on her
head, he had often imagined what it would look like unpinned and
loose. But he had had no idea it was so long. Unbound, it hung down
to the middle of her back in soft, golden waves. My God, it was
beautiful. How he longed to run his fingers through it.

Perhaps he did unconsciously catch his breath, for
she suddenly stiffened. He decided it was time to speak.

At his words she had spun around, and her hair had
flown out to one side to fall over her shoulder like a cape. She
had looked at him—looked at him with a hunger he had often seen in
the eyes of women who openly desired him. He had seldom failed to
take advantage of such a look. But he knew somehow that Emily was
unfamiliar with her own desire, was no doubt unaware that it was so
clearly communicated in her eyes. She would probably have been
outraged at such a thought. And he had no business entertaining
such thoughts himself.

"Indeed, I should have made myself known." He rose
slowly and walked toward her. "I apologize for teasing you. Too
much wine, I suspect. By the way, we are not in public just now, so
there's no need to 'my lord' me."

Emily was pulling at the lapels of her dressing
gown, obviously uncomfortable to be caught en déshabillé.
"If you will excuse me, Robert," she said, backing toward the door,
"I will leave you to enjoy your wine in peace." She turned to
leave.

"Don't go, Emily," Robert said without thinking.
"Stay and keep me company for a while."

She turned back to look at him with questioning
eyes. She chewed on her lower lip, and her hands still clutched at
the dressing gown.

"Don't worry, my dear." Robert chuckled and gestured
toward her maidenly wrap. "You are safe with me in that ugly
thing."

He watched her face as she seemed to struggle with
the dilemma. He could almost read her thoughts: they were alone
together in a dark room, neither of them was properly dressed, and
she really ought to leave. At last she appeared to discard her
apprehension and walked resolutely back into the room.

"All right," she said. "But just for a short
while."

"Then let us sit here where it is warm." He directed
her to the leather sofa facing the fire. She sat down, not quite
into its farthest corner, while he stoked the flames. When he
joined her he was careful to leave several feet between them. He
looked at her, with her beautiful hair catching the glow of the
firelight, and began to think he should have let her go after all.
He wasn't sure if he could refrain from touching her. He decided to
begin a discussion sure to cool his incipient ardor.

"Tell me how it goes with Sedgewick."

She looked at him with a scowl and something like
exasperation. "I enjoy his company," she said through tight
lips.

He smiled. "Don't eat me, Emily. I didn't mean to
pry. But you are both good friends, and I am interested in your
welfare. I must say, I had the distinct impression that Sedge was
quite serious. Has he offered for you?"

She looked at him with narrowed eyes. "No."

"But you think he will, don't you?"

She looked hard at him for a moment and then sighed.
She relaxed into the comfort of the soft leather and gazed into the
fire. "Yes," she said quietly. "Mind you, he has made no
declarations or any such thing. But he has hinted rather broadly.
Yes, I believe he will offer for me."

"And will you accept?"

"It would be the only logical thing to do, would it
not?"

"Logical? What on earth does logic have to do with
it?"

"I am a penniless spinster," she replied, "quite on
the shelf. I have no dowry and no prospects. I have never before
had and probably never will again have an opportunity for a home of
my own and children. It is a future I have never dared dream of. It
would be foolish to decline such an offer."

Robert was sorely tempted to blurt out what he
suspected about her financial situation. She needn't make such a
decision because she thought she was penniless. But he had best
wait until he knew something for certain.

"Do you love him?" he asked.

She sighed again. "I am very fond of him. How could
I not be? He is charming and witty and kind. It is enough,
Robert."

"Wouldn't you rather wait until you find someone you
can love before you decide to marry him?"

"Ah, and are you so in love with Miss Windhurst,
then?"

Robert grinned at her but did not reply. He
stretched his legs out toward the fire and settled himself more
comfortably on the sofa. Finally he said, "We will be publicly
celebrating our betrothal tomorrow evening."

"Yes, and it's going to be a splendid affair." She
proceeded to tell him some of the details of the dowager's plans.
They laughed together over some of the scenes that had taken place
with the florist, the musicians, and the linen draper who was to
hang the ballroom walls with swags of blue satin brocade.

"Wait till you see what Anatole and Mrs. Dawson have
planned," Emily said with excitement. "They are both so determined
to excel in each other's eyes that there was no need to engage a
caterer. Your own chefs will be handling all the food—with extra
hired kitchen help, of course."

"Good lord, this whole thing must be costing a small
fortune."

"And then some. But it is what your grandmother
wanted."

Now it was Robert's turn to sigh. What a lot of fuss
for an engagement he now regretted. Regretted? Perhaps that was too
harsh. He realized now that he had not acted wisely, but he was
nevertheless determined to go through with it. He looked over at
the woman sitting next to him, curled up comfortably in her ugly
green robe. Yes, he did regret it. He regretted it very much. He
leaned his head against the back of the sofa and closed his eyes,
trying to imagine how on earth he would survive the ball. The
betrothal. The marriage.

He suddenly felt Emily's fingers brush away the hair
that had fallen across his eyes. Without thinking, he grabbed her
hand and kissed her palm, teasing it with his tongue. He heard her
suck in her breath. He turned his head, still leaning on the back
of the sofa, and looked at her. His eyes rested on the golden waves
that tumbled over her shoulders. He released her hand, and, as if
possessed of a will of their own, his fingers reached up to wind a
soft curl about them.

"Once we are both married," he said as he twirled
her hair, "we will not be able to enjoy such cozy evenings. I
suspect that neither Augusta nor Sedge would think kindly of my
being forever at your side. I shall miss your conversation. I shall
miss our friendship, Emily."

"So will I," she whispered.

My God, she was irresistible. Before he could
control the impulse, Robert reached over and pulled her into his
arms, trapping her hands flat against his chest. He gazed down into
her eyes for a moment, giving her the chance to push him away. She
did not. He lowered his lips to hers.

Her lips were soft and yielding as he gently moved
his against them. One hand held her head, buried in the silky
softness of her hair. He felt her hands creep up his shoulders and
slide around his neck, pulling him closer. He shivered at the touch
of her fingers in his hair, and he deepened the kiss. She gave a
soft moan as he parted her lips with his tongue. His passion
flared, and his arms wrapped around her more tightly. Through the
thin fabric of his shirt and her dressing gown he felt the softness
of her breasts pressed against his chest, and the last vestiges of
his control slipped away. He moved one hand to caress her shoulder
and inched it down her side until he was cupping her breast.

Emily pulled back with a gasp, pushing him away. Her
hand flew to her mouth, and she disentangled herself from Robert's
arms before abruptly standing up.

Damnation, what the devil had got into him?

If she hadn't stopped him, he would have made love
to her right there on the library sofa. He must be out of his mind.
"Please, Emily," he said, reaching out for her, "forgive me. I
don't know what came over me. It's the wine, I guess. But that's no
excuse, of course. I had no right to do that." What was wrong with
him? He felt suddenly stupid, not knowing what to say. She stared
down at him with wide eyes, her hand still covering her mouth. "I'm
so sorry, Emily. I swear it won't happen again."

She turned without a word and ran from the room. She
left the library door open, and Robert heard her soft footsteps as
she hurried up the stairs.

"Bloody hell!" he muttered aloud. What had he
done?

What he had done was to fall in love with Emily.

And his engagement to Augusta was to be celebrated
tomorrow.

 


 


 




Chapter 18







"So, you see, my lord, your suspicions were
correct." James Huntspill, a middle-aged man of short stature,
receding brown hair, and bright blue eyes, sat facing Lord
Bradleigh's desk and handed him some papers from a leather
satchel.

"This is an actual copy of the old earl's will?"
Robert asked as he perused the document.

"Yes, my lord." Huntspill sat on the edge of a
straight-backed chair, leaning forward. "Chalmers had routinely
made copies of many of the old earl's important documents. Very
thorough man. He was willing enough to part with it when he
realized that his employer's wishes were not being carried
out."

"Did he know why the old fellow decided to
acknowledge his granddaughter after all?"

"Apparently after his wife died, the earl fell into
a decline and became rather melancholy. He began to regret the
estrangement from his only daughter, and that he had only the one
son left to remember him. His daughter, Miss Townsend's mother, was
of course dead by then, as was her husband. So he determined to
acknowledge his only granddaughter in his will, to ease his
conscience, you might say."

"And so he settled thirty thousand pounds on her."
Robert shook his head in disbelief.

"There is the stipulation, of course," Huntspill
said.

"Yes. The thirty thousand pounds is for a marriage
settlement only." He studied the will for a moment. "If she is not
married by the age of thirty, she is to be given a modest annual
stipend—I'm sure Miss Townsend would not have considered five
hundred a year modest—and the bulk of her inheritance would fall to
her uncle and his heirs."

"In the meantime, assuming she is not
married—remember, the old earl had no idea where she was, much less
whether or not she was married—her uncle was to be the trustee of
her dowry and was to provide her with appropriate living
expenses."

"Why was that never done?" Robert asked, looking up
from the parchment, his eyes narrowed in suppressed fury. "Why has
she been left to barely scrape by, to be forced to work for a
living?"

Huntspill cleared his throat nervously. "Well, my
lord, Mr. Chalmers says that the old earl, who was quite ill and
knew he hadn't long to live, was frantic to locate his
granddaughter before he died. It became something of an obsession
with him. He sent his son to find her. Apparently the search was
not successful. The son, according to Chalmers, claims that she had
disappeared without a trace shortly after her father's death. The
old earl died within a few weeks, at which time Chalmers retired.
He claims to have had no further dealings with the family and had
no idea what had become of the money or the search for the
granddaughter."

"And Pentwick?" The chill in Robert's voice caused
Huntspill to noticeably wince.

"Yes, well," he said, "it seems Lord Pentwick, who
was, of course. Viscount Faversham at that time, had been living on
expectations for some time. He had racked up an impressive number
of debts. He made good on them all after his father's death. Since
then he seems to have lived fairly close to the edge. Gambles quite
freely. Horses mostly. He's been known to drop a bundle on a single
race, but always seems to come through."

"That bastard!" Robert slammed his fist down on the
desk with such force that papers went flying in all directions, and
Huntspill fell against the back of his chair. Robert rose from the
desk and began pacing the room. "Pentwick's been living off
Emily's—off Miss Townsend's marriage settlement, hasn't he?"

