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‘Of course, you know I am dying.’ His mother extended slim fingers from beneath the bedclothes and patted the hand that he offered to her.
Marcus Radwell, fourth Duke of Haughleigh, kept his face impassive, searching his mind for the appropriate response. ‘No.’ His tone was neutral. ‘We will, no doubt, have this conversation again at Christmas when you have recovered from your current malady.’
‘Only you would use obstinacy as a way to cheer me on my deathbed.’
And only you would stage death with such Drury Lane melodrama. He left the words unspoken, struggling for decorum, but glared at the carefully arranged scene. She’d chosen burgundy velvet hangings and dim lighting to accent her already pale skin. The cloying scent of the lilies on the dresser gave the air a funereal heaviness.
‘No, my son, we will not be having this conversation again. The things I have to tell you will be said today. I do not have the strength to tell them twice, and certainly will not be here at Christmas to force another promise from you.’ She gestured to the water glass at the bedside. He filled it and offered it to her, supporting her as she drank.
No strength? And yet her voice seemed steady enough. This latest fatal illness was probably no more real than the last one. Or the one before. He stared hard into her face, searching for some indication of the truth. Her hair was still the same delicate blonde cloud on the pillow, but her face was grey beneath the porcelain complexion that had always given her a false air of fragility. ‘If you are too weak...perhaps later...’
‘Perhaps later I will be too weak to say them, and you will not have to hear. A good attempt, but I expected better.’
‘And I expected better of you, Mother. I thought I had made it clear, on my last visit to your deathbed—’ the word was heavy with irony he could no longer disguise ‘—that I was tired of playing the fool in these little dramas you insist on arranging. If you want something of me, you could at least do me the courtesy of stating it plainly in a letter.’
‘So that you could refuse me by post, and save yourself the journey home?’
‘Home? And where might that be? This is your home. Not mine.’
Her laugh was mirthless and ended in a rasping cough. Old instincts made him reach out to her before he caught himself and let the hand fall to his side. The coughing ended abruptly, as though his lack of sympathy made her rethink her strategy.
‘This is your home, your Grace, whether you choose to live in it or not.’
So if fears for her health would not move him, perhaps guilt over his neglected estate? He shrugged.
Her hand trembled as she gestured towards the nightstand, and he reached for the carafe to refill her glass. ‘No. The box on the table.’
He passed the inlaid box to her. She fumbled with the catch, opened it and removed a stack of letters, patting them. ‘As time grows short, I’ve worked to mend the mistakes in my past. To right what wrongs I could. To make peace.’
To get right with the Lord before His inevitable judgement, he added to himself and clenched his jaw.
‘And recently, I received a letter from a friend of my youth. An old school companion who was treated badly.’
He could guess by whom. If his mother was planning to right her wrongs chronologically, she had better be quick. Even if she lived another twenty years, as he suspected she might, there were wrongs enough in her past to fill the remaining time.
‘There were money problems, as there so often are. Her father died penniless. She was forced home and had to find her own way in the world. She has been, for the last twelve years, a companion to a young girl.’
‘No.’ His voice echoed in the still sickroom.
‘You say no, and, as yet, I have asked no questions.’
‘But you most certainly will. The young girl will turn out to be of marriageable age and good family. The conversation will be about the succession. The question is inevitable and the answer will be no.’
‘I had thought to see you settled before I died.’
‘Perhaps you shall. I am sure we have plenty of time.’
She continued as if there had been no interruption. ‘I let you wait, assuming you would make a choice in your own good time. But I have no time. No time to let you handle things. Certainly no time to let you wallow in grief for losses and mistakes that are ten years past.’
He bit off the retort that was forming on his tongue. She was right in this at least. He needn’t reopen his half of an old argument.
‘You are right. The girl is of marriageable age, but her prospects are poor. She is all but an orphan. The family lands are mortgaged and gone. She has little hope of making a match, and Lady Cecily despairs of her chances. She fears that her charge is destined for a life of service and does not wish to see her own fate visited on another. She has approached me, hoping that I might help...’
‘And you offered me up as a sacrifice to expiate the wrong you did forty years ago.’
‘I offered her hope. Why should I not? I have a son who is thirty-five and without issue. A son who shows no sign of remedying this condition, though his wife and heir are ten years in the grave. A son who wastes himself on whores when he should be seeing to the estate and providing for the succession. I know how quickly life passes. If you die, the title falls to your brother. Have you considered this, or do you think yourself immortal?’
He forced a smile. ‘Why does it matter to you now? If St John inherited the title, it would please you above all things. You’ve made no effort to hide that he is your favourite.’
She smiled back, with equal coldness. ‘I am a fond old woman, but not as foolish as all that. I will not lie and call you favourite. But neither will I claim that St John has the talent or temperament to run this estate. I can trust that once you are settled here, you will not lose your father’s coronet at cards. Your neglect of your duties is benign, and easily remedied. But can you imagine the land after a year in your brother’s care?’
He closed his eyes and felt the chill seeping through his blood. He did not want to imagine his brother as a duke any more than he wanted to imagine himself chained to a wife and family and trapped in this tomb of a house. There were enough ghosts here, and now his mother was threatening to add herself to the list of grim spirits he was avoiding.
She gave a shuddering breath and coughed.
He offered her another sip of water and she cleared her throat before speaking again. ‘I did not offer you as a sacrifice, however much pleasure you take in playing the martyr. I suggested that she and the girl visit. That is all. From you, I expect a promise. A small boon, not total surrender. I would ask that you not turn her away before meeting her. It will not be a love match, but I trust you to realise, now, that love in courtship does not guarantee a long or a happy union. If she is not deformed, or ill favoured, or so hopelessly stupid as to render her company unbearable, I expect you to give serious thought to your offer. Wit and beauty may fade, but if she has common sense and good health, she has qualities sufficient to make a good wife. You have not, as yet, married some doxy on the continent?’
He glared at her and shook his head.
‘Or developed some tragic tendre for the wife of a friend?’
‘Good God, Mother.’
‘And you are not courting some English rose in secret? That would be too much to hope. So this leaves you with no logical excuse to avoid a meeting. Nothing but a broken heart and a bitter nature, which you can go back to nurturing once an heir is born and the succession secured.’
‘You seriously suggest that I marry some girl you’ve sent for, on the basis of your casual correspondence with an old acquaintance?’
She struggled to sit upright, her eyes glowing like coals in her ashen face. ‘If I had more time, and if you weren’t so damned stubborn, I’d have trotted you around London and forced you to take your pick of the Season long ago. But time is short, and I am forced to make do with what can be found quickly and arranged without effort. If she has wide hips and an amiable nature, overcome your reservations, wed, and get her with child.’
And she coughed again. But this time it was not the delicate sound he was used to, but the rack of lungs too full to hold breath. And it went on and on until her body shook with it. A maid rushed into the room, drawn by the sound, and leaned over the bed, supporting his mother’s back and holding a basin before her. After more coughing she spat and sagged back into the pillows, spent. The maid hurried away with the basin, but a tiny fleck of blood remained on his mother’s lip.
‘Mother.’ His voice was unsteady and his hand trembled as he touched his handkerchief to her mouth.
Her hand tightened on his, but with little strength. He could feel the bones through the translucent skin.
When she spoke, her voice was a hoarse whisper. The glow in her eyes had faded to a pleading, frightened look that he had not seen there before. ‘Please. Before it is too late. Meet the girl. Let me die in peace.’ She smiled in a way that was more a grimace, and he wondered if it was from pain. She’d always tried to keep such rigid control. Of herself. Of him. Of everything. It must embarrass her to have to yield now. And for the first time he noticed how small she was as she lay there and smelled the hint of decay masked by the scent of the lilies.
It was true, then. This time she really was dying.
He sighed. What harm could it do to make a promise now, when she would be gone long before he needed to keep it? He answered stiffly, giving her more cause to hope than he had in years. ‘I will consider it.’
The front door was oak, and when she dropped the heavy brass knocker against it, Miranda Grey was surprised that the sound was barely louder than the hammering of the rain on the flags around her. It would be a wonder if anyone heard her knock above the sound of the late summer storm.
When the door finally opened, the butler hesitated, as though a moment’s delay in the rain might wash the step clean and save him the trouble of seeing to her.
She was afraid to imagine what he must see. Her hair was half down and streaming water. Her shawl clung to her body, soaked through with the rain. Her travelling dress moulded to her body, and the mud-splattered skirts bunched between her legs when she tried to move. She offered a silent prayer of thanks that she’d decided against wearing slippers or her new pair of shoes. The heavy boots she’d chosen were wildly inappropriate for a lady, but anything else would have disintegrated on the walk to the house. Her wrists, which protruded from the sleeves of the gown before disappearing into her faded gloves, were blue with cold.
After an eternity, the butler opened his mouth, probably to send her away. Or at least to direct her to the rear entrance.
She squared her shoulders and heard Cici repeating words in her mind.
‘It is not who you appear to be that matters. It is who you are. Despite circumstances, you are a lady. You were born to be a lady. If you remember this, people will treat you accordingly.’
Appreciating her height for once, she stared down into the face of the butler and said in a tone as frigid as the icy rainwater in her boots, ‘Lady Miranda Grey. I believe I am expected.’
The butler stepped aside and muttered something about a library. Then, without waiting for an answer, he shambled off down the hall, leaving her and her portmanteau on the step.
She heaved the luggage over the threshold, stepped in after it, and pulled the door shut behind her. She glanced down at her bag, which sat in its own puddle on the marble floor. It could stay here and rot. She was reasonably sure that it was not her job to carry the blasted thing. The blisters forming beneath the calluses on her palms convinced her that she had already carried it quite enough for one night. She abandoned it and hurried after the butler.
He led her into a large room lined with books and muttered something. She leaned closer, but was unable to make out the words. He was no easier to understand in the dead quiet of the house than he had been when he’d greeted her at the door. Then he wandered away again, off into the hall. In search of the dowager, she hoped. In his wake, she detected a faint whiff of gin.
When he was gone, she examined her surroundings in detail, trying to ignore the water dripping from her clothes and on to the fine rug. The house was grand. There was no argument to that. The ceilings were high. The park in front was enormous, as she had learned in frustration while stumbling across its wide expanse in the pouring rain. The hall to this room had been long, wide and marble, and lined with doors that hinted at a variety of equally large rooms.
But...
She sighed. There had to be a but. A house with a peer, but without some accompanying problem, some unspoken deficit, would not have opened its doors to her. She stepped closer to the bookshelves and struggled to read a few of the titles. They did not appear to be well used or current—not that she had any idea of the fashion in literature. Their spines were not worn; they were coated with dust and trailed the occasional cobweb from corner to corner. Not a great man for learning, the duke.
She brightened. Learning was not a requirement, certainly. A learned man might be too clever by half and she’d find herself back out in the rain. Perhaps he had more money than wit.
She stepped closer to the fire and examined the bricks of the hearth. Now here was an area she well understood. It left a message much more readable than the bookshelves. There was soot on the bricks that should have been scrubbed away long ago. She could see the faint smudges on the walls, signs that the room was long overdue for a good cleaning. She rustled the heavy velvet of the draperies over the window, then sneezed at the dust and slapped at the flutter of moths she’d disturbed.
So, the duke was not a man of learning, and the dowager had a weak hand on the servants. The butler was drunk and the maids did not waste time cleaning the room set aside to receive guests. Her hands itched to straighten cushions, to beat dust out of velvet and to find a brush to scrub the bricks. Didn’t these people understand what they had? How lucky they were? And how careless with their good fortune?
If she were mistress of this house...
She stopped to correct herself. When she was mistress of this house. That was how Cici would want her to think. When, not if. Her father was fond of myths and had often told her stories of the Spartan soldiers. When they went off to war, their mothers told them to come back with their shields or on them. And her family would have the same of her. Failure was not an option. She could not disappoint them.
Very well, she decided. When she was mistress of this house, things would be different. She could not offer his Grace riches. But despite the dirt, the house and furnishings proved he did not need money. She was not a great beauty, but who would see her here, so far from London? She lacked the refinements and charms of a lady accustomed to society, but she’d seen no evidence that his Grace enjoyed entertaining. She had little learning, but the dust on his library showed this was not his first concern.
What she could offer were the qualities he clearly needed. Household management. A strong back. A willingness to work hard. She could make his life more comfortable.
And she could provide him an heir.
She pushed the thought quickly from her mind. That would be part of her duties, of course. And, despite Cici’s all-too-detailed explanations of what this duty entailed, she was not afraid. Well, not very afraid. Cici had told her enough about his Grace, the Duke of Haughleigh, to encourage her on this point. He was ten years a widower, so perhaps he would not be too demanding. If his needs were great, he must surely have found a means to satisfy them that did not involve a wife. If his needs were not great, then she had no reason to fear him.
She’d imagined him waiting for her arrival, as she made the long coach ride from London. He was older than she, and thinner. Not frail, but with a slight stoop. Greying hair. She’d added spectacles, since they always seemed to make the wearer less intimidating. And a kind smile. A little sad, perhaps, since he’d waited so long after the death of his wife to seek a new one.
But he did not seek, she reminded herself. Cici had done all the seeking, and this introduction had been arranged with his mother. She added shy, to his list of attributes. He was a retiring country gentleman and not the terrifying rake or high-flyer that Cici had been most qualified to warn her about. She would be polite. He would be receptive. They would deal well together.
And when, eventually, the details of her circumstances needed to be explained, he would have grown so fond of her that he would accept them without qualms.
Without warning, the door opened behind her and she spun to face it. Her heart thumped in her chest and she threw away the image she’d been creating. The man in front of her was no quiet country scholar. Nor some darkly handsome, brooding rake. He entered the room like sunlight streaming through a window.
Not so old, she thought. He must have married young. And his face bore no marks of the grief, no lines of long-born sorrow. It was open and friendly. She relaxed a little and returned his smile. It was impossible not to. His eyes sparkled. And they were as blue as...
She faltered. Not the sky. The sky in the city had been grey. The sea? She’d never seen it, so she was not sure.
Flowers, perhaps. But not the sensible flowers found in a kitchen garden. Something planted in full sun that had no use but to bring pleasure to the viewer.
His hair was much easier to describe. It shone gold in the light from the low fire.
‘Well, well, well. And who do we have here?’ His voice was low and pleasant and the warmth of it made her long to draw near to him. And when she did, she was sure he would smell of expensive soap. And his breath would be sweet. She almost shivered at the thought that she might soon know for sure. She dropped a curtsy.
He continued to stare at her in puzzlement. ‘I’m sorry, my dear. You have the better of me. As far as I know, we weren’t expecting any guests.’
She frowned. ‘My guardian wrote to your mother. It was supposed to be all arranged. Of course, I was rather surprised when there was no one to meet the coach, but...’
He was frowning now, but there was a look of dawning comprehension. ‘I see. If my mother arranged it, that would explain why you expected...’ He paused again and began cautiously. ‘Did you know my mother well?’
‘Me? No, not at all. My guardian and she were school friends. They corresponded.’ She fumbled in her reticule and removed the damp and much-handled letter of introduction, offering it to him.
‘Then you didn’t know of my mother’s illness.’ He took the letter and scanned it, eyebrows raised as he glanced over at her. Then he slipped off his fashionable dark jacket and revealed the black armband tied about the sleeve of his shirt. ‘I’m afraid you’re six weeks too late to have an appointment with my mother, unless you have powers not possessed by the other members of this household. The wreath’s just off the door. I suppose it’s disrespectful of me to say so, but you didn’t miss much. At the best of times, my mother was no pleasure. Here, now...’
He reached for her as she collapsed into the chair, no longer heeding the water soaking into the upholstery from her sodden gown.
‘I thought, since you didn’t know her... I didn’t expect this to affect you so. Can I get you something...brandy...? Decanter empty again...Wilkins! Damn that man.’ He threw open the door and shouted down the hall, trying to locate the muttering butler. ‘Wilkins! Where’s the brandy?’
So she’d arrived dripping wet, unescorted and unexpected, into a house of mourning, with a dubious letter of introduction, expecting to work her way into the affections of a peer and secure an offer before he asked too many questions and sent her home. She buried her head in her hands, wishing that she could soak into the carpet and disappear like the rain trickling from her gown.
‘What the hell is going on?’ His Grace had found someone, but the answering voice in the hall was clearly not the butler. ‘St John, what is the meaning of shouting up and down the halls for brandy? Have you no shame at all? Drink the house dry if you must, but have the common decency to do it in quiet.’ The voice grew louder as it approached the open doorway.
‘And who is this? I swear to God, St John, if this drowned rat is your doing, be damned to our mother’s memory, I’ll throw you out in the rain, brandy and girl and all.’
Miranda looked up to find a stranger framed in the doorway. He was everything that the other man was not. Dark hair, with a streak of grey at each temple, and a face creased by bitterness and hard living. An unsmiling mouth. And his eyes were the grey of a sky before a storm. Strength and power radiated from him like heat from the fire.
The other man ducked under his arm and strode back into the room, proffering a brandy snifter. Then he reconsidered and kept it for himself, taking a long drink before speaking.
‘For a change, dear brother, you can’t blame this muddle on me. The girl is your problem, not mine, and comes courtesy of our departed mother.’ He waved the letter of introduction in salute before passing it to his brother. ‘May I present Lady Miranda Grey, come to see his Grace the Duke of Haughleigh.’ The blond man grinned.
‘You’re the duke?’ She looked to the imposing man in the doorway and wondered how she could have been so wrong. When this man had entered the room, his brother had faded to insignificance. She tried to stand up to curtsy again, but her knees gave out and she plopped back on to the sofa. The water in her boots made a squelching sound as she moved.
He stared back. ‘Of course I’m the duke. This is my home you’ve come to. Who were you expecting to find? The Prince Regent?’
The other man grinned. ‘I think she was under the mistaken impression that I was the duke. I’d just come into the library, looking for the brandy decanter, and found her waiting here...’
‘For how long?’ snapped his brother.
‘Moments. Scant moments, although I would have enjoyed more time alone with Lady Miranda. She’s a charming conversationalist.’
‘And, during this charming conversation, you neglected to mention your name, and allowed her to go on in her mistake.’ He turned from his brother to her.
His gaze caught hers and held it a moment too long as though he could read her heart in her eyes. She looked away in embarrassment and gestured helplessly to the letter of introduction. ‘I was expected. I had no idea...about your mother.
‘I’m so sorry,’ she added as an afterthought.
‘Not as sorry as I am.’ He scanned the letter. ‘Damn that woman. She made me promise. But it was a deathbed promise, and I said the words hoping her demise would absolve me of action.’
‘You promised to marry me, hoping your mother would die?’ She stared back in horror.
‘I promised to meet you. Nothing more. If my mother had died that night, as it appeared she might, who was to know what I promised her? But she lingered.’ He waved the paper. ‘Obviously long enough to post an invitation. And now here you are. With a maid, I trust?’
‘Ahhh...no.’ She struggled with the answer. It was as she’d feared. He must think she was beyond all sense, travelling unchaperoned to visit strangers. ‘She was taken ill and was unable to accompany me.’ As the lie fell from her lips, she forced herself to meet the duke’s unwavering gaze.
‘Surely, your guardian...’
‘Unfortunately, no. She is also in ill health, no longer fit to travel.’ Miranda sighed convincingly. Cici was strong as an ox, and had sworn that it would take a team of them to drag her back into the presence of the duke’s mother.
‘And you travelled alone? From London?’
‘On the mail coach,’ she finished. ‘I rode on top with the driver. It was unorthodox, but not improper.’ And inexpensive.
‘And when you arrived in Devon?’
‘I was surprised that there was no one to meet me. I inquired the direction, and I walked.’
‘Four miles? Cross-country? In the pouring rain?’
‘After London, I enjoyed the fresh air.’ She need not mention the savings of not hiring a gig.
‘And you had no surfeit of air, riding for hours on the roof of the mail coach?’ He was looking at her as though she was crack-brained.
‘I like storms.’ It was an outright lie, but the best she could do. Any love for storms that she might have had had disappeared when the rain permeated her petticoat and ran in icy rivers down her legs.
‘And do you also like dishonour, to court it so?’
She bowed her head again, no longer able to look him in the eye. It had been a mistake to come here. Her behaviour had been outlandish, but she had not been trying to compromise herself. In walking to the house, she had risked all, and now, if the duke turned her out and she had to find her own way home, there would be no way to repair the damage to her reputation.
He gestured around the room. ‘You’re miles from the protection of society in the company of a pair of notorious rakes.’
‘Notorious?’ She compared them. The duke looked dangerous enough, but it was hard to believe his brother was a threat to her honour.
‘In these parts, certainly. Does anyone know you’re here?’
‘I asked direction of a respectable gentleman and his wife.’
‘The man, so tall?’ The duke sketched a measurement with his hand. ‘And plump. With grey hair. The wife: tall, lean as a rail. A mouth that makes her look—’ he pulled a face ‘—a little too respectable.’
She shrugged. ‘I suppose that could be them. If he had spectacles and she had a slight squint.’
‘And when you spoke to them, you gave them your right name?’
She stared back in challenge. ‘Why would I not?’
The duke sank into a chair with a groan.
His brother let out a whoop of laughter.
The duke glared. ‘This is no laughing matter, you nincompoop. If you care at all for honour, then one of us is up a creek.’
St John laughed again. ‘By now you know the answer to the first part of the statement. It would lead you to the answer to the second. I suppose that I could generously offer—’
‘I have a notion of what you would consider a generous offer. Complete the sentence and I’ll hand you your head.’ He ran fingers through his dark hair. Then he turned slowly back to look at her. ‘Miss...whatever-your-name-is...’ He fumbled with the letter, reread it and began again. ‘Lady Miranda Grey. Your arrival here was somewhat...unusual. In London, it might have gone unnoticed. But Marshmore is small, and the arrival of a young lady on a coach, alone, is reason enough to gossip. In the village you spoke with the Reverend Winslow and his wife, who have a rather unchristian love of rumour and no great fondness for this family. When you asked direction to this house, where there was no chaperon in attendance, you cemented their view of you.’
‘I don’t understand.’
St John smirked. ‘It is no doubt now well known around the town that the duke and his brother have reconciled sufficiently after the death of their mother to share a demi-mondaine.’
‘There is a chance that the story will not get back to London, I suppose,’ the duke said with a touch of hope.
Which would be no help. Because of her father, London was still too hot to hold her. If she had to cross out Devon, too... She sighed. There was a limit to the number of counties she could be disgraced in, and still have hope of a match.
St John was still amused. ‘Mrs Winslow has a cousin in London. We might as well take out an ad in The Times.’
The duke looked out of the window and into the rain, which had changed from the soft and bone-chilling drizzle to a driving storm, complete with lightning and high winds. ‘There is no telling the condition of the road between here and the inn. I dare not risk a carriage.’
The look in his eyes made her wonder whether he expected her to set off on foot. She bit back the response forming in her mind, trying to focus on the goal of this trip. A goal that no longer seemed as unlikely as it had when Cici first suggested it.
‘She’ll have to stay the night, Marcus. There’s nothing else for it. And the only question in the mind of the town will be which one of us had her first.’
She gasped in shock at the insult, and then covered her mouth with her hand. There was no advantage in calling attention to herself, just now. Judging by the duke’s expression, he would more likely throw her out into the storm than apologise for his brother’s crudeness.
St John slapped his brother on the back. ‘But, good news, old man. The solution is at hand. And it was our mother’s dying wish, was it not?’
‘Damn the woman. Damn her to hell. Damn the vicar. And his pinched-up shrew of a wife. Damn. Damn!’
St John patted his apoplectic brother. ‘Perhaps the vicar needs to explain free will to you, Marcus. They are not the ones forcing your hand.’
The duke shook off the offending hand. ‘And damn you as well.’
‘You do have a choice, Marcus. But Haughleigh?’ The title escaped St John’s lips in a contemptuous puff of breath. ‘It is Haughleigh who does not. For he would never choose common sense over chivalry, would he, Marcus?’
The duke’s face darkened. ‘I do not need your help in this, St John.’
‘Of course you don’t, your Grace. You never do. So say the words and get them over with. Protect your precious honour. Waiting will not help the matter.’
The duke stiffened, then turned towards Miranda, his jaw clenched and expression hooded, as if making a great effort to marshal his emotions. There was a long pause, and she imagined she could feel the ground shake as the statement rose out of him like lava from an erupting volcano. ‘Lady Miranda, would you do me the honour of accepting my hand in marriage?’
‘But that’s ridiculous.’ It had slipped out. That was not supposed to be the answer, she reminded herself. It was the goal, was it not, to get her away from scandal and well and properly married? And to a duke. How could she object to that?
She’d imagined an elderly earl. A homely squire. A baron lost in drink or in books. Someone with expectations as low as her own. Not a duke, despite what Cici had planned. She’d mentioned that the Duke of Haughleigh had a younger brother. He had seemed the more likely of the two unlikely possibilities.
And now, she was faced with the elder brother. Unhappy. Impatient. More than she bargained for.
‘You find my proposal ridiculous?’ The duke was staring at her in amazement.
She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. It isn’t ridiculous. Of course not. Just sudden. You surprised me.’
She was starting to babble. She stopped herself before she was tempted to turn him down and request that his brother offer instead.
‘Well? You’ve got over the shock by now, I trust.’
Of course, she thought, swallowing the bitterness. It had been seconds. She should be fully recovered by now. She looked to St John for help. He grinned back at her, open, honest and unhelpful.
The duke was tapping his foot. Did she want to be yoked for life to a man who tapped his foot whenever she was trying to make a major decision?
Cici’s voice came clearly to her again. ‘Want has nothing to do with it. What you want does not signify. You make the best choice possible given the options available. And if there is only one choice...’
‘I am truly ruined?’
‘If you cannot leave this house until morning, which you can’t. And if the vicar’s wife spreads the tale, which she will.
‘I’m sorry,’ he added as an afterthought.
He was sorry. That, she supposed, was something. But was he sorry for her, or for himself? And would she have to spend the rest of her life in atonement for this night?
‘All right.’ Her voice was barely above a whisper. ‘If that is what you want.’
His business-like demeanour evaporated under the strain. ‘That is not what I want,’ he snapped. ‘But it is what must be done. You are here now, no thanks to my late mother for making the muddle and letting me sort it out. And don’t pretend that this wasn’t your goal in coming here. You were dangling after a proposal, and you received one within moments of our meeting. This is a success for you. A coup. Can you not at least pretend to be content? I can but hope that we are a suitable match. And now, if you will excuse me, I must write a letter to the vicar to be delivered as soon as the road is passable, explaining the situation and requesting his presence tomorrow morning. I only hope gold and good intentions will smooth out the details and convince him to waive the banns. We can hold a ceremony in the family chapel, away from prying eyes and with his wife as a witness.’ He turned and stalked towards the door.
‘Excuse me,’ she called after him. ‘What should I do in the meantime?’
‘Go to the devil,’ he barked. ‘Or go to your room. I care not either way.’ The door slammed behind him.
‘But I don’t have a room,’ she said to the closed door.
St John chuckled behind her.
She turned, startled. She’d forgotten his presence in the face of his brother’s personality, which seemed to take up all the available space in the room.
He was still smiling, and she relaxed a little. At least she would have one ally in the house.
‘Don’t mind my brother overmuch. He’s a little out of sorts right now, as any man would be.’
‘And his bark is worse than his bite?’ she added hopefully.
‘Yes. I’m sure it is.’ But there was a hesitance as he said it. And, for a moment, his face went blank as if he’d remembered something. Then he buried the thought and his face returned to its previous sunny expression. ‘Your host may have forgotten, but I think I can find you a room and some supper. Let’s go find the butler, shall we? And see what he’s done with your bags.’
* * *
She’d done it again. Marcus had been sure that six feet of earth separated him from any motherly interventions in his life. He’d thought that a half-promise of co-operation would be sufficient to set her mind at rest and leave him free.
Obviously not. He emptied a drawer of his late mother’s writing desk. Unused stationery, envelopes, stamps. He overturned an inkbottle and swore, mopping at the spreading stain with the linen table runner.
But she’d cast the line, and, at the first opportunity, he’d risen to the bait like a hungry trout. He should have walked out of the room and left the girl to St John. Turned her out into the storm with whatever was left of her honour to fend for herself. Or let her stay in a dry bed and be damned to her reputation.
But how could he? He sank down on to the chair next to the desk and felt it creak under his weight. He was lost as soon as he’d looked into her eyes. When she realised what she had done in coming to his house, there was no triumph there, only resignation. And as he’d railed at her, she’d stood her ground, back straight and chin up, though her eyes couldn’t hide the panic and desperation that she was feeling.
He’d seen that look often enough in the old days. In the mirror, every morning when he shaved. Ten years away had erased it from his own face, only to mark this poor young woman. She certainly had the look of someone who’d run afoul of his accursed family. And if there was anything he could do to ease her misery...
He turned back to the desk. It was not like his mother to burn old letters. If she’d had a plan, there would be some record of it. And he’d seen another letter, the day she suggested this meeting. He snapped his fingers in recognition.
In the inlaid box at her bedside. Thank God for the ineptitude of his mother’s servants. They’d not cleaned the room, other than to change the linens after removing the body. The box still stood beside the bed. He reached in and removed several packs of letters, neatly bound with ribbon.
Correspondence from St John, the egg-sucking rat. Each letter beginning, ‘Dearest Mother...’
Marcus marvelled at his brother’s ability to lie with a straight face and no tremor in the script from the laughter as he’d written those words. But St John had no doubt been asking for money, and that was never a laughing matter to him.
No bundle of letters from himself, he noticed. Not that the curt missives he was prone to send would have been cherished by the dowager.
Letters from the lawyers, arranging estate matters. She’d been well prepared to go when the time had come.
And, on the bottom, a small stack of letters on heavy, cream vellum.
Dearest Andrea,
It has been many years, nearly forty, since last we saw each other at Miss Farthing’s school, and I have thought of you often. I read of your marriage to the late duke, and of the births of your sons. At the time, I’d thought to send congratulations, but you can understand why this would have been unwise. Still, I thought of you, and kept you in my prayers, hoping you received the life you so richly deserved.
I write you now, hoping that you can help an old friend in a time of need. It is not for me that I write, but for the daughter of our mutual friend, Anthony. Miranda’s life has not been an easy one since the death of her mother, and her father’s subsequent troubles. She has no hope of making an appropriate match in the ordinary way.
I am led to believe that both your sons are, at this time, unmarried. Your eldest has not found another wife since the death in childbirth of the duchess some ten years past. I know how important the succession must be to you. And we both know how accidents can occur, especially to active young men, as I’m sure your sons are.
So, perhaps the matchmaking of a pair of old school friends might solve both the problems and see young Miranda and one of your sons settled.
I await your answer in hope,
Cecily Dawson
An odd letter, he thought. Not impossible to call on an old school friend for help, but rather unusual if there had been no word in forty years. He turned to the second in the stack.
Andrea,
I still await your answer concerning the matter of Lady Miranda Grey. I do not wish to come down to Devon and settle this face to face, but will if I must. Please respond.
Awaiting your answer,
Cecily Dawson
He arched an eyebrow. Stranger still. He turned to the third letter.
Andrea,
Thank you for your brief answer of the fourteenth, but I am afraid it will not suffice. If you fear that the girl is unchaste, please understand that she is more innocent in the ways of the bedroom than either of us was at her age. And I wish her to remain so until she can make a match suitable to her station. Whatever happened to her father, young Miranda is not to blame for it. But she is poor as a church mouse and beset with offers of things other than marriage. I want to see her safely away from here before disaster strikes. If not your sons, then perhaps another eligible gentleman in your vicinity. Could you arrange an introduction for her? Shepherd her through your social circle? Any assistance would be greatly appreciated.
Yours in gratitude,
Cecily
He turned to the last letter in the stack.
Andrea,
I am sorry to hear of your failing health, but will not accept it as excuse for your denial of aid. If you are to go to meet our Maker any time soon, ask him if he heard my forty years of pleadings for justice to be done between us. I can forgive the ills you’ve caused me, but you also deserve a portion of blame for the sorry life this child has led. Rescue her now. Set her back up to the station she deserves and I’ll pray for your soul. Turn your back again and I’ll bring the girl to Devon myself to explain the circumstances to your family at the funeral.
Cecily Dawson
He sat back on the bed, staring at the letters in confusion. Blackmail. And, knowing his mother, it was a case of chickens come home to roost. If she had been without guilt, she’d have destroyed the letters and he’d have known nothing about it. What could his mother have done to set her immortal soul in jeopardy? To make her so hated that an old friend would pray for her damnation?
Any number of things, he thought grimly, if this Cecily woman stood between her and a goal. A man, perhaps? His father, he hoped. It would make the comments about the succession fall into place. His mother had been more than conscious of the family honour and its place in history. The need for a legitimate heir.
And the need to keep secret things secret.
He had been, too, at one time, before bitter experience had lifted the scales from his eyes. Some families were so corrupt it was better to let them die without issue. Some honour did not deserve to be protected. Some secrets were better exposed to the light. It relieved them of their power to taint their surroundings and destroy the lives of those around them.
And what fresh shame did this girl have, that his family was responsible for? St John, most likely. Carrying another by-blow, to be shuffled quietly into the family deck.
He frowned. But that couldn’t be right. The letters spoke of old crimes. And when he’d come on the girl and St John together, there had been no sense of conspiracy. She’d seemed a complete stranger to him and to this house. Lost in her surroundings.
She was not a pretty girl, certainly. But he’d not seen her at her best. Her long dark hair was falling from its pins, bedraggled and wet. The gown she’d worn had never been fashionable and being soaked in the storm had made it even more shapeless. It clung to her tall, bony frame the way that the hair stuck to the sharp contours of her face. Everything about her was hard: the lines of her face and body, the set of her mouth, the look in her eyes.
He smiled. A woman after his own heart. Maybe they would do well together, after all.
* * *
She looked around in despair. So this was to be her new home. Not this room, she hoped. It was grand enough for a duchess.
Precisely why she did not belong in it.
She forced that thought out of her mind.
‘This is the life you belong to, not the life you’ve lived so far. The past is an aberration. The future is merely a return to the correct path.’
All right. She had better take Cici’s words to heart. Repeat them as often as necessary until they became the truth.
Of course, if this was the life she was meant to have, then dust and cobwebs were an inherent part of her destiny. She’d hoped, when she finally got to enjoy the comforts of a great house, she would not be expected to clean it first. This room had not been aired in years. It would take a stout ladder to get up to the sconces to scrub off the tarnish and the grime, and to the top of the undusted mantelpiece. Hell and damnation upon the head of the man who thought that high ceilings lent majesty to a room.
She pulled back the dusty curtains on the window to peer into the rain-streaked night. This might be the front of the house, and those lumps below could be the view of a formal garden. No doubt gone to seed like everything else.
Was her new husband poor, that his estate had faded so? Cici had thought not. ‘Rich enough to waste money on whores,’ she’d said. But then, she’d described the dowager as a spider at the centre of a great web. Miranda hadn’t expected to come and find the web empty.
Cici would have been overjoyed, she was sure. The weak part of the plan had always been the co-operation of the son. The dowager could be forced, but how would she gain the co-operation of the son without revealing all? Cici had hoped that one or the other of the two men was so hopelessly under the thumb of his mother as to agree without question when a suitable woman was put before him. But she’d had her doubts. If the sons were in their mother’s control, they’d have been married already.
To stumble into complete ruin was more good fortune than she could hope for.
She smothered her rising guilt. The duke had been right. She’d achieved her purpose and should derive some pleasure from it. She was about to become the lady to a very great, and very dirty, estate. She was about to marry a duke, the prize of every young girl of the ton. And have his heir.
She sat down on the edge of the bed. That was the crux of the problem. To have the heirs, she would have to become much more familiar with the Duke of Haughleigh than she would like. She was going to have to climb in the bed of that intimidating man and...
Lie very still and think of something else, she supposed. Cici had assured her that there were many types of men. And that the side they showed in the drawing room was not what she might see in the bedroom. She hoped not, or he’d spend the night interrogating her and tapping his foot when things did not go as fast as he’d hoped. She imagined him, standing over her on breakfast of their second wedded day, demanding to know why she wasn’t increasing.
‘Unfair. Unfair,’ Cici remonstrated in her head. ‘How can you claim to know a man you just met? Give him a chance.’
All right. A chance. And he had offered for her, when he’d realised her circumstances. He could have left her to ruin. If he could get over his initial anger at being trapped into a union, he might make a fine husband. She would try to make a decent wife.
And in a house as large as this, they might make do quite well without seeing each other. There was certainly enough space.
A soft knock sounded at the door. ‘Lady Miranda? His Lordship sent me up to do for you.’ A mob-capped head poked around the corner of the slightly opened door. ‘May I come in, ma’am?’
‘Yes, please.’
‘I’m Polly, ma’am. Not much of a lady’s maid, I’m afraid. There’s not been any call for it. The dowager’s woman went back to her people after the funeral.’
‘Well, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a lady’s maid, Polly, so we’ll just have to muddle through this together.’
The girl smiled and entered, carrying a tray with a teapot and a light supper. She set it down on a small table by the window. ‘Lord St John thought you’d be happier eating up here, ma’am. Supper in these parts is somewhat irregular.’
‘Irregular?’ As in, eaten seldom? Eaten at irregular times? Was the food strange in some way?
She glanced down at the meal, which consisted of a runny stew and a crust of dry bread. Certainly not what she’d expected. Too close to the poor meals she was used to. She tasted.
But not as well prepared.
‘The house is still finding its way after her Grace’s death.’ The maid bowed her head in a second’s reverent silence.
‘And what was the pattern before?’
‘Her Grace would mostly take a tray in her room, of the evenings.’
‘And her sons?’
‘Weren’t here, ma’am. Lord St John was mostly up in London. And his Grace was on the continent. Paris and such. He din’t come back ’til just before his mother died, to make peace. And Lord St John almost missed the funeral.’
It was just as well that she was disgraced, she thought. It didn’t sound like either of the men would have had her because of the gentle pleadings of their mother.
‘When will we be expecting the rest of your things, ma’am?’ Polly was shaking the wrinkles out of a rather forlorn evening gown, surprised at having reached the bottom of the valise so soon. There was no good way to explain that the maid had seen the sum total of her trousseau: two day dresses, a gown and the travelling dress drying on a rack in the corner, supplemented by a pair of limp fichus, worn gloves and darned stockings.
‘I’m afraid there aren’t any more things, Polly. There was a problem on the coach,’ she lied. ‘There was a trunk, but it didn’t make the trip with me. The men accidentally left it behind, and I fear it is stolen by now.’
‘Perhaps not, ma’am,’ Polly replied. ‘Next time his Grace goes into the village, he can enquire after it. They’ll send it on once they have the direction.’
Miranda could guess the response she’d receive if she asked him to inquire after her mythical wardrobe. He would no doubt give her some kind of a household allowance. She’d counted on the fact. Perhaps his powers of observation weren’t sharp and she could begin making small purchases from it to supplement her clothing. She turned back to the topic at hand.
‘And was her Grace ill for long before her death?’
‘Yes, ma’am. She spent the last two months in her room. We all saw it coming.’
And shirked their duties because no one was there to scold them into action. By the look of the house, his Grace had not taken up the running of the house after the funeral. ‘And now that his Grace is in charge of things,’ she asked carefully, ‘what kind of a master is he?’
‘Don’t rightly know, ma’am. He tends to the lands and leaves the running of the house to itself. Some nights he eats with the tenants. Some nights he eats in the village. Some nights he don’t eat at all. There’s not been much done with the tenants’ houses and the upkeep since he’s been away, and I think he’s feelin’ a bit guilty. And there’s no telling what Lord St John is up to.’ She grinned, as though it was a point of pride in the household. ‘Young Lord St John is quite the man for a pretty face.’
‘Well, yes. Hmm.’ The last thing she needed. But he’d been pleasant to her and very helpful.
‘He was the one that suggested we put you up here, even though the room hasn’t been used much. Thought the duke’d want you up here eventually.’
‘And why would that be?’
Polly stuck a thumb in the direction of the door on the south wall. ‘It’s more handy, like. This was his late duchess’s room, although that goes back to well before my time.’
‘H-how long ago would that be, Polly?’ She glanced towards the bed, uncomfortable with the idea of sleeping on someone’s deathbed, no matter how grand it might appear.
‘Over ten years, ma’am.’ Polly saw the look in her eyes and grinned. ‘We’ve changed the linen since, I’m sure.’
‘Of course,’ she said, shaking herself for being a goose. ‘And her Grace died...?’
‘In childbed, ma’am. His Grace was quite broken up about it, and swore he’d leave the house to rot on its foundation before marrying again. He’s been on the continent most of the last ten years. Stops back once or twice a year to check on the estate, but that is all.’
Miranda leaned back in her chair and gripped the arms. The picture Cici had painted for her was of a man who had grieved, but was ready to marry again. And he hadn’t expected her. Hadn’t wanted her. Had only agreed to a meeting to humour his dying mother.
No wonder he had flown into a rage.
She should set him free of any obligation towards her. Perhaps he could lend her her coach fare back to London. Prospects were black, but certainly not as bad as attaching herself to an unwilling husband.
Don’t let an attack of missish nerves turn you from your destiny. There is nothing here to return to, should you turn aside an opportunity in Devon.
Nothing but Cici, who had been like a mother to her for so many years, and her poor, dear father. They’d sacrificed what little they had left to give her this one chance at a match. She couldn’t disappoint them. And if she became a duchess, she could find a way to see them again.
If her husband allowed.
‘What’s to become of me?’ she whispered more to herself than to Polly.
* * *
The night passed slowly, and the storm continued to pound against the windows. The room was damp and the pitiful fire laid in the grate did nothing to relieve it. Polly gave up trying, after several attempts, to find a chambermaid to air and change the bedding or to do something to improve the draw of the chimney. She returned with instructions from his Grace that, for the sake of propriety, Miranda was to remain in her room with the door locked until morning, when someone would come to fetch her to the chapel for her wedding. She carefully locked the door behind Polly, trying to imagine what dangers lay without that she must guard against. Surely, now that the damage was done, her honour was no longer at risk. Did wild dogs roam the corridor at night, that she needed to bar the door?
The only danger she feared was not likely to enter through the main door of her room. She glared across at the connecting door that led to the rooms of her future husband. If he wished to enter, he had easy access to her.
And the way to rescue or escape, should she need it, was blocked. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. She tiptoed across the room and laid her hand against the wood panel of the connecting door, leaning her head close to listen for noises from the other side. There was a muffled oath, a rustling, and nothing more. Yet.
She shook her head. She was being ridiculous. If he wanted her, there was no rush. She would legally belong to him in twenty-four hours. It was highly unlikely that he was planning to storm into her room tonight and take her.
She laid her hand on the doorknob. It would be locked, of course. She was being foolish. Her future husband had revealed nothing that indicated a desire for her now, or at any time in the future. He’d seemed more put out than lecherous at the thought of imminent matrimony and the accompanying sexual relations.
The doorknob turned in her hand and she opened it a crack before shutting it swiftly and turning to lean against it.
All right. The idea was not so outlandish after all. The door to the hall was locked against intruders and the way was clear for a visit from the man who would be her lord and master. She was helpless to prevent it.
And she was acting like she’d wasted her life on Minerva novels, or living some bad play with a lothario duke and a fainting virgin. If he’d been planning seduction, he’d had ample opportunity. If there were any real danger, she could call upon St John for help.
But, just in case, she edged the delicate gold-legged chair from the vanity under the doorknob of the connecting room. Remembering the duke, the width of his shoulders, and the boundless depths of his temper, she slid the vanity table to join the chair in blocking the doorway. Then she climbed back in the bed, pulled the covers up to her chin and stared sleeplessly up towards the canopy.
* * *
Marcus woke with a start, feeling the cold sweat rolling from his body and listening to the pounding of his heart, which slowed only slightly now that he was awake and recognised his surroundings.
Almost ten years without nightmares, since he’d stayed so far away from the place that had been their source. He’d been convinced that they would return as soon as he passed over the threshold. He’d lain awake, waiting for them on the first night and the second. And there had been nothing.
