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Publisher’s Note


A Marquess Meets His Match was previously published, as a smaller novella, under the title The Reluctant Marquess. The story has been altered and augmented with new material.


Prologue


Katharina Bancroft looked around the home she’d lived in all her life for the last time. Memories of a happy childhood lingered as she shut the front door and led her old governess down the path to the waiting yellow chaise.

“My dear Kate. What will become of you?” Nanny sniffed into her handkerchief. “Your father would never have wished such a fate to befall you. But then he did not expect to shuffle off this mortal coil so soon, and your dear mother, too.”

Nanny was fond of Shakespeare and employed the language from the bard’s plays in everyday speech as Kate’s father had done. It just served to make her think sadly of her parents now resting below ground. She stiffened as tears welled up in her eyes again. She really must get some backbone. But when she thought of the ordeal ahead, she struggled to tamp down her fears. She had no idea what awaited her in Cornwall. She drew in a shuddering breath and escorted the elderly lady through the gate to the hired chaise which would take her to her sister’s home in York.

Kate assisted Nanny inside the carriage and the coachman shut the door. “You are not to worry about me, Nanny,” she said through the carriage window. “You must enjoy your new life with your sister. I shall be perfectly all right.” She glanced behind her at the grand coach with the St. Malin crest emblazoned on the doors where a liveried footman was loading her trunk and bandboxes. “After all, my godfather has sent his coach to collect me.”

“Indeed, my dear. Now don’t forget to write to me. You are an excellent correspondent. I believe I have taught you well and shall greatly look forward to your letters.” Nanny’s handkerchief fluttered from the window as the coachman moved the horses on.

Kate waved until the chaise was out of sight, a heavy ache in her heart. She turned and walked over to the coach and the waiting footman. Cornwall seemed like the end of the earth, and why the Marquess of St. Malin requested her presence remained a mystery.


Chapter One


Cornwall, 1786

The carriage rocked as it traveled the road along the cliff. Kate grabbed the window frame with one hand and the edge of her seat with the other, to hold herself steady. She was nervous in a vehicle at the best of times, made worse after her father’s carriage careened off a bridge in Oxford.

Kate reminded herself that this coach her godfather had sent was a fine one. She was exhausted after being thoroughly jolted about for three days. It had been impossible to sleep in the inns where the coach stopped for the night. They were most dreadfully noisy, and the looks men gave her when she ate in the dining room caused her to lie awake with her gaze fixed on the chamber door, despite having locked it and placed a chair against it. She stiffened when the coachman’s curse was followed by a crack of the whip. The rugged coastline was different from anything she’d ever seen. Through the misty rain, she glimpsed the dark gray sea swirling around the blackened rocks. The lack of discernable color in the landscape reminded her of the drab-colored mourning clothes she’d worn, and the rhythmic boom, boom, boom of the waves filled her with the same dread she’d experienced when a tolling church bell signaled a village disaster like the fire which had spooked her father’s horses and ended her parents’ lives.

In an effort to overcome the fear of tumbling to her death, Kate pulled her cloak closer, and directed her thoughts to what might await her at St. Malin Castle. Unfortunately, this produced anxieties of a different sort. The last time she’d seen her godfather, the Marquess of St. Malin, was when she was fifteen. She remembered him as tall with a long thin nose which made him appear haughty. Her father had saved St Malin’s life when he fell overboard during a boat race on the River Cam in Cambridge, and despite their different stations in life, they’d continued to correspond regularly.

Now, at twenty years of age, her fate lay in this marquess’ hands, for apparently, he said as much to her father years ago. Papa made mention of it in his will. And a letter addressed to her with the waxed St Malin seal came shortly after her father’s funeral. Then the coach had arrived. The marquess seemed keen to keep his promise. Whatever that entailed. Kate was grateful for his kindness, of course, but would much have preferred to remain with Nanny in Oxfordshire. That was impossible, for her father left very little money. Poets were not good at business, and he’d lost a considerable amount of money on the ’Change. Subsequently, her childhood home had been sold to pay off the debts.

The coach reached a bend in the road, and the sheer stone walls of the castle loomed ahead, the outline of its battlements imposing against the darkening sky. At the sight of the massive structure, a prickling sensation rose up her spine. Kate half expected to see knights in armor riding toward her. Lights from the braziers along the walls fell upon lawns which must once have been a moat. The coach rattled across a bridge and entered the arched gatehouse. The horses came to a stop in a courtyard. Moments later, a servant rushed out. He put down the steps on the coach and opened the door.

Kate’s sense of relief faded when she stepped down onto mossy cobbles, and stood, disorientated, in the swirling sea mist.

A door was flung open, spilling candlelight into the gloom like a welcoming hand. She hurried toward it and entered a lofty hall. Heavy Tudor beams and ornate timber paneling spoke of its ancient origins.

A tall liveried footman stood waiting. “I’ll take ye to the master, Miss. He’s in the library.”

Kate’s heart beat unnaturally fast as she followed him up a stone stairway. Along the walls of the wide corridor, candles flickered in their sconces, throwing light on huge tapestries depicting bloody battles. As the moment approached when they would meet, Kate tried to rake up some clear memories of the marquess. But he’d been of little interest to her back then, beyond his eccentric manner. He’d smiled with warmth upon her father, she remembered. But that wasn’t surprising; a cultured man who quoted Shakespeare at the drop of a hat, Papa was possessed of enormous charm. Now she was in this man’s debt. Would he be kind to her?

The footman knocked on a solid oak door.

“Come.”

Apprehensive, she stepped into the room and was embraced by a welcoming surge of warmth. A fire crackled and spat in the baronial fireplace where a liver-spotted spaniel lifted its head from the rug to study her. After a thump of a tail, its head sank onto its paws again, lulled back to sleep by the heat. Above the fireplace, the painting of a hunting scene featured several dogs. Two china spaniels flanked the fireplace mantel. The walls were covered floor-to-ceiling in bookshelves, which made the room seem cozy.

Kate looked around for the source of the voice, and when she saw no one in the room, she crouched on the Oriental rug and gave the dog a pat. “You’re a nice fellow, aren’t you?” Her stiff, cold muscles loosened, and the icy pit in her stomach began to thaw. Maybe she could be happy here. She loved dogs.

“Welcome to St. Malin Castle, Miss Katharina.”

Startled, Kate looked around. She hadn’t noticed the man who rose from behind a pile of papers and books on the massive mahogany desk. He crossed the room to greet her. He was not her godfather. The young man not yet thirty, was tall, his black hair drawn back in a queue.

She scrambled to her feet. “I’m here to see the marquess.”

“I am the Marquess of St. Malin. My uncle passed away a short time ago.”

Kate was so shocked she could think of nothing to say. There was something of the marquess’ haughty demeanor about his handsome face.

With a sense of foreboding, she curtsied on unsteady legs. She could only stare at his attire, her gaze locked on his exquisite gold embroidered silk waistcoat as he bowed before her. Black crepe graced the sleeve of his emerald-green coat.

“I am sorry.” Dead. She had an urgent need to sit, and glanced at the damask sofa facing the fireplace.

She must have looked unsteady, for he reacted immediately, gesturing to the sofa. “Sit by the fire. You must be cold and exhausted.” He turned to the footman. “Bring a hot toddy for Miss Bancroft.”

Kate sank down gratefully, her modest panniers settling around her.

“You shall feel better presently,” he said. “I find a hot toddy can cure many ills.”

“Why did you send your coach for me?” She leaned back against the soft cushions. “I wouldn’t have come had I known your uncle passed away.”

“I thought it best to sort the matter out here and now.” He rested an elbow on a corner of the fireplace mantel and stirred the dog with a foot. “Shame on you, Felix. You might accord Miss Bancroft a warmer welcome.” He looked at her. “My uncle’s dog. He’s mourning his master.” He raised his dark brows. “Notice of my uncle’s passing appeared in The Daily Universal Register.”

“We don’t get that newspaper in my village. What matter do we need to sort out?”

“I’ll come to that. To be honest, I wasn’t aware of your existence until the reading of the will. Then I learned of your parents’ untimely death from my solicitor. Please accept my condolences.”

“Thank you. How long ago did your uncle…?”

“He fell ill some months ago. He rallied and then it happened very quickly at the end.” The new marquess sighed and stared into the fire.

“You must have been very fond of him,” Kate said in the quiet pause that followed. Though, if she were honest, she was surprised the cool man she remembered could have provoked that level of affection.

He raised his eyes to meet hers and gave a bleak smile. “Yes, I was. He always had my interests at heart, you see.”

The marquess sat in the oxblood leather chair opposite and rested his hands on his knees. “I am his acknowledged heir, and the legalities have been processed. So naturally, I’ve inherited the title, plus the entailed properties. But the rest of his fortune will pass to another family member should I fail to conform to the edicts of his will.”

“His will?” Kate held her hands tightly in her lap, she found it difficult to follow him. Her mind whirled, filled with desperate thoughts. With her godfather dead, where would she go from here? She tensed as she envisioned riding off along the dark cliffs to join a theatre troupe or become a tavern wench.

“This must be difficult for you to take in, and I regret having to tell you tonight before you’ve rested. But I’m compelled to move quickly as you have come without a chaperone and have traveled here alone…”

She lifted her chin. “There was no one to accompany me.” She would not allow him to make her feel like a poor relation even though she was quite definitely poor. And alone. She hated that more than anything. What might her godfather have left her? She hoped it would allow her some measure of independence and wasn’t just a vase or a family portrait.

The footman entered carrying a tray with a cup of steaming liquid. Kate took the drink and gratefully held it in both hands enjoying its warmth. She put it to her lips and took a sip. It tasted of a spicy spirit. “What is in this drink?”

“A few spices, sugar, nutmeg, and a dash of liquor,” Robert said. “More of a restorative.”

“I don’t drink liquor, usually.” She was finding it even harder to concentrate on his words as her mind retreated into a fog. Her gaze wandered around the room. She finished the last of the delicious beverage and licked her lips. Her head lolled back against the squab as she studied her host. He would be handsome if he smiled. But this was a serious business. Whatever it was. And she was awfully tired. The fire made her drowsy. What was he saying?

“It’s the best thing for both of us. Don’t you agree?”

She shook her head in an unsuccessful attempt to clear it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite get that last bit.”

He frowned. “The will. It states we must marry. As soon as it’s possible to arrange it.”

“I’m afraid I’m most dreadfully tired. I’ve misunderstood you. Please forgive me. I thought you mentioned marriage.”

“Yes, that’s precisely what I said. We must marry.”

Kate placed her cup on the table and struggled to her feet, fighting fatigue and the effects of whatever it was she’d just drunk, which was a good deal stronger than he’d lead her to believe. She smoothed her skirts and edged toward the door through which she intended to depart at any moment. “I have no intention…”

“I know it’s perplexing. I didn’t intend to wed for some years. I would have preferred to choose the person I married as no doubt would you.” He shrugged. “Best we make the most of it, don’t you think?”

Her jaw dropped. What kind of man was this? She had been raised to believe that marriage was a sacred institution. He made it sound so…trivial. Like going for a Sunday ride. She stared at him. “Why would your uncle’s will stipulate something so outlandish?”

“That’s exactly what is written.” With a rustle of silk taffeta, he moved closer to the fire. She wondered if he might be as nervous as she was. “Unless I’m prepared to allow my uncle’s unentailed fortune go to a distant relative,” he continued. “Which I am not. As I have said.” His careful tone suggested he thought her a simpleton. Under his unsympathetic gaze, she sank back down onto the sofa.

“You are perfectly within your rights to refuse, but I see very few options open to you. As my wife, you will live in comfort. You may go to London to enjoy the Season. I shall give you a generous allowance for gowns and hats, and things a lady must have.” His gaze wandered over her cream muslin gown, and she placed a hand on the lace that disguised the small darned patch near her knee that she’d torn on a briar. “What do you say?”

She tilted her head. “I shall receive an allowance? For gowns, hats, and things a lady must have?” she repeated.

“Exactly,” he said with a smile, obviously quite pleased with himself. “I see we understand each other perfectly. So… Do you agree?”

What was wrong with this man? Slowly, Kate released a heavy sigh. She could barely contemplate such a thing as this, and yet he acted as though he’d solved all the problems of the world with fashion accessories. She’d hoped for a small stipend, but marriage! And to a complete stranger. She couldn’t! Not for all the gowns and hats on earth. She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “I say no, Lord St. Malin.” Her words were clipped and precise, and she hoped beyond hope he would accept her decision without argument.

His dark eyebrows rose. “No? Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“How disappointing,” he said quietly sitting down again.

Kate gulped as his heavy-lidded eyes studied her from head to foot. She was uncomfortably aware that the mist had sent her hair into a riot of untidy curls, and she smoothed it away from her face with both hands. With her muddy shoe tucked out of sight beneath her gown, she forced herself to meet his blue eyes. Might he like anything of what he saw? She had inherited her mother’s tiny waist, and she thought her hands pretty. But apart from that, she was perfectly aware she wasn’t a beauty. His lordship’s gaze strayed to her breasts and remained there rather long. She sucked in a breath as her heart beat faster. When their eyes met, did she detect a gleam of approval? She caught her lip between her teeth.

The grandfather clock struck eight of the clock. Kate’s stomach gave a loud, protesting growl. The embarrassing noise seemed to galvanize him into action. He leapt to his feet again.

His restless energy made her even wearier. “How can you make such a weighty decision on an empty stomach? You’d like to freshen up before dining, I imagine. James will show you the way. We shan’t dress as I’m sure you’d prefer to retire early. Tomorrow, I’ll have your answer. Come, Felix. Are you too lazy to eat your dinner?” The dog seemed to understand his words, and jumped up and stretched, wagging his tail.

The new marquess sounded confident he would get his way.

Kate suffered a keen sense of frustration and something close to anger at being dragged into this absurd situation, which left her stranded in a strange place. But when the footman arrived, announcing dinner, she rose quickly, eager for a meal. It had been a long day, and her nervous stomach had only allowed her to eat a small breakfast.

Kate visited the privy, and in an antechamber, was provided with a bowl of hot water. She washed her face, and did her best with her unruly hair, then scrubbed the splotch of mud from her half boot. James appeared again and escorted her to the dining room, a magnificent room brightly lit by the massive chandelier overhead and several silver candelabras placed about on mahogany tables. Gilt-framed oil paintings hung on the walls. Kate sat opposite St. Malin at a dining table long enough to seat King Arthur and all his knights.

The marquess poured her a glass of wine as the covers were brought in. She ate the fish soup and allowed the footman to serve her the sole in cream sauce, and the roast venison, which proved tender and delicious. While they ate, the marquess explained further. “If you decide to marry me, rest assured I shall not bother you overmuch.”

That was hardly a recommendation. Was he going to shut her up in the tower? She pursed her lips. “I believe I’ve refused.”

A glimmer brightened his attractive eyes. “Then I shall have to convince you to change your mind.”

Was he responding to the challenge? Or did he not like to lose? “I highly doubt that. I can be very stubborn.”

His gaze drifted from her eyes to her mouth, then dipped to the bodice of her dress. “I can be very persuasive.”

Heat blazed across her cheeks. She stiffened. What manner of persuasion did he have in mind? “That I don’t doubt,” she murmured, wondering when she could leave. He would not get the opportunity.

He laughed and tossed a piece of meat to the dog. Felix caught it in his jaws. Swallowing the morsel with barely a chew, Felix danced on his back legs begging for more. The marquess cut off another piece, and it went the way of the first. “That’s enough, Felix, off to the kitchen with you.” The footman opened the door and the dog dutifully trotted through it. Lord St. Malin turned his attention back to her. “We need not always cohabitate. I have homes in London, Hertfordshire, and Italy.”

“Italy?” Kate paused, a fork of artichoke halfway to her mouth. She had longed to visit Italy since reading her father’s copy of Shakespeare’s play, Romeo, and Juliet.

He nodded, his long fingers toying with the stem of the crystal wineglass. “In fact, as I have said, we need rarely meet.” His gaze wandered over her face, then focused on her mouth. She shifted in her seat. “Although I do require an heir at some point, you understand.”

“Of course.” She dropped her gaze to the plate, her appetite gone. “An heir.”

“Yes.” He tossed back the ruby wine in his glass. “And, by all accounts, it was my uncle’s opinion that you and I could produce a fine son. He said as much in the will.” His speculative glance made her hot all over.

She swallowed. “But why? He knew my father well, but he knew little about me.”

He shrugged. “I’m as surprised by this as you are. My uncle was an unusual man.”

Italy? Her interest was piqued. To be left alone in Italy, to enjoy the arts, the statues, and the food, which she’d been told was delicious. “I shall need time to give this er… proposal, proper consideration,”

He gave her an impatient, sidelong glance as if he wanted the business of their marriage over quickly, as if he was purchasing a property. “How much time? Surely you must see the advantages it offers you.”

“I said I will consider it.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you wish me to or not?”

His mouth twitched. “I do indeed wish you to consider it.”

“Then, rest assured I shall.”

“I must make it plain that I shall continue to live as I have done until now,” he said, rubbing his chin.

He was laboring that point. He didn’t like this anymore than she did. What a conundrum. But he must be quite sure of her answer. And why wouldn’t he be? When she really considered it. What choice did she have? Marry him or live in poverty. Still, she wasn’t going to give in easily. Something about his supreme self-confidence irked her. And she didn’t know him. He might hurt her, make her life a misery. What would her father have made of him?

He rose to refill their glasses. After the footman cleared the table, leaving a bowl of nuts, he left the room. When the door closed, St. Malin held his glass up to the light. “And once you have provided an heir, you can take a lover if you wish. But take care, for I don’t intend to house any bastards.” His brows snapped together in a dark scowl as if she planned to take a lover straight after they’d exchanged their vows. Had one waiting in the wings, in fact.

“I beg your pardon, my lord?” Kate sputtered, wondering if he’d lost his reason.

He rubbed a hand over his forehead. “Forgive me. That was uncalled for, and I’m not sure where it came from.” He shook his head as though clearing bad thoughts. “I’ve never negotiated the terms of a marriage before.” He smoothed his hand over his black hair, and she realized that he was as unsettled about the prospect of marriage as she was. “This has been a shock for me,” he added, confirming her thoughts.

“Yes, of course.” She selected a nut and reached for the cracker. Her godfather was dead, and she found she wasn’t able to mourn him, for she’d hardly known him. Her mind refused to form a coherent plan, but all her senses seemed to have come alive. The taste of the superb vintage on her tongue, the tang of beeswax candle smoke, the crystal, and the silver gleaming on the white linen cloth. The dark hairs on his wrist below his cuff. Surprised, she batted that thought away. She’d been thrust into another world—a beautiful world filled with elegant things she’d never dreamed she could call her own, along with a man who, at one time, might have fulfilled her every fantasy. He was inviting her to remain in this world, but not with him, at least not very often with him. She put down the wine as her head swam. The man sitting across the table from her was handsome with a strong, trim body. He was wealthy and titled, and yet he needed something from her.

Without her consent, he would lose a fortune.

And she suspected he was far too used to getting his own way. Aristocrats were spoiled from birth. Hadn’t her father always said so? Why the former marquess wished for this union, she couldn’t fathom. Surely, he would have wanted someone titled for his nephew? She couldn’t think of it now. The long exhausting trip, the shock of his words, plus the wine, had all taken their toll; she simply must sleep. Her eyelids began to droop, and she fought to focus on his face.

She put down her napkin and rose from the table. “If you’ll excuse me, my lord—”

“Robert.”

“Robert,” she said hesitatingly. It felt odd to say it. “I believe I’ll retire.”

“The footman will show you to your bedchamber.” He stood and seized the bell cord, pulling it with the same energy he applied to everything he did. It made her think of him as a prospective lover, and her eyes widened.

“Good night, Katharina.”

“I prefer to be called Kate,” she said faintly, wishing to hang on to some semblance of her past life. “My father named me Katharina. It’s from Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew.”

“It is to be hoped you and she have little else in common,” he said with an elegant bow.

“I like to think I do.” Kate ignored his arched brow, gathered up her skirts, and curtsied, hoping she appeared as graceful as he, but rather doubting it. She was too short for imposing gestures. Resigned, she followed the footman from the room, up the winding staircase, and down a long corridor hung with tapestries and impressive works of art to another heavy oak door.

Her chamber, filled with solid mahogany furniture, echoed with the ocean’s loud roar which filtered through the arched, leaded windows. A young maid waited in attendance. A pile of Kate’s faded gowns lay over a chair. Kate was gripped again with embarrassment and consternation. Her father was an academic, far better at verse than providing his wife and daughter with glamorous gowns. It had never mattered to her before, but now she would welcome a lift in her confidence.

“You’ve unpacked my trunk. What is your name?”

“Rebecca, Miss Bancroft.” The sturdy, fresh-faced maid bobbed, her brown curls bouncing.

“Thank you, Rebecca.”

Kate moved closer to the fire to warm her hands, cold again after negotiating the chilly corridors. The carved tester bed festooned with royal blue velvet hangings beckoned enticingly.

Rebecca closed the windows and pulled across the thick velvet drapery, the sounds of the sea muffled to a dull roar. She assisted Kate out of her gown and unlaced her stays. Then she withdrew after saying a quiet goodnight.

Discarding her shift and panniers, Kate washed herself from head to toe at a basin of lukewarm water with sweet-smelling soap. Cold despite the fire, she shivered and toweled herself dry, then donned her nightgown. She plaited her hair and climbed into bed to discover a bedwarmer at her feet. With a moan of delight, she pulled the covers up to her chin.

Her thoughts turned to the marquess—Robert. She must remember to call him by his given name. It seemed friendlier, and if all went according to her godfather’s will, he would be her husband. Her heart raced at the thought. She would have to learn to be a marchioness, and nothing in her life up until now had prepared her for such a role. She might fail and embarrass him. Or, he might remain a stranger she seldom saw, keeping her shut away somewhere. Either of those possibilities wasn’t exactly heartwarming. But what other course was open to her?

A governess? She felt sorry for governesses. They lurked in corners at social gatherings like poor relations, and even though Nanny had enjoyed a comfortable life with them, she’d never had a family of her own. Well, Kate was rather like a poor relation herself. Could she really refuse Robert and have him lose a substantial part of his fortune? It would be foolish for them both to lose out when they might gain something valuable by marrying.

“Robert. My husband,” she said to the empty room.

Such a declaration did not result in the happy emotion that should come with the thoughts of a husband, instead, it induced a quiver of alarm. Her tired mind refused to deal with it anymore. His handsome face kept distracting her. Were his eyes more blue than green? What sort of man was he? His broad shoulders and hard jaw made him appear very strong and determined. But there was something else she sensed in him that worried her. It was as if he’d donned a metaphorical knight’s armor for protection and would never allow her to get too close.

He was not the kind of man she’d wished to marry. She’d wanted someone kind and quite desperately in love with her. Someone brave who would fight her battles for her like a chivalrous knight but would never keep her at arm’s length or make her feel she was an inconvenience. Her husband would be like her father, who adored her and wrote love poetry to her mother. She had rejected two offers of marriage because she’d been waiting for such a man to appear in her life, and if she married Robert, she would never find him.

Kate sighed, what was expected of a marchioness? She had no idea. Would she be prepared for that role or thrown into it, to sink or swim. It was all so disturbing, she’d expected to lie awake all night, but sleep claimed her as soon as she snuggled down into the comfortable bed and nestled her head on the feather pillow.

[image: *]*

Robert returned to the library and splashed a liberal portion of brandy into a goblet. He sat down at the desk with Felix settled at his feet. He’d never owned a dog, because his parents hadn’t approved of them as pets, but he found that he did. He wasn’t fond of this place though. The castle was too isolated and drafty. The old man had loved it here. The climate was superior, but with good society scarce, life was dull. Apart from fishing and riding, there was little to offer that could equal life in London.

Uncle Alford offered him love and support when his family had failed him. Robert fully intended to honor his memory and make him proud, but if his uncle had believed Robert marrying this young woman would improve his character, or that it might heal Robert’s emotional wounds, he was wrong. His uncle’s will was unfair, and it asked a great deal of him.

He leaned down and absently patted the dog. Robert quickly banished the disloyal thought that his uncle might not have been of sound mind when he made the will. He shook his head, bemused. He should be outraged that such a trick had been played on him, but he couldn’t find it in himself, because he knew his uncle had cared deeply for him. And this might have resulted from his uncle’s disapproval of Millicent, the one thing he’d shared with Robert’s mother and her husband.

Robert shrugged and went to add coal to the fire. He stood close to the burgeoning heat as if it might melt the tense knot in his chest. It mattered not whom he took to wife. Society beauty, Millicent Borrowdale, who set the ton on its ear, had rejected him for a nabob’s son. Her choice of husband was neither titled nor distinguished, but heir to one of the richest men in England.

And at that time, Robert had little to offer her. It was expected his uncle, who was in rude good health, would live for many years. Perhaps all women were calculating, and that small, sweet-faced young woman asleep upstairs would most likely prove to be the same when put to the test. It would be a shame to see that happen, for she had an honesty and a frankness that he liked. He liked her pretty, green eyes which tilted up at the corners in a most intriguing way, below straight brows.