"I... er... don't know that for certain—"

"Of course he has! It all makes sense now." A stab
of fiery rage, sharp and bright as a new blade, tore at his gut.
"By God, I'll kill the bastard!"

"M-my lord," Huntspill stammered, "I don't
think—"

"I'm going to see him, James. Right now! I'll have
him know his treachery is no longer a secret. Miss Townsend shall
not suffer another day from his deceit." He turned and headed
toward the library door, flinging it open. "Claypool!" he
bellowed.

"Perhaps it would be best to wait, my lord."
Huntspill rose to follow after Robert. "You're much too agitated to
confront the man now. You might say or do something you'll
regret."

Claypool arrived at the library door. "Yes, my
lord?"

"Have my curricle brought round," Robert said. "And
ask Luckett to bring down my hat and gloves. I'll be going
out."

"Yes, my lord," said Claypool, bowing crisply. He
turned at once to do as he was asked.

"I'm sorry, James." Robert forced a smile. "But this
is something I must do. It won't help to wait. Pentwick must be
stopped now. Today."

Robert had been so miserable after what had happened
last night that he felt he owed this to Emily. He could never marry
her, not so long as he was honor-bound to marry Augusta. But he
loved her and he wanted to do this for her.

"Then let me come with you, my lord."

Robert's smile widened. "You think you can keep me
in check, James? Make sure I don't do something stupid?"

Huntspill shrugged and smiled weakly.

"Ha!" Robert clapped him on the back. "Come along,
then. You have my permission to stop me from actually killing the
blackguard. But I take leave to draw his cork, if it comes to
that."

 


* * *

 


The ballroom of Bradleigh House was a scene of mass
confusion as the final preparations for tonight's ball took place.
Carpenters and painters put the finishing touches on the special
dais for the orchestra. The linen draper's workmen were busily
tacking up deep swags of blue satin all along the walls. The
florist's workers arranged boxed topiaries in a prescribed pattern
throughout the huge room, creating separate areas for seating and
private conversation. Cartloads of flowers had been delivered and
were being arranged in enormous assortments between the topiaries,
in front of the orchestra dais, and along the walls. Rented chairs
and benches were being brought in and placed at Emily's direction.
Maids and footmen, many hired especially for the occasion, were
setting up the buffet tables.

Somehow Emily had been able to keep things running
smoothly, as she stood in the center of the room giving directions
to all and sundry. She had been downstairs since the early morning
to receive the first deliveries. She had somehow become the
director of this production, as everyone seemed to come to her for
assistance. Mrs. Claypool was kept busy getting the rest of the
house ready, and so Emily was happy to supervise the ballroom
activities.

She was glad to be so thoroughly occupied. It kept
her mind off the unsettling events of last evening. It kept her
mind off Robert, his blistering kiss, and her own wanton
response.

Emily still had no idea how she had let such a thing
happen. She knew it had been wrong to stay in the library alone
with him, dressed only in her nightclothes. But she had done it.
She knew that she should never have given in to the irresistible
temptation to smooth back that boyish lock of hair. But she had
done so. She knew that she should never have allowed him to kiss
her. But she had done that, too. She was certain she should never
have kissed him back with such abandon. But, God help her, she
could no more have stopped herself from responding to his kiss than
she could have held back the tide.

It was only when she felt his hand on her breast
that she realized the enormity of what they were doing. He had no
business kissing her. He was betrothed to Miss Windhurst. All this
hustle and busde around her was in honor of their engagement. The
man really had no business kissing her.

Of course, she couldn't blame the incident entirely
on Robert. She could have pulled away when he had taken her in his
arms, but he had looked so incredibly attractive in his
dishevelment that she had been drawn to him like a moth to a flame.
She had wanted him with a desire she had never before experienced.
She had looked into those seductive brown eyes and was lost.

When she had fled to her bedchamber she had thrown
herself face down on the bed and sobbed. She cried for the love
that could never be, for the kisses she could never again enjoy,
for the arms that could never again hold her. How was it that when,
for the first time in her life, the future was actually looking
bright—a perfectly wonderful man appeared ready to offer her
marriage— that it could also seem the most bleak?

She had fallen in love with Robert. Emily finally
admitted that to herself. She loved him, though she realized he
could not possibly love her. He had merely given in to a momentary
weakness brought on by too much wine. She loved him but she could
never have him, and so she must simply resolve to go on with her
life. She would accept Lord Sedgewick, if he offered for her, and
would forget about Robert eventually. The pain would finally
recede, and she would survive. Of course, that would be difficult,
since Robert and Lord Sedgewick were such close friends and were
likely to see much of each other. She would simply learn to cope.
She was very good at coping.

Emily was giving directions to a footman with a gilt
bench when she saw the dowager approach. The old woman looked
wide-eyed with alarm as she took in all the activity.

"Good God, my girl, how will it possibly be ready in
time?"

Emily smiled. "Don't worry, my lady. It is all
really quite organized. Everything ordered has been delivered, and
now it is just a matter of putting it all together. It will be
ready with time to spare."

"Ah, Emily, my dear, you are indeed a treasure. I
know how hard you've been working. I don't know what I would have
done without you." As she spoke she reached up to adjust one of
Emily's hairpins that had come loose, her hand brushing away a
stray wisp of hair from Emily's cheek.

Emily closed her eyes for an instant and caught her
breath as she was reminded of Robert's hand in her hair last
night.

"Poor dear," the dowager said. "You must be
exhausted. I insist that you take time for a rest before dinner.
You must look your best tonight, you know. This could be your lucky
night." She winked and grinned, causing Emily to laugh out
loud.

"I'm sure to be finished here in plenty of time,"
Emily said. "I confess, however, that I cannot vouch for any
progress in the kitchen. I haven't had time to check on that
work."

The dowager shuddered. "You can be sure that I shall
go nowhere near Anatole until sometime late tomorrow at the
earliest. He is a veritable dragon on such occasions. And from what
I hear, Mrs. Dawson is no shrinking violet, either. No, no. I shall
not go near the kitchen, and neither should you. Leave it to Mrs.
Claypool. She will see to it that everything is as it should
be."

A young maid came up a bobbed a curtsy. "Excuse me,
miss, but a gentleman what says he's with the orchestra wants to
inspect the bandstand."

 


* * *

 


"I'm terribly sorry, but his lordship is not at
home." The haughty butler at Lord Pentwick's Curzon Street town
house glared at Robert and Huntspill.

"Then we'll wait," Robert said as he pushed his way
past the startled man.

"I beg your pardon, sir!" The butler's face had
grown pink with outrage.

"I said," Robert pronounced in a loud voice, "that
we will wait. I assure you, Lord Pentwick will receive me. Where is
his study? I shall await him there."

"Look here, sir," the butler said, attempting to
restrain Robert, "you cannot—"

"What's going on, Metcalf?" Lord Pentwick roared as
he descended the stairs. "Good lord," he said as he stopped midway
down. "Bradleigh?"

'Tell your butler to unhand me, Pentwick. I would
have a word with you."

The earl sneered. "I don't believe we have anything
to say to one another, Bradleigh. Show him out, Metcalf." He turned
to go back up the stairs.

"Then I shall have no choice," Robert said in a
loud, clear voice, hoping all the world would hear, "but to notify
Bow Street of your theft of your niece's fortune."

Lord Pentwick's back stiffened, and he slowly turned
to face Robert. They locked eyes for a moment, taking each other's
measure, before Lord Pentwick again descended the stairs. "Come to
my study, Bradleigh. I would hear what lies you are spreading."

Robert followed him, with Huntspill close behind.
They entered the study, where the earl took a seat behind his desk,
and Robert and Huntspill took chairs facing him. Robert introduced
Huntspill, then proceeded to tell Lord Pentwick what they had
discovered, but not how they had discovered it.

"You can't prove a thing," Pentwick said when Robert
had finished speaking. His lips curled into a sneer as he
continued. "My father's will was made years before he died and left
everything to me. He didn't care this much,"—he snapped his
fingers—"for his so-called granddaughter."

Robert nodded to Huntspill, who opened his satchel
and retrieved a document, which he handed to Robert. "I don't
suppose you've ever seen this before?" He held the old earl's will
close enough for Pentwick to see, but without relinquishing it.

The blood drained from Pentwick's face. "My God." He
dropped his head into his hands. "My God."

Robert remained silent while Pentwick absorbed the
inescapable reality of the situation. He surely must understand
that his position was untenable.

Pentwick at last removed trembling hands from his
face and slowly rose from the chair. He walked to the fireplace
where he braced himself with both arms against the mantel and hung
his head down.

"Mr. Huntspill,'' Robert said, "acting on behalf of
Miss Townsend, will see to it that the proper funds are transferred
to Miss Townsend at once. With this will as evidence, he can go
directly to your banker and put a hold on the funds. Unless you
prefer to avoid the embarrassment and make out a draft
yourself?"

Pentwick made a small choking sound and shook his
bowed head vigorously. "No! No! No! You can't do this!" He raised
his head and turned slightly so that only one arm was braced
against the mantel. His back to Robert, he began breathing heavily,
his chest heaving. "It's mine," he said, speaking more to himself
than to Robert. "I can't let that slut's daughter get her hands on
my fortune. It's mine! It belongs to me." He swallowed
convulsively, then began to speak in a muttered voice, as though no
one else was in the room. "I was so careful. I made so sure that
she would never marry."

Robert leaped from his chair, bounded across the
room, and grabbed Pentwick by the collar with both hands, forcing
his head up to look him in the eye. His voice was a barely
controlled snarl. "What do you mean, that you made sure she would
never marry?"

When Pentwick only stared back, failing to respond,
Robert shook him forcefully by the collar. "Explain, yourself,
Pentwick!"

"It was nothing. I meant nothing," he said in a
raspy voice while trying to shake himself from Robert's grip. "I
only hoped that she would never marry, that's all."

Robert tightened his hold on Pentwick's collar with
his left hand, held him back a bit, and landed a fierce blow to the
jaw with his right. Pentwick crumpled to the floor with a groan.
Moving with the quick grace of a panther, Robert dropped to the
floor, grabbed Pentwick's right arm and flipped him onto his
stomach. Straddling him, Robert twisted the arm behind Pentwick's
back, immobilizing him, while he forced the man's face into the
carpet with a hand to the back of his head.

"I will have the truth, Pentwick," Robert demanded
through bared teeth. "Now!"

Pentwick began to whimper. "All right, all right,
I'll tell you." His voice was breathless and muffled against the
carpet. "Just get off me, for God's sake."