He’d thought, after his mother’s funeral, they would return. Night after night of feeling the dirt hitting his face and struggling for breath. Or beating against the closed coffin lid, while the earth echoed against the other side of it. Certainly, watching as they lowered his mother into the ground would bring back the dreams of smothering, the nightmares of premature burial that this house always held for him.
But there had been nothing but peaceful sleep in the last two months. And he’d lulled himself with the idea that he was free. At least as free as was possible, given the responsibilities of the title and land. Nothing to fear any more, and time to get about the business that he’d been avoiding for so long, of being a duke and steward of the land.
And now the dreams were back as strong as ever. It had been water this time. Probably echoes of the storm outside. Waves and waves of it, crashing into his room, dragging him under. Pressing against his lungs until he was forced to take the last liquid breath that would end his life.
He’d woken with a start. Some small sound had broken through the dream and now he lay in bed as his heart slowed, listening for a repetition.
The communicating door opened a crack, and a beam of light shot into his room, before the door was hastily closed with a small click that echoed in the silence.
He smothered a laugh. His betrothed, awake and creeping around the room, had brought him out of the dream that she was the probable cause of. He considered calling out to her that he was having a nightmare, and asking for comfort like a little boy. How mad would she think him then?
Not mad, perhaps. It wasn’t fear of his madness that made her check the door. Foolish of him not to lock it himself and set her mind at rest. But it had been a long time since he’d been over that threshold, and he’d ignored it for so long that he’d almost forgotten it was there.
He smiled towards his future bride through the darkness.
I know you are there. Just the other side of the door. If I listen, I can hear the sound of your breathing. Come into my room, darling. Come closer. Closer. Closer still. You’re afraid, aren’t you? Afraid of the future? Well, hell, so am I. But I know a way we can pass the hours until dawn. Honour and virtue and obligation be damned for just a night, just one night.
Too late, he decided, as he heard the sound of something heavy being dragged across the carpet to lean in front of the unlocked door. He stared up at the canopy of his bed. She was, no doubt, a most honourable and virtuous young lady who would make a fine wife. The thought was immeasurably depressing.
The vicar was shaking his head dourly and Marcus slipped the explanatory letter off the blotter and towards him. ‘As you can see, I was just writing to you to invite you to the house so we could resolve this situation.’ His lips thinned as he fought to contain the rest of the thought.
Of course I needn’t have bothered. You hitched up the carriage and were on your way here as soon as the sun rose. Come to see the storm damage, have you, vicar? Meddling old fool. You’ve come to see the girl and you’re hoping for the worst.
The vicar looked sympathetic, but couldn’t disguise the sanctimonious smile as he spoke. ‘Most unfortunate. A most unfortunate turn of events. Of course, you realise what your duty is in this situation, to prevent talk in the village and to protect the young lady’s reputation.’
A duty that could have been prevented yesterday, if you actually cared a jot for the girl or for silencing talk.
‘Yes,’ he responded mildly. ‘I discussed it with Miranda yesterday and we are in agreement. It only remains to arrange the ceremony.’
The vicar nodded. ‘Your mother would have been most pleased.’
‘Would she, now?’ His eyes narrowed.
‘Hmm, yes. She mentioned as much on my last visit to her.’
‘Mentioned Miranda, did she?’
He nodded again. ‘Yes. She said that a match between you was in the offing. It was her fondest hope—’
‘Damn.’
‘Your Grace. There’s no need—’
‘This was all neatly arranged, wasn’t it? My mother’s hand from beyond the grave, shoving that poor girl down the road to ruin, and you and your wife looking the other way while it happened.’ He leaned forward and the vicar leaned back.
‘Your Grace, I hardly think—’
‘You hardly do, that’s for certain. Suppose I am as bad as my mother made me out to be? Then you would have thrown the girl’s honour away in the hope that I would agree to this madness. Suppose I had been from home when she arrived? Suppose it had been just St John here to greet her? Do you honestly think he would be so agreeable?’ He was on the verge of shouting again. He paused to gain control and his next words were a cold and contemptuous whisper. ‘Or would you have brushed that circumstance under the rug and rushed her back out of town, instead of trumpeting the girl’s location around the village so that everyone would know and my obligation would be clear?’
‘That does not signify. Fortunately, we have only the situation at hand to deal with.’
‘Which leaves me married to a stranger chosen by my mother.’
He was nodding again, but without certainty. ‘Hmm, well...under the circumstances it would be best to act expediently. The banns—’
‘Are far from expedient, as I remember. We dispensed with them the last time. A special licence.’
‘If you send to London today, then perhaps by next week...’
‘And I suppose you will spirit the girl away to your house for a week, until the paperwork catches up with the plotting. Really, Reverend, you and my mother should have planned this better. Perhaps you should have forged my name on the application a month ago and we could have settled this today. You needn’t have involved me in the decision at all.’ He thought for a moment and stared coldly at the priest. ‘This is how we will proceed. You will perform the ceremony today, and I will go off to London tomorrow for the licence.’
‘But that would be highly improper.’
‘But it would ensure I need never see your face in my house again, and that suits me well. If you cared for impropriety, you should have seen to it yesterday, when you met Miranda on her way here. When I come back with the licence I will have a servant bring it to you and you can fill in whatever dates you choose and sign the bloody thing. But this morning you will see the young lady and myself married before the eyes of God in the family chapel.’
His head was shaking now in obvious disapproval. ‘Hmm. Well, that would hardly be legitimate.’
‘Not legal, perhaps, but certainly moral. And morality is what you are supposed to concern yourself with. If you don’t question the fact that you coerced me into taking her, then do not waste breath telling me my behaviour is improper. Open the prayer book and say the words, take yourself and your bullying harpy of a wife away from this house and leave me in peace. Now go to the chapel and prepare for the ceremony. Miranda and I will be there shortly.’
The vicar hemmed and harrumphed his way out of the study, not happy, but apparently willing to follow Marcus’s plan without further objections. A generous gratuity after the ceremony would go a long way towards smoothing any remaining ruffled feathers and soon the scandal of his new marriage would fade away as though there had been nothing unusual about it.
His mind was at rest on one point, at least. The interview with the vicar exonerated Miranda of any blame for the unusual and scandalous way she had appeared on his doorstep. She had hoped to make a match, but there was no evidence that she had tried to trap him by ruining herself. There was no reason to believe that she was anything other than what she appeared to be.
Unless she was dishonoured before she arrived at his home.
The letters from the mysterious Cecily said otherwise. They said she was innocent. But, of course, they would. No sane person would send a letter, claiming that the girl was a trollop but had a good heart. He struggled with the thought, trying to force it from his mind. He was well and truly bound to her by oath and honour, whatever the condition of her reputation.
But not by law. Until his name was on the licence he was not tying a knot that could not be untied, should the truth come to light soon. He would watch the girl and find what he could of the truth before it was too late. And he would protect her while she was in his home; make sure he was not worsening an already bad situation. He rang the bell for Wilkins and demanded that he summon St John to the study.
* * *
After a short time, his brother lounged into the room with the same contempt and insolence that he always displayed when they were alone together. ‘As always your servant, your Grace.’
‘Spare me the false subservience for once, St John.’
St John smirked at him. ‘You don’t appreciate me when I do my utmost to show respect for you, Haughleigh. It is, alas, so hard to please the peer.’
‘As you make a point of telling me, whenever we speak. You can call a truce for just one day. Today you will grant me the honour due a duke, and the master of this house.’ He was close to shouting again. His plan to appeal to him as a brother was scuttled before he had a chance to act on it. To hell with his quick temper and St John’s ability to reduce him to a towering rage without expending any energy.
‘Very well, Marcus.’ The name sounded as false and contemptible as his title always did when it came from his brother’s lips. ‘A truce, but only for a day. Consider it my wedding gift to you.’
‘It is about the wedding that I meant to talk to you, St John.’
‘Oh, really?’ There was the insolent quirk of the eyebrows that he had grown to loathe. ‘Is there anything you need advice on? I’d assumed that the vicar would give you the speech on the duties of the husband. Or that perhaps you recalled some of them, after Bethany. But, remembering your last marriage, I could see where you might come to me for advice.’
Marcus’s fist slammed down on the desk as though he had no control. ‘How dare you, St John? Damn you for speaking of Bethany, today of all days.’
‘Why not, Marcus? She is never far from my mind. Just because you wish to forget her does not mean that I will.’
He flexed his hands and pushed away the image of them closing on St John’s windpipe, and then placed them carefully on the blotter. ‘You promised a truce and I see how quickly you forget it. Let us pretend for a moment, St John, that you have any honour left as it pertains to this house.’
‘Very well, brother. One last game of “Let’s Pretend”, as we played when we were little. And what are we pretending, pray tell?’
‘That you are planning to go willingly from this house, today, and that it will not be necessary for me to have the servants evict you.’
‘Go? From this house? Why ever would I do that, Marcus?’
‘Because you hate it here as much as I do. And you hate me. There. There are two good reasons. I must remain here to face what memories there are. As you are quick to point out to me, whenever we are alone, I am the Duke of Haughleigh. And now I am to be married, and chances are good that I will soon have a son to inherit. There is no reason for you to wait in the house for me to break my neck on the stairs and leave you the title and the entail. I am certain that, should the happy accident you are waiting for occur before a son arrives, my wife will notify you and you can return.’
‘You are right, Marcus. I do hate you, and this house. But I have grown quite fond of Miranda.’
‘In the twelve hours you have known her.’
‘I have spent more time with her during those hours than you have, Marcus. While you were busy playing lord of the manor and issuing commands, I was stealing a march. And now, I should find it quite hard to part myself from my dear little sister, for that is how I view her.’ The smile on his face was deceptively innocent. Marcus knew it well.
‘You will view her, if at all, from a distance.’ Marcus reached into the desk drawer and removed a leather purse that clanked with gold when he threw it out on to the desktop. ‘You will go today, and take my purse with you. You need not even stop in your room to pack, for Wilkins is already taking care of that. Your things will be on the way to the inn within the hour.’
‘You think of everything, don’t you, Marcus? Except, of course, what you will do if I refuse to accede to your command.’
‘Oh, St John, I’ve thought of that as well.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes. You can leave for the inn immediately, and from there to points distant. Or you can leave feet foremost for a position slightly to the left of Mother. The view from the spot I plan for you is exceptional, although you will no longer be able to enjoy it.’
‘Fratricide? You have become quite the man of action in the ten years we’ve been parted, Marcus.’
‘Or a duel, if you have the nerve. The results will be the same, I assure you. I can only guess how you’ve spent the intervening years, but I’ve studied with the best fencing masters in Italy, and am a crack shot. I’ve allowed you a period of mourning and have made what efforts I could to mend the breach between us and put the past to rest. It has been an abject failure. After today, you are no longer welcome in my home, St John. If you do not leave willingly, I will remove you myself.’
‘Afraid, Marcus?’
‘Of you? Certainly not.’ He shifted in his chair, trying to disguise the tension building within him.
‘Of the past coming back to haunt you, I think.’
‘Not afraid, St John. But not the naïve young man I once was. There is no place for you here. What is your decision?’
St John leaned an indolent hand forward and pulled the purse to himself. ‘How could I refuse your generosity, Marcus? I will say hello to all the old gang in London, and buy them a drink in honour of you and your lovely new wife.’
Marcus felt his muscles relax and tried not to let his breath expel in a relieved puff. ‘You have chosen wisely, St John.’
* * *
Miranda waited politely as Mrs Winslow and Polly examined the gown. ‘But it’s grey.’ Mrs Winslow’s disappointment was obvious.
‘It seemed a serviceable choice at the time.’ Miranda’s excuse was as limp as the lace that trimmed the gown.
‘My dear, common sense is all well and good, but this is your wedding day. Have you nothing more appropriate? This gown appears more suitable—’
‘For mourning?’ Miranda supplied. ‘Well, yes. My own dear mother...’
Had been dead for thirteen years. But what Mrs Winslow did not know would not hurt her. And if the death seemed more recent, it explained the dress. The gown in question had, in fact, been Cici’s mourning dress, purchased fifteen years’ distant, after the death of a Spanish count. While full mourning black might have been more appropriate, Cici had chosen dove grey silk, not wanting to appear unavailable for long. It had taken some doing to shorten the bodice and lengthen the skirt to fit Miranda, but they’d done a creditable job by adding a ruffle at the hem.
‘Your mother? You poor dear. But you’re well out of mourning now?’
‘Of course. But I’ve had little time to buy new things.’ Or money, she added to herself.
‘Well, now that the duke will be looking after you, I’m sure that things will be looking up. And for now, this must do.’ Mrs Winslow looked at her curiously. ‘Before your mother died...did she...?’ She took a deep breath. ‘There are things that every young woman must know. Before she marries. Certain facts that will make the first night less of a...a shock.’
Miranda bit her lip. It was better not to reveal how much she knew on the subject of marital relations. Cici’s lectures had been informative, if unorthodox, and had given her an unladylike command of the details. ‘Thank you for your concern, Mrs Winslow.’
‘Are you aware...there are differences in the male and the female...?’
‘Yes,’ she answered a little too quickly. ‘I helped...nursing...charity work.’ Much could be explained by charity work, she hoped.
‘Then you have seen...’ Mrs Winslow took a nervous sip of tea.
‘Yes.’
‘Good. Well, not good, precisely. But at least you will not be surprised.’ She rushed on, ‘And the two genders fit together where there are differences, and the man plants a seed and that is where babies come from. Do you understand?’
Cici had made it clear enough, but she doubted that Mrs Winslow’s description was of much use to the uninitiated. ‘I...’
‘Never mind,’ the woman continued. ‘I dare say the duke knows well enough how to proceed. You must trust him in all things. However, the duke...is a very—’ words failed her again ‘—vigorous man.’
‘Vigorous?’
‘In his prime. Robust. And the men in his family are reported to have healthy appetites. Too healthy, some might say.’ She sniffed in disapproval.
Miranda looked at the vicar’s wife with what she hoped was an appropriately confused expression, and did not have to feign the blush colouring her cheeks.
‘And the baby that his first wife was delivering when she died was said to be exceptionally large. A difficult birth. He will, of course, insist on an heir. But if his demands seem excessive after the birth of the first child...many women find...a megrim, perhaps. A small lie is not a major sin when it gains a tired woman an occasional night of peace.’
* * *
Miranda stood at the back of the chapel, waiting for the man who was to seal her destiny. When the knock had sounded at her door, she’d expected the duke, but had been surprised to see St John, holding a small bouquet out to her and offering to accompany her to the chapel. The gown she’d finally chosen for the wedding was not the silk, but her best day dress, and, if he thought to make a comment on the state of it, it didn’t show. It had looked much better in the firelight as she’d altered it. Here in Devon, in the light of day, the sorriness of it was plainly apparent to anyone that cared to look. The hem of Cici’s green cotton gown had been let down several inches to accommodate her long legs, and the crease of the old hem was clearly visible behind the unusually placed strip of lace meant to conceal it. The ruffles, cut from the excess fabric of the bodice when she’d taken it in, and added to the ends of the sleeves, did not quite match, and the scrap of wilted lace at their ends made the whole affair look not so much cheerful as pathetic.
‘There now, mouse. Don’t look so glum, although I could see where a long talk with the vicar’s wife might not put you in the mood to smile. Did she explain to you your wifely duties?’
She blushed at St John’s boldness. ‘After a fashion. And then she quizzed me about my parents, and about the last twenty-four hours. And she assured me that whatever you might have done to me, if I felt the need to flee, they would take me in, and ask no questions.’
His laugh rang against the vaulted ceiling and the vicar and his wife looked back in disapproval. ‘And God does not strike them down for their lies when they say they wouldn’t question you. At least my brother and I make no bones about our wicked ways. They cloak their desire to hear the salacious story of your seduction in an offer of shelter.’
‘My what?’
‘They hope for the worst, my dear. If you were to burst into tears at the altar and plead for rescue, you will fulfil all of their wildest dreams and surmises.’
‘St John.’ She frowned her disapproval.
‘Or better yet, you could fall weeping to my arms and let me carry you away from this place, as my brother rages. I would be delighted to oblige.’
‘As if that would not make my reputation.’
‘Ah, but what a reputation. To be seduced away from your wedding by the duke’s roguishly handsome younger brother and carried off somewhere. Oh, but I see I’m upsetting you.’ He pointed up to the window above the altar, where the bleeding head of St John the Baptist rested in stained glass. ‘I don’t know what my mother was thinking of, naming me for a saint. If it was to imbue me with piousness and virtue, it didn’t work.’
‘Was the window commissioned in your honour, then?’
‘Can you not see the resemblance?’ He tilted his head to the side, tongue lolling out of his mouth and eyes rolled to show the whites. And, despite herself, she laughed.
‘No, it’s an old family name, and the window was commissioned after some particularly reprehensible St John before me. Probably lost his head over a woman, the poor soul.’ He touched his blond hair and admitted, ‘There is a slight resemblance, though. Most of the art in this room was made to look like family. It is my brother who looks more like my mother’s indiscretion than my father’s first child.’
‘I don’t think so,’ she remarked, pointing at a marble statue. ‘That scowling martyr in the corner could well be him. See the profile?’
St John laughed. ‘No, my brother was never named from the bible. He was named for a Roman dictator. Quite fitting, really.’
‘What are you doing still here?’ St John was right. It was an imperious voice, and its owner did nothing to hide the contempt in it as he spoke to his brother.
‘You needed witnesses for this little party, Marcus. And how could I miss my brother’s wedding?’
‘You could miss it because I ordered you to,’ growled Marcus. ‘I believe I told you to vacate your rooms and be off this morning.’
‘But you meant after the ceremony, certainly. I doubted you’d allow me as best man, but surely someone must give the bride away.’
She frowned. She’d already been given away, certain enough. She didn’t need any presence of her father to remind her of that.
‘And I suppose that is why, when I went to Miranda’s chamber to fetch her, I found it empty.’
‘Dashed bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding.’
‘For you as well as me.’ There was a murderous tone in her future husband’s voice.
‘Please, your Grace,’ she interceded. ‘Would it be so wrong of St John to stay for just one more hour, if I wish it so?’
‘If you wish.’ The short phrase seemed as though it was being wrenched from the heart of him. The duke pointed down the aisle and towards the altar and muttered to his brother, ‘If you insist on being party to this against my specific instructions, then try my patience no further. Walk her to the altar and we can commence.’
St John linked his arm with hers and set off on the short walk to the front of the chapel at a leisurely pace, with Marcus a step behind. She could feel him behind her in a cloud of irritation as thick as incense. St John twitched next to her as his brother’s hand prodded him to speed up.
‘In a rush, Marcus? I could see why, of course, with such a lovely bride awaiting you. But we must try to respect the solemnity to the occasion. No need to race up the aisle, is there?’
‘Just walk.’ He almost spat the words. She was afraid to turn and face him, but could already guess his expression. It was the one he got right before he began to swear.
They reached the front of the chapel and the vicar looked down at them with a beneficent smile. ‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in the sight of God, and the face of this congregation...’ He faltered as he looked out over the empty pews and a snort escaped from St John.
His voice rose and fell monotonously. ‘...nor taken in hand, unadvisedly, lightly or wantonly...’
She bit her lip. Taken into unadvisedly, indeed. What could be considered unadvisable about this?
‘...let him speak now, or else hereafter for ever hold his peace.’
There was a loud and disapproving sniff from the vicar’s wife in the front pew, to fill the dramatic pause.
He turned back to them. ‘I require and charge you both, as ye will answer at the dreadful day of judgement when the secrets of all hearts shall be disclosed, that if either of you know of any impediment...’
Dear God, forgive me for what I am doing today. I swear that I will be a good and faithful servant to this man, she prayed fervently. And do not punish me for the secrets in my heart, for I swore to keep them. It was wrong, I know, but I swore to Cici and to my father...
She felt her husband’s hand tighten on hers even as she was praying. Without realising it, he had pulled her closer to him and she leaned against his arm, which was as solid as a marble pillar. Perhaps this was some sort of sign, his strength guarding and upholding her as she faced her fears.
The vicar led them through the vows, the duke answering with a firm, ‘I will’, and maintaining the grip on her arm that inspired her to manage the same.
He plighted his troth with equal confidence, although his eyes barely flickered in her direction as he said the words, and she promised ‘to love, cherish, and obey’.
Then the vicar called for the ring, and the duke looked down at her with a dazed expression, clearly having forgotten. He glanced once at an amused St John, then slipped the signet from his own finger and handed it to the vicar to bless. When he muttered, ‘With this ring I thee wed, with my body I thee worship and with all my worldly goods I thee endow’, his voice was a self-conscious apology for everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. And he kissed the ring once before slipping it on to her finger.
He folded her fingers into a loose fist to keep the ring from slipping off and for a moment she felt as though she had trapped the kiss in her palm and could feel the warmth of it seeping through her.
The vicar droned the ceremony to its conclusion and she clung to the kiss in her hand. Cici had been correct all along. It was going to be all right. He might be gruff, but there was a tenderness in the way he’d said the vows and made her believe the words, and supported her when she was afraid, and given her his ring.
Then it was over, and her hand was firmly trapped in the crook of her husband’s arm as they turned to accept the congratulations of the congregation. All two of them.
The vicar’s wife sniffed politely and allowed that it had been a lovely ceremony, such as it was, and wished them happiness in a tone that stated she thought the chances of it were remote.
St John’s smile was as bright as ever, if a trifle sad. He clasped his brother’s hand, and Marcus accepted stiffly. ‘Good luck, Marcus. Once again you have more good fortune than you deserve.’ He turned to her. ‘Miranda, dear sister.’ He reached out to grip her hands as well and said, ‘I must be going this afternoon, as my brother wishes. But if there is ever anything I can do for you, the innkeeper in the village will know where to reach me. And now—’ his eyes sparkled ‘—let me be the first to kiss the bride.’
And before his brother could object, although she saw the storm gathering in his eyes, St John’s lips had come down quickly to buss her own. It was sweet and harmless, and she couldn’t help but smile at his impertinence.
‘St John, I believe it is time for you to be going. Long past time, as a matter of fact. And you...’ He looked down at her and she realised again how massive a man he was and shrank away from him, but he pulled her close. ‘You must learn to take care whom you kiss, madam.’
He stared into her eyes and his own grew dark. She was lost in them, paralysed with nerves and anticipation. Then his mouth covered hers and his hand went to the back of her neck, stroking her hair and sending shivers down her spine. Despite herself, she relaxed and leaned against him, running her hands under his lapels to feel the solidity of his body, letting it support her as his other hand slipped to her waist.
This was wrong. It must be. The ideas rising within her had no place in a chapel. She opened her mouth to protest and his tongue dipped into it, stroking her tongue and thrusting again, simulating... And she felt the feeling rushing through her in a great shudder.
She fought for control of her emotions. Dear God, no. She mustn’t respond so. What must he think? She pulled herself out of his arms and stood back, staring up at him in shock. He smiled down at her, one eyebrow raised in surprise. And then he turned away, staring past her at St John’s retreating back.
She was still shaking with mingled passion and panic. How dare he? In a church! In front of the vicar! And she had responded like a common whore. If the kiss had been some sort of test of her experience, she’d probably confirmed his worst fears. Her empty stomach roiled and she covered her mouth, afraid to look at the vicar’s wife lest she be sick on the marble floor. It would only have made the situation worse.
And her husband would not have noticed. He was already striding out of the chapel and down the hall, following St John at a safe distance, probably to make sure that he was headed towards the stables and away.
She straightened her back and turned to the vicar and his wife, forcing a smile to her face. ‘Well.’ The word was artificially cheery. ‘I must thank you, Reverend Winslow, and Mrs Winslow, for your concern in the matter of my safety and honour.’
‘Hmm. Well, of course, the concern continues, your Grace.’
For a moment she looked around, expecting to see her husband behind her, and then realised that he was addressing her, the new duchess.
‘Thank you, yet again. But I am certain, now that we are married, I will do well here.’
They continued to stare at her. She had hoped that ‘good day’ was implied in her thanks, but they showed no sign of leaving. They must be expecting something. ‘Well,’ she said again but the cheer in her voice was running thin.
‘Perhaps, over the wedding breakfast, we might speak to his Grace once more. To make sure there is nothing further required of us.’ Mrs Winslow’s pointed remark led the way to yet another problem.
‘Ah, yes. The wedding breakfast.’ Miranda wondered if anyone on the staff had considered guests. She doubted, after watching his mood in the church, that her husband cared to celebrate. Still, if she could not come up with a bit of cake and some champagne, she might as well find a maid to ready a room for the Winslows. They showed no sign of leaving. ‘Let us go back to the house and see what the servants are preparing.’
She walked them back and abandoned them in the drawing room with promises of a speedy return, then ran into the hall and shouted for Wilkins.
He appeared looking as stooped and addled as he had the day before, giving her a long, fishy look that made her suspect he had forgotten who she was.
‘Wilkins.’ Her tone was sharp, hoping to cut through the fog of gin in his mind. ‘I need you to find his Grace and ask him to return to the house to say goodbye to the Winslows. And I need to speak to the housekeeper about preparing a small wedding breakfast.’
‘Breakfast.’ The word had registered, judging by the panic that crossed his face. ‘That won’t be likely, miss. Housekeeper’s off today.’
In a flash, the mess she had landed in spread itself before her. The house was unmanageable, the servants intractable, the duke antisocial and oblivious to the chaos around him.
And, after twenty minutes of rote prayer, she was in charge.
‘First, Wilkins—’ her voice was silky smooth
‘—you will no longer refer to me as “Miss”. After the ceremony in the chapel this morning, my title is her Grace, the Duchess of Haughleigh. Since I doubt you remember my old name, you need waste little time in forgetting it. If the housekeeper is off, than she needs to make other arrangements for the management of the house while she is gone. Who, exactly, is in charge in her absence?’
Wilkins’s blank eyes and furrowed brow were answer enough.
‘Very well. I will assume no one is in charge, since this is certainly the appearance the house creates. Is the cook available? Sober? Alive? Do we even have a cook, Wilkins?’
‘Yes, miss—ma’am—your Grace.’ With each new title, his back got straighter as he addressed her.
‘Then you will inform the cook that, if she values her position here, there will be a wedding breakfast laid in the dining room in forty-five minutes. I do not expect a miracle. Just the most she can manage on such short notice. And a bottle or two of the best champagne in the cellars to take our mind off the food. Please find the duke and ask him to join us in the drawing room.’
The speech must have hit home, for Wilkins toddled off in the direction of the kitchen at a speed as yet unseen by her. Then she turned with as much majesty and command as she could muster and headed back into the drawing room, trying to radiate her half of marital bliss.
The Winslows were perched on the edges of their respective chairs, awaiting her arrival. She informed them of the brief delay and set to holding up her end of the conversation, which was rather like supporting a dead ox. Topics such as family, past, friends, and thoughts for her future had been exhausted or avoided in the morning’s interviews with Mrs Winslow.
Efforts to draw the Winslows out on their own lives proved them to be neither well travelled, nor intelligent.
The clock was ticking by with no evidence of the arrival of the duke. It would serve him right to enter and find himself the topic of conversation. She tried hesitantly, ‘Have you known the Radwell family long, Reverend? For other than connections with the dowager through a guardian of mine, they are strangers to me.’
‘Hmm. Well, yes. I’ve been in the area, man and boy, most of my life. Things were different under the old duke,’ he hinted.
‘How so?’ She doubted such a direct request for information was going to be met with an answer, but it was worth a try.
The vicar shot a nervous glance at the doorway, as though expecting the appearance of the current duke at the mention of his name. But Mrs Winslow was no longer able to contain the dark secrets she knew. ‘The old duke would not have held with the nonsense his sons have got up to. He knew his duty and the land was a showplace while he controlled it. The fourth duke tried for a few years to hold up to his father’s standards, but gave up the ghost after his first wife died, leaving the poor dowager alone to manage as best she could. And Lord St John...’ she shook her head and sniffed for emphasis ‘...has never made any effort to make his family’s life any easier. From the moment he was old enough to distinguish the difference between the sexes and read the numbers on a deck of cards or count the spots on the dice, there has always been a debt that he has been running from. It is my opinion that the dowager died more of a broken heart than anything else.’
‘The current duke...’
And, as if summoned, the door opened and framed Marcus.
The vicar’s wife shut her mouth with a snap.
‘If I might see you for a moment in the hall, Miranda.’
The word ‘now’ was unspoken, but plain enough. And the sound of her name on his lips was strange, indeed. There was something about the way he said the ‘r’ that seemed to vibrate into a growl.
‘If you will excuse me, for a moment, Reverend, Mrs Winslow?’ And she rose quickly to join her husband in the hall.
‘Your Grace?’
‘You demanded my attendance, Miranda?’ He sketched a mocking bow to her.
‘Not demanded. I requested that Wilkins find you and bring you back for our wedding breakfast.’
‘I ordered no breakfast.’
‘I did.’ She glared at him in frustration. ‘Perhaps you see no need to celebrate the day, and I could do without a continuation of this... this...melodrama, but the Winslows expect it of us and will not leave until the niceties are performed.’
‘Damn the Winslows!’
‘Damn them indeed, sir,’ she whispered, ‘but do it quietly. They are probably listening at the door.’
‘I do not care what they hear. If they lack the sense to clear off—’
‘Very well, then there will be no breakfast. And since I am to have no authority in this house I will leave it to you to step into the drawing room and request that they leave. Order them from the house. You seem to be good at that.’
‘Ahh, we come to the crux, finally. This is about St John, is it? I told him this morning that he is no longer welcome here and my decision stands.’
‘St John? Don’t be ridiculous. This is about your unwillingness to live by the proprieties for more than a few minutes at a time.’
‘I followed them when I offered for you. And I married you, didn’t I?’
She forced a smile and muttered through her gritted teeth, ‘And now you must pretend to celebrate the fact, as I am doing. Choke down a piece of cake and a glass of wine. We both must eat something, and it will not kill us to eat it together. Then thank the vicar for performing the ceremony. Pay him. Make him go away.’
The door to the drawing room swung open and the vicar’s head appeared in the opening. ‘And how are you two managing together?’
Her husband smiled with such ferociousness that the vicar retreated behind the protection of the door. ‘As well as can be expected, Reverend. I understand my wife has arranged a feast for us. Let us retire to the dining room and see what the servants have prepared.’
He led the way, Miranda noted in relief, since the dining room was not a place she had had need to visit since coming to the house. It was about as she had expected: dirty and dusty, but with lurid painted silk on the walls, depicting poorly drawn shepherds and shepherdesses bullying sheep up and down the hills.
The breakfast was also as she expected. Weak tea, runny eggs, a passable ham accompanied by another serving from the endless supply of dry bread. She wondered how the cook managed it. Had she found a way to dry it before baking? The wedding cake itself was the most frightening part of the meal. There had been no time to prepare a true cake, and cook had made do with something that had been leftover from another meal. Whose, she was not sure—she certainly had not seen it during her brief stay. The cut edge had been trimmed away and the whole thing heavily iced and scattered with candied violets that were unable to conceal the lopsided nature of the whole.
And Marcus ruled over the table without saying a word, maintaining the same horrible smile he’d shone in the hallway. The vicar offered a brief prayer of thanks, to which Marcus blinked in response, and they all ate.
To her relief, Wilkins had followed her instructions and provided the best champagne that the cellars had to offer. She had never tasted it before and was surprised at how light and easily drinkable it was. And equally surprised, twenty minutes later, that she had downed three glasses of it, and barely touched the food on her plate. She opened her mouth to speak and hiccupped, making the Winslows jump in their seats and bringing a critical glare from her husband. She offered a quiet apology and shielded her glass from any further attempt of the eager footman to fill it.
Shortly thereafter the duke removed his napkin from his lap and threw it on his plate with a note of finality. He stood and advanced slowly on the vicar with an evil grin and such a deliberate pace that all at the table were convinced that they were about to see the poor man murdered and perhaps eaten. The duke reached into the front pocket of his jacket and the vicar cringed against the oncoming blow.
The duke merely produced an envelope thick with bank notes and dropped it on the plate in front of the vicar. ‘Thank you for your assistance in this matter, Reverend, Mrs Winslow. Good day.’
And then he stood there, stock still, above the vicar. And waited. All in all, Miranda decided she much preferred it when he was yelling. But the effect was impressive and it took less than a minute before the vicar’s composure cracked and he was making his apologies and wishing them well before hustling his wife to the door.
She saw them off with an artificial courtesy that she hoped was not too obvious and turned to find that her husband had followed them to the door as well.
‘I trust that was sufficient, madam?’ He stared at her with only the barest trace of the annoyance he’d shown for the last hour.
‘Yes. Thank you.’ She looked up at him and wondered what was actually going through his mind. He was capable of so many emotions, and able to exchange them so quickly.
‘Very well.’ He continued to look at her, as if seeing her for the first time.
She gazed down and clasped her hands together and remembered the ring he had given her and the kiss, and blushed, running her finger over the surface of the gold and feeling safe and warm.
He glanced down. ‘Ah, yes. I had forgotten that. May I have my ring back, please?’
She looked up at him in shock.
‘I have need of it. And it would not do for you to lose it.’
‘Lose it? It’s just that...I thought...’ She stared down at it, unsure what to say. She thought that the gift had meant something. Perhaps not.
And her eyes met his, and she was lost in them. Her fingers relaxed and the heavy ring slipped off and bounced on the marble floor.
He stooped and caught it, before it had rolled too far, nodding as if this confirmed what he had suspected about her negligent care of it. ‘Thank you. And now, if you will excuse me, I’m sure I will see you in our rooms, later.’
She stared up into the canopy of the bed, watching a spider spinning in the gloom of a corner. Her husband would come soon, and do what he would do, and it would be over. She tried not to review in her mind the detailed explanation that Cici had given her of marital relations. It would hurt the first time, but she was not to be afraid.
She mentally cursed Cici for explaining it so. It must not hurt so very much or women would never allow a second time. She was not unfamiliar with pain. It could not hurt her body as much as leaving home had wounded her heart. She would survive.
Cici had said that with some men it was not painful, but actually quite pleasant. When the man was loving and gentle, there was nowhere else you’d rather be than joined with them. Cici had known many men and had a chance for comparison.
Since she was to know only one, whether it might be pleasant somewhere else need not concern her. As a matter of fact, it was annoying to think that things could be better in a different bed. Hadn’t she always known that there were better places to be than the circumstances she’d been given? And wasn’t the foolish quest for better circumstances the thing that had led her here?
She remembered her last job, helping in the kitchen of one of the great houses near her home. She’d been carrying strawberries from the garden for the cook, when an unnamed lord had spotted her in a secluded hallway. He’d blocked her way, and smiled, wishing her a good morning.
And she’d smiled back, and made to go around him.
And he’d asked her name.
She’d responded politely and continued her progress towards the kitchen.
He was upon her before she realised and her back was against the wall. He’d reached into the bowl of berries she was still holding in front of her and brought one to his lips, biting and letting the juice trickle on to his chin. And he’d taken another, and brought it very deliberately to her lips and bade her bite. She’d been hungry and unable to resist the temptation to have just one. And she’d eaten from his hand like a tamed animal. Then he’d thrust a hand down the front of her dress and seized her breast.
She stood there, frozen in shock as he felt the slight weight of it, then rolled the nipple between his fingers.
Her mind had screamed that she must run. But her traitorous legs would not move. And he’d leaned closer, nipping her earlobe and whispering that, Miranda, there were many easier ways to earn a shilling than fetching and carrying for the cook. And, Miranda, there could be pretty dresses and baubles for a pretty girl, a quiet girl, if she were to bring her bowl of berries and come with him now.
And, to her shame, she’d been tempted. The part of her that was weak and tired and frightened told her that he was right. It would be easier just to lie back and give up. But he’d begun to describe what he wanted in whispering gasps, and anger had broken through the fear in her mind. She’d dropped the bowl and run from the house. She’d saved her honour, but lost her position. And considered herself lucky that he hadn’t taken what he wanted without benefit of discussion.
Cici had warned her, if a man turned out to be a brute, it was better not to resist, but to lie still and let him finish.
Which brought her mind back to her new husband. The kiss in the church had been strange enough. It had been pleasant at first, but overwhelming and inescapable. She imagined being trapped beneath him tonight as he grunted and rutted like some stallion in a stable yard. She’d be still, let him take what he wanted and perhaps he’d lose interest and return to his own rooms. She must look on the bright side, such as it was. He kept himself cleaner than the servants kept his house. His face had been shaven smooth and his body smelled of cologne and not sweat. His breath was fresh enough. His teeth were good. The advantages of wealth, she thought. The improved circumstances that Cici said her father had wanted for her. It was inevitable that she would marry and have some man in her bed. At least a rich man would be clean and the bed would be large.
And the result would be the same, whether she’d married a beggar or a peer. A swollen belly, the pain of childbed and a baby. At least her new husband could afford to keep his children. She never need worry about food or a roof over her head or the clothing on her back. That was the gift that her father had wanted for her and she should be grateful that he had been sensible enough to look to her future.
She listened for sounds from the other room, and her nerves ratcheted still tighter. How long was he planning to wait? It was past midnight and still there was no sign.
Her stomach growled, and the hollow ache in it drove the acid up and into her throat. She should have choked down a meal. She should have partaken of that miserable wedding breakfast. Now she was starving as well as scared and could feel a faint pounding beginning behind her temple.
Perhaps she should ring for Polly to bring her some tea. As if she’d want to come at this hour— Miranda had too much sympathy there to draw the servants out of their warm beds to fulfil needs that should have been dealt with earlier in the evening.
Of course, there was no law to say that she couldn’t take care of things herself. Great houses were all alike. Bedrooms were up, and kitchens were down and there were servants’ stairs between. It was possible, at this advanced hour, that the duke had no plans to visit her. And if he did, she should hurry and be back before he arrived and no one would be the wiser. She left her door open a crack and tiptoed down the hall to the place where she was sure the servants’ stairs must lie.
* * *
The duke stared down in to his brandy glass. He should be upstairs by now, waiting on his new wife, not in the library, gathering Dutch courage.
He poured another glass and drank. This was not how the day was supposed to run. He’d had no desire to take a wife and certainly not to yoke himself to the odd duck that had washed up on the doorstep yesterday. Eventually, he would have had to make a decision, but he had been enjoying the relative quiet in the house without the presence of his mother.
He would get the estate back in order first. And something would have to be done about St John. An uneasy truce at least. They’d need to work through enough of the old problem so they would not be at each other’s throats. He had no real desire to throw his only living relative from the house for good, but it might be necessary if no solution could be found.
He’d never intended to bring a wife into the mess that existed now. But one had forced her way into it and now he had another problem to deal with. And he’d done a ham-handed job of it so far, railing at her in the hall for problems that weren’t of her doing, and goaded by St John’s sneers to that kiss after the wedding. He could tell by the thin set of her lips at breakfast that she was convinced she’d married a lout.
And now, instead of apologising and getting on with the business at hand, he was hiding in the library with a brandy bottle. As if an excess of spirits would do anything but inhibit his ability to perform the new duty added to an already long list.
At the least, it would leave him careless and he imagined the deflowering of a virgin required a certain amount of finesse.
If that truly was her state. He suspected not. To be rushed unescorted out of London raised doubts. He knew nothing of her family other than it had been wronged by his, which did not narrow the field much in choice of a wife. It was how he’d gained his last wife as well. He suspected, between his mother, his brother and himself, that there was quite a list of eligible females whose families had been wronged. But he could not take a harem to assuage the family honour.
It might be best, he thought, swirling the liquor in the snifter, if the consummation were postponed, at least until he could ascertain the reason that his mother had been so eager to have him wed to this particular woman. It would be the rational course of action to proceed with caution.
And what would be the fun of that?
Marcus smiled at the thought that had crept unbidden in to his head. Throw caution to the winds? He was a brother to St John after all. While it might be sensible to save the wedding night until he was sure he had any intention of staying married to the woman in question, it was in no way satisfying. If the woman came to his home hoping to be wed, surely she must be expecting his visit.
He set down his glass and walked slowly towards his room.
If she was honourable, and this was all some horrible mistake, she deserved the protection of his name, and should be willing to submit graciously to her new husband. She’d had ample opportunity to stop this farce of a marriage at the beginning, yet she’d said nothing. She now had no reason to cry nay at the inevitable climax of the day.
But if she was some trollop foisted on him by a combination of bad fortune and his mother’s need for redemption? Then he could enjoy his wife’s favours, knowing that he was not taking any liberties that she had not given elsewhere. And when he found the truth he would throw her out into the street, bag and baggage, reputation be damned. She could scream and cry all she liked, but where there was no wedding licence, there was no wedding. He was bound by no legal contract and no amount of crying women and hand-wringing preachers would persuade him to keep her.
Besides, the quickest way to discover her honour or lack of it might be to do the deed. Seeing the wench naked, he could look for a telltale bulging belly or lack of modesty.
But if she was innocent? Then planning was required.
He arrived in his room and paused with his hand on the knob. How best to set the scene? His room or hers? Hers, he suspected. Then, when it was through, she could have the comfort of familiarity, if such could be gained by twenty-four hours’ occupancy.
Dressed or undressed? Undressed would be easier. There was certainly a pleasure in slow discovery, but, perhaps in this case, expediency might be better.
Undressed, then. But how far? Not totally. To arrive naked in her room? Certainly not. If she was a virgin, there was no telling how much information she’d received on the activities of the marriage bed. Unclothed and fully aroused was no condition in which to give anatomy lessons. Perhaps even now, she was sitting primly in her bed in her best night-rail and cap, waiting for her husband.
And the thought made him smile.
Very well. Her room. He’d arrive in his dressing gown, and sit on the corner of her bed so as not to alarm her. They’d chat. And soon he would be sitting beside her. He would take her hand to reassure her. Then he’d take her lips.
And soon he’d take the rest of her and the business would be done.
He stripped without the help of his valet, and put on a brocade dressing gown. He pulled the knot of the robe tight and nodded in approval of himself. There. A plan was in place and things would continue to their successful conclusion.
And he opened the connecting door to her room.
They could continue, except for the absence of one important component. His wife was nowhere to be found.
* * *
She glared in to the pantry. How did the house run on such a meagre store of food? A bit of cheese and bread was all she wanted, but she’d expected to find more. The snack she was taking seemed hardly fit for the mice she’d startled when she came into the room.
Such stale bread. And such dry cheese. It was as unpalatable as the lunch and the supper. She imagined writing a plea to her family.
Dear Cici and Father,
I have come to Devon and married a duke. And I’m more tired and hungry than I have ever been in my life. Please let me come home.
‘What the devil are you doing in the kitchen?’
And why must everything you say to me be shouted? she wondered, rubbing her temples.
The duke was standing in the doorway, his arms folded in front of him. His words rolled over her in a torrent. ‘I came to your room, expecting to find you waiting, and had to chase through the whole of the house before I found you. And here, of all places. Did you expect to sleep next to the fire, like the kitchen cat? Was I to call the servants to locate you? Wouldn’t that be rich? To have the household know that his Grace has had a wife for less than a day and already misplaced her.’
‘Because it is all about you, isn’t it?’ she snapped. ‘And about what people think. That is why you had to marry me. That is the only reason I’m still here and I expect you’ll have cause to mention it whenever I make a mistake for the rest of my life.’
‘If you wish to stay in this house, then, yes, it is all about my wishes. And if I say that what people think is important, then you’d better believe it and act accordingly.’
‘But that’s just it,’ she retorted. ‘I don’t wish to stay in this house. What reason would I have to stay here?’
‘Many would think that a great house and a duke is reason enough,’ he growled.
And the rage and confusion broke in her and poured out. ‘Then many people have not met you. If they had, they might change their opinion. For I swear that I have never been so miserable in my life. Sir, you are foul tempered and foul mouthed.’ She sniffed the air. ‘And drunk. You do nothing but storm at me, but expect me to wait meekly in my bed for your arrival. You were eager enough to kiss me at the altar and yet show no hurry to come to my bed on our wedding night. I sat there for hours, and finally was too starved to wait longer and came to the kitchen for some food.’ She gestured around her. ‘And, lo, you keep none here. What a surprise that things should be managed more like the poorest hovel than the greatest of houses. Are you a miser as well as a bully, that the meals in this house should be so poor and the rooms so cold and filthy?’
He looked, she thought, like a dog that had been slapped across the muzzle in the moment of stunned realisation before he must choose attack or retreat. And she felt the world shift under her as she understood what she had done. The Duke of Haughleigh was unlikely to turn tail and run.