With a frown, he returned to his desk and mended his pen. He dipped the quill into the ink pot and paused. He’d barely made a dent in the mountain of paper he worked through. His uncle had vast interests and owned several businesses including an iron works in Birmingham and a pottery factory on the lands of his great aunt’s estate in Vauxhall.

There were tenant farmers who had been left to the care of a steward which required his attention. When his uncle grew ill, he lost interest in his investments and left it all to his man of business, Mr. Garvie. Mr. Garvie also rested below ground now. Consequently, Robert had inherited a fine mess to sort out. He needed to employ a new business manager, another steward, and would need to inspect all the properties to ensure the staff were up to scratch.

He’d been gratified to find that St Malin Castle at least, was well run. Although his uncle discussed business with him and attempted to prepare Robert for the responsibilities which lie ahead, he sorely missed his sound advice, and the weight rested uncomfortably on his shoulders. His agreeable life in London seemed to have been thrown into chaos. Despite obtaining a first in mathematics at Cambridge, he’d never actually had to employ it much, beyond toting up bets at White’s or the races, and now felt totally unprepared for what was now required of him.

His marriage might prove the easiest part of this new order to manage. Kate seemed the sort who would be content with the comfortable life he could give her and ask little of him.

He threw down his pen and took a liberal pinch of snuff, admiring the large ruby on the quaint silver box engraved with a stout pig which had belonged to his uncle. It was so like him to have such a thing made. The pig was a delightful jest at what he perceived as the shallow habits of the ton, although he did enjoy his own special blend of tobacco. Robert flicked snuff from his coat, preferring to mull over his bride-to-be instead of what was on the desk before him. There was nothing for it, but to accept his lot with as much grace as he could muster.

Kate’s appearance and bearing would improve considerably with a more fashionable and costlier wardrobe. Robert had not been blind to her charms beneath the shabby, old-fashioned clothes. In time, she may even trump a diamond of the first water like Millicent. He’d studied Kate over the dinner table. Her un-powdered, dark, honey-colored locks, tied up with a green ribbon, had curled around her shell-like ears. When startled, those large eyes appeared greener. She was every inch an innocent country girl, completely unaware that the way she bit her full provocative bottom lip was bordering on erotic. He soon realized his attraction to her would serve to make the act of producing an heir far more pleasant. Yes, he was more than willing to bed her, but he would have to go gently. She might become too dependent on him too quickly. Even though she’d refused him, as was the fashion, he was confident that she would agree.

Kate’s family was unimpeachable although poor as church mice. He smiled. His eccentric uncle didn’t care for most of his own kind. He’d thought aristocrats too lazy and dependent on others to care for them, and at times too inbred. Indeed, it was unusual, but Uncle Alford had admired all forms of endeavor, from poets to inventors. He’d talked at length of James Watt’s invention of a steam engine to work a mine pump and had often said he wished he’d lived a more productive life.

Might this be the reason he’d chosen Kate? Was it his belief that a more satisfactory life could be had for Robert with someone of her background? His uncle might have asked him. Robert would have been happy to set him straight. A man could go about his business without needing a wife at his side. An heir and a spare were necessary, of course, but he should have liked to choose the lady and taken his own good time to do it.

Robert topped off the brandy in his glass. A wedding as soon as possible would be wise, and hopefully an heir would quickly follow. Perhaps Kate was the perfect choice. This unsophisticated young woman would never have the wherewithal to get under his skin or have the power to hurt him as Millicent had done.

Once married and his heir secured, he would return to the caresses of his accomplished mistress and the life he enjoyed in London.


Chapter Two


Kate woke as Rebecca entered the bedchamber bearing a cup of steaming hot chocolate. She sipped it while the maid drew back the draperies and threw open the window. The sun streamed in, the breeze carrying with it the strong briny smell of the sea. From her bed, Kate viewed the blue sky beyond the window, and heard the cries of the sea birds. Invigorated, she was ready to tackle whatever the day had in store. Perhaps it was best not to examine too closely what that might be, having in mind the strange events of yesterday.

“I’ll wear the green damask, Rebecca.”

Kate left the bed and went to perch on the window seat, gazing out. An area of clipped grass bordered the rocky foreshore. The sea was so different today, the deep violet-blue, rolling waves sparkled in the sunlight. A man astride a black stallion appeared below with Felix following, tongue lolling. Robert. A strange nervous tension settled low in her stomach. Perhaps she needed breakfast.

Flicking her plait over her shoulder, Kate began to unravel her hair, fearing it was too long to be stylish. “Can you put up my hair, Rebecca?”

“Yes, miss. I’ve quite a way with hair, I’m told.”

Seated before the mirror, the maid brushed Kate’s waist-length locks. Her father had disliked the fashions in her mother’s magazines. He preferred women to be without artifice. Tucked away in their small community, Kate had little interest in following the fashion trends. Even at the Oxford assemblies, neatness was favored over high fashion. Now it became a source of anxiety. She wasn’t at all sure what a lady should wear on any given occasion. Her eyes went owlish in the mirror. She was sure to make a faux pas and embarrass herself and Robert.

If he became her husband.

An hour later, a little more confident, Kate entered the breakfast room, patting her hair, braided and pinned close to her head. Robert sat at the table reading the Gentleman’s Magazine with bacon and eggs, and a cup of coffee before him. He rose and bowed. “Good morning, Kate.”

“Good morning.” The footman held out a chair for her and she sat, nodding her thanks when he poured her coffee. “After breakfast, I should like to see my godfather’s will, if I may.”

His dark brows arched. “You are questioning my interpretation of the will?”

“No, of course not. But it would be foolish of me not to read it, don’t you think?”

His astounded gaze searched hers. Yes, she had been right, his eyes were more blue than green. It pleased her that she’d surprised him. Perhaps he would not be so quick to take her for granted. She wiggled slightly in her chair, very happy with herself.

A servant carried in a tray and unloaded it before her. Warm rolls, scrambled eggs, and ham, a pot of marmalade, and a small jug of buttery-colored cream.

Kate helped herself to the eggs and ham, and ate quickly, while Robert talked of how they might spend the day.

She reached for a roll. “Mm. What lovely thick cream.” She spread it and the jam liberally over the bread.

Robert observed her with a faint smile. “You have a hearty appetite.”

“It’s pleasant to discover different foods than those one is used to.” She took a bite of the roll, savoring it. “As the day is fine, I should like to see more of St. Malin.”

“Then we must make the most of it. The weather can change swiftly here. Storms roll in across the ocean.”

“I trust you enjoyed your morning ride?”

“You saw me?”

“From my window. I was admiring the view.” She added the last, not wishing him to think she’d spied on him. It occurred to her that he was part of that view, and she had been admiring him. She lowered her head over her plate.

When she looked up, a spark of interest had brightened his eyes. “Do you ride, Kate?”

“Of course. You would ask a country girl that?”

“Then I’ll show you over the St. Malin lands after you’ve read the will.” He dropped his gaze to her gown. “I gather you brought a riding habit?”

“I did.” She doubted he would approve of it, though, as it was a style from several seasons ago. She glanced at his immaculate blue coat. He was even more unnerving this morning in riding clothes. Last night, the marquess had seemed like a peacock in his silk taffeta coat. He’d made her a little apprehensive, but she’d felt reasonably capable of standing up to him. He was different today, the rightful lord of the manor, his clothes emphasizing his narrow waist and broad shoulders. In a way, he was closer to her vision of a knight of old. One of King Arthur’s court. His carefully constructed wall still in place to fend off trespassers. Amused at her woolgathering, Kate smiled.

“What’s amusing?”

He’d taken to reading his paper again, and she hadn’t realized he was watching her. “Just a thought.”

“Care to tell me?”

Her cheeks grew warm. “You wouldn’t find it amusing.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you give me the benefit of the doubt?”

Heavens. What had she got herself into? Could he read her mind? She squirmed in her seat. “I, uh, was thinking about this old castle. I could envisage a knight riding into the forecourt in his armor.”

He studied her. “I have a feeling you’ve left something out.”

She shrugged. Surely her thoughts were her own at least. “It wasn’t important.” She glowered at him. “Really.”

“As you wish.” He rattled his paper as if he’d grown annoyed. “You have an active imagination. Are you artistic like your father?”

“I suspect I am.”

“Excellent. You’ll find much to divert you when by yourself.”

She crumbled the last of her roll while studying him from under her lashes. His coal-black hair was thick and silky, his skin smooth and olive-toned. His dark brows formed a peak when she’d surprised him, and they almost met in the middle when he frowned. He had frowned a lot during the previous evening, but now a tiny smile, albeit a self-satisfied one at dealing with her and then tidying her away, in one of his properties, no doubt, hovered around his generous mouth. She wished she could find something witty to say. She suffered an urge to make him laugh, but that urge died when he resumed talking.

“If you find the situation to your liking, we could be married in the parish church here. I’ll arrange it with the parson and return to Doctors Commons in London for a special license.”

A piece of bread lodged in Kate’s throat. She spluttered.

“Are you all right?”

She took a long sip of coffee. “Yes, I think so. It’s just that it’s so sudden.” She needed time to get used to the idea, but apparently, she wasn’t going to get it.

“Yes, it is, and I’m sorry. I know you women like to turn the occasion into something special. Family and so forth. But you don’t have brothers or sisters, do you?”

“No. Do you?”

“Yes. A half-sister and half-brother.”

Kate longed to be part of a large, boisterous family. “Would they come here? If we should marry.”

“No.”

“But your parents will.”

“I’m afraid not.”

Shocked, she said, “They won’t come to your wedding?”

“As I have said.” His eyes turned glacial, and his expression brooked no more questions.

She gazed at him uneasily, wondering what lay behind his bleak countenance. Was he ashamed of her?

Then, as if the subject of his family had been neatly tidied away, he drank the last of his coffee, put the cup on its saucer, and folded his arms. “I gather this means that you’ve accepted me?”

“You shall have your answer after I read the will. As we have agreed.”

Robert would not tidy her away quite so easily. She pushed her plate away. He took her for granted and did not consider her feelings at all. And he would have to ask her properly.

“As you wish,” he said mildly, and returned to his newspaper as if all would be resolved like magic just to suit him. Everyone must dance to his tune.

Kate drank the last of her coffee and glowered at him.

Apparently oblivious, he folded his newspaper, pushed back his chair, and stood. “You must excuse me, I’m attempting to sort out my uncle’s affairs. You’ll find me in the library.”

“Very well, my lord.”

He paused at the door. “Robert.”

“Robert,” she amended.

After he left the room, Kate glanced out the window. She would take a walk through the garden before she followed him to the library.

When she entered the room an hour later, Robert pulled out a chair for her. He placed the document before her. “I shall leave you to read it. Anything that concerns you, please ask me.” He left the room.

More than a little daunted by the legal jargon, Kate labored over it. Although difficult to decipher on first reading, it did appear to be as Robert had said. She was not surprised at the amount of money and estates involved, only that her godfather had cared so much about her to secure her future. She wished she’d had a chance to know him better.

Even so, couldn’t he have left her a small stipend? Why tie her and his nephew together? He had been a little odd. That much she recalled. She remembered the unusual snuff box he carried better than she did him. A large pig was engraved on the silver box with a ruby for an eye. He’d had it specially made. Why a pig? She’d asked him. Amusement lit his eyes, and he’d stated that pigs, unlike humans, were admirable beasts. She hadn’t been sure if he was joking.

Would Robert prove to be as unfathomable? Was it a family trait? She put the document down and left the library, accepting the inevitable. They would marry, and even though a woman didn’t have much sway, she was determined it wouldn’t all be on Robert’s terms.

Kate dressed in her olive-green riding habit. The cloth was faded and her hat outmoded, for it had belonged to her mother. Robert would disapprove, but she wouldn’t let it bother her, she was looking forward to riding over the estate.

At the stables, he greeted her with a smile and thankfully, made no comment about her habit. She smiled up at him, relieved to have escaped criticism.

Robert assisted her to mount a small roan mare. Kate would have preferred something more challenging but decided it was prudent not to mention it now. As they rode out into the sunny afternoon, she was soon smitten with the beautiful countryside around St. Malin where a strong sea breeze blew the branches of the trees about. It was very different to Oxfordshire, but she was fast coming to love the fresh, briny scent and the limitless view of the ocean right to the horizon.

She and Robert trotted their horses through the village. Slate-roofed, whitewashed cottages clustered around a small harbor where fishing boats bobbed on the water.

They turned their horses inland where the hills were ablaze with pink and purple heath. The last of the summer roses tumbled over dry stone walls in the country lanes. The fields crisscrossed with hedgerows.

Kate guided her horse after Robert’s through a gap in a hedge onto a meadow of golden gorse. Willows trailed their long graceful branches in the water and in the distance, the crenellated tower of the castle appeared through the trees. Thomas Gainsborough might have liked to paint it.

The breeze ruffled the leaves of a spreading oak where Robert dismounted. He tethered his horse to a branch and came to assist her down.

“You’ve said little since reading the will. What did you make of it?” he asked as he held up his arms.

She could feel herself wanting his touch and leaned toward him. “I managed to understand most of it. I was surprised that my godfather cared so much about me. I hardly knew him.”

“He was a difficult man to know. But he had a good heart.”

“Yes, I can see that,” she said breathlessly as his large hands bracketed her waist drawing her down to set her on her feet. She looked away, suddenly shy. It seemed intimate and a little scandalous to be alone with him. Rather thrilling, in fact. He towered over her, so powerfully masculine. His enticing sandalwood cologne had wafted around her as he’d lowered her to the ground.

He stepped away. “Will it be so difficult for you if we don’t marry?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Life would go on much as it has done, I expect.”

She could believe that. He was now a marquess, and a very wealthy one whatever she decided. And he had no desire to marry her. It was she who would suffer most. Her future would be unsure without an act of generosity on Robert’s part. Could she convince him to do something for her, without them marrying?

Her parents had been in love, and she’d wanted the same for herself. This arrangement offered none of the emotional depth she’d anticipated. What sort of existence awaited her, closeted in a mansion alone with servants, while her husband came rarely to see her?

She would be happier with a simpler life. Even a small farm like one of those they’d ridden past. A thatched-roofed cottage with a few cows, pigs, ducks, and chickens… And yet, she forced herself to look into his blue eyes, searching for just a sign of warm anticipation at the prospect of spending his life with her. He did not press for her answer, apparently already sure of what it would be. Why would he not be? A woman in her circumstances had little choice, but that didn’t stop her wayward thoughts or her last hope for a future of her choosing.

“And what of my life? What will happen to me if we fail to marry?”

“I can’t answer that with any certainty, but I assume…” He spread his hands as though his empty palms reflected the empty life she would surely have. “Would you prefer I secure you a position in a household nearby? Perhaps as a governess? I know that my neighbor—” Apparently, he would not offer her a stipend. And she suspected he was toying with her.

She swallowed hard. “You must ask me properly.”

His brows peaked. “So I should,” he said with a laugh.

Despite her misgivings, Kate smiled. He had a lovely laugh, full-bodied and joyful. She liked him better when he laughed, his reserve dropped away. She wished to hear more of it but was silenced when he solemnly knelt before her.

He gazed up at her, a smile on his lips and a twinkle lurking in his eyes. “Kate, will you give me the greatest pleasure of becoming my wife?”

She took a deep breath. Say no, she urged herself. They were very different people. It would not work. She would struggle to measure up to him and probably fail, no matter how hard she tried. There was no love in his smile, just a rather lazy and lustful glance. That smile might set her pulses racing, but she’d wanted much more from marriage, hadn’t she? She suspected he would agree to financial assistance, even a cottage, if she asked for it. Ask for it, her mind urged her. But he gazed at her in such a way that her body wasn’t listening. “I will, my lord.”

“My name is Robert, remember?” His voice carried a seductive tone as he rose and gazed at her mouth. A hot expression entered his eyes, and he took a step closer. She swallowed, and trembling, resisted the urge to step back. Did he mean to make love to her? Perhaps even before their marriage vows had been taken? She was vulnerable, with no one to chaperone her. He might do what he liked with her now. The thought was shocking, but not entirely unpleasant, especially when he stood so close and made her feel small and rather fragile.

But it was all happening too fast. Confused, she wanted his touch and yet was afraid that if it happened too soon, before she could give herself to him, gladly and with at least affection, it would set the tone of their marriage and irrevocably spoil any chance of it becoming a love-match.

She placed a hand on his chest as he leaned close to her. “But please allow me to make a demand of my own.”

He straightened. “But of course.”

“I need time to get to know you before we… consummate the marriage.”

He frowned. “How much time?”

She touched her mouth with her fingers. “It’s hard to say. When we get to know each other better.”

“I bow to your wishes.” He made her an elaborate bow. When he raised his head, she saw something flicker in his eyes. Was it annoyance or frustration? The delay for an heir would mean he’d have to spend more time with her.

“Why do you ask me to call you, Robert?” She sought to change the subject and lighten the mood a little. “Don’t ladies call their husbands by their title or surname?”

His gaze returned to her mouth. “Perhaps I like to hear you say it and see your lips form my name.”

It was the first flirtatious thing he’d said. At first surprised and pleased, she saw that he was teasing her again. “Robert,” she said, wanting to find out what he would do. With another question on her lips, he caught her to him and silenced her with a kiss.

His lips were cool and soft, sliding across hers. When his arm tightened around her waist, her breath caught and her whole body felt odd. How extraordinary it was, how natural and intimate. With a gasp, she breathed in sandalwood, leather, and male. She’d never been clasped in a man’s arms before. And his kiss was not a peck like a relative might have given her, but a deeply probing kiss which stirred her body in an unfamiliar and deeply pleasant manner.

When he pulled away, she almost staggered and was tempted to reach out to him. But she dropped her hands and tried to show some measure of calm acceptance as if this was an everyday occurrence. She couldn’t help hoping he would kiss her again.

Apparently, he didn’t suffer a need for more kisses, for he smiled and turned away to untie the reins. She gazed shyly at him from beneath the brim of her hat as he gave her a leg up into the saddle.

He seemed absorbed in his own thoughts as he mounted and reined in alongside her. They rode back to the castle, with Kate reliving the moment his arms came around her and his mouth settled over hers. She’d sought to gain his respect and make him understand that he could not take everything he wanted from her, but now feared she might have been hasty. Impossible to change her mind, for it would make her look foolish. And it would give him carte blanche to do with her as he wanted. While that caused a shiver of anticipation, it might not be wise. She should stick to her guns. She had to protect herself, and feared this man could hurt her badly if she let him.

His gaze roamed her riding outfit as they rode across the field. “We’ll need to have a new wardrobe of clothes made. A marchioness cannot appear in society looking poverty-stricken. Some would say I kept a tight purse.”

“Not to mention my embarrassment.” Tears filled her eyes. He was angry with her and perhaps even disappointed. Well, now she was angry with him and glad she’d made that request.

“I didn’t mean to offend you, Kate. Surely you must agree. I would have expected you to relish a new wardrobe.”

“Yes, I will of course.”

“Good. Let’s give these horses a gallop.”

The gallop was exactly what they both needed. He rode ahead on his strong stallion and she was left to admire how well he appeared in the saddle. His seat was truly splendid. She wondered how many things he excelled at. Random thoughts wandered from the playing of an instrument to his prowess in the bedchamber, and heated her face. She really must stop doing that. She was glad of the fresh cooling sea breeze as she rode up to the bridge where Robert waited.

A gabble rose from the ducks and swans crowding beneath the willow fronds on the river. “Where will home be?” she asked, reining in beside him.

He tipped back his hat with a finger. “I don’t plan to live here. Would you?”

She was pleased to be considered. “I don’t mind where I live.” But not shut away in the country alone. “I love St. Malin castle. Are the other houses as charming?”

“More comfortable. Hertfordshire is leased, at present. The house is not as old. I shall have to visit it later after I’ve attended to my more demanding business affairs. I prefer to live in London for most of the year, apart from quail shooting in autumn and the Christmas season when no one is in Town. Of course, you must come to London for the Season.”

He had said it as an afterthought, as though he’d rather she didn’t. Kate firmed her lips, longing to give him a crushing set-down. “Perhaps I’ll live in Italy.” She tossed her head and was pleased when he swiveled to stare at her.

“Italy?” he queried, drawing his mount alongside hers.

“If I’m to spend most of my time alone, I fancy Italy shall suit my needs splendidly. I’ve heard it has a pleasant climate, and the people are warm. The gentlemen especially.” She urged her horse ahead of him and left him to mull over what she’d said, relishing the surprised glance he’d cast her.

The next day, Robert departed for the Doctor’s Commons, planning to return with the special license within a sennight. Kate was left to ponder if he enjoyed escaping back to London and what he would do whilst there.

She planned to spend the afternoons outdoors and was about to go to her chamber when the footman asked her if he could fetch her hat and shawl. “Why, thank you, James. I believe you know what I want before I do.” Kate smiled at the footman.

People were so welcoming here. Kate hoped to delay things a little by suggesting to Robert that they had the banns read in the local church. He explained they would also have to be read in her parish and the whole thing would take far too long. Why it was such a rush was beyond her, she’d found nothing in the will to suggest a time limit had been placed on their marriage. It confirmed her suspicion that he wanted the matter dealt with before he returned to his old life.

As the days passed, Kate investigated the castle. The library was her favorite room; the scent of old tomes made her think of her home in Oxfordshire. She spent hours there, reading by the fire with Felix stretched out on the rug beside her.

Kate’s footsteps echoed as she walked beneath the high buttressed ceiling of the paneled great hall. She imagined a grand ball there with an orchestra in the minstrel gallery and ladies and gentlemen performing the steps of a country dance. Perhaps one day she and Robert would hold one. The responsibility of such an undertaking sent a prickle of unease through her even though she doubted it would appeal to him. He seemed to prefer the metropolis to the country.

There were so many bedchambers she lost count, most furnished in heavy mahogany. Her chamber was one of the best, although Robert’s was larger. Would she join him there after they married? Another anxious shiver followed the first. The breakfast room was her favorite because it overlooked the sea.

Each day she ventured farther, leaving the rounded walls of the castle which were shaped like the petals of a rose, and walked along a balustraded-walk leading to formal gardens to the north of the castle. Clipped yew hedges bordered the path. Bees buzzed among the roses along the sun-warmed stone walls, the majestic trees of the park in the distance.

Her wanderings always led her back to the foreshore. She began collecting interesting pieces of driftwood that took her fancy, and soon had quite a collection. It might have been the mild weather and the beauty of the place, but she began to feel more at home. Every day, the chef sent a kitchen maid to inquire if there was anything special she’d like for her supper. It surprised and touched her as she wasn’t yet the mistress of the house. After she sent Rebecca to the kitchens to relay her approval of the day’s meal, the menu became more elaborate. She supposed the chef appreciated having someone to cook for. And the footman, James, danced attendance on her. She must tell Robert what a treasure he was.
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Robert arrived back in Curzon Street. And after a bath and a change of clothes, he left for dinner with friends. It was close to ten of the clock when he abandoned them at Whites where they wandered the gambling tables, planning to visit the theatre later and be entertained by opera dancers.

After the maid opened the door for him, he walked into Anastasia’s boudoir where she sat at her mirror.

He rested his hand on his mistress’s slender shoulder. She was applying a patch to her cheek. “You are going out?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t expect you to be back in London for some time, St Malin.”

“I wasn’t sure myself.” He eased himself into an uncomfortable chair with spindly guilt legs. “I’m here in London for a special license.”

Her eyes met his in the mirror. “You are marrying her then.”

“I have little choice in the matter. It’s what my uncle wished.”

She shrugged. “But your uncle’s wishes no longer matter, surely. What is she like, your fiancée?”

“An unaffected country girl.”

“How gauche.”

“Gauche? No, I wouldn’t say that.” He’d found Kate refreshingly intelligent but considered it imprudent to say so.

As Anastasia rose from the chair, her wrap parted to reveal a long, slim naked thigh. Robert cast an admiring glance over her flowing, fair hair and graceful slender body, which the silk wrap barely covered. Her likeness to his first love, Millicent Borrowdale, struck him again.

She stepped close and ran a hand over his chest. “Is she pretty?”

“I don’t intend to discuss my future wife with you.”

“No?” Her hand moved lower. It reached its destination, and his cock tightened under her practiced touch.

She smiled, her eyes filled with anticipation. “Can she do what I can do for you?”

“I very much doubt it.” Robert picked her up in his arms and laid her on the bed. “We shall go on much as we did before, shall we not?”

“If you wish it?”

He stripped off her robe and bent to kiss a breast. “Oh, I do. I do wish it.”


Chapter Three


Robert had been gone almost two weeks when Kate wandered over to the water’s edge accompanied by Felix, who had become her firm companion. She stood with her gown whipping around her, watching a majestic tall ship far out to sea. The dog gave a bark and took off at a run. She turned to see Robert crossing the rocks toward her. Her ribs constricted, and a flush of heat rose to her face at the sight of him. He had come to find her, still in his brown greatcoat, striding out in fawn breeches and black riding boots. He swept off his cocked hat looking every bit as handsome as she remembered.

A lock of her hair blew across her face and she tucked it behind an ear with trembling fingers, wondering again if she could make him a good wife.

“Weren’t you to be my faithful escort, Felix?” she remonstrated, after the dog returned to dance around her legs. It gave her time to regain her composure. “I believe your friendship to be false.” Felix barked and joyfully returned to his master where he gained a pat for his pains.