Robert eased the pressure on the twisted arm and
released his hand from Pentwick's head. Pentwick twisted his head
to the side with a grimace. A thin line of blood trickled from the
corner of his mouth down his chin. His breath came in gasps. "I
engaged . .. agents ... to keep an eye on the girl."

"Why?" Robert raised the twisted arm ever so
slightly, causing Pentwick's cheek to press more firmly into the
floor. Pentwick's face contorted in pain.

"They were to make certain," Pentwick gasped, "that
no man . .. became involved enough ... to offer her marriage." He
stopped as a cough choked his voice. Robert eased up on the arm
once more.

"But the chit made it easy," Pentwick continued
finally, wheezing and puffing as he tried to speak. "Kept to her
proper role ... governess ... companion ... Never put herself
forward ... Came close only the one time ... That reverend fellow
... in Wiltshire .. . Easily bought off.. . Four more years .. .
Damn her! ... That's all I needed."

He stopped to catch his breath, and one bloodshot
gray eye rolled up to look at his captor. Robert glared down at
him, his eyes black with fury, and twisted the arm tighter.
Pentwick's gray eye snapped shut. When his breathing had at last
calmed, his tongue licked at the blood on his lip, and he finally
continued to speak.

"I was desperate, can't you understand?" he said in
a pathetic, plaintive voice.

Robert snorted in disgust and released his hold on
the man. He crawled over Pentwick but remained crouched at his
side.

Pentwick attempted to rise, but groaned as his arms,
apparently numb, collapsed beneath him. He rolled over slightly
onto one shoulder and looked up at Lord Bradleigh.

"I couldn't let that little nobody get her hands on
all that money," he continued. "It should have been mine, don't you
see? It should have been mine! Father had no right—" He stopped as
his voice cracked on what sounded like a sob. He took a deep breath
and continued. "If only she hadn't taken employment with your
grandmother. If only she hadn't come to London. I knew it was
dangerous for her to come here. Too good-looking to be ignored. And
now that Sedgewick fellow looks to be interested." After easing
himself up onto one elbow, the feeling returned to his arms, and he
began to speak with more confidence. "By God," he said, "I was
furious when I heard she was to come to Town. I had paid my Bath
agent good money to prevent anything like this from happening. But
with both you and the dowager countess close by, he couldn't—"

Suddenly his elbow was knocked down, the armed
grabbed and forcefully twisted behind his back once again.

"Who was the agent in Bath?" Bradleigh demanded as
he twisted the arm higher and higher until Pentwick cried out in
pain. "Who was it?"

"It was Whittaker," Pentwick gasped. "Percy
Whittaker."

Bradleigh released his arm, shoved his shoulders and
face to the floor, stood up, and calmly stepped over him.

"Mr. Huntspill will be in touch with your banker and
your solicitor." Bradleigh brushed at his coat and pantaloons. "We
will see ourselves out. James?"

Huntspill, who had quietly observed the entire scene
without uttering a word, rose from his chair and preceded
Bradleighj out the study door, clucking and shaking his head.

Lord Pentwick heard the front door close and
painfully pulled himself up from the floor. "Metcalf!" he
bellowed.

The butler appeared almost immediately. "Yes, my
lord?"

"Send Hugh to me at once!"

 


 


 




Chapter 19







"Where might I find Miss Townsend, Claypool?" Robert
handed his hat and gloves to the butler. He was anxious to tell her
the good news. Perhaps it would make up for his behavior last
night.

"I believe she is still in the ballroom, my
lord."

"And how goes the preparation for tonight's ball,
Claypool?" Robert looked over the butler's shoulder to see two
footmen heading down the hall almost collide with a housemaid
heading up the hall. "It certainly looks busy."

"Indeed, my lord, it has been somewhat of a bustle
all day. But Mrs. Claypool and Miss Townsend seem to have
everything in hand."

"Good," said Robert. "Then I'll just pop downstairs
and see if I can have a word with Miss Townsend."

As he descended the stairs to the ballroom, he saw
Emily surrounded by workmen, footmen, and housemaids, apparently
giving orders as she pointed first in one direction, then another.
He stood for a moment and smiled as he watched her. She looked
deliciously disheveled, with her hair falling out of its tight knot
and what looked like a smudge on one cheek. She had obviously been
working hard, probably all day. Well, she wouldn't have to work so
hard anymore, once she learned of her inheritance. Robert suddenly
felt almost giddy with the news. He couldn't wait to tell her.

He approached her from behind as she gave
orders—something about candles—to one last footman. "Emily?"

"Yes?" she said distractedly as she turned to face
him. "Oh!" She seemed startled when she saw who he was. It
apparently hadn't occurred to her that none of the staff would
address her as "Emily." Her mouth kept the shape of an O for a
moment, and she blushed crimson from her neck to her hairline. Her
eyes were wide, and Robert sensed in them a combination of
confusion, consternation, and alarm. He was almost overcome with
the need to reassure her. The idea that she might actually be
afraid of him made his stomach turn. He wanted to touch her but
knew he should not.

"May I have a word with you?" he asked in a soft
voice.

"Oh," she repeated. "I don't think so. Not just now.
I'm quite busy, as you see. If you will excuse me." She spun
abruptly away from him.

"Emily, please," he implored. "I must speak with
you."

She turned slowly to face him. "I'm sorry, my lord.
I'd rather you didn't." Her eyes darted everywhere but couldn't
seem to meet his own. She was obviously embarrassed.

"Perhaps later?" he persisted. "It's really quite
important."

She stared at the floor, her hands twisting a piece
of foolscap. "My lord, if it's about last night, I'd prefer we did
not speak of it. I think it is best forgotten."

"Forgotten? I'm afraid it will be very difficult—
nay, impossible—for me to forget, Emily. But you are correct. It
was wrong. It should not have happened. Let us not mention it
again."

She nodded her head, never looking up to meet his
eyes, and turned away from him once more.

"But that is not what I wished to speak to you
about, Emily," he said. "It is something much more important."

When she turned around this time, she met his eyes
with a questioning look.

"Yes. Much more important. Can you come
upstairs for a moment?"

"I'm sorry, my lord. This is not a good time."

"Well... perhaps later. After dinner?"

"There is the ball, my lord."

"Of course. Well, then, it will have to be tomorrow
morning. But not a moment later!" he said in a mock scold while
wagging a finger before her nose, hoping to tease her out of her
awkwardness with him.

She returned a weak smile. "Tomorrow, then."

She turned away once again and headed toward a group
of workmen carrying huge bushels of some kind of blue flower. It
was only then that Robert became aware of the remarkable
transformation taking place in his ballroom. Everything, or almost
everything, was blue. There were blue flowers everywhere, in
quantities that were almost obscene. The walls were draped in blue
satin—a shade that echoed the formal livery worn by his footmen.
Even the special orchestra dais—where had that come from?—was
painted blue. The effect, even in the bright light of afternoon,
was extraordinary. It would be stunning in candlelight.

A smile spread across his face as he noticed the
topiaries. Dozens of fancifully trimmed box trees in, of course,
blue tubs were arranged in a most ingenious pattern throughout the
ballroom, creating little alcoves and surrounding screens and
seating areas. It was delightful. He wondered whose clever idea
this was— his grandmother's or Emily's? In any case, it was sure to
be a success.

He only wished his engagement would be as successful
as his engagement ball.

Later that evening as he dressed for the ball,
Robert found himself continually distracted by thoughts of Emily
and their few moments of abandon in the library last night.
Regardless of how wrong he knew their embrace had been, it had felt
entirely right. In fact, nothing had ever felt quite so right.

He stood still while Luckett tied his cravat into a
perfect waterfall.

"I'll wear the diamond stickpin, Luckett. The large
one that was my father's. It is, after all, a special
occasion."

Luckett cleared his throat. "I thought the sapphire
pin would do best, my lord."

"Eh?" Robert was distracted yet again by the thought
of how special indeed was the occasion. How often did one spend
half a fortune celebrating a betrothal to a young girl one hardly
knew and couldn't seem to care for?

"Have you seen the ballroom, my lord?" Luckett held
out die sapphire pin.

Robert took the stickpin and smiled. "Of course. You
are right as always, Luckett. How would I ever get along without
you?"

"I shudder to think, my lord," the valet muttered as
he turned to brush nonexistent lint off the black evening coat
before holding it out so that Robert could ease into its perfect
fit.

The dinner party, attended mostly by family, went
off without incident. Robert blessed his good fortune in having
such a garrulous group of relatives. He hoped their boisterous
repartee masked his own silent distraction.

If only Emily hadn't looked so beautiful tonight, he
might have felt less miserable. But then, she had looked beautiful
in that shabby dark thing she had worn last night, so what did he
expect? Tonight she was in emerald green silk shot with gold thread
that shimmered enticingly as she moved. The color perfectly matched
her eyes. It was a simple, unadorned dress, without fussy ornament
or trimming. But the line and fabric were quite striking in an
understated elegance which was sure to draw many an admiring
glance. The bodice was cut lower than any dress he'd seen her wear,
revealing the tops of firm, full breasts. Robert found his eyes
often drawn to that golden expanse of bosom, and felt a tightness
in his groin as he remembered their soft fullness pressed against
his chest.

Dear God, he must get a grip on himself. Tonight was
not the night for regrets or self-pity, no matter how miserable he
actually felt. He must play host to hundreds of Society's best,
make them welcome and accept their good wishes. He could fall into
despair later, if necessary. But tonight he must be on his best
public behavior. One thing was certain: he would not dance with
Emily. In fact, he would avoid her as much as possible. He would
give his full attention, or at least what attention he could
muster, to Augusta. This was her night, after all.

He wrenched his eyes from Emily and turned toward
Augusta, who was seated next to him. She was glaring at him with
such a waspish expression that he blinked in surprise. Had his
observation of Emily been so obvious? He must learn to be more
prudent. He was resigned, as well as honor-bound, to go through
with his commitment to Augusta. There was no sense in making it any
worse by encouraging petulant jealousy. Of course, he did not
believe for a minute it was jealousy that provoked Augusta, but
rather his lack of attention, or, more precisely, his obvious
attention to another woman. Whether jealousy or neglect, the result
was the same, and he had no desire to be tied to a woman who was in
a perpetual snit over his own less than circumspect behavior. He
sighed deeply as he realized, yet again, how carefully he must
tread now that he was to be married.