‘If you feel that way, madam—’ and his voice was ice and not fire ‘—then perhaps I should pack you off back to London.’
And she realised that she’d gone too far. She’d failed her father. She’d failed Cici. She’d enraged the duke. And she had nowhere to go. The room spun around her.
* * *
‘Damn.’ He saw her begin to crumple and lunged to catch her before her body hit the floor. Who would have thought, after such an admirable rage, that she would turn out to be a fainter? Then he pulled her body close and knew the answer. The poor thing was skin and bones. She hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d claimed that she was cold and tired and hungry. She was merely stating the truth of the abysmal hospitality he’d shown her.
He scooped a hand behind her knees and lifted her in his arms, surprised that, despite her height, she was so light a burden.
She roused and struck feebly at his chest, murmuring, ‘Put me down.’
‘And let you fall to the ground in a heap? Certainly not.’ He negotiated the stairs and made his way towards their rooms.
When she realised the direction, she struggled against him, but he held her tighter.
‘No. Please.’ And he felt the tremor rush through her body as they crossed the threshold to her room.
He looked in amazement at the top of her head, trying to see down into the rat’s nest that this woman must call brains, and suspected he understood. ‘Madam, fear not. Necrophilia is not among my many vices. I do not mean to drag you unconscious to bed and force myself on your lifeless body.’ He dropped her down on to the bed, and she curled up in to a ball, hands screwed in to fists and pressed to her face.
He looked down at her in the firelight, surprised at what he saw. She was amazingly thin, and the flames cast shadows in the deep hollows under her eyes and cheekbones. The nightrail was not the delicate trousseau he expected to find, but rough cotton, darned many times and a little too short for her.
He pulled her hands away from her face and looked down at them, rubbing his thumbs gently along the palms. They were rough with calluses and showed fresh blisters and the healing cuts and scars of someone who knew what it meant to work for a living. He let go and she hid them, looking at him in horror, and waiting for his response.
‘I will send Polly to your room with some nourishment. In the future, do not be afraid to ask for what you want, whether it be an extra log for the fire or an extra meal. I go to my room now, and expect nothing of you but that you rest and gain strength before making any decisions. Goodnight, Miranda.’
He closed the door softly behind him. What a strange bird she was. And willing to fly full into the teeth of a storm and beat her wings against it. He had a foul temper and a foul mouth, did he?
He smiled, then sat at his desk. She had his measure after only a day. And the sight of her in a towering rage against him had been quite—he stirred in his chair—arousing. Not the delicate flower he’d been afraid to touch. Or the calculating seductress meaning to trap him. This one had fire in the blood and didn’t give a damn for him or his title. And if anger and passion were intertwined? Then perhaps it was time and more for this marriage.
Of course, he’d need to undo some of the damage he’d done in the last day, if he hoped for her to come to him willingly. He needed to be cautious. It was thinking such as that that had led him into the disaster of his first marriage. With Bethany, it had been the sweet temper and dazzling looks that allowed her to wrap him so thoroughly in her web before sucking the hope out of him. This one could do it through sheer force of will, seducing him with passion, rendering him weak with a desire to please her.
He needed to know where she came from, before dropping upon him unsuspecting. Why she was roughened from work. What wrong his mother had done to her.
He thought for a moment and drew up a course of action, taking paper and pen from his writing desk.
Dearest Miranda.
He crumpled the paper and threw it into the fire. How should he start a letter to a wife who was a complete stranger to him?
Miranda,
Somewhat cool, perhaps, but accurate.
I think it best, after last night, that we proceed with caution on this journey set before us. Your perceptions are accurate. I would not have chosen you, had the situation not been forced upon me by honour, just as you would not have sought me out, based on my behaviour of the last two days.
But that does not mean that our union is impossible. Sometimes it strengthens a marriage to see the worst and find the sweetness of happiness later. Thus I’ve decided to visit London for a few weeks and leave you alone to become accustomed to your surroundings. The house is yours; do with it as you please. The staff, also, is yours to command. I think you will find that there are advantages to a title and an estate that might make up for the sad deficiencies in the character of its owner.
Take two weeks alone, and use it to rest from your journey and adjust to your new home before we begin anew. I will do my best to leave my temper in the city and return to you a contrite and respectful husband.
And, if still you decide that you wish to return home, we will arrange it when I get back. There should be no trouble procuring an annulment, as I have absented myself from the marriage bed and left you your honour.
Until my return, your husband,
Marcus Radwell, Duke of Haughleigh
* * *
He sealed the letter and left it for a maid to place at the breakfast table in the morning. Then he rang for his valet and made quiet and succinct instructions for the carriage to be readied and the grooms to be woken.
And, last, he took the letters his mother had received from the mysterious Lady Cecily. Two weeks away should be time enough to find her direction and gather information on his new bride.
The day dawned uncomfortably bright and early, and Miranda pulled the hangings shut against it. After her visit from the duke the previous evening, she was at a loss as to what she could possibly say in the morning. No doubt her bags were packed and waiting for her in the entrance hall. But would he think to arrange transportation, or assume that she could purchase a ticket from her own funds?
She laughed bitterly. As if there were such a thing. Her purse had been emptied by the trip to Devon, and showed no signs of magically filling itself for the return trip. And if she should return, where would she go? Her father had made it quite clear that there was to be no turning back from this course, and while the parting had been sweet, she knew he was sincere in his desire to get rid of her, for her own safety and his peace of mind.
Unless she abandoned all pride and made a living on her back, as more than one nobleman had suggested. And what fool thought it better to be the whore of a rich man then to be a wife?
There was nothing for it. This morning, she would seek out her husband and throw herself on his mercy, such as it was. If she ate nothing else today, it would be her words of the previous evening.
‘Your Grace, are you up?’ Polly poked her head between the curtains and offered her the tea tray. ‘I was wondering if you’d like to eat downstairs this morning. Cook says there’ll be something in the breakfast room. Not what you’re used to, I’m sure, but a bit better than you’ve been having.’ The tea was at least warm today, and she hoped that this was a sign of things to come. She took a small sip and felt a wee bit better.
‘His Grace told me that you’d no doubt be tired this morning, and that I was to make sure you had plenty of sleep and a decent breakfast, if I had to stand over you and force it in,’ she said, proudly.
‘He did, did he?’ She considered refusing to eat, but reminded herself of her promise of a few minutes ago. ‘And what else did he have to say?’
‘That you’d know what you wanted to do, and that you was the mistress of the house now, and I was to help you in any way, but to make sure that you ate and rested. And then he was in the carriage and gone.’
‘Gone?’
‘Last night, after midnight. He was off to London and then Lord St John was back from wherever he goes. It was busy as the courtyard of the inn here.’
‘St John, back?’ She tried not to let the relief show in her voice. Perhaps he could help her understand the actions of her husband.
Polly helped her to dress and she crept down the stairs towards breakfast, then stopped herself halfway. Why was she hesitating? This was her house. Her stairs. Her servants.
Well, not really hers. Her husband’s, perhaps, until he came back from where ever it was he went. Probably with the necessary paperwork for an annulment if such was necessary, since she’d assumed she would have to sign some sort of licence and it hadn’t happened yesterday. She was sure of that fact. Well, reasonably sure. The day had gone by so fast, and she’d been so tired...
She raised her hands to her temple and pushed against them, trying to silence the thoughts that were running through her head. It did no good to try to analyse the events of the last two days. Even if she had been clear headed, they’d have made no sense and they just seemed to get stranger and stranger.
She was going to focus on the task before her. Not one step behind. Not one mile ahead. Just one step at a time until she could walk herself out of the maze she was lost in.
And the first step was breakfast. She entered the breakfast room to see St John, lounging at the head of the table in the place she’d expected to find the duke. He was reading the mail as though he owned the place. She wondered what her husband’s reaction would be if he were there to take in the picture, and then checked herself.
She knew perfectly well what it would be. Similar to all the other reactions she had seen him make when he saw something that displeased him. Yelling. Threats. And St John banished from the house without a hearing. If she could do nothing else in the house, perhaps she could find a way to end the foolish bickering that these two seemed to revel in.
‘Miranda.’ He stood and beamed at her and she felt unaccountably less lonely than she had. ‘You are already having a positive effect here. There is breakfast for a change. And, although I would not trust the kippers, the eggs today seem fresh enough. Come, sit down.’
‘Aren’t you a trifle free with your brother’s hospitality, for one I saw banished from the house yesterday?’
He smiled again. ‘Perhaps. Perhaps. But they informed me at the inn that my brother was riding out for London. And although he cannot abide my company, the servants here are still quite fond of the black sheep and I count on them to hold their tongues when he comes home to pasture. And...’ he looked probingly at her ‘...I wondered if the new duchess might need assistance after being abandoned by her husband on her wedding night. Are you well?’ The question was gently put, but he was no longer smiling and he tensed, waiting for a response.
‘Of course,’ she lied. She had not been dismissed, if Polly’s attitude was any indication of the duke’s mood. And to be left alone by her new husband, but allowed to stay in the house was quite the best of all possible results, if a trifle annoying. ‘I am beginning to feel at home here already. Is that the mail?’ She reached towards the letter in front of him and he gathered it to himself.
‘Expecting a billet-doux, little sister? No, not the mail. Just something I brought with me to dispose of. Damn bill collectors tracked me to the inn. Let us show them what I think of them.’ And he resealed the letter, than twisted it into a roll and walked towards the fireplace. ‘The less time spent with this odious missive the better for all concerned.’ He struck a lucifer on the mantelpiece and held it to the paper, watching it blaze before tossing the smouldering end into the fire.
‘Really, St John, you should not be so casual with your responsibilities.’
‘Miranda, my dear, I am quite serious at times, when a goal is before me. You have not yet seen me at my best. And I am sure, if you have talked to my brother, you have heard nothing but the worst of my character.’
‘Oh, no, I assure you. There was very little time to discuss anything with the duke last night.’ She paused, embarrassed. It sounded rather like they were occupied in other ways. She looked down at her plate and nibbled on a slice of toast.
‘Did he take the time to tell you, then, why he was leaving you so quickly?’
‘I am sure he has a good reason for his actions,’ she answered.
St John nodded over his coffee. ‘I’m sure he does. There might be certain people in London that need to be informed of his nuptials. So as to avoid embarrassment later.’
‘Certain people?’ She waited for him to continue.
He cleared his throat. ‘Well. Yes. It doesn’t do to let the rumours come back to town before him. It needn’t change the current situation, if he has married again, but it is wise to put her mind to rest. To let her know that her position is still secure. Jealousy, thy name is woman, and all that.’ He looked at her and a faint blush was visible on his cheek. ‘I know I shouldn’t even hint at such things, especially not to a lady, and on your first day here. But I felt you deserved to know the lay of the land. I meant no insult.’
So her husband had left the marriage bed still cold and gone to London to be with his... She very deliberately buttered another slice of toast and bit into the corner, chewing as it turned to sawdust in her mouth. And there was no reason that it need bother her in the least. She had expected something of the sort. And this was neither a love match, nor she some giddy girl. ‘It is all right, St John. Thank you. You are right. It is better to know how things stand.’
He sighed in obvious relief. ‘Good. I am glad you are taking this so well. And remember, as I offered before, if you need a strong arm to support you, and my brother is nowhere to be found, you can always call on me.’
‘Thank you.’ She smiled wanly back at him.
‘And now, my dear, I must be off. To see about the responsibilities you would have me attend to.’ He sighed. ‘To appear as idle as I do requires a surprising amount of effort. May I have the honour of joining you at supper this evening?’
‘Of course.’ As she watched him go, it occurred to her, if he was to join her for dinner, it meant that there must be a meal. Which required menus, shopping, and co-ordination of the staff. Perhaps the duke had managed to subsist on weak tea and stew, but surely there must be something else in the kitchen.
She was in charge here. At least until the duke came and relieved her. And if she was in charge, there were going to have to be some changes.
She stiffened her spine as she walked down the last of the steps to the servants’ hall and the kitchen where she had been the night before. The remains of breakfast were congealing in plates on the table. That they had not been cleared bespoke a slovenliness she wouldn’t have believed possible.
When she examined the contents of the plates, the situation grew worse still. The crusts of bread were soft and light. Jam. Porridge in bowls. A single rasher of bacon still sat on the edge of one plate.
She remembered her runny eggs and the inedible kipper and fought down an urge to scoop up the remains on the table before her and sneak them back to her room for later. As she stood there, a door at the far end of the room opened and a woman entered. She was short, stout and sour faced, and fixed Miranda with a glare. ‘Who might you be and what are you doing below stairs?’
Miranda drew herself up to her full height and smiled. ‘I am the lady of the house. And who, exactly, are you?’
‘There ain’t a lady of the house. Least not since the dowager, her Grace, died.’
‘There is since yesterday, when his Grace and I were married. Mrs...?’
‘His Grace didn’t say nothing to me about it.’
‘As I understand it, you were out, and the servants had no idea how to contact you. Mrs...?’
‘His Grace didn’t say nothing about getting married,’ she argued.
A kitchen maid crept in to stand quietly in the corner, drawn by the housekeeper’s raised voice.
‘It was a bit of a shock to him as well. Perhaps he neglected to inform you. But surely Wilkins...’
‘That old drunk ain’t allowed to get within ten feet of me or I’ll—’
Clearly the woman was used to having her way with the running of the house. Miranda took a firmer tone and a half-step forward. ‘His Grace didn’t have to say anything to you, Mrs...?’
She paused again and the woman reluctantly supplied, ‘Clopton.’
‘Mrs Clopton. You knew I was here, since you must have sent breakfast up to me earlier.’ She decided against mentioning the quality of the food. It could wait until she’d mollified the housekeeper.
‘I don’t pay no attention to what ladies they keeps upstairs. It’s no never mind to me.’
‘But it should be, Mrs Clopton. You are, after all, the housekeeper, are you not?’
‘I am in charge here,’ the lady informed her.
Miranda waved a hand in the direction of the house, and glanced around the room, noting the growing cluster of servants gathering to witness the dispute. Whatever was to come of this, it would be known all over the house by the end of the morning and she could not afford to lose. ‘If you are responsible for what I have seen in this house, you had best not brag of it. It is no point of pride.’ She pointed down at the staff dining table. ‘I see evidence that someone in the house is sustaining themselves in comfort, but that is not the case above stairs.’
‘An’ I suppose you’ll be expecting the staff to work like dogs without a full stomach.’
Miranda countered, ‘But I see no evidence that the household staff works like dogs. Perhaps in the stables, where the duke has had time to observe.’
‘The household staff does the work they’re paid to do, and they’re paid damn little.’
She raised her eyebrows in shock at the curse. ‘I’ll be the judge of that, Mrs Clopton. If you’ll gather the household expense books, we will see what can be done.’
At the mention of books, the housekeeper took a step back. ‘His Grace never thought it was necessary to check the bookwork.’
‘His Grace is not here.’ The words snapped out from between her clenched teeth as she gave the housekeeper a share of the morning’s marital frustrations. ‘But I am. And, whether you choose to recognise it or not, I am the duchess and from now on you will be dealing with me. Mrs Clopton, bring me the books.’
A murmur ran through the staff, and Mrs Clopton pulled herself up to her full height, glaring. ‘I don’t think that will be necessary.’
Miranda kept her voice flat, but firm. ‘I do. Unless there is some reason you don’t want to show them to me.’ She waited.
‘When the old duchess was alive...’
‘She never checked the books either, I suppose. How many years, Mrs Clopton, have you been skimming from the household accounts? Skimping on the food and the staff and lining your own pockets.’ It was a blind shot.
‘Who do you think you are, callin’ me a thief?’ Mrs Clopton shot back. ‘And you, stealin’ into this house, no better than you should be. Tryin’ to pass yourself off as a duchess.’
Mrs Clopton was shooting blindly as well, and Miranda struggled not to show how close the bolts were to hitting their target.
‘I don’t know what you are, but you ain’t quality.’
‘Because I won’t let you steal from the duke?’
The housekeeper spat back. ‘Helpin’ yourself from them that don’t need it is no great crime. But stealin’ a title...’
‘Sacked!’ The word came out of her in a roar that would have been worthy of the absent duke. ‘I hope you took enough, Mrs Clopton, to last you for a long time. I want you packed and out of this house before noon.’
She ignored the gasps and tears from the staff in the background. ‘Wilkins?’
The butler had joined the audience at some point and stepped forward in answer.
‘See to it that this woman finds her way out of the house. And then assemble the staff in the entrance hall. I wish to speak with them.’
‘Yes, your Grace.’ He looked doubtful, but the words were what mattered, not appearances. And he’d obeyed an order. It would have to do.
* * *
Messieurs Binley and Binley had been family friends and solicitors since the first duke, when the two names on the sign had belonged to the ancestors of the man currently in the office. Binley the elder was retired now, but his son Claude, a man slightly older than Marcus himself, kept the name on the sign out of respect and simplicity. After several years at Oxford, there would be a new Binley in the office, and it hardly seemed necessary to repaint.
Claude ushered him in to the oak-panelled office and seated him in a heavy leather wing chair before taking his own seat behind the enormous desk. ‘And to what do I owe this honour, your Grace?’
‘I have a problem, Claude.’
‘We have a problem, then. As I must always remind you, do not feel that you need face these things alone.’
‘This one, I might. The utmost discretion is required.’
‘Discretion is my watchword.’
Marcus smiled. There were times at Oxford when discretion was the last thing he’d sought when in Claude’s company.
‘There is a lady involved.’
‘And St John?’ Claude Binley reached for the chequebook on the corner of the desk.
‘I don’t believe so.’
Claude relaxed into his chair.
‘This time, I am the one most intimately involved.’
Claude’s body snapped back into alertness. ‘You, Marcus? This is most surprising. I have been relieved to find you most circumspect in these matters.’
‘Unlike the previous Dukes of Haughleigh?’ Marcus grinned.
‘Your family has found its way into some damned awkward situations in the last few generations.’
‘And your family has got us out of them.’
‘But you? I’d thought after—’ Claude stopped in mid-sentence, before stepping beyond the acceptable boundaries of both friendship and employ. ‘Well, you haven’t been much of a problem for the last ten years.’
‘And I had hoped to go another ten before finding myself in this position. This particular situation washed up on the doorstep almost a week ago. It seems I have got myself leg-shackled.’
‘Married?’
‘But not legally.’
Claude choked on his tea.
‘To a complete stranger.’ Marcus stepped around the desk and pounded his lawyer smartly on the back, refilling his teacup.
‘No tea,’ he gasped. ‘There is whisky in the decanter behind the bookshelf.’
‘So early in the day?’
‘When the situation calls for it. Pour one for yourself and explain.’
Marcus went to the decanter and poured a healthy inch into the bottom of each empty teacup. Behind him Claude muttered, ‘I knew you were too good to be true. My father warned me about the Haughleighs. And I thought, perhaps, that we might skip a generation. Or that the mess would limit itself to your scapegrace brother.’
Marcus smiled and offered him the cup. ‘We can never be truly free of our heredity, Claude.’ And he began at the beginning, telling of his mother’s request and of finding Miranda in the drawing room.
Claude sat, fingers steepled and a look of intense concentration on his face. When the story was finished he reached again for the chequebook. ‘The solution to this problem is simple. A substantial settlement. Enough to set the girl up in a respectable trade, preferably somewhere far away.’
‘But if she is a gentlewoman as the letters claim?’
‘Then enough to get her home to her family where she can seclude herself.’
‘The marriage?’
‘Is not legal. Or consummated. Breach of promise, perhaps. But I doubt it would hold in court since you were trapped into your offer. Another thousand pounds should still any complaints.’
‘And the blackmail?’
‘Would have surfaced before now if the charge were serious. The claim, whatever it is, is forty years old and made against a dead woman.’
‘But I want to know what the scandal was. And if this girl was hurt by it...’
‘Then you were not at fault. If you truly want my advice, Marcus, you’ll buy her off. If you’d come to me earlier, I’d have told you to send her packing. A family who cared for her reputation would never have sent her to you, and when she arrived...’
‘She met St John. If I had not taken her in, there is no telling what might have happened to her with him there, ready to offer assistance. And in my own home. Was I to stand by and watch?’
‘If you’d taken my advice about St John, you’d have cut him off long ago. He continues to be a problem because you continue to pay his bills. And now your soft heart and your soft head combine to land you here.’
Marcus drew himself up in his chair, but, before he could speak, the lawyer cut him off.
‘I apologise, your Grace, for speaking so freely.’ His tone was anything but apologetic. ‘But if you do not wish to follow my counsel, then give me instruction. Just what is it you want from me in this situation? Congratulations on your nuptials?’ His gaze was cold and intent and his fingers drummed on the edge of the desk as he waited for Marcus to make a decision.
‘I want...’ What did he want? He wanted to make a wise decision that would benefit everyone involved, not just save his own skin. He wanted to be a better man than his brother. Or his father. Or the other Haughleighs down through the generations. Men who had, invariably, chosen folly and self-interest over the needs of others.
‘I want to know the truth of the matter. I want to know where the girl came from. And what part my mother played in her life. If there is truly some fault, if she needs my help in any way, I want to assist her.’ He inhaled and went on. ‘And I want you to procure a special licence.’
Claude exploded. ‘You don’t seriously mean to make this marriage legal. Your Grace, I cannot condone such a course of action. It is madness.’
‘Did I do any better when I married for love? For better or worse, I am home to stay and there is much work to be done. I was going to have to settle the matter of marriage and succession sooner, not later. St John is sniffing around the house, drinking my brandy and hoping that I choke on my soup. The household is in shambles and I have no idea how to bring it round. This Miranda Grey may be a fortune hunter, but, by God, she’ll earn her fortune if she means to stay. When I return in two weeks, if she hasn’t already fled in despair or locked herself in her room, or if I have not found evidence that she is disgraced beyond all acceptance, I might do worse than to make the situation permanent and keep her on.’
‘Marcus, you talk as if you are hiring a housekeeper.’
‘At least I am not so crack-brained as to be pining for eternal love and divine happiness. I am not the green fool that I used to be, Claude, whinging for my broken heart and shattered dreams. One woman is much like another, once the lights are out. I never thought I’d say it, but my mother was right. If this girl is chaste and willing, I could do worse. At least she gave no indication, in our brief time together, that she was some empty-headed, society chit. Nor prone to illogical tears or fits of giggles.’
But, occasionally, to shouting. He smiled as the picture formed in his head of his new wife, storming up at him, and could almost feel the weight of her in his arms as he’d carried her to her room. The next time he carried her there, it would be different.
‘No, Claude. If I can find no major fault, I mean to keep her.’ He laid the blackmail letters on the table in front of him. ‘And I wish you to direct me in my search for her family.’
Marcus entered his third stationer’s shop of the day, with a growing feeling of despair. Perhaps Claude had been right when he’d offered to make the inquiries himself. But, since there was no telling what he might find at the end of the journey, he had wanted to do the leg work himself.
And he’d discovered that there was indeed a Lady Miranda Grey, aged three and twenty, daughter of Sir Anthony, but that neither had been seen in years. Sir Anthony had run through the family fortune after the death of his wife, and was rumoured to have decamped to the continent like a filthy coward, or quietly put a bullet through his brain. What remained of the family goods had been sold at auction years ago, but the daughter had not been present. There was no known family, although one would have expected to hear of an aunt or female relative of some kind to step forward and claim the girl. The name Lady Dawson did not appear in any of the accompanying records, nor was it familiar to those questioned.
He looked imperiously at the stationer in front of him and tried to hide any hopes that he might feel for the outcome of the visit. His title was enough to send the clerk scurrying to get the storeowner, who fell over himself in an effort to win what he’d hoped would be a lucrative order.
‘How can we help you, your Grace?’
‘I am recently married and will need a wide variety of things. Announcements. Engraved cards for my wife. Some writing paper for her, I think. With a monogram. And a watermark. The family crest. Can you manage that?’
‘Of course, your Grace.’ The man was fairly drooling at the prospect.
‘I’ve seen some fine work recently, letters posted to my late mother, and am looking for the purveyors of the papers in question. Would you be able to identify things you’ve supplied to others, so that I might know I have found the correct store? I’ve tried several, but have been unsuccessful.’
‘Would it not have been easier simply to ask the senders of the letters to give you direction?’
Marcus responded with a look so cold that the man was immediately sorry he had asked.
‘But of course, if it is my work, I would recognise it. Perhaps... if I could see the letters?’
Marcus fanned the pack of blackmail notes on the counter before him.
His eyebrows arched. ‘All the same signature and ink, and all different papers.’
Marcus said, ‘The contents of the notes need not interest you. It is the paper I am wondering about.’
The man cleared his throat. ‘The words, of course, do not concern me. But I find the ink interesting. Not a particularly good brand for the paper. And the writer could have done with a new quill. May I?’ He reached for the letters.
Marcus nodded.
The man held them up to the light. ‘Three different watermarks. I know these two. They are clients of mine. The third is from a shop in Bond Street, but I recognise the coat of arms of the client. The fourth?’ He shrugged. ‘It does not match the others. It is a good grade, but a common paper, available in most of the shops in London. As it happens, I recognise the pressed monogram, which has been rubbed flat here at the top of the page. The writer seems to have been trying to disguise the origin of the paper. This was sold by our shop to a cit. A factory owner, I believe.’ He laid the papers back on the desk. ‘Is this sufficient information, your Grace? I would do nothing to jeopardise the privacy of my customers.’
Marcus smiled in a slow, expansive way that hinted of gold to come. ‘Of course. I would not want anyone jeopardising my own. Should I choose to shop here, I would want to know that my business remained secret.’ He fanned the letters, then stacked them and folded them, making them disappear into the pocket of his greatcoat. ‘But I am curious on one point. Do these customers live in the vicinity of your shop?’
The man shook his head. ‘As a matter of fact, they don’t. Not frequent customers. If you give me a moment, I could perhaps find addresses for them. If you care for references?’
Marcus smiled more warmly. The man had hit on a more convincing lie than he had been able to create. ‘References. That would be most helpful. And while you are gone, if I might see a sample book, I will begin making my selections.’
He left the shop, having placed an order for more paper than he and his new duchess could use in several years of industrious writing.
And a map of east London and outlying villages, where the homes of three minor lords and a cit lay within a three-mile radius of each other. It was not much. There was no guarantee. But it gave him a place to look for the mysterious Cecily Dawson.
The staff stood before her, terrified. Clearly, they had heard the contretemps below stairs, and were all hoping that the next sacking would be someone other than themselves.
She tried to return a gaze that was cool and indifferent. ‘By now, you all know the fate of Mrs Clopton. This will, of course, cause a certain amount of disarray below stairs, but...’ she paused to run a hand along the woodwork and wipe the smudge into her handkerchief ‘... I care more for the state of things above stairs, and doubt that anything I’ve done could create greater disorder than was here already.’ She smiled. ‘My difficulties with the previous housekeeper were based solely on the errors in the accounts and the state of the house. I assume that these problems are now solved. If I am mistaken, I wish that you will come to me and that we can reach a solution. I will be replacing Mrs Clopton shortly, and we will manage as best we can until that point. In the mean time...’ she presented a list of tasks ‘...I would have you begin in the entryway and continue through the house, with a thorough cleaning. I’ve written the procedure I would have you follow and a few of the cleaning formulas I wish you to use.’ The looks of wariness on the faces of the maids were replaced by a grudging respect.
‘And since it has been so very long since things have been done properly, I believe more help will be needed. Jenny?’ She gestured to the chief parlour maid. ‘Do you know anyone in the village in need of work? Older sisters? Aunts?’
Jenny allowed as how she might know a few girls and was sent to the village to fetch them. The rest of the women were divided into teams and began conquering the tasks on the list in each of the reception rooms. Once things were underway, Miranda felt it safe to retire to the study and hope that she could find some means to pay the expenses she was about to incur.
She sat down at the desk. Her husband’s desk, she thought nervously, then willed herself to relax. The chair was imposing but comfortable. Fit for a duke. She let an imagined sense of power envelope her, and pressed her hands flat against the mahogany surface in front of her, surveying the room. It was cleaner than the rest of the house. Perhaps Mrs Clopton was unable to defy the duke in such an obvious way. The desk was clear of paper, the ink well filled, the pens clean and of good quality. It was an orderly and comfortable workspace. Her husband must spend much time here, when he was on the estate.
On an impulse, she reached for a drawer pull, expecting to find it locked. It slid open easily, and she peered inside. Resting at the top of a stack of papers, as though hurriedly discarded, was a sheet of paper covered with notes.
The hand was clear and firm, not rushed. Miranda had heard that it was possible to tell the soul of the writer by the way he formed his letters. If so, her new husband was—she studied the paper—strong. Decisive. There was no trace in the writing of the anger she’d seen in him.
She read the words. There was a short list of supplies—for the estate or the tenants, she knew not. Neat rows of figures, totalled accurately and without hesitation. And nearer the bottom of the page a reminder to call on the vicar first thing in the morning. She smiled and traced the line. He’d written it the night she’d arrived. And below it was a single word: MIRANDA?
She could almost hear it, as though he were there, speaking to her. And how strange, because the tone she imagined was not one she’d heard from him in life. The voice she imagined was soft and inviting, and full of promise.
A soft cough from the direction of the doorway indicated the presence of Wilkins. ‘Your Grace?’
She slid the drawer closed and looked the butler in the eye. ‘Yes, Wilkins?’
‘I have something I...’ He dropped his hands to his sides in defeat. ‘I’m afraid I must give notice, ma’am.’
Oh, dear. She had been afraid this might happen, but could she stand the loss of both main retainers? ‘I’m sure his Grace would be most disappointed to lose you, Wilkins. What is the reason for this sudden decision?’
‘I rather thought, your Grace, that once you got the lay of the land, you would be asking me to leave. I’m just saving you the trouble.’
‘I appreciate your honesty. And your coming to me, like this. Despite what I told the staff just now, the problem with Mrs Clopton...’ she sighed in exasperation ‘...was not so much the crime—which was bad enough, certainly—but her unrepentant attitude. How can I run a house when the housekeeper thinks me such a fool as to be bullied into accepting her flimsy excuses out of hand?’ She looked steadily at the butler. ‘Is there something you would like to discuss, Wilkins?’
‘Ma’am, when you get around to inventorying the cellars, you will find that there is much I have to account for.’
‘And is there no way to make up the difference?’
‘None that I can think of, ma’am. May I speak frankly?’
‘Please.’
‘The wages in this house have long been the talk of the district. You’ll find it hard to replace the housekeeper, once they hear what is offered, and what is expected. And my own wages, even supplemented by the occasional stolen brandy bottle, are insufficient to meet my needs and repay his Grace.’
She held up a hand to him. ‘Let us say no more about your leaving at this time, Wilkins. It is certainly not a problem that needs to be dealt with before my husband’s return.’
There was a polite knock and a chambermaid poked her head around the doorframe. ‘Your Grace? Something awful’s happened in the dining room. Come quick.’
Had the first day of her new regime been marred by an accident? Had someone fallen off a ladder? She’d forgotten to check on their stability before sending the footman to bring down the chandeliers.
When she entered the dining room, she saw that the problem was far worse, at least in the eyes of the maids.
‘We tried the formula you suggested for the walls, but look what happened.’ They were lined obediently up at the end of the room, waiting to be sacked.
She glanced up at the silk covering the walls and stood mesmerised in shock. The sheep that had been grazing on the green of the hillside were either totally obliterated or oozing towards the wainscoting. The shepherd who had been looking in adoration at his shepherdess was still largely extant, but his smile had been replaced by a runny leer before the maids had given it up as a bad job and run for help. ‘Hand painted,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘It would have done well for regular paper. Even for patterned silk.’
‘We only did what you requested, your Grace.’ There was no trace of sarcasm in the comment, only fear. The poor girl was waiting for her to explode.
‘Yes, of course you did. It was my fault for not thinking of the surface to be cleaned before making that suggestion. There is nothing to be done for it now. We will have to replace the wall coverings. Please continue cleaning the windows, the floors and the fireplace. But do not worry about the walls until I can think of what is to be done.’
She trudged down the hall to her room. What was to be done was to have a megrim, alone in her room. Surely that was allowed. She would have to order new silk from the shops in the village. She doubted they would have anything appropriate. Something could be brought from London. And she had not a penny in her pocket, or any idea how to get one.
She smiled to herself. If she was a duchess, then perhaps she no longer needed money. She could not remember, on outings with her mother, ever seeing a coin change hands. Even after the money was gone, the shopkeepers extended them credit because of her father’s title, lowly though it was. All she need do was ride into town surrounded by the Haughleigh livery, find an appropriate sample and point. It would be delivered in all due haste, and might be hung on the walls before her husband returned to find her mistake.
He would, of course, be angry. But in the two days she had known him, he had been angry about so many things that she doubted one more would make a difference.
* * *
Supper that evening was a very different affair than breakfast had been. After a short nap, she had composed herself and returned to the kitchen to confront the cook. The woman had been wary at first, but when she was told that she might choose her own ingredients and order what was needed to undo the artificial famine created by Mrs Clopton, she seemed most happy with the change.
Miranda, at Polly’s insistence, allowed her hair to be dressed and changed into her only decent gown for supper. The gown was a burgundy satin that had been much more fresh fifteen years ago, when it had been one of Cici’s ball dresses. They’d cut down the puffed sleeves, removed large amounts of skirt to hide the worn spots and managed, by cannibalising the train and adding some lace from another gown, to create something almost presentable.
St John met her at the dinner table and kissed her hand. ‘Enchanted as always, my dear. You look lovely this evening.’ He looked over his shoulder at the destruction on the walls. ‘Dear God, what happened in here?’
She sat and took a large sip of wine before speaking. ‘My first act today, as duchess, was to fire the housekeeper. My second was to destroy the dining room, attempting to clean it.’
‘The wall coverings,’ he said, ‘were imported from France by the second duke.’
‘Expensive?’ she asked.
‘Irreplaceable.’
‘Oh. And what is the current duke likely to say, when he realises they are gone?’ She held her breath.
‘I suspect that you will have done me a great service. The apoplexy will leave you a widow and me as the fifth duke. I will then absolve you of any guilt. They were uncommonly ugly, for all their value.’ He reached forward and snuffed several candles on the table, darkening the corners of the room. ‘And hardly visible now. Isn’t this much more intimate?’
She laughed, despite herself. He seemed pleased, and continued to amuse her during dinner.
* * *
After the meal he stood up and offered her his arm. ‘Would you like to retire to the drawing room, your Grace? Or would you prefer a more interesting pastime? I could give you a tour of the house, if you wish.’
‘It would be dark in the unused rooms,’ she protested.
‘Then the servants can go ahead and light our way. It is their job, after all, Miranda, to follow your instructions. But suppose we limit ourselves to a single room. It will further your education and not trouble the servants overly much if we spend the evening in the portrait gallery.’
‘That is an excellent idea, St John.’
He rang for the butler, explained their needs and then escorted her to a long room on the second floor. Once there, he entertained her with stories of his ancestors. The first duke, awarded the title after a battle. His son, the mad second duke. Their father, who had been killed in a riding accident when both boys were young. He stopped before a portrait of his mother, and seemed to pause in respectful silence.
She looked up at the face in the painting. Definitely mother to St John, with the same startlingly blue eyes, but with hair so blonde as to be almost white. She was as pretty as Cici had said, and Miranda looked for any indication that the woman was a threat, but could find none. There was nothing in her face to show that she was other than sweetness and light.
She compared the mother to the picture of her new husband. Even for the portrait, he had not managed a smile. The painting in front of her must be several years old. There was no grey in his hair and the face had fewer lines. But the look in the eyes was the same intense stare that she had seen. Eyes that did not miss much, she thought. They were judging her as she stood in front of them, holding her fast and looking deep into her soul.
She shuddered. If only he would smile at her, perhaps the effect would not be so disturbing. There had been kindness on his face during the wedding. And when he put her to bed the night before. He had not seemed at all frightening to her then, when she had felt a protective warmth radiating from him, that had drawn her to him. Perhaps, when he returned from London, things would be different.
If he returned.
She tore her gaze away from her husband and walked a few steps further down the gallery to where St John stood before the portrait of another beautiful woman. When he turned from the painting and looked to her, there was a tear in his eye.
‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I did not mean to interrupt.’
‘Quite all right, Miranda, dear. It was I who brought you here, and then I was rude enough to forget that fact.’
She looked up at the painting he had been admiring. It was of a beautiful blonde woman in a rose-coloured gown. But beautiful was too mild a word. The woman was radiant. Her hair was gold and her cheeks a delicate pink overlaying the cream of her skin. Her breasts were high and round, and outlined against the curve of her bodice. Her height must have been almost a head below Miranda’s own. And yet the painting was more than life size, and she felt dwarfed by it.
‘This is Bethany. She was quite the loveliest woman ever to grace this house.’
‘Is she an ancestor of yours?’ Even as she said it, she revised her estimate. The gown was only slightly out of fashion. This woman must be her contemporary.
‘No ancestor of mine. But you have much in common with her. You share a husband. Bethany was my brother’s first wife.’
She stared in stunned silence. No wonder he was angry to find himself attached to a dowdy hen after losing this angel. ‘And she died in childbirth?’ She could see how it was possible. The narrow-hipped girl in the picture scarcely seemed large enough to bear a child.
‘That is what they say.’ His voice was strangely flat.
She stared at him in curiosity. ‘Do you have any reason to doubt the story?’
‘Oh, she died in childbed, sure enough, but I always thought...’ he sighed ‘...had she married happily, the end might have been different for her.’
‘She was not happy?’ It seemed so odd that a woman such as this would not have been happy.
St John’s smile was tight-lipped. ‘You have met my brother, Miranda. And seen his moods. It was like throwing a butterfly into a storm to wed the two together. They were married less than a year when she died, but her spirit had fled long before her body failed her.’
‘But, why—?’
‘Why did she marry him?’ St John sighed. ‘Why would any woman choose my brother? Be honest, my dear. For the same reason that you came to him.’
Desperation, she thought, bitterly.
St John continued as though an answer wasn’t required. ‘The title. Say what I might about him, my brother is a powerful and a rich man. There is much temptation in that. And she had much to offer.’ He paused, looking back at the picture. ‘This does not do her justice. Her eyes were bluer than that. Her hair more gold, and soft as silk to the touch. She sang like an angel, and her laugh itself was music. And she was delicate. To look at her made you think of a crystal goblet.’ His eyes grew hard. ‘My brother saw her once and knew he must have her. She was dazzled by his wealth and went willingly into his arms.’ His body tensed. ‘And when I saw her, just a few months after the marriage, she was desperate to get away. He terrified her. When I think of her, soft as a rose petal, in the hands of that—’ He choked on the last word, unwilling or unable to say what he was thinking. ‘But there was nothing I could do. I was only eighteen, had no power, no money to offer her.’ He gripped her by the shoulders and spun her to look at him. ‘I will not make the mistake again. Miranda. My means are limited, but, should you need them, all I have is yours to command.’
She struggled for a response. Foremost in her mind were the words, too late. ‘If you had a warning to share, yesterday would have been a better time than today.’
‘Yesterday my brother was still in the house and the servants obey him, not me. He’s gone, now, and I can speak freely. Say the word and I will help you flee and you can be long gone before he returns.’
Flee to where? There was no home to return to, no friend to take her in. ‘I am not afraid of the duke,’ she lied. At least, with Cici’s training, and St John’s warning, she would not go into the marriage as empty headed as the late Bethany. Foul words left no mark and bruises healed. And if the duke threatened her with worse, she would cross that bridge when she came to it.
‘I thank you for your kind offer, and will remember it if I need you, but am sure it need not come to that.’
Marcus looked up at the fading paint on the inn’s sign: The Duke’s Right Arm.
It sounded promising. Lucky, if he believed in luck. But the picture, which was of a dismembered arm lying on a grassy background, spoiled the image he wanted of a place that offered aid and succour. It would have been his last choice if he needed a bed for the night, or a drink, for that matter. The windows were dirty, and the door forbidding. It was his last choice now, as he’d visited all the other inns in the area.
Gentle questioning of the innkeepers had revealed a thorough knowledge of the area’s great houses and their inhabitants. Everyone knew the local lords, and their families. If he combined the information gained from the various places, he had a good idea of the comings and goings of the guests in the area. Small amounts of gold, spread amongst the ostlers and stable boys, told him all there was to know about who had visited whom and what they drove to get there.
And no one, anywhere, knew anything of Miranda Grey or Cecily Dawson. Or recognised the vague description he could give of a woman in her fifties and her tall ward.
They were not members of any of the families. They had not stayed in any of the inns at times corresponding to the dates on the letters. They had not been seen travelling. They were not known to be residing in any of the places he had visited.
Short of barging up to the front doors in question and demanding to know how Cecily had come by her writing materials, there was little hope in that direction.
This was his last chance. A disreputable inn in a miserable village that was little more than a cluster of cottages for workers at the nearby textile mill, owned by the cit whose stationery he kept folded in his pocket. It was not the place he wanted to find information about his new wife, but it made an irritating sort of sense. The factory owner’s stationery had been used to write the last of the letters to his mother. If the writer had worked hardest to create a good impression for the first letter, perhaps she’d grabbed what was closest to hand when writing the last.
He opened the grimy door and stepped into the taproom of the inn, and all faces turned towards him. The wave of disdain from the other customers was palpable.
He stepped forward and took a seat, staring back and daring them to find his presence strange. The thought crossed his mind that no one knew his location, and his purse was dangerously heavy. If he did not watch his back on the way out, he was likely to finish this search by receiving a knock on the head and a push into the nearest ditch.
The serving girl fixed him with a sullen glare, not bothering to flirt or flounce. Apparently, she felt the chances of gaining a few coppers by courtesy were not worth the effort. Without asking for his order she put a pint of ale in front of him. ‘If you want else, go elsewhere. You get what we have.’
He caught her wrist as she turned away from him. ‘Maybe you can help me. I’m looking for two women.’
She pulled her arm out of his grasp. ‘I said, this is all we serve. You will get nothing more from me.’
‘I apologise for the familiarity.’ He tried to look as harmless as possible. ‘I need nothing more than information.’
‘You’ll find little of that here.’ Her gaze never wavered. ‘But I can offer you advice. We serve ale. It sits in front of you. Drink it and go back where you came.’
He laid a gold coin from his purse on the table in front of him and she glanced at it hungrily. ‘Cecily Dawson. Or Miranda Grey. Have you ever heard the names?’
For a moment her eyes sparkled with something more than lust for the gold in front of her. Then she walked back to the bar and muttered something to the man behind it. He cast a look in Marcus’s direction, and they conversed between themselves. The girl was trying to persuade him of something and he was shaking his head. She persevered. At last, he shrugged and ambled towards the table.
He sat across from Marcus without asking permission and scooped the coin off the table, tossing it to the girl. ‘You’re a brave man, your lordship, coming here alone to ask questions you’ve no business asking.’
He let the title slip by without responding. ‘How do you know I have no business with them?’
‘The likes of you rarely has business with the likes of us. And when you do, it’s never good news.’
Us? So he knew them. Marcus kept his face impassive. ‘I mean them no harm. I have already met Miranda. I just wanted to satisfy my curiosity about certain events in her past before...’ Before what? What could he say that would not reveal too much? ‘Finalising her position.’
‘If it’s references you want—’ the man shrugged ‘—I can give them as well as anybody. She’s a hard worker and honest.’
A barmaid?
‘Ask at any of the houses in the area and the housekeepers will assure you. She’s a good girl.’ The man glared at him. ‘And you’d better not be offering any position that’s less honourable than scullery work. Because if you are, the lads will take you out back and cure you of that notion.’
‘Nothing dishonourable, I assure you, sir. And Lady Dawson? Where can I find her?’
‘I thought your business was with Miranda.’
‘But I want to thank Lady Dawson for sending her to me,’ he lied. ‘She was once a friend of my mother’s.’
The man stared at him, long and hard, as if searching for a crack in his composure.
‘And if I mean her any harm, she can always send for the lads,’ Marcus added. ‘I am, as you pointed out, alone here, trusting in your good reputation to see me safely to my goal.’