“My uncle was of the view that animals were never false.” He rose from the dog, a smile lighting his eyes. “What have you there?”

Might he be pleased to see her? She held out a piece of flotsam from some sunken ship. “Nature has wrought a work of art. It has the look of a horse jumping a fence or some such, do you see?”

He took the wood from her and turned it in his long fingers. “It has a little.”

Kate’s stomach tightened. Her wayward mind returned to whether he would honor her wishes and refrain from making love to her on their wedding night. Apart from their first kiss, he hadn’t revealed an urgent desire to repeat it, but then they’d spent very little time together.

He handed the driftwood back. “We are to travel up to London after the ceremony.”

“So soon?”

He chucked her under the chin and laughed. “Is that a pout? Don’t you wish to go to London?”

“Of course, I do, but autumn is so agreeable here.” She waved her hand. “Don’t you love the sea? The smell and the sound of the waves on the shore? So rhythmic and soothing. Your uncle has accumulated an excellent library of books.” She sighed. “And I should love to be here when the bluebells flower beneath the trees. Where might one find servants as pleasant as these?”

He looked at her, brows raised. “Are they?” He laughed again. “I’ve never heard a house and its servants praised quite so thoroughly before.”

Kate knew he teased her, but his laugh warmed her and made her feel special. She was so glad to see him. If only they could stay longer here and grow more familiar with each other before she had to deal with the concerns and distractions in London. If they could laugh a little more and even become friends. She held the driftwood tight against her chest and sucked in an anxious breath. She’d learned much about London from her friend’s parents who visited that busy metropolis. The beau monde was known for their eloquence and cruel wit, couched in matchless manners. Their exquisite style would be difficult for her to emulate. And they would judge her. She would rather go to war in that ship on the horizon.
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The wedding took place on Saturday morning in the gray stone parish church. The vicar and two witnesses were the only one’s present. Their words in the almost empty building, echoed around the vaulted ceiling, disturbing a flock of wood pigeons nesting in the rafters. No neighbors attended, for although Robert’s uncle had the respect of the community, Robert was a virtual stranger there.

Villagers crowded around the entrance, ready to toss handfuls of wheat. When they emerged, Kate smiled and waved. She wished they could have given them more of a show. She had only her best gown, a cream silk chemise with a narrow sash, which apart from the neck ruffle, was a little plain. Rebecca had convinced her to wear her hair braided beneath a straw hat trimmed with wild primrose and Lily of the valley. Perhaps in sympathy with her, Robert had forgone his usual velvets and laces. Instead, he wore a matching coat, waistcoat, and breeches in olive green, the austerity of the suit lightened by the sheer white frill down the front of his shirt. He’d pinned a nosegay of yellow flowers to his coat, as a knight might do for his lady.

He complimented her on her outfit, saying what a delightful rustic picture she made, like a true country miss. Although not what she hoped he would say, she would let nothing detract from this special day. Her heart thudded as he held her gaze and said the words that would tie them together, come what may until death.

“I give thee my troth,” she answered solemnly, gazing into his blue eyes and, she suspected, a little in love with him, or certainly in danger of it. She searched for a sign he might have begun to feel some affection for her but found nothing beyond a courtliness he’d been taught from childhood. She struggled to believe they’d married.

“With this ring I thee wed, with my body I thee worship, and with all my worldly goods I thee endow.” Robert slipped his signet ring bearing the St. Malin coat of arms on her finger, which would suffice until they reached London. She hurriedly pulled on her gloves over the loose ring, fearing she might lose it.

After paying the vicar enough money to make his eyes bulge, Robert proved as good as his word, for they departed for London straight away, sparing only enough time for her to change into a traveling gown.

“I hope Felix doesn’t miss us too much,” she said as she traveled once again in the luxurious St. Malin coach. It seemed years since she’d last rode in it. So much had happened.

They passed through Helston, and the smell of hops wafted in on the breeze from the Blue Anchor. “I trust James to look after him.”

“But what if the dog continues to pine?”

“Then James will let me know. I promised my uncle I’d take good care of Felix, and I honor my obligations.”

She supposed that meant she was one of those obligations. It seemed to her that Robert didn’t want to admit to a fondness for the dog. “Felix loves you.”

He looked surprised. “You believe so?”

“Yes. Every time he sees you, he wags his tail.”

“He does that at dinner time, too.”

She fell silent. Did even an animal’s love bother him? She realized she knew very little about Robert’s past. And until she did, she would never understand him.

She was to be closeted with her new husband for the best part of three days, and the prospect seemed daunting. She asked him to tell her more of London society, and he obliged. He made it sound exciting and completely unnerving. Why hadn’t the wedding been held in London at St. Paul’s with all the fanfare a man of his stature deserved? Might he be ashamed of the less than brilliant match he’d made? If so, why take her to London at all? He might tuck her away in the country if he chose. She had half-expected him to do it.

Kate peeked at his fine profile. She wanted to ask him if he was happy but grew afraid that his answer might not be to her liking.

Her gown billowed out, taking up far too much space in the carriage. The gentle pressure of his knee against hers through the yards of fabric disconcerted her. Every touch was electric, like some unspoken promise of what would come.

“I can’t wait to meet your family.”

His lips firmed. “I’m afraid you’re unlikely to.”

Kate’s eyes widened. “Don’t they reside in London?”

He leaned forward and flicked her cheek with a gentle finger. “You ask too many questions.”

“If you supplied me with answers, I’d stop,” she said in a teasing tone.

His amused eyes met hers. “I have reason to doubt it.”

They spent their wedding night at a coaching inn in Honiton. Robert had engaged a private parlor and two bedchambers. The proprietor had lit a fire in the small, stuffy room papered in crimson stripes, despite the evening turning humid with coming rain. Kate observed Robert from beneath her lashes as he neatly sliced the sirloin of beef roast and placed several portions on a plate. He placed the plate before her.

“Mustard?” He indicated the pot on the table.

She shook her head as she could hardly eat a bite and sat twirling the stem of her wine glass in her fingers as he tucked into the meal. Obviously, his emotions weren’t overset by the occasion. It seemed entirely unreasonable, however, to accuse him of having too good an appetite.

“Tired?” he asked after she tried to suppress a yawn.

“A little.”

She eased her stiff shoulders. She’d been tense since this all began.

“We’ll retire directly after dinner,” he said ambiguously.

Now her pulse thumped at the possibility of him joining her in bed. She was suddenly very much awake. If she invited him, she was sure he would join her, but it appeared too late to change her mind even if she chose. And she was too tired to contemplate it.

Neither of them attempted to eat the chocolate pudding. She wanted to ask Robert a dozen questions about London but sagged in her chair.

Robert stood. “I’ll escort you to your chamber. We’ve had a long day, and another awaits us tomorrow.” He opened the door for her. “I don’t want you exhausted or sick by the time we reach London.”

He had managed to make it sound as if he was more concerned with how she looked to the ton than her good health. “Very well. Goodnight, Robert.”

Perhaps she was overtired from sitting beside Robert for hours in the coach while suffering a nervous heavy sensation in her stomach. But now she couldn’t sleep. She pounded her pillow, aware that Robert slept in the next room. She tried to imagine how he looked. Did he sleep in a nightshirt? Naked? Suddenly, her imagination took the suggestion and ran wild with it. Now there was no likelihood of her sleeping.

She tossed onto her back and stared at the ceiling. A man’s body remained a complete mystery to her. Would his skin be so different to a woman’s? His looked so smooth. By nightfall, his chin was shadowed in dark hair, and when he ran his hand over it, it rasped.

His valet awaited him in London. Apparently, while in Cornwall, he had shaved himself. She curled her fingers. It must be bristly to the touch. She liked his well-shaped hands and long fingers. What would it be like to have him touch her in those special places? She tucked her hands between her legs and shivered. She didn’t understand herself. Here she was, wishing he’d put his arm around her in the coach. But that might be because she disliked coach travel. It grew very late. Outside in the corridor, the floor creaked like a series of footsteps. This old inn must be haunted. She disliked being alone. How much better if Robert slept here. Plenty of room for two and that did not necessarily mean… She released an annoyed breath. Of course, it did. She was being foolish. She pummeled her pillow and turned on her side, managing to drift off at last.

The next day turned out to be much like the last. Hour upon hour of rocking and jolting. To fill in the silences, when the view passing the window lacked interest, she talked about her family. She described to Robert how her father had quoted whole passages from all of Shakespeare’s plays, and how his oratories in the village hall had always been warmly applauded. “He organized a group of village players to perform one of the plays every summer.”

“It might have been more pertinent to run his affairs more efficiently,” Robert said in a dry tone.

She frowned. “Not everyone is good at that.” She moved to the corner of the carriage.

“No.” Robert sighed. “My uncle left it to others in the end.” He shook his head. “Preferred to read philosophy.”

“Can you run a large estate?” she asked curiously.

“I haven’t had to, but I intend to try.” He gave her an apologetic grin, perhaps realizing he’d hurt her feelings. “Philosophy seems rather pointless to me, and I’m not keen on reciting iambic pentameter.”

“No? Not even a little from Romeo and Juliet?” she asked half teasing, half hopeful. He had such a nice voice, low and appealing.

He laughed and shook his head.

She spent another restless night alone. Well past midnight, the sound of creaking on the stairs and footsteps outside her room made her sit up in the bed. When she heard nothing more, she threw back the covers and left the bed finding her way to the door in the dark. She leaned against it, listening. A further scrape and a cough sounded quite close. When the footsteps moved away, she opened the door a crack.

A ghostly white shape loomed at the end of the corridor, or was it the bright moonlight? It still sent her into a panic. She scuttled to Robert’s door and tapped, whispering his name. It was just his reassurance she sought, then she’d return to her own bed. But he didn’t answer. The hairs stirred on the back of her neck and she grasped the latch and opened the door. The moonlit room was empty.

Kate put her hand to her mouth. Where might he be? Not with that chamber maid who made cow eyes at him, she hoped.

It must have been him she heard. Now fearful he’d discover her behaving foolishly, she returned to her room and climbed back into bed.
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Robert strode up and down the cobbled courtyard in the cool air, his cheroot glowing in the dark. Cramped in the coach all day long didn’t suit his constitution. He grudgingly admitted that Kate’s lightness of spirit and her ability to cut through to the core of things made her company more pleasant than he’d expected. Generous too, especially about her father, who’d been less than adequate by the sound of it. But he still felt thoroughly put out by what his uncle had foisted on him. He yawned, hoping that stretching his legs in the fresh air would tire him. It had been surprisingly difficult to sleep when his new wife slept in a bed a few steps away down the corridor. He should just go right in there and put this nonsense to an end. A gentleman didn’t deflower a virgin in an inn. What if she really didn’t want him? She might cry. And she didn’t have a maid to assist her as her new lady’s maid awaited her in London. Dash it all. This did terrible things to a man’s ego.

Robert shook his head, stamped out the cheroot, and made his way back to his room. Life would be more peaceful if he bowed to her wishes. He shrugged his tight shoulders. Providing her demands were within reason.


Chapter Four


Kate rose feeling drained after only a few hours’ sleep. Might Robert have lain awake too and thought of her? She rather doubted it, for she found him looking fresh and eager to begin the last lap of their journey home.

Within hours, they had reached the outskirts of the great metropolis. Rain slapped the carriage windows and black soot belched into the gray sky. The noise astonished her, from hawkers to barrow boys, to the general hubbub of a big city. Kate wrinkled her nose. The smoky air was rank with nasty smells, the streets covered in muck. Filthy water rushed down the open drains. A lady emptied a chamber pot from her window, and a man walking below jumped back, yelled, and shook his fist at her.

A coach and six passed them on its way out of London, its heavy metal wheels splashing through the puddles, slopping putrid water, and sending pedestrians scattering. The streets were busy with peddlers shouting their wares and crowded shops selling all manner of things from oranges to birds in cages. There were ragged beggars on every corner and some were children which tore at her heart. Prostitutes stalking the streets gave Robert the eye when the carriage pulled up in the busy city traffic.

They emerged into a treed area.

“Where are we?” Kate asked, rubbing at the misty window.

“This is Mayfair,” Robert said, leaning close. “So called, since the annual fair in the days of Edward I.”

“It seems very nice,” she murmured aware of his breath, warm on her nape.

Well-dressed people crossed the streets, paying the street sweeper to clear a path for them. The bricks of the mansions were scrubbed clean. Gardeners toiled behind front walls and maids washed the front steps.

The carriage traveled along the edge of a wide expanse of land called Hyde Park. Robert pointed out South Carriage Drive where society gathered to socialize in the early evenings. Riders were exercising their horses along the bridleway called Rotten Row.

The carriage turned onto Curzon Street. They passed a chapel and a market and pulled up in front of a grand, four-story mansion. A high stone wall surrounded it. There was a wide, front garden of trees and plants. A pair of tall footmen in the blue and gold St. Malin livery rushed to open the coach door and put down the steps.

Kate stood on the pavement wanting to stretch her cramped limbs. She stared up at the four elongated statues of Greek goddesses which adorned the giant Doric columns supporting the upper stories.

Robert escorted her inside. The St. Malin residence was as different from Cornwall as the sun was to the moon. A soaring ceiling and marble columns made Kate gape. A gracious staircase rose from the black and white tiled floor to the upper levels. Robert introduced her to the formal butler, Hove, who greeted her without a smile, and told a maid to take her cloak and bonnet. She thanked him and followed Robert up the stairs. Everywhere she looked, superior-looking servants stood about in livery.

Robert bowed to her at the door to her bedchamber. She peeped in to view the richly furnished room, the walls hung with rose damask.

“Kate?”

“Yes?” She turned, hoping he’d decided to come in with her.

He frowned slightly. “Don’t thank the servants. You’re a marchioness now.”

She lifted her chin. “I like to thank people. They don’t seem to mind.”

“They are not your friends, Kate,” he said in an exasperated tone. “They are here to serve you.”

“I’ll try to remember, Robert. But I must do what comes naturally to me.”

She watched him shrug as though his coat was too tight. He continued down the corridor and disappeared through a door. Everything she did and said seemed to annoy him.

He had explained that new clothes must be made for her immediately. They could not accept invitations or receive guests until she was better dressed. He’d arranged for an aunt to call and take her shopping and to the modiste.

After an elaborate luncheon, Robert left her in the care of his aunt and departed for his club. Kate understood that he would not wish to take part in such a venture, but she couldn’t help feeling he’d been a little too eager to leave. And on her first day in London, too. Might he not have taken her around and shown her the sights?

Lady Susan was an elderly widow whose long face and aquiline nose reminded Kate of Robert’s uncle. She looked disapprovingly at Kate. But displaying the exquisite manners of the ton, she asked no questions of their sudden marriage, and whisked Kate off to be fitted for a wardrobe of stunning gowns and to shop for accessories. The modiste’s rooms were like an Aladdin’s cave filled with lustrous materials, silks and satins, furs, beads, and feathers. Kate wandered about captivated. She picked up a garment that lay half-completed on a table. It was a nightgown of black lace. She could see her hand through the fabric. The thought of wearing such a garment made her blush. She had never countenanced such a thing. Her nightgowns had always been high-necked and made of white lawn.
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Robert drove his phaeton through Vauxhall and along the flat barren lands of Lambeth Marsh. On a rise in the distance, its towers stark against the gray sky, sat the gloomy Jacobean mansion, Osborne Hall, in its small park. Once his Great Aunt Agatha’s family home.

Some ten miles down the road, Robert came to the clay pits near the river. He pulled up his horses and climbed down, throwing the reins to a young lad in the yard. “Walk them and you’ll earn a shilling.”

The pottery factory was little more than a shed and what was being produced was poor and of limited variety. An apologetic manager showed him the ledgers which revealed very little profit. Robert left, wondering what on earth he should do about it. He could carve up the land. But selling land went against the grain with him. If he sold the business as it stood, however, he would get practically nothing for it. Might it be best to sell and cut his losses, though?

It was close to dusk when he left Vauxhall behind. He was to attend a boxing bout between Benjamin ‘Big Ben’ Brain and John Boone taking place that evening in Bloomsbury. He thought of Kate and swiftly buried a twinge of guilt. She would be tired after such a full day, but it was a special event he simply could not miss.
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A package had arrived from the jeweler. Alone, Kate burned with curiosity while she waited for Robert to return, but night fell with no sign of him. On one of her jaunts to examine the splendid paintings by mediaeval artists adorning the walls, she came upon a footman who appeared to have a sore foot, for he favored it when she passed him twice in the corridor.

“You have an injury?” she asked when next she came across him.

“Nothing serious, my lady,” he said in a faint voice. He wasn’t a young man, his hair quite grizzled.

“Perhaps you’d like a chair,” she suggested.

His gaze widened and he swallowed. “Oh, no. But thank you, my lady.”

“Is it the gout?” she asked sympathetically. “My grandfather suffered from it.”

The footman glanced up and down the empty corridor. “I fear it is.”

“Grandfather swore by cold water immersion and powdered elm bark.”

The footman cleared his throat. “He did, my lady?”

Kate nodded. “I shall ask the housekeeper if she has some.”

He looked alarmed. “That’s kind of you, my lady, but there’s no need.”

“I’ve heard you called Barker. That is your name?”

He nodded. “Yes, my lady.”

Kate went in search of the housekeeper. The woman looked shocked when she entered the servants’ quarters. Clasping her hands stiffly in front of her, Mrs. Graves admitted she had none to hand, but would send out for the elm bark immediately.

“Please don’t worry, Mrs. Graves. I’ll purchase some when next I’m shopping.”

Kate left the woman speechlessly rising from a low curtsey and found her way back to her chamber to change for dinner. A housemaid awaited her in the boudoir, but she seemed nervous and inexperienced. Kate dismissed her and dressed herself. Satisfied that she looked tidy, she found her way to the yellow salon as she’d been instructed. The scale of the room took her breath away. A pair of massive crystal chandeliers hung from the high coffered ceiling and bronze silk covered walls adorned with paintings and huge gilt mirrors. Robert sat waiting in a gold brocade chair. He stood as she entered. He had changed for dinner.

“Have you been here long? Why didn’t you send word that you were home?” She bit the words off even as she spoke them, watching his eyes grow cool.

“I had some business to attend to. Come here, Kate. I have something for you.” Robert held a small box which he flipped open with his thumb. An exquisite rose-cut diamond ring nestled in cream satin like a beautiful exotic flower. It was surrounded by nine smaller diamonds in an elaborate gold setting.

“My goodness.” The diamond in the ring was almost the size of a walnut. She had never seen anything quite so beautiful, but it was also terrifying. What if she lost it? She’d almost rather keep his signet ring.

He held out his hand, and she placed hers in it, blushing when her fingers trembled. He drew his signet ring off her finger, then eased the ring on in its place.

“It fits perfectly,” Kate said with relief. Might he not kiss her and say something nice? He disliked poetry, but he needn’t be so coolly efficient.

“The wedding ring belonged to the former marchioness. I guessed your size and had it altered.”

“How clever of you.” She turned her hand this way and that. The diamond caught the candlelight and flashed like blue flame. “Tell me about her.” Kate did so want to know more about her new family. “I’d like to learn about them all. Those living and dead.”

“There’s plenty of time for that,” he said, his eyes becoming shadowed. “Invitations are pouring in, my secretary informs me. In a few days, when you are properly dressed, we’ll attend some of them. There are many waiting to meet you.”

She toyed with her bottom lip. “There are?”

He glanced away from her. “But of course. After dinner, I am engaged to visit my club with friends. I’m sure you must be tired.”

“A little, Robert.” It hadn’t really been a question.

After Robert departed, she wandered the library, which was another cavernous room. Arms folded, she walked the length of the room and back, several times, her heart sinking into her boots. Is this what she must get used to?

She came across a portrait of him hanging on the wall. Robert stood beside a gnarled oak in riding clothes, a crop in his hand, looking young and unhappy. She crossed soft Axminster carpet and climbed the iron stair to roam the many tiers of books. She selected a book of Alexander Pope’s poetry to read and retired early. Settled in bed, she found she couldn’t concentrate. After reading the stanza several times, she concluded she was too tired and put the book aside.

But once the candle was extinguished, she lay awake. Robert’s dressing room was next to hers. She heard him return and speak to his valet just after the grandfather clock in the hall struck one. Less lonely now that he was home, she turned over and fell asleep.


Chapter Five


Robert paused outside Kate’s door. He’d hastily washed and slipped into a silk banyan wishing to set things straight between them. Once done, he could then concentrate on other matters and need only visit her on the odd occasion until she was with child.

The prospect of Kate all sleepy and sweet smelling with her hair down, stirred his loins. He raised his hand to knock, then paused. It was late and waking her would not be polite. And the fact that she was an innocent deterred him. She was not like his mistress. She would need more wooing than that.

While he deliberated, he saw that no light shone from beneath the door. He most likely needed a thorough soaking in the hipbath after the dubious company he’d kept at the boxing bout tonight. He dropped his hand and returned to his bedchamber.
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The next morning, the first of Kate’s gowns arrived. The modiste must have had her underlings working all through the night to complete it. Robert had paid the woman well and with the promise of more, she’d excelled at the task. Kate’s new French maid, Brigitte who had arrived yesterday, assisted her into it. Kate paraded before the mirror. It was so flattering she couldn’t wait for Robert to see it.

Kate swept confidently into the breakfast room, her new gown of a heavily quilted sage green silk with its ivory satin petticoat swishing about her elegant buckled shoes. Seated at the breakfast table, Robert glanced up from his newspaper and eyed her approvingly. His gaze traveled to her hair, which Brigitte, exhibiting great skill, had artfully tumbled into a pile of curls she called à la grecque.

He smiled. “You look charming.”

His smile warmed her as she took her seat. “Thank you, Robert.”

He returned to his newspaper as if he’d done what was required of him. “I do like that color on you,” he remarked as he turned the page. “My aunt has done well.”

“I chose this color.” Kate had hoped for a little praise. She wasn’t unreasonable, but really!

“Then I commend your taste.” Choosing not to react or either completely unaware of her annoyance, he took up his knife and fork and attacked his breakfast, the Public Advertiser propped up on the table in front of him.

The footman came forward with the coffee pot and poured her a cup. “Thank you, Soames. It is a lovely morning, isn’t it?”

Robert lowered his page and raised an eyebrow at her, which she ignored.

“I love autumn. I should like to visit Hyde Park. The trees are beginning to turn their glorious colors.”

“Yes, my lady,” Soames said. “Cook has put up some new preserves. The strawberry is especially good.” The footman’s ears reddened. “So I’m told.”

“Then I must try it. I’m very fond of strawberry jam. Thank you, Soames.”

After the footman left the room, Robert sighed and picked up his coffee cup. “I suppose reminding you not to chat with the staff will fall on deaf ears?”

She nodded. Robert had become quite stuffy since they’d reached London. Her fault perhaps. She pushed the thought away. It was a perfectly beautiful day, and she loved her new gown.

“When will your ball gown arrive?” he asked.

“Madame said within a few days.”

“We are to attend a ball on Saturday. I expect the king and queen to be there.”

Kate gasped. “My goodness!”

“I gather you have never seen them?”

She released an exasperated breath. “Actually, they came to tea one summer.”

He glanced up from his newspaper with a grin. “They did?”

“Of course, they didn’t. What should I do when I’m presented?”

He wiped his mouth with a linen napkin. “Smile and make sure you curtsey low.”

Her cheeks grew hot. “Of course, but what else is expected of me?”

“They will have been told about our marriage. My uncle was a royal envoy and quite close to the royal family. They may wish to know more about you. Just answer their questions. It won’t be too difficult.”

“Not for you who were born to it!” She bit her lip to keep herself from saying something she’d regret. “I shall try.”

He smiled. “I’ll be there with you. Don’t worry.” He reached across and patted her hand. “You do look quite lovely this morning.”

She propped her chin in her hand and studied him. His thick dusky lashes shadowed his cheek as he read his paper, and she liked how his dark hair curled back from his forehead. “What do you plan to do today?”

“I’m off to the races. I have a horse running.”

“How exciting. What is its name?”

“Mercury.”

“Does he have wings on his heels?”

A spark brightened the blue depths of his eyes. “I do hope so.” He folded his newspaper, pushed back his chair, and rose. “If you’ll excuse me, Kate, I have some work to do before I leave.”

“Shall I see you at dinner?”

“No. Forgive me. I have a dinner engagement with an old friend. I have been absent from London for some time and must catch up with acquaintances. But as soon as your evening gowns arrive, our nights will become very full.”

Another night spent alone. Kate swallowed a retort, knowing whatever she said would sound querulous and unreasonable. He had given her so much and been very honest about what their relationship would be.

After breakfast, from an upstairs window, she watched Robert leave in a carriage. She roamed St. Malin House, her silk house slippers echoing along the corridors. Pausing to chat with Barker, she promised to purchase the elm bark as soon as she could.

She trailed along the portrait gallery, studying each member of the family. She found a portrait of her godfather which made him appear sterner than ever. A trait to be found in many relations, it seemed.

The marble statues in the niches on the staircase drew her eye on her way to the salon. Then she whiled away the hour studying the exquisite Limoges and Sèvres porcelain displayed in walnut cabinets.