After dinner he offered his arm to his betrothed and
led her to the receiving line at the top of the stairs. He looked
down at Augusta, exquisitely lovely in ice blue satin, and thought
how unfair it all was for her. She deserved better than his
indifference. It was almost cruel to marry this beautiful young
innocent when he knew he would always love another.

She looked up at him at that moment, and he smiled
at her. She smiled back, but not with the chilly control he had
come to expect. Instead she gave a thin smile full of wistful
resignation. A hint of sadness flickered across her eyes before she
turned to greet their first guests with her usual cool dignity.

 


* * *

 


Emily surveyed the ballroom with pride. The setting
was glorious, and she knew she had had no small role in its
creation. Rival hostesses were agog with envy over the unusual
colors and clever arrangement of space. The dowager must be
bursting with glee at her triumph.

It was difficult, after having spent the day making
sure everything was just so, to give herself up to the enjoyment of
the ball itself. She had danced a few times already, but was more
often than not preoccupied with the smooth running of the ball,
although she realized the staff was well in hand and her help was
no longer required.

Emily knew in her heart that this obsession with
details was simply another attempt to escape from the unwelcome
thoughts of Robert that constantly threatened to distract her. It
had actually worked all morning and afternoon as she kept up a
frantic pace to ensure the readiness of the ballroom. She had
forgotten him altogether for several hours.

Until he had shown up and wanted to talk to her.

Why did he press her? Couldn't he see how humiliated
and embarrassed she was? Couldn't he understand her need to forget
last night entirely?

But he had said it was impossible for him to forget.
Could that searing kiss have been as earth-shattering for him as it
had been for her? Could he possibly care for her as much as she
cared for him? And what if he did? He was bound to another, and
there was nothing to be done.

She caught a glimpse of him as he twirled Lady
Darlington around the dance floor. He looked gloriously handsome
tonight, as he always did in his stark black evening clothes. She
was unconsciously watching him, admiring the seductive grace of his
movements, when her mind was suddenly filled with an image of him
in his shirtsleeves, his hair carelessly tousled and hanging in his
eyes. She could see the taut muscles of his neck and chest, clearly
visible through the open collar of his fine lawn shirt. She could
feel the strength of those muscles beneath her hands, as well as
the soft, curling chest hair that had tickled her fingers. She
remembered the unique musky aroma of shaving oil and brandy. She
could feel the warmth of his lips on hers ...

"Miss Townsend?"

She spun around with a start to find a young footman
looking at her in question.

"Yes, I am Miss Townsend," she replied, quickly
regaining her composure. She realized the footman must be among the
extra staff hired for the evening, as he was unfamiliar to her.

"There's a gentleman, miss, wanting to speak to you,
miss. He asked me to bring you to the yellow salon. Said it was
most urgent."

"Do you know the gentleman's name?" Emily asked,
somewhat puzzled.

"No, miss, he didn't tell me," the young man said,
obviously flustered. "And I... I guess I forgot to ask. I'm that
sorry, miss. I shoulda asked. But he was taller than me and had
yellowish hair, if that helps."

Emily smiled. "Yes, it does. I'll come with
you."

Of course, it could only be Lord Sedgewick. So, he
wished to speak with her in private? It seemed a somewhat
ramshackle way to go about it—sending an unknown servant to haul
her off to a small room on the next floor. Perhaps he was as uneasy
as she was. Indeed, Emily suddenly realized her stomach was in
knots. Was this to be the expected offer at last? She had been
anticipating such a proposal for the last week, was prepared for
it. Why, then, was she so unexpectedly nervous?

He could offer her a future she had long ago ceased
dreaming of. Over and over she had convinced herself that she would
accept him.

But that was before she had fallen completely and
irrevocably in love with Robert.

In that instant, as she made her way to the yellow
salon, she came to a decision. She would not accept Lord Sedgewick.
It would not be fair to accept him when she loved someone else,
regardless of the futility of that love. He was such a dear man. He
deserved someone whose heart was whole—someone who did not harbor a
hopeless, ridiculous passion for another man. She would decline his
kind offer. It was for the best.

She steeled herself to face him.

"In here, miss," the footman said as they reached
the yellow salon.

"Thank you." She heard him quietly close the door
behind her.

The small room was dimly lit by only the glow of a
modest fire in the grate. How odd, she thought, that no candles
were lit. As her eyes became accustomed to the darkness, she looked
around for Lord Sedgewick, but saw no one.

"My lord?"

No one answered. Perhaps he meant to join her. She
supposed she should wait a few moments. In the meantime she would
light a candle or two.

She crossed the room to stand before the fire,
running her hand along the mantel as she searched for spare
candles, and was suddenly and violently grabbed from behind. What
the devil? As she parted her lips to scream, a foul-smelling cloth
was forced over her mouth. Her arms were painfully wrenched behind
her back, and a strong arm beneath her bosom held her in a vicelike
grip. Even so, she twisted and kicked at her unknown assailant with
all her might. But the acrid cloth was making her feel nauseous,
and she began to feel faint and disoriented.

Dear God, what was happening?

She felt as if she were melting. Her muscles had
gone limp and were no longer obeying the commands from her brain.
She couldn't seem to move though she knew she should be fighting
back. Her eyelids had become so strangely heavy that she could no
longer keep them open. She was vaguely aware of being slowly
engulfed in blackness.

As she lost the last thread of consciousness, she
thought she heard a familiar, though muffled, voice.

"And so, Cousin, you shall avoid me no longer."

 


 


 




Chapter 20







"Ah, chérie, tonight's lobster mousse was
positively divine."

Anatole proceeded to kiss each one of Mrs. Dawson's
fingers as she sat close to him on the steps outside the service
entrance near the kitchen.

"But, love," she said breathlessly as his kisses
moved up her arm, "your veal tenderloins ... that Madeira sauce."
She gasped as his lips moved over her shoulder to her neck.
"Wonderful! Simply wonderful."

"And your duck liver terrine," Anatole crooned as he
nibbled her ear, "wrapped in puff pastry. Ahhh." He traced her ear
with his tongue. "Perfection!"

"Your saddle of lamb ..." she whispered as her lips
burned a trail up his neck.

"Your raspberry bombe ..." He sighed, kissing her
throat.

"Your mushrooms quenelles ..." She moaned, raining
kisses on his face.

"Your bavarian cream ..." He panted, hovering over
her lips.

"Hold on, love," Mrs. Dawson said abruptly, pushing
him away. "What's this?"

Anatole glared at her in frustration, breathing
heavily, and then followed her gaze to the alley adjacent to the
service entrance. A dark, unmarked carriage stood with its door
open while a man approached, carrying what looked to be a woman
wrapped in a cloak. The man had his back to them and was therefore
unrecognizable. As he stopped at the open carriage door, he lifted
his burden a bit higher in order to toss it onto the seat. At that
moment the cloak fell away slightly, and a shimmer of gold thread
on green silk was caught by the light of the moon.

Mrs. Dawson gasped as she recognized the distinctive
fabric she had seen earlier that evening when Miss Townsend had
come to the kitchen to check on the last-minute preparations.

As the man hoisted his burden into the carriage, a
pale, limp arm fell free, knocking loose the hood that had covered
the woman's face.

"Mon Dieu!" Anatole sat up straight. "It is
Mademoiselle Townsend!" He scrambled to his feet just as the man
climbed into the carriage.

"The North Road!" the man shouted to the coachman as
he closed the door.

The carriage sped away before Anatole could take
more than a few steps. He turned to Mrs. Dawson with a look of
horror. "Someone has taken away Mademoiselle Townsend," he said in
a confused voice.

"And against her will, I should think." Mrs. Dawson
rose to stand next to Anatole. "She looked like she'd fainted. Or
maybe she was ..." Her hand flew to her mouth. "Oh, my God! You
don't think—"

"I don't know, chérie." Anatole took Mrs.
Dawson in his arms. "I don't know. But we must alert his lordship,
tout de suite." He planted a quick kiss on her
forehead, released her, and dashed down the steps to the
kitchen.

As luck would have it, a liveried footman had just
entered with a tray of empty champagne glasses. Anatole was
relieved to see that it was young Freddie, one of the regular
staff. "Freddie!" he shouted.

The young man gave a start as he saw the wild-eyed
Frenchman heading toward him.

"Freddie," Anatole said as he gripped the boy's arm,
"you must find Mr. Claypool and bring him to me at once!"

"But, Monsieur Anatole," said the footman in a
plaintive whine, "I'm supposed ta be—"

"I don't care!" Anatole roared. "It is a matter of
life and death!"

The young man looked at him skeptically.

"Miss Townsend's life or death," Anatole added
dramatically. That got the boy's attention. All the staff loved
Miss Townsend.

"M-miss Townsend, sir?"

"She is in danger, Freddie," Anatole said, his voice
tight with emotion. "You must drop everything and locate Mr.
Claypool. Maintenant!

Freddie hurried out of the kitchen with a terrified
look on his face.

All activity in the kitchen had come to a stop as
every member of the staff stared at Anatole in astonishment He
turned around and saw them all gaping at him and slammed his fist
down on the nearby trestle table with a crash. "Don't stand around
like idiots!" he bellowed. "Get back to work! Vite, vite,
vite!'

 


* * *

 


Robert was standing among a group of friends—Lord
Sedgewick, Jack Raeburn, Lord Lavenham, Sir John Presley, Lord
Palmerston, and a few others—listening with amusement to Sir John's
tale of a recent confrontation between two of his mistresses.
Suddenly Robert noticed Jack signaling him to look behind him.
Robert swung around and was surprised and somewhat amused to see
Claypool almost collapsing in relief. The man had obviously been
attempting to gain his attention discreetly, but the noise of the
crowd had caused his words to go unheard. It was unthinkable for
the ever proper Claypool to actually touch Robert to get his
attention.

"A word with you, if you please, my lord," the
butler said in a harried tone Robert had never before heard him
use.

Robert swore under his breath and pulled Claypool
slightly aside from the others. "A crisis of some kind,
Claypool?"

"Indeed, my lord." Claypool quickly imparted all the
details of Emily's apparent abduction as told to him by the two
chefs.

"Emily!" Robert felt the blood drain from his face.
"Oh, my God."

Lord Sedgewick was suddenly at his side. "What is it
Rob? What's happened?"

Robert turned a stricken face to his friend and told
him briefly what he'd just learned.

"Good lord." Sedgewick, ran a nervous hand through
his hair. "Who could have done such a thing? Who would want to hurt
Emily?"