The man sighed. ‘If you’re lying, it’s a damn fool errand you’re on after all this time. There is no money there. You’ll come away empty handed. But if you’ve come about little Miranda, they’ll be glad of news.’ He pointed down the street and gave direction to a place on the west side of the village.
‘Thank you.’ Marcus slipped another coin on to the table and the man looked at it a long time before sliding it off the table and into his own pocket.
Miranda looked up at the workman on the ladder and resisted an urge to supervise him. The removal of the old hangings was not her job. Or the cleaning of the chandeliers, for that matter. But it had been so long since some of the household chores had been attended to that the process had been difficult and after the ruination of the dining-room silk she’d felt the need to take an active part in most of the major jobs. It was only eleven o’clock and she was already exhausted. And itchy, as though a thin layer of grime covered her body. The staff had been cleaning for a week and she noted with satisfaction, the improvement was beginning to show. When and if her errant husband chose to return home, he would be well pleased.
‘Not still working in here, are you?’ St John had come up from behind her, spinning her around to face him.
‘It needs to be done,’ she said and stepped out of his grasp. ‘The house was sorely neglected.’
‘It needs doing, certainly, but not by you. I seriously doubt that my high-and-mighty brother would be pleased to see his new wife acting like a scullery maid.’
She let this pass in silence, since there was no indication that her husband would be pleased to see her in any capacity. What if she had done this, only to anger him further? She pushed the thought from her mind. She was doing the best she could for him. He would be pleased. He must be.
‘And,’ St John added, touching her face, tipping her chin up until she was looking into his eyes, ‘you have a smudge on your nose. Charming, but most unusual for a duchess.’ He offered her his linen handkerchief and she wiped at the offending soot.
‘Miranda, darling, you should not be spending so much time indoors, working. It can’t be good for you. I have a remedy.’
‘And what would that be?’
‘A ride with your new brother. I can show you the lands. I’ll wager you have no idea of the size of the property.’
She had a pretty good idea, she thought wanly, after walking through so much of it to get to the house that first day. But a ride? Perhaps he meant carriage.
‘What you need is a few hours on one of my brother’s fine mares, galloping across the countryside. That will put colour back into your cheeks.’
The colour in her cheeks would be grey. A horse? And galloping, no less? It had been at least twelve years since she’d last ridden, and that had been a tethered pony.
But St John warmed to the idea. ‘I’ve been meaning to try out my brother’s new hunter, and this is just the excuse. You can have your pick of the horseflesh, there’s sure to be something to suit you.’
‘St John,’ she began, ‘I don’t know that a ride would be possible. I did not bring a habit with me when I came from town.’
He frowned, but only for a moment. ‘Certainly your maid can find something of my mother’s that will do until your own clothes arrive. Call her immediately and we will see.’
‘But, St John, I...’ and inspiration struck her ‘...I am afraid of horses.’ It was close enough to the truth.
‘Afraid?’ He stared at her, dumbfounded. ‘And you married my brother. Oh, dear. This will not do, Miranda. You must overcome this unfortunate problem before my brother reappears if the two of you are to manage at all. Marcus is quite the man for the sporting life. The thrill of the hunt is in his blood. He is never truly happy unless he’s haring around after one poor animal while on the back of another.’ St John frowned. ‘When he finds that he has married someone who does not share his interests...’ He shook his head. ‘He will be most put out.’ He smiled down at her. ‘But, fear not, little sister. I am here. And I can teach you. A few quiet rides through the country on the back of a gentle beast will be just the thing. When it is time to jump fences—’ He saw the alarm on her face. ‘Well, that may never be needed, so there is no point in worrying about it.’
* * *
Polly was able to cobble together bits of the late dowager’s riding apparel to leave her suitably, although not fashionably covered. Miranda limped down the stairs in too-tight boots, cursing the need to force her unnaturally tall frame into the clothing of yet another petite woman. The dowager had been several inches shorter than she, with delicate feet and a trim figure. Once again, she was showing too much wrist and ankle, immobilised in a jacket that lacked room for her shoulders, but had plenty of space for the bosom that she did not possess.
She met St John in the entry hall; if he found anything unusual in her appearance, he was too polite to say so. He led her to the stables, where he chose a docile mare and helped her up, before mounting the magnificent black stallion beside it.
Horses were taller than she remembered. Certainly taller than they looked from the ground, where she wished she still was. She felt the horse twitch under her and forced the thought from her mind. If it realised that she wanted to be back on solid earth, it might decide to throw her and grant the wish without warning. She did not wish for the ground, she reminded herself. She wished to remain in the saddle.
St John set off at a walk and her own horse followed his with a minimum of direction on her part. She relaxed a little. He was right; this was not so bad. She called on what little she could remember of her childhood rides and manoeuvred her horse to walk beside St John’s so they could converse.
‘See?’ he encouraged. ‘It is not so bad as all that, is it?’
‘No. Not so bad,’ she lied.
‘We will ride down the main road and into the farm land, towards that little copse of trees yonder—’ he pointed towards the horizon ‘—then back to the house. And you will find the fresh air and exercise will do you good.’
He led her on and kept a running commentary on the local landscape. That farm held the oldest tenant. There lay the berry bushes that he and Marcus had raided as boys. That tree was the rumoured hanging spot of a notorious highwayman.
As he did so he encouraged his horse to a trot, and she did likewise. Her seat was not good and she jolted on the horse, wishing that they could return to the walking pace.
‘You are managing quite well. I was sure it would only take a short while to bring you back up to snuff.’ His voice was full of encouragement.
‘St John, I am not sure—’
‘It is only a little further. We will stop to rest in the woods and then walk the horses home.’
She gritted her teeth. If it was only a little further, she could manage. And, perhaps it was her imagination, but his pace seemed faster still, and her horse speeded up without encouragement to follow St John’s stallion. She glanced to the side, then quickly ahead to fight down the churning in her stomach. It was better to focus on the approaching woods. When they arrived there, she could stop and rest.
She looked with worry at the path before her. It appeared to be narrowing. And her horse was still abreast with St John’s and too close to the edge of the road. She tugged at the reins, but her mount ignored her, refusing to give way. She tugged more firmly, but the horse showed no sign of interest.
They were almost to the trees and there was no path left. St John realised her dilemma and spurred his horse forward and then pulled up short at the side of the path.
She pulled too hard on the reins and her own horse at last realised what she expected of it and stopped without warning, lowering its head to graze.
And, in the way of all objects in motion, she continued forward, and over the horse’s head. One minute she had an excellent, if alarming, view of the rapidly approaching trees. And then everything spun around and she had landed in a heap and was looking into the face of her own horse as it tried to nudge her out of the way to get to the tender grass that had broken the worst of her fall.
St John’s face appeared in her field of vision, horrified. ‘Oh, dear. Oh, Miranda. I never thought...’
‘Perhaps,’ she managed, ‘a ride was not the best idea, St John.’
‘Perhaps not,’ he agreed, his light tone at odds with the worry in his eyes. ‘Are you injured?’
‘I do not believe so.’ She tried to stand, then sat down again as her ankle collapsed beneath her. ‘Maybe,’ she conceded.
‘Stay right where you are,’ he commanded. ‘Do not move. If there is a break in the bone, moving will make things worse.’
She lay back on the grass and stared up at the trees above her. What a fool her husband would think her if he returned to find her bedridden, unable to manage even a simple horseback ride. ‘It is not broken,’ she insisted. It simply could not be. She would not permit it.
She felt St John lift her skirts and realised with shock that he was removing her boots. She sat up, and then collapsed again as the blood rushed to her head. ‘What are you doing?’
‘What must be done if we are to establish the extent of your injuries. Now lie still and I will try not to hurt you.’
There was a firm tug and she bit back a cry as the boot came free. He reached for the other foot and she pulled it away. ‘I am sure that that one is not injured.’
‘But it is better to be safe than sorry in these things.’ He tugged the other boot free.
She felt his touch against her stocking as he probed first one ankle and then the other. Now that the offending boots were gone, the pain was not so severe. Perhaps it was only loss of circulation that had caused her to stumble. The pins and needles were subsiding and she could feel his hands on her feet.
It was good there was no groom along to see this, for it would seem highly improper. He was taking his time, touching each bone to make sure it was in place. Through the roughness of her stocking, the sensation tingled and she involuntarily twitched her toes.
His hand tightened on her foot. ‘You have feeling there?’
She nodded and bit her lip.
‘Then the fall could not have been too severe.’
‘I am glad to know that. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll put my shoes back myself.’
‘It is better to leave them off, lest there be swelling.’
She reached for them. ‘I cannot ride back to the house stocking footed.’
‘And you cannot ride if your boots are so tight that you cannot feel your feet in the stirrups.’ He tossed the offending boots into the bushes.
‘St John! Those belonged to your mother.’
‘She has no plans to use them again. Nor should you, if they do not fit. When we go riding in the future, we will find another solution.’
When hell freezes and your mother needs her boots back, she thought, but kept her face placid and co-operative. ‘Very well. Now, if you will help me back to my horse, we can return home.’ His hand was still resting on her ankle, and she gave a shudder of pleasure and tried to pull away.
His grin was wicked as he pulled her foot into his lap. ‘Not so fast. I think I’ve discovered your weakness.’ He stroked the foot again, massaging the sole. ‘A moment ago, I very nearly saw you smile. I refuse to release you until you do me the honour of laughing, for I swear I cannot live in this house a moment longer without hearing you laugh.’
‘St John, please. This is most improper.’ She sat up and frowned at him and twitched the too-short skirts of the dowager’s habit down to cover her feet, but they covered his hands as well and it made the situation worse because she could not see what he was doing.
‘You are right. And that is why we must finish quickly before someone finds us. Laugh for me and I’ll let you go.’
‘St John, stop this instant.’ She tried to sound stern, but the effect was spoiled by the breathiness of her voice.
He trailed his fingers along the sole of her foot, ‘When you know me better, Miranda, you will find it impossible to oppose me. Save yourself the trouble and give me what I want. Then I’ll help you back on to your horse and we can return to the house.’ He was massaging now, alternating firm touches with light, and the sensitivity was increasing with each stroke.
‘St John...’ She wanted to lecture him, but the feeling of his hands on her was delightful. And he was so devilishly unrepentant. And the situation so absurd. Air escaped her lips in a puff, and then she gasped, as the feeling became too frustrating to ignore and a last featherlight touch of her toes reduced her to a fit of giggling. She lay back in the grass and shook with laughter as he took his hands away and smoothed her skirt over her feet.
‘There, you see. It was not so awful, was it, giving in and taking a little pleasure?’
She shook her head, dropping her eyes from his, and feeling the blush creeping up her cheeks as she smiled again.
‘Good. For I would have you be happy here, Miranda. There is much to be happy about here. My brother...’ She looked up at him as he frowned, trying to find a way to complete the sentence. ‘My brother was not always as he is now. When we were young he was not so cold. So distant. If you cannot find the man that he once was, then know that you will always have a friend in me and need never be lonely or afraid.’ He stood. ‘Now, take my hand and I will help you mount. If you are strong enough, that is. You could always ride in front of me on the saddle and I could lead your horse.’
It was such an innocent offer. Too innocent, she suspected. His eyes were the clearest blue and there was not a hint of guile on his face as he said it.
And yet, she felt the heat of his hand as he helped her from the ground, and her mind drifted to the thought of them, together on the saddle, the gentle rocking of the horse between their legs, and him, close behind her, rocking against her... ‘No. I am quite all right. I’m sure I can ride alone.’ She stumbled in the direction of her horse.
‘Are you sure? You look unsteady. Let me help you.’ And his hand burned through her clothing as he lifted her easily up into the saddle. She kept her face averted from his, so he couldn’t see the crimson in her cheeks.
There was something wrong with her. There must be. Some wickedness brought on by too much knowledge. She wished that she was as naïve and innocent as she pretended to be. But Cici had told her everything and had been so matter of fact about the pleasures of the flesh. Perhaps that was why she responded so quickly to a man’s touch. And the touch of a man who was not her husband. The fact that the man in question was her husband’s brother made it even worse, for she would have to be in close proximity to him, probably for the rest of their lives. She must master the feeling. Gain control of herself so that no one would ever know. Not the duke. And certainly not St John.
Marcus looked at the house in surprise. Not what he had expected. Not at all. He’d imagined a quiet cottage where two ladies might spend their years in modesty, waiting for an improvement in position. Genteel poverty.
There was nothing genteel about his new wife’s old home. It was poverty, pure and simple. Smaller than the homes of his tenants and packed cheek by jowl between other similar houses. He strode to the door and knocked.
The woman who answered dropped a curtsy, but looked at him with undisguised suspicion. ‘Lost your way, milord?’
‘Lady Cecily Dawson?’
She glared back at him. ‘The “Lady” is long retired from her profession, and you’d best seek your amusements elsewhere.’
‘If I could see her, please.’
‘Come to get a look at her after all these years? What are you, then? The son of one of her clients, come to be initiated? A bit old for that, aren’t you?’
‘I beg your pardon.’
‘You take my meaning plain enough. Get yourself off, in every sense of the word. The lady will be no help to you.’
He got his foot in the door in time to halt the slam, and pushed roughly past her, into the tiny room. ‘Close the door. The questions I have to ask are better handled away from prying eyes.’ He tossed his purse on the table and watched her eyes light as it made a satisfying clink. ‘I require information. The money’s yours if you can provide it.’
She dropped another curtsy, this one not tinged with irony. ‘At your service, milord.’
‘I want the whereabouts of Lady Cecily Dawson, and any information you can provide about her ward, Lady Miranda Grey.’
The colour drained out of the woman before him. And she clutched the table edge. ‘Why would you be wanting that?’
‘To satisfy my mind in certain details of Miss Grey’s life before her recent marriage.’
‘She’s done it, then?’ The avarice in the old woman’s eyes changed to a glint of hope. ‘She’s safely married.’
‘Yes.’
The woman pushed on. ‘And her husband. What is he like?’
‘He is a very powerful man, and impatient for information. Provide it, and keep the gold on the table—delay any longer and things will go bad for you.’
A man’s voice rose from the curtained corner of the room behind him. ‘That’s enough, Cici. I’ll talk to the gentleman.’ The last word was said with a touch of scorn. The man that appeared from behind the curtain was in his mid-fifties, but hard work had left him much older. He walked with a cane, and the hands that held it were gnarled and knotted, the knuckles misshapen. He glared at the duke as though this were the reception room of a great house, and not a hovel, and said in a firm tone, ‘And whom do I have the honour of addressing, sir?’
‘Someone who wishes to remain anonymous.’
‘As do we. But you are the one who forced his way into my home, and you can take your gold and go, or introduce yourself properly. You have my word that your identity will go no further than these walls.’
‘Your word? And what is that worth to me?’
‘It is all I have to offer, so it will have to do.’
‘Very well, I am Marcus Radwell, Duke of Haughleigh.’ He heard a sharp gasp escape the lady behind him. ‘And you, sir?’
‘I, your Grace, am Sir Anthony Grey, father of the young lady you are enquiring after.’
Marcus resisted the temptation to grab the corner of the table for support. Just what had he wandered into this time? ‘Her father? I was led to believe—’
‘That she was an orphan? It could well have been the case. Indeed, it would have been better had it been true.’ He looked at the duke in curiosity. ‘Tell me, Your Grace, before we go further—are you my daughter’s husband?’
‘Yes.’ The word came out as a croak, and he cleared his throat to master his voice before speaking again.
‘And you have come to London, seeking the truth.’
‘I left on our wedding night.’ He coughed again. Facing the girl’s father, even under these circumstances, it was a damned difficult subject. ‘Before an annulment became impossible.’
‘And where is my daughter, now?’
‘Safely in Devon. At my home.’
‘And your decision about her depends on the results of your search here?’
‘And on her wishes. I have no desire to force marriage on her, if she is unwilling.’
Her father set his face in resolve. ‘Do not trouble yourself as regards her wishes, your Grace. Delicate sensibilities can be saved for those women that can afford them. My health is failing and I can no longer pretend to support the three of us. Her choices here are a place in service in a great house, or walking the street. If you still wish to have her, after today, she will choose you and be grateful.’
‘Proceed then, Sir Anthony.’
The man barked a laugh at the title. ‘How curious to be addressed so, after all this time. Very well, then. My story.
‘Once, some thirteen years past, I was a happy man, with a beautiful wife, a daughter who was a joy to me and expectations of a son to carry on my name. Unfortunately, my wife died, giving birth to our second child, and the child died as well. The grief quite unhinged me. Your Grace, are you, as Cici remembered, a widower for similar reasons?’
Marcus gave a faint nod.
‘Then you can understand the grief and disappointment, and perhaps sympathise with the depths to which I sunk. I turned from the daughter I loved, and, in the space of a few years, I destroyed her inheritance and my own, gambling away the land, drinking until late in the evening. When I ran out of money, I borrowed from friends. I depleted all resources available to me, and hoped to blow my brains out and avoid the consequences of my actions. When I was loading the gun to end my life, my daughter came into the room, still so innocent, and pleaded with me to spend just a few moments with her as I used to. One look into those eyes changed my course and hardened my resolve to find a way out of my difficulties.
‘Alas, there was no honourable course available. The creditors were at my door. So I decamped—’ he gestured around him ‘—to a place so low that my friends and creditors would never think to look for me. It must be better, I thought, to find honest work and keep what little I earned than to face debtors’ prison in London. And if I went to prison, what would happen to my Miranda?
‘There was a factory here with an opening for a clerk. It was less than we were used to, but if we lived simply we could manage. I spent my days in the office, totting up figures and copying, and things were well for a time.’ Sir Anthony waved a clawed hand before his face. ‘But it was not too long before my eyes would no longer focus on the small print, and then even the big print became hard to decipher. And my hand cramped on the pen. The owner had an opening in the factory proper, running a loom. It was not so much money, of course. But it was not a difficult job to learn and when the last of our savings ran out and there was nothing left worth selling, I was not too proud to take my place with the other workers. If people in these parts had any suspicions about the strangers in their midst, time set their minds at rest. Cici and Miranda did what was necessary to help keep us afloat, taking in washing and mending, and hiring themselves out to the great houses in the area when they needed extra help. And thus, slowly, my daughter forgot the world she was born to.’
‘And now that she is neither fish nor fowl, you think she should marry a duke?’ Marcus stared in disbelief at the man before him.
Sir Anthony’s mouth tightened. ‘Yes, I do. I can no longer work.’ He held out his twisted hands in evidence. ‘I am useless, too clumsy to run even the simplest machine. Unless we can find another means of support, it’s the poorhouse for us all. Do you understand what it means to watch your daughter forced to wait upon people who would be her inferiors, had I but kept a cool and sober head some years back? To sit idle and watch my only child forced into service to expiate my sins?’
And it grew still worse. Marcus listened in horror as Sir Anthony explained. ‘Recently, Miranda had grown popular at a certain house—her occasional position serving there was to be made permanent. Humiliating, perhaps, if I’d had any pride left. But then it became clear to me that the lord wished to offer her a position above stairs that had nothing to do with service. Miranda is a bright girl, and she loves us too well. It was only a matter of time, your Grace, before she realised that she was the solution to all our problems and agreed. I needed to get her away and safely married before a local lord took what he wanted and I completed my daughter’s ruin by sacrificing her honour to put bread on the table. It was Cici’s idea to try to find her a husband that suited her station in life. Someone who seldom visited London, and was unaware of the scandal attached to our name.’
‘But why me?’ There must be something, a sign on his face perhaps, that labelled him easily gulled.
The woman spoke. ‘Your mother owed me for a wrong, done long before you were born. I called in the debt.’
‘I read your letters. You threatened her with exposure. Exposure of what?’
‘There was little threat, really, other than the weight of her own guilt. And perhaps the embarrassment of having known me. But she responded to the letters I sent and I took advantage of the fact.’
‘She was dying.’
Lady Cecily looked coldly into his eyes. ‘I know. And I can’t say that I cared, other than that it left me little time to form my plan. I am sorry to be so blunt. But your mother, as I knew her, was a hard woman, and jealous. If she wished to repent before death, she had much to repent for.’
He nodded. ‘Please explain.’
‘We knew each other first as children. We went to school together and shared a room. We were best friends as girls and both as sweet and beautiful as one could hope. When I was fourteen, my father died. He left sufficient funds to see me through school, and provide a modest Season when I came of age, and left my guardianship to an aged aunt who knew little of what happened while I was away.’
Her mouth twisted in a bitter line. ‘There was a trustee there who took, shall we say, a personal interest in my case. He took every opportunity to remind me that my funds were limited, and my position at the school in jeopardy. Finally, he persuaded me to meet him one night in an office. To go over the details of my father’s will. How was I to know what he intended? I was only a girl.’ There was anguish in her voice and Marcus felt the man next to him tighten protectively.
‘I returned to my room afterward crying and shaking and your mother helped me clean away the blood and swore she would tell no one what had happened. And she kept the secret for me because I begged her to, even though the man continued to use me on and off for the rest of the term. I escaped to my aunt’s home after that, and saw nothing of your mother until the year we had our Season.
‘She was a great beauty, as was I.’ Cecily smiled as she remembered. ‘I’d put the difficulties at school far behind me and hoped to make a match with an understanding man who would not question the lack of blood on the sheet. I had several fine prospects, including my dear Anthony, and...’ she looked appraisingly at Marcus ‘...your own father. Many of the same men who hovered about your mother, in fact. We had been friends at school, but we were rivals now. When it looked like your father might be ready to offer for me, when it looked like she might lose, your mother let my secret slip out, and then spread it enthusiastically about the ton. Suddenly I was not a poor, abused girl, but a young seductress. And the offers I received?’ She laughed. ‘Well, they were not offers of marriage. Eventually, I accepted one. And when he tired of me, I found another. And that is when I was known as “Lady Cecily”. And why I responded as I did when you came to the door. Anthony was the last of the men that kept me, and I loved him from the time before my fall from honour. When he became too poor to keep me?’ She shrugged. ‘I kept him. And he ran through all I had saved before I could persuade him to take his daughter, abandon his honour and run.’
‘And you sought to ruin me, as my mother ruined you?’
‘No, your Grace. I swear we meant you no harm. I only sought to find the best possible home for Miranda. And I do you no disservice in sending you a wife. She is not so great as the ladies you might choose, but she has had no opportunity to be a lady since she was ten, and no mother to guide her. Had the past been different, she would be every bit as fine as the woman you would select for yourself.’
The words were distant in his ears, drowned out by the memories in his head.
‘The poor girl...’
‘Your family honour...’
‘Look at her and think of what will happen to her if you beg off now...’
‘The child needs a name...’
‘Your Grace?’ Cecily Dawson was looking at him in puzzlement and he snapped back to the present.
‘I beg your pardon, madam. Pray continue.’
‘We never meant to trap you into a marriage with Miranda. It was our hope, rather naïve perhaps, but our hope all the same, that if she could only meet a few gentlemen of her own class, she might by her modesty and good sense attract the attention of one of them. I thought, if your mother was unable to persuade one of her sons to take a wife, we might, by continued threat, convince her to take the girl as a ward and introduce her to other gentlemen in the area. At the very least, a position as companion to your mother...’
‘Delivering the girl into the hands of your enemies?’ He quirked a brow and smiled ironically back to them.
Sir Anthony responded, ‘At this point, it was the frying pan or the fire for her. I apologise for my candour, your Grace. Your mother may have had a tongue like a viper, but words are not capable of hurting my daughter. Her acceptance of my daughter was an admission of guilt and fear of exposure.’
‘But my mother is dead,’ Marcus said silkily. ‘And I am under no such compulsion.’
The looks on the faces of the other two went from resolve to alarm.
‘I beg pardon for what I have said. I’m sorry for your loss, your Grace,’ Sir Anthony said.
‘No, you are not and neither am I. What you’ve said about my mother is the truth. She cared for herself, and her status, and very little else. The fact that you managed to blackmail her into any action that was not solely for her benefit speaks to the heaviness of her soul at the end of her life. I married your daughter because I felt bound by honour to protect her good name after she came unannounced to my house and spent the night there unchaperoned. By her untimely death, my mother has trapped me yet again into choosing honour over good sense and secured the success of your scheme.’ He looked around him, ‘Of course, now that I have learned the origins of my wife...’
Tears began to trickle from under the closed eyelids of the woman before him and he looked away. Better not to look and be fooled by a whore’s tears.
Lord Anthony’s voice shook as he began. ‘Yes, your Grace, your new wife was raised by a drunkard and a gambler, and mothered by a whore. She has worked as a servant, cleaning privy pots and scrubbing hearthstones and doing whatever jobs were considered beneath the dignity of the regular staff. And now, if you turn her off, she has nowhere to go and will sink lower still to keep from starving to death. I am sick unto death myself of watching her pay for my sins. I wish to God when I held the pistol that day I had shot us both, rather than doom her to a life of servitude, for she has done nothing to deserve it but follow where I have led her. And when I sent her to you, she resisted, saying she’d rather stay with us and do what was necessary than leave us when we needed her. I made her swear, your Grace, on her mother’s Bible, that she’d do as I commanded and keep her tongue about it. I made her swear that, should she manage marriage to an honourable man, she would serve him with all her heart, and never, ever turn back to the place she had come from. She is a pearl, and a pearl buried in a dung heap is no less valuable for its surroundings.’
Marcus kept his face impassive. ‘A pearl, you say? In what way? What can she bring to our marriage? There is no dowry, certainly. And as yet, she has not won me with her sweet nature and soft looks.’
‘She can bring her strength, your Grace. And her honour.’
‘Which she has proved to me by lying to gain access to my house and concealing the circumstances of her life.’
‘A thing that she would never have done had I not required it of her. She begged, your Grace, not to be forced to do this. And I’m sure that keeping the secret from you pains her almost as much as the separation from us. If you can relieve her of it, you will see her true nature and she will be eternally grateful to you. Look into your heart, your Grace, and ask yourself what you would do in the circumstances. Have you never lied to protect another? For that is all she is guilty of.’
Marcus closed his eyes against the question, struck to the heart with a random blow. Maybe he and his new wife had more common ground than first he realised.
He thought back to her, the way exhaustion had broken her the night he’d left, when the cool courtesy had cracked and the way a glimmer of the truth had come spilling out. The horror on her face, when she realised what she’d said and done.
He stared at the people before him. ‘And what are you willing to do for your daughter’s honour, Sir Anthony?’
‘Anything you require of me, your Grace. If you wish us to work as servants in your house, say the word. As long as Miranda is safe, I am yours to command.’
‘And, Lady Cecily? Can you speak for yourself in this matter?’
‘I’ve raised the girl as my own daughter for twelve years, your Grace. It is as Sir Anthony says. I will do what you ask.’
‘Then I ask that you gather your belongings and prepare to remove yourselves to my home in Northumberland. Not the most comfortable of abodes, certainly. I use it for hunting. But there is a small staff and it is very private. You can wait there until decisions are made. And, Lord Anthony, I assume your debts still stand on someone’s books?’
‘Such things are never forgotten, your Grace.’
‘Then they will need to be settled.’
‘I have not the means...’
‘Of course you don’t, but I do.’
‘I never intended—’
‘That’s as it may be,’ he snapped, and heard four generations of Haughleigh in his voice. It was a voice people couldn’t help but obey.
Lord Anthony fell silent.
He continued. ‘You may not have intended to saddle me with the debts, but I mean to see them paid. I will accept no argument. Write down what you can remember of them and think no further on the subject. You will retire to my hunting lodge, while I clear your name and discuss with Miranda her wishes for the future.
‘When some agreement is reached between us, you will be contacted by her or me, and reunited. Whether she comes back to you with her honour and her freedom, or you come to us at Haughleigh is yet to be decided, but I will not return her to you if you must only sell her to some other man of privilege. Whatever her future may be, her duty to her past will stop with me.’
Miranda was screaming. It was odd, he thought, that he should know her voice. They’d been together so briefly. But it was her, he was sure. Screaming in terror. He tried to run to her, but the ground turned to mud beneath his feet, sucking at his boots and dragging him downward.
‘Marcus! Help me! Marcus! Please.’ Her voice trailed off as though she was losing the strength to call him.
He fought. Fought the sensation of sinking and the fear that at any moment the treacherous ground would close up and swallow him. There was a branch beneath his hand and he closed on it and hauled himself forward out of the mud and towards the place where he knew she must wait for him.
He jerked awake, panting and stared around the room. He was in bed in his townhouse in London. There was no mud, of course. He was not even wearing boots. And he could not hear his new wife because she was miles away in Devon.
It was folly to place too much credence in dreams. They were not omens of the future, after all. They were only the fancies created by an overheated mind as it sought rest.
And that was why he’d stayed away from home all these years. Because dreams meant nothing. He sneered at his own folly. He might have stood his mother’s presence and taken up his position at Haughleigh if it hadn’t been for the damned dreams of suffocation. He’d set his life’s course by dreams.
But what of the future? In his dreams, Miranda wanted him to come to her. If the real Miranda knew it, she would be appalled. What reason had he given her to trust him? She probably felt she needed protection from him.
The faint morning light was seeping between the bed curtains and he rang for his valet. A shave and a wash would shake the last of the clouds from his mind. It had been ridiculous. A rescue fantasy. But, at least, not as frightening as a premature burial. He had been able to move, this time. And he had needed to get to Miranda.
She was in need, whether she realised it or not. Her father was a pleasant enough sort, if more than a bit of a fool. He had ruined his daughter, never thinking of the future. Marcus remembered her standing in the kitchen. Trembling skin and bones. Hands with long tapering fingers, covering her face in shame and horror. Hands, which could have been bedecked with rings and toying with an ivory fan, were rough from years of hard labour marred with burns and scars.
His mouth thinned to a tight line. Her eyes had been guarded, afraid to let out a glimmer of passion or pain, afraid that any weakness would be used against her. And her father had done it all, dragging her down in the name of love and family togetherness. And who knew what ideas she had after twelve years of listening to her surrogate mother?
He winced as he remembered the story and the valet paused in his shaving to avoid cutting his throat.
There was a tangled mess, and the end of the string led back to his own doorstep. The Dawson woman need not have been a whore if it hadn’t been for the machinations of his hellhound of a mother. She could have hid her shame and married well. Anthony Grey, perhaps. Or his own father. Which would make Cecily Dawson... He shrugged. His mother. Or Miranda’s. And either choice could have been a happier fate for all concerned.
He could not turn back the clock for Cecily, but it was not too late for Miranda. His dream told him that much.
* * *
The late summer sun was bright on the shop windows as he walked into the shopping district, warm on the fine wool of his jacket. But it had been too nice a day for the carriage, quite the nicest day he’d seen in some time, and he felt he must walk.
Tum te tum... How did it go again? He tried to remember the ditty that had been running through his head. Something about milkmaids. Brown eyes. Wooing. Something. Folksongs were all alike. There was always a shepherd or a tinker and a milkmaid. And the results were certainly the same.
He whistled.
What was coming over him? He was wandering down Bond Street like he hadn’t a care in the world.
He was acting like St John.
And stopped in his tracks so suddenly that the package-laden man behind him collided with an oath. He apologised with a smile, helped the man collect his purchases and helped him on his way with more good grace than he’d felt in years.
It was dashed strange, considering the mood he’d been in when he’d come to London, to find himself so carefree now. Especially considering the burden of responsibilities loaded on to his back. A wife had been shock enough. But a wife that could clean privy pots and draw ale? And in-laws. And their debts. And a surrogate mother-in-law who would turn the vicar’s hair snow white, should he realise her former profession.
It could probably be kept hushed, he decided. But he must find a way to persuade Anthony to legitimise the union before he could accept them into the house. The vision of Cecily Dawson at Christmas dinner floated into his mind. Perhaps he would have the servants put her in his mother’s room. The thought gave him a moment’s wicked pleasure.
It was mad.
He ducked through a nearby door and into the salon of a noted dressmaker. It had been years since he’d crossed the threshold, trailing after Bethany on one of her many shopping trips, but Madame Souette recognised him immediately.
‘How may I help you, your Grace?’ She signalled to a shop girl to bring tea, and offered him a seat on a divan.
‘I need...I need everything. That a woman might require.’ He pulled out the worn gown and slippers that Cecily had provided. ‘In this size, or slightly larger.’
She glanced down at the worn clothing in front of her and almost managed to hide the moue of displeasure at their poor condition. ‘And the woman in question? What is her taste?’ Madame was probing gently, afraid of giving offence. ‘Will you be spending your time with her at the opera? The theatre? Or will you be remaining at home?’
She was looking at him closely, probably trying to guess the identity of his new mistress.
He grinned. ‘Oh, all of the above, I should think. When I bring my new bride to London, she will attend many such functions. But for now, clothing suitable for a quiet life in the country.’
‘A wardrobe worthy of a duchess?’
He nodded.
‘And she needs everything.’ The woman’s eyes sparkled as she totalled the bill in her mind.
‘Everything. There was an accident involving her trunks when she travelled to Devon.’ He waved his hand in dismissal. ‘All lost.’
‘How unfortunate.’ Madame tried and failed to look grieved.
‘I trust that you will be both discreet and quick, for I need the clothing in three days.’
Her eyebrows arched, but she did not refuse him.
‘It will require a miracle, but you will be generously compensated for it. Her colouring is pale, but her hair and eyes are dark. Do what you can to flatter her. I trust your judgment in these matters more than my own.’
Giving her his card and direction, he left the shop.
It was strange seeing the small rooms where his wife had spent so many years, poor beyond his ability to imagine, but more warm and welcoming than his own home had been. And then to come into the great mausoleum that was Haughleigh Grange.
She deserved better.
* * *
His next stop was a jeweller’s shop, where he pulled a flat, velvet-lined case from his pocket. The jeweller was as ingratiating as the dressmaker had been; ready to bend over backwards to please his Grace.
He spilled the hated necklace on to the table in front of him. ‘I have recently remarried and wish to present the family emeralds to my wife.’
The jeweller remarked that they were most fine which, of course, Marcus knew.
‘A new setting, I think. A new wife should not have to wear the cast-offs of the old. I would like to start fresh.’ Not that that was ever possible, with the weight of tradition heavy on his shoulders. Perhaps a change in the necklace would remind him of something other than his mother, or Bethany, whenever he had to look at them.
The jeweller made hurried notes, wincing only a little at the proposed timeline. ‘Will there be anything else, your Grace?’
‘No. I think... Wait.’ The image of his new wife standing in the hall as his signet rolled across the floor popped into his mind. ‘Yes, there is something. I need a ring. A wedding ring. We married hurriedly and she deserves better than my temporary solution.’
The jeweller brought forth a prodigious tray of diamonds, rubies, emeralds and plain gold bands. He stared over the selection, but none of them reminded him of the strange white-faced girl he had left behind in his home. Then he smiled up at the man in front of him. ‘Do you have any sealing wax?’
The man disappeared into the back room of the shop and returned with a lump of casting wax and a candle.
Marcus melted the stuff on to the counter in front of him and plunged his signet into it, leaving the clearly defined mark of the crest imbedded in it. ‘That is what I would like for her. On a plain gold ring, but to fit a woman’s finger.’
‘Unorthodox, Your Grace.’
‘But it will suit her better than these baubles.’
* * *
His last stop was the family solicitor. Claude Binley looked at him over the stack of papers on the desk and pushed his spectacles further down his nose.
Marcus grinned at him in response. ‘How are things progressing?’
‘That would depend, your Grace, on the point of view. From my position, they are progressing much too quickly.’
‘Too quickly? But successfully, I trust.’
The solicitor nodded. ‘I have made arrangements for the licence. I have altered your will to reflect the marriage. I have settled accounts at Boodle’s and White’s for Sir Anthony Grey.’
‘And you can expect to see some additional bills from a dressmaker and a jeweller,’ Marcus added.
Claude sniffed his disapproval.
‘Is there some problem with funds?’
‘No, your Grace.’
‘It would hardly do to let my duchess sit in rags, Claude. Money will have to be spent.’
‘May I speak frankly, your Grace?’
‘Not if you insist on calling me “your Grace”. We have known each other since childhood, Claude.’
‘Very well, Marcus, since we have known each other so long. I remember your first wife, and the speed with which you courted and wed her. And I remember the details of the union and the result. I would hate to see a repeat of that mistake.’
Marcus felt his spine stiffen. ‘I don’t think it would be possible to repeat a mistake quite that substantial.’
‘I see similarities.’
‘And what might you think they are?’
‘A woman you barely know. Recommended to you by your mother. A sudden marriage. And distinct signs that you have a head full of clouds. Lavish gifts. The refusal to heed the counsel of those around you. Heroic measures on your part to rush to the aid of a damsel in distress.’
‘But Miranda is nothing like Bethany. And my mother, should she have lived to see her, would have been appalled.’
‘To marry her in spite of your mother is no different from marrying with her consent. You are still leg-shackled.’
‘And you have been in that state for nearly fifteen years, Claude. Is it not time that I joined the fraternity of the married and settled?’
‘Certainly. But not in this way, Marcus. Perhaps to this girl, if you are so set upon her, but not until matters in her own family and yours are properly resolved. You know nothing of her except what you have been told and yet you are willing to believe what is a most extraordinary story. And you do not doubt her honour. Time alone will prove that. Even a few weeks might confirm—’
‘That the next duke will not be some other man’s bastard?’ His voice was ice now. ‘Thank you for the warning, Claude. But take care. You are speaking of my wife.’
‘Who was raised by a wastrel and a slut.’
Marcus rose out of his chair, ready to challenge, to fight.
Claude stood against the threat, unmoved. ‘I speak the truth, though you don’t want to hear it, your Grace.’
Marcus sighed. ‘And I, Claude, am the son of a drunkard and a shrew. Perhaps we are well suited after all. For, if parentage matters so much, then I am not such a great bargain, but for the title. My last wife was raised by exemplary parents. Her family history was without blemish. And in the end, it made no difference.’
Claude sighed. ‘Yes, your Grace. And it has hardened you to good advice. Now you will do as you will do, no matter what I might say to the contrary, for you have a head harder than a paving stone. I pray that you are right and wish you well.’
‘Your Grace, did you purchase anything new in the village shops?’
‘No, Polly. My things will do nicely.’ With each trip to the village to arrange for help or supplies or to check on the progress of the silk Miranda had ordered for the dining room, Polly had become more insistent that she buy something for herself. Miranda sighed. There would be hell to pay when the bills came due, if she could not find a husband to write the cheques. Why add additional purchases for herself to the growing stack of necessities?
Polly picked up the hem of the evening gown. She’d found the section where the trim simply ended, only to reappear from a seam a foot away. ‘The cloth was fine enough once, your Grace—’
When it was new, Miranda added to herself.
‘—But I don’t know how much longer these sleeves will hold. Perhaps if you bought lace to freshen them up?’
‘No need, Polly.’
‘A new bonnet, perhaps?’ There was a note of desperation in the maid’s voice.
With her husband gone and no real understanding of the accounts, she dared not risk such a frivolous expense. She’d better wait until he returned and set some kind of allowance. ‘I think not,’ she said.
‘Oh, well, ma’am. I could see that you might find the stuff you can purchase hereabouts a mite simple for a fine London lady. And when his Grace returns, he’ll have brought back presents for you.’
Perhaps when his Grace returns, he’ll have forgotten he’s married. She held no great hopes of him purchasing hat trims.
‘Now, about your hair.’
‘My hair?’ Miranda touched the plait, worried for a moment that Polly was going to suggest they purchase a wig.
‘It’s not quite the style that ladies are wearing nowadays. Rather unusual.’
And easy to keep up, thought Miranda. No need for curling irons or a maid to dress the back.
Polly pulled a much-handled sketch from behind her back. ‘I thought, perhaps, you might let me try something more like this.’ It was a page from Le Beau Monde or some other fashion magazine, and had probably been through the hands of most of the ladies’ maids in the area.
Polly pointed a stubby finger at a style in the background. ‘Maybe a bit longer in the back, but not much. Parted on the side, here. The curls would call attention to your eyes, your Grace, and you do have lovely eyes.’
It could be a disaster, she thought. A scissors and curling iron in untrained hands. ‘Do you know much about hair, Polly?’
‘Oh, yes, your Grace. I do for my whole family. My sisters look right smart.’
‘Do any of them work here?’ She crossed her fingers that it would not turn out to be the parlourmaid with the horrible squint that looked like she’d trimmed her hair with hedge clippers.
‘No, your Grace. But I’ve got three of them, all younger. I know all about hair.’
‘All right.’ She must throw a bone to the poor woman, to make up for the sorry wardrobe and the lack of excitement she must present as the new lady of the house.
‘Oh, thank you, your Grace. You stay right here and I’ll get the scissors.’
Now? Dear Lord. She’d imagined sitting down for this in some distant future, and agreed, hoping that it would satisfy the maid. She sank on to the chair by the dressing table. No time to prepare herself.
Polly was back and holding a pair of scissors. She gave an experimental snip, the gleaming blades slicing the air. The maid nibbled her lip.
Do your worst, Miranda thought, eyes closed, listening to the sound of the snipping going on behind her back. She felt the first lock fall away and felt strangely lighter, like the headache that had plagued her for days was the result of the hair dragging upon her mind.
The snipping continued and she relaxed under Polly’s ministrations. It really was rather nice to be done for, rather than doing for others. And Polly was good humoured, one of the few such people in this house. She kept a steady stream of information coming about her sisters, their hair, their beaus, and then she stopped. ‘You can open your eyes now, your Grace. See, it wasn’t so bad as all that, now was it? I’ll get you a cup of tea and heat up the curling irons. You’ll see it will be most fine when we’ve finished.’
She stared at her reflection in shock. Polly had been right. It changed her face, when the hair was trimmed away and the bone structure allowed to show. And she had good eyes. Not dull and hard as she had thought. Surrounded by curls, she looked almost playful. She was not so grand as Bethany had been, but then, no one was. Perhaps a touch of rouge... She wondered what Marcus would think, when he saw her.
And realised that the rouge was not necessary for the colour appeared on its own in her cheeks. Dear God. She scrubbed at them, as though the thought that had put the roses there might be easy to interpret.
Polly returned with her tea and she sipped it gladly, ignoring the slight rattle as she placed it on the saucer.
* * *
She walked down to dinner that night with her head held high to accent the graceful neck she had never known she possessed. And when she entered the dining room, St John was there and sprang to his feet at the sight of her.
‘Miranda.’ He said her name in a kind of sigh, unlike the usual playful tone he used when addressing her. ‘I swear I had no idea.’ He crossed the room, and she cast her gaze to the floor as he walked slowly around her. ‘Whose plan was this, then? Have you been to London and back in an afternoon that you appear so fine?’
‘No,’ she said. ‘This was Polly’s doing. She insisted.’
‘Then you must take her advice in all things, for she is wise for one so young. Is that a new gown as well?’
‘You spoil your compliments with base flattery, St John. This is the same dress I have worn to dinner these two weeks.’
‘I did not mean to flatter you. It is just that...your transformation is so startling... Frankly, Miranda, I can hardly look at the dress, the woman wearing it is so radiant.’
She tried not to take pleasure in the comment, reminding herself that it was not St John that she needed to please.
She asked hesitantly, ‘Do you think the duke will approve?’
St John looked elsewhere, then busied himself with his soup. Finally he muttered, ‘I am, perhaps, not the best person to ask on my brother’s taste when it comes to women. After all, it has been several years since we spent any time together. Tastes change.’ He paused, taking another spoonful of soup. ‘But how could he not like it? It really is most becoming.’
Wonderful. He must have a fancy for long, undressed hair. Had she changed what in his eyes was her only good quality? She took a deep drink of wine and allowed the footman to refill the glass. She would not let worry about the duke ruin her evening. She tossed her head and felt the curls bob against her neck. It made her smile. ‘If he does not like it, then I care not what he thinks, for it looks fine.’
St John laughed at this little rebellion. ‘That’s my girl. Keep your chin up and show me more of that beautiful neck. Your brief stay here has done you good.’
She could feel the colour in her cheeks again. There was no point in hiding it. He could no doubt see what effect his compliments had on her, but was too polite to comment. Soon he would artfully turn the conversation to topics more general that she could respond to without a blush or a giggle.