Further restless hours were spent wandering in and out of the house to walk in the manicured gardens or watching the birds washing in the fountain from the wide stone terrace. A footman insisted on opening the door for her each time even though she told him she could manage quite well herself. After she implored him to leave it to her, a pained expression appeared on Hove’s face. The poor footman, a stranger to her, of which there were several, grew red in the cheeks, so she returned to her bedchamber and read until luncheon.

A house full of servants was foreign to her. At home in Oxfordshire, their cook, Mrs. Morrison and the two maids, Sarah, and Anne, and Nanny of course, were like family, they’d been with them for so long. It had been very hard to see them off to new positions, along with Jim, who did for them in the garden.

While it was nice to have her every need met, almost before she thought of it, it was difficult to relax and be herself.

Two days later, three more of her gowns arrived including her ballgown, which produced a flurry of initial excitement, but after trying each of them on, Kate grew restless. She sat down to read while Brigitte folded Kate’s new nightgowns fashioned in white lawn.

“I once worked for a lady who was the mistress of a duke,” Brigitte said.

“Did you?” Kate idly turned the pages of a fashion magazine, pausing to admire a woman’s outfit much like a gentleman’s regimental coat decorated with epaulets and worn with a waistcoat, skirt, and cocked hat. She loved it, but doubted she was tall enough to carry it off.

“Oui. And the nightgowns she wore, Mon dieu!”

Kate looked up. “Oh? What were they like?”

“Lace as sheer as gossamer in crimson and black.”

Kate’s interest was piqued. “Did the Duke visit her at home?”

Brigitte laughed. “Tout à fait. He brought her diamond bracelets, champagne, and red roses.”

Kate thrust the magazine away. “Did she flirt with him?”

“Oui!” Brigitte put down the nightgown and began to sway her hips provocatively, moving around the room. “She danced for him in her nightgown while he sat and watched and drank champagne. Spellbound he was. She touched herself as she danced.” Brigitte waved her hand over various parts of her body. “Then poof! He would dismiss me.” She nodded sagely. “She knew how to please a man, that one.”

“My goodness.” Could she ever be that seductive? Kate’s pulse raced at the thought. She could not imagine her mother behaving like that for the life of her. Why her father would have died of the apoplexy. But what would Robert do if she acted that way? Robert was nothing like her father.

In the afternoon, Kate took the landau to Regent Street with the maid accompanying her. She had no one to shop for but herself and Robert. She picked out a silk robe for him and almost bought it, then decided it was too intimate. Since all his clothes were specially made, what could she find that he would treasure? She finally settled on a small enameled snuff box with a horse painted on it. Perhaps it looked like Mercury. She bought Lady Susan a Norwich shawl, Brigitte a pair of embroidered fingerless gloves which delighted her, and some spring green ribbons for a new hat. She found the elm bark powder, and as soon as they returned home, gave it to Barker who quite lost his voice in effusive thanks.

Even when Robert was home, he was busy working in the library. The days passed as their first official engagement grew closer. Kate was in a fever of excitement and nerves whenever she thought of it. It would be better to keep busy. What did people do in London? She might visit the famous sights, but a lady did not go about unescorted, and it would prove uninspiring without someone with whom to share it. Robert had said that after she’d been introduced to the Royal family, they would soon begin to receive callers, but this prospect only served to unnerve her further.

In her chamber, she took out her small knife and whittled the pieces of driftwood she’d brought with her. Her grandfather had been a sculptor and taught her to carve creatures and flowers from wood.

She already had a display along her fireplace mantel: a fox peered out from a bush; a rabbit sat, ears almost twitching; a wren rested on a branch.

An hour later, she put the piece down. It now bore a closer resemblance to a horse jumping a log. She wondered if she would ever be confident enough to show Robert her work. Business had taken him to Vauxhall again. He seemed to have settled back into the life he led before they were married. It didn’t seem likely he would visit her bedchamber any time soon.

Saturday came, this evening she was to be presented to the king and queen. She had practiced her deep curtsey and her dance steps every day in readiness. Fortunately, attending the Oxford assembly had made her proficient in all the dances.

Robert joined her for dinner, which progressed under the vigilant eye of Hove and two footmen.

She sought to draw him into conversation, wishing he didn’t always appear distracted or disinterested. “Did you achieve much in Vauxhall today?”

He took a helping of roast fillet of beef from the dish the footman held. “The pottery business isn’t doing well. I’ve employed a new manager. We are considering ways to improve it before I sell it.”

“Does the factory make plates like these?” Pleased to have something to talk about, Kate gestured to the handsome gold-rimmed plate before her, aware that some families back home still ate from pewter plates with wooden utensils and not the gleaming silverware that adorned the table.

“No. But I don’t see why we shouldn’t consider bone china,” Robert mused. “We have access to the materials, Kaolinite—that’s clay, and access to the slaughter houses for bone…. Hard though, to compete with Europe and China.” He lapsed into silence.

Kate pushed food around her plate, her mind refusing to produce anything of note to gain his attention. She would have to read up on pottery, perhaps there was a book in the library.

Robert took a sip from his wine glass. “Are you looking forward to this evening?”

Her throat tightened, and she put down her knife and fork. “Yes and no.”

A glimmer lit Robert’s eyes. “Yes… and no?”

She twisted the corner of her napkin. “I shall enjoy meeting people, of course. But will they like me?”

“Some will. Some might not but will be too well mannered to express it.”

She glowered at him. “That doesn’t reassure me, Robert.”

“It’s not about you, personally, Kate. Remember that. Some have old-fashioned views.”

“You mean they disapprove of you marrying beneath you.”

“Those who knew and liked my uncle, and there are many, won’t let such a thing concern them.” He smiled. “And I have every confidence in you.”

“Thank you, Robert. I don’t seem to have much appetite. If you’ll excuse me, I shall go and dress.”

Robert stood and bowed.

It would have helped considerably if he’d given her a reassuring hug. Her nerves stretched thin, Kate entered her bedchamber. Brigitte stood at the mantel, examining her artwork. “I much admire this new piece you’ve carved, my lady,” she said. “It looks so lifelike.”

Kate was absurdly pleased. “Thank you, Brigitte.” A wave of homesickness swept over her. Her life in Oxfordshire had been filled with love and affection. Her father had always been there to lean on. She felt his loss even more keenly since she’d come here.

Brigitte had her bath ready in the boudoir. Kate relaxed in the perfumed water as the maid swept a soapy sponge over her back. She hoped Robert would think her beautiful tonight in her new gown. She longed for him to gaze at her with love but had begun to doubt that he ever would. Might he have a mistress? She had heard married gentlemen often took mistresses. She suspected Robert would be no different, and her spirits plummeted. She batted the thought away. She would not allow anything to spoil her first social occasion. She was to meet the king and queen, she still couldn’t believe what her life had become since meeting Robert.

She stepped from the hip bath, and Brigitte wrapped her in a towel. A knock came at the door. “Good heavens, who is that? Hand me my robe.” Kate dropped the towel and held up her arms, about to don the dressing gown Brigitte held up for her when the door to her bedchamber opened, and Robert strode in. He stopped at the threshold of her boudoir.

“I beg your pardon.” His voice sounded oddly strained.

With a quick about face, he retreated as Kate pulled on the robe. “Please come to the yellow salon when you’re dressed,” he called. “I have something for you.”

“Yes, Robert,” Kate said somewhat pointlessly as he’d left, shutting the door behind him. Trembling, she turned to the mirror and discovered she was flushed from her cheeks down to her breasts. She sank onto the satin chaise to gain her breath.

“Oh, my lady, did you see the look on his lordship’s face? I don’t know why he didn’t come in. He obviously wanted to.” Brigitte giggled and put a hand to her mouth. “Pardon, my lady.”

Had Robert wanted to? She wished she knew.

Brigitte assisted her into her shift, linen pannier, and petticoats. A pale pink embroidered corset cinched in her waist and made her gasp, pushing up her breasts. She stepped into the quilted petticoat.

Seated before the mirror, the maid lightly powdered and combed Kate’s hair over a foundation, arranging side curls and a garniture of pearls and imitation roses to the tall creation. Her face was then powdered with a hare’s foot and lip rouge and color were added to her mouth and cheeks.

“Now the gown, my lady, à la française,” Brigitte said in a hushed voice.

The moss green silk gown was brocaded in pink and gold roses with a flounce of lace at her elbows. The low neckline dipped alarmingly. Kate slipped her feet into the shoes and raised her skirts to admire her matching green ribbed silk toes.

She turned before the mirror barely recognizing herself.

Brigitte picked up a fan painted with flowers. “And the fan, my lady. No lady is without one. You must flirt with it.”

“Flirt?”

“Like this.” Brigitte opened the fan, displaying a lovely painted rural scene and fluttered it before her face. “Like a coquette, oui?”

“I suppose so,” Kate said doubtfully.

“It is called the amorous flutter,” Brigitte said, warming to her theme. “There is also the angry flutter, like this.” She snapped it shut. “The modest miss, oui, like this? A merry lady, like this….”

She expertly twirled the fan.

“Oh stop,” Kate said, laughing. “I shall never feel comfortable doing any of that.”

“But that is the way of society ladies,” Brigitte said. “I learnt it in France from the Countess De Avignon.”

“Well, perhaps I’ll ease into it gradually,” Kate added after a disappointed moue appeared on Brigitte’s lips.

Brigitte immediately brightened, handing her the fan and her beaded reticule which contained a handkerchief, a small notepad and pencil, a tiny mirror, comb, perfume, and Robert’s present.

Her gloves in her hand, she descended the marble staircase to the salon, gracefully, she hoped. Robert waited, resting an arm along the mantel, holding the bell shape of a brandy glass to his lips.

His eyes widened, and he spluttered as the brandy went down the wrong way. She was gratified to see his gaze roam appreciatively from her head to her feet, lingering on her bosom in the low-necked gown. His hot glance made her blush. “You look beautiful, Kate.”

She curtsied. “Thank you, Robert. So do you.”

He raised a brow, his lips curving into a smile. “Beautiful?”

She clasped her hands together in front of her. “Fine-looking, I mean.”

He came toward her, his cream silk frock coat swinging gracefully above long, well-shaped legs encased in dark smallclothes. A diamond sparkled in the lace folds at his throat.

High-heeled jeweled shoes made him very tall. He still wore the black arm-band in memory of his uncle. It was the first time she’d seen him in a white wig with his face powdered, oddly it made him even more masculine because it defined his high cheekbones, blade-like nose, and strong jaw. A black patch was placed at the corner of his mouth.

A strange heavy sensation settled in her stomach that was ever-present when he was near, nerves but something else, too, desire. She didn’t trust his restrained elegance. He reminded her of a panther held by fragile silken bonds. Never to be tamed.

He snapped open the lid of a velvet box. Nestled inside was a parure of diamonds, consisting of a breathtaking necklace, earrings, brooch, and bracelet.

Kate gasped. “Oh, my!”

“Turn around, my dear.”

He removed the sparkling necklace from the box and placed the cold gems around her throat. She tamped down a shiver at the soft touch of his fingers on the nape of her neck. He handed her the box. “I’ll let you put the ear-bobs on yourself.”

Kate stood before the gilt-framed mirror above the fireplace. She shook her head, and the diamonds swung from her ears, catching the light in a myriad of colors. With a grin, she leaned forward and touched them with a finger.

She pirouetted to show him. “Do you approve?”

“Magnifique.” He chuckled at her high spirits and came to clasp the bracelet around her wrist. “The gown is perfect for you. I must write and thank my aunt.”

“I shall, too. I bought her a shawl, yesterday. We must invite her to dinner.”

He raised his eyebrows. “That was thoughtful.”

Kate opened her reticule. “I bought something for you, too, Robert.”

“Really?”

He looked pleased when she handed him the snuff box wrapped in silver paper. “I cannot give you anything as wonderful as these,” she said, touching the cold gems at her throat. “It is only a small thing.”

He pulled the silver paper away and studied the enameled box with the chestnut horse painted on the lid. “It’s charming, Kate.” He reached for her hand and kissed it, his smiling blue eyes seeking hers. “Thank you. I shall fill it with my special mixture.” He took a far grander silver box from his coat pocket and opened it, transferring its contents to the new one.

“Isn’t that my godfather’s snuff box?” Kate moved closer to examine it. “It’s the one with the pig. I thought it so unusual when he showed it to me.”

Robert stared at her, an odd expression in his eyes. “He showed you this?”

“Yes. I suspect your uncle preferred pigs to people.”

“I do believe you are right.” He laughed.

She giggled. It was heartwarming. As if they were friends. More like husband and wife. For a breathless moment, she thought he might kiss her, but he escorted her to the door. She left the room a little flat. But she supposed he wouldn’t want to spoil Brigitte’s careful maquillage.

In the foyer, a maid brought Kate her velvet cloak. Robert took it from her and settled the cloak over Kate’s shoulders, the ermine tickling her chin. “Come, allow me to show you off to society.”

His voice sounded impersonal and brisk. As if she was a new acquaintance. He’d done it again! Retreated and become aloof as if they hadn’t shared an intimate moment only a few minutes ago. With the light touch of his hand on her arm as he escorted her to the carriage, she wondered if she had done something to provoke it. Or perhaps she had not done enough to make him realize that she cared for him? It was so dreadfully hard when he appeared not to welcome it. Or was she just a possession, like this mausoleum of a house with its endless corridors and cold marble columns? Her interest in him had grown, along with the desire for more intimacy between them, but would he ever want the same?

As the carriage drove through the London streets, Kate asked Robert to tell her more about King George and Queen Charlotte.

“He’s a good king. He takes a very real interest in the policies of the government, so much so he annoys his ministers on occasion.”

“Yes, but tell me what they are really like as people. One hears rumors, of course.”

“You mean his illness? He is well at present. He and the queen are good people and devoted to each another.” An approving gleam appeared in his eyes. “After all, they have fifteen children.”

Kate flushed and bit her lip. She was glad the light in the carriage was dim. He looked at her differently since he’d seen her without her clothes. The expression in his eyes made her feel desired and womanly. She wanted to ask him how many children he hoped they’d have, but found she couldn’t say the words, because the act which produced them was yet to take place. “Tell me more about the king,” she urged.

“He likes to dress as a farmer and even lives like one on occasion.”

“He sounds nice.”

Robert raised an eyebrow. “Do you think everyone is nice?”

She made a moue with her mouth. “You’re not always nice, Robert.”

She held her breath as he took her hand. “I’m sorry if you think that. You look lovely tonight. Quite delicious in fact.”

When he flirted, his frank gaze was highly disturbing. Even his lightest touch made her body respond. Kate didn’t know quite how to deal with it. She turned to the window.

“We must have arrived.” The carriage was slowing to turn in through a pair of ornate gates. “The drive is strung with lanterns, how pretty.”

“We have, and just when things were getting interesting,” Robert said enigmatically.

Why was he more enamored of her in the carriage? Why not in the bedchamber, she thought crossly. But she had only herself to blame for that. She wondered what she might do to change it without becoming a hoyden.


Chapter Six


The Elphinstone ball was held in a mansion north of the city, set in acres of formal gardens. Lanterns dressed the trees along the driveway of Fairgrove Hall, and braziers lit up the terraces. Their hostess, Lady Arabella Elphinstone, a slender, fair-haired woman in her late-twenties, greeted them in the vestibule. Her much older husband had died several years ago.

“Lady Elphinstone.” Robert kissed the lady’s fingers. “Allow me to present my bride, Kate, Lady St. Malin.”

“Lady St. Malin.” Arabella curtsied.

“How do you do, Lady Elphinstone?” Kate caught the sharp expression of dislike in Arabella’s eyes, before the countess turned to give Robert a flirtatious, intimate smile. Could there be a history of dalliance between them?

“I had heard the rumour, St. Malin, but I must say I did not believe it.” Arabella spoke as if Kate didn’t stand before her. She opened her fan and fluttered it gracefully like a merry lady, just as Brigitte had demonstrated. “An unusual man, your uncle, was he not?” Although she spoke to Robert, her eyes rested on Kate. “Not at all conventional. Do you think the poor man was in sound mind at the end?”

“Why would he not be?” Kate asked before Robert could answer her.

Arabella’s delicate brows rose. “Oh? Because of his odd behavior?”

“Was it so odd to not always like those of his own class?” Kate opened her fan and gave it an angry flutter and closed it with a snap. Brigitte would be proud of her.

Arabella tittered. “But far superior to the lower classes, surely.”

“Lady Elphinstone.” Robert bowed and took Kate’s arm and drew her toward noise erupting from the ballroom at the top of the stairs. “You must learn to treat anything you see as a slight with grace. It doesn’t do to make enemies.”

“So you agree it was a slight?”

“If so, a very subtle one.”

“Meant only for me,” Kate said. “And she insulted your uncle. Why didn’t you stand up for him?”

Robert made no comment.

Feeling socially inept and a little hurt, Kate longed to leave, and the night had not yet begun. “I’m not used to being insulted in such a fashion. Country folk don’t hide behind snide innuendo. They call a spade a spade.”

“I’m sorry if you think Lady Elphinstone has insulted you. But please do not allow it to spoil your evening.”

“She looked at you as though she had a prior claim on you.”

He pulled his arm away. “What!”

“And does she?” Kate searched his eyes, but he glanced away.

As if he feared they might cause a scene, he tucked her arm back into his. “A lady does not ask her husband such things.”

“I only wish to learn the truth,” she said faintly.

He squeezed her arm. “Forget about the truth. In this town it is more important to learn discretion.”

“Then perhaps I shall not like it here.”

The butler announced them.

Kate stepped into the ballroom at Robert’s side, awestruck by the scene before her. A minuet was in progress, the ladies and gentlemen in their silks and satins gracefully executing the steps. The high-ceilinged room was awash with color, from the dancers on the floor to the crowd milling around the edges, to the large urns of hothouse flowers, the air smoky from the hundreds of candles, and the massive chandelier casting fractured light over on the scene.

Robert smiled and nodded to someone in the crowd. “Shall we discuss this later? Do you want to cause gossip before the night has even begun?”

Her chin raised, she rested her hand lightly on his arm as they proceeded further into the ballroom.

“Smile, Kate. You have a very engaging smile.”

Kate almost stopped and turned to him at this unexpected and perfectly timed compliment. She smiled as everyone crowded around them offering their felicitations and asking Robert why he’d done them out of a wedding at St. Paul’s. Robert began to introduce her. Their names she would never remember, and after a while, their faces became a blur.

Women curtsied as they studied Kate from beneath their lashes. Some showed genuine warmth and were gracious in their praise, but others less effusive. She would have to prove herself to become one of them. The witty and often scandalous gossip she overheard as they strolled through the huge noisy ballroom made her wonder if she really wanted to. Lady Sommerford’s new babe apparently wasn’t her husband’s, and gossip had it that several men might have fathered the child. It mattered not, for he had his heir and a spare, and had become quite taken with his new mistress.

The men and women flirted outrageously in the honeyed light of a thousand candles reflected in huge gilt-framed mirrors adorning the walls. The air close and humid, different scents fought for ascendancy, and not all of them pleasant. Ladies whispered behind their fans, their eyes full of laughter. A lady tucked a man’s note into her cleavage when her husband’s back was turned. Kate fanned herself, too, not coquettishly, as Brigitte had suggested, but because she feared she might faint, not just from the heat of close contact with a hundred bodies, but the shock of such an extravagant display of wealth.

The orchestra struck up again.

“Bach. A favorite composer of the king.” Robert bent toward her to make himself heard above the babble of conversation around them.

Couples performed an allemande, twisting and turning on the polished wooden floor in graceful movements.

Footmen carried trays of champagne and dainty foods to the guests, who clustered around the rim of the ballroom floor or wandered in and out of the adjoining chambers.

Seated on ornate, gilt chairs upholstered in crimson velvet, the jovial King George and the queen were surrounded by six of their children. When introduced, Kate sank into a deep curtsey while the monarch peered at her nearsightedly. When the queen smiled, Kate’s nervousness slipped away. Their questions were mercifully brief. They both expressed genuine sadness at the marquess’ passing.

Their eldest son, and heir to the throne, George Augustus Frederick, the Prince of Wales, kissed her hand, observing that her husband was a lucky fellow. Considered handsome and known for his charm, Kate failed to find the tall, bulky man with a florid complexion attractive. He appeared to be much older than his two-and-twenty years. His attention to Kate made her uncomfortable.

As soon as he could, Robert drew her away.

“I’m not sure I quite like the prince,” she said in an undertone.

“I’m relieved that you do not,” he said shortly. He turned to greet someone at his elbow.

When he turned back to her, she asked him why.

“He’s been through several mistresses already. I don’t want him adding you to the list.”

She wondered if Robert might be jealous. More likely it was a matter of possession or pride. She disliked him thinking she could be swayed in that direction and huffed. “As if I would. I am a married woman.”

“The prince’s ladies most often are. Some cuckolded husbands are busy elsewhere. Some suffer in silence. Royalty live by a different set of rules.” Robert glowered down at her. “Prince or no, I’m not one of those husbands who will turn a blind eye, Kate.”

The dangerous light in his eyes, made her gasp.

He said no more and, claiming her arm, moved on to introduce her to more guests. They were polite to her face, no doubt because of her high rank, but a buzz of conversation followed her. The aged Duke of Allthrop raised his pince nez. “That’s the chit who married young St. Malin? Did all right for herself,” he said loudly. His wife whispered in his ear. “What? Don’t hush me. I’m not deaf. She’s a fetching little thing.”

Kate feared her face was scarlet.

She performed the cotillion with Lord Branchford, who when they came together, gazed at a fixed point above her head. He trod heavily on her toes. “You are from the country, I believe, Lady St. Malin.”

Kate sighed. “Oxfordshire is not so terribly far from London, my lord.”

“Ah, yes, but bucolic, eh? I have a hunting lodge in that area. We all withdraw to the country when the Season ends. I find it a bit of bore and short of the comforts one comes to expect.”

Kate was about to defend her childhood home, but she remembered Robert’s warning and merely smiled as at the end of the dance, he returned her to Robert.

A handsome middle-aged couple approached them. The dainty woman smiled, but her partner, a heavy-set man, scowled.

“Robert, how well you look.” The lady reached up to touch his face.

Robert bowed stiffly. “I should like to introduce my bride, Marchioness, Lady St. Malin,” he said stiffly. Surprised, Kate noted the ridge of color on his cheekbones and the unhappy expression in his eyes. “Kate, Lord and Lady Charlesworth.”

“How delightful to meet you, my dear,” Lady Charlesworth said. She turned back to Robert. “Why were we not invited to the wedding?”

“It was done quickly and simply, in Cornwall.”

Her eyes turned wistful. “Will you bring Lady St. Malin to visit us soon, Robert?”

“Regrettably, we have many social engagements to fulfill.”

“Robert, please—” The lady’s blue eyes filled with tears.

Lord Charlesworth returned a cold bow and ushered his wife away.

“Who are those people, Robert?” Kate watched the lady dab at her eyes with a handkerchief as they left the room.

“My mother and her second husband.” Robert’s fingers firmed on her arm, and his cold, strained voice did not invite her to comment.

Shocked, Kate suffered a rush of sympathy for the woman. Ignoring his warning, she gazed into his face. “Your mother? But you were so harsh with her. Why, she was crying!”

Robert stared down at her, his expression confusing her. “Becoming my wife does not give you the right to question my behavior.”

Kate clamped her lips together to stop herself from answering back. It was unthinkable that such bad blood could occur between family members. What on earth happened to cause this dreadful rift?

She danced twice with Robert. He was a graceful dancer, and even though she was absorbed with the steps, she relished being with him and hoped they would dance together again. It appeared unlikely, for husbands and wives did not seem to dance together overmuch. A friend came to claim him for a card game and after he introduced her to Lady Blaine, he bowed and left her, disappearing into the gaming room.

Older, Lady Blaine clucked her tongue. “It is a shame to desert you when you are newlyweds, I must say. But your husband is no different to any other men here tonight, my dear. Shall we sit down?” Kate spent a pleasant half hour with Lady Blain who told her about her grandchildren until Kate was asked to dance again.

For the next few hours, Kate drank champagne, chatted, and danced. Her toes hurt in her new shoes, and the droll and salacious banter swirling around the room began to fatigue her. George, Prince of Wales, who had left the ball with his parents, was discussed at length. Mrs. Maria Anne Fitzherbert had given birth to a son who, it was said, had been sired by the prince. Intent on pursuing her, he had consented to their marriage, now deemed illegal because the lady was Catholic. The baby, christened James Ord, was to be raised by Catholics in America. It shocked Kate when a witty man induced great amusement by listing all the women the Prince had bedded before the tender age of one-and-twenty.

Kate sat to rest her aching feet and declined another glass of champagne. She hadn’t noticed how many glasses she’d drunk during the course of the evening. It would not do to appear in one’s cups here, and she was already a trifle tipsy.

When she could bear no more, she went in search of her husband. She found him at the card table. His face tightening, he stood to greet her. “Yes, my love?”

Kate quaked and gritted her teeth. “I wish to go home, my lord.”

Robert threw down his cards. “I’m out.” His challenging gaze roamed the assembled group as he tossed a pile of coins into the mix of paper money and wagers in the center of the table. “Gentlemen. I shall have to wait for another evening to relieve you of your funds.”