"Faversham!" Robert snarled. "Or Pentwick. But
probably Faversham, if my guess is correct."

He began to make his way through the crowded
ballroom, following Claypool. The ingenious placement of topiaries
meant they could not take a straight path to the nearest exit but
were forced to snake their way through the potted shrubs like rats
in a maze. Robert sincerely hoped Claypool knew where he was going.
Sedgewick was suddenly at his shoulder, hurrying along beside
him.

"I'm sorry, Rob." Sedgewick shook his head in
confusion as they walked. "I don't understand. Why would her
cousin, despicable character though he may be, want to abduct
her?"

"Because, my friend, she is an heiress."

Sedgewick stared at him in open-mouthed
disbelief.

"Oh, she doesn't even know it, Sedge. But Faversham
does." Robert explained about her grandfather's will, the marriage
stipulation, and her uncle's trusteeship.

"I suspect," Robert said as they hustled through the
crowd, ignoring all guests who attempted to speak with him, "that
Faversham has abducted her in order to marry her himself. Recall
that my chef heard the directions given to the coachman to head to
the North Road. It all makes perfect sense." They had navigated the
topiaries and the crowd and were now heading up the stairs out of
the ballroom.

"I believe you must be right, Rob," Sedgewick said.
"Faversham is forever under the hatches, if rumor is true. He no
doubt wants that fortune for himself."

"My notion precisely." Robert turned to face
Claypool once they had made the entry hall. "Have my fastest horse
saddled and waiting for me at the front entrance in ten minutes.
And send Luckett to me."

Robert dashed up the stairs two at a time, leaving
Sedgewick behind without a thought. He began stripping off his
evening clothes as soon as he entered his bedchamber. Luckett was
there before he could remove his waistcoat, silently laying out his
riding breeches, coat, and top boots. Robert looked at his valet's
unnaturally dour expression and realized the man was almost as
upset as he was himself. Of course, he knew what had happened. The
entire staff would know by now.

"Thank you, Luckett," Robert said as the valet
handed him the buckskin breeches. While he tugged them on, Luckett
picked up the discarded garments from the floor and shook them out.
Robert sat down on the bed and pulled on his favorite top boots. He
did not change out of the lace-edged evening shirt, which looked
incongruous with his comfortable blue riding coat. But there was no
time to worry about such things. Luckett handed him leather gloves,
then a hat and riding crop. The valet had not spoken a word.

"I'll find her, Luckett."

The valet held open the bedchamber door and said in
a somber voice, "I'm sure you will, my lord. God's speed."

Robert dashed down the stairs to the entry hall,
where Claypool was waiting with his greatcoat. The news of the
abduction had apparently spread, and a small crowd had gathered in
the hall. Damnation! He had hoped to keep it quiet and escape
without a fuss.

As he eased into the greatcoat, Robert spied his
grandmother. She made her way to his side, her face unnaturally
pale and her mouth held in a tight line. She looked up at him with
such pain in her eyes that he almost lost control. He took her in
his arms.

"You know what happened?" he whispered.

She nodded against his chest.

"I must go after her, Grandmother."

She pulled away and looked up at him, searching his
eyes. "I know," she said finally. "I know." She nodded as a look of
deep understanding passed between them. She stepped back, glanced
around the hall, and glowered menacingly at some of the bystanders,
who quickly moved away. "Do you know who did this, Robert?" she
asked in a low voice.

"I believe it was Faversham."

"That scoundrel!" she exclaimed. Looking around
furtively, she lowered her voice again. "Will you kill him?"

Robert smiled and cupped her cheek. "I'd like to,
though I'll try not to. But, so help me, if he's laid one finger on
her ..."

"Well, well, my lord. What's all this?" Augusta
asked in a sweet voice as she entered the hall, obviously drawn by
the increasing commotion. She was trailed by both her parents. Lady
Windhurst looked ready to explode with anger. Lord Windhurst simply
looked confused.

Damnation. This was all he needed. Robert braced
himself for a scene, all the while desperate to make his departure.
The carriage was already almost an hour ahead of him. He had to get
out of here!

Trying to keep his impatience in check, he said,
"I'm sorry, Augusta, but I must leave. We'll discuss it later."

Augusta looked frankly astonished. "You mean you're
leaving the ball? Our ball? But you can't! What will people
think?" Her voice had risen to a shrill pitch which reminded him of
nothing so much as her mother.

"Look, Augusta," Robert said, his anger and
frustration increasing as precious minutes ticked away, "a woman
under the protection of my own roof has been abducted. It is my
place to go after her. Her life may be in danger."

"Then send someone else!" she wailed in
uncharacteristic agitation.

The inappropriate thought briefly crossed Robert's
mind that he was at last seeing the fire beneath Augusta's ice. He
had apparently pushed her to the limit. But he no longer cared.

"You don't have to be the one to go," she continued.
"Send someone else." She looked around frantically. "Lord
Sedgewick, for example."

Robert's eyes followed her to the frowning
Sedgewick, whose presence he'd forgotten. He must have been waiting
down here the whole time. "No," he said, turning back to Augusta,
pulling on his gloves. "It is my place to go, and I am leaving now.
I suggest you step aside and let me be on my way before wasting any
more of my time."

He turned his back on Augusta and made a move toward
the entrance.

"I will not be publicly humiliated, my lord," she
said to his retreating back. "If you leave our ball to chase after
that woman, then I shall be forced to call off the engagement."

A collective gasp was heard from the gathered crowd.
An audible groan followed, which could only have been Lady
Windhurst's.

Robert slowly turned back to face Augusta, looked
her in the eye, and arched one brow. "Well, then," he said, "I
shall expect to see such an announcement in tomorrow's papers."

Augusta started, and her hand flew to her mouth. She
glared at him wide-eyed for a moment, then turned on her heel and
rushed away. Lady Windhurst gave him a furious look and went after
her daughter. Lord Windhurst ran his hands through his bushy hair,
shook his head, and followed.

Robert caught his grandmother's eye. The full impact
of what had just taken place struck him in that moment as he
watched his grandmother trying valiantly to stifle a grin. By God,
he was free! He was actually free from that blasted engagement! He
flashed the dowager a brilliant smile and made once again for the
door, now more anxious than ever to find Emily. He hadn't moved two
feet when his grandmother's sharp voice stopped him once again.

"Robert!"

He sighed and turned around. Would they never let
him be gone? The dowager cocked her head toward a figure coming
down the hall. It was his cousin Ted. True to form, he must have
been spending his time in the library rather than in the ballroom.
Robert looked back at his grandmother and nodded briefly. He
understood.

'Ted!" Robert shouted.

His cousin stopped in his tracks. He took in
Robert's attire and said, "What's this, Rob? You going out?"

"Yes, but first I'd like a word with you." He
steered Ted back toward the library.

"Sure thing, Rob. What's going on? Has something
happened?"

"Actually, quite a lot has happened." He closed the
library door. Ted indicated a chair, but Robert shook his head. "No
time, Cousin. You see. Miss Townsend has been abducted."

"Good lord!"

"And I'm on my way to try to rescue her. But what
has also happened, you see, is that... well... Miss Windhurst and I
have decided we would not suit."

"Not suit? You mean—"

"We've called off the engagement."

"By Jove!"

Robert placed a hand on Ted's shoulder. "In fact, I
suspect that Augusta is not in the best of spirits just now. She
could probably use some comforting. Perhaps a friendly shoulder to
cry on?"

The face of the normally reserved marquess broke
into a huge smile. He reached over and clapped his cousin on the
back. "You're a right one, Rob," he said. "Thank you." He cast an
uncertain look at Robert "Do you think she would ..." He blushed
and dropped his gaze to the floor.

"Go to her, Ted."

"Yes. Yes, I'll do that," he said with a distracted
look on his face. Suddenly his eyes lit up, and he smiled broadly.
"Yes!" He bolted out the door and down the hall.

Robert smiled and shook his head. Well, at least
something was turning out right this night. Ted would have his true
love, Augusta would replace one broken engagement with an even
loftier connection, and Lady Windhurst would have a marchioness for
a daughter.

Now, if he could only set his own affairs in order.
He must get to Emily!

Robert hurried once again toward the front entrance.
The hall was almost empty now, the spectacle having ended. But
Sedgewick was lounging against the banister, wearing his evening
cloak, apparently waiting for Robert.

"Sedge?"

"I really think I should go with you, Rob. We could
take my curricle."

"Thanks, Sedge, but I'll make better time alone on a
horse."

As Robert made to leave, Sedgewick placed a firm
hand on his arm to stop him. "Rob, I think I should go. Surely you
are aware of my ... my interest in Emily. Miss Townsend, that
is."

Robert raised his brows in question.

"If you must know," Sedgewick said, "I had actually
planned to ask for her hand tonight."

Robert looked hard at his friend. "Do you love her,
Sedge?"

"Come on, Rob! You know I don't go in for that sort
of schoolgirl nonsense. Miss Townsend and I are both mature,
sensible adults who enjoy each other's company. She is also, as you
have no doubt noticed, a very attractive woman. And I am quite fond
of her, as it happens. I think we'll rub along nicely."

"No, you won't."

"I beg your pardon?"

"You won't rub along nicely because you're not going
to marry her."

It was Sedgewick's turn to raise his brows in
question.

"You see, my friend," Robert said, "I intend to
marry her myself."

"You what?"

"Despite your sentiments on the subject," Robert
said, "I seem to have fallen in love with her. If I am ever allowed
to leave here and bring her back, I intend to marry her."

"Ah." Sedgewick rocked on his heels. "Ah."

"I'm sorry, old man. If you had loved her, it would
have been different."

"You know," Sedgewick said, smiling weakly, "there
were times when I suspected that there was something between the
two of you. A look I would catch now and then. But I thought
nothing of it since you were tied to Miss Windhurst."

"And now I am not."

"Just so." Sedgewick looked at Robert, and the
famous grin slowly spread across his face. "I suppose I should
gracefully step aside, then?"

"It would be best, my friend," Robert said,
returning his smile. "Otherwise, I'm afraid I'd have to kill
you."

"In that case, consider me gone."

Both men threw back their heads and laughed.

"Now," Robert said, "may I finally be on my
way?"

"Of course. Good luck, Rob."

'Thank you, Sedge. For everything."

Robert retrieved his hat from a very impatient
Claypool, dashed down the front steps, quickly mounted his horse,
and headed off into the night.