She took another sip of wine. She would enjoy them while she could, for her husband must come back soon and he would send St John away. Already, he was describing some fine-blooded mare he’d seen at the inn today and laying plans, as he did occasionally, to start a stud farm in the area. She nodded in feigned interest as the entrée passed away and the dessert course arrived. St John’s plans were always expansive and he told them well, but she suspected that they were a source of the conflict between himself and his brother. The family’s younger son had not received much of an inheritance, and what he had seemed to have disappeared in the two months since his mother’s death. St John’s debts were bigger than his dreams, and he relied on the duke to keep his creditors at bay.
He gazed at her over the dessert and they fell into a silence that was at first comfortable, then pregnant with expectation. Too much wine tonight, she thought. It would be best to retire early and put an end to this foolishness.
‘And what of this evening?’ St John asked as if reading her thoughts and tempting her from them. ‘Port in the library? I could read to you. The music room, perhaps? There is a pianoforte there. I don’t suppose you play? I can manage a few simple tunes that won’t offend a lady, although my voice is nothing to speak of.’
He was so eager. So willing to please. And it would be enjoyable, as evenings spent in his company often were. Too comfortable. She felt the danger of growing too used to them. The parting would be bitter enough. ‘Not tonight, St John. I am rather tired. I think I will retire to my room and read.’
‘Come...’ he took her arm ‘...I’ll escort you.’
‘That won’t be necessary.’
‘Ah, but I insist.’ He stood and came to stand beside her, giving her arm an innocent squeeze, and she felt an unaccustomed tightening in her body. ‘You shouldn’t have to wander this great house alone.’
‘But, really, I prefer...’
‘To be alone? Bah. It is not healthy to be too much by one’s self. You will find that there are many enjoyable activities that are better in the company of others.’
He led her out of the room and they proceeded down the hall and up the first flight of stairs towards her room. She made to break away from him then, thanking him again for unnecessary courtesy.
‘But we are barely halfway there, Miranda.’
‘I know the way. Honestly, St John, it is not as though I am likely to get lost in my own house.’
His expression flickered in the candlelight. ‘It was my house too, once. Everyone forgets that I am a member of the family.’
‘Of course you are family, St John. To me at least. Just like a brother.’ The words sounded false in her ears and she hurried on. ‘I never had a brother.’
‘You certainly never had mine. But I will rectify this lack of family and make you welcome.’ And before she could pull away, he kissed her on the cheek.
It was only a peck, but it burned against her skin and she stood dazed beside him, feeling the weight of his hand pressing on her shoulder.
He touched her on the cheek and his finger traced the line of her nose, and to her shock she sighed.
‘My word. You truly haven’t had my brother. He’s gone, but left you untouched.’
She blushed. ‘It is not proper to talk of such things.’
‘Not proper. But it’s true, isn’t it?’ He did not wait for her answer, but read it in her eyes.
‘My brother is a bigger fool than I thought to abandon a gem to chase after the dross he’ll find in London.’
‘He did not abandon me.’ But her voice did not sound as sure as she wanted to make it.
‘Perhaps not. He will no doubt come back when he tires of the sport where he is hunting, and expect to find his innocent waiting at home. It would serve him right if someone came and stole you away.’
‘I have more honour than that, sir.’
‘Of course you do, my darling Miranda. But you’ll find there are men who have no scruples against tempting a lonely wife away from her virtue.’
‘And I suppose you mean to protect me from them,’ she said tartly.
‘Perhaps it is not protection you need.’
‘St John, you go too far.’ She turned away from him and he took her shoulders and gently turned her back to face him.
‘Miranda.’ His voice was injured innocence itself. ‘I was only teasing. Your secret is safe with me.’
‘Thank you,’ she murmured.
‘There. Much better. Am I forgiven? I could not bear to see you angry with me. Who would I have then to talk to and to walk with?’
‘I was being foolish.’ He was right, she thought. It was better to be alone together than for the two of them to be alone separately.
He pulled her to him and gave her a salute on the other cheek, another brief peck, and she felt the blood rushing to her face.
He did not let go. ‘I would miss you, you know, if you were to withdraw your affection.’ His voice was ever so slightly hoarse.
She looked up into his eyes, and saw the sadness in his smile.
‘Without you, I would be quite desperately unhappy. This is such a cold house, without the warmth of another human being, is it not? You must feel it yourself, at night when you are alone in that great bed in the duke’s apartments.’
She did not want to think of the loneliness. Not just now, when she was standing too close to another.
‘And you, Miranda dear, should not be abandoned to the darkness that is our family home. You deserve better.’
She closed her eyes against the words. Everyone kept insisting that she deserved more than she wanted. She could be happy but for the desire of those around her to improve her condition when she was content.
‘A flower like you must not be kept in the cold and dark, but must be given light and warmth so it may flourish.’ His hands brushed slowly up her arms as if to dispel the chill, but she shivered at his touch, realised their proximity and made to pull away.
But his arms were strong and held her fast, and they seemed to leech the strength from her body as his eyes gazed down into hers. And then, instead of holding her, they were drawing her closer and his head was dipping down and his lips met hers.
The kiss was sweet, and all the more seductive because she knew it was wrong. Cici had said that the good church-going people who worried so about temptation didn’t know the real danger: they didn’t understand the joy in falling.
There was a strange liquid sensation running through her body, as though her blood had been replaced with honey. And she could feel by the way he was rubbing his tongue against her closed mouth, that he meant for her to open her lips and the good Miranda cautioned that this would be disaster, but the wicked girl told her that the damage was done and the only danger now was discovery. And she opened her mouth to him and let him take it, and it was good.
And the honeyed feeling had reached her stomach, and her body cried that it wanted to be closer still.
He felt the change. And suddenly his hands were roaming freely over her body, and his mouth was hard and demanding on hers, not sweet and coaxing, and she struggled against him.
And she pulled her arm back as far as she could and brought it forward fast and struck him in the head.
Years of hauling water and scrubbing floors had put muscle in her arm that embroidery and harpsichord playing never could. She noted with satisfaction that the blow had been hard enough to leave him dazed when he let go of her and leaned against the wall.
When his eyes rose to meet hers, they were dark and calculating, not full of love.
And she ran. She raced like a mad woman down the corridor into her room where she slammed the door behind her and turned the key in the lock.
And then she heard footsteps in the hall pausing outside her door. The knob turned, one way and then the other.
Let me go, she pleaded silently.
‘Miranda. Let me in,’ he was whispering at the keyhole and his quiet voice echoed through her room like a shout. ‘Sweeting, open the door to me.’
She mouthed the word, No. And wrapped her arms around her as she sat upon the bed.
‘You know you want to.’
She didn’t know what she wanted. Not any more. She wanted to be home. She wanted somewhere to be home.
‘Miranda.’ He sang the name. ‘Does my brother know how sweet your lips are?’
She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
‘I’ll wager not, for that was a mouth that had never known kisses. Do you think I should tell him?’
‘No,’ she said the word aloud this time and cursed herself for responding.
‘Then it is a good thing that he abandoned you to me, for what he doesn’t know will not trouble him. Open the door, Miranda, and let us finish what we started.’
‘Go away.’
‘You are too late to send me away. It is unfair of you to tempt me so and then deny me what you were freely offering before.’
‘I did not tempt you, you snake.’
‘But I’m not a serpent, darling, and this is certainly no Eden. Can it be so wrong for two people to huddle together for warmth when freezing in a tomb such as this?’
‘Yes. And if you do not know why, then you should leave this house immediately.’
‘I’ll come and go here in my own good time, your Grace, just as I always have. Unless you want to explain to my brother why you feel I must go. He will not take it well.’
‘Then you must stay away from me, and I plan to keep as far away from you as possible.’
His voice was soft, and the hairs on the back of her neck rose. ‘At first, perhaps. But soon you will see, my darling, that he does not want you the way that I do. And when you lie in bed at night unfulfilled, longing for the touch of a warm hand, you will find that my door will always be unlocked for you.’ And he laughed. And she heard his light footsteps retreating down the hall.
She ran to her own door and checked it again, to find it still locked fast. She sank to the ground in front of it.
It was true, then. Just as she’d always feared. There was something wrong with her, that she could succumb so easily when temptation presented itself. She loved her father and she loved Cici. But living with them had not taught her the skills she needed to survive as a lady. They had not taught her circumspection or restraint. They certainly had not taught her chastity. Instead, Cici had taught her the truth of what happened between a man and a woman, and she’d listened to the stories eagerly. And remembered. And wanted to hear more. To know more.
Tonight she had been ready, and some of her was still ready, to open the door to a man who should be her brother. To let him take her and use her as he would. She’d opened her lips to him when she should never have allowed so much as a kiss on the hand.
And when the lord had kissed her... She remembered how she’d licked the berries from his fingers and felt the low flutter inside her that she felt whenever she thought of such things. She never should have let him stop her. When he spoke, she should not have answered. She should have run sooner. Perhaps she’d wanted to feel that hand on her breast. That and more.
She wanted to feel a man inside her, even if the man was not her husband. She knew it was wrong, but she wanted it all the same. And St John must have felt the weakness in her or he’d never have tried what he did.
She knelt by the door and offered a silent prayer for forgiveness and for strength. And that her husband would never find the wickedness in her amongst all the other lies in her faithless heart.
There was a hubbub in the courtyard. Miranda could hear it through the open window. She rose from where she’d slept, leaning against the door, and straightened the cramps out of her back. Through the wood she could hear more sounds, fainter, of servants rushing about trying to look busy.
Fire, perhaps?
No, someone would have come for her, even if they disliked her management.
There was a sharp rapping on the panel near her ear and she started back in surprise.
‘Your Grace, are you awake? I’d come in, but the door is locked. It’s time to dress. Quickly. His Grace, the duke, is back.’
Oh, God. He’d returned. Just as if he’d seen what had happened the night before and come to call her to account. She unbolted the door and Polly hurried into the room.
They threw together her morning dress and combed her hair, and she surveyed the results in the mirror. If possible, she looked even worse than when he had left her. The dress, which had been sorry when she’d arrived at the house, was looking even more tired. There were places where the threadbare trim had given way, and Polly had made the best of it by removing the ruffles all together, but the blank lines looked almost worse. The fit was not loose, as it had been, but uncomfortably tight across the breasts.
Her hair. She ran a quick hand through the curls, remembering what St John had said about his brother’s love of long flowing hair, remembering the portrait in the hall upstairs of the winsome blonde surrounded with the cloud of waves.
And her face was worst of all. She was tired, she knew, but not paler for it. She had the guilty flush of a woman just kissed, and there was nothing she could do to force the colour from her cheeks.
Miranda left the room and descended the stairs, trying to keep her head high.
Her husband, if that was still what he was, was in the entry way, shouting orders to servants and directing various bags, boxes and crates to their chosen destination. He shrugged out of his many-caped coat and passed it to the waiting valet. His boots were still dusty from the road, but the black suit he wore was immaculate, his shirt points were crisp and his cravat fell in a complicated knot and was held in place by a jet stick pin. He was every bit the smart town gentleman, rich and well bred. She felt a flash of pride and admiration, knowing that she was his.
He glanced up the stairs when she reached a point about halfway down, and stopped his instructions to the butler, following her with his eyes as she descended. She was again conscious of her sorry appearance. She looked like what she was: hardly good enough to claim a job as maid in the house that she was mistress of.
She reached the floor and stopped a few feet in front of him, dropping into her best curtsy. ‘Welcome home, your Grace.’ And where have you been? Her mind forced the words to remain unspoken, but they bubbled just below the surface.
‘And a pleasant homecoming it is, to find you here to greet me.’ His expression was appraising, but there was a slight smile on his lips, as if he approved of something. He gestured to the boxes surrounding him. ‘I seem to have arrived at the same time as some purchases of yours. They were waiting at the inn and I had them brought along. Have you used the last two weeks to spend my money?’
She blushed. It was not the first impression she’d wished to give her new husband, one of profligate spending while his back was turned. She’d hoped that the new draperies would be up, the paper hung and the debts hidden in the accounts. Men seldom noticed improvements, once they were in place, and the changes would not have been drastic. An enormous pile of boxes, however, made it all look worse than it was.
‘I can explain,’ she assured him.
‘Then let us retire to the study, and you may explain.’ He strode ahead of her, leaving the boxes behind them. Once in the room, he sat at the desk and began going through the stack of mail that had accumulated in his absence.
She stood in silence, in front of him, waiting for an opportunity to begin.
‘Well?’ He addressed her without looking up.
‘The boxes in the hall...’
‘Are no doubt filled with some frippery which you do not need to explain to me.’
‘Are filled with curtains and paper for the dining room,’ she corrected, with a glare. ‘When we attempted to clean the room, the velvet shredded as we touched it. And I understand the value of the silk on the walls, but it was so stained under the grime that it was beyond redemption. I’ve made no great change in the colour or style of the room, but once the new purchases are installed, I’m sure you will appreciate the difference.’
‘You attempted to clean the dining room,’ he repeated.
‘Of course. It needed doing. I have not touched any of your private rooms—’ as yet, she thought, glancing at a particularly noxious spider’s web in the corner ‘—but felt the common areas of the house could stand a thorough scrubbing.’
‘Come here,’ he commanded, and she stepped closer. He reached out and took her hands, turning them palm up and running a finger along the softening calluses. ‘I trust you were not carrying out this work all by yourself.’
‘You have servants, your Grace, although I found it necessary to find some extra help from the village. I’m sure that it is only a temporary expense.’
‘And what did the housekeeper think of your plans?’
And here is where he’ll speak his mind, she thought grimly. ‘She had very little to say after I sacked her. The new housekeeper was most agreeable to change.’
‘Sacked her?’ he repeated.
‘Um, yes. She did not prove willing, and I felt that there was no going on if I was to remain here.’
She thought she saw the barest flicker of a smile before he went on. ‘So you’ve spent several hundred pounds on new hangings and sacked the housekeeper. Is there anything else?’
There was a delicate cough, which announced the presence of Wilkins the butler.
‘Not now, Wilkins, I’m speaking with my wife.’
‘No, I suppose this would be as good a time as any to speak with Wilkins.’ She was emboldened, having survived so far without incident. ‘For I’m sure he’d like to speak with you. I’ve not sacked him, yet,’ she added, ‘since he is an old family retainer, and I thought that it might be better if you handled things.’
His eyebrow arched. He was unaccustomed at being told by anyone that it was his job to ‘handle’ anything.
‘Wilkins has been unhappy of late, and this unhappiness has led to an unfortunate dependence on your wine cellar and the brandy decanter. I have not calculated how much you are losing, but the amount is considerable and it’s affecting his ability to complete his duties.’
‘Is this true, Wilkins?’
Wilkins must have hoped to come and plead his case before the duke had had a chance to talk to his mad new wife, and was at a loss as to how to continue.
‘Things have been somewhat better this last week, and I think I’ve found a solution,’ she hurried on.
‘Oh, really?’
‘I’ve been looking at the household expense books, which is why I got the idea for the new curtains. Your mother did not—your mother was—’ She hunted for words that would express the truth without speaking ill of the dead. ‘Although the servants are devoted to your mother’s memory, your mother had not adjusted their salaries in several years.
‘The rate of pay here, from the butler to the scullery maids, is much lower than what I’m accustomed to seeing.’ She should know, she thought, since she was intimately familiar with the pay of a servant.
‘Are you seriously recommending that we reward drunkenness and theft with a rise in salary?’
Wilkins looked as though he’d rather die on the spot than suggest such a thing.
‘Yes, I am,’ she continued. ‘When people are forced to do menial tasks for an ungrateful master, they find ways to take back some of their own. They steal; they shirk their duties; they skim from the budget, short-change the grocer and water the wine. I know that your estate must be profitable and can afford a significant increase in the household budget. At the moment, your servants are robbing you blind and the house is a shambles.’
He stared up at her. ‘Plain speaking, madam.’
‘I speak the truth. The housekeeper is gone because she bought inferior cuts of meat, doctored the books and kept the difference. The staff is in turmoil, but at least dinner will be edible. A rise in pay will smooth the ruffled feathers below stairs, prove that I have the ear of my husband in these matters, and allow me to get the house in order.’
‘And what of Wilkins?’
Wilkins’s lower lip twitched, which was the closest she’d seen to a butler cringing in terror.
‘If he can shake himself of the need to pilfer the cellars, he is welcome to return to his post.’
‘Wilkins, does this meet with your satisfaction?’
‘Yes, your Grace.’
‘Very well, then. And, before you go, see to the money that her Grace suggested. Five per cent.’
She gave a covert, palm-raised gesture.
He glanced at her. ‘Ten per cent, all around. And let it be known that her Grace is to thank for the change in situation.’
‘Yes, sir.’ He evaporated, leaving them alone.
‘Well, if that will be all, your Grace...’ She made to follow the butler out of the door.
‘No, it will not.’
She turned back, feeling the dread creeping down her back.
His expression was impassive. ‘You seem to have been busy, these last two weeks.’
‘Well, yes. But I saw that there was much that needed doing.’
‘And your situation here, does it meet with your satisfaction?’
His eyes were cold and grey and staring into her.
‘My situation?’
‘When we spoke before I left for London, you seemed somewhat less than happy with our marriage. You expressed a desire to return home. I take it this is no longer the case.’
She curtsied before him and dropped her eyes to the ground. ‘It was a childish and hysterical fit of nerves, your Grace. It will not be repeated. You honour me by marrying me and I am grateful and intend to return that honour as a faithful and submissive wife.’
She thought for a moment that she heard a derisive snort at the last words, but when she looked up his face was as stern as ever.
‘Very well. And I notice, while I was gone, that you felt free to spend my money with abandon.’
Was he as clutch-pursed as his mother? She dropped her eyes to the ground again. ‘You left no specific instructions of how I was to go on. I thought it best to take control of the household as quickly as possible. I am sorry if the expenditures were more than you intended.’
‘In the future, please let me see any receipts over a hundred pounds, but, if you continue the way you have begun, I see no reason not to accede to your judgment in household matters.’
‘Thank you, your Grace. And now, if you’ll excuse me?’
‘Of course.’
She turned and fled, but as she reached the door he said softly, ‘Miranda.’
‘Yes?’
‘Your hair.’
Her hand flew to the forgotten curls at her ears.
‘It is most becoming.’
Despite herself, she smiled. ‘Thank you, your Grace.’ And she fled to the safety of her room.
Most curious, she thought. Most curious indeed. Not a word of explanation as to where he’d been or what he’d been doing. He had said London, but that was all. And she’d lacked the nerve to ask. When she’d arrived, he’d claimed to be a rake. Perhaps there was a demi-rep waiting in a rented house somewhere, wearing silk and jewels and smiling in satisfaction at two weeks spent with Miranda’s solemn husband.
While she’d been working her back to near breaking, he’d no doubt been enjoying the pleasures of the city and thinking himself well away from this hated house and its new encumbrance. She pushed against the door to her room and it resisted.
‘Oh, your Grace, just a moment, let me clear your things out from in front of the door.’
Her things? She peeked her head around the crack in the door, and started in surprise.
‘Isn’t it wonderful? His Grace found your trunks. They were not lost after all. And so many beautiful things you have, ma’am. You’ll no doubt want to be changing out of that dress you’re wearing, into something more appropriate for luncheon.’
‘No.’ She wrapped her arms around her body, as though afraid that Polly would snatch the hated dress off her body.
Polly was looking at her as though she were mad.
‘I mean, I don’t want to change until we have a chance to unpack.’ And until I can figure out to whom these clothes belong, she thought miserably. The tags on the trunks were clearly marked for her. The directions were plain enough. Of course, they were marked with her title and her married name. Perhaps Marcus had found some woman’s unlabelled luggage and assumed that it must belong to her.
Unlikely, she thought, examining the contents. The clothing was new; some of the dresses still had the basting stitches in the hems. It was a rushed job that the seamstresses could barely finish.
She picked up a gold silk slipper with diamanté clips and tried it on her foot. It was very comfortable. She held the gown that matched it against her body and felt the hem brushing correctly at her feet.
‘Do you like them?’ Her husband was lounging against the doorframe between their rooms, and she noticed, for the first time, the resemblance between the brothers. His eyes followed her, hungry, and his smile was pure devilment. As though he’d entered the room without crossing the threshold and laid a hand against her skin.
She stared at him without answering and Polly piped up, ‘Oh really, your Grace, they are the most splendid things. You’ll have every eye in the county on you when you walk out in this.’ She was swishing an apple-green day dress in front of her and listening to the crisp ruffles scrape against each other.
‘Glad they meet your approval, Polly. Run along now, and let me have a word with my wife.’
The maid dropped a curtsy and disappeared with a giggle.
Her husband crossed the threshold and moved towards her, sitting on her bed, looking even more masculine when surrounded by frills. ‘I trust you’ll be more comfortable,’ he said cryptically, ‘now that your things have arrived.’
She spun to face him. ‘They’re not my things, and you know it full well.’
He replied, ‘Of course they are yours. The trunks are labelled, and, if you notice, the tags in the gowns bear your name. Madame Souette in Bond Street. A very fine dressmaker and milliner.’ He touched the silk of a bodice. ‘You have exquisite taste.’
‘Is this what you’ve been doing for the last two weeks?’ she snapped. ‘Playing dolls at a dressmaker?’
‘Of course not. I left general instructions and she filled the order. It is hardly necessary for me to oversee every aspect of your wardrobe.’
‘I did not ask you to oversee any part of it.’
‘But clearly someone must. I notice, although you ran up considerable expenditures for household items and furnishings, and have insisted that I compensate even the lowliest scullery maid, you are wearing the same tired frock that you wore on the day we married.’ He walked around her in close scrutiny. ‘Although your hair is a vast improvement, and you no longer look as pinched and haggard. I could almost say that there are roses in your cheeks this morning. Country air must be agreeing with you.’
She could feel the guilty flush on her face grow even more pronounced. ‘So you took your purse to London and brought me back a wardrobe. And now what do you expect of me?’
He leaned close and, as she pulled away her hand, brushed a collection of dainty lingerie. And she knew what he expected, what he would demand, what it would be his right to take when he chose.
He leaned closer and he whispered into her ear, ‘I expect you to say, “Thank you for the lovely clothing”.’
‘Thank you, your Grace,’ she parroted back.
He sighed. ‘Your gratitude overwhelms me. Try again. And this time, and in future, when you address me, I expect to hear my Christian name. I will have no more curtsying, no scraping and bowing like a servant before me. It pleases me to be able to look into your eyes when you speak to me.’ He twisted a curl between his fingers and she pulled away from him and glared into his eyes.
‘Thank you, Marcus, for the lovely dresses. And now, if you’ll excuse me?’ She gestured towards the door.
‘I’m dismissed, am I? Madam, I’m accustomed to my gifts being greeted with more enthusiasm. To win such mean thanks and a dismissal for a room full of presents? I’ve had women collapse, shrieking in joy for mere baubles...’
‘Your mistresses, perhaps, are easily swayed by any attention you give them. And if you are foolish enough to expect such immodest and mercenary displays, then perhaps you should return to them. But I am your wife and should not have to fall prostrate in ecstasy whenever you deign to bless me with your company.’
He exploded in an oath and threw the shoe he’d been holding to the floor. ‘No, of course not. Why would I expect that my wife might be the least bit glad to see me? Why would I expect a sincere welcome in my own house? Toadying to my title—well, of course I’ll be allowed that. But no offer of warmth or friendship is to be unpunished. Very well, then, let us get on as you would choose. As your husband and a duke, I order you to burn every stitch of clothing you brought with you to this house and wear the things I’ve purchased for you or, so help me, I’ll lock you in your room. Good day, madam.’ He strode past her through the adjoining door and slammed it so hard that the pictures on the walls swayed. A few seconds later, she heard him slam the door to his room as well, and stride down the hall, no doubt looking for other doors to slam.
She sat on the bed, surrounded by silks and ribbons and numb with shock. The interview in the study had gone so well, and she’d been lulled into a vision of what she’d thought their relationship might be. Passionless, perhaps, but they would deal well with each other. And if he felt the need to jaunt off to London on their wedding night, without a word of explanation, leaving her alone to fight off the lecherous advances of his brother, and then to reappear without warning, it was no concern of hers. Hers would be the running of the household, his the running of the lands. They’d hardly see each other. Except at night, when...
She got up off the bed and sat in a chair.
And if none of it mattered to her, why had she just banished him from the bedroom and for bringing her gifts?
Because he’d ordered her to do things. First he’d ordered her not to be subservient; then he’d continued to order her to burn her clothes.
Which were ill-fitting rags. That she hated.
‘Your Grace?’ Polly’s head poked around the door of the bedroom. She’d no doubt heard the end of the exchange, as had people in the neighbouring villages. The last door slam was probably strong enough to frighten wildlife in adjoining counties.
‘Yes, Polly?’ She succeeded in keeping the tremor out of her voice when she spoke.
‘May I get on with the unpacking now?’
She smiled with more confidence than she felt. ‘Yes, Polly. That would be most helpful.’
‘And can I lay out a dress for your Grace, for luncheon? The green one, perhaps?’
Polly liked the green one. She could tell. But after the storm she’d just witnessed, it would serve him right if she showed up at the luncheon table wearing the same dress she had on. And let him rage on and storm out of luncheon, too. He could go without eating for all she cared and see if it improved his temper any. She raised a hand to her curls, wishing they’d grow long again, just out of spite.
Rip.
The sleeve of her dress, already weakened from turning and years of hard labour, finally gave up the ghost, and she felt the draft as her elbow poked through the unmendable hole.
‘All right, Polly. The green one. And burn this.’
* * *
He stared towards her room through the ceiling of his study, overcome with frustration. How was he to manage with such a woman when she provoked him at every turn? He’d thought she would have at least something in common with Bethany and all the other women of his acquaintance, that the clothing would send her into fits of feminine joy. He could then lay the prize of her father’s safety at her feet, and have a purring kitten of contentment for the rest of his life.
He had not expected to see the first part of the offering viewed with such suspicion, and the gift of his house, his lands, and his title, ‘and all his worldly goods endow’ treated as a great sacrifice that she must endure.
He shuddered to think what it would be like when they got to the part of the vow that required him with his body her to worship. If she held her current attitude, it would be an uncomfortable experience.
And telling her now that he knew all and her father would visit at Christmas might be the most effective way to bring her quickly to heel, but not the most satisfying. She was a proud woman, the proudest he had ever met, despite the fact that she had nothing but a shred of honour. She would not be grateful that she no longer kept a secret; she would be shamed. And when she found out that he had helped her, she would go to his bed quietly as a hostage to her father’s continued safety.
And why must it be that way? Had he grown so repellent in his years away that no one could want him? Did debauchery show in his face? Were sins of pride and weakness so obvious in his character that no honest woman, no matter how desperate, could stand to be bedded by him?
And he had found an honest woman, hadn’t he? Willing to sacrifice blindly to fulfil her father’s dream. How well he could appreciate the burden of family obligation. They were not unalike and, once she realised it, they would do well together.
But, as usual, he’d been a ham-handed husband, thinking that with a show of wealth, things could be done quickly. She was accustomed to simplicity and hard work, and he had offered her splendour. Of course she was uncomfortable. She seemed at her best when she was active. No china-doll duchess for him. Not this time. He must find work suited to her station and ability.
He smiled. And, once she was happy, certain other, more pleasurable tasks could be slipped into her schedule at the end of the day and accomplished with a minimum of fuss. If he could get her to come to his bed with a light heart, then he could share the information about her father, and cement the relationship without making her an obliged slave to his desires.
She sat alone at the luncheon table with cold salmon and trepidation. She was being punished, she suspected, for the outburst in the bedroom.
And then she heard the distant sound of doors opening, and commotion in the hall. She was beginning to suspect that, wherever he went, a cloud of noise and action swirled around the duke.
He strode into the dining room and took his place at the head of the table, barely noticing her, as footmen rushed forward to fill his plate and glasses. He fell to eating, without saying a word, but stopped after a few bites, to look up at her. His expression held no cloud of memory of his earlier outburst.
‘This salmon is uncommonly good. Did you sack the cook as well?’
‘No. I merely oversaw the purchasing of the foodstuffs. You’ll find, now that the food that is ordered actually makes it to the table, the quality of the meals has improved.’
‘And will continue to improve, after the cook hears of the increase in pay?’
‘I believe she has already heard, your Grace. Marcus,’ she corrected. ‘Today’s luncheon is noticeably better than yesterday’s supper.’
He shrugged and took another bite. ‘If the trend continues, I’ll have to consider eating supper at home.’
‘If there are dishes that might tempt you to dine here, please inform me, so that I can provide them.’
The fork stopped, midway to his mouth, and he examined her before answering. Then he took a slow sip of wine. ‘Of course. If there is anything that might tempt me to remain home, you’ll be the first to know.’
He continued to stare over his fork at her until she blushed from the attention.
Then he went on. ‘That dress is most becoming on you. It brings out the colour in your cheeks.’
‘Thank you. Marcus,’ she added with difficulty.
The conversation died.
She chewed in silence. It was going to get awfully monotonous if the course of every meal involved a remark on the food, a remark on her dress, and silence. What did she talk about, when in the bosom of the family? What they’d done. What they were planning to do.
And if she asked Marcus where he’d been for two weeks? He could tell her, and she might not like the answer, or the silence could grow even deeper.
‘Do you have plans this afternoon, Marcus?’
He looked over the fork again. ‘Why? Do you have a suggestion?’
It was an innuendo, she suspected. She chose to ignore it. ‘No, Marcus. Only table talk. You needn’t answer, if you don’t wish to.’
They ate in silence for another bite.
‘I was thinking,’ he said at last, ‘of visiting some of the outlying farms.’
She nodded and took another bite.
‘You may accompany me. If you wish, that is. I mean, the tenants might think it quite an honour to receive a visit from the duchess. It’s something they’ve come not to expect, in the years my mother held the title.’ He contemplated his wine. ‘Of course, if you do not wish...’
‘Oh, no. I mean, of course I’d like to ride with you.’ If only the land were small enough to walk. Of course, the house was barely small enough to navigate with walking. ‘I’m sure it will be very interesting.’
When I fall off my horse again and you have to carry me home.
He nodded in approval. ‘Very good, then. I will meet you by the stables in half an hour.’ He tossed his napkin on to his plate and rose, looking down at her with the very slightest of smiles. ‘Dress appropriately.’
* * *
She stood before the stables thirty-five minutes later, cursing all men who thought it was easy to run up the stairs and slip into a riding habit, as though it were a pair of gloves, and then rush outside and down to the stables in less than an hour. And all so she could get up on some plaguey beast with madness in its eye and the devil in its heart...
She took a deep, steadying breath. She must learn not to think of this as an imposition, but as part of her duties as the duchess. Marcus was right. If the tenants had not seen the lady of the house in some thirty years, it was important that she set things straight. She might not have to make too many more visits, until her riding improved.
She turned in surprise to see the duke not on a fine stallion, but on top of a most sensible carriage.
‘I apologise,’ he said, ‘for not meeting you at the front of the house, but there were things I wished to see to here.’ He glanced down at the habit. ‘I’ve had them harness the barouche, but if you would prefer to ride...’
‘Oh, no,’ she interrupted. ‘Really. This is much better.’
He nodded. ‘Some men would say otherwise, that life’s greatest joy is a spirited mount and the space to run him. But I’ve always thought that horses are a necessary evil and better managed when they have a desire to pull and not take fences at the gallop.’
Then why had she spent an afternoon sitting on a pillow with her ankle elevated? She made a mental note to fetch St John a swift kick for it, and several other things when she saw him next. She allowed the groom to help her up into the seat beside her husband and he coaxed the team to life.
He set off at a brisk pace down the road and the team responded to his commands. After a while he fell into easy commentary on the passing sights and the names of the cottages they were driving by and she found herself listening with interest. When he was not raging about something, or staring at her with those stormy grey eyes, he was good company.
‘And there is the tree where, it is said, they hanged Blackjack Brody the highwayman,’ he said, pointing to the old oak on their left.
‘I know,’ she replied. ‘At least, that is what St John said, when he took me riding last week.’
He tightened on the reins, causing the horses to start and whinny, before he relaxed and regained control. ‘St John was here, while I was gone?’
‘Why, yes. He returned soon after you left.’
‘I expect he did.’ His voice was colder now than she had heard it before. ‘I had no idea, madam, that I was boring you with a repetition of information that you’d heard before.’
‘Oh, no. Really. What you have been telling me is of great interest, and not at all what I talked about with St John.’
She hoped that the colour was not rising in her cheeks to betray her. ‘We discussed nothing of import, truly. Just idle chatter to pass the time.’
‘I can imagine,’ he replied in the same cold tone. ‘In the future, Miranda, there will no doubt be other instances when I am called suddenly away from home. While I am gone from the house, I would prefer it if you did not entertain men in my absence.’
‘But I thought, since he was your brother—’
‘Perhaps I did not make myself clear. I do not wish you to entertain men when I am not here. My brother is a man, is he not?’
‘Well, yes.’ She resisted an urge to rub the back of her hand across her mouth, to clear it of any guilty traces of the kiss.
‘Then he would be included. Do you have any problems with my request?’
Other than the fact that it was not a request, but an order? ‘No, your Grace.’
He did not stop to correct the formality of her address. ‘Good. Then we have an understanding.’
And the crushing silence fell again between them.
On the road ahead of them, a man was waving down the carriage and he slowed and stopped. ‘Master Marcus, thank the lord you come by.’
‘Whoa. Steven, what is the matter?’
‘Young Maggie. It’s her time. And the women folk are visitin’ elsewhere, but she’s come early.’
‘Maggie?’ He was clearly searching his mind to attach a face to the name. ‘Is with child?’
‘Aye, Master Marcus, my granddaughter. Her husband is dead these six months and both her parents away, too. It’s just me alone with her, and it’s not goin’ well at all.’
‘Maggie already a widow? She was but a girl when I left. I’ve been away too long,’ he muttered as he stepped down out of the carriage and helped his wife after him.
‘But you’re back now. Let us see what’s to be done.’
From the tone of the screams, Miranda had a pretty good idea of how things were going before she was fully into the cottage.
‘You see,’ whispered Steven. ‘She’s been goin’ on like this for some time and I don’t know what to do.’
‘Leave me alone, you old fool. There’s naught for you to do now.’
The red-faced girl in the bed had managed the words on one breath, and followed them with a long full-volumed wail. ‘Just a minute, Maggie, after I sort out the men, I’ll be there to help you.’ Miranda grabbed the duke and Steven by the arms and shoved them back out of the cottage, shutting the door behind them.
‘And who the hell are you?’ The volume was diminished, as Maggie reached a lull between contractions.
‘My name is Miranda, Maggie, and I’ve been at the side of many birthing beds. Now, let’s do what we can to make you more comfortable and then I’ll have a look at things.’
In a few minutes, she broke away from the bedside to return to the men.
‘If there’s aught I can do to help,’ muttered Steven, ‘just say the word. I’ve been at many a foaling and a calving, and I’m right good with sheep, but I never seen or heard nothing like that before. Maggie was always such a meek and gentle girl. Not a cross word to anyone.’
‘If cattle could talk,’ she responded, ‘I expect they’d be much the same way. Why don’t you get up on the wagon, Steven, and his Grace will take you with him as he fetches the doctor.’
‘Doctor? Surely we won’t be needing...?’
‘It would be best, just to be safe.’ She gave him a gentle shove towards the carriage.
Her husband looked down at her and ran a worried hand through his hair. He was white about the lips, she noticed, and looking nervously towards the house. ‘If it’s difficult...will she...? Perhaps we’d better... My wife...’ He reached out to touch her sleeve with an unsteady hand.
His wife. Miranda’s heart swelled with pride at the words. ‘I’ll be all right.’
And she looked into his eyes, which were haunted with sadness, and realised that he was not with her, but in the past, at the side of a different birthing.
She gripped his arm and he focused again on her. ‘You needn’t be concerned. I’ve experience in these matters. She’s already through the worst of it and it’s simple from here, but it’s Maggie’s first. She doesn’t need her grandfather, or a special visit from the duke to ease her labour. She needs her women around her. If you can’t find those, then go to fetch the doctor, but take your sweet time in doing it. Just keep out of the way for a while and let nature do the rest.’ She glanced at Steven. ‘Sheep, indeed.’ And she went back into the cottage and slammed the door as Maggie began a fresh round of curses.
Marcus looked after her in stunned relief. Of all the situations he was least able to deal with... He couldn’t bring himself to cross the threshold of the cottage again, much less be of use when he got there. And she seemed so unafraid of the outcome. Didn’t she know how it would be? He shook his head to clear the dots dancing before his eyes. ‘Come on, Steven. Let’s see if we can find your daughter, shall we?’
‘Aye, Master Marcus. But who’s the great lady we left with young Maggie?’
‘I have no idea,’ he muttered.
‘Eh?’
‘It’s my new duchess, Steven.’
‘Your mother, is it?’
He sighed. Steven sometimes got confused about things. No wonder Maggie had been screaming. ‘No, Steven. I’m duke now; remember? And the fine lady with Maggie is my wife.’
‘Ah, yes. Congratulations, your Grace. But I thought the Lady Bethany was with child as well.’
He was catching up, but still not in the present. ‘Not Bethany. That was ten years ago. The Lady Bethany died...’ the air became thick and caught in his throat ‘...died in childbirth.’
In his mind, he could still hear the screaming. They’d sent him away from the bedroom, but the sight of her, struggling for breath and screaming, had followed him as he wandered through the house. And the screams had echoed in the distance, as he sat on the stairs. He’d prayed, ‘Let it be over. Dear God, let it end. I can’t do this. I can’t. There must be a way out.’
Then the screams had stopped. He’d listened for the cry of the child, but none had come. And he’d gone to the room. But there’d been so much blood. Too much blood.
‘Your Grace?’
He snapped back to attention. His hands were slick with sweat on the reins, and he was urging the horses. He relaxed his grip. ‘Where is it we’re going, Steven? To find Maggie’s mother?’
* * *
She’d been at a neighbouring farm, and had gathered her things and run for the wagon she’d come in. Then he’d driven on to the inn with Steven, and sunk down at a table in grateful silence, with ale in front of him, and listened to Steven brag to the other men there about the great lady who had come to see his granddaughter.
How long should they wait? For Bethany, it had been many hours. All day. And it was late in the evening when...
He shook his head to clear the image. He was a fool to attempt marriage again. And to wander into one as ill omened as the last.
Perhaps the results would be different, this time. By next year, he could be holding his son. With Miranda, smiling down at him as he did so. He tried to imagine her, straining and afraid, as Bethany had been, but could see only that confident chin come up, defiant of the pain. She’d swear like Maggie had done and she’d never let death take her or their child.
‘Steven, are you ready to go back to your house, man?’
* * *
They pulled the carriage up in front of the cottage as the sun was setting, and Steven’s daughter rushed into the yard to meet them.
‘Oh, your Grace, thank you for bringing your wife to us.’ She’d dropped into a curtsy.
‘It was luck that we happened along when we did,’ he mumbled, not sure what he’d done to receive the thanks, other than running from the problem as fast as he could.
‘With your permission, Maggie would like to name the boy Marcus, in your honour.’
‘Thank you...’ He struggled to remember her name. ‘Thank you, Jane. But surely the father...’
‘The father run off, the fornicating bastard,’ said the ringing voice of the meek and gentle Maggie. ‘And deserves no credit since he had the pleasure and I’ll have the work.’
‘Would you like to come in, your Grace, and see the little one?’
He nodded cautiously, and was led into the freshly scrubbed room to see the mother and infant.
‘My wife?’ He looked around.
‘Is out back, your Grace. Washing.’
‘Here, your Grace.’ She’d stepped beside him, without his noticing. ‘It went well,’ she murmured. ‘No problems. You needn’t have worried. There’s screaming and mess, but these things usually sort themselves out just fine.’
He glanced down at her. She’d noticed, before, when he couldn’t stay. Her face was bland, unaccusing. Matter of fact, about an area where she obviously knew more than he.
‘Fine. Let us go, then, and leave these people to themselves.’
They walked back to the carriage, followed by many thanks and offers of a smoked ham and some preserves delivered to the kitchen of the great house, and were on their way.
He looked over at her, fading next to him in the gloom. ‘Thank you for assisting them.’
‘It is my duty, is it not, to help those in need?’
‘But many women would have shirked it. Or been unable. Or worse, useless.’
She shrugged. ‘I’m sure there are many things that the last duchess could do that I’ll have no skill at.’
‘Like embroidery and watercolours?’
She smiled.
‘My late wife had a lovely singing voice, and a beautiful face. I thought, at the time, it was enough. But they meant nothing in the end.’
‘I sing as well as any crow.’
‘But you are a most handsome woman.’
‘Not the great beauty that she was,’ Miranda pointed out.
‘Few are,’ he replied. ‘And she had the good sense to die young, so as not to spoil the effect with age.’
She started next to him, and then kept still.
‘My mother was also a great beauty, but with a heart like a block of ice and a tongue like a razor.’
‘I doubt, if she’d lived, that she would have approved of me,’ Miranda muttered.
‘Then we would have had much in common, for she never approved of me, either. On the whole, she preferred St John, who favoured her. I was too much like my father.’
‘You are very unlike your brother,’ she said softly. ‘In many ways.’
‘I have a foul temper and a sour disposition,’ he stated. ‘And have been told frequently that St John is more pleasant company.’
‘He has not the worries that you do, nor the responsibilities.’
‘Responsibilities I have been avoiding for ten years,’ he corrected. ‘These people are still strangers to me. I stayed away too long, and now there is much to be done.’
‘I think it is best not to focus on the mistakes of the past,’ she remarked, ‘but to continue as you mean to go.’
They’d arrived at the front of the house and he helped her down, reaching to circle her with his arms, but she slipped away.
‘Careful, your Grace. I do not want to ruin your suit.’
‘What?’
‘Childbirth, at its best, is a messy business. I’ve already ruined the lovely habit you’ve given me.’
He looked down, and noticed, for the first time, the fresh bloodstains on her dress and jacket. And, despite himself, he pulled away from her. He steadied himself, and moved closer, but not before she’d noticed his flinch.
She touched him on the arm. ‘I am very tired, although I was not the one doing the work. And I’m sure, after your journey, and this day...’
‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘We are both very tired. But I look forward to tomorrow.’
‘As do I. It has been a most interesting and informative afternoon.’
‘Indeed,’ he said to her back as she preceded him up the stairs to their rooms.
Strange, she thought, how much things could change in a day. Polly was hooking her into one of her many new gowns, a sprigged muslin day dress, and she was preparing to meet her husband for breakfast. A husband who hadn’t shouted at her in almost twenty-four hours, she thought with a smile.
She’d inquired about the whereabouts of her brother-in-law, and been told that he’d left as soon as his brother arrived. ‘Not unlike him,’ admitted Polly. ‘He and his Grace don’t get on the best, and he tends to up and disappear on a regular basis no matter the location of the duke. He was about due if you ask me.’
Relief flooded through her. There was enough to worry about, without fending off the unwanted attentions of St John.
She quizzed herself. Had they been unwanted?
She did not wish to dishonour her husband, she told herself.
But his conversation had been pleasant. And the touches, however brief, had been exciting and she’d longed for more after each meeting.
And he’d given her more each time, she reminded herself. A little and a little and a little, like a goose walking to the chopping block by following a trail of grain. St John was not as innocent as he appeared. And she’d ended, barricaded in her own room while he’d laughed and teased from the corridor. God knew how many servants had seen. Polly certainly, judging by the worried look she’d shown when Miranda had asked after the young lord. And the relief that was obvious when Miranda had cautioned her to take extra care with her hair, so that she could look her best for breakfast with her husband. She’d better be on her guard, then, lest she sink the marriage before it got out of port.
* * *
Marcus was dividing his attention between a plate of kippers and the morning’s post, when the door opened and his new wife entered the room. He caught his breath at the sight of her. Surely a new dress and a good night’s sleep could not work such magic. Her gown was apricot and set off her skin. He let his eyes trail from her face to the curve of her neck and lower, admiring the way her flush disappeared into the neckline of her dress. Images of ripe fruit flooded his mind. Sweet and succulent. Ready to touch and to taste.
He shook his head and smiled at her, wondering if she noticed his discomposure. ‘Good morning, Miranda,’ he said, helping her to her chair.
‘Good morning, y—Marcus.’ She’d caught herself before the formality slipped out.
‘What are your plans today?’