“Take care, St. Malin. You may not win at home, either,” a red-haired gentleman said. Their chuckles followed Kate and Robert from the room.

Robert glowered at her as they sought out their hostess. “Please don’t ever do that again,” he said in a fierce undertone.

He complimented Lady Elphinstone on the success of her ball.

She tilted her head with a flirtatious smile and discussed the ball for several minutes while failing to draw Kate into the conversation.

Perhaps aware of it, Robert took her arm. “It is Lady St. Malin’s first ball,” he said. “And I believe she enjoyed it, too. Did you not, Kate?”

“Indeed. I met so many kind people, I am overwhelmed,” Kate said pointedly.

In the foyer, Robert called for their cloaks and their coach to be brought around.

Kate wanted to apologize for embarrassing him in the card room but feared it might start an argument. She had no energy for it.

As they donned their outer garments, Kate yawned behind a gloved hand. Outside, the fresh air made her dizzy, and she gripped Robert’s arm, stumbling over her feet.

In the flickering light of the braziers, his eyes softened. “It’s been quite an evening for you, hasn’t it?” He tucked her hand through the crook of his arm. “And you did remarkably well.”

Their coach drew up, and Robert assisted her inside while the footman stood back.

Relieved she’d made it through the evening without disgracing herself or Robert, Kate sank down gratefully onto the luxurious satin squab. She was awfully tired, and the dimly lit blue and gold interior of the carriage began to waver about.

They drove through the dim London streets wheels clattering over the cobbles. Robert had employed two link boys to run ahead to light the way, for it was black as pitch when the moon hid behind the clouds and the street lamps had been doused hours ago.

Kate yawned, her head spinning. She tried and failed to count how many glasses of champagne she’d drunk during the evening. They drank champagne only rarely in Oxford, her father preferred ale and her mother sherry.

A town-crier called the hour. It was well past midnight.

Beside her, Robert quizzed her about the evening as she lay back against the squab. Who she’d met, and liked, or disliked. She gave a rather droll description of Lord Branchford’s opinion of Oxford and was pleased when Robert laughed. But when her tongue seemed to grow thick, and she tripped over the words, she lapsed into silence.

The carriage swerved around a corner and threw her against him. His arm came around her shoulders to steady her and remained. She leaned against his chest, enjoying his clean, manly smell far more than those with whom she’d been dancing, where the heavy use of scent and powder failed to disguise the rank smell of stale sweat.

Not used to staying up so late, Kate yawned again. They went to bed with the chickens in Oxford. She peeped up at his handsome jawline in the half-dark. It was not done for a woman to show affection to her husband in public. She’d heard a woman at the ball criticize a wife for kissing her husband too demonstrably. In fact, it didn’t seem fashionable to love one’s husband at all. Affairs could be easily arranged if any of the gossip could be believed. If it was discreet, few appeared to mind. She didn’t understand this world of the ton and was not at all sure she wished to be part of it.

“It won’t happen to us,” she murmured. The rhythmic clunk of the carriage wheels on the cobbles proved soporific, and her eyelids grew heavy.

Robert tilted his head toward her. “What won’t?”

“Never,” she said emphatically, closing her eyes. She drifted off to the sound of his deep chuckle, relishing the squeeze he gave her.


Chapter Seven


The carriage pulled up in Grosvenor Square.

Robert gazed down at the small head resting against his shoulder. Kate was sound asleep. The lamplight fell upon her creamy cheek. He stroked her delicate skin with a finger and spoke her name. She didn’t stir. She was worn out, and understandably so. He suffered a stab of guilt. She’d irritated him asking about Arabella. Perhaps because she’d been right. He and Arabella had enjoyed a brief affair a year ago. He was more than a little annoyed at Arabella. She hadn’t addressed Kate correctly and her snide remarks were mean. She should direct her anger toward him, he was after all the real cause of it.

He’d thrown Kate to the mercy of the ton tonight. And he knew only too well how harsh they could be. She’d done remarkably well, her fresh face and openness a stark contrast to some over-painted and spoiled aristos who were there. Those his uncle had despised. She’d made him proud, he had to admit. Several of his friends sought him out during the evening to offer their approval, and more than one commented that he was a lucky man.

“I’ll carry Lady St. Malin, Soames,” he told the footman. Robert gathered her up. Her soft body encased in a corset, petticoats, and skirts nestled against his chest as he walked up the steps and into the house. How slight she was, how light in his arms. He tended to forget, she was such a forceful presence.

When he reached her chamber, he found Brigitte waiting, dozing in a chair by the fire. “You may go.”

He laid Kate on the bed. Her eyes opened briefly. “Oh, thank you Robert. Too kind.” He should have left her there with her maid, yet he found he didn’t wish to. He wanted to see more than the brief glimpse he’d had of this young woman who was now joined to him for life. She murmured as he turned her and unhooked her gown, stripping it and her petticoat off and throwing them over a chair.

He unlaced the strings of her pretty stays, then paused, suffering another twinge of guilt. It didn’t seem right to do this while she slept. But perhaps she knew and enjoyed his ministrations.

She murmured his name, and her delicious mouth widened in a smile. His mouth hovered above hers. Aroused, his blood quickened. It brought him up short, and he drew away. This was not what he’d intended. Anastasia awaited him in her apartments. Yet, he preferred to remain and make love to his wife. They must become lovers eventually, why not now? She had told him to wait, but a man couldn’t wait forever.

Would she agree?

Robert gently shook her shoulder. “Wake up, Kate.”

She half sat up and opened her eyes, gazing at him. “What?”

Her curls tumbled down in a glorious mass of sun-kissed locks.

“I am undressing you. Do you mind?”

“Are you putting me to bed, Robert? Sorry. So dreadfully weary.” She settled down in her shift and closed her eyes again.

She had been through so much in these past months, and was so trusting, lying there in his arms, almost naked. What he saw of her body was delightful, and the brief glimpse he’d had of creamy skin, honey curls, and rose-tipped nipples when she’d stepped from her bath lingered tantalizingly in his mind. Her shift covered most of her slim legs. His fingers itched to raise it so that he might more thoroughly discover what lay beneath.

He denied himself, resolutely removing her peach satin garters. Then he rolled down her stockings, enjoying the view of her shapely legs, her skin soft against his hands. The rose water she used drifted tantalizingly in the air. He wanted to bury his nose in her skin and inhale deeply. Her full breasts pressed against the fine lawn, and it was all he could do not to cup her breast and thumb the perky nipple. But he wanted her awake, and agreeable.

“Kate?”

She opened an eye. “I’m afraid I’m in my cups, Robert.”

“Are you, sweetheart?”

He wouldn’t stoop so low as to make love to a woman worse for drink. Not unless invited. He pulled back the bed covers and settled her in the bed. Her long hair spilled over the pillow, and for a moment, he stood there gazing down at her, before tucking a small foot into place.

She curled up and gave a murmur of pleasure.

With a stab of regret, he drew the covers over her. “Goodnight, Kate.”

He poked at the fire and went to blow out the candles.

“Why, what’s this?” He picked up a small wooden carving and marveled at how finely wrought it was. What expertise would be required to produce such a thing? She’d shown him this piece of wood in Cornwall, likening it to a horse jumping a log, and now it was a work of some skill. In fact, there were several, all of them beautifully wrought.

“You are an astonishing young woman,” he said quietly, casting her a respectful glance where she slept in the big bed.

More than enough room there for him, too, and he was tempted to climb in beside her. Perhaps just to sleep, and then later, what came naturally might occur. Half out of his coat, he hesitated. He shrugged his coat back on. They’d got off to a bad start. It would take more than this to set things to rights. No sense in risking an embarrassing rebuff.

He wasn’t sure what held him back. She was his wife after all, dammit! But he blew out the candles and left the room.

Descending the stairs, Robert pulled on his gloves and took his hat from a sleepy footman. Not wanting to have his own horses left standing, he’d given instructions earlier for a hackney and found it waiting. He would spend an hour with Anastasia who never retired until dawn, but the thought did not provide him with the usual enthusiasm.
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Kate woke to the sun streaming in through the window. She rang for Brigitte, and she hurried in with a tray. “I’ve brought you a sweet roll and a hot drink, my lady.” She placed it on the table beside the bed and drew back the curtains.

Kate yawned and stretched. “What time is it?” She leaned back against the pillows and sipped the hot, rich chocolate.

“Ten of the clock, my lady.”

“That late?” Kate put down the roll half eaten. She threw back the covers and put on her slippers. “It appears to be a fine day.”

“It’s early for many Londoners, my lady. They go to bed at dawn and sleep into the afternoon.”

“I suppose I shall grow used to it in time.” A wave of contentment warmed her. Last night she had braved the ton and come away relatively unscathed. Robert would be pleased she hadn’t disgraced his name. A small shaft of uneasiness remained when she found it difficult to remember certain details of it. She longed to see him, to make sure. “Has my husband breakfasted?”

“I believe he has, my lady. He left the house for the stables a little while ago.”

Kate tried to hide her disappointment. “Did he leave word if he would be in for luncheon?”

Brigitte helped Kate into her wrap. “I do not know, my lady. Will I ask Hove?”

“Don’t bother. I believe I shall go to Hyde Park. I’ll wear my primrose yellow with the green petticoat and the straw bonnet, the one with yellow and white striped ribbons.”

“And primrose leather gloves, my lady?”

“No, the York tan.” Kate looked down at her shift. “I was so fatigued last night I must have dismissed you.” The niggling worry remained, had she drunk too much champagne?

Brigitte held a hand to her mouth. She giggled. “You were so sleepy, his lordship dismissed me.”

Kate’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, of course he did, I’d forgotten.” Had he undressed her? She vaguely remembered him covering her before she fell asleep again. She gazed at the thin lawn. He must have seen much of her. Perhaps, all of her.

She quivered. Had he liked her body? He hadn’t remained or tried to wake her, which left her unsure. She sighed.

“He assisted you to bed before he left for another engagement,” Brigitte said shaking out the folds in the yellow gown.

Kate swung around to face her. The maid’s face was impassive. It hurt her that Brigitte appeared to relish telling her about Robert’s nocturnal habits. Servants knew far too much of what went on. They would know that she and Robert didn’t sleep together. “I daresay he wished to return to continue his game of cards. So kind of him to escort me home when I became fatigued,” she said airily. Her heart sank, and she wanted to cry. There was only one explanation for him leaving the house at that hour. Robert had a mistress. She should have expected it, but it struck her to the core.

It was her fault. She was the one who had refused him his rights. What could she do?

“I shall promenade in Hyde Park, Brigitte.”

“Do you wish me to accompany you, my lady?”

“No, that won’t be necessary.”

“But my lady, should you go alone?”

“Why not? I traveled alone from Oxford to Cornwall. I think I can manage the park by myself. And I want you to run an errand for me. I need some more of that scented bath soap.”

She turned her back on Brigitte’s pout of disappointment.
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Robert cantered to the end of Rotten Row. He dismounted to await a friend who’d been delayed in conversation. He had not enjoyed his ride, for the previous night left a bad taste in his mouth. As soon as he walked into his mistress’s chambers, Anastasia had been in a pet at the lateness of the hour. He found he didn’t desire her. Perhaps he was tired. He had had to placate her with a promise of a new bracelet and an evening at the pleasure gardens, something she delighted in, but he found tedious.

While walking his horse, he caught sight of a prettily dressed woman strolling along the path through the elms toward him. Her lacy parasol shielded her face from the sun and his view.

Her gown was undoubtedly expensive. Curious that such a well-dressed woman should walk alone without her maid, he watched her approach. When she drew close, she raised her parasol, and smiled a welcome, her eyes a warm green.

Kate! Her loveliness and sweetness stunned him, causing a multitude of emotions to surge through him: frustrated desire, and the fear of being hurt, mingled with the need to protect her. It was quickly replaced with annoyance that she flouted convention.

“Good morning, Robert. I do hope you enjoyed your ride.”

Her wide-brimmed, flower-laden bonnet was perched at an enchanting angle on her head and a honeyed curl rested on a shoulder.

He dismounted and kissed Kate’s fingers encased in York tan gloves. “Where’s your maid?”

Her smile faltered. “I missed you at breakfast. I thought I’d come to see you. I sent Brigitte on an errand. I don’t see why she must accompany me everywhere.”

He wished she wouldn’t look at him like that and clamped down his jaw. She had no knowledge of how he spent last night. “Weren’t you taught anything about the ways of the world in that country village you grew up in?” He knew his annoyance was unreasonable and could almost see his uncle shaking his head in disappointment.

But there were pickpockets and loose screws to be found everywhere. A woman as deuced appealing as Kate wasn’t safe walking about alone.

His horse whinnied at the approach of his friend, Southmore.

“Damnation! It’s dangerous for you to go rambling about town,” he said heatedly. “I must insist you do not do it again.”

Robert turned to the man waiting politely, mounted on his gray, silently witnessing what transpired between them.

“Kate, I’d like to introduce Lord Southmore to you. Southmore, my wife, Lady St. Malin.”

“Lord Southmore,” Kate murmured. She curtsied, her cheeks pink.

Robert observed his friend. Southmore smiled sympathetically at Kate, damn his eyes. He took off his hat and bowed from the saddle. “Lady St. Malin. I’ve looked forward to meeting you. Such a pleasant day for a stroll. Are you enjoying city life?”

She made an enticing moue with her full lips and Robert was struck again by how natural and unaffected she was compared to most women he knew. “It’s busy and noisy. People are not overall as friendly as in the country.” She flicked a reproving glance in Robert’s direction. “But despite its failings, I confess I do find it entertaining.”

“I am totally in agreement with you,” Southmore replaced his hat with a warm smile. “I trust we can speak more on it this evening,”

“I shall look forward to it, Lord Southmore.” Kate seemed too friendly for Robert’s liking. And he was suspicious of Southmore’s effusive attitude. The man’s cozy invitation rankled. Southmore looked far too elegant and polished on his gelding. In his dedicated pursuit of pleasure, Southmore was known for fancying married women, but he would not enjoy a dalliance with Kate.

“I’ll accompany you home,” Robert said.

They left Southmore, and leading his horse, Robert walked with Kate to the park gates. He tried to ignore Kate’s wounded expression. He did wish to make amends for his outburst. But would Kate believe him? There was so much he found difficult to explain. And he certainly wouldn’t attempt it here in the street.

And she wasn’t about to make it any easier. Wouldn’t even look at him, dammit. When she was a few steps from the corner of their street, he said. “I must return my horse to the stables. Go on home. I’ll speak to you there.”

At the lane leading to the mews, he stood and watched her enter the house, then turned away.

A half hour later, Robert returned from the stables. Hove took his hat and crop and Robert quickly climbed the stairs. In his suite he called for a bath. He’d had time to order his thoughts, which he found easier when she wasn’t with him. He’d been grappling to bring these changes in his life under some sort of control. Difficult with the responsibilities which now rested on his shoulders. He was slowly getting on top of the business problems, but he would have to make a better fist of it with his wife. It was time to smooth things over. What better way than by making love? Once he and Kate were man and wife in the biblical sense, things would settle into their proper order. He hurriedly bathed and changed, then made his way to her chamber. It was empty. He descended the stairs, running his hands through his still damp hair.

“Where is Lady St. Malin, Hove?”

“In the salon, milord. It was very thoughtful what my lady did for our footman, Barker, was it not?”

Robert paused, a foot on the bottom step, not entirely sure who Barker was. “What was that, Hove?”

“Her ladyship personally purchased a powder at the store for his ailment.”

“She did? That was kind.”

Hove’s face cracked into a rare smile. “Very kind indeed.”

Robert headed for the salon. His fascinating little lady wife proved to be thoughtful and kind as well as provocative and damned stubborn. She’d shopped for a servant? If it got around, he’d be a laughingstock, but he found he didn’t care. Perhaps she was teaching him how the ton should behave. He’d been brought up not to give a thought beyond his own comfort.

Kate stood by the tall arched window, the light turning her hair gold as she swung round to frown at him.

“Well, here you are.”

“Yes, I’d like us to talk, Robert. You had no call to speak to me like that in front of Lord Southmore.”

“Southmore is not a man to be trusted.”

“He is your friend, is he not?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I approve of everything he does.” Robert had the uncomfortable recollection that he had found his friend’s womanizing amusing once. No sense in telling Kate that, however.

He strolled over to the drinks table and picked up a decanter. “Do you care for a sherry?”

“No, thank you.”

Robert dropped his hand and went to sit on the sofa. He watched her agitated walk around the room, her skirts swaying gracefully around her. “Come here, Kate.”

She remained where she was.

“Please?”

“If you wish.” She crossed the room to stand before him.

He took her hand, turning it over in his large one, marveling at her delicate fingers. He thought of the carvings he’d seen on her mantel. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“Are you?” She pulled her hand away, her voice doubtful.

He patted the sofa cushion beside him. “We need to learn more about one another, don’t you agree?”

When she hesitated, he seized her by the waist and tumbled her onto his lap.

“The servants might come in.” Kate struggled to rise, but he held her fast within his arms.

“No, they won’t.”

Her breath increased. “How can you be sure?”

“They wouldn’t dare. I told them we wished to be alone.”

Her green eyes widened. “Why do such a thing? There will be gossip in the servants’ quarters.”

“Servants love to talk. Why must we deny them something to talk about?” His hands roamed from her tiny waist to her bodice and full breasts, enjoying her soft curves. She was unlike the willowy women he was used to. Her derriere was plump and delightful against his hardening erection. Should he stop? He struggled with his conscience, and his conscience lost.

He slid his hands up her smooth thigh, wishing to bare her body to his gaze and to kiss every inch of her.

“Robert, should you…”

“Yes. I intend to make love to you.”

She squirmed and gasped. Her full lips open and inviting.

“Now? Here?”

“Why not now and here?” he asked, forced to remove his hand when she leapt up. He drew her down again. “Don’t you want me to touch you?”

“But this is not the place.” Kate’s eyes widened, her small pink tongue licked her bottom lip, sending a bolt of fire straight to his groin. She gave a shy smile. “A kiss perhaps.”

He found himself trembling as if it was the first time for him, too. He framed her face with his hands and covered her mouth with his. With an indrawn breath, he deepened the kiss. Kate moaned. Her hands threaded through his hair at the nape of his neck. Good lord, he’d started something now. How he wanted this luscious and delicate woman.

She drew away with a deep shuddering breath. “The bedchamber at night would surely be the….”

Robert began to undo the fastenings on her bodice. “I find myself unable to wait.”

“Unable? But you said…”

He managed the last without mishap and tucked his hand inside her shift, meeting soft warm flesh. He kissed her ear. “Can’t a man change his mind?” he whispered, kissing his way down her sweet neck.

Kate shivered. “But not here.” She continued to make half-hearted attempts to evade his mouth which he disregarded as blood roared in his veins. “This is not the way—”

“Hush.” He kissed her satin-skinned shoulder while he let his fingers wander.

Frustrated, he wanted to see more of her. Hold her naked in his arms. Her shift was trimmed with lace and green ribbon, her corset embroidered with birds and violets. He pulled her laces. She looked delectable, good enough to eat. And he determined to do something very much like it.

Robert’s breathing grew heavy and his groin tightened. He fumbled at his breeches to ease the constriction. Kate watched him, her eyes enormous. She opened her mouth to protest, and he kissed her to silence her. The kiss lengthened, and when he drew away, he gazed into her beautiful green eyes with warm hints of amber, then tasted her lips again. He couldn’t get enough of her sweet mouth. He drew away to find Kate breathing fast, her pretty lips swollen and lush. So, she enjoyed his kisses! Confident, his hands continued their work, and while she didn’t assist him, neither did she stop him. He drew up her gown and petticoats, a froth of ribbons, lace, and silk spilling over the sofa.

He panted, his mind fogged with lust as he cupped her breast and rubbed a taut nipple through the thin lawn of her shift and was gratified when Kate arched her back with a mew of pleasure.

Robert broke away to gaze at her lovely face. Her flushed skin was rosy and beautiful, her eyes hazy with desire, her breath as urgent as his.

He had to have her sweet body convulsing with pleasure under him.

“Don’t you think it’s time we made love?” he asked, his voice tight with need.

“But not…”
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Oh my. Kate gazed around the room wildly, as her determination to resist him slipped away. Soon she wouldn’t care if the servants entered and found her nude and engaged in… What was he doing now? His hand stroked to the top of her thigh. She feebly grasped his wrist to stay its journey, but he gently batted her hand away and reached that special part of her.

His touch caused an exposition of feeling, and she almost collapsed. Her protest ended on a long sigh, as her tense muscles loosened, and exquisite pleasure flooded through her body softening her bones. She could only murmur and lie back within the circle of his arm. Yes, oh yes, how she did want him. Wanted more of the sensations he produced with his clever hands and his wonderful mouth, more desperately than she would have thought possible. She was eager for them to become a proper man and wife. It was as it should be.

She raised her head and searched his eyes, longing to find evidence that Robert’s seduction was born out of love. Desire sparked in the blue depths of his eyes, turning them dark with a smoldering passion. But did he look at her? Really see her? Or was this merely a pleasurable game.

That she could move him to such desire made aware of her womanly power. And while she reveled in it, she tried to ignore the small thread of regret which refused to be banished from her mind. A need for him to woo her with love and treat her with respect. And it was not respectful to treat her this way in the salon.

All thoughts vanished as he stroked her sensitive feminine folds, while he murmured, his voice roughened by passion, praising her beauty, how much he desired her while stirring up powerful urges and sending her body into a trembling, demanding state of bliss. She melted against him, no longer able to deny the yearning he stirred in her, so intoxicating she struggled to remember where she was. Only that she wanted more of his kisses. Of him. But then that lingering doubt intruded again. Her eyes flew open. With a glance at the door, she tensed, unable to give herself completely. So intimate an act should be special. Their first time, the sealing of their love. Something to remember through all their years together. Would a frantic coupling in this room without mention of love—he not declaring it—and she not admitting it, do that?

Now he was doing something entirely delicious to her breasts. Under his ministrations her nipples became sensitive conduits that carried waves of heat to that pulsing spot between her thighs. She flushed with embarrassment at how moist and hot she’d become there while his erection pressed against her bottom, filling her with curiosity and yearning.
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Robert kissed her, and Kate sighed against his mouth. How lovely her breasts, so full and firm in his hands. He roamed the curve of her waist and hip returning to her smooth thigh and her soft curls. He badly wanted to kiss her there. He slid a finger gently inside her. Kate tensed and gave a muffled cry. She slid her legs apart and offered herself to him. Lord! How luscious she was, wet and slick beneath his fingers. He had to be inside her. Through the fog of lust clouding his brain, he was aware he must go carefully. She may be aroused, but the first time wasn’t always pleasant, and he needed to make it so.

Her eyes closed, and she moaned as he stroked that small pearl swollen and hard with need. He gently rolled it between his fingers.

“Oh!” She gripped his shoulders and her hips bucked under his hand.

As his fingers delved deeper inside her, voices and the clink of glassware sounded outside in the corridor.

Kate’s eyes flew open. She gave a muffled cry and gripped his coat. “I can’t! Not now… like this.”

“Yes, darling, just like this,” he said between heavy breaths. He couldn’t stop now, not if the house was on fire.

“No!” Kate swiveled and placed her hand against his chest. She pushed him back hard. Startled at the determined force behind it, Robert saw her genuine distress and let her go.

He had never forced a woman. Never had to. She clambered to her feet and stood facing him, her hands on her hips. Beneath her loosened corset, her unfettered breasts bounced under her shift in a way that stirred his loins to fever pitch. He groaned.

Her eyes blazed with rage and some other emotion that sliced at him like a rapier. Was it disappointment? “Don’t mistake me for your mistress, Robert.”

She pulled up her stockings, retying the ribbon above her knees. She had long legs for one of diminutive stature. Robert’s gaze rose slowly to her face when her words finally sank in to his lust-befogged brain. “No,” he said levelly. “You are not my mistress. So?”

She held her bodice defensively against her chest. “You will not treat me like her.”

Robert crossed his legs and winced. “I don’t believe I was.”

“I’m not privy to the way you treat your mistress, but I know how I wish to be treated as your wife.”

It dawned on him that Kate had somehow discovered Anastasia. “And how is that?”

Her pretty, pink lips firmed. He wanted very much to kiss them again and being thwarted made him extremely unsatisfied.

This was not turning out the way he’d hoped. He’d come back from the stables with the intention of making love to her. He should have been more patient. He’d lost his head. It was all this pent-up desire. Was he a callow youth for God’s sake?

Kate turned her back for him to do up her corset. “If you wish us to be civil to each other, you shall escort me out in the evening and stay by my side for much of the evening. You shall kiss my hand and compliment my gown and be nice to me.”

Robert obediently did up the hooks on her gown and was stabbed with a pin for his pains. He was in error, but Kate could push him only so far. “There are plenty of men in the ton who will fawn on you and pay you fulsome compliments. And more if you should wish it.”

Kate stamped her foot. “I don’t want fulsome compliments. I don’t want other men. I want honest affection. I want to be cherished, and…”—she gave a sob—“…loved. If that is impossible, then I shall remove myself from beneath your roof.”