 


 


 



 Chapter 21







Hugh, Viscount Faversham, called out for the
coachman to stop when they had reached a small inn at Hendron. He
would have preferred to put a few more miles between himself and
London, but he did not want to chance Emily reviving before they
stopped for the night. He wanted her unconscious and unable to cry
out or otherwise draw attention.

Hugh wrapped Emily tightly in the plain wool cloak,
careful to completely cover her evening dress, and lifted her limp
body into his arms. He carried her to the entrance to the taproom
and called out for the innkeeper. A stout, ruddy-faced man
approached and eyed Hugh skeptically.

"Quickly, man, I need a room for the night. My wife
has taken ill."

The innkeeper peered down at the brown wool burden
in Hugh's arms. Hugh clasped her more tightly to his chest and put
on what he hoped was a look of deep concern.

"Aye," the innkeeper said, "we have a room for you.
Not our best, mind. Another gentleman has already bespoken the
largest room with a private parlor. But I can give you a decent
bedchamber, anyway." He turned and shouted for his wife.

A plump, rosy-cheeked woman of indeterminate age
rushed into the taproom. She took one look at Hugh and said, "Oh,
dear. What's this, now?" When her husband explained that the woman
was ill, she turned and reached out a hand toward Emily. "Poor
love," she said, "I'll just help you upstairs with her. Then
mayhaps she could use one of my possets? I can just pop down and
make one up right quick like and bring it up to you before the cat
can lick her ear. Poor dear will be right as a trivet in no time."
As the woman spoke, she moved as if to pull the cloak's hood back
from Emily's face.

Hugh flinched, clutched Emily more tightly, and
stepped back. "You are too kind," he said. "But all she really
needs is a soft bed and a good night's rest. It would be best if
she were not disturbed."

"Whatever you say, sir," the woman said in the
resigned voice of one used to the strange ways of the Quality.
"Follow me."

She led Hugh up two flights of stairs and down
several short hallways before stopping at a door at the end of a
narrow corridor. Hugh's burden was becoming increasingly heavy, and
he thought his arms might break if he didn't put Emily down soon.
Nevertheless, he was glad for a room so removed from the main part
of the inn. He needed complete privacy for what he had in mind.

After fumbling with an enormous ring of keys, the
landlady finally opened the door and invited Hugh to enter with a
nod of her head. She made as if to follow, but Hugh gave her a
piercing glare. "Wait there," he said. After he carefully placed
Emily on the bed, keeping her covered, he turned once again toward
the door, flexing his arms to alleviate the stiffness.

"I thank you, madam, for your concern, but my wife
and I would prefer complete privacy, if you don't mind. I will see
to her myself." He held out his hand for the key.

The landlady cocked her head to one side and gazed
at Hugh through narrowed eyes. Then she shrugged and placed the key
in his hand. "You just call, now, if you need anything," she said
as she took a candlestick from a nearby hall table. She lit it from
her own candle and handed it to Hugh before she headed down the
hall.

Hugh closed the door, then leaned against it and
heaved a sigh of profound relief. He had no desire for the
innkeeper's wife to note that Emily was dressed in a ball gown
beneath the plain cloak. He would go down a bit later and retrieve
a small valise he had tucked in the boot of the carriage in which
he had packed a change of clothes for himself and a simple muslin
gown for Emily. He hadn't thought to bring any kind of bonnet, but
he could probably purchase one along the way.

For the moment, at least while Emily was
unconscious, he felt safe. Everything was going according to plan.
His father was right, of course. This was the only way. Hugh would
have to marry Emily in order to keep her inheritance in the family.
Hugh realized that Emily had no great affection for him. In fact,
he suspected that she despised him. There was no way she would
agree to marry him—especially not when that Sedgewick fellow seemed
close to the sticking point.

No, this was the only way. He would have to
compromise her completely, he thought with a smile.

He walked to the bed and pulled the cloak away from
Emily's face. This part of the plan was going to be a pleasure, he
thought as he stroked Emily's cheek with the back of his hand. When
he thought of all the fusby-faced females whom he might have been
forced to seduce, he shook his head in wonder at the good fortune
that gave him such a beauty for a cousin. He would have preferred a
younger woman, of course—someone more biddable. But there were
other advantages to a mature woman, he thought as he pulled the
cloak completely away and gazed down at the soft curves revealed by
the clinging silk of the ball gown.

Hugh was tempted to undress Emily at that moment and
complete her ruin. He sat down on the bed and ran a possessive hand
along the length of her body, sucking in his breath as he lingered
over the curve of her full breasts and hips.

But, no, he thought as he pulled his hand away with
some effort. He would prefer her to be conscious when he took her.
He wanted to feel her struggling beneath him, unable to resist his
greater strength. He wanted this haughty bitch to squirm under his
dominance.

Then, of course, she would have no choice but to
marry him.

He laughed as he rose from the bed. He tossed his
hat and greatcoat on a nearby chair. He added coal to the grate
from a scuttle near the hearth, thinking that he would prefer to
accomplish this night's work in a warm room. He found a spill, lit
it with the candle, and stoked the coal into a small blaze. He
guessed that Emily would sleep for probably another hour. The drug
he had used on the cloth held to her mouth would have only kept her
unconscious for a short time, and so he had also forced a large
dose of laudanum down her throat. She was sure to sleep a while
longer, and he wanted to be the first thing she saw when she awoke.
But there was certainly nothing to do in this small room for the
next hour or so. He might as well head down to the taproom and have
a pint or two while he waited.

Hugh took one more look at Emily and grinned in
anticipation. He then walked into the deserted corridor and closed
the door behind him. He carefully locked the door, pocketed the
key, and headed for the taproom.

 


* * *

 


Emily opened her eyes and immediately shut them
again. Her head was throbbing. She must have drunk too much
champagne. She tried to raise her head but thought better of it and
let it fall back onto the pillow. How much champagne had she drunk?
It was odd, but she couldn't seem to remember much of anything. She
didn't even recall going to bed. Yet she still felt so sleepy.
Perhaps it was early morning, and she needn't worry about getting
out of bed just yet. Eyes still closed, she tried to remember what
had happened last night.

The ball had been a great success. She remembered
that much. The ballroom had looked spectacular, she was not too
proud to admit. She recalled dancing a few times and she remembered
how handsome Robert had looked as she watched him twirl someone or
other across the dance floor. She sighed at that remembrance.

Then her eyes popped open. All at once she
remembered the footman's message, the empty yellow salon, and
finally a familiar voice. Whose voice?

And so, Cousin, you shall avoid me no
longer.

Hugh!

Emily forced herself up onto her forearms. Where was
she? She blinked her eyes and tried to make out her surroundings
from the dim light of the fire. The room was small, plainly
furnished, and completely unfamiliar. She appeared to be alone.

"Cousin?" she said into the dark.

There was no answer. She pulled herself into a
sitting position. The pain in her head pounded with such a force
that she covered her face with her hands. Once the pain had
subsided and she had opened her eyes again, she swung her legs over
the side of the bed. It was then she became aware that she still
wore her ball gown. In a panic, she reached up to her throat, but
felt her mother's emerald pendant still in place. She breathed a
sigh of relief that at least her precious emeralds had not been
stolen.

But why had Hugh abducted her?—for clearly that is
what had happened—and where was he now? What on earth did he want
from her? Her head ached too much to attempt to solve that
puzzle.

She stood slowly and began a survey of the room.
There was a gentleman's hat and greatcoat lying on a ladder-back
chair near the fire. Hugh's? She picked up the hat, but there was
nothing distinctive about it—an ordinary beaver—nor did the
greatcoat offer any clue to its owner's identity. They must be her
cousin's things. Unless he had an accomplice? Good heavens! She
really had no idea what was going on, or who was likely to come
through that door, she thought in a panic. She must get out of
here!

She hurried to the door but found it locked. My God,
she was a prisoner. Frantic, she went to the single window, lifted
the latch, and flung it open. She hung out the window from her
waist and looked around. She was clearly at an inn, as she could
see the stables and the kitchens in the light of the moon. Just
below her was the kitchen garden. Three floors below! She looked
desperately from left to right, but there was not a decent tree
within reach.

She bit her lip, determined not to cry, and turned
back into the room where she fell facedown on the bed. What could
she do? She had no desire to wait patiently for Hugh, or God knows
who, to come through the door. Particularly when she had no idea
what he could possibly want of her.

Emily's mind raced with notions involving her
cousin, even her dreaded uncle, but nothing seemed to make any
sense. Of course, none of their behavior toward her had made any
sense. She still did not understand why they didn't simply leave
her alone, ignore her completely if she was an embarrassment to
them.

She rolled over onto her back and sat up against the
bed pillows. Her head ached enough from whatever drug she had been
given, and any mental effort to understand this abduction only
increased her discomfort. But she couldn't let it go. She needed to
understand. She caught sight of the hat and greatcoat once again
and caught her breath. If a gentleman's things were in her room,
then he must intend to share it with her. Oh, my God, she thought.
They want to ruin me!

She had to get out of here, she thought frantically.
But how? She was unconsciously clutching at the bed linens in her
panic. She glanced down at her hands, and all at once an image of
her mother came to mind—her mother holding Emily on her knee as she
told her the story of her romantic elopement with Walter Townsend,
the story of how she had climbed out the window on knotted bed
sheets.

Emily jumped up and began to tear the linens from
the bed.

 


* * *

 


Robert was exhausted, angry, and worried sick about
Emily. He had stopped at four inns without success. He tossed the
reins of his horse to the ostler at the Swan and asked if he had
seen anyone of Faversham's description. When the ostler said that
someone who might have been Faversham had arrived about an hour
ago, Robert dashed to the entrance of the inn and flung open the
taproom door with a bang.

All heads turned toward the door, but only one
interested Robert. Lord Faversham sat near the fire nursing a pint
of ale. He looked up and flinched in alarm when his eyes met
Robert's. He rose abruptly and stood with legs apart in a stance of
swaggering confidence, his lips formed in a sneer. By God, he
thinks to challenge me, thought Robert with inappropriate amusement
as he pondered the image of this insolent young puppy attempting to
best one of the regular habitués of Cribb's Parlour.

As Hugh made a slight move forward, Robert bounded
across the room and landed a clean hit to Hugh's jaw before the
young man could react. Hugh staggered against the table where he
had sat, his tanker of ale tumbling to the floor with a crash. He
lifted his hand to his jaw and glared at Robert with a look of
outraged fury, and then launched himself at Robert with both fists
flying. The man had no science, thought Robert as he dodged the
random blows, which almost made him doubly dangerous. He must be
taken out quickly.