She hesitated. ‘I thought I would supervise the hanging of the silk in the dining room and make a list, for your approval, of other projects that need doing.’
‘Very good.’ But the plan annoyed him, and he realised he’d hoped to find her idle. ‘And tell me, my dear, what room is next on your schedule?’
She looked away. ‘The bedrooms.’
‘Perhaps we could look at them together.’ There. That must be plain enough.
Her head dipped still lower. ‘If we must.’
‘Must?’ He bit his tongue against the outburst that was forming in his mind. Now, of all times, he must not lose his temper. ‘Miranda, I do not wish for you to feel that you must do anything to please me. As yet, you barely know me. If it would be easier if we postponed...’
‘For just a few days. A week, perhaps?’ she said.
He nodded, forcing the images of ripe peaches far from his mind.
And she continued, ‘Of course, I understand if this is not convenient for you... I know that you must have certain...needs,’ she almost whispered the word. ‘If you might wish to visit your mistress...I would not blame you for it.’
He choked on his tea. ‘There are a few things we need to make clear, lady wife. Firstly, I do not wish you to discuss such things at all, but, if you must, you will not do so over the breakfast table. Secondly, if and when I seek to visit my “mistress” I will not ask, or for that matter, need your permission to do so. Thirdly, you should not even know of such things, and, if you do, I’ll thank you to keep the information to yourself. The last thing I want to do is discuss “my needs” with my wife.’ The last seemed to him so ridiculous a statement that he was momentarily struck dumb. No wonder, with an attitude like that, he’d sought to avoid the married state for so long. He looked at her, expecting tears at his outburst, or a knowing laugh, but was met instead with a militant glare. He could feel the temper rising within him again and started a fresh harangue.
‘Visit my mistress? My God, woman, what gave you such a crack-brained notion?’ Probably her own father. ‘You think I can’t control my animal lust for a few days without seeking release? Go to my mistress? And where am I keeping this woman, since you seem to know so much about her?’
‘I thought, when you went to London...’
‘Business,’ he snapped. ‘I went on business. That is all you need to know, and probably more than you would understand.’
‘A vague answer, your Grace.’
He threw his hands into the air and bit his tongue. Now was not the time to announce to her, in a towering rage, that he knew all about her past. ‘I return with a carriage full of gifts for you, and still you are not satisfied?’
‘It makes me ask myself why a man with a clear conscience would waste the time on such extravagances.’
He looked into her eyes and saw something unrecognisable. And then it hit him. Jealousy. Certainly not an emotion he’d seen in his first wife. When he’d finally turned in desperation to a mistress, she’d been relieved, not jealous. But he recognised the glint in his wife’s dark eyes from his own face in the mirror.
He paused, savouring the novelty of it and trying not to smile in triumph. She was not ready for the bedroom, but she already cared where he’d been and who he’d been with. Cared enough to reject his gifts yesterday and to press him for details today.
He walked slowly towards her and stood next to her chair. And she pretended interest in her breakfast, which had grown cold on the plate.
‘I can think of many reasons why a man might buy gifts for his wife. As a reward, perhaps, for a
memorable wedding night.’
She flushed.
‘It was certainly memorable, but not deserving of reward, I think.’
She was hanging her head now, in embarrassment. But her lip still jutted out in a pout.
‘As a sop to a guilty conscience. Hmmm. The idea certainly has possibilities. After spending two weeks in the arms of another woman, what kind of trifles would I bring to silence my new wife?’ Now he saw another emotion on her face. Curiosity. And a heat rising that had nothing to do with embarrassment. ‘It would be a shame to purchase one set of expensive gowns for the mistress, and be required to bring still more home for the wife. Perhaps since they were never to meet, it might be easiest to duplicate the wardrobes, and have the dressmaker make the same styles, but in two sizes. But one does become jaded, after a while, of falling to sleep spent on the pillow of perfumed breasts spilling from an indecent décolletage, and when it is time to come home, one wants one’s wife properly attired. The sight of a woman wearing a corset, after so much time spent with the sort of woman that doesn’t bother with stays is rather refreshing.’
She was watching him intently now; the fork paused halfway to her mouth.
‘I would certainly buy a collection of decently plain fabrics for my wife. None of this nonsense with damped petticoats and sheer gowns. Of course,’ he drawled absently, ‘the sight of rouged nipples displayed behind transparent gauze is rather intriguing the first time one sees it, but annoying in practice.’ He cupped a hand over an imaginary breast. ‘The rouge gets everywhere and stains the fingers. And the teeth, of course.’
She dropped her fork with a quick intake of breath.
‘If I had spent the week with a mistress, I would, no doubt, bring you a most sensible wardrobe, well suited to your tastes, I’m sure. High necklines. Fabrics that don’t show wear. And a bracelet, perhaps.’
He looked seriously into her eyes. ‘But, as I do not, at this time, have a mistress, or plans to acquire one, I contented myself with bringing the silks and satins home to my wife, since I noticed on leaving that she was most sorely in need of clothes.’
Her mouth set in a prim line, disapproving of the joke he’d played. And then it changed to wonder as the words sunk in. And anger again, although he was not sure it was for him. Strange woman, his new wife. He leaned close to her and she turned her head away, refusing to meet his eyes. He let an idle hand drop to rest at the back of her chair, brushing the skin of her throat as he did so. And then he leaned low over her, so that his mouth nearly touched her ear.
‘I seem to have the selfish and foolish desire to know that my wife is dressed from head to foot in clothing that I have given her.’ His voice went husky. ‘And I suspect it would give me equal pleasure to see those clothes removed at the end of the day. If that day is a week from now, or a year, I will wait for it.’
He could feel the breath catch in her throat, and wondered what her response would be if he leaned forward another inch and caught her earlobe in his teeth.
And, as if she’d read the thought in his mind, her breath escaped in a shuddering gasp.
He leaned away from her and laid a hand on her shoulder.
‘Does it surprise you to think that I might want to see you happy, Miranda? And that I might look forward to knowing you better?’
‘I never thought...’
‘Evidently. What did you think that marriage would be like? What did you expect when you came here?’
She thought for a moment and said carefully, ‘I tried very hard not to expect anything.’
‘You had no hopes? No dreams? No girlish fantasies?’
‘I suppose...’ She paused and began again. ‘I left girlish fantasies behind long ago. It was quite plain that I would marry the man who would have me and make the best of it in any case. One can aim high, hoping to hit a star, and miss the target entirely.’
‘But if one aims too low?’ he asked.
‘At least one does not lose the arrow. It seemed foolish to hope for a particular type of husband, when I would be saying yes to the man who offered, regardless of his features, his wealth or his personality.’
He laughed and she looked up at him, worried.
‘If you were willing to settle for anyone, then I cannot be too great a disappointment.’
‘A surprise, perhaps. But not a disappointment. And you, Marcus? Did you give thought to the sort of woman you might marry?’ Her gaze was level, but tinged with apprehension. ‘You say you have no mistress—’
‘Because I have none.’ He tried to keep the reproof out of his voice.
‘Was there anyone else? Had you any plans before I came here?’ She hesitated. ‘When we met, you told me yourself that you were a notorious rake. Why should I not take you at your own word?’
He looked levelly back at her. ‘A man does not reach the age of five and thirty without knowing women. Of course there were others, but none recently and none I intended to take as wife. While it is true that I had no desire to marry you when you arrived, and I had done my best to avoid my mother’s scheme, it does not mean that your arrival spoiled any immediate plans. My mother was right in one thing: it was time that I was settled. I married once for love. It is a thing best got out of one’s system in youth. It did not end well. If this time I married for honour and for expediency, I cannot be faulted.’
Her back stiffened and she looked away from him. ‘Expediency.’ The word was harsh as she said it, and she paused. When she began again, her voice was controlled. ‘Of course. And I will do my best to be your helpmeet in all things and be a fit wife to you.’ Her gaze was riveted on the plate before her and she began cutting her kipper with more violence than necessary.
He reached across the table to her, touching her hand, and felt her flinch before the rigid control dropped into place again and her hand was still under his. ‘I think you lie to me, Miranda. You had hopes, right enough, though you won’t admit it. Is your heart promised elsewhere, or did you enter into the marriage freely?’
He stared at her, looking for any hesitance. ‘Truth, madam. There is still time, you know, if you are drawn elsewhere.’
‘Time?’ She looked at him curiously.
He reached into his pocket. ‘Here is the reason for my trip. When I was in London, I took pains to get the licence that our marriage lacked. For it to truly be legal...’
She leaned back in alarm. ‘And all this time we were not truly wed.’
‘In the eyes of God, certainly, Miranda. I swore to you before God. I do not give oath lightly. But, in the eyes of the law, our names must be on the paper for the union to be real. I wanted to know that you understood that, should you have wanted to, you could have demanded a settlement at least.
‘It would have been impossible to obtain a licence so quickly unless I had been expecting you and arranged it in advance. And, considering the circumstances, I felt that it would be better to act quickly and smooth the legalities later.’
‘And that is what you went to London to get?’
‘It was not quite the way I’d planned, but it was better, was it not, to get the licence before coming to your chamber? And the two weeks alone has given you time to think. To decide if you might be happy here.’
‘Happy?’ She looked puzzled, as though the thought had never entered her head that she was entitled to happiness, and his heart tightened in his chest. ‘Why should I not be happy, your Grace? You have honoured me with your name and—’
He waved his hand. ‘And you mean to be a good and dutiful wife to me. Yes, yes. We’ve been through all that. You are succeeding admirably. But I do not want you to feel coerced or trapped into this union. I’m sure, should you wish to leave now that you have seen the way of things here, that there are other men—’
‘There are no other men,’ she said hurriedly and he looked sharply into her eyes. Was she afraid of something? Of revealing something that he was not supposed to know?
‘I meant only,’ he stated, ‘that you are an attractive woman.’ He sucked in his breath and said, with sincerity, ‘A damn attractive woman. And should you not wish to sign the paper that will bind you irrevocably to me, there might be other suitors in your future.’
She thought for a moment before speaking. ‘When I entered the chapel, I went intending to keep the promises I made. It would be wrong to break them now, because of a lack of paperwork. If you wish to keep me, I wish to stay.’
He tried not to feel disappointed at the way she spoke. She stressed loyalty, above all else, but there was nothing in her tone to make him believe that he could ever expect more of her.
‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Let us go to my study and finish this.’
She followed him out of the room.
When they reached his desk he sat down before it and spread the licence on the blotter in front of him. Dipping a quill in the ink well, he signed with a flourish. Then he offered the chair to her.
She sat on the edge, looking for all the world like she expected him to throw her bodily out of it, and took the quill in a shaking hand and wrote her name.
He scattered sand over the ink and they watched the licence dry.
‘There. It is done. I will send it to the vicar, so that he may sign it as well.’
She sighed in what he hoped was relief.
He reached into his pocket. ‘In the hurry, I forgot. There was an additional purchase I made while in London. I needed to correct an oversight.’ He pulled the small square box from his pocket. ‘In the hurry of the ceremony, I never thought to find you a proper ring. There must be many in the house, my mother’s jewel box is full to bursting.’
‘Really. It was—is not necessary,’ she said, but her eyes were downcast.
‘It is,’ he assured her. ‘The job is not complete without the ring. And in London, I sought something that might remind me of you. Perhaps you will not like it. I will let you choose another, if you wish.’ He pulled the tiny signet from the box, kissed it and reached for her trembling hand. ‘In the chapel, I promised you everything. My house, my home, my land, and myself and this ring is a symbol of that.’
She stared down at it and said nothing.
‘And, it will not slip off your finger if you relax enough to stop clenching your fists in my presence.’
She still stared at the ring, but now a tear gathered at the corner of her eye and trickled down her nose. Dear God, he had made a misstep. ‘There were diamonds,’ he said quickly. ‘Pearls, perhaps. Or an opal. No. No opals. That would not be a lucky stone for a wedding ring, for they are said to steal the soul of the wearer.’
Her face tipped up towards him as the tear slipped the rest of the way off her chin and was quickly followed by another. ‘It is the most perfect thing I have ever seen.’ She was still crying, but her face lit with the first true smile he had seen from her. ‘I will never remove it. Thank you.’ Her hand caressed the ring as she spoke and she laid it against her cheek before bringing it down to stare at it again.
‘And now, madam, if you wish to rest for the afternoon, I have work I must do.’
She looked around as if noticing for the first time that she occupied the chair in his study. ‘Yes. I...I think I will go to my rooms. Thank you,’ she said again and drifted out of the door.
He thought of the mountains of satin and ribbon that had brought such a storm down on him yesterday and compared it with the simple ring on her finger and the smile on her face. And he shrugged. A most curious woman, his new wife.
An afternoon’s rest had done wonders for her mood. Of course, discovering that St John had lied in nearly every conversation they’d had might have done something to ease her worries. Her husband had no mistress. And hated the silk in the dining room as well. He taken time to show her, before the footman removed it, the place where, as a boy, he’d made charcoal alterations to the anatomy of one of the shepherdesses and expressed some relief that the evidence would be permanently removed by the redecorating.
She touched a curl. And Marcus liked her hair. She glanced down at the ring on her finger and smiled again. He hadn’t abandoned her at all, but had been thinking of her while in London. And he’d remembered the ring. It was a sentimental choice for a man she’d thought cared only for obedience and appearance. And he’d kissed it as he had the ring he put on her finger the day they were married.
She hid a blush. Perhaps it was foolish and courting disappointment to spin fancies about her husband’s motives. They were all so practical and yet they seemed those of a lover. She remembered the feel of his breath against her face and felt a delicious shudder run through her body. Perhaps he had come to see more than anger when he looked at her, and forget the frustration of the trap she’d caught him in.
And she meant to keep it that way. The talk she was imagining, where she admitted how she had come to him, must wait for a very long time. There was no point in marching across the fragile bridge they were building between them, to give him information that he did not want to hear.
She walked out into the hall, went over to the banister and stared up at the cobweb hanging from the ceiling. The spider had lived here much longer than she had, and the fact irked her. And would live there longer still. It might take months before the staff finished the bedrooms and worked their way to the top of the house.
If she left it for the staff, she thought. The spot was almost reachable from the third floor hallway, if she leaned over the banister a bit. She walked up the stairs, forming a plan of attack. It would be dangerous to lean too far, of course. But she could gauge the distance. Perhaps, with a rag at the end of a broom, she could swipe at the thing and knock it down. Or send a footman.
She laid a hand on the rail and leaned forward. No, not quite. There was a low bench on the opposite wall. She pushed it across and stepped up. The height was right, but she would need the broom to do the job, and someone to steady her as she stood.
Suddenly an arm gripped her waist and dragged her back off the stool and into the hall.
‘What the devil are you playing at?’ Her husband stood before her, all signs of the recent truce evaporating, as angry as she’d ever seen him.
She struggled out of his grasp. ‘I was just trying to find a way to take care of the spider’s web there in the corner.’ She pointed.
He ignored her hand and grabbed her by the shoulders. ‘Trying to break your neck, more like. Do you have no care for your safety?’
‘What utter nonsense. I was in no danger.’
‘You were standing on a bench three storeys above the ground.’
‘And well back from the edge.’
‘Trying to do work that is best left to the servants.’
‘I am perfectly capable—’ She stopped in mid-sentence.
‘Of working below stairs? I do not recall hiring you as a maid. You are a duchess and would do well to act like one.’
‘Then you would do well to treat me as one, your Grace, instead of shouting at me like a servant and manhandling me in the corridors.’
‘Am I some lecherous beast, then? Will you tell me that the cobwebs hang because the maids are afraid to come upstairs?’
‘I never—’
‘Nor did I.’
‘Your Grace,’ she whispered, ‘we are in a common hallway. Anyone may hear...’
‘There is not much that would shock the servants here, Miranda. They know to hold their tongues and they will obey me to the letter, should I choose to give a command. For instance, should I insist that they lock you in your room to prevent any further foolishness on your part, I am certain I will have their co-operation. I expect you to go to your rooms and take off that damn apron and try to behave like the mistress of the house and not the housekeeper. You said you wished to rest, and I expect you to do so. Is that clear?’
‘As crystal, your Grace.’ She shrugged out from under his hands and stalked down the hall towards her room.
* * *
Marcus reached for the brandy decanter, and then withdrew his hand. Locked in his rooms and drinking during the middle of the day, again? If he made a habit of that, the current marriage really would remind him of the last.
As it was, seeing Miranda balancing near the banister where Bethany had so often threatened to hurl herself into space had unhinged him. Would it have been possible to make a bigger fool of himself in his new wife’s eyes? He thought not.
Had he put words in her mouth, or did she suspect him of bothering the maids? Where had she got such an idea?
Probably from previous employers. No wonder her father had been so eager to get her married and away. No wonder she was afraid to come to his bed. And, when he’d announced that the help could keep his secrets, he’d implied that there were secrets to keep.
Which, of course, there were. He tried to remember how much of the help had been there during the reign of his first wife. They might have heard Bethany, as she raged at him in the halls. And the maids had run from him then, convinced that the sweet duchess spoke the truth.
His mother, when she’d realised the volatility of the union, had removed to London, and let the rumours rage around him.
He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. Enough of the past. How best could he repair the present damage? Had he really shouted to her about deportment? Where had he obtained such definite ideas about how a duchess should act? Certainly not from Bethany the shrew, or his idle, negligent mother. While Miranda was rather outlandish in her desires to personally right all the wrongs done to the manor, he supposed there was no harm in it. And she was not complaining about the onus, or berating him for the work. Instead, she seemed to thrive on it.
So in his infinite wisdom, he sought to deny her the pleasure of setting her stamp on things. He shook his head in amazement at his own foolishness.
And then a thought occurred to him. He rang for Wilkins and sent him to the dowager’s room for her jewel case.
It was as he remembered it, and he scrawled a hasty apology on it before handing the thing to Wilkins to relay to his wife’s maid.
But he’d called Wilkins back before the old man had made it to the door. Marcus rummaged in his desk and produced his ring of keys, seldom needed as he trusted the servants to see to the locks. He added it to the peace offering and he prayed that he wasn’t about to be shut out by his angry wife.
* * *
Miranda lay on the bed, glaring up at the hangings. The spiders were still there, too. She wondered—did she dare knock them down, or would her husband come raging into the room and insist that she might hurt herself on the sharp edge of the pillow? She was nowhere near the banister when Marcus had plucked her off the bench. Surely he didn’t think her such a ninnyhammer as to fall over the edge. Or worse yet, jump. If it came to that, she’d choose a less messy end, considering the amount of time and boric acid it had taken to return the entry hall marble to pristine white.
She punched the offending pillow in frustration. It needed airing. As did the hangings.
She’d tried not to think that way. But there was so much to do. If he wanted her to be idle, she’d learn how.
And then she guiltily took the pillow and walked with it to the open window, pounding it on the sill before leaving it to hang in the breeze.
‘Your Grace?’ There was a faint knock and the door opened to reveal a hesitant Polly.
‘Yes, Polly? Come in. You needn’t linger in the hall like that.’
‘Wilkins says that his Grace says you might be in a temper.’
‘Does he now?’ Marcus’s belief that the servants could keep secrets was sorely misplaced.
‘Yes, your Grace. But he told Wilkins, and Wilkins told me, that you was to have this, with his compliments.’ And she dangled something towards Miranda, as though expecting her to bite.
It was a heavy chain, but it needed to be to support the many dangling attachments. There was a tiny pair of scissors, a needle case, and a small ivory tablet with a silver-plated pencil chained to it. Scrawled on the ivory, in a hand that was growing familiar to her, were the words ‘I’m sorry’. And, to the last extension, he had attached a large ring of keys, which spoiled the grace of the thing but not the message.
‘It’s the dowager’s chatelaine, your Grace. She couldn’t be bothered with it, and I don’t hear tell that the second duchess wore it neither. But his Grace says it’s to be yours now, if you still wished and you could make what you will of it.’
* * *
She opened the door to the picture gallery, hesitating on the threshold. She shuddered. If only the room were not so full of ghosts. His mother was bad enough, although they had never met; Cecily’s stories had been enough to colour her perceptions there. But to have to face the late duchess, larger than life before her, was a disconcerting mockery of her own position here.
Her husband stood transfixed in the gloom by the portrait of his late wife. Damn the marble of the floors, she thought, for her first steps echoed and he looked up, and she had to abandon the idea of creeping away unnoticed.
‘Excuse me, Marcus. I didn’t mean to interrupt...’ She faded. What was she interrupting?
‘Oh.’ He stared at her as though he didn’t recognise her; then seemed to come to himself. ‘It is nothing. I come here sometimes, because it is quiet.’
She moved closer to him. ‘I came to thank you for the gift.’ The chatelaine jingled at her waist. ‘And to tell you that there is no need to be sorry. The fault was mine.’
He sighed. ‘You are too quick to take the blame for my mistakes. I looked up the stairs and saw you in the hallway and it reminded me of an old quarrel. One in which you played no part. I will try in the future to be less of a fool.’
She nodded. ‘And I will try to behave more like a duchess.’
‘Be who you are, Miranda, and if it makes you happy, I will be glad of it.’ He slipped an arm around her shoulders and drew her closer to him, pointing to the portrait of himself. ‘Look at that young idiot. It pains me to see him. More bluff than brains in me when they painted that. I was five and twenty and just married. No idea what I was up to. None at all.’ He looked at her appraisingly. ‘We shall have to find an artist who can do you justice.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Not some idiot that would wrap you in lace and seat you next to a piano, or, God forbid, holding a lap dog. Of course, wearing an apron and holding a mop might be appropriate...’ he touched the sensible cap that she was wearing to protect her hair as she worked ‘...but most unconventional for a formal portrait.’
‘Whatever are you talking about?’
‘When you married me, you earned your place on the wall, my dear. You belong at my right hand.’
She looked up at the portrait in front of her and said softly, ‘The place is already full.’
His teasing ended, he grew silent and stared back up at the portrait in front of him.
‘She was very beautiful,’ she supplied.
‘Yes.’ His voice was expressionless.
‘I should go,’ and leave you alone with your dead wife. She felt a stab of jealousy at the thought.
‘No. Stay.’ He looked back to her, then back to the portrait, then back to her.
She cringed under his gaze.
Bethany remained in beatific imperturbability, smiling down at them.
‘I wish you would not look at me so,’ she muttered. ‘I do not like to be compared to her, for I know I will be found wanting.’
‘You are very different,’ he confirmed. ‘But I am not the man I was when I married for the first time. Bethany was a young man’s choice.’
‘And I?’
‘An acquired taste,’ he said bluntly.
‘You acquired me, right enough. And had little choice in the matter.’ But you wooed her, she thought, and the jealousy pricked her again.
‘I had even less choice with Bethany. Mother arranged our meeting, and I was besotted from the first. She had the voice of an angel and the painting does not do justice to her beauty. We were married as soon after. And she was dead within the year.’
She remembered what St John had said. ‘You must have been very sad.’
‘Not really.’ His tone was banal.
‘If you do not miss her, then why do you come here?’ To expiate an old guilt, as his brother had said.
‘It is rather like the desire to pick the scab off an old wound. I can’t seem to leave it alone to heal.’
‘A wound?’ To conscience?
‘To pride. It did not take me long to realise that she wanted my title, and little more to do with me after she had it. Her mother had bred her and trained her to be an ornament and she did it well. But behind the façade...’ he shook his head ‘...there was such emptiness there that I could never hope to fill it. And a heart of marble.’ He reached out and took her chin in his hands and tilted her face so that he could look in her eyes.
‘You are quite different from her. For when I look into your eyes, I suspect that there is more behind them, not less.’
She looked away. ‘There is nothing. Nothing that I am hiding.’
His smile was sad when she met his eyes again. ‘Oh, really? I think we all have something to hide. Even in the void that was my first wife, I found secrets. And there is much that you do not know about me.’
He stared down at her. ‘I was not happy in my first marriage. It was a mistake I recognised soon, but too late to save myself.’
‘But was she? Happy, I mean.’ She blurted it out without thinking.
He smiled. ‘Was she happy? From your perspective, that would be a sensible question. I was not always the man you married. Not so grim. So prone to bark and shout.’ He pondered the question. ‘Was she happy? I think there are some people who are happiest when the people around them are most unhappy. Does this make sense? I know my mother was such a one. Vain and empty headed. She sucked the joy from my father, certain enough. He’d have drunk himself to death to avoid her if the horse hadn’t broken his neck. I never saw him so peaceful as the day he lay in the coffin, waiting for us to nail down the lid.
‘And my wife was such a one as my mother. Was she happy? Certainly not with me, and she made no bones about telling me so. The title was enough for a while. She enjoyed the money and the spending of it. I was just the vessel, the vehicle. She needed more. She always needed something. I tried at first to satisfy her whims, but could never be enough. Could never do enough. No man could. It was like throwing pennies down a well, trying to keep her happy.’
He looked down at her again. ‘I was afraid, when you came here, that my second marriage would be a repeat of my first. That does not seem to be the case.’
She thought of the quest for land and money that had brought her to this place. If it truly were not a repeat of his first marriage, then he would have to have wed someone free of avarice. ‘I do not know. Were it not for the title before your name, I never would have come here. And I did not stay for love of you. After our first meeting, I would not have sought you out again.’
‘Unless I was very rich,’ he prompted.
‘Even if you were very rich. If I’d have had a choice, then I’d have run from this house and from you, if I had but known where to go.’
‘Then you are very different from my first wife. For she would have married me, no matter what. She filled my head with pretty lies and soft glances and led me to the altar by my nose. And despised me for being a fool.’ He turned away from the portrait and stared at her again.
‘And you, Miranda. Now that you are trapped here, you offer me service and obedience, which is something, I suppose. If you cannot offer me more than that, I will understand. But promise me that you will not ever pretend to more than you feel, for it is a cruel awakening to find the truth later when you have given your heart to one that has none.’
In the dim light filtering through the drawn curtains of the room, he was not the fierce noble that she remembered from the first day. He looked more like the man in the picture, but wary and tired. He wanted truth from her and there was still so much she hadn’t told him. But at least she could promise not to deceive him in the contents of her heart. If only she could figure out what it was she felt when she looked at him, she would gladly share it. She reached out and clasped his hand in hers. ‘I promise.’
He tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and drew her to his side. ‘Very well, then.’
She toyed with the keys on her chain, watching them shine in the morning sunlight. It had been a lovely gift, but what did it mean? It made her happy to look at them, but was Marcus happy that she wore them?
Perhaps she should be more like Bethany. He’d never suggested it, but if he could have a happier, kinder, more devoted version of his first wife, Marcus might not look so sad and brood so on the past. If she were someone who could embroider useless frills and paint inferior watercolours, and sit at the spinet in the evenings, singing tedious songs in bad French, someone who could display her good breeding to the best advantage of her husband.
She sighed. If she could be someone she could never be. The servants in this house knew their place better than she did. Of course they hadn’t known it until she’d arrived and taken charge of them, but what did that prove? That she’d make a better housekeeper than a duchess, she supposed. And what was left to her now?
Gardening, perhaps. She grabbed scissors and a basket from the still room. She could clip some roses for the dining room. Her husband could find no objection to that. If she did it gracefully and inefficiently enough, she might make a duchess after all.
But once in the garden, she discovered yet another area of the house that needed work. The park around the house was extensive, but only small areas of it were kept up, and in no particular plan or theme. She glanced towards the house, shading her eyes and counting windows. The dowager must have been confined to her room for the duration of her illness. And the gardener was underpaid and short of staff. He’d groomed the areas that could be seen from the bedroom windows and let the rest go to seed.
She strolled around the house, making notes in her head about the work that needed to be done, resisting an urge to begin the weeding herself, before preparing a plan of action. But when she got to the kitchen garden, she could not help herself. The herbs and salad greens were in order, but the fruit trees had not been pruned in ages. The year’s harvest would not be what it should, and they would be buying apples in December, when, with a little care, they could eat happily from their own trees through the winter months. And at the back of the garden, the raspberries were an overgrown tangle, and the birds were stealing the last of the summer’s crop.
She flapped her arms, and the flock took flight, squawking at the interruption. Then she used her rose shears to cut a hole through the brambles, so that she could reach the best of the fruit. She filled half a basket, then turned to the gooseberry bushes which were also heavy with berries.
* * *
She was busy for over an hour before she stopped and considered her work. Her fingers were stained, her dress had been snagged by thorns and, without a bonnet to protect her, at supper her nose would shine with evidence of a morning spent in direct sunlight. She had proved again that she was not the type of woman he’d expected to marry, not a fit duchess for Haughleigh.
If she was discovered. Hands could be washed, the dress could be mended or disposed of. There was powder in her room that could disguise the sunburn. If she was crafty. If she was not seen. He need never know. She crept down the hall from the gardens to the kitchen. She would leave the berries with the cook, sneak up the back stairs, and swear Polly to secrecy. By lunch she could claim that she had spent the morning taking a nap, and he would be none the wiser.
‘What are you doing?’ She almost dropped the basket of fruit she was carrying.
Her husband stood in front of her, blocking the way.
‘Nothing. Really.’ She made to step around him.
He countered her movement to block her again, glanced down into the basket and plucked a berry from the top of the pile. ‘Nothing? It looks to me as though you’ve been working in the garden.’
‘H-hardly working. There were some berries left on the bush. And it seemed a shame to leave them for the birds, if there were enough to make preserves or a pudding of some kind.’
‘And you took it upon yourself to go picking?’
‘It was no trouble.’
‘Couldn’t send a footman for them? Or tell cook that you wanted them picked?’
She raised her chin in defiance. ‘It so happens that I like berries.’
He snatched another out of the basket. ‘As do I. Tell me, Miranda, how do these berries taste?’
‘Taste? Like berries, of course.’
‘But are they sweeter than usual? Tart? A bit past their prime? It is late in the season, you know.’
‘I...I haven’t taken the time to try one,’ she admitted.
‘You pick them because you like them. And yet, when you were surrounded by them, you didn’t think to pop one in your mouth?’
Her minded clouded with the memories. She’d learned, when young, that you did not eat as you picked from the wild patch near the cottage. It meant that you ate well and had a belly ache for your pains, but that the rest of the family went hungry because of your greed. It was better to wait until you got home and were sure that the bounty could be shared.
And picking at the great house? You did not eat if the berries did not belong to you. Her mind flashed back to another corridor, and a smiling man standing too close to her.
Of course, great men in great houses had no problems taking things that did not belong to them.
‘No,’ she said. ‘I did not.’ And she stared into her husband’s eyes.
He sighed. ‘What shall I do with you?’ He put a hand on her shoulder and backed her against the wall.
She felt the cold of the stone at her back, and she remembered the vile whisperings and the taste of strawberries. And her expression changed to one of alarm.
‘Close your eyes, Miranda. No, dear. I didn’t say, “Stare at me as if I am about to eat you.” I said, “Close your eyes.”’
She closed them tight, and tensed, waiting for the hand on her body.
Instead she felt the lightest touch of a finger, tracing the straight line of her closed lips.
‘Open.’
She felt his finger smooth over her mouth again, as the rest of the hand settled under her chin, and stroked. She unclenched her jaw with effort, and his fingertip dipped into her mouth, touching her lightly on the tongue.
‘Taste.’
There was the barest hint of raspberry juice, on the tip of her tongue, sweet and wonderful. Without thinking, she licked at his finger as it slipped away.
‘Again.’ And he slipped a berry between her lips and let his fingers linger as she nibbled the fruit from them. When he spoke again, his voice was close to her ear, whispering, ‘This is what you’re missing, Miranda. Pleasures all around you, for the taking. Sweet as the berries. And all I can get you to do is work.’
He brought another fruit to her lips and she reached out and steadied his hand with her own as she ate, and heard his little intake of breath as her teeth grazed his fingers.
And suddenly he pulled her close with his other arm and she felt the basket slip between them as she lost her grip. She opened her eyes to see berries cascading down his linen shirt and smashing between the basket and his cravat.
And she felt her resolve slipping as the old desires swirled in her and she pushed him away, scooping the berries back into the basket. ‘Lord, what a mess. Quickly, Marcus. Go upstairs and give that shirt to your valet before the juice ruins it.’
His eyes were darker than usual, and there was a moment that hung between them, where she was sure he was about to yell at her again, for being such a goose. And then he laughed. It was a sound that she couldn’t remember ever hearing from him. And he took his juice-stained hands and brought them up to cup her face, pulling it close and kissing it, fast and firm. And his tongue darted between her shocked open lips once before it disappeared. Then he grabbed a handful of berries, and smashed them against his shirt front, popping the last one into his mouth. ‘Sweet, Miranda. Very sweet. And well worth the cost of the shirt.’ And he walked down the hall and away from her, as if nothing had happened.
Sweet, indeed. But did he mean the berries or the kiss? And without thinking, she took a handful of berries out of the basket and ate them one by one as she proceeded to the kitchen.
* * *
Miranda fidgeted on the divan in the drawing room and tried not to look as restless as she felt. This was to be a typical night at home with her husband, and she must learn to enjoy it.
The word caught in her mind like a lump in her throat. Home. This was home, she told herself. The memory of the place that had been home was already becoming indistinct at the edges. She remembered much happiness, of course, and she missed her father and Cici, but she must not forget the rest of it and be grateful for what she now had. This room was comfortable and quite pleasant, now that it had been cleaned and aired. Warm and quiet and spacious and the sound of the rain outside was distant and comforting. She did not have to empty the pan in the corner that caught drips from the hole in the roof, as she had at home. She was not sitting in a draught.
And despite the prickle of sunburn on her nose, she was not bone tired from a day’s exertions and ready for bed. Strangely, that was part of the problem facing her tonight.
Her blood was still humming from the kiss in the hallway, but Marcus had been quiet all afternoon and distant at dinner. Perhaps some part of his mind, the part that had led him to the portrait hall, was still dwelling on the past and his first marriage. If so, it was one more lie that St John had told her, for he did not act like a man overcome by guilt but like one that had been deeply hurt and was afraid to reopen the old wounds. When he had suggested, after dinner, that he often retired to the drawing room in the evening and that, if she wished, she might join him there, she had jumped at the chance to do something that might relieve some of the strain on his face. But he had neglected to suggest what she might do to occupy herself when she got there.
She stole a glance at him over the book that she had been leafing through. He seemed comfortable enough, although he often looked up and stared into the fire before sighing and turning a page.
There was a pianoforte in the corner and she wondered if Bethany, who she was continually reminded was a most talented lady, had entertained her husband evenings by playing and singing. He had not mentioned any fondness for music to her. He had not suggested that she try her hand, for which she was most heartily grateful. The scales she’d practised in the schoolroom would not be enough to make for pleasant entertainment.
She glanced at the other chair near the fire and imagined Bethany, with silks and hooped linen, knotting and embroidering, the firelight glowing on her soft blonde hair. She was, no doubt, talented at that as well. But he did not want another Bethany, she reminded herself. This glowing vision was created by St John and the artist of the damn portrait. It was not the grasping shrew that Marcus had described to her.
But neither picture made it any clearer what she was to do to fill the evenings alone with her husband. She glanced down at her own hands and flexed the fingers. They were skilled enough, and could no doubt manage fancy work, if she had the patience for it. And there was the problem. They’d learned in the bone to do things that were necessary, and things that were practical. Straight seams and buttons. Mending. Sturdy unornamented garments. The most complicated sewing she’d managed in years had been turning Cici’s cast-offs into the tired garments that she’d worn to Haughleigh. And there had been no comfort in that work, as there was in the ordinary mending. No sense of accomplishment.
She wondered what her husband would think if she stole mending from the servants to do of an evening, or perhaps demanded his valet to release his Grace’s worn linen so that she might darn. He would think her mad.
She rose quietly, so as not to disturb Marcus’s concentration, and walked to the window, watching the rain spatter against the glass, fondling a chess piece from the set on the table there.
‘Are you tired, Miranda?’
She turned, clutching the pawn she was holding to her chest.
He had set his book aside and was watching her. ‘You seem restless. And I heard you sighing before. If you are tired, you needn’t wait up with me.’
She searched his face for any sign of anger or displeasure and quickly returned to her seat. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you. No, I am not tired. Not at all. Just fine. Really. Thank you.’ The words were spilling out of her and she closed her mouth with a snap to stop them. And glanced down into her lap to see that she had brought the pawn back with her. She cursed it, for now she would have to walk back across the room again to return it to its board and would be forced to create still more disturbance in the silence of the room.
‘I see you admire the chess set. Hand-carved alabaster. A family heirloom.’
She looked down at the pawn and wondered if this meant she should return it immediately to its army.
‘If you like...’ he hesitated again ‘...I could teach you to play.’
‘I already know.’ She wished she could call the words back. He had offered, so gently, to teach her, and she had ruined it by confessing her knowledge. Bethany would probably have smiled and feigned ignorance and her husband would have had an entertaining evening demonstrating his superiority.
But lying about so simple a thing as chess would have added one more sin to her already onerous burden, and he would have caught her out after they’d played for a while and she progressed too rapidly. And she had promised, had she not, to be truthful? Her new husband seemed too sharp to let his own vanity interfere with his observations.
‘My family had a set as well, although not so grand as this.’ Hand carved, of course, but from scrap wood, with an oilcloth board and one army coloured dark with ink. ‘My father used to play with me.’ Because he thought it a much better occupation than cards once the fortune and house were gone.
Marcus stood and pulled the matching chair closer to the fire. ‘Come. Bring the set and the table. We will have a game.’
She played cautiously at first, vowing to herself that she might still salvage the evening by losing. And he did beat her, after she made a rather stupid move that left her king exposed.
‘Shall we play again?’ He sounded neither pleased nor bored.
‘Thank you. Please.’
‘And if you insist on holding back your abilities, please try harder to conceal the fact. It insults me that you resort to such feeble play so that I may win. And remember your promise. I meant what I said. Do not hide your true self from me. Take pleasure in your surroundings.’
She stared up at him and saw, not a face clouded with sadness or anger, but cool calculation. In the firelight, his eyes seemed to sparkle as he set up the board for another game.
It was harder, now that he had some idea of her level of play, and she felt no need to resort to subterfuge to keep the game interesting. She lost several pieces before taking any of his and lost when he laid a trap and she rushed in to take his queen.
‘Shall we retire, madam?’
‘When I am so thoroughly defeated? How convenient. I have the energy for one more game if you are not too tired.’ The challenge she issued surprised her, even as it left her lips.
His response was a sharp bark of laughter. He began setting up the pieces and said, ‘Perhaps I am tiring and you are planning to use it against me.’
‘Do you think it will work?’ she inquired.
‘Perhaps. You are an exceptionally good player when you make the effort. But you have other weapons with which to distract me if you want
to win.’
‘And what might those be?’
His voice was silk against her skin. ‘The firelight shining in your hair as you bend close over the board. The way you bite your lip when you concentrate. And the catch of your breath when you discover an opening does the most incredible things to the neckline of your gown. I am tempted to play poorly, just to see the flush of your skin when you take my king.’
She swallowed. ‘I swear, sir, you are saying these things just to distract me, so that you may beat me again.’
‘And what will you give me if I do?’
The air seemed thick between them. ‘I don’t intend to let you beat me a third time, so I will not concern myself with your reward.’
He laughed again and moved one of his pawns and play began in earnest. Her concentration was not improved by the realisation that he was observing her so intimately as she chose her moves. But she struggled to convince herself that this was his problem and not hers. And in the end it seemed to work for, after an hour and a half of intense play, she shouted, ‘Checkmate.’
And then stifled her triumph and waited to see his reaction.
He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers, looking over them at her. ‘And now, if you apologise for beating me, as you seem about to, I shall throttle you, you impudent wench. I swear my mother would have looked elsewhere for my wife if she’d known what a delight you are to me. And now you blush to hear the truth. What would you have as a forfeit from me for losing this game?’
‘Nothing. Really. I had not intended to play for stakes.’
‘Because you feared what you might lose. But you won. Take your prize, whatever it may be.’
She stared at him for a long time, in a kind of horrified fascination. She knew what she wanted. It was a kiss. A kiss like St John had given her before she’d had to lock herself in her room to escape. Only she did not want to have to escape from this man. She wanted the same uncontrollable seeking that had made her lie passive in the arms of another. And the thought made her skin flush with shame and a strange indescribable heat.
She had promised to be truthful to him. What was she to say? Take me in your arms and kiss me like your brother did? She had promised him the truth. And there was no way she could give it to him.
He was unnaturally still, watching her for any sign. And she could see by the tension in him and the heat in his eyes that he would give her everything he had, if she would but ask for it.
Her eyes fell. ‘I do not know what I want.’
‘I think you do.’
Her blood chilled. Could he see into her thoughts? A true lady would not want to be taken before the fire in the drawing room. Would be innocent of the shameful desires rising in her now. Images came to her head, of the things Cici had explained to her, things no decent woman would know. A wife should be an ignorant but willing pupil when she came to her husband’s bed. A proper woman would not feel her blood heating after a simple game of chess.
‘You are mistaken.’ The lie was shaky on her lips. ‘I do not know what I want, other than to do whatever will please you.’
‘Whatever will please me?’ He leaned closer to her and her breath caught in her throat. What had she just offered? Cici had told stories of silken scarves and honey and hinted that there were many strange games for jaded pallets. The thought should repel her, but instead curiosity burned inside her.
‘Yes. Marcus.’ She’d almost stumbled over his name again.
‘Ah, woman, there will be time, all the time in the world, a lifetime’s worth, to take my pleasure in you. But to begin, I wish to let you choose.’
She trembled. ‘And I swear to you. I do not know what I want. Do as you will with me.’
He sighed. And when he spoke his voice was gentle, but tired. ‘Very well. Perhaps it is still too soon for you. There will come a time when you will understand, when your heart and body will give you no choice in the matter. You will be sure of what you want. And it is then that I want you to come to me. And you will tell me when you know?’
‘Yes.’
‘Very well. Then goodnight to you, my darling.’ And he reached for her hands, taking them gently in his. His thumbs rubbed against her palms and he smiled and brought them to his lips, kissing the backs of them before turning them over to kiss her lightly on each wrist.
‘Sleep well.’
Her hands slipped out of his and she said a hurried goodnight before running into the hall. His kiss seemed to seep through her skin and into the blood beneath and course through her body until it reached her heart. It warmed her, and she felt that she was carrying him with her, deep inside. Sleep well? She had never felt so awake.
When she seated herself at breakfast, her husband was, as usual, working his way through a stack of letters. He glanced up and passed an elegant engraved card down the table to her.
‘Did you sleep well?’ he inquired.
‘Yes. Thank you.’ And it was yet another lie. She had tossed and turned all night. Thinking of him.
If he was aware of her troubled mind as she drank her coffee, he concealed it well. ‘It seems we have been invited to our first ball. An old family friend. I am sure he and his wife are most eager to meet the new duchess. Please see to the response.’
She stared blankly down at the invitation. ‘I suppose we must attend?’
He glanced back at her, arching an eyebrow. ‘I swear, madam, that is not the expected response. You are supposed to go into raptures at the chance to finally have a social life in this Godforsaken backwater. You will answer immediately in the affirmative, and then return to me at lunch to beg and wheedle and cajole until I agree that you must have a new gown, new ribbons, gloves, jewellery, and whatnot, and perhaps a trip to London for yet more shopping, until I cannot stand the din and agree to spend a small fortune for one night out.’
‘That will not be necessary, I am sure.’
‘Are you, indeed? Have you not gone through your wardrobe and found that it lacks solid gold stays, or a diamond-encrusted shift, or some such feminine nonsense?’
‘No, Marcus. I am sure what I have is more than sufficient.’
‘Hmmph. You are a most unusual wife, Miranda. How can I spoil you if you are always content? I hardly know what to do with you.’ And he went back to reading his paper, but there was laughter in his eyes.
She retired to her desk after breakfast and began the first of several false attempts at a reply. The sheets of paper littered the fireplace before she was through and she hoped that her husband was as well-heeled as he claimed to be, for the waste of stationery to get a single satisfactory letter was most prodigious.
She damned Cici and her father for neglecting so much for so long, and then expecting her to jump with both feet into the deep water of her new life and stay afloat. How was she expected to manage penmanship, after years with little paper and no reason to write? She thought her spelling adequate to the task of writing the two or three sentences necessary to thank his lordship and her ladyship for their gracious offer of hospitality, but her hand was cramped and slanting. By the fourth attempt, it looked only slightly rushed and careless, rather than like she’d written with the pen in her teeth. It would have to do.