“That is a consideration, certainly.” Robert rose, his desire still an uncomfortable fact, tightening his breeches. His annoyance grew. He would not be dictated to in this fashion. If she’d been brought up a lady, she would know better than to question his behavior. But then she might find a lover of her own. The thought chilled him.

Kate gathered up the rest of her things and flew out of the room.

When the door shut behind her, Robert went to pour himself a brandy. He sat for a while brooding about her skin and how soft it was to touch. He tried to move his thoughts from the image of Kate’s full lips in a pout, her fine, straight brows scowling, and her full breasts heaving in indignation as she stamped her foot. She looked magnificent. But she demanded too much from him, she wanted his very soul. He was a private person. He never wished for that and, but for the need of an heir, hadn’t wished to marry. And now, it seemed, to have peace in his own house, or even make love to his wife, he must become one of those unfortunate husbands led about by leading strings.

Oh, no, not he. He didn’t know what love was, and this sensation in his chest, as if his heart had split in two, was surely just the result of frustrated desire. Intolerable!

He put down his glass and stormed out of the room. He would not be home for dinner, he instructed his inscrutable butler and left for his club.


Chapter Eight


Kate scurried up to her bedchamber. Relieved not to encounter any servants on the stairs, she managed to close the door before a loud sob burst from her throat. She had wanted Robert to make love to her, desperately. She loved him with a passion that would last a lifetime, whatever happened between them. The strength of her emotions caused her to gasp in surprise. Why, when he did not deserve her love? Perhaps because she’d glimpsed the fine man, he could be when he was not retreating from any intimacy between them, and it gave her hope. If she allowed him to continue to treat her so casually, however, their relationship would never rise above that of so many of the ton, an indifferent arrangement to suit both parties.

Well, it would not suit her to live that way. She undressed and paced the room in her shift and petticoats, considering what best to do. In the end, she fell onto the bed, her tears dampening the pillow with the solution still no clearer.

Kate woke to a shadowy room. She’d slept for hours, and night approached. A possible answer to their problems had come to her when she lay half-asleep. Robert carried some sort of hurt. Might it have something to do with his estrangement from his mother? She remembered when they’d met in the ballroom, how on edge he had been, and how he spoke so unkindly to her. It was possible she might gain some knowledge of how to improve things between her and Robert from Lady Charlesworth.

Tomorrow, she would go and see her. She slipped from the bed and rang for Brigitte.

They had an engagement to attend this evening. She heaved a sigh. Would Robert appear at dinner? She expected things between them to be strained.

“I’ll wear the rose pink and cream dinner gown, Brigette, and the ruby earrings,” Kate said when Brigitte came in.

The maid studied her. “A cool cloth over your eyes, perhaps my lady.”

“Very well.” Kate was determined to appear at her best.

That evening, rested and more in control of her emotions, she waited in the salon for Robert to join her.

“Good evening.” Her foolish heart leapt when he walked in, cool and handsome in a sapphire-blue silk taffeta coat embroidered in silver thread with a froth of lace at the neck and cuff. His blue eyes glowered silently at her. He was angry, it was evident by his stiff bow. Well, wasn’t she entitled to be angry, too? He nodded toward the drink’s tray. “Do you care for Madeira or sherry before dinner?”

“No, thank you.”

He must have sensed it would be useless to make conversation, for he came and offered her his arm. She slipped her arm through his as tension tied her shoulders in knots. What might she say to him to lighten this dark mood? The very touch of his silk-clad arm beneath her fingers and his scent made her heart race. Her mind retraced every detail of their lovemaking despite it ending so badly. To recall his kisses and what his clever hands did to her body made her swallow a sigh.

It was so hard to be near him like this and not want his arms around her, to be engulfed by his strength and his maleness, and relish how strongly it affected him. To be tender and loving toward him. Would it have happened if she’d insisted they go to her bedchamber? She wanted to tell him how much she desired him, how she regretted what had taken place between them, but a glance at his profile made her firm her lips. He’d retreated into his shell again and was as remote from her as the first night they met.

Their sad lack of conversation continued as the first course was served. Not able to speak of important issues, Kate wracked her brain to find something amusing to say and decided any attempt would fall flat. She swallowed a little of the oyster soup before pushing the bowl away. Then moved potted asparagus around her plate with her fork. By the time the roast meats were removed along with the salad, Kate could bear the silence no longer. She had to speak to him even if they argued. “Did you have a pleasant afternoon?”

“I did. And you?”

“Not very. Robert…”

“Not here, Kate.” He frowned as a servant brought in the dessert course.

Kate declined the syllabub and selected a nut from the dish. “I thought I’d wear my green damask this evening.”

He lowered his wine glass. “What about the sea green?”

“The Italian silk? If you prefer it.” She was pleased that he expressed an interest.

“Yes, it makes you look regal.”

Regal? Kate would never have chosen such a word to apply to herself. Was that what he wished of her? Then it was understandable why she’d failed to impress him or gain his affection. Must she spend the rest of her life attempting to appear regal? She didn’t know where to begin. Perhaps the dress of his choice would help. She put down her napkin, and the footman rushed to pull back her chair. “If you’ll excuse me, I must dress.”

Robert stood and bowed.

Brigitte had just begun the finishing touches to Kate’s toilette, when a knock sounded at the door. Kate gave a nervous start. “That must be Robert.” Had he come to inspect her and see if she looked regal enough? She licked her lips nervously as feelings of inadequacy consumed her.

A footman bowed. “Lord Southmore is below, my lady. He wishes to attend while you dress.”

“Watch me dress?” Appalled, Kate frowned into the mirror and pulled her wrap over her chest, tightening the sash. “What can he mean?”

“He asks to come to your boudoir, my lady,” Brigitte said, “to assist with the placing of your patches, jewelry, and hair adornment. It is often done.”

“Indeed?” Kate thought this a most deplorable fashion.

“You would insult him should you refuse.”

Kate remembered Robert’s warning about his friend, but it only served to make her rebellious. Would Robert be just a little jealous to find Southmore had been here? “This is the way of things?”

“Oh yes, my lady. I have seen it done many times.”

She was sure that Lord Southmore didn’t wish her to look regal. “Have him come up, Brigitte.”

Shortly afterward, the elegant man, dressed in peach satin, entered the room, and came to kiss her hand. “Lady St. Malin.”

How civil he was. And quite attractive, she hadn’t noticed that before. She suspected a man such as he would never give a woman a moment’s heartache. “Lord Southmore.”

Southmore stood behind Kate as Brigitte opened the box containing patches. “Now let me see. One here, I think.” He leaned forward and traced her cheekbone with a feather light touch. “And one at the very corner of your mouth, to highlight one of your best features.” He brushed beneath her bottom lip with the tips of his fingers before withdrawing his hand.

Kate wanted to giggle but refrained because Southmore appeared quite serious. “Thank you, my lord. You have an eye for it.” Perhaps he’d had a good deal of practice, she thought wryly.

Southmore’s gaze moved over her, the warm light in his gray eyes failing to match his impersonal tone. “Now for the hair.” He turned to study her waiting gown. “An excellent choice. That lovely shade of green will pay homage to your eyes. Silk gardenias are perfect.”

Brigitte began to tuck the flowers into Kate’s hair.

“Superb,” Lord Southmore said. “Now, for the jewels, I recommend—”

“Emeralds,” a sharp voice came from the doorway.

In the mirror, Kate’s gaze flew to the door. Robert entered, a muscle twitching in his jaw. She drew in a breath at his steely expression but lifted her chin and held his gaze.

Southmore bowed. “St. Malin. You are just in time for the gown.”

“So I see,” Robert said through his teeth.

Kate hurried behind the painted screen. She slipped off the wrap. Brigitte helped her step into the gown, then her deft fingers worked at the pins and hooks.

Brigitte smoothed a silk ruffle. “There, my lady,” she said in a hushed voice, her eyes filled with excitement.

Kate stepped out to face the two men.

“Perfect. I was right about the color enhancing your eyes,” Southmore said, a mocking smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Wouldn’t you agree, St. Malin?”

Robert’s eyes narrowed, and he didn’t answer. He opened a velvet box. She expected the diamonds, but he drew from it an exquisite emerald necklace. The deep green stones, set in a bed of diamonds, looked like pretty spring flowers. He tossed the box to the maid and clasped the necklace around Kate’s throat.

His fingers touching the nape of her neck caused her to tremble. She anxiously watched his face in the mirror. Robert looked as if he would prefer to throttle her rather than adorn her with jewels. She bit her lip, determined not to allow him to spoil the evening. “Thank you, St. Malin.” The use of his title, although strange on her tongue, caused his eyes to widen. She saw that she’d penetrated his indifference at least, but it failed to please her. “Another beautiful necklace. I declare you spoil me.” She turned to Southmore. “And my thanks to you, my lord, for your skillful artistry.”

Lord Southmore bowed. “A pleasure.”

She took her gloves and reticule from Brigitte. “Shall we go, gentlemen?”

Robert turned to Southmore. “May I offer you a lift?”

Southmore bowed. “Thank you, St. Malin.”

They were so scrupulously polite with each other it got on Kate’s nerves. But the tension in the coach grew thick enough to cut with a knife, and little was said beyond inanities. Kate sat beside Robert, but he held his body away from her and gazed out the window.

Lord Southmore on the other hand seemed entirely relaxed as he smiled at her. After they descended from the carriage, Kate found herself comparing the two men. Robert’s shoulders were squarer and his was the more powerful build. Southmore was a very tall man and of a slimmer build. Robert had a kind of smoldering intensity he kept under guard. Southmore was cool, he treated life and women lightly, she suspected. She found she did not warm to him as she sensed beneath the charming surface lay a cold heart.

In the ballroom, the orchestra tuned their instruments, and a minuet was announced. When the music began, Robert partnered Kate. Over their heads, sparkling chandeliers hung from a ceiling painted with frolicking cherubs. Robert barely looked at her, performing the steps with cool precision. When the dance ended, Kate made an effort to amuse him, longing for him to smile. She curtsied low and fluttered her fan like a merry lady. “Thank you, my lord. You dance divinely.”

He glowered at her. “Don’t do that Kate.”

Crushed, she widened her eyes. “Do what?”

“Don’t cheapen yourself by acting the flirt.”

She looked at him openmouthed, struggling to understand him. “Many women here act that way.”

“Not you. It doesn’t suit you.”

Robert bowed and he excused himself. She sadly watched him walk toward the gaming room. She obviously had no clue what he wanted, but it didn’t appear to be her.
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Robert settled himself at a faro table and tried to concentrate on his cards. He had been unkind to Kate again and disliked himself for it. His adult life up to now had been ordered, and he’d avoided confrontation of any sort. Even putting up with friends he didn’t much care for rather than telling them to go to the devil. But now he struggled with see-sawing emotions quite beyond his control, and he had no idea how to come to grips with his new situation. It wouldn’t have killed him to have remained to explain to Kate that he had come to value her naturalness and her honesty. That he didn’t want to see her change. He feared it was inevitable. He just couldn’t bear to witness it.

He rose from the table, excused himself, and returned purposefully to the ballroom. He intended to make amends, or at least apologize for his rudeness. But he paused at the door. Southmore’s head bowed over Kate’s as they danced, and she smiled up at him. Robert turned on his heel and left the ballroom. Ridiculous to think every eye had been on him, but many were, some curious, some compassionate, and it filled him with a blood-thirsty rage. Not directed at Kate, but at his so-called friend Southmore. He suspected the man intended to snatch Kate from under his nose given the chance. The man’s blatant treachery robbed him of breath, when he’d always put such store by his friends.


Chapter Nine


Lord Southmore partnered her twice and asked her for a third, but wary of scandal, she refused.

“You seem sad,” he said coming again to stand beside her. “Can I do anything to help?”

“Goodness, no. Thank you. I’m not at all sad. I’m thoroughly enjoying myself.” Kate fanned herself violently, knowing she sounded brittle.

She wished Robert would return, for apart from a brief conversation or two, there were few here tonight that she knew. It was Southmore who attended to her every wish, when it should have been Robert, ensuring she had a glass of champagne and engaging her in conversation.

There was little she could do about it, and a part of her admitted she hoped Robert might be driven mad with jealousy.

Through the French windows, Kate spied the mansion’s sculptured grounds. When she commented on how glorious they looked lit by braziers, Southmore invited her for a promenade on the terrace. As another couple walked out with the same intention, she considered it safe to accept. And after all, Robert was nowhere to be seen. He might have been dallying with a mistress somewhere for all she knew. She batted away her unsubstantiated accusation when her stomach roiled.

They strolled out into the cool evening and stood at the ornate balustrade. Kate took deep calming breaths of fragrant night air, the stone cold through her gloved hands. What might the future hold for her when her marriage was such a failure? She’d never been so helpless and almost didn’t recognize herself.

The other couple decided the breeze was too fresh and retreated almost immediately, leaving the terrace deserted. The clear night sky was filled with stars paying homage to a full yellow moon, and a bouquet of lilac and rose scents wafted on the breeze. It would have been perfect if Robert was here instead of Southmore. His face appeared had grown too intense for Kate’s liking. She grew uneasy at such a shift in his demeanor and wondered what had provoked it. Some men responded to unhappiness, and she supposed misery was writ large on her face. She tried to rally and straightened her shoulders, leaning to admire the stone paths and clipped hedges. A fountain tinkled in the distance.

“How perfect the gardens appear bathed in a silvery light,” she said. “So still.”

“Sleeping beauty.” Southmore took a step closer. He took hold of her hand and kissed her gloved fingers. “You are a lovely woman, perhaps you need to be awakened.”

Kate pulled her hand away. “You should not talk to me in that fashion.”

“Why not?” He cocked his head. “Don’t you enjoy being told you’re lovely?”

“Only by my husband.”

“And does he tell you?”

“That’s none of your concern, Lord Southmore.” She stepped away. “The night air is a little cool. I think we should return to the ballroom.”

Lord Southmore restrained her with a hand on her arm. “Stay just a little while. Please listen to what I have to say.”

Kate bit her lip. “I’d rather you didn’t. Please let me go.”

“I suspect things don’t go well with you and St. Malin,” he said in an urgent undertone, his eyes on her mouth. “If you wish to be properly loved, I beg you to consider me.”

“I would not wait for such a thing if I were you,” Kate said sharply. “And your hand is still on my arm.”

“As you wish.” Lord Southmore removed his hand and shrugged, looking amused. He bowed.

Over his shoulder, Kate saw Robert appear through the doors.

He nodded to Lord Southmore and turned to Kate. “Are you ready to return to the ballroom, my lady?”

“More than ready, my lord.” She walked inside without looking back. Lord Southmore had overstepped the mark, and if Robert wished to plant him a facer, she was quite agreeable.

But when she finally peeked at the two men after a brief word, they’d gone their separate ways. Lord Southmore became engrossed in conversation with a group near the door. And Robert returned to the gaming room. She suffered a stab of disappointment. Robert did not care beyond appearances it seemed.

“What did you say to Lord Southmore, Robert?” she asked when they entered the carriage some hours later.

“Nothing yet. But I won’t have him near you Kate. Be warned. I might tell him that as soon I have an heir, he is at liberty to pursue you if that was your wish. As it seems it is.”

Kate spluttered. “But I didn’t… I don’t!”

“You don’t? That’s not the way it seemed to me.” He sounded indifferent.

It had not been her intention to be seen to be flirting with the man. But if she was honest, she had hoped Robert might be jealous. This was not the effect she’d wanted, however. Was this heir going to materialize like magic? she thought crossly. So, he didn’t mind if she eventually took a lover. Might he then happily continue to visit his mistress? She eyed him bitterly and turned away to the window.

Everything had been wrong from the very beginning. But the more she struggled to right things between them, the deeper into trouble she fell. She had no idea what to do next. It seemed impossible to convince him Southmore meant nothing to her. She could beg him to believe her, but her pleas would fall on deaf ears. Somehow, she would have to show him. She leaned back against the squab. Another awful silence fell and remained as the carriage rocked through the streets. In the dim lights of the lanterns, Robert sat with his arms folded, his expression unreadable. His very demeanor shut her out. She wanted to slip into his arms and have him wrap them around her. But that wish was fast becoming an impossible dream. She made no attempt to speak to him for the rest of the journey.

In the corridor outside her chamber, he barely touched her gloved hand with his lips as he bid her goodnight.

“Robert?”

He turned back to her, his brows arched, looking every inch a marquess. “Yes?”

She put her hand to the emeralds at her throat. “Shouldn’t you return these to the safe?”

“That might be wise.”

“Come in and help me take them off.”

He followed her into her boudoir as she removed her gloves. The room was empty for she’d told her maid not to wait up.

His touch on her neck felt cool and impersonal. He slipped the necklace into his pocket and turned to go. Kate touched his arm. “Won’t you kiss me goodnight?”

He bent his head and touched his lips briefly to hers. She put a hand on his chest, sensing the tension there. He was always annoyed with her and she struggled with the unfairness of it. “Stay a while?”

“I thought you didn’t wish me to make love to you.”

“Not in the salon. Here, in my bedchamber.”

His blue eyes blazed hot with anger. “Perhaps Lord Southmore can oblige. He knows where to find your bedchamber.”

Outraged, Kate slapped his face. The noise seemed to reverberate around the room. In the long silence which followed, they stared at each other, both breathing heavily. “I did not deserve that. I find your behavior disappointing, St. Malin.”

Robert raked a hand through his hair. He gave a crooked grin. “That makes your true feelings clear then, my dear, doesn’t it?”

He turned on his heel and left her, closing the door behind him. The room seemed too quiet with just the ticking of the mantel clock. Kate put her hands on her flaming cheeks. His rebuff hurt as surely as if he’d thrust a knife in her heart.
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It was just before dawn. The moon cast a ghostly haze over the trees on Hampstead Heath. An owl flew low across the clearing in search of prey.

Robert still felt the sting of that slap as he waited. Something far more serious than physical pain lay behind it. The cool night air did little to dampen his rage. He did not believe Kate openly encouraged Southmore, for he knew what the man was. But he’d be damned if he played second fiddle to Southmore in his wife’s affections. For one moment in the bedchamber as she stared at him, her bosom heaving, he’d considered trying to explain, but it was impossible. Not until he’d dealt with Southmore, and maybe not even then.

He wasn’t perfect. He admitted it, dash it all, but Kate demanded too much!

The sound of a carriage made him turn. Moments later, two men emerged from the shadows. Sir Lionel Nisbet walked toward them, Southmore abreast of him.

Robert and his friend, Lord Percy Spencer, strolled across to greet them.

“It’s damn cold, and it looks like rain. Are you sure you want to go through with this, St. Malin?” Spencer asked in an undertone. “Would it not be better to have a bout at the club?”

“What and have all of London agog as to the reason?” Robert divested himself of his coat and slipped his shirt over his head. He handed them to Spencer. Southmore had this coming. Robert bound his fists with tape. He would have preferred a pistol at forty paces, but he was a better shot than Southmore. And the temptation to run him through with his sword was too strong. If he killed him, he’d be ostracized for years. No, he intended to give the man the licking of his life. Not just for him, but for all the cuckolded husbands in London.

He moved toward Southmore who stood waiting, stripped to the waist and licking his lips nervously, his hands clenched into fists.

Robert bowed. “Southmore.”

“St. Malin.”

The men circled each other.

Robert sized up his opponent. He knew Southmore didn’t pursue the sport as keenly as he did, but the man was light on his feet. Better on a dance floor and in a lady’s bedchamber, perhaps. The thought of him in Kate’s bedchamber made Robert’s lips thin and his eyes narrow. Heat and bloodlust almost made him lose his cool intention. He took a deep breath to steady himself.

Southmore took a wild jab at him which missed when Robert ducked. The action unbalanced Southmore, and he rocked backward. Robert saw his chance. He struck the first blow on Southmore’s jaw with a right uppercut and followed it with a left.

Southmore’s head slammed back. He cursed and staggered, his body already slick with sweat.

Another right hit its mark. At the sharp sting to his knuckles, Robert began to enjoy himself. The silent woods filled with heavy breathing, the pounding of flesh on flesh, and the cries of the men’s friends urging them on.


Chapter Ten


The next day, Kate breakfasted alone, having been informed that Robert was attending to business. She glanced through the cards from those intending to make a morning call, three gentlemen. She supposed she must have met them although their names were unfamiliar. The thought of facing visitors suddenly seemed overwhelming. Most men tried to flirt with her or wished her to take up some cause or other with Robert. Too raw and unhappy to deal with any of them, Kate called for the town carriage to be brought round. She handed the butler the gilt-edged calling cards. “Please inform the gentlemen I’m not at home, Hove. I wish to visit Lord and Lady Charlesworth. I’m not sure where they reside.”

“I believe they have a house in Portman Square, my lady,” Hove said. “Won’t take John but a moment to drive you there.”

Dispirited, Kate watched the trees and houses pass by as the landau negotiated the London streets. She hoped she’d chosen the right course. It was an enormous risk, but there seemed no other possible action to take. She’d dined alone the previous evening, their plans to attend a soiree, abandoned after Robert failed to come home. She’d lain awake wondering if she should have given in to him in the salon, or at least handled things better. When he’d begun to make love to her, the fact that he’d left her to visit a mistress the previous night gnawed at her. In the end, she felt more like pummeling his chest and berating him than making love to him.

She sighed. Robert desired her, but at the same time he kept a wall between them. What had happened to him to make him act this way? Or was she being naive? Did all lords behave in this manner? Trouble was, she had no experience to draw on, and no one she might ask for advice.

The coachman stopped the carriage outside an impressive, four-story house in a square of newish townhouses. They faced a garden square contained by a black iron fence. Within the square, a well-dressed lady sat on a bench watching her two children play with a ball on the grass. Kate wanted a life like that woman’s. An ordered life filled with love.

Assisted down from the carriage, she stepped up to the door still fearing she’d been rash. Well, it was too late now. She smoothed the skirts of her squirrel-colored redingote. Brigitte had assured Kate she was properly dressed. But Kate wasn’t so sure of Brigitte as the maid tended to be temperamental.

The butler answered her knock at the set of black doors. She offered him her card. “Please inform Lady Charlesworth I’m here to see her.” It was the wrong time for a morning call, but if Kate waited for another day, she might lose her nerve. She could only hope the lady would agree to see her.

He escorted her to an antechamber and gestured to a chair. “Please wait, Lady St. Malin.”

She perched on a gilt chair listening to his footsteps on the staircase while clutching her gloved hands together. What if Robert’s mother refused to see her?

The butler returned and took Kate’s coat, then led her upstairs to the drawing room. She walked into a room furnished in the dainty chinoiserie style which suited its occupant perfectly. A pale blue and gold patterned Aubusson carpet covered the floor and swags of gold silk hung at the windows. Birds adorned the dull gold wallpaper. Hothouse floral bouquets in porcelain urns sat about on gilt-edged tables, perfuming the air. Lady Charlesworth rather like a flower herself, was dressed in a lilac round gown. She’d turned from where she’d been pacing, her embroidery flung onto the floor at her feet. A flush colored her cheeks and her gaze slid past Kate to the door. It occurred to Kate that she would have hoped her son accompanied her.

The lady hurried forward. She took Kate’s hands in hers. “Lady St. Malin, how good of you to come.” She drew Kate to sit beside her on the blue damask sofa. “I have ordered tea unless you care for wine?”

Grateful for something to ease her dry throat, Kate nodded. “Tea will be perfect, thank you.”

Lady Charlesworth rearranged the cashmere shawl over her slender shoulders with quick nervous fingers. “I was aware that Robert’s uncle planned to have him marry the woman of his choosing.” She smiled. “But I confess, you were a surprise.”

Kate hoped that no animosity lay behind her words. Robert’s mother was entitled to have wanted a better marriage for her son. She decided to get to the point before the moment turned awkward. “I’ve come to ask for your advice, Lady Charlesworth.”

The older woman put a pale hand to her throat and threaded her fingers through her pearls. “I’m not sure I can be of any assistance to you, my dear. But I’ll certainly try.”

“Robert appears troubled. I’m at my wits’ end to understand why.”

“Troubled?” Tears sparkled in Lady Charlesworth’s blue eyes, disturbingly like her son’s. Her obvious distress sent a shaft of remorse through Kate. Should she have come?

“He will be mourning his uncle of whom he was inordinately fond.” Lady Charlesworth put her hands to her flushed cheeks. “You must be aware that my son and I have been estranged for some time. I don’t expect that will change now. I used to pray for his forgiveness, but now I just want him to be happy.” Her lips trembled. “I’m sorry if he isn’t.”

“Robert has told me nothing of this estrangement.” It had been obvious at the ball something was badly amiss between them. How stiff and aloof Robert had been in his mother’s presence, and when Kate had tried to question him, he’d cut her off.

“No, that doesn’t surprise me. He keeps his own counsel.”

Lady Charlesworth said no more, and Kate began to wonder if she’d done more harm than good coming here. She leaned forward. “I’m desperate, Lady Charlesworth.”

“Oh?” Her ladyship’s fingers returned to her pearls. “I wish he would talk to you. It would be so much better for him.” She paused. “It might be helpful for you to know what you’re dealing with.”

“I shall be discreet concerning anything you wish to tell me, Lady Charlesworth.”

“The trouble between us, if that is what lies behind his present state of mind, began some time ago, when I married Lord Charlesworth a few months after Robert’s father died. It was far too soon for some, but I had no choice.”