Hugh landed a lucky chop to Robert's chin before
Robert was able to restrain him through a series of expertly
delivered left digs, followed by a punishing right hook which sent
Hugh reeling. Robert pushed him back against the table and put his
hands to Hugh's throat.

"What have you done with her? What have you done
with her?" Robert's hands tightened on Hugh's throat, and he
wanted nothing so much as to kill him then and there.

Hugh sputtered and gasped, but was unable to speak.
His face began to turn a dangerous shade of purple.

The flustered innkeeper hurried into the taproom to
see what the commotion was all about. "Now, see here, sir," he
said, gesturing wildly at Robert. "Unhand that man at once! I will
not have murder done in my taproom! Unhand him, or I will send
straight away for the magistrate."

Easing the pressure somewhat, but without letting go
of Hugh's throat, Robert turned toward the innkeeper. "Did this
gentleman"—he spat out the word—"arrive at the Swan in the
company of a young woman?"

"Why, yes, sir," the innkeeper said in obvious
confusion. He was unable to take his eyes off the darkening face of
Hugh. "He arrived with his wife, who was apparently quite ill. He
carried her in his arms wrapped in a warm cloak."

Robert snorted. "A touching sight, no doubt. Where
is the woman now?"

"Why, she must still be upstairs in their room,
sir," innkeeper said the. "She was not at all well, you see."

Robert breathed a sigh of relief that Emily must be
under this very roof. He released his hold on Hugh.

Hugh sat up and grabbed at his throat, gasping and
coughing, as he stared wild-eyed at Robert.

Robert glared at him with obvious disgust. "I should
call you out for this," he said in a sinister voice.

Hugh stared back at him with a look of utter panic
on his face.

"However," Robert said as he casually dusted off his
greatcoat, "I am not prepared to leave the country just now, simply
for having murdered you. Nevertheless, I think it best that you not
forget our little encounter this evening. Only as reminder, so to
speak, I believe I'll just rearrange your face a bit."

Within the space of a heartbeat, Robert had landed a
swift blow to Hugh's face. The man collapsed to the floor with a
moan. The unnatural angle of his bleeding nose showed it to be
broken.

"But I swear to God," Robert said as he stood over
the bleeding, whimpering Hugh, "if you so much as come near Emily
again, I will kill you. I suggest it might be more comfortable for
you to leave the country for a while. You would not want to run
into me unexpectedly, I assure you."

Robert turned to the innkeeper. "Please show me to
the room where you put the woman who arrived with this ...
gentleman. You must understand that she is not his wife, but that
he abducted her against her will."

"Well, dash my wig!" the innkeeper cried. "I thought
there was something havey-cavey about the way he kept her covered
up and all. Follow me, sir."

With one last look at the bleeding, moaning man
crumpled in a heap on the taproom floor, Robert hurried after the
innkeeper. As they made their way up two flights of stairs and
turned into hallway after hallway—good grief, what a rabbit warren
this place was—Robert prayed to God that Emily was still safe, that
Hugh hadn't already ...

The innkeeper indicated a door at the end of a
narrow hallway. Robert hurried to the door and pounded. "Emily!" he
shouted. There was no answer, and so he tried the door. It was
locked. He turned to the innkeeper with an imploring look.

"I have a master key," the man said as he produced
it. He put the key in the lock, turned it, and gingerly opened the
door. Robert, more impatient, bounded into the room. "Emily?"

The room was empty. A wool cloak lay on the bed, and
a man's hat and greatcoat were tossed on a chair. But what caught
Robert's eye was the rope of knotted linens trailing from the
sturdy bedpost to the open window.

"Ha!" he shouted. "What a woman!"

He dashed past the confused innkeeper, laughing as
he made his way down the stairs.

 


 


 




Chapter 22







Emily slowly inched her way down the makeshift rope,
uncertain of the strength of the knot she had tied around the
bedpost. Her heart pounded in her chest as she expected the rope to
give way at any moment and send her plummeting to the ground. She
reached a second-story window at last, and, while braced against
the narrow embrasure, her slippered toes clinging to the window
ledge, she thought to chance calling for help. The room appeared to
be dark; there was no glow from a fire or branch of candles. Taking
a deep breath, discounting the folly of disturbing perfect
strangers who might be more threatening than her cousin, she tapped
on the glass. There was no response.

"Oh, please!" she whispered as she tapped louder.
"Someone please be there!"

Still there was no response, and she was forced to
admit that the room was unoccupied. She tried to force the window
open, but it appeared to be locked from the inside. "Damnation!"
she cried as she slapped the flat of her hand against the window in
despair. There was nothing for it but to continue down to the
ground.

Emily gave the knotted linen a cautious tug. It
seemed to be taut enough, and so she grasped it tightly with both
hands and began once again to ease her way down. She kept her eyes
on the ground below.

It was close now—if the linen rope gave way, she
would fall only a short distance. She began to relax. When her toes
were no more than three or four feet from the ground, Emily braced
herself to jump.

Suddenly she was grabbed from behind, strong arms
closing tightly around her waist.

"No!" she screamed as she was pulled free from the
rope. "No!"

A wail of despair rose up from the back of her
throat as she realized she had been caught. She had almost done it.
She had almost gotten away. But, blast it all, she would not give
up without a fight. She began kicking and struggling against her
captor who, damn his eyes, was actually laughing.

As she kicked she was pulled close against a heavy
coat over a broad chest. She realized this man was taller and
broader than Hugh. Who was this? Her uncle? One of his henchmen?
She kicked out harder, though her soft evening slippers were
useless against the thick leather boots of her captor. As she was
pulled tighter against the broad chest, she caught a fleeting hint
of the aroma of musky shaving oil. Could it be ...

"What kind of welcome is this?" a soft, seductive,
wonderfully familiar voice said against her ear. "And after all the
trouble I've been through to rescue you."

Robert!

Emily turned in the arms that held her and threw her
own around his neck. He gathered her close as tears of relief fell
down her cheeks.

"I-I thought you were Hugh," she said in a quavering
voice.

"I'm sorry to disappoint you, my love."

"Oh, no," she said, pulling back so that she could
look up at him. Her eyes bright with tears, but she gave him a
tremulous smile. "I've never been so glad to see anyone in all my
life!"

"My sentiments exactly, my dear," said Robert, the
laughter gone from his voice as he gave her a look of such warmth
that her breath caught in her throat. She was immediately reminded
of the look in his eyes last night just before he kissed her.

"B-but, what of my cousin?" she asked, unable to
take her eyes from his. "He was the one who abducted me, was he
not? I never actually saw him, but I thought I heard his
voice."

"Yes, it was Faversham who took you, the bloody
fool."

"What has happened to him?" she asked. "Did
you—"

"I am afraid he's lying on the taproom floor,"
Robert replied. When Emily gasped, he added, "Nursing a bloody
nose."

"Oh, my." She steered him away from the shadows and
into the moonlight. After studying his face she reached up a hand
to touch his bruised chin. "He did this to you?"

Robert smiled. "He got lucky. But I assure you he
looks much worse."

"I am glad," Emily said with conviction. "Although I
almost wish you had killed him." She thought of the hat and
greatcoat on the chair. "I was so afraid." She shuddered as she
buried her face against his shoulder.

He tightened his arms about her. "Emily," he
whispered.

After a moment he reached down and tilted her chin
up with the edge of his hand. "Emily," he whispered against her
lips. He kissed her gently, then pulled away and looked into her
dazed eyes. Suddenly he crushed his mouth to hers. He kissed her
with a hunger and passion Emily could not have imagined, and she
responded with her own shy desire. Without thinking, she wrapped
her arms around his shoulders and pulled him closer, savoring every
new sensation as his mouth plundered hers.

Finally, reluctantly, Emily pulled her lips away
from his and pushed against his shoulders. My God, she had let it
happen again! This was foolishness. This was wrong. She must step
behaving like a doxy, for that is all she could ever hope to be to
him. And she would never be that. Never.

"Robert, we can't," she said breathlessly, trying to
escape the arms that still held her.

"Why not?" He began softly stroking her cheek with
the back of his fingers. "I love you, Emily."

She wrenched away and turned her back to him. She
couldn't bear this.

"Don't do this, Robert," she said plaintively. "I am
not a lightskirt. I will not be your mistress."

Robert chuckled. "Then I suppose you'll just have to
be my wife."

"Please don't tease me, Robert," she whispered.
"This is much too painful for me. You know I cannot be your wife. I
cannot bear for you to kiss me like that and tell me you love me
and then go off and marry Augusta Windhurst. Please," she said,
choking back a sob. "Please go away."

Robert came up behind her and curled his arms around
her waist, gently pressing her back against his chest. Emily
thought she would collapse with grief, thought her knees might
actually buckle, and so accepted the support of his strong arms.
Tears coursed down her cheeks.

"But I'm not going to marry Augusta," he said in a
matter-of-fact voice.

Emily stiffened involuntarily. A tiny thread of hope
wound its way around her heart. She sucked in her breath.

"You're not?" Her voice came out in an unnatural
squeak.

"No." Robert laughed, pulling her closer. "We have
decided we would not suit. In fact," he said, his breath tickling
her ear, "if my guess is correct, Miss Windhurst is even now
finding comfort in the arms of my cousin Ted. Perhaps he is kissing
her, like this." He nibbled her ear, caressing it with his
tongue.

"Or like this." He feathered kisses down her neck
onto her bare shoulder.

"Or like this." His lips moved up to her throat and
Emily threw back her head and sighed with pleasure.

"Or ..." He turned her in his arms, and his mouth
came down on hers. He moved his lips tenderly against her mouth,
teasing her lips with his tongue. She moaned softly, threw her arms
around his neck, and opened her mouth to his.

Some time later Emily sat perched sideways in front
of Robert on his horse, his greatcoat enveloping her like a cocoon.
She leaned comfortably against his chest, his arm holding her
close, tilting her head up frequently to receive his kiss as they
made their leisurely way back to Grosvenor Square. Both cherished
this private interlude, savoring the physical intimacy required by
their position on the horse, and were in no particular hurry to
reach Mayfair.

As they plodded along the deserted midnight roads,
they spoke of all that was in their hearts, recounting, as lovers
do, those moments when they first recognized their love for one
another. They spoke of their future together, of the family they
would have, and marveled at the depth of their happiness.