* * *
The next task, as her husband had pointed out, was to make sure that her wardrobe was in order for an evening out. When she told Polly what they were about, the girl’s smile was so broad that it almost inspired Miranda to confidence in the endeavour. Polly produced not one, but a choice of three ball gowns from the selection that Miranda had been afraid to examine some days ago, each with matching shoes. There was a wide selection of evening gloves, a variety of headpieces, caps and turbans and a silk shawl to wear on the journey.
‘Definitely the white and gold, your Grace.’
‘Not the green?’ She touched it carefully, as though the dress belonged to someone else.
‘Not for this ball, ma’am. He’ll give you the emeralds and then there’ll be too much green.’
She looked at Polly, in surprise. ‘Emeralds?’
Polly grinned. ‘Look about you, your Grace. The only thing missing from your gifts is the jewellery. It’s not likely that the duke has forgot ’em. He don’t miss a trick, that one, and he’s been married before. He knows what’s expected and he’d not let you go bare necked to a fancy ball. It’ll be the emeralds as they match the house livery, and go well with the suit his grace usually wears to these parties. If there’s a doubt, I’ll ask Thomas, but trust me. It’ll be the emeralds, and the white and gold dress.’ She held it up to the light. ‘See? It’s not a true white. There’s a bit of colour in it, and the flowers in the lace have a green leaf.’
The words faded away. Emeralds? She remembered the necklace in the portrait, glittering at the throat of the last duchess. And now, she was to wear those jewels. She swallowed to clear the lump forming in her throat. A cursed necklace for a cursed evening, destined to showcase everything she did not know about being the lady of a great man. She picked up a fan from the pile of accessories before her. She tried an experimental flutter and snap and it slipped from her fingers. Perhaps no fan, or she would display her ignorance in yet another area of etiquette.
And she had been doing so well, she sighed to herself. Here alone in the house, if she had eccentricities, no one noticed. At least her husband showed no desire to comment on her strangeness.
But at a ball there would be worlds of rules that she could break. From which fork to use to what man to dance with. And the dancing.
She perched on the edge of her bed, toying with the fan. She had never learned. There had been no time for balls, when living with her father and Cici. And since this was to be her introduction to local society, there was no way she could manage on the few country dances she knew. With the fine gown, the Haughleigh emeralds, and the duke on her arm, she would be the centre of attention.
And revealed for the fraud she was.
* * *
He was lying in his grave again. Alive and struggling, although the mourners gathered around the hole and looked down at him as though nothing was wrong. St John leaned over him and laughed. And then he moved away and Marcus heard tools digging into the earth, and felt the cold slap of the first pile of dirt as it hit him in the face.
He coughed and muttered a weak ‘no’, spitting soil from his mouth. And when he looked up again, his mother was there, and Bethany, and they were the ones holding the shovels. And he heard the cutting noise again, as the metal blades dug in and stuck stones. And the earth, showering in on him, faster than he could dodge. And it lay heavy on him as he tried to raise a hand to cover his face, struggling to keep his nose clear so he could breath, his mouth clear so he could shout. And suddenly, Miranda was there, standing over him, leaning on her shovel and watching him struggle for air.
He screamed, ‘Miranda! No!’
But her face was dispassionate. ‘Why must you always shout at me, Marcus? Because you are afraid of shadows? You are a coward. And a fool.’ But then she leaned forward, and light seemed to surround her in a nimbus. And instead of throwing dirt on him, scooped at the earth on him, freeing his legs. ‘The hole is not so deep, if you had the sense to stand up. Stand up, Marcus. Stand up.’
‘Wake up, Marcus. Are you awake?’
And he realised that his eyes were already open, and he was sitting up in his own bed and staring at her, standing in the connecting doorway to her room. ‘Miranda?’
She repeated patiently, ‘Are you awake? You called out in your sleep. Shouted my name. But when I opened the door you did not recognise me.’
‘I was having a nightmare.’ He swallowed and was relieved to find his voice steady though his heart was pounding in his chest. ‘I am sorry if I disturbed you.’
‘That is all right. I was unable to sleep.’ She hovered in the doorway, obviously unsure whether to come closer or return to her room. ‘I did not know if it would be wise to wake you. They say that to wake someone from a dream before it is finished is dangerous.’
‘No harm done, I assure you.’ He smiled at the sight of her dishevelled curls. ‘In the dream, you were berating me for my foolishness.’
She stiffened. ‘I am sorry. I would never...’
He smiled again. ‘Miranda, are you apologising for what you did while in my dream? Because I doubt you have much control over the workings of my sleep-addled brain.’
She shifted from foot to foot, and the light shone through the gown she was wearing. It was one he had purchased for her, he noted. The fabric was fine, almost transparent in the light from behind her. ‘But how you must think of me...’
‘You appeared like an angel when the dream was at its worst and tried to show me that the terrors were nonsense.’
‘I did?’ She stilled and he could see the outline of her body through the gown. High, round breasts, smooth belly, the curve of her hip and the dark place where her legs parted.
‘Much as you appear now, darling.’ He turned towards her and the covers fell away, baring his chest.
She took a hesitant step back into the light of her room and he lost the view of her body. ‘Well, that is all right then. If you do not need anything else?’
He considered a moment, and smiled at her. He had need of her; that was certain. He could feel it growing in him like a slow fire in the blood. A delicious ache, when he looked at her. And he grew hard, seeing her body, almost bared before him.
‘Yes. There is.’
He could see her tense, as though this was the last answer she had hoped to receive.
He patted the edge of the bed. ‘Come. Sit with me a while.’
She hesitated, then walked forward like it was a march to the gallows. And sat on the outmost edge of the bed.
He patted a spot beside him. ‘You do not have to be afraid of me, Miranda. I will not take more than you are ready to give. Come closer, so that I may hold you.’
She slid up the counterpane to a spot next to him and came stiffly into his arms.
She smelled like violets and sunshine. Was this something he had bought for her, he wondered? A scent included in the London purchases, something she had found in the village or just the way she always smelled? Unlike any other woman he had lain with. He buried his face in her hair and breathed deep.
She edged away from him and laid her hand on his heart. The pounding was receding, but still so noticeable that she had felt it through her gown. She looked inquiringly up at him.
‘Yes.’ He laughed, but the sound was tired. ‘You must come to my bed and soothe me to sleep like a frightened child. Not the devilish seducer you were expecting, am I?’
‘I was not expecting...’ She must be giving him an obvious lie. ‘I never know what to expect when I am with you, Marcus. You are always a surprise to me.’
He pushed a hand between them and pushed the bedclothes away. ‘As are you to me. Lie with me, Miranda. Let me hold you tonight. Perhaps we will both sleep easier if we are not alone.’
She crawled beneath the covers, still hesitant, but more relaxed than she had been before. He felt her tense again when she realised that he was naked beneath the sheets, and felt her thinking before settling her arm around his waist and letting her body melt into his.
He sighed as his pulse slowed to normal with the touch of her body, and kissed her violet-scented hair. He had forgotten how it felt to lie like this with a woman. Perhaps he had never known it. Bethany was careful to always return to her room after the act, and he had never felt welcome there. And a mistress’s bed felt like a temporary resting place, even though it was his to rest in by right of ownership.
Miranda snuggled closer to him, trying to find the most comfortable place against his body, and he could feel her begin to doze. He thought of rousing her with a kiss, and then relaxed and closed his eyes. This was the first of many nights with her and he would savour it for what it was. He did not have to rush if he had a lifetime.
She woke the next morning in a fog of confusion. Even before opening her eyes she realised that things were different. The smells were wrong. And she was warmer than she had been in her own cold white sheets.
Then she remembered. And opened her eyes. He was already awake, leaning against one arm and smiling down at her. Outside the hangings of the bed she could hear the valet moving around, readying to receive the duke.
‘Good morning,’ he whispered. ‘Did you sleep well?’
‘Yes, thank you.’ She had, she realised, and the fact surprised her. She had been restless ever since coming here, and her easiest nights had been in the first weeks, when she’d worked herself to exhaustion and fallen into bed. But last night, after forcing herself into his bed to grant his request, she’d found more peace than she’d felt in a long time. It seemed there was even less to be afraid of than she thought. ‘And you? Did you sleep well?’
He stretched and yawned. ‘That was the best night’s rest I’ve had since returning to this house. If I’d known that all that I lacked to achieve peace with myself was to have you at my side...’
‘You’d have married me sooner?’ She smiled at the impossibility of it.
‘I’d have coaxed you into my bed long ago. I’d have never left your side to go to London.’
And before she could move he’d leaned forward and kissed her hard on the lips. ‘And, now, my dear, I must rise and attend to business so that I may have my evening free to escort you to the ball. Shall I send for your maid?’
‘I think I can manage to walk back to my room, thank you,’ she said. He reached for his dressing gown at the foot of the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders. ‘So you do not catch a chill on the way.’ Then he slipped out of the bed himself, not fearing the cold air on his own bare skin.
She hurried back to her own room to find Polly already laying out a day dress and chattering on about preparations for tonight’s ball.
She smiled to see the girl so happy about it. And tried to push the thoughts that had kept her awake the night before to the back of her mind. There was still a gap in her preparations, and she saw no easy way to remedy it.
* * *
After breakfast, she checked the books in the library, but found nothing to help fill in her education on the subject. She thought of asking Polly for help, but decided against it. At best, she would know only a little of what was necessary.
Perhaps she could feign illness. But she doubted that anything but a convincing display could change the duke’s plan of attending. No fits of vapours or delicate megrims. He would want proof.
A sprained ankle, perhaps? A small fall down the stairs that would leave her incapacitated. And postpone the inevitable for how long? She might be able to beg off tonight’s invitation, but there would be others. And the more she tried to avoid them, the more they would persist in trying to woo her from the house. And then she would be expected to throw balls and parties of her own.
She had no one to turn to. Nowhere to seek help.
Except...
He had said that he would be busy today, and she would no doubt be an unwelcome interruption. But she remembered the feel of his body next to hers during the night and a feeling of calm crept over her. If she could not turn to him for help, then she had nowhere else to go.
She approached her husband cautiously, as she always did. He was in his study, seated behind the great desk, poring over ledgers and nibbling on the end of his quill in a way that, if she hadn’t been intimidated by her surroundings, she might have found rather endearing.
She cleared her throat.
He looked up. ‘Yes, Miranda.’
‘Your Grace...’
His eyebrow raised.
‘Marcus. There is a problem. About tonight. The ball.’
‘Missing some frill, m’dear? Is your gown too plain? Not plain enough? Need more ostrich plumes?’
‘No,’ she snapped. Her cheeks were burning with shame. Now he would realise what a fraud she was. ‘I cannot go to a ball tonight. I don’t know if I will be able... I can’t.’ She spread her hands in front of her in a gesture of defeat.
He was around the desk in a flash, his hands reaching out to take hers, his eyes staring in to hers in concern. ‘What? What is it that bothers you so?’
A single tear slipped down her cheek before she could call it back. ‘I cannot go tonight, because I have never been to a ball before. I do not know how to dance.’ Her voice fell to a whisper. ‘And I am afraid.’
His arms were around her, and he pulled her close, and she sobbed into the wool of his coat.
She felt his breath ruffle her hair when he spoke. ‘Ahhh. See. Now you are crying and I am undone. For I find a woman’s tears as terrifying as you find tonight’s ball. Now what can I do to save myself from them?’ He squeezed her once and then set her gently away from him as he rang for Wilkins.
The butler appeared in record time, his back straight as a ramrod, she noticed with approval. She had done some good here, even if she would be more suited as a housekeeper than a great lady.
‘Wilkins. I need servants. Six couples should be more than enough. And you. Pull them from their duties. The routine can wait. And anyone that can play a musical instrument. A fiddle, perhaps? Or we can hum, I suppose. They are to meet us in the ballroom. I am much out of practice when it comes to the dance, and fear I will crush her Grace’s toes, should I dance with her tonight.’ He smiled to give her confidence. ‘A short rehearsal should be all that is needed.’
Wilkins disappeared. And Marcus frowned back at her. ‘I am most disappointed in you, madam.’
‘I’m sorry,’ she stammered. ‘My education is most woefully lacking in some things, but I will try...’
‘In the future, when you find yourself in such a circumstance, you are to come to me immediately, and not work yourself in to a state over a trifle. We could have hired a dancing master.’
‘I’m sorry,’ she apologised again. ‘For waiting so long, and taking you away from your work. You are right. It could have been handled without troubling you.’
He laid a finger against her lips. ‘Miranda, you mistake my meaning. When you have a problem, you are to come to me, and not hang about in your room, worrying what my response may be. I will not guarantee that I will never be cross, for you have seen me so and won’t believe it, but I promise: I bark but will never bite. And I am sworn before God, if you remember, to love and protect you.’ And without taking his eyes from hers, he caught one of her hands in his own and raised it to his lips.
How strange, she thought as he kissed the back of her hand, that there should be so much feeling there. That she should feel his lips, pressing warm against her flesh, and the gentle roughness of his skin, not just in her hand, but deep inside her. His thumb rubbed at her palm, feeling the places where the calluses used to be, and the newly sensitive flesh tingled. Then he turned her hand over, pressing his lips on to her palm and running his tongue along the lines in her hand. His eyes were dark when he looked up at her, and his voice rough. ‘Go to the ballroom. I will meet you there shortly.’
When she got to the ballroom, she looked at it with a critical eye. One more space that had not been cleaned in ages. Obviously unused, possibly since Marcus’s first marriage. Turning back the Holland covers, she found delicate gold-legged chairs and small tables, music stands. The chandeliers were beyond dusty, and covered with candle drippings. The ceiling was smoke stained, and cobwebs hung from the ornate gold cherubs and plasterwork vines on the walls. It could be magnificent, she thought, after a good cleaning. Decorated with fresh flowers. Candlelight. Delicate treats on a buffet for the guests. Little cakes, lemonade and champagne. She’d imagined the scene many times, while preparing great rooms such as this for someone else’s ball.
Behind her, one of the footmen was tuning a fiddle and a groom had produced a penny whistle, which he was tooting experimentally. Servants were gathered in a curious crowd, whispering amongst themselves.
And then the doors opened wide and her husband strode into the room, carrying a small box. He smiled at the assembled staff. ‘I see we have more than the required number for a quadrille. Is everyone shirking, then? I trust no one was left behind to turn a spit or polish the silver.’
The servants looked doubtful.
‘If they were, then run to get them now. Let the house have a holiday, at least for a few hours. I swear my wife must work you hard, judging by the startling transformations I’ve seen in my home these last weeks. Never fear. I plan to keep her busy for a while, and she will not be able to set you to task for not mopping this floor.’ He turned to her. ‘And you, my dear. If we are to play at going to the ball this afternoon, I thought you might like a costume.’
And he opened the box that he had brought with him and withdrew the emeralds, just as Polly had predicted.
‘The necklace from the portrait,’ she said.
‘The stones,’ he corrected. ‘But not the necklace. When I was in London to retrieve them, I had them reset.’ He ran a finger along their length. ‘They are not so common and flashy as they were. The gold is fine and graceful as the throat of the wearer, and diamonds were added to match the sparkle in your eyes. May I?’
‘Yes.’
He stood behind her, reached around to position the necklace between her breasts, then trailed his hands along it to the clasp at the back. He joined it, and his hand lingered on her shoulders as he pulled her close and whispered in her ear, ‘I hope to make you say yes to me many times before the night is through, and I swear you will not be sorry for it. What say you to that, madam?’
She blushed crimson. ‘Yes.’
‘Very good.’ And then he said loud enough so the servants could hear, ‘Let us start with something easy that we all know. The Sir Roger de Coverly.’
And with the help of the fiddler and the flute, tapping time with his foot, he marched his wife and the staff through it, then a quadrille, a minuet and several country dances, until they were all laughing and exhausted.
‘There is one final dance that I would teach you, although you will not need it for tonight.’
‘Not need it?’
He smiled down at her again, and her blood warmed in her veins. ‘Yes. They dance it on the continent, but it is much too wicked for an English country ball.’
‘Too wicked?’
‘Very. For a man must put his hands like so,’ and he wrapped them around her waist and pulled her close to him.
‘That does not feel too wicked,’ she murmured. ‘When you do it, it feels quite nice.’
‘Very good, then, let us proceed. Fiddler, three-quarter time. A waltz.’ And he swept her away.
It was hard at first, trying to decipher the step even though it was simple. But he held her even closer to him, and she felt his legs moving against hers and his arm at her waist guiding her, and suddenly nothing seemed more natural than to go where he went and move as he moved. He looked into her eyes, and she felt her heart wanting the same, to be moving and beating in harmony with his.
The music ended, but she wanted more. She sighed. ‘And we will not need to do this at the ball? How sad.’
‘Not at all. For then I might have to share you with other partners.’
‘Perhaps some other time, then?’
He leaned close, and whispered in her ear. ‘Tonight? If you come to my room after the ball I will dance with you all you wish. And teach you other steps that will give great pleasure to us both.’
‘Yes.’
‘Go upstairs and ready yourself, wife. Rest. For there is a long night ahead of us.’ And he dipped his head forward and his lips touched her neck before he released her.
She hurried to her room, requesting that Polly deliver a light meal, and make arrangements for her bath and toilette.
She tried to rest, but sleep was impossible. Her blood sang in her veins. The ball and the accompanying worries were all but forgotten. It was only a place that she would spend the intervening hours before returning home with her husband. Any fears associated with that had burned away as he’d danced her around the floor. His touch was firm but his voice was soft, and the kiss on her neck had been warm and promising.
She no longer worried about not finding pleasure in the marital bed. He had been nothing but accommodating in all other things, and attentive to her moods. And he would be so tonight as well, she was sure of it.
She still wore the heavy necklace that symbolised her house, but it was not such a great burden, if Marcus had placed it there. He could remove it later.
Polly supervised her dressing, which was just as well since Miranda was in such a state as to hardly know her own body. Every part of her felt new and tingling. The gown set off the emeralds. Her hair was piled high on her head and dressed with tiny diamond clips that sparkled in the firelight.
When it was time to go, there was a knock on the front door of her room. Polly opened it and her husband stood, framed in the doorway, staring at her.
She turned in a circle before him. When she faced him again, his eyes devoured her. ‘Magnificent.’
‘Do I please you?’
‘Very much so.’ He took her hand and stroked it before bringing it to his lips. Then he escorted her to the carriage, handed her in and seated himself across from her.
She glanced at the seat beside her and wondered why he chose to be so far away.
As if reading her mind he answered, ‘Polly’s handiwork will be safer if I keep my distance from you, my dear.’
‘In what way?’
‘In the privacy of this carriage, I do not trust myself. Given the chance, I would pull you into my lap and show you what I think of my new wife, and we would have to turn around before we ever reached the ball.’
‘And what do you think of me?’
‘I think you are overdressed.’
She looked in alarm at her gown. ‘Is it too much?’
He laughed, low and sensuous. ‘Any gown is too much, my dear. You are lovely as you are now, but to see you stretched naked across that seat would be infinitely better.’
‘Naked?’
‘Perhaps I shall let you retain the emerald necklace, for warmth.’
‘And what will you be doing, while I am freezing to death?’
‘I shall lie close to you, so you do not get cold. And I will tangle one hand in those fine curls at your neck, and another in the fine curls between your legs and warm everything between them with my lips.’
She trembled at the thought of him, taking her in the carriage on the way home this very night.
‘Is that the way it is to be with us, sir?’
He nodded. ‘With me utterly besotted and glaring at any man that will partner you this evening. Barking in a rage at the young puppies that will be crowded around, plying you with champagne, frightening off your admirers and making an ass of myself. And the other ladies laughing behind their fans at how you have me so thoroughly under your spell in such a few short weeks.’
‘I have bespelled you?’
‘Most completely. I find I can think of nothing else but you in my arms, and you by my side. I am yours to command, Miranda, whether you want me or no. I hope that the vicar and his wife are there to see. They will be most disappointed to find me reformed.’
She smiled. ‘Do we have to stay so very long this evening?’
His eyebrows arched. ‘You would rather be home?’
She smiled. ‘With you. Yes.’
‘Oh, Miranda, you were put on this earth to tempt me from my duties. Courtesy demands that we put in an appearance. We shall stay until midnight and then slip quietly away before supper. I shall tell the host that, since I am newly married and madly in love, I cannot bear to share you.’
‘Madly?’
‘Most certainly.’
She smiled again. ‘And I shall tell the hostess that if I am not good company it is because it pains me to be away from your side, even for an hour.’
He grinned at her. ‘Then we will steal away home as soon as possible and create as much scandal as possible while we are there. Perhaps I will kiss you on the dance floor.’
‘Perhaps I will kiss you back. That will most certainly shock the vicar and his wife.’
He laughed and blew her a kiss as the carriage drew up in front of the great house where the ball was to be held. He took her arm, led her to be announced and escorted her to the receiving line to meet the host and hostess, a local lord and his wife who had known Marcus since he was a child.
The rosy-cheeked old man smiled at her and demanded, ‘Where did you find such a lovely young thing, Haughleigh? Not on the continent, surely.’
‘She was blown to me on that storm a few weeks ago. And a fair wind that was. I knew at once that I must have her.’ He smiled down at her with such obvious pride that she couldn’t help but smile back.
He led her out in a dance and then left her, kissing her hand as a crowd of young men surrounded her, vying for spots on her dance card and wondering aloud whether she might have a sister half as pretty.
* * *
To her surprise, she found the ball enjoyable, despite the absence of her husband. As she whirled around the dance floor in one set or another, she caught occasional glimpses of Marcus in the crowd, smiling with obvious pride at the success she was having. And her dancing skills were quite up to the abilities of many of her partners. She was spinning down the line in a gallopade and laughing at the number of times that her partner had almost trodden on her own toes when the man at the bottom of the set caught her and spun her.
‘St John.’ She mouthed the name as he smiled into her eyes.
She stumbled and caught herself, and was dancing unsteadily with her own partner again, mind whirling faster than the dance.
Of course, she was to see him again. He had been banished from the house, and she had hoped that that meant he was nowhere around. But it only meant he was out of sight of his brother. That was no reason to believe that he wasn’t close by, and no reason why he might not appear at the home of an old family friend.
Had Marcus seen him? Had they spoken? She doubted it. The last time she had seen Marcus he appeared relaxed and happy, not in the least like the man he was whenever St John was present. Or even mentioned in conversation, she remembered. The hatred between them, whatever its cause, ran so deep that they couldn’t be in the same room together without incident. She must warn...
Who? She could not very well suggest to her husband that he leave before meeting St John. It would look too much to his proud eye like a retreat.
And St John? If she spoke to him at all, the results could be disastrous. What if he took it as a show of interest? What if Marcus saw them together? Or what if St John spoke to Marcus about the two weeks he had been gone. More for St John than for her, even a hint of what had transpired between them would be worse than disastrous.
The flush of guilt that swept through her when she thought of the last encounter with her brother-in-law was enough to verify the danger of the situation. She could not talk to either of them on this without ruining what she’d hoped would have been a perfect evening. She scanned the ballroom, but saw no sign of her husband, or of St John.
It would be a lie, and she had promised not to lie to her husband, but it must be done. It was almost midnight, and he had promised that they could go. She had but to whisper in his ear that she could bear no more and they would be in the carriage and on the way home.
After the set, she fanned herself and confessed to her partner that she was feeling faint, and in need of air. She declined his offer of company, but suggested, should the young man see the duke, that he tell him she was ready to depart. With that, she slipped out of the ballroom and on to the terrace, scanning it for signs of her husband. If he was not dancing, then he was here, or perhaps in the card room. A systematic search would be necessary.
‘Seeking privacy, Miranda? Or seeking me?’
‘St John.’ She whirled to see him standing in the shadows next to an ornamental shrub.
‘Of course. You did not think I would be gone for long, my dear, with so much unfinished between us.’
‘There is nothing unfinished. I thought, when I slammed the door in your face, that I made my opinion plain.’
‘Not plain enough by half. In my experience, a slammed door is an invitation to try harder the next time. If we were truly done, you would have told Marcus. And he would have called me out as he’s been longing to for years.’
He stepped closer and she stepped back, running up against the terrace balustrade.
‘But you didn’t tell him anything, did you, Miranda? Why not? Are you ashamed of the way you acted? Because of the way you encouraged my advances while your husband was away?’
‘I did not encourage you.’
‘You did not discourage me, as you should have if you meant to be faithful to my brother. Perhaps I am just saving him the trouble of discovering later what a faithless wench he married.’
He leaned into her, and she scrambled away from him, pressing her back against the balustrade. ‘You are afraid, now that your husband is close, of what might still happen between us?’
‘Nothing will happen between us.’ She tried to pull away, but he trapped her between his arm and the planter beside her.
‘Too late, my dear. There is already something between us. You felt it. Don’t deny it.’
‘I’m sorry if I gave you the impression that I was interested.’
‘Gave me the impression?’ He leaned closer and his soft laugh stirred the hair near her ear. ‘Your eyes darkened when I got close. And your breath quickened. You tugged at my lip with your teeth as I kissed you.’
‘Stop it.’ She pushed hard against him, shoving past him to go back to the dance floor.
He caught her wrist as she passed and held her firm.
‘Let me go,’ she whispered. ‘People will see.’
‘And why would I care?’
She noticed with shock the wolfish, predatory look he had about him.
‘Your reputation would suffer. Mine would increase. Ask your husband. It is no less than the sort of behaviour that everyone expects of me.’
‘What do you want?’ She glared at him. ‘What must I do to make you let me go?’
‘Let you go?’ He puzzled over the phrase. ‘I have no intention of letting you go, now that I have you where I want. Perhaps, someday when I am tired of you, when the game becomes boring, but I’m sure there are many things we can find to do before that day.’
‘Let me go this instant, or I’ll—’
‘Tell your husband? Let’s tell him together and see whom he listens to. I’ll tell him all about the two weeks we spent together. I won’t even have to lie. I know my brother better than you, darling. I assure you, the truth will be quite damning enough.’
‘Then what must I do—’ she gritted her teeth
‘—for your silence?’
‘Simply be a generous sister.’ He leaned forward again and licked the shell of her ear.
‘You disgust me.’
‘With the lights on, perhaps. But in the dark, you will find me charming. And with my brother busy, putting the estate in order, we will have plenty of time to know each other better.’
She shuddered. ‘He’ll kill you.’
‘Only if he catches us. He’ll kill you as well. A very jealous man, my brother is.’
‘But suppose...?’
‘That you bear my brother a litter of blond-haired bastards?’ He laughed. ‘For that is my brother’s worst nightmare, you know. Kind of an obsession, really.’ He reached around and dug a fist into her belly, searching for telltale hardness. ‘Not increasing yet, are you? Then, for now, we’ll have to be careful. My brother can have the womb and good luck to him. It’s all he’s really interested in. But I demand right to everything else.’
‘No.’
‘Really? Are you sure? It’s not an unpleasant thing I’m suggesting. Quite pleasurable, really. But you know that already, don’t you?’
She stiffened. ‘Whatever are you talking about?’
‘Only that I know where you came from, my dear. A skilled pupil of Lady Cecily Dawson, aren’t you? How much did she teach you, I wonder, before sending you off to my brother to play at being a duchess?’
‘I have no idea what you mean.’
‘Of course not, Miranda. You will no doubt claim that you had no idea that your guardian was a notorious courtesan. My mother told me everything, before she died. But nothing to my brother, or he’d never have had you. And he need never know anything about your past, just as he need never know that we’ve been together, if we are careful. I know tricks you’ll never learn from my brother, not even from the infamous Cecily. And I’ll share them all with you.’
‘For the sport of cuckolding him?’
‘Well put, dear lady. It will add that certain fillip to the encounter, knowing that the things I am doing are with my brother’s wife.’ He leaned against her leg and she pulled away, trembling.
‘Don’t touch me.’
He sighed. ‘So cruel. So heartless. You would leave me to suffer?’ Suddenly his voice was all business. ‘You don’t want to be seen alone with me. I’m going to take a refreshing walk in the garden. And in fifteen minutes, I will make my way to the library, which is down the hall and to the left of the ballroom. Meet me there, and we can spend the first of many delightful times together.’
‘And if I don’t?’
‘Then I will go back to the ballroom and tell all and sundry how you were raised by a whore and broke my heart when you gave me all and then returned to my brother. Choose. And I trust you’ll choose wisely.’
He hopped over the low balustrade and moved down the garden path, whistling softly, and she turned back towards the house, mind racing.
Everything had been going so well; the evening was not going to end thus. There had to be a way to stop it. She would find Marcus and beg him to take her home. She doubted that St John would bother to ruin her if her husband was not there to hear the story.
She searched the ballroom, the card room, and other surrounding rooms, but Marcus was nowhere to be found. Time was running out. She must come up with another plan.
You could meet him, suggested a small voice in her mind, and let him do his worst and be done. No one might be the wiser. It was what Cici would have done.
‘No.’ She said it aloud. She would not meet him, not to preserve any more secrets from her husband. She would die first.
If someone must die, why must it be you? said the matter-of-fact voice in her head. You are only a foolish girl, trapped in circumstances. But St John—he is the one who trapped you. He is evil. And while he lives, he will be a danger to you, and to your husband, the man he longs to destroy.
She continued to scan the crowd for Marcus, as the idea blossomed in her head. She could go to the library. She could call his bluff and tell him that there was no chance that she would let him touch her. And she could walk towards the fireplace as she said it. There would be a poker beside it. One swing might permanently solve her problem.
She shuddered against it. It was horrible. Too horrible to contemplate. She would have his blood on her hands.
But she could not be faithless to the man she loved. No shame was worth that.
But what if St John sprang upon her as soon as she entered the room?
Not likely, she told herself. He preferred to toy with her. He would not force. He would try to goad her to walk into his arms. And it would give her time to find a weapon.
And what if one blow isn’t enough?
If he survived, or even if he died and she was discovered, she’d claim she’d done it in defence of her honour. Her lies couldn’t be any less believable than his.
* * *
The clock in the hall said five minutes to midnight. Perhaps, if she arrived in the room before him, she could position herself next to a weapon before he came. She proceeded down the empty hallway. What if she was discovered now? Then the witness must realise that she was only looking for her husband. She opened the door of the darkened room and called softly, ‘Marcus?’
It was very dark. She had not planned on this. There were no candles lit and the fire was banked low and revealed only outlines of furniture and dim shapes in the gloom. She stepped into the room. And then she felt the man behind her, pushing her forward and shutting the door.
And he was on her before she could act, pinning her tight against the wall with his body and tangling a hand in her hair.
‘Oh, no,’ she managed before his lips closed over hers. The element of surprise had fallen by the wayside. His arms drew her closer, and he whispered, ‘My darling Miranda. I’ve waited so long.’
Then his lips were on hers again, moving over her as his hands roamed her body. And she remembered the real reason that St John was a danger to her. When he wanted to be, he was sweet, unbearably sweet. Sweet as the kiss he was giving her now, which settled into a gentle exploration of her mouth and built, when she sighed, to probing between her lips and thrusting into them in a rhythm that built again to a frenzy. Her mind screamed for her to push him away, but her body screamed for another kind of release. The compromise between the two was a useless push of her hands against his chest, and a ‘No, we mustn’t’, which sounded far too much like a plea for more.
He gathered her tighter to him. ‘Oh, yes, we must. Here. Now. Quick, before someone finds us. No more waiting.’
‘My husband...’ She tried to gather her wits as a defence against him, as his lips trailed down her neck and settled on her shoulder.
He groaned, and his hands reached lower and tugged up the hem of her gown and found the soft flesh of her bottom, to knead her and crush her to the hardness of him. She felt as his hand slipped between them to the buttons on his breeches, and she knew what was about to happen and she fought.
‘No! St John. Let me go. You promised you wouldn’t...’
‘What?’ And he stiffened against her, pushing away. And the door opened and she struggled to stay upright. She saw the silhouette of the man in the doorway, as he stepped into the room, shut the door and struck a match. ‘Well, I must say, this is an interesting picture. I arrive a few minutes late and find you’ve started without me. And such a choice of partners.’
St John strode around the room, while her eyes were still adjusting to the light, and touched his flame to a candle, filling the room with flickering shadows. ‘Are you enjoying her as much as I have, Marcus?’
She looked in horror to the face of the man in front of her.
His arms still circled her, pinning her in place in front of him. But the body that had been moving against her moments before seemed to have turned to stone, trapping her to him. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but his face seemed to harden as she watched, passion and pain draining out of it to leave an impassive granite mask. He looked from her to his brother standing beside the fireplace, and let out a strange barking laugh. ‘If you think you can hurt me this way, St John, you are mistaken. If I cared, I would call you out over this. But the blood that ran in my veins when I shot you would be cold, not hot. In truth, I haven’t the time or the energy to battle to the death over every damn game you play. It hardly seems worth the trouble to put a bullet through your brain just because you are a damned nuisance.’
St John’s laugh was not strange, but genuine. ‘Oh, Marcus, what an actor you are. You will not call me out because you are soft and weak and do not trust your hand to finish the job, when the time comes. And I have no desire to kill you outright at dawn. I prefer to wound. What is it they call the torture in the adventure stories we read together as children? The death of a thousand cuts. That is what I want for you. I want to watch you bleed. To suffer as I have suffered.’
‘Then I am sorry to disappoint you. Is that all, St John?’
‘For now, Marcus.’
‘Then good evening.’
St John swept a deep, mocking bow to his brother. ‘By your leave, your Grace.’ And sauntered through the door of the library, leaving them alone.
Only then, when he heard the door latch, did he push away from her, as though she were on fire and the contact burned him.
‘Marcus,’ she said urgently, ‘I can explain.’
‘I’ve heard more than enough from you this evening. I am going to take my leave of our host. I will say you are indisposed and we are returning home. Wait here, until I send a servant to fetch you to the carriage.’ He looked down at her with loathing. ‘In the meantime, try to compose yourself to look more like a duchess and less like a whore.’ And he strode from the room.
* * *
They rode home in silence. He stared ahead into the darkness, and she was afraid to disturb him. She made a few tentative attempts at apology and he stared down at her, as though he was unsure where the noise was coming from.
When he pulled the carriage into the drive, he dropped the reins for the groom and strode into the house with her following in his wake.
He tossed his greatcoat on the bench in the hall, not waiting for the servant to take it, and turned back to her. ‘Madam, attend me.’ Then he turned way again and strode to the stairs and up them.
There would be a scene. It was better, when it came, that they were alone. There was no point in the servants knowing what a disaster the night had been.
And would that it were just words he was bottling up. The line of his back as it advanced up the stairs in front of her was as rigid as an iron bar.
What if she had provoked Marcus to violence? It was too late to claim that it was no fault of hers. That she had been tricked into it. That she had never meant him harm or disgrace. Who would he believe? Perhaps her, if she had not made it plain, in the library, that she thought she was in another man’s arms. It would be impossible, now, to make him believe that she was an innocent victim. She stopped at her own door with her hand on the knob.
‘Dismiss your maid.’
‘But...’ She reached to her bodice.
‘You will not need her tonight. Dismiss her and come to my room.’ He stalked past her to his own room and closed the door behind him.
She went into her room and told a sleepy Polly that her services would not be needed, and the girl grinned at her and hurried away. If she saw the look in Miranda’s eyes, she mistook it for anticipatory nerves and not dawning terror.
Miranda glanced around the room, looking for a solution. It would not do to lock the doors. To ignore his order tonight would make a bad situation even worse. Her knees felt weak.
‘I await you, madam.’ He was standing in the open door between the two rooms.
She reached for the dressing gown draped over the foot of the bed.
‘You will not need it. Let it be and come to my room.’
He turned and disappeared through the doorway, and she followed after.
He had shed his coat and waistcoat, and his white shirt gleamed at her in the candlelight. She stepped in to the room, unsure of what was expected of her, but he ignored her to sit on the bed and pry off his boots and hose, which he tossed into a corner. He ripped at the cravat and pulled the shirt over his head, sending the linen sailing after the boots. Then he looked up at her expectantly.
She stared at his body in the dim light. His chest was broad and smooth, the muscles bunched in his arms as he reached for the buttons on his breeches. Every move he made revealed the strength in him, as though a great energy lay waiting to be unleashed.
He paused and glared up at her. ‘Well?’
‘Wh-what do you want from me?’
‘Nothing that you have not given freely elsewhere. The time for talking and waiting has ended. Take off your dress.’
‘I can’t. I can’t reach...’ She gestured to the closures and he sighed in impatience and strode across the room to her.
She turned her back to him and felt the hairs on her neck rise. She stood still, holding her breath and felt his hands on the hooks, felt each one pop open and her bodice loosen and slip down her body. He laid a hand on the corset beneath it, and then wrapped one hand around her waist while the other tugged at the knotted laces and worked them loose with a series of sharp yanks. Then the tugging stopped and she heard him walk back across the carpet to the bed.
She kept her back turned from him and eased the gown off her shoulder, stepping out of it. She picked it up, straightening the fabric with her hand. She looked around the room for a place to hang it, perhaps a chair to drape it over.
‘Leave it.’
She dropped it and stepped away, removing her slippers and stockings and leaving them beside the gown on the floor.
‘Turn around.’
She turned towards him, eyes still focused on the ground.
‘Look at me when I’m talking to you.’
Slowly, she raised her eyes to his. The breeches had followed the rest of his clothing and he lay on his side, head resting on an upraised arm. The muscles of his chest flowed gracefully to meet the muscles of his abdomen. And lower.
‘What are you waiting for? Take off the corset.’
She made to turn away from him again and he said, ‘No more ridiculous displays of modesty. They do not impress me. If you are shy of me now, soon you will have no reason to be. Take off the corset.
‘I want to see you.’
She loosened the laces the rest of the way and let it fall, fighting the urge to throw an arm over her bare breasts. She could hear his breathing change as he stared at her, and she looked into his eyes again.
‘And the rest. Take it off.’
She reached behind her to loosen the clasp of the necklace.
‘Leave the emeralds on. And remember who you are.’
Who she was? Even she didn’t know that any more.
She loosened the tie on her petticoat and let it fall.
‘Come here.’
She walked towards the bed and stood in front of him. Maybe if she told him now, that she had never done this, that she was sorry, that it was all a mistake, he might be gentle. ‘Tonight, I—’
‘Don’t speak! Not another word. Lay on the bed beside me.’
She climbed on to the bed and lay next to him on her back. She reached with one hand to pull the covers up and he pulled them out of her grasp and tossed them towards the foot of the bed, leaving her vulnerable.
And then he was touching her.
Her flesh had been tensed for a blow. When his touch came it hardly registered. He ran a hand up and down the length of her bare arm, and she felt the hairs stand and the flesh prickle. The stroking ended and he ran the hand over her shoulder and down to cup first one breast and then the other. Her nipples tightened and grew hard against his palm.
She stared up at the ceiling, afraid to look at him. This was a trap to lull her to stillness before the harsh words, before the beating, before...
His head dipped to where his hand had been and pulled a nipple into his mouth. And she forgot everything but the moment and the feel of his mouth on her breast and the blood pounding in her ears as the world spun under her.
His hand slipped lower, caressing her abdomen. And lower to tug at the curls between her legs. Without meaning to, she relaxed and her legs opened and his hand slipped between. He stroked her and she could feel herself grow wet, feel the heat between her legs and a want inside that made her arch her hips to press against his hand. And when he slipped first one finger, and then two inside to stroke deeper, she knew what she wanted, and rocked against him, a moan escaping her lips.
He raised his head, and his other hand touched her chin, turning her face until she looked into his eyes. And she lost herself in his gaze and his touch, on her and inside her, and felt the strangeness and need building within her body until she could stand it no more. And, when she thought she must scream that she was his, and could deny him nothing, he took her further until the passion broke her and she lay spent and trembling against him.
Then his hand stilled and he shifted his weight, and lay on top of her. He entered her slowly at first and it seemed that there was no way that her body could hold him.
And he withdrew. And pushed again, harder this time, and she gasped against the pain and turned her head into the pillow, gripping the sheet beside her in her balled fists.
And he swore in surprise, burying his face in the curve of her neck as he pushed again, and again.
It was over quickly. He shuddered against her, let his weight rest on her body and then rolled off to lie beside her. She felt his hand slide between her legs and she trembled, but he laid a steadying hand on her shoulder, rolling her to face him. He brushed his fingertips against her and examined the blood on his hand, wiping it in a red smear across the white sheet.
Then he reached out and clutched her convulsively to him, his breath ragged against her ear and whispered, ‘Sleep.’
He was damned. He knew it in his bones. It wasn’t the misery that ate at him, or the loneliness. He’d grown used to it. It was the feeling that a change was coming. The sense that something wonderful lay just around the corner, only to see his hopes dashed and to find he’d given his heart to a woman who did not want him.
‘Good morning.’ She’d come into the breakfast room so quietly that he hadn’t heard. And her voice was hoarse, as though she’d cried herself to sleep after creeping back to her room in the night. Unable to rest, he had gone to the library in search of the brandy bottle and when he returned she was gone from his bed.
‘Good morning,’ he responded. What else could he say to her? What apology could he offer? What explanation could he give that would take the bitterness out of this morning?
She’d come into his life, unwilling. He’d laughed to himself that his mother had chosen the perfect bride, a woman just as unhappy as he was. It would be a case of like drawing to like and they could live ever after in the gloom of this house, raising a pack of pitiable brats in stony silence.
And he’d learned her story and been moved by it. And watched as she’d blossomed, changing the house and her surroundings and giving him reason to hope that things might be different. Different for him. Different between them.
‘Coffee?’
Before he could decline, she was filling his cup. She would do the same with his afternoon tea, adding the milk and lemon that he liked. He could never remember telling her his preferences, but she knew them, none the less, and went out of her way to see him comfortable. The coffee burned on his tongue like bile.
He’d looked at her across the ballroom, last night and been dazzled by her. The gown that he’d bought her, the jewels that he’d given her sparkling against her neck. And she’d smiled to him as the crowd swept her away. He heard the sighs of the young men as she passed and the curious whisperings of the dowagers, and he’d basked in their envy.
The wine at dinner and the brandy after had been too much. Odd that the drink would affect him so. But he suspected it wasn’t the drink. He was drunk with the sight of her, the joy of knowing that she was his. His body hummed with it. Anticipation. He felt like...
A bridegroom. And he’d grown tired of the knowing smiles that the other men gave him, the too-hearty pats on the back, when he saw her searching for him, calling his name and sneaking in to the darkened library.
And, unable to wait a moment longer, he followed her. Excited beyond all reason at the scandal of it. Hurtling towards the inevitable and would have taken her there in her gown on the library floor if only...
He pounded his fist into a palm to bring himself back to the truth. And she jumped in alarm, dropping the spoon she’d been holding and letting it clatter to her plate. Then, with deliberation, she picked the thing up and went back to her breakfast, not eating but moving the food around on her plate in a credible simulation of someone enjoying her meal.
If only she’d known who he was. The kisses she’d given him were meant for someone else.
And when they’d got home...
The woman who had smiled so at the ball could hardly bring herself to look at him. And he’d silenced her, afraid of what she might say.
‘I never loved you.’
‘Release me.’
‘Let me go to him.’
He’d lost himself in the alabaster of her skin, the curve of her throat. A body made to love and be loved, even if it held a faithless heart.
But at least what had happened between his wife and his brother had not gone so far as to cast doubts on legitimacy. She’d come to his bed a virgin. There were ways of tricking a man, he well knew, if a woman chose to go to the trouble. She’d had no time to prepare a deception and he’d felt her body respond with pain, not pleasure, when he’d entered her. In his carelessness, and jealousy, he’d hurt her.
He pushed away from the table and went to the window and stared out over the garden. The sun played in over the flowers, mocking them with the illusion of peace and happiness.
‘St John is gone.’ She had come to stand beside him and was looking out of the window as well.
‘I know.’ That was his way, after all. It always had been. Cause as much chaos as possible, and then disappear, leaving the shambles in his wake.
‘The grooms said he rode out shortly before we got home.’
So she’d gone to find him first thing this morning. He twisted a hand in the velvet draperies and felt the rings giving way under the pressure of his hand. He willed himself to relax before answering. ‘I know.’