The recollection seemed to upset her. She drew a handkerchief from her sleeve and twisted it in her lap. “I became enceinte almost immediately, and my daughter born a month early. For some time, I was censured by the ton. Vicious rumors spread accusing me of committing adultery while Robert’s father lay dying.” Her eyes took on a stricken look. “As if I would do such a thing. The ton can be monstrously cruel. Once bereaved a man may marry immediately if he chooses, but a woman is expected to remain in mourning for a year or more. I could not afford to wait. The dreadful financial straits I found myself in made that impossible. I feared for Robert’s and my future. He but a boy, and away at Harrow. It must have been hard for him. I couldn’t tell Robert that the man who’d been a good father to him, was an inveterate gambler. You must do as you see fit, of course. But revealing it now would serve little purpose.” She scrunched the piece of lace in her hand. “My husband and Robert got off to a bad start. Robert never accepted him, which is a shame as he’s a good man. And then things grew worse after Robert became enamored of a young lady who did not meet with our approval. He and Charlesworth argued over it. That was the final straw, and Robert became estranged from us.”

Kate’s heart swelled with sorrow for Robert. But might this be the reason things were not right between them? Did he still harbor feelings for her? “He was prevented from marrying the woman he loved?”

“I don’t believe our disapproval prevented the marriage. She chose to marry someone else.”

“How surprising.” Kate found it impossible for any woman to resist him if he loved them. He could be very appealing when he wished. If only Kate had been the object of his affection and saw that side of Robert: the ardent suitor, passionately seeking her hand in marriage. The swift rush of jealousy ebbed away into despondency.

Lady Charlesworth nodded with a small smile. “After his separation from us, he grew closer to his uncle. I believe he would have forgiven me and returned to us if his uncle had not been there.” She drew in a breath. “I don’t mean to sound critical. I’m glad St. Malin gave him love and support.”

Kate wondered if Lady Charlesworth had loved Lord Charlesworth when she first married him. Might it have been a marriage of convenience, too? She certainly seemed very fond of her husband now, and he protective of her, which gave Kate a small spark of hope for the future.

A footman brought in a tea tray and placed it on the octagonal table in front of the sofa.

Her ladyship presided over the tray. “Cream?”

“Thank you.”

Lady Charlesworth poured tea into flowery cups. She gestured toward the array of cakes on the silver tray. “Do have something to eat, please.”

Not hungry, Kate politely selected a tiny iced almond cake. She laid a napkin in her lap and nibbled at the cake, without really tasting it. “There must be something I can do.”

“Perhaps by just being you, my dear. I sense you are a sympathetic soul. I can’t tell you how happy you’ve made me, coming here.”

“I’m glad I came.” While Kate sipped her tea, the door opened and two children burst into the room. A girl of about twelve with dark hair in curls down her back followed by a tow-haired boy in short trousers. Lady Charlesworth held out her arms. “These are my other two children, Clare and Frederick. Children, please come and greet Robert’s wife.”

Frederick made a well-practiced bow.

Clare curtsied, her attention caught by Kate’s wide-brimmed hat adorned with feathers and ribbons. “How pretty,” she said, edging closer.

“Would you like to try it on?” Kate asked her.

“Yes, please,” she said in a breathy voice.

“Oh, no, my dear. You will spoil your coiffure,” Lady Charlesworth protested.

“Lud, what of that!” Kate laughed. She removed the pin and took off the hat. Placing it on the young girl’s head, she set it at the right angle. “Very fetching! Go and see for yourself.”

Clare rushed to the long gilt mirror and posed, turning this way and that. It was much too big, but she looked sweet in it. Her mother laughed.

“Do you know any card tricks?” Frederick took a pack of cards from his pocket and set it on the table.

“I confess, I’m afraid not,” Kate said.

“I do. Shall I show you?”

“Not now, Frederick,” Lady Charlesworth said. “Please say goodbye. Back to the schoolroom, the pair of you. Your governess will be waiting. We shall go to the park in a little while.”

Clare reluctantly removed the hat from her head and returned it to Kate.

“You have lovely children,” Kate said, after the door closed behind them.

“Thank you. Do you… wish for children, my dear?”

“I do. I hope to have several.” As she said it, a swift, deep yearning filled her.

“How wonderful.” Lady Charlesworth’s eyes widened as she poured more tea into Kate’s cup.

“I suppose it’s because I’m an only child that I like big families.” At this point she had no idea if it would ever happen. Robert needed an heir, but at this rate, they would never make peace with one another long enough to produce one.

“Does Robert want a big family, too?”

Kate had to be honest. “I’m not sure.”

Lady Charlesworth shook her head. “Sometimes men need to be…persuaded.”

“Persuaded?”

Lady Charlesworth smiled. “Women have a lot of power over men, my dear. A clever woman can achieve what she wants with subtlety.” She gave a laugh. “They need never be aware that they have been manipulated.”

“Robert recognizes the need for an heir,” Kate said, surprised to find Lady Charlesworth, who looked so demure, a little calculating. But might she be right? An older woman must surely be wiser in these matters.

Lady Charlesworth smiled proudly. “He is a man of some consequence now, isn’t he?” Her fine brows rose. “Forgive me for saying this, but you love him very much, don’t you? I see it in your eyes when you speak of him. It’s difficult for one woman to hide from another.”

Kate nodded. “I want a good marriage.”

Lady Charlesworth smiled. “Then you shall, I’m sure of it. I suspect you are just what Robert needs.”

“I do hope so.” Kate sighed, not at all convinced of it. “Thank you for inviting me into your home. I mustn’t keep you from your children.” She rose to put on her hat with an urgent need to find Robert and talk to him. Although what that would achieve, she wasn’t sure.

Robert’s mother stood. She took Kate’s hands and squeezed them. “If only there was some way I might mend this hurt, but I’m afraid it lies in Robert’s hands. I wish you both happy, my dear. Could you, do you think, call on us again?”

“I should be delighted. If you’d like me to.”

Lady Charlesworth hugged her. “Oh do, please. Don’t stand on ceremony. Call anytime. We would love to see you.”

Dusk closed in as the carriage bore Kate home through traffic-filled thoroughfares busy with the men of business seeking finance and trade. The coffee houses and elegant shops began closing their doors as dusk fell. London changed dramatically when night enveloped the city. Soon, the glow of oil-burning street lights would appear as the city came alive, and the playhouses, theatres, pleasure gardens, and gentleman’s clubs and gambling dens began a busy trade.

The carriage stopped, held up by traffic when a cart lost its load of vegetables. The delay gave Kate time to think of what she had learned. How awful that Robert suffered the loss of his father when just a boy. She’d experienced the pain herself, although she’d been grown up when her parents died.

And after, what he perceived as his mother’s betrayal, the woman he’d loved and wished to marry broke his heart. Kate tried to bury her curiosity about her. It was painful to think he’d loved this woman passionately. And no doubt, she very different to Kate in every way. Tall and fair perhaps, like Lady Elphinstone?

Kate sighed.

If nothing else came of this visit, she now better understood Robert, and why he was afraid to love again. To him, love must mean loss, betrayal, and heartache. She grew determined to make him understand that her love was constant. To gain his trust. She frowned. This would not be achieved in a day. She tapped her fingers on the window ledge, gazing out at the busy streets. The spilled cabbages had been swept aside, and the landau began to move forward.

With a throb, her soft heart ached for Robert, and her love spilled over. Had she been wrong to push him away? What had Lady Charlesworth said? Sometimes men needed to be persuaded. She thought of the mistress Brigitte had told her about. If Robert felt more in control with a mistress, then Kate determined to act like one, to at least get closer to him.

She called to the driver. “Please stop at my modiste in Albemarle Street, John.”
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Robert spent the day in discussion with the manager of the pottery factory. He had decided not to sell. They’d devised a new business plan, to enter the porcelain market and broaden their range, which excited him. He called in to White’s to discuss it with a friend, who promptly invited him to dinner. He declined, surprising himself at the need for a quiet evening spent at home. He would like to discuss this venture with Kate who had first given him the idea. But there had been an icy silence between them since his clumsy attempted seduction, and like the coward he seemed to have become, he’d removed himself from her presence.

And there was the matter of his mistress. Anastasia had requested that he visit her later tonight. He had been seriously neglectful. He wasn’t sure what he might do about that. Only that a man had needs and his were not being fulfilled.


Chapter Eleven


When Kate arrived home, she ran upstairs to her bedchamber carrying her parcel. Alone in the room, she held her new purchase up against herself with a shiver of anticipation. She tucked it away where Brigitte would not find it. It wouldn’t do to have the maid nodding approval and comparing her with some duke’s mistress. Even though Kate had decided to act like one.

That evening, when Robert entered the salon before dinner, there was a small bruise and a cut on his cheekbone.

She moved closer to inspect it. “What happened?”

Robert touched the wound tentatively as if he’d forgotten about it. “I connected with a branch while riding in the park.” He held out his arm. “Shall we dine?”

“In Hyde Park?” She looked at him doubtfully as they walked to the dining room, knowing what a fine rider he was. “You should be more careful. Have you had it attended to?”

“It’s just a scratch.”

“You can’t be too careful—”

“Please don’t fuss, Charity,” Robert said as they entered the dining room. “I don’t need my wife to turn into a mother.”

The footman seated Kate, then slipped from the room.

Kate settled herself, tucking her skirts around her. “I have no wish to be. For you won’t allow your mother into your life.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

She swallowed, almost losing her nerve when she met his cool blue eyes. “Only that it should occur to you that an older and wiser woman is an asset to any family.”

“I’ve got on quite well without my mother advising me. I am hardly in leading strings.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I dislike this conversation. Might we change it? I wish to tell you that I have an engagement later this evening.”

“Where?” Suspicious, Kate frowned, as hot jealousy coursed through her. Her desire to make peace with him evaporated.

He raised an eyebrow. “Something I promised a friend. Not something I desire to do.”

“You treat your friends better than your wife, my lord.”

He sighed. “You are yet to learn the way we live here in London, Kate.”

“Perhaps I don’t wish to learn it,” she said heatedly. “Particularly if I must become cruel and careless of people’s feelings!” She was failing badly in her effort to be seductive. Maybe it went against her nature.

Robert’s expression silenced her as Hove entered to decant the wine.

The footman brought in the shellfish soup filling the air with fragrant steam. Aware she was making things a good deal worse, she picked up her spoon. There would be time enough later. His mother’s words still rang in her ears. She disliked being manipulative. It might work to bring them together, so she was willing to try. But she had to admit that her confidence of achieving success had reached its lowest ebb.
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At nine of the clock, Robert left the house with a shrug of frustration. Kate found so many of the conventions of the ton to be false, and through her eyes, forced him to see it, too. Not something to dwell on now, however, and he pushed the thought away. He lit a cheroot and attempted to ease his tense shoulders as the landau negotiated the London streets. His attempts failed because Kate’s disappointed face kept appearing in his mind’s eye. He was still as tense as a violin string after the carriage deposited him outside Anastasia’s building and he climbed the stairs to her apartment.

As usual, the pleasure gardens were rowdy, and the performers lacked inspiration and talent. And Anastasia was particularly annoying.

“We have not made love since you married,” she fired at him when they returned to her rooms when he’d again resisted an invitation to her bed. “I believe you are in love with your wife.”

“You think so?” His cool look was meant to silence her.

That failed also, for Anastasia wasn’t about to let the matter go. “I am not allowed to speak her name. If you’re so fond of her, why are you here?”

“Why indeed?” Robert replied, as his unruly thoughts turned to Kate at home alone. “If a man must answer to his mistress as he does his wife, their association should end.”

She poked him in the chest. “I agree. Despite you being an accomplished lover, I find myself in need of a patron who wants to come to see me. And bed me,” she threw at him.

“No doubt you already have one picked out.” Robert opened the front door. He was surprised at how little he cared. With a curt bow he left her.

“I have several,” she called after him and slammed the door.

As he walked down the steps, Robert tucked his brass-topped cane beneath his arm, pulled on his gloves, and shoved on his hat. He entered the street, strangely light, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. What a fool he’d been! Women were such romantics. They thought love was at the root of everything. Might he be in love with Kate? He found more and more that he wanted to be with her. And his urge to make love to her was becoming impossible to bear. But dammit! It wasn’t unreasonable to desire a beautiful woman who was sleeping down the corridor, was it? He defied even a monk not to be continually bothered by it.

He accepted that he and Kate had been fighting a war and the prize was his freedom. A man had to keep a cool head, or he’d find himself turned into an obliging lap dog, with every shred of his masculinity gone. But somehow, as much as he wanted to return to his old life, something stopped him. He had no taste for cards at his club, despite knowing friends would be there. With a shake of his head, he raised his cane to hail a hackney, the option after an excruciating night was to return to his cold bed.

Robert woke. Or was he still dreaming? A soft body nestled beside him. He caught the fragrant scent of damask roses and his heart, and another part of his body leapt. Kate.

Not pausing to question it, he responded before she changed her mind, gathering her warm, enticing curves close. He whispered in her ear, “You have forgiven me my abhorrent behavior, then.”

Her sweet breath touched his cheek. “If you’ve forgiven me for slapping you.”

“I deserved it,” he said diplomatically. “May I light a candle?”

She paused. “All right.”

After candlelight flooded the room, he stared at Kate. If this was a dream, please let it continue. She wore a saucy, almost transparent nightgown of black lace. It was something he would expect Anastasia to wear, not his innocent little wife. She did look enchanting in it. Her sun-kissed curls flowed over her shoulders reminding him of Titian’s painting Venus of Urbino which hung in the upper gallery. Venus was naked, and Robert was rocked with a very strong desire to remove the garment, pretty as it was. “Where did you get that nightgown?”

“I saw it at my modiste’s the other day. She was making it for someone else. I persuaded her to sell it to me.”

“I’m very pleased you did. I didn’t know you were out today. Did you take your maid with you?”

She gave a quick shake of her head.

He tried to summon annoyance at her continued lack of propriety in the hope that he could hang on to some perspective, but failed as his blood surged, and his heart pounded. Right now, he didn’t give a damn. And rather than appearing apologetic, Kate’s green eyes defied him, while her white teeth nibbled her plump lower lip, inviting him to kiss her.

Robert lost his breath, his groin tightening. “You are so lovely,” he said gruffly. His gaze traveled from her nicely shaped ankles up to where her breasts thrust against the whisper-thin material. Her skin was like polished porcelain in the candlelight. Her delicate bones and slender body made him want to shield her from all hurt while horribly aware that he’d been the one who’d hurt her most.

[image: *]*

“I feel beautiful when you look at me like that,” Kate whispered.

“You’re trembling.” Robert trailed a finger down her arm. There was something in his eyes she hadn’t seen before. She recognized desire, but there was a softness, too, as if he really looked at her and didn’t just lust after her.

“A little.”

Kate released the breath she had been holding. She had been afraid he would turn her away.

Robert framed her face with his hands. “I promise never to hurt you, Kate. If I have in the past, I’m confoundedly sorry for it.”

“Oh, Robert!” Kate sighed as the tension leached from her limbs. Only a little apprehension remained for what lay ahead.
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Robert bent to kiss her, tasting her full lips. How he had wanted to do this and know that she wouldn’t fly out of his arms at the slightest provocation. He drew away the lacy fabric of her nightgown and uncovered a breast, bending to kiss a nipple. Her skin was soft and fragrant. She sucked in a ragged breath and clutched his shoulders. Aware she was nervous, his tongue gently teased a nipple, turning it marble hard. Her delighted gasp stirred a corresponding delight in him, but it was so much more than desire. His heart swelled with joy. It was an emotion like no other he’d ever experienced. It stunned him, enveloped him, and he almost pulled away in fear of it.

“Kate.” He groaned and ripped the fragile lace as he pulled it over her head. “I’ll buy you another,” he promised. “Just like it. One for every night of the week.” He rained kisses over her soft throat. “I want you so much.”

“I want you, too, Robert,” she said, her voice a mere whisper.

He groaned. “I’ve wanted you since I first saw you.”

“I think I wanted you, too.”

He smiled. “And you still do. Despite everything?”

She smiled back, shyly. “Yes, of course.”

“I’m a lucky, undeserving fellow.” He kissed her, deepening the kiss until they both were breathless. “The only thing I can say in my defense is I needed time to wrestle with a few demons.”

“I know.”

He hesitated. “You know?”

“Love is glorious, but when one gives up one’s very soul to it, it can also be frightening.”

She loved him. Robert tenderly traced her lustrous lips and bent to kiss them again. “How did you come to be so wise?”

In the soft golden candlelight, he ran his hands over her body, from the jutting fullness of her pale breasts and down over the curve of her slender waist to the downy hair at the base of her stomach and her rounded thighs. He longed to part them and discover that delicious part of her. Mustn’t hurt her, he cautioned himself. Don’t behave like an oaf. Don’t spoil it.

His hand roamed over her delightful curves. His hand found the velvety soft skin of her inner thigh and climbed higher.

Kate murmured as he stroked her plump, damp softness, and he watched with delight as her eyes grew dazed and she made gasping little cries of pleasure. Moments later, she fell back on the pillow breathing hard. With a smile, she reached for his face, tracing a finger over his lips.

He caught her hand and kissed it. Her passionate response made his heart bang against his ribs. “Do you want me, Kate?” he asked hoarsely, almost afraid of the answer. It seemed as if his whole life depended on it.

Kate pulled him down. “Yes. Yes.”

She invited him to touch her, to taste her. Her lips parted under his, and he explored the sweet cavern of her mouth, his tongue dancing with hers, sending another crashing wave of need flooding through him.

Robert sat up and drew off his nightshirt. He settled between her legs, and she hugged him to her, pulling him close against her soft curves, her firm breasts and taut nipples rubbing against his chest. The blood surged through his body as she nibbled his ear and raked her fingers through his hair.

She might be an innocent, but you could never accuse Kate of being straight-laced or priggish, as he’d expected a virgin to be. He delighted in watching her gain in confidence since she’d come to London. And how in the bedchamber where she’d become an intoxicating mix of nymph and siren. What joy lay in the years ahead.

Her hands danced along his back and she murmured words of love. Desire roared in his ears as her words became incoherent. Her body was hot and slick with desire, and he thought he might explode with the exquisite pleasure of it. He entered her, met with resistance, and pushed, breaking though.

She cried out, and he faltered. “Have I hurt you? Shall I go on?”

“Don’t stop, please.” Her voice shook.

He moved slowly as her body sheathed him, drawing him into her hot center. The need to thrust into her and claim her as his own grew so strong it was hard to resist. But he held himself in check and knew he could not last long. “Next time,” he promised.

He cried her name as he came.
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As the first fragile rays of dawn crept through the crack in the curtains, Kate stirred. Robert slept with his face against the pillow, his naked body stretched out across the bed. She snuggled close as her heart swelled with love. Surely now, he was entirely hers. Yet, some uneasiness remained. Would she be enough for him? Would he be faithful, and more importantly, did he love her? Even in the throes of passion he had not said those words.

“Robert? It’s almost morning. I must return to my bedchamber.”

Kate ran her hand over his back and arms, enjoying the shape of muscles and sinews beneath his satiny skin. She marveled at his masculine strength, she boldly stroked his smooth rounded backside, so unlike a woman’s. Her body felt pleasantly sore, and she blushed at the memories of their night together.

Robert yawned. He raked his fingers through his hair, ruffling it and making her fingers twitch to smooth it. “We’re married, Kate. It’s perfectly all right for you to remain here.”

The servants would suffer no illusions wherever she woke up that morning. He lay smiling at her like a big satisfied cat. “And I’m not finished with you.” He gathered her into his arms and kissed her. “I will never be,” he said huskily.

Kate pushed slightly away from him, searching his eyes. “There’s something I have to tell you.” Her stomach tightened with anxiety even though Robert’s hands produced delightful sensations everywhere they touched. A pleasant ache spread through her nether regions, and the memory of last night’s tender lovemaking threatened to distract her from her purpose.

There must be nothing standing between them. She must tell him.

He propped his head on his hand. “What is it, sweetheart?”

“Yesterday, I visited your mother.”

“You did what?” Robert rolled away from her and sat up. “Why?” His brows snapped together, looking thunderous, and she quaked.

She took a deep anxious breath. “I visited your mother. And I met your half-sister and brother. I like them, Robert, very much.”

“You had no right to do such a thing.” The harsh condemnation in his voice made her shiver. She clasped the sheet to her chest, defensively rocked by how cold and impersonal his blue eyes had become.

“I needed to know what had hurt you so much.”

“And did my mother oblige? I suppose you know the whole sorry tale.” He left the bed and stalked over to his dressing gown, pulling it on. “Will you leave things alone now?”

“She asked me to visit her again. I promised I would.” Kate lay in the cooling bed, suffering a sense of abandonment. But she still clung to the hope she could convince him of the rightness of it. That to deal with the past and put it behind them would be healing.

He paused from tying his robe and stared at her, his eyes dark with anger. Or was it hurt? “You promised?”

“Yes, but…”

“You went right ahead and did just what you wanted, with no thought of how your actions might hurt me.”

Wrapping herself in a sheet to cover her nakedness, she put a foot to the floor. She hurried toward him, almost tripping. “But Robert, I wanted to mend things, not hurt you further, don’t you see?”

“No, I don’t see at all,” he said, his voice icy. “I see only that you wished things to be as you choose. And disregarded my wishes entirely.”

“Do you realize that when your father died, he left your mother with very little money?” she flung at him. “She married to protect you from poverty.”

He paused at the door. “My father would never have left her in Dun territory.”

“He did, Robert.”

“I find that hard to believe. Why didn’t she apply to my uncle?” He ran his hand along the doorframe, considering it. Then he straightened to face her. “If it was so, my mother didn’t bother to make me aware of it.” He shook his head. “And it makes no difference now.”

She put a hand to her stomach. “What happens if we have a child?”

“All to the good. I need an heir.”

Did that mean he could then send her away? “Your mother will be a grandparent. Don’t you want her to be part of that? Your children’s lives blessed with loving relations? I’ve none to offer them.”

“That is surely for me to decide.”

Was this the same man who made love to her so tenderly? The hero and lover of her dreams? His expression was closed, and he turned away from her with a dismissive gesture, as if she meant nothing to him. As if…he wanted to be gone.

“I want so much from this marriage, Robert,” she said, her voice trembling. “That’s why I tried to make amends between you and your mother.”

“You should not have taken such a thing upon yourself.”

She clutched the sheet to her chest. “No, it seems not. You may be disappointed in me for trying to put an end to a family rift that has made you unhappy. But I am equally disappointed in you. You are unfair.”

He whirled around. “I beg your pardon?”

Kate gasped. “You…you cannot forgive others their mistakes, but you remain quite content with your own!”

She swallowed. “You are…spoiled and you are…” She groped for words as anger and distress threatened to close her throat. “Arrogant!”

Robert’s face blanched white. “I believe I’ll retire to my dressing room,” he said. “You are welcome to remain here if you wish.”

He threw open the door and left the room, closing it behind him.

With a sob, Kate pulled on her gown and gathered up the tattered remains of the expensive nightgown. She walked out into the shadowy corridor and tiptoed back to her bedchamber, sniffing back tears. On reaching it, she climbed into her bed and sobbed into the pillow. Perhaps it was unwise to speak to his mother, but the anguish of living as they had when she loved him, was something she couldn’t bear.

Robert had been right. She should have realized she couldn’t set all to rights. That she’d desperately wanted to be part of his family as well as having children of her own was no justification for what she did. How mistaken she’d been. Now her dreams had turned to ashes.

She wiped her eyes on the corner of the sheet and gulped. Robert making love to her, so passionate and yet so tender, and the pleasure he gave her, she would dream about for the rest of her life, for surely, he would never make love to her again.


Chapter Twelve


The following sennight passed with a strained silence between them, their argument never mentioned. Kate met Robert for dinner every evening, and he escorted her to social events. He did just what she demanded of him, complimenting her gown and remaining by her side for a good part of the evening. It was as if they performed for an audience, then went their separate ways, he supposedly to his friends at the club, her to her new friends at card parties and morning teas. She had never wished for this shabby pretense and railed against it. But what could she do? She could hardly try seducing him again, having failed so miserably before. The thought of a rebuff was too painful to contemplate.

By the third week, she feared she would explode and do something outrageous, just to gain his attention and make him look at her as if he really saw her.

They attended Lady Pendlebury’s ball, one of the last of the Season, and Kate found, despite her low spirits or perhaps because of them, she welcomed the sight of the familiar and friendly faces gathering together.

With Robert at her side, she joined in the discussion of the latest play she and Robert had seen earlier that week, Race for a Wife at the Delphi Theatre, how rowdy the audience was, despite Frank Moreland as Sir Peckham Wry making a good fist of the role.

“My, that’s such a pretty gown you’re wearing,” Mrs. Summerton remarked, a newly married woman of a similar age to Kate. “Where did your dressmaker find such exquisite silk damask?”

Kate smoothed the folds of the elaborate gold gown. She considered herself quite grand with the two dyed ostrich plumes in her hair. “Paris,” she said with a smile.

“But of course!” Mrs. Summerton cried.