"You know, Robert," Emily said as she snuggled
deeper into the warmth of his greatcoat, "I still do not understand
what happened tonight. I cannot for the life of me comprehend why
my cousin abducted me."

"Oh, good lord!" Robert exclaimed. "You don't
know."

"Know what?"

Emily began to bounce against his chest as Robert
exploded with laughter.

"What?" she repeated, thoroughly puzzled. "What
should I know?"

Robert rocked her in his arms as he laughed. Emily
pounded his chest with her fists in her impatience, which only made
him laugh harder. When he was finally able to speak, he said,
"Emily, my love, you are an heiress."

She blinked owlishly. "I beg your pardon?"

"You are an heiress," he repeated, still chuckling.
"A very rich woman."

"I-I don't understand. I haven't a sou, as
you well know, except for the generous salary your grandmother pays
me. And I intend to use most of that to repay her for all the
clothes and other things she has bought me for this stay in
London."

"My dear girl, you may more than pay her back. I
meant it when I said you were an heiress. You see, it seems your
grandfather decided to acknowledge you after all and left you a
sizable inheritance."

"My grandfather?" She shook her head, not fully
comprehending. "But—"

"He left you with a sum to be used as a marriage
settlement. But your uncle, may he rot in hell, claimed he was
unable to locate you. He has been living off your inheritance for
the last five years."

"I can't believe it! How did you discover all
this?"

Robert told her of his initial suspicions, of
Huntspill's investigation and the recovery of her grandfather's
will. He also told of his confrontation with Lord Pentwick,
omitting several of the less pleasant details.

"As you were now becoming known in Society," he
continued, "it became more difficult for Pentwick to pretend
ignorance of your whereabouts. I believe his intent initially was
to cause you such public embarrassment that you would retreat once
again into the country, away from the prying eyes of the ton. He
had not counted on Grandmother, Louisa, myself, and others rallying
to your defense, however." He bent down and kissed her gently.

"I suspect," he said, "that Pentwick decided to
change tactics and have his own son marry you in order to get, or
rather to keep, his hands on your money."

"So that's why Cousin Hugh was forever at my
side."

"Indeed. And when you showed no interest, you made
it necessary for him to take more drastic measures. My meeting with
Pentwick this afternoon only made it more urgent to act
quickly."

"Oh, but this is monstrous!" Emily cried. "He knew I
would never consent to marry him and so he set out to... to
..."

Robert gathered her close. "Yes, I'm afraid his
intentions were less than honorable, my love."

"Oh, Robert," Emily said as she pressed her cheek
against his shoulder, "thank goodness you came after me. I could
not have borne it if... I don't know what I would have done if..."
She chewed on her lower lip, attempting to hold back tears.

"Hush, love, everything is all right now." He bent
down and brushed his lips against her cheek. "But I shall never
forgive Faversham—or Pentwick—for tonight's sorry business."

"No," she said, "and I hope never to set eyes on
either of them again. The hateful beasts!"

"And not only for tonight does Pentwick earn my
wrath," Robert said, "but for all those years that you were left to
struggle, forced to take employment, to be little better than a
servant, when—"

"No, no, Robert," she interrupted, tilting her head
to look up at him, "I shall never regret my years of service. If I
had not been in service, I would never have met you."

He leaned his forehead against hers. "I suppose I am
obliged to thank Pentwick, then, for allowing you to brighten my
life. I shall have to remember that whenever I feel the need to
throttle him. Nevertheless, I cannot but hope that the man
disappears after turning over to you the thirty thousand
pounds."

Emily stiffened and pulled back. "What did you
say?"

"I said that I hope he disappears—"

"Not that part! Something about"—she
swallowed—"thirty ..."

"Thirty thousand pounds." He grinned. "Had I failed
to mention the amount?"

"I am to have thirty ... thousand ... pounds?"

Robert nodded, and she fell back against him,
shaking her head in disbelief. "But this is incredible!"

He laughed and said, "I did say you were an heiress,
did I not?'

"Indeed you did." Emily was thoughtful for a moment,
then bit back a smile. "And now suddenly it all makes sense to me.
You wish to marry me for my money."

"The devil you say!"

"Admit it, my lord," she said, "you never had the
least interest in me until you discovered I was an heiress."

"But—"

"There's no sense in denying it, my lord. I shall
not be so easily manipulated, however. Now that I am a rich woman I
believe I should wait to see what other gentlemen may come
forward." She could no longer hold back a smile. "I imagine I could
have my pick of the lot."

"I'm afraid not, my dear," Robert said. "You see, I
have already told Sedgewick that I would kill him before I let him
marry you."

"You didn't!"

"I did. And I will similarly challenge any other
gentleman who attempts to take you away from me."

"You will?"

"I will. I'm not letting you go, Emily," he said,
crushing her against him, "now that I've finally got you."

"That sounds perfectly wonderful to me, my
lord."

Robert dropped the reins and took her in both his
arms and kissed her soundly.

The horse, with no one guiding him, ambled toward
the side of the road and came to a complete stop while he
investigated a nearby berry bush. It was some time before his
passengers decided to continue their journey.
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Jack Raeburn, Marquess of Pemerton, raised his
quizzing glass and studied the young girl dancing with Lord
Grayston. He leaned negligently against a pillar, half hidden by an
extravagant floral arrangement, as he eyed the girl up and down.
Miss Pettibone was very fair with masses of blond ringlets and huge
blue eyes that gazed up in awe at her noble partner. She was a
pretty little thing, Jack decided, as she shyly smiled up at
Grayston. He was enjoying a clear view of her full, white bosom
rising up and down with the exertion of the country dance when he
suddenly felt a presence at his side.

Dropping his quizzing glass, he looked over and then
down at the tiny woman who stood next to him. How long had she been
there, he wondered? She was also looking intently at Miss
Pettibone. But then she turned to look up at Jack, wrinkled her
nose behind the screen of her open fan, and shook her head. Jack
glared down at her and quirked a brow.

"Too young," she whispered, still shaking her
head.

Jack choked on a hastily suppressed snort of
laughter as he watched her eyes move back toward the dance floor.
Who was this woman? She looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn't
place her. She was not young, but not precisely old either. Though
small, she was nicely rounded in all the right places, he was quick
to note. She had ordinary brown hair, a too wide mouth, and a
slightly crooked nose; but the eyes that had looked up at him had
been enormous pools of hazel. Other than the eyes, her face was
quite unremarkable. That was probably why he could not place her.
She was not the sort of woman who normally piqued Jack's
interest

He dragged his eyes from his unknown companion and
once again raised his quizzing glass as he surveyed the ballroom.
This time his gaze fell upon a lovely young redhead standing along
the opposite wall, flirting with a circle of admirers. She brought
her fan to her lips as she giggled at some remark, then snapped it
shut and slapped it down on the wrist of her nearest gallant,
batting her eyes coquettishly. Her hair was absolutely glorious,
with one long fiery curl hanging over a creamy white shoulder.

By God, no one was going to tell him that there was
anything wrong with this young beauty. Nevertheless, tearing
himself away after one last admiring gaze, he reluctantly turned
his glass upon the woman at his side and raised his brows in
question. She hunched a shoulder and raised her fan to partially
cover her face. Jack's greater height gave him a clear view behind
the fan, and he watched as her mouth twisted in distaste. She
leaned toward him in a conspiratorial manner without taking her
eyes off the girl.

"Too silly," she whispered.

Jack grinned down at this impertinent unknown who
nevertheless intrigued him. What was her game? Well, whatever it
was, he was just bored enough to play along and find out.

This time he raised his glass to study Lady Amanda
Palmer, Egerton's eldest daughter, as she was partnered by Lord
Ainsley. She was a glowing beauty with glossy dark brown curls and
amber-colored eyes. Her face was lit up with a spectacular smile,
and her cheeks were slightly flushed from the dance. Jack's glass
followed the line of her graceful neck down over the rounded
shoulders to the full swell of bosom revealed by her rather daring
neckline. He knew this to be at least her third Season, and her
manners were open though modest. Surely there could be no objection
to this young lady, he thought as he looked down at his tiny
confederate.

She sighed and looked up with a resigned shake of
her head.

"Of course, it is up to you, my lord," she said in a
husky whisper, "but Lady Amanda has an unfortunate tendency toward
plumpness. Only look at her mother." She cocked her head in the
direction of the corner of the room reserved for dowagers and
chaperones.

Jack's glass followed her gaze toward the sea of
plumed turbans in the corner. It was hard to miss Lady Egerton
whose bulk took up almost an entire settee. One of the
spindly-legged chairs used by the other matrons would have surely
collapsed under the woman's tremendous girth.

Jack bit back a smile.

He dropped his quizzing glass, which, attached to
its black ribbon, fell against his white brocade waistcoat, and
heaved a dramatic sigh.

"Well, madam," he said in a bored tone, "I seem to
be foiled at every turn. Perhaps you have a candidate of your own
to recommend?" Most likely the woman had a daughter or niece or
some other charge under her wing, with hopes of securing an
advantageous match. Well, thought Jack, so long as the chit came
with a plump dowry, he was willing to entertain any and all
suggestions.

"Not at the moment," the woman replied, smiling
brightly up at him. "But I would be happy to help you in your
search, Lord Pemerton."

Jack pulled away from the pillar, straightened up,
and peered down at the woman, furrowing his brow in puzzlement.
Still, he could not place her, though she obviously knew him. Of
course, there was nothing particularly distinctive about her that
would have kept her in his memory; although he thought he might
have remembered that intriguingly husky voice, surprising in such a
small woman.

"I beg your pardon, madam," he said, "but you seem
to have the advantage of me. You apparently know who I am and yet I
don't—"

"Oh, but we have met, my lord," she interrupted.

"Indeed? I must apologize, then, for I am afraid I
don't recall—"

"No need to apologize, my lord," she interrupted
again, this time with a wave of dismissal. "I do not expect you
would remember since you were thoroughly foxed at the time."

"Oh, good Lord," Jack mumbled as he raked a hand
through his hair and dropped his eyes to the ground. What
transgression had he committed in this lady's presence? Before he
could ponder the countless possibilities, his attention was firmly
snatched back to the present by the sound of a rich, throaty
chuckle. He looked over to find the lady's head thrown back as she
abandoned herself to laughter. The sound was so delightful, almost
like a rusty gate, that he could not help but smile.

"Lady Mary Haviland," she said at last, offering her
hand.
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