‘Last night, at the ball—’
‘Let us not speak of last night,’ he cut in. ‘I do not wish to hear the details. I am willing to forget last night ever happened—’ God how I want to forget. ‘—if you can promise me—can swear—that any child born to you will be mine.’ He turned to her, awaiting the answer.
‘I swear.’ Her voice was almost inaudible.
‘Very good, then,’ he said, untangling himself from the curtain. ‘I have business to attend to today. I will see you this evening.’ He strode from the room.
Miranda watched the tension in her husband’s retreating back, as though the weight of her gaze was too much to bear. She sank on to her chair and toyed with her breakfast. She’d hoped, with St John gone, to have a chance to talk things out with her husband. Of course, she’d hoped to be free of the secrets she was already keeping, and now he’d insisted on making it worse. After last night, there was yet another on the list of things that she must never discuss.
Damn St John for knowing his brother too well. It was a strike at his heart, as well as his pride. She was sure, before last night, that he had warmed to her and that things were to be easier between them.
And he had responded, when she’d found him in the library. He’d responded with enthusiasm. She shuddered as desire flooded her again. If it had been St John, would she have reacted as she had?
St John’s expertise could never have overcome the hatred she felt for him. When she’d found Marcus, her heart had known what her mind did not, and she’d responded to his kisses. But how could she explain if Marcus wished to pretend that nothing had happened? And he still talked of children.
It’s all he’s really interested in.
Perhaps so. But if not love, there had been warmth before. And the sense that there could be more than breeding in the time they spent together in his bed. Last night had been brief and there had been pain, but he had not used her in cruelty. She remembered the touch of his hands, and his lips, on her body, and felt need growing inside her, driving out the fear. She would go back to him tonight, without the shadow between them and see if he truly meant to forget the ball.
* * *
He kept good his promise and stayed away all day and into the evening, leaving her to dine alone. Perhaps he meant to forget by avoiding anything that reminded. Perhaps he intended to stay away for months at a time, visiting occasionally to try to get her with child.
She gritted her teeth. Cici was right. The only way her position would be secure in the house was with a babe in arms. And if he intended to come home at all, she would be ready for him. She summoned Polly and requested a bath and her best nightrail. Then she sat at the edge of her bed and waited, listening for the telltale sounds from next door.
The clock crept forward, hour by hour, and it was almost midnight when she was ready to give up. Perhaps, if she crept into his room through the adjoining door, he could find her in his own bed, if he came home.
If.
She would have to do something, she realised, or she would go mad wondering. She tested the doorknob and, as it had the first night, it gave in her hand. She pushed.
He was already there, sitting on the edge of the bed with a brandy glass in his hand, staring out of the window.
‘Marcus?’ She stood in the doorway, hesitant to continue without an invitation to enter.
‘What do you want, Miranda?’
What did she want? Why must he make everything so hard? ‘I thought... Did you want...? Will you be needing me tonight?’ Wonderful. She felt like a servant, waiting to be dismissed.
He swirled the brandy in his glass. And smiled as he spoke. ‘I did not expect you. But if you persist in standing in the doorway like that, I will most certainly be needing you. The light from behind you renders that nightdress transparent.’
‘Oh.’ She took a step forward out of the light, closing the door behind her and then stopped, confused. He had been admiring her, which was a desirable result, and she’d put a stop to it by closing the door.
‘Is there something I can do for you, Miranda?’
Yes, there was, but she was unsure exactly what. Cici would know what to do to work her charms on a man, but she’d never explained in any detail. She’d hinted that, once things got to the point of being in the bedroom and available, no further magic was necessary. ‘I thought, perhaps, if you were eager that I should conceive that it would be wise to try more than once.’
The words struck him as funny and he roared with laughter, flopping back on to the bed, spilling the last of the brandy into the sheets. ‘Do you, now? Well, then, madam. I wish that I hadn’t got foxed at the inn, for I can hardly manage my own boots. Lord knows how I’ll manage with you.’
‘What of your valet?’
‘Dismissed him for the night. Not fair, keepin’ the servants up all night because I’ve not got the sense to come to bed.’
At last, this was something she understood. She stepped forward and knelt at his feet, tugging the boots down over his calf and off, and setting them aside. Then, she climbed up into the bed and retrieved the brandy glass, setting it on the bedside table. He sat up to watch her and she slipped her arms inside his jacket, pushed it down his shoulders and off, carrying it to the wardrobe to hang.
When she came back to the bed for the waistcoat, he eased away from her, so she had to crawl on to the bed to retrieve it. She carried it away to hang with the coat, feeling his eyes on her, as she walked. When she turned back to the bed, he’d moved to the centre, and was leaning against the headboard with his hands behind his head in feigned nonchalance. She sighed and climbed on to the bed after him, undoing the elegant knot of his cravat and his shirt.
He caught her hands, when she reached for the buttons on his breeches, and rolled, trapping her beneath him with her hands at her head. ‘What are you playing at?’ He stared down into her eyes, his expression hard.
‘It is past midnight, and you are sitting fully dressed in your bed. I assumed you needed assistance and am providing it.’
‘I’m not as drunk as all that. You make a most efficient valet, madam. Do you have much experience?’
She glared back at him. ‘Yes, from dressing and undressing the infirm. I can undo a button as well as any of your servants, your Grace, although I’d not be able to tie as fine a cravat as your valet. But, that is not what you mean, is it? I came here tonight because I thought you meant for us to start fresh. Last night at the ball—’
‘I do not wish you to speak of it.’
‘No, but you plan to reproach me with it for an eternity without hearing a word in my defence. Last night at the ball, your brother requested that I meet him in the library, or he would reveal certain facts to you.’
‘And you went to the library...’
‘I did not know what else to do. I thought perhaps there would be a candlestick, or a letter opener, something that I could strike him with to make him leave me alone.’
‘And you found me there instead?’
‘And I quite forgot, for a moment, my reason for coming to the library in the first place. Your kisses are most...’ she paused, blushing ‘...distracting.’
His eyes went dark and she heard his breath quicken. ‘And what are these facts that my brother knew and you were so afraid to tell me?’
She closed her eyes and began. ‘While you were in London—’ she felt his body go tense against her ‘—I did not know where you were or when you would be back.’
‘But, in my letter—’
Her eyes flew open. ‘What letter? I received none. I had no idea where you’d gone or why.’
His body was still tense, but the grip on her wrists relaxed. ‘I think I begin to understand. Go on.’
‘Your brother befriended me. He was kind. I was flattered. And I didn’t notice at first that he was becoming too familiar.’
‘And just how familiar did he become?’
She took a deep breath and felt the tension in him. ‘He touched my hair. My ankle. He kissed me.’ She hurried over the last bit, hoping that he might not notice. ‘And I locked myself in my room, and would not see him again. The next day you were back and he was gone.’
‘And this is what happened between you, that you were afraid to tell me.’
‘He said that you would believe the worst, and that you only wanted me for the child I could bring, so that it should not matter to me how you felt.’
‘He said that I did not desire you?’ He laughed again, and she looked up, startled.
‘He is your brother, and I am new to this house. How was I to know truth from lies?’
‘So my brother deceived you, and you put your honour at risk trying to conceal the fact. I asked you once, Miranda, to not lie to me about the contents of your heart. Is there anything else you wish to tell me?’
She bit her lip. If the truth was too much for him to bear, then so be it. She began. ‘When I was ten, my mother died and my father lost the family home.’ She proceeded methodically through their fall in circumstances and told him everything, up to her arrival at his doorstep.
And she felt his body relaxing against her, and her own nerves unknot as the truth came out and disaster did not strike.
His voice was level, when he spoke again. ‘Now I charge you, tell me the truth. You were sent here against your will to make a match. And it is much the same to your family who your husband is, as long as you are settled. I find no pleasure in fighting to keep a woman who has given her heart elsewhere. If last night had not happened, if I had not touched you, if you were free to go and he would have you—would you go to St John?’
‘No.’ It was barely a whisper. ‘I was a fool and he took advantage of the fact. Turn me out if you must, Marcus, but don’t make me go to him. He is wicked and I would rather go to the workhouse than to your brother.’
His tone was dry. ‘Very well. You do not prefer my brother to the workhouse. And where do I stand? My brother thinks I’ve spent ten years in the fleshpots of Europe without learning to appreciate a beautiful woman when I find one under my own roof.’
‘Beautiful?’ The word echoed in her mind.
‘Miranda.’ He smiled and touched her lip. ‘There is a statue in a Paris museum, of a Greek goddess. I visited her often, since the sight of her made me want to climb the plinth and lick the marble. And when you stand in the doorway with the light illuminating your body, I detect a startling resemblance.’
‘Oh.’ She squirmed under his weight.
‘Am I making you uncomfortable?’
‘No,’ she murmured.
He released her wrists and slid off her body to lie beside her, his hand resting on her hip so that she could feel the warmth of it through the fabric.
‘Of course, you have many other qualities that I find admirable.’
‘Really?’ She suspected that he was teasing, but was at a loss as to why.
‘You have a quick wit and a keen mind. A firm hand with the servants. You understand what it takes to manage a great household and do it better than my mother ever did. You do not respond in fits of tears when I bully you, but have a fine temper of your own.
‘If it weren’t for an annoying tendency on your part to keep secrets from me for my own good, and always put your wants and needs last, I would say you were near perfection in what I would seek for in a wife.’
‘Oh.’
He ran a thumb along the bow of her lip. ‘And you say you find my kisses distracting?’
She could feel her skin going red with heat. ‘I was unable to think of anything else.’
He leaned forward and brushed her lips with his. ‘But surely they are common if you can confuse my brother’s kisses with mine.’
She bowed her head. ‘I had so few of your kisses with which to compare.’
He leaned forward again and this time he lingered, and she parted her lips to him. The kiss seeped into her like water into the soil. He tasted her lips and her tongue, and she sighed into his mouth and reached out to him, pulling herself close to his chest to feel his heart beating close beside hers.
‘Better?’ He breathed into her ear.
‘Yes. But...’ How could she say it without hurting him? She stopped.
‘No more secrets, wife. Say what you are thinking.’
‘But not the same as yesterday.’ She stopped again. ‘And you did not kiss me at all, when we—’
‘I could not kiss you then. I did not dare. I wanted you beyond reason. With a word, you could have ripped the heart from my body and left me dying. I looked at your body and knew I could not help my reaction to it, but I was afraid to share my soul with you. As I do now.’ And his lips came down upon hers and swept away all thought, and she clung to him as he took the sweetness from her mouth and left her hungry for things she didn’t know or understand.
And the kiss moved down her throat to her shoulders and the swell of her breasts, and she struggled against the fabric of her nightdress until he pushed it out of the way and covered her nipple with his mouth and stroked with his hands and his tongue until she moaned.
He pulled away to kiss her temple, and she whispered, ‘Yes. That is you. That is what I want.’
‘And is that all?’ He was laughing at her again, but she didn’t care. ‘If there is more than that?’
There is, her body urged. There is.
‘Then I want you to give it to me.’
He framed her face in his hands, and smiled again. ‘I was a fool to leave you alone, even for a moment.’ He stroked her body through the nightdress and down the side of her leg. His smile faded, but the glint in his eyes was pure devilment. ‘And my brother touched only your ankle?’
‘Through the stocking,’ she responded. ‘I fell. And he said he was checking for injury.’
‘Of course. I’d say some fustian like that myself to get a hand under your skirt.’
‘Under my skirt?’
But he’d slid to the bottom of the bed and held her ankle between the palms of his hands. ‘And which would it be, this injured ankle. The left or the right?’
‘I don’t remember.’
‘Both, then.’ And he was kissing her insteps and her arches, swirling a tongue over the little knobs of bone. Running hands up the length of her legs to grasp her behind her knees and spread her legs to straddle his face.
And his kisses had reached her knee caps, which was interesting, but not as interesting as what his hands were doing to the sensitive skin on the inside of her thighs. And his tongue was gliding along her skin, but his fingers had reached the place where her legs joined, and...
‘Oh, Lord.’
He stopped. He stopped and raised his head to look at her. And he was smiling again. ‘Did you say something?’
‘No. Well, yes. It’s just...very good.’
‘Good.’ And his hands resumed their movement, and his thumbs began doing something incredible, and his fingertips grazed the opening of her and dipped inside, and she twisted against him, unsure whether she needed to be closer or further away.
And his kisses continued to climb her legs until she thought perhaps he meant to kiss her...
‘Oh, dear God.’
He paused, with a finger still inside her, stroking gently, and looked up into her eyes. ‘I’m sorry. Did you speak?’
‘It was nothing. It’s just that I’ve never felt anything like this before.’
He wasn’t smiling any more. And his face disappeared from view, as he returned to kissing her, and his lips reached their goal as his hands slid beneath her to draw her closer.
And her hands were twisted in the bedclothes as they had been the night before, but in fear that she would be carried away by the waves of feeling crashing through her body, and she felt the muscles that had resisted the night before, clenching and pulsing, and the confused empty feeling was gone and replaced by chaos and triumph and she thought she must have cried out for joy, but the room seemed too far away to hear the sound, and then she was floating back to it, and the sensation of her husband’s head resting on her belly and his hand laying between her legs.
‘Well.’ The last of her breath left her with a whoosh.
She could feel him smile against her, and she smiled back, amazed.
‘Well?’ His voice was deep and the sound rumbled against her skin and made it tingle. He ran fingertips along the length of her leg and she shuddered against him.
‘What happens, now?’
‘You honestly don’t know?’ His voice was light and she heard amazement, and a touch of smugness. ‘What happens now is what you choose, my love. I am at your command.’
‘Do you want to...what we did last night?’ She could feel that he was hard, but there was no tension in the rest of him.
‘We could.’ There was a touch of doubt in his voice. ‘If, after last night, you are not sore. I was not as gentle as I could have been. And I would not hurt you again in a quest for pleasure.’
She felt a yearning, building within her, to be closer to him. To be held in his arms, even as she held him in her body. ‘I would like to try.’
He slid up the bed to lie beside her. ‘A different way, perhaps. Easier for you to decide what is right.’ He stroked her with his hand as his lips settled against her breast, tasting and teasing. She could feel her body starting to glow again and wondered, how long? How often? How much pleasure could she stand without dying from sheer joy? She ran a hand along his side and felt the muscles and the strange angles and hardness of her husband’s body. The unexpected planes and smoothness and the roughness of old scars. And, ever so gently she let her hand drift lower, to stroke him as he was stroking her.
His hands went hard on her and pulled her closer, and his mouth found her neck and bit, sucking the skin until she felt the pull inside her. He took her mouth and it was rough and wonderful and she revelled in the taking.
Then he trapped her hips in his hands, pushing himself against her, and she braced for his entry, but instead, he rolled over on his back, dragging her on top of him.
He whispered, ‘Do what you want.’ And took the imprisoning hands from her body.
She kissed him. Cautiously at first, then building to the intensity that he had given her, thrusting her tongue into his mouth, trying to take him all into her. Then she pulled away to slide a hand between them to find him again, and feel the skin, so unlike anything she’d felt on her own body, and to stoke until his breath came in tight gasps, and she felt a drop of liquid smoothing the path of her fingers.
And she listened to her body, calling to be filled. Telling her what must happen next, and she straddled him, and guided him until he was inside her and she could stroke with her body as she had with her hand.
He moaned under her, and cried out, ‘My love’, and the sound gave her power to quicken the pace, and then he shuddered and she felt the rush of him against the building tension in her own body, and she stroked again until the tension broke and she lay spent on top of him.
He was murmuring in her ear, again. Calling her his darling and his heart, speaking haltingly in French, which tickled her ears, but which she did not understand.
‘I’m sorry, your Grace’ she whispered, as she licked his throat, ‘but I have no idea what it is you are saying to me.’
‘I will teach you, then,’ he whispered back.
‘I am glad...’ she kissed him again ‘...for you are a most amazing teacher.’
She reached out to touch him and felt him go hard in her hand.
He smiled. ‘And I think it is time for another lesson.’
* * *
His Grace’s valet returned to below stairs shortly after breakfast and sat at the table in shock. Never in all his years with the duke had he seen the like. He’d arrived at the usual time, to wake the duke and lay out his clothes for the day, only to find him wrapping a dressing gown around himself and shutting the bed’s hangings behind him.
And he was smiling.
Not the knowing smiles he’d seen in Paris or London, or the glares he was accustomed to, when his Grace was in residence at the manor. This was the look of a man drunk on pleasure.
His Grace, the duke, raised a finger cautiously to his lips. ‘Shh.’
When he went to the wardrobe to select the day’s clothes the duke waved him away. ‘That won’t be necessary, Thomas. I think I will be spending the day in my rooms.’
‘Are you ill, your Grace?’
‘Exhausted.’ His tone rose. ‘Too spent to consider leaving my rooms. Almost too tired to rise.’
Thomas distinctly heard a feminine giggle from behind the hangings of the bed.
‘I expect my wife would also like to remain in bed. Send Polly away today, for I doubt she’ll be needed.’
Thomas nodded dubiously. ‘And breakfast, your Grace?’
‘Leave the tray outside the door, Thomas. And bring enough for two, for I am most uncommonly hungry today. Lunch as well. Possibly even supper.’
There was another giggle from the bed and his Grace the duke positively grinned.
Miranda stared up into her husband’s face as he sat before the fire, sipping his port. Evenings were her favourite time of day, when the house was putting itself to bed and the day’s duties were done. She thought back to how worried she’d been, when the silences between them had seemed so oppressive.
As time passed, and they’d found happiness, the silence had grown richer than words. He could sit for hours staring into the fire, but now he smiled instead of scowled, and closed his eyes, at peace with her and with himself. And she sat beside him, dozing with her head on his shoulder or in his lap, while he stroked her hair.
She hated to break the silence tonight, but it was time, she thought, to ask the things she wanted to know. And it would be better now, when he was relaxed and happy, than waiting until he might be less receptive to her. ‘Marcus?’
‘Yes, my love.’
‘There is something I would ask of you.’
‘Anything, Miranda. Anything for you.’
She sighed. ‘I am not so sure if you know what you are saying. Promise me you will not be angry.’
He ruffled her curls. ‘You are wheedling, wife. Trying to be coy. It does not become you. Plain speaking between us, remember. What is it you want?’
‘I want you to tell me about St John.’
His hand stilled on her hair and the room seemed to get colder around her.
She pressed on. ‘Why does he hate you so? Is it just that he is jealous? Has it always been thus?’
He was silent, and she felt his body grow tense. ‘Why do you ask about things that are in the past?’
‘Because I know how damaging secrets are, for the person who keeps them. I want to be a part of your life, Marcus.’
‘You already are, Miranda. Not just a part. You are my life.’
‘All the more reason for you to tell me about your past. I want to know all of you.’
He sighed. ‘How much has he told you already? When you were alone with him, he talked, didn’t he?’
‘But he lied, Marcus. About so much. I don’t know if I heard two words of truth out of him in two weeks.’
He stared into the fire as if puzzling out the answer. ‘His truth and mine are not the same, Miranda. And that is the problem.’
‘What is your truth, then?’
‘That our relationship was doomed from the start. Father favoured his heir. Mother favoured her younger son. And they played the two of us off against each other, letting us quarrel as they quarrelled with each other. Neither of us was happy with what we had. He had the affection but I had the respect.
‘We competed in all things. I almost broke my neck trying to jump a fence. He is the better rider, and Father forbade me to follow him. And St John laughed and called me coward. He was always wild, and I envied him for it. I had to be the sensible one. Especially after Father died and the title came to me. He spent the allowance Mother insisted I give him and threw my charity back in my face.
‘Finally, we quarreled over a woman. We were rivals, and against all common sense I won her, and found no happiness in winning. He has never forgiven me.’
She spoke the word she was afraid to hear him speak. ‘Bethany?’
‘Yes. And you, Miranda, wandered into the thicket with us, and the whole thing began again.’
She moved closer to him and whispered, ‘But it ended differently, I hope. Are you happy with me, husband?’
He smiled down at her, a sad little smile. ‘Most happy with you, wife.’
She smiled back at him and wrapped her arms around his waist. ‘Then I will never leave you.’
He kissed the top of her head. ‘I will ask you to leave me now, darling. It is bedtime, I think. Go up to our rooms and wait for me. I will be along shortly.’
She kissed him back, and left him staring intently into the fire as though the answer to all of life’s questions was written in the flames.
She hurried up the stairs, hoping that it would not be long until he came to her. It was worrisome to see him like this, so deep in thought that he could not be roused away from it. Knowing that she had forced him to it made things all the worse. Still, it was better than when he had been angry all the time. Or filled with the all-encompassing sadness that had held him so much of his life. To mourn occasionally for the life he never had, to be sometimes moody, was natural, she supposed. At least it was not the unbearable weight on his soul that it had been.
And when he came to her later, his mood would change fast enough. She shivered in anticipation, so glad that he wasn’t the bookish scholar she had hoped for, or the tired older man, or even the dashing young one, but instead the temperamental, brooding, stubborn man that she had married. A man capable of more love and tenderness than she had ever imagined on that first day when he’d stormed and sworn at the prospect of marriage.
She entered her room and closed the door out of habit, even as she realised that something was wrong.
There was someone there. She could feel it. Could feel eyes staring at her at the edge of the candlelight.
She turned slowly, back still against the door, to see St John, lounging there on top of the coverlet of her bed. With disgust, she noticed that his boots were muddy and staining the bedclothes. In his hand, he held a cocked pistol, pointed at her.
‘What are you doing here?’ She tried to keep the quaver out of her voice.
‘Waiting for you.’
‘How—?’
‘—Did I come here? How did I get in?’ He smiled, and it was the same cheerful grin he’d used to woo her. His tone was light, but the glint in his eyes was deadly serious.
‘It is not so hard, once you have the keys. Mrs Clopton still hates you, you know. But she was always quite fond of me. She’s working at an inn on the main road. When you let her go, you should have thought to ask for the second set of keys. She was most forthcoming with them when I wanted them.’
‘And what—?’
‘Do I want from you? Why don’t you stop asking questions and let me finish, Miranda. For that is what I want. To finish the business between us.’
‘There is nothing between us. We are finished, St John.’ Her voice gave lie to the words.
His held the same annoying confidence. ‘I beg to differ. We are finished when I say we are finished.’
She turned to grab for the door handle and saw, out of the corner of her eye, the pistol barrel following her movements.
‘Uh, uh, uh.’ He wagged a finger at her as though she were a disobedient child. ‘It is far too early to think about leaving. Relax, my dear. Why don’t you have a seat at the writing desk? And go slowly. I’m afraid sudden movements or screaming on your part might startle me and cause an accident.’
‘You don’t seriously mean to shoot me, do you?’ Her voice was not as steady as she had hoped.
‘I don’t mean to, no. But I could. For now at least, make yourself comfortable. Now remove some stationery from the desk and write what I tell you to write. Then we are going on a little trip. If all goes according to plan, you will be released unhurt.’
‘When?’ she demanded.
‘A few days. A week perhaps. As long as it takes for your husband to realise that you are gone. And to realise who you are with and what you’ve been doing.’
‘What I’ve been doing? If this is some crude attempt at seduction... Kidnapping and rape?’ She managed a frail laugh. ‘Really, St John, you might as well leave now. Or prepare to use that gun you’re holding—I’ll die before I let you touch me.’
‘Let me?’ His laugh was hearty and confident. ‘You have a very lopsided view of the circumstances as they present themselves, my dear. I’ll shoot you if you try to escape, of course. And as for the rest? If I choose to have you, the gun will hardly be necessary. I outweigh you by several stone and am perfectly capable of forcing you to do what I want.’ His eyes travelled over her body. ‘Of course, it would be much more pleasant for both of us if you came to me willingly, as my brother’s first wife did.’
She stared at him in disgust. ‘I don’t care what is in the past. If you think I plan to repeat the infidelities of my husband’s first duchess...’
He waved a dismissive hand. ‘It is unnecessary for you to decide anything at this point. I would not dismiss the possibility out of hand. I know my brother better than you. You may not care what is in the past, but it is very much alive to him. The knowledge that you spent a week alone in my company, whether willing or unwilling, should be sufficient to accomplish my ends.’
‘And just what are your ends, St John?’
‘To ruin, once and for all, any happiness that my brother might have on this earth. To make him wonder for the rest of his life whether his first child looks a little too much like me. To destroy his trust in you, now that it is too late to cast you off.’ He stared at her. ‘It is too late, isn’t it? You are not the unknowing girl I met a few short weeks ago, but his wife for good and earnest. And my brother has no doubt formed an attachment to you. Marcus is too soft-hearted by far when it comes to women. That was what made it so easy for Bethany to come to me, once they were married. He trusted her, despite evidence to the contrary. At first he did not want to believe, and, when his face was rubbed in the truth, things had progressed too far for him to see a way out. His precious honour would not allow him to divest himself of a wife that loved another. Let us see how he handles the thing this time.’
‘But it is not the same, St John,’ she protested. ‘I do not love you. I loathe you. And Marcus knows this.’
‘But that was not always true, was it, Miranda?’ There was a trace of hope in his voice. ‘I remember the look in your eyes those first weeks. You did not loathe me then. And if Marcus had not returned when he had, you’d have been mine. Can you look in my eyes and lie to me? Tell me that it is not true.’
She stared straight into his eyes and through him. ‘St John, you are beautiful to look at. And charming. Perhaps I could have loved the man I thought you were, when you were kind to me. But that was all a lie. Every word you said to me.’
‘Not every word, perhaps,’ he murmured.
Her temper flared. ‘You have the nerve to come to my room, talking sweet words, but with a pistol in your hand. Your present actions prove to me that the sweet, funny man I knew is not the real you at all. There is something twisted in you, St John. Something ugly and broken. And it repels me.’
The smile twisted on his face as her words hit home. ‘Fortunately for me, your approval of my character is not required.’ He waved the pistol at a blank paper on the desk. ‘You are going to write a letter to your husband, now, explaining our elopement.’
‘I most certainly will not.’
‘You can write it in ink or I will write it in blood on the walls.’ His voice was cold and angry and the hand holding the pistol was rock steady.
‘Marcus will never believe that I went with you willingly.’ Her voice was losing its bluster.
‘It will not matter whether you come willingly or are dragged out of this room by your hair. When you return to him, Marcus will say he believes you. Perhaps he will even believe he speaks the truth. And he will welcome you back with open arms. But he will wonder. He will lie awake beside you at night, wondering what truly happened while you were with me. And the more you protest, the less he will trust. Of course, I will assure him. Lay his fears to rest.’ He laughed. ‘Much as I did when he was married to Bethany. It will not matter if I leave you untouched, and say in all honesty that nothing happened. Honesty from my lips rings more false in his ears than any lie I could produce.’
‘But I am not Bethany, St John. Things are different from how they used to be. Marcus is different. And he will trust me when I tell him the truth.’
I hope. The voice rose small in her. Although I was untrustworthy before, he will trust me now.
St John stared into her eyes. ‘You really think that he will trust you? And how much does he know about you, really? Does he know about your guardian, for instance? The notable Lady Cecily?’
She stared at him in amazement. ‘You truly are the most horrible person I have ever met. And deluded, if you think that you can hold me against my will and ruin your brother so easily. You are right, St John. We are well and truly married now. He knows the truth. And as for your pathetic little scheme?’ She shrugged. ‘It did not work the last time, when you so obviously compromised me at the ball. Yet you try the same thing again. Will you never learn, or must I go through repeated blackmail and kidnapping until we are all old and grey?’
There was a flicker of doubt in his eyes and she pushed on.
‘You could kill me, and drag the body downstairs to lay it at your brother’s feet. But I don’t think you have the stomach for it.’ She prayed she was correct. ‘They’d hang you for a cold-blooded murderer. A rope around the neck is not nearly so fashionable as your cravat.
‘Your brother, however? When he finds you, I doubt he’ll have any compunction about putting a ball through your heart. And he’ll be doing it in defence of his wife’s honour. Are you sure you want to continue with this?’
His eyes were hooded, but she noticed the muzzle of the pistol droop.
‘Go now, St John. Marcus has done nothing so terrible to deserve such hatred as this. And if he did, it is in the past. Do not let it destroy what is left of both your lives. Let it go.’
The gun was pointed towards the ground, now. Her argument was succeeding. She could see the tiredness in his eyes. He opened his mouth to speak.
And suddenly the connecting door burst open and Marcus strode into the room. There was a look of murder in his eyes.
‘I can explain,’ she began.
‘You don’t have to explain. I can guess what happened,’ he growled. ‘Stand aside.’ His eye on the pistol, he stepped in front of her. ‘Keep out of the way, Miranda. Go into my room and wait for me there. This will be over soon enough. St John, get down off the bed and let us settle this once and for all.’
‘Marcus, no.’ She tried to step in front of him, but he pushed her back. ‘I will not leave you.’ Not while St John still held his pistol and her husband stood before him unarmed.
‘Brother, I didn’t expect you so soon.’ St John’s arms opened wide and he smiled as he swung his feet off the bed. Marcus’s eyes followed the pistol as it veered off target.
‘You invade my house and force yourself into my wife’s bedchamber and do not expect that I will find you? The servants have been warned. If they value their jobs, they will tell me of your presence. I am not the fool I once was, St John.’
St John’s smile was triumphant. ‘How do you know I am not here by invitation?’
Her heart stopped in her throat, for barely a beat before he answered, ‘Because I know you. And because I know my wife. You may think me a fool, but she knows I am not.’ He smiled coldly. ‘If she invited you here, then she would make certain you were not caught.’
‘Really? I suppose that is true. She is very good at keeping secrets, is she not? Do you know she was raised by a whore and a drunkard?’
‘Is that the revelation you’ve been holding over her head? It has no legs, St John. I’ve known from the first. When I went to London after our marriage.’
St John seemed to deflate a bit, and Marcus shot her a quick encouraging look. ‘And don’t think that you can threaten her with exposure. I’ll stand by her. It matters not to me, one way or the other. I imagine the family that can hold you can stand one more scandal. And it is a very old scandal, is it not? And now that her father’s debts are paid...’
‘Paid?’ Her legs buckled under her and she collapsed into the chair by the desk.
‘I was saving it for a Christmas present.’ Marcus’s smile was sincere as he looked at her. ‘My idiot brother has spoiled my surprise.’
Her father was free. She could rest easy, knowing that he was safe. If she survived the night, of course. She smiled weakly back at her husband.
St John growled low in his throat, frustrated that his threat was not being received in the intended light. Then he grinned. ‘Very well. So it doesn’t matter to you if you drag your own name through the mud marrying the student of a whore. How well does she know our old family scandals, Marcus?’
‘She knows enough, St John. The rest is better left dead and buried with the people concerned, where it’s been for ten years.’
St John raised the pistol again and pointed it towards his brother. ‘Dead for you, Marcus. You never suffered for it.’
‘Oh, I suffered, St John. Much as you wish to believe otherwise.’
‘Suffered tragically, I’m sure.’ St John turned to her and gestured with the pistol in his hand. ‘Your precious husband, your duke, who had had everything his way since the moment of birth. The title, the land, the woman, the heir. All falling into his lap, and still he wasn’t happy. Not even when he had taken what little belonged to me. Did he tell you, then, how he came to marry Bethany? Despite the fact that she was engaged to me?’
‘Engaged?’ She looked to Marcus.
‘Abandoned, more likely,’ Marcus countered. ‘And already with child. And I knew nothing of it until too late.’
‘You lie. You wanted her because she was beautiful. And because she was mine. You always were a greedy bastard, Marcus. Never satisfied with the best and the biggest share. You had to have it all, didn’t you? I went to London. I was coming back with a ring. You waited until my back was turned and took her from me.’
Marcus held out a hand in supplication. ‘As I told you at the time, God help me, if Mother had told me the whole truth before the wedding, I’d never have married the girl. She couldn’t find you, for you’d run off yet again. Bethany’s family wanted justice to be done and honour restored. They came to Mother with the story and not to me.
‘And she made her plans as she always did, not caring a whit for what it would do to the family. Mother threw us together. Bethany was beautiful. She was talented. I was besotted. How could I not be? I knew there had been something between you, but she gave no sign that it was serious.’
‘You could have looked for me. You could have asked me for the truth.’
‘I didn’t want the truth. I wanted the woman. And she didn’t want you, St John, if there was a duke to be had. An eighteen-year-old, younger son is no prize when the peer is handy and gullible. And our dear mother cared not that I was not to father my own heir. If you, her favourite, could not have the title, then your son could be duke after me. It was a tidy plan. But then, our mother always was good at those things.’
‘History repeats itself,’ St John spat back. ‘Our mother has chosen you another bride who arrives on the doorstep without her honour but eager for a title. And you are just as gullible as you ever were.’
‘And you think that you can steal my wife away from me, as easily as you did ten years ago?’
‘If your first wife had lived, she would still be mine.’
‘And your child my heir.’ It was Marcus’s turn to spit. ‘If she had lived, she would have led us both a merry dance, and my heir could have been a coachman’s son. Mother was as big a fool as either of us to believe the girl’s story. Even on our wedding night, Bethany knew more tricks in the bedroom than she could have learned from you.’
‘Liar.’ The word exploded out of St John like a pistol shot.
‘Swear to me that she was innocent when you first came to her, and that you were not a boy, green with love and as gullible as I was.’
‘Damn you, and your title and your land. You married the woman I loved and you let her die.’
‘And she loved neither of us. Let her stay dead.’ Marcus held out a hand to his brother, all the time watching the pistol.
‘No.’ It came out as a howl. Then St John threw the gun aside and lunged for his brother.
His fists landed again and again against Marcus, who grunted and received the blows. Blood was trickling from his split lip and he gasped as a fist connected with his stomach, but he was the bigger man and stayed upright. He forced his arms up to shield himself against his younger brother and pushed to separate them. And then his hands closed on St John’s throat.
The younger man continued to thrash, but his blows weakened.
Her husband’s eyes were distant, and sorrowful, but his grip remained steady.
‘Marcus. Enough. Let him go. He is your brother,’ Miranda pleaded with him, as the contest, so obviously unmatched, headed towards a murderous conclusion.
With an oath he threw his brother’s body away from him, and St John lay panting on the carpet. ‘You were right, St John. I am too soft to kill you. You are my brother, worthless wretch though you are.’ He looked hopelessly at Miranda. ‘But what am I to do with him? He will try again to hurt you, if he thinks by doing it he can hurt me.’
‘Why stop him, Miranda? Let him kill me. Make him finish the job he started years ago.’
She looked down at St John, still panting on the carpet, eyes full of death and despair, the red marks of his brother’s hands on his throat. Then she rose and walked to her jewel case, and got what she sought.
She walked back to him then and stood over him, unafraid. ‘St John, it is over. You have lost. You cannot use me to hurt Marcus. I will not let you. Even if you find your revenge here, you cannot bring Bethany back. Nothing will change the past. If you cannot live with that, if you truly wish for death, you must find it some other way than at your brother’s hand, for I will not let him hurt you.’
Marcus stirred next to her and she wondered, if the circumstance were repeated, whether she would be able to do anything of the kind.
Then she opened her hand and dropped the Haughleigh emeralds on to St John’s heaving chest. ‘When I came to this house, you befriended me. Tell me now, was it all a lie?’
He looked at her, and his face softened, but he said nothing.
‘If there was some moment of kindness, some trace of warmth and friendship for me, aside from the plans and machinations you worked against your brother’s wife, I thank you for it. I will choose to forget the rest and remember that you were kind to me. But I will not have you in my house any longer if you mean to come between my husband and I. Take the necklace. You cannot have the title, or the house, or me. But you can take this symbol of the family honour. You deserve some share of that. Take it and sell it. It is more than enough to buy yourself a commission. A fresh start, St John, far away from here. If you are so eager to throw your life away, do it in defence of your country, and not in some ridiculous scheme to die at your brother’s hands.’
She offered him her hand and pulled him to his feet.
He paused, allowing the necklace to slip to the floor before snatching it and stuffing it into his pocket. Then he brushed off his clothes and rubbed a hand across his swollen neck. He wiped the sweat from his face with the corner of his wilted cravat and when his hand passed away from it she saw the same devil-may-care expression that she had seen on the first day drop into place like a mask. He turned to her and bowed, deeply and sarcastically. ‘Thank you, your Grace, for being so free with your husband’s favours, since you refuse to be free with your own.’
She saw Marcus tense to respond, and felt the relief flood through her as he checked himself.
St John turned to his brother and offered the same sarcastic salute. ‘And thank you, Marcus, for my worthless life, much good will the sparing of it do either of us. I will no doubt squander it and the money I’ll get for this trinket. Whether I go to the Peninsula, or some whore pit in London, is yet to be decided, but you can be comforted with the fact that, when I die, your hands will be free of blood.’
She looked to her husband and saw only a glint in his eye to prove that the last barb had struck home. ‘I cannot save you from yourself, St John. Only you can do that. If you cannot find happiness, then may you at least find peace.’
And with a bitter laugh, St John strolled from the room and his footsteps died away as he retreated down the hall.
Miranda looked down the table at her husband as she had done so many mornings in the past six months and smiled. He was reading his mail, and when he sensed her eyes upon him he took the letter before him and slipped it to the bottom of the stack and out of sight.
‘Is there anything interesting in today’s post?’ she asked pointedly.
‘Hmm.’ He looked down at his mail and pretended ignorance, but she could see the smile playing at the corners of his lips.
‘Something that you don’t want to tell me about?’
His smile broadened to a grin. ‘Not yet, anyway.’
‘Some part of the great Christmas surprise you’ve promised me. No,’ she corrected, ‘have taunted me with for weeks without revealing anything.’
‘That would be the definition of surprise, would it not? Something I know which you do not. And which I will reveal to you soon, even though it is still a week to Christmas.’
‘How soon?’
‘Very soon. Today, perhaps.’
‘If I am very good?’
His eyes darkened as he gazed down the table at her. ‘You are always very good, my darling. And, no, your behaviour will not affect the timing of the revelation.’
‘But you might tell me today. Or will you show me? Is this an event? Or a physical thing?’
‘Are we to play “yes and no” while you try to guess what I have no intention of telling you?’
‘Will it work?’
‘No. And my eggs are getting cold.’
‘Then eat them, sir.’
He forked up a mouthful and muttered around it, ‘And did you receive anything interesting in the post?’
‘Christmas greetings from the neighbours. Several more acceptances for our ball.’ She touched her stomach. ‘The women have all assured me that dancing will not hurt the baby, now that I am well along. But I tire easily.’
‘Then you must not overwork, darling. And at the ball you must only dance with me.’
‘Are you looking out for my welfare, Marcus, or is this merely an attempt to keep me to yourself?’
‘Both. If successful, I would have persuaded you that any entertaining would be too stressful, and that you must remain alone with me at all times. But I suppose we must have all these people traipsing through our home, eating our food and breaking up the peace until the wee hours.’
‘Indeed. We owe many invitations, since everyone in the area has opened their homes to us. I can no longer use the excuse that the house is not fit, for we scrubbed the last crystal on the ballroom chandelier several days ago and the decorating is complete. The footmen have been gathering greens and hanging mistletoe.’
‘And chasing the maids,’ he added. ‘How you get any work out of the staff at this time of year is quite beyond me. But you are right. The house looks splendid and we must open it to our friends. This is quite the nicest I’ve seen it since my father was alive.’ He toasted her with his coffee cup. ‘You have done well, Miranda.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Thank you.’
She returned to her own mail with a contented smile. The last letter in her stack was a strange one. It was lumpy and stained and appeared to have travelled a great distance to get to her, but there was no direction to indicate the sender’s whereabouts. When she opened the envelope, it contained one sheet of tightly folded paper. She unwrapped it and a single green stone tumbled out onto the table. On the paper, someone had written the words ‘Thank you’ in a steady masculine hand.
She walked to the head of the table and set it in front of her husband.
‘Do you think this means...?’
‘That St John has written to let you know he is alive and well? It certainly seems so.’
‘I am glad.’
‘As am I. As long as the letter has come to us from far away.’ He turned the envelope over. ‘It is addressed to you, but that makes sense. I doubt a few months’ time would be sufficient to cause St John to thank me for anything.’ He held the stone up to the light. ‘And it appears he has sent you the change from your gift. He must have landed on his feet before squandering all of the money.’ He handed it back to her. ‘Put this in your jewellery box for luck.’
‘A-hem.’ Wilkins had crept into the room and announced himself as discreetly as possible. If the single fidget and the raised eyebrow were any indication, he was in a state of extreme anticipation.
‘Yes, Wilkins?’
‘The package you were expecting has arrived, your Grace.’ It was said with such significance that Miranda was certain it must hide a secret.
‘Very well. It seems you are to know the answer to all your questions for breakfast after all, my dear.’ He produced a clean handkerchief from his coat pocket and began folding it into a blindfold.
‘Surely not?’
‘Most surely. I have taken great pains to arrange this surprise and intend to wring every last ounce of suspense from it.’
‘Very well, then. If you must.’
He stood behind her and covered her eyes with the linen. ‘And now, if you will take my arm?’ Her hand flailed in the air before she felt him catch it and squeeze. Then he raised it and she felt the press of his lips against the palm before he tucked it into the crook of his arm. He helped her to rise and guided her from the room. And into the hall, she noted, as the carpet changed to smooth marble beneath her feet.
‘You really are the most impossible man.’ She smiled.
‘As well you knew before you married me. And yet it did not stop you.’
‘I did not think it proper, at the time, to inform you of the fact.’
‘No. Of course not. You waited until the wedding night to enumerate my faults and drove me from my home.’
‘Drove you...?’
‘To London. Which is where I got the idea for this surprise.’
He had taken her to the entry hall. She could hear his voice echoing off the distant walls and feel the cold draught from the recently opened door. She racked her brain. What kind of package could have arrived at this hour? Something come by a special coach from London, perhaps? She dreaded the thought that it could be a replacement for the accursed emerald necklace. Certainly he would not give that to her in the morning.
And if he did, she reminded herself, she would accept it with all good grace and a silent prayer that St John would soon return with empty pockets to be bought off again. Her husband had spent too much time dwelling in the past, and the emeralds were a sad reminder of it. It was time to cast off the old family traditions and make new ones.
‘Are you ready?’ he asked.
‘Really, Marcus. You know you needn’t have bought me anything. You have already given me everything I could possibly want.’
‘Every thing save one.’
And he removed the blindfold and left her blinking in the bright light as Wilkins announced in his grandest voice, ‘Sir Anthony and Lady Cecily Grey.’
She rushed to her family, for her father’s frail embrace that she had missed for almost half a year, and the tears and kisses from Cici. At last, she turned to her husband, unable to express the feelings in her brimming heart. ‘Thank you, Marcus, my love. I thought you’d already given me everything my heart could desire. And then you grant my fondest wish.’
‘And now you must give me something as well, as must Sir Anthony.’ He was beaming at her, but there was a shyness, a nervousness about him that was most endearing.
She looked to her father in confusion, and found his smile almost as broad as her husband’s.
And then, to her amazement, her husband stepped forward and said in a strained voice, ‘Sir Anthony. Excuse me. May I request the hand of your daughter in marriage?’
Her father paused, as if considering.
‘I swear, sir, that she will have all the comfort she deserves, and all the love in my heart.’
When her father nodded, Marcus turned to her and went down on one knee before her, taking her hand in his. ‘And you, Miranda. Will you give me this hand, and accept my heart in trade?’
She blushed at the sight of him, kneeling there, in sight of the servants and in the cold of the open door. ‘Marcus, get up. Of course I give you my hand. I gave it to you before. We are already married, are we not?’
He looked up at her. ‘In our souls, perhaps. But not as you deserved, my sweet. If you will agree, we can do it again, and properly, for the benefit of your parents, and the Reverend Winslow, who is waiting in the chapel. And all the world if you like, for I want there to be no doubt about what I feel for you.’
She took his upturned face in her hands and kissed him on the top of the head. ‘Stand up, then, before you catch your death. Let us go to the chapel. For I would like nothing better than to give my life and my heart to you again.’
She could feel his body relax as she pulled him to his feet, and when she looked at him, he seemed every bit as excited as a new bridegroom.
He smiled down at her. ‘Of course, this does create a dilemma in the future. I am most happy to give you everything I am and everything I ever shall be. But whatever shall I get you next Christmas?’
* * * * *
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