Mr. Summerton crossed the room to join them. He bowed. “Good evening, Lady St. Malin.” He smiled with an apologetic shrug. “If you’ll permit, I will borrow your husband for a moment. We shall leave you to talk about furbelows and fripperies.” He took Robert’s arm, and they strolled off, deep in conversation. A reference to the horse races drifted back with the tangy odor of snuff.

Kate looked after them, her eyes on Robert’s wide shoulders encased in bronze silk. She would enjoy this so much more if things were right between them. She sighed as Amelia, Lady Langden, who’d become a firm friend, approached. She would no doubt wish to discuss the latest scandals and on-dits. Kate would listen politely, her lips remaining firmly closed. It would not do to have her opinion repeated. Although she was a marchioness, she was new to society, and lacked the lineage to impress. She wanted to make friends, not enemies.

As Kate walked the length of the long room on Lady Langden’s arm, to where a small group gathered around a tall, Rubenesque, blonde-haired woman who had just entered.

“Who is she?” Kate asked.

“That’s Mrs. Marchant.” Amelia Langden turned a wry smile in Kate’s direction. “Formerly Millicent Burrowdale.”

The woman in her mid-twenties who was dressed in a low-cut gown, which revealed much of her excellent figure, emerged from the group on her husband’s arm. He was considerably shorter than his wife, and stout, his waistcoat straining over his stomach.

As Kate watched, Millicent approached Robert, fluttered her eyelashes, and playfully tapped his arm with her fan. He bowed, spoke briefly to her and her husband, then walked on.

“She’s very beautiful, and she knows my husband. Well, I think.” Kate suffered a rush of jealousy that heated her cheeks.

Amelia nodded, and tugged on Kate’s arm, turning her in another direction. “Let’s sit over there.”

They took a glass of champagne from a waiter and settled on two gilt chairs beside a potted rhododendron.

“I should tell you this,” Amelia said, gazing around to see if anyone was within earshot. “Your husband once asked for Millicent’s hand. But her father, who’d made his money in trade, rejected his offer for a nabob’s son. It was judged absurd at the time, but her husband could buy up half of England and a good deal of France. You should see her diamonds. As big as goose eggs.”

“So that is she,” Kate said pensively, watching Millicent cross the room. She was tall and fair with those attributes that Robert admired.

“Oh, you’ve heard of it.” For a moment, Amelia looked a bit put out before recovering herself. “That’s all in the past, of course. Your husband shows little interest in her now.”

“Doesn’t he?” Kate looked after the confident woman as she sailed through the room, like a graceful ship riding on smooth seas. A weight settled over her heart. Robert had been desperately in love with her. Was he still?

“He didn’t look back at her,” Amelia said. “You can always tell by that.”

“Can you?”

“Indeed.” Amelia nodded sagely. “If a man is interested, he can’t resist another peek. She’s a bit too tall if you ask me, and that dress is in bad taste.”

Kate smiled at her loyal friend. “I’m afraid she’s beautiful, Amelia.”

“Yes, well. She must be stupid. Fancy choosing that common little man over St. Malin, even if he wasn’t a marquess at the time, he was always going to inherit.” She patted Kate’s arm. “Besides, Robert is obsessed with you.”

Kate forced herself to smile. “How kind you are.”

“Here comes your handsome husband now. I wouldn’t mention that you know of this, my dear.”

Kate rose as Robert came to claim her for a dance. She endured his formal manner as they executed the steps of a minuet, but when he escorted her from the floor and left her to go to the gaming tables, she watched to see if he glanced back at her. She was a little comforted when, pausing at the door of the adjoining reception room, he did.

But then the thought crossed her mind that he might have been checking to see she wasn’t claimed by any men for the next dance. He was still very proprietorial, and she supposed he would remain so until he had his heir. Although, who knew when that would be. It was fortunate at one and twenty she still had a few good years left.

During the following weeks, invitations flowed in. More gowns were ordered, more hats and shoes, reticules, cloaks, and gloves than one body could wish for. A rainbow of colors and textures, silks and satins and nets filled her clothes presses. It should have been a delight. Yet it wasn’t.

When alone together, the air crackled with unexpressed resentment. He had not visited her chamber again. At night, she lay awake tossing and turning and yearning for his touch. She’d surreptitiously studied his handsome face over the dining table, wanting to rush and kiss him, to climb on his lap and put her head against his chest, to feel the pounding of his heart, and know that he loved and desired her.

Robert did not, and now her angry words could never be withdrawn. He barely looked at her. He was flawlessly polite and courteous and gave a wife little reason to complain, even returning at a reasonable hour the nights he spent with his friends. Of that she was sure, for she waited and listened for his tread outside the door.

One evening, as she lay with her candle alight, he paused at her door, and she held her breath, biting her lip to stop from calling out to him. A moment later, she heard his footsteps continue down the corridor to his bedchamber.

He remained aloof, and she feared if she made a plea for something more he would turn away, and things would grow even worse.

Kate had no redress; she couldn’t defend her actions. She had no one to turn to for advice. She considered seeking out his mother again, but didn’t dare, and that left her with the uncomfortably guilty knowledge that she failed in her promise to visit her.

Her distress and loneliness became as unbearable as when her parents died.

At Almack’s assembly on Wednesday evening, she heard herself being described as a charming young matron, and her marriage held up as a shining example to some poor young woman in her first Season. If they only knew!

The musicians in the minstrel’s gallery began to tune their instruments, and Robert, dressed in black knee-breeches, white cravat, and chapeau bras, the required evening clothes for Almack’s, claimed her for a Scottish reel. He accompanied her to the assembly rooms in Pall Mall under sufferance, expressing a dislike for the place; the way one was forced to dress, the terrible food, and the absence of liquor. “Thin bread and butter? Plain cake and tea? No wonder most go to the Pantheon!” He looked so unhappy as he offered her his arm, she sighed.

The evening became memorable when the Duchess of Devonshire came to sit with her. The lovely, vivacious, and intelligent woman was delightful company, with an impressive knowledge of literature. They chatted about books and plays for over an hour, and she expressed the desire to have Kate attend one of her literary soirees.

On the way home in the carriage, Robert broke into Kate’s thoughts. “I’ve arranged for your portrait to be painted.”

“Oh?” Kate was glad he’d condescended to speak to her. But she had little interest in having herself painted. “Who is the artist?”

“Sir Thomas Gainsborough.”

“My goodness.” Heat flooded up her neck to her face. “He painted the Duchess of Devonshire’s portrait. Would he wish to paint me?”

“And why not?”

“Oh, because…”

He sighed heavily. “You are a marchioness, Kate. Have you forgotten?”

“No, Robert, I have had no opportunity to forget.”

His eyes glowered at her. “What does that mean?”

She’d sounded terribly ungrateful and smiled apologetically. “Nothing, I’m sorry.”

He paused, studying her. “We are to visit his studio tomorrow.”

“So soon?” She raised her eyebrows. “What will I wear?”

“I expect Sir Thomas will decide that.” Robert ran a hand over his jaw. “But, wear the pale green.”

“Pale green? Oh, the apple-green evening gown? That’s of a very simple design.”

“Yes, that one. And the black hat with the wide brim. I’ll remove the emeralds from the bank if he requires them.”

Kate began to feel more like an ornament than ever. “If you wish.”
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Sir Thomas Gainsborough lived in Pall Mall in Schomberg House, a red brick and stone building.

“Next door is a house of ill-repute,” Robert commented almost to himself as he and Kate crossed the footpath to the front door.

Kate’s eyes widened, and she turned to stare at the building. “Is it?”

Unsure whether to tell her more, he began to wish he hadn’t spoken. “It attracts some unsavory people,” he finally said.

“Oh. I imagine it would.”

He held the door open for her to enter the foyer, unaccountably annoyed that she wasn’t impressed or shocked by the revelation. “They are said to charge barren couples quite a lot of money to assist them in their quest for a child. With the use of special beds.”

“How interesting.” Kate put her head down and continued walking.

Bemused, Robert wondered how an innocent comment could stir up a veritable nest of unspoken feelings. “It mainly serves as a brothel offering no end of delights,” he added, striding to catch up with her. His somewhat callous remark was an endeavor to guide their conversation in a safer direction. But it only served to make him recall the one night of passion they’d shared. A glance in Kate’s direction confirmed she was thinking of something similar, for her footsteps had faltered, and she flicked her bottom lip with her tongue. He suffered a strong urge to draw her into that dark corner and kiss her. He found himself seriously considering it, and far more. Raising her skirts and…

He took her arm. “Kate?”

“Yes?”

A door opened at the end of the corridor and a servant poked his head out. “Would you please come in, my lord and lady.”

Robert took off his hat and held it somewhere near his groin.

“Shall we go in, my dear?”

Kate nodded, her eyes a little vague.

Robert introduced Kate to the famous artist, a dark-eyed gentleman well into middle-age. He studied her with a critical painter’s eye, which obviously made her uncomfortable.

“Come and sit in the light.” Sir Thomas led her over to a chair.

The studio smelled heavily of oil paint, varnish, and turpentine. Brushes of all sizes and pungent oil paints were spread over a large table. Canvasses were propped around the walls and a blank one perched on an easel. Finished works graced the walls, exquisitely rendered. Kate turned to gaze at Robert as if imploring him to change his mind.

He frowned and folded his arms. Would she never accept her new position in life?

The artist took Kate’s chin in his hand and turned her head this way and that. “You’ll make a splendid subject,” he said smiling. “But not in this gown.”

Kate’s eyes widened. “What would you have me wear?”

“I’d like to see you in topaz, which will pick out those warm lights in your eyes and hair. Do you have something suitable?”

“No. I’ve never worn that color.”

His sandy brows rose. “Well, you should.”

“I believe you have a Norwich shawl in something similar, don’t you, my love?” Robert interjected.

“The one with the border of acorns? Yes, I’d forgotten it.” She turned to the artist. “Would that do?”

“Splendidly.” He glanced around the room at the books piled high on tables and urns of flowers. “I have an idea for the portrait. We’ll talk tomorrow. Wear a white gown and bring the shawl. And that hat, I particularly like the feathers.” He massaged his gnarled fingers as if in preparation. “We’ll begin straight after luncheon.”

Kate curtsied. “Thank you, Sir Thomas.”

He turned to Robert. “No need for you to come, my lord. Having one’s portrait painted is a long tedious business, as you are aware.”

Robert was surprised to find he was disappointed. Perhaps his interest in art was increasing with age.

As they returned to the carriage, he nodded his head toward the wing of the building where the brothel was situated. “Just be careful who you speak to here.”

She raised her brows. “Do you think they might kidnap me or invite me to join them?”

He stared at her, tamping down the rush of passion that found its way to his groin. “I don’t think that’s funny.”

She picked up her skirts. “That’s not surprising. You have little sense of humor.”

“I believe I have an excellent sense of humor,” he said hotly.

“You’ve lost it somewhere, Robert.”

They stood in the street glaring at each other.

Kate shook her head. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Robert. Let’s go home.” She crossed to the carriage and held out her hand for his assistance.

Robert eyed her derriere as he helped her into the landau. His fingers curled into his palm as he suffered an overwhelming desire to smack it. Her derriere, like a perfect peach, was hidden by so many folds of material he doubted she’d feel it. Better that he do it when she was naked and stretched over his lap. He swallowed and almost cursed out loud. “I believe I remember the very morning I lost it,” he said, settling on the seat beside her.

Her eyes widened. “Lost what?”

“My sense of humor.”

“Oh.” Kate didn’t bother to ask. She turned to stare out of the window.


Chapter Thirteen


Kate climbed out of the carriage at her front door, her legs leaden. She’d had to hold a pose for hours, while she stood with a hand resting on a table, the shawl draped over her arms with only a break for a cup of tea. Sir Thomas had not wished her to wear jewels, just a black ribbon tied around her throat. He’d barely stopped to rest. She wondered how a man of his advanced years came to have such energy. He seemed pleased with how the painting was developing, although he wouldn’t allow her to see it until it was finished.

The butler stood waiting at the door. “Good afternoon, Hove,” she said wearily.

“My lady.” He took her redingote and bonnet. “There’s a young lady waiting to see you. I put her in the salon.”

“Oh? Who is it?”

“A Miss Hargrove. Says she’s one of the Charlesworths, my lady.”

“Really? I’ve not met her.”

“No, my lady.” Hove’s face took on an uncertain expression. “I didn’t like to turn her away, being a relative of his lordship’s.”

“You acted quite rightly, Hove.”

Curious as to what this person would want with her, Kate drew in a tired breath and climbed the stairs to the salon. When she walked through the door, Kate found a young woman barely out of the schoolroom.

With a fetching smile, she bounced up off the sofa and fell into a graceful curtsey. “I’m Merry Hargrove, Lady St. Malin. I’ve heard such wonderful things about you from my cousins.”

“Please do sit Miss Hargrove.” Kate doubted this young lady had heard any such thing. “Do I know your cousins? Who are they?”

“Why that’s Clare and her brother, Frederick. Lord Charlesworth is my uncle. He is married to Robert’s mother.”

“Now I understand. Please call me Kate, and I shall call you Merry. Such a pretty name! I’m sorely in need of a cup of tea. Will you join me?”

Merry sat close to Kate on the sofa. “I traveled all the way from Bath on the stage,” she announced dramatically, her gleam of triumph tempered by a quivering lip. “It was horrid. I sat next to a man who smelled of cabbage.”

“You came all the way unescorted?”

“Indeed!”

“But why?”

Merry clasped her hands together. “To ask for your help.”

Kate eyes widened. “Whatever is the matter? And how can I help?”

“You and Robert can advise me.”

A headache began to thrum at Kate’s temples. “How, Merry?”

Tears flooded Merry’s pansy-brown eyes spilling onto her smooth cheeks. “My father plans to marry me off, as soon as I turn eighteen.”

“Really? And when is that?”

“November next.”

“You dislike this man?”

“He is not a bad man,” Merry said, hesitantly. She shrugged as if unable to explain further.

It was difficult to discern quite what troubled Merry. To Kate’s relief, a servant entered with the tray. “A cup will make you feel much more the thing, and then you can tell me all about it.” It was not her place to advise Merry, but Kate did sympathize with the young woman. Arranged marriages could be cruel.

The young woman gave a watery smile and sniffed. “I knew I would like you.”

Merry would not have learned much about her, beyond Kate’s brief visit to Robert’s mother. She was a sweet-faced, pretty girl in her simple cream linen round gown, her brown hair fashionably arranged, with curls on her forehead. And so young and distressed that Kate’s compassionate heart went out to her. With an encouraging smile, she poured the tea. “Cream or lemon?”

“Cream, and lots, please. And I might try one of those sandwiches. I am most dreadfully hungry.”

“Try a raspberry tart. They’re a favorite of mine.” Kate handed her a plate and a napkin.

Merry bit into the tart and sipped her tea. Color flooded back into her face. “I can’t wait to see Robert, again.”

“When was the last time you met?”

“Oh, years ago.” She wrinkled her nose. “I was quite young.” She took another bite. “So I doubt he’ll recognize me. I’ve changed a bit, you see. Is he still terribly good looking? I must confess I was a little enamored of him back then.”

“But that’s not why you’re here?” Kate asked, stifling a smile.

“Oh no.” Merry laughed. “I’m in love with someone else now.”

“Oh?” So that was what this was all about.

“Yes.” The girl ate another sandwich. The food seemed to settle her, and she drooped against the sofa cushions.

“Tell me about him,” Kate prompted.

A dreamy expression filled Merry’s eyes. “Armand is wonderful.”

“Armand?”

“He’s my dancing master. Well, he was.” She frowned. “Father dismissed him without a reference. Armand De Ville. Isn’t that a heavenly name? He’s French.”

Kate sighed inwardly. “I see.”

Merry’s eyes widened and she sat up. “Am I foolish to love someone like Armand?”

“I don’t know, Merry. You must be guided by your parents’ wisdom in these matters.”

Merry scowled. “But they want me to marry Mr. Foster.”

“I haven’t met Mr. Foster. What is he like?”

Merry pouted. “I hate him.”

“As you said. But can you tell me why?”

“He accused me of being spoiled and childish.” She swallowed the wrong way and coughed. “He said I would have to grow up or he wouldn’t marry me.”

“But you don’t want to marry him, do you? You wish to marry Armand, isn’t that right?” Kate struggled to keep up as her head throbbed.

“Yes. I do.” Merry put her hands on her cheeks. “Oh, I wish I knew. I had to get away… to think.”

“And what does Monsieur De Ville have to say on this?”

“He cares for me, he told me so, in the most beautifully passionate way.” She closed her eyes and smiled.

Kate frowned. “Did he kiss you, Merry, or anything else.”

Merry’s eyes widened. “I hoped he would, but no, he didn’t. He says he respects me.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure I like to be respected. I’d rather be terribly daring and interesting.”

“Respect is a high honor, Merry, which one must earn.”

Merry looked mulish. “Perhaps now he might ask me to run away with him.”

Kate patted the girl’s hand. “You were right to give yourself time to consider it, and you’re most welcome to stay with us while you make your decision.” She would remove Merry from under this Frenchman’s nose for a while. She rose to pull the bell. “I shall enjoy your company.” She was sure she would. She’d been very lonely of late. “But we must write to your father and mother who must be terribly worried about you. They will be relieved to know you are safe.”

Merry shook her head. “Father will come and take me home.”

“Perhaps not. I shall assure him that you are closely chaperoned and ask if you might stay for a sennight. Because Robert is your cousin, I am sure he will agree.”

Merry looked hopeful. “Do you really think so?”

“It’s an entirely reasonable request. An awful thought struck her. What if Merry’s father refused because of the family rift? And what if Robert felt the same way? It might stir up the unspoken grievances between them again. But as things stood, they couldn’t get any worse. And might Merry be the catalyst that brought them together again?

Robert strolled through the door, appearing large and very male in his riding clothes in the daintily furnished salon.

“Cousin Robert!” Merry jumped up from the sofa.

“Well, how d’you do, Merry?” He bowed over her hand. “You’ve grown since I saw you last. You were a skinny young thing with your hair in braids then. Now you are a beguiling young lady.”

Merry giggled and her cheeks flushed becomingly. “I’ve just been explaining to Kate how I came here all the way from Bath by stage and sat next to a horrid fat man,” she said all in one breath, fluttering her long dark eyelashes at him.

Kate smiled, suspecting this was common practice when any attractive man was near.

“Your parents permitted you to travel by stage?” Robert turned to kiss Kate’s hand, and a dark eyebrow peaked.

“Well no… not exactly…” Merry flushed.

“I’ve invited Merry to stay with us for a sennight, Robert,” Kate hastened to say while enjoying the brief touch of his cool lips on her skin, impersonal as it was. “We are in the process of composing a letter to her father.” She would enjoy taking Merry about town, and it might serve to remove the Frenchman from her thoughts. What this Armand needed was a little competition. Although there was Mr. Foster. And she wasn’t entirely sure Merry had dismissed him entirely as a suitor.

Robert picked up a sandwich and settled in a chair opposite. “I’m not certain he’ll agree to it, Merry.”

“Oh, but he will. I’m sure of it,” she said in a breathy voice. “He often said he wished someone would take me in.”

Kate stifled a laugh as Robert cleared his throat. For a moment their eyes met, and she saw with a rush of delight, that he was struggling not to chuckle.

“Why didn’t you go to your Uncle Henry?” Robert asked, speaking of Charlesworth.

She screwed up her nose. “He’s so stuffy.”

“You mustn’t speak so of your uncle,” Robert said sternly.

But Kate caught the smile which quirked at the corner of his mouth. He had discovered a like-minded soul. No doubt the task would fall on her to rein in this lively girl, for clearly, she could wrap Robert around her little finger. As she would most men under forty.

Kate was a little envious.


Chapter Fourteen


Robert insisted on writing the letters. One was sent to Bath with a footman and another delivered to Lord and Lady Charlesworth at their London address to alert them to Merry’s whereabouts.

As Merry had brought few clothes with her, Kate attempted to find her something suitable until her trunk arrived, which Robert requested in his letter.

Merry immediately pounced on a gold brocade with a plunging neckline. She held it up in the mirror. “I might wear this.”

“When you are a young matron, I shall give it to you,” Kate said. “But for now, your gowns must be modest as befitting your age.”

Merry fingered a skirt of bright coral silk damask, with a heavy sigh. “If you’re sure.”

“My dear,” Kate said, feeling every minute of her twenty-one years, “I hope you will put your trust in me.”

Merry rushed over to throw her arms around Kate. “Of course, I will. I believe you to be very, very wise.”

“Perhaps a little wiser than at your age,” Kate said with a rueful smile. She tidied her hair after the fierce onslaught. “We go to a supper party tonight at Lord Gloucester’s home in Richmond.” She held up a gown of India muslin with a modest neckline. “It’s as well that we are of a similar size. This will be perfect. You can wear my pearls.”

Merry looked doubtful. She turned it and gave a crow of delight at the fetching black bow which perched above the derriere.

“Just the right touch of sophistication,” Kate said with a smile.
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Robert scanned the letter from his stepfather. The scratchy writing looked like a bird had stalked across the page, and perhaps reflected the awkward position Lord Charlesworth found himself in, forced to converse with Robert again. The note was brief and to the point. He would expect Merry to be closely chaperoned while in London, and if Robert did not feel up to the task, she was to be sent to Portman Square to stay with her cousins. Lady Charlesworth was more than keen to have her.

That this might be the best course of action had occurred to Robert. But he still smarted at Kate’s treacherous visit to his mother behind his back which no doubt delighted Lord Charlesworth and made him even more self-righteous. His dictatorial prose angered Robert, and he decided against such an action. He set pen to paper and replied in equally frigid tones that Lady St. Malin was also more than keen to keep Merry. She had great plans for her. It appeared to be true. Kate and Merry were fast becoming bosom-bows.

It became Kate to have company, she was looking well these days, he noticed, as she departed for the final sitting for the portrait. He glanced up at the one of him hanging on the wall of the library. He looked remarkably boyish and rather miserable. He didn’t much like it. He would commission another when he reached forty. By then, age would have written some interesting lines on his face, especially the way in which his life was heading.

The door opened and Merry peeked in.

Robert put down his whiskey glass. “Come in, Merry.”

Merry wandered the book shelves while curling a lock of her hair around her finger. Tired of waiting for her to offer a reason for being there, Robert continued with his correspondence. The clunk of the grandfather clock and the scratch of his pen broke the silence.

She came to stand in front of him, hands clasped together.

“Robert?”

“Mm?”

“Have you heard from Father?”

He grinned at her. “A letter has arrived with your trunk. He’s agreed to your stay with us.” A note had returned with his footman. Merry’s father appeared to be of a more conciliatory nature than his brother, Lord Charlesworth. He expressed the opinion that his contrary daughter could only gain a level of maturity from a short stay in London. He had heard much that was good from his sister-in-law about Lady St. Malin and looked forward to meeting her at a later date. He hoped Merry would not cause them too much concern. But please do not believe everything she tells you, he warned. It was not that Merry deliberately told falsehoods, but rather that she was of a fanciful nature.

Robert was slightly unnerved that Merry’s father sounded relieved to be free of her for a time. He was glad that Kate seemed to cope so well. Women understood one another in a way most men couldn’t fathom. He frowned as the thought occurred to him that having Merry here removed some of the strained silences between him and Kate and lightened the atmosphere. He rather enjoyed watching the two women laughing with their heads together.

Robert was suddenly aware that Merry had spoken. “Sorry, Merry. What did you say?”

“Would it be all right if I walked in the park? I’ll take a servant with me.”

He looked up from the piles of papers on his desk and was struck by the heavy weight of responsibility. He rubbed his jaw. “Can’t you wait for Kate to return?”

Merry pouted. “She won’t be back for hours and I’m rather confined.”

He moved a pile of papers aside and prepared to rise. “I’ll accompany you.”

“Oh no. Please don’t. I’ll feel guilty taking you away from your correspondence.”

He glanced regrettably at the pile, all of which demanded his immediate attention.

“Take a footman with you.”

“Must I? Couldn’t I take a maid?”

“Very well, a maid. But don’t be long, mind.”

Merry clapped her hands and rushed over and kissed his cheek. “You are a splendid cousin.”

After she left, Robert stared at the shut door. He couldn’t imagine Kate ever being quite that frivolous.
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“It’s finished!”

Sir Thomas turned the easel in Kate’s direction. She was rubbing her neck trying to ease the stiffness and looked up at the canvas.

A lady with an elegant countenance stared off into the distance. Behind her, a river wound its way through classical ruins beneath rose-tinted clouds in an azure sky. The lady who was surely not her, was beautiful. Her green eyes lit with amber lights smiled enigmatically from beneath the shallow-crowned black hat trimmed with curling ostrich feathers. Did her eyes really tilt up at the corners like that? And surely the golden highlights woven through the lock of hair resting on her shoulder were a figment of the artist’s imagination? Her hair was more brown than gold. The cleverly wrought muslin gown clung to her creamy-skinned bosom and slender body in graceful folds. A fringed shawl graced her arms, catching the highlights in her eyes and hair.

“It’s wonderful. I can’t believe that’s me,” she said faintly.

“I’ve captured your essence well,” Sir Thomas said with an air of satisfaction.

“You have created a beautiful painting, Sir Thomas. I am most grateful. Thank you.”

He bowed. “It was my pleasure to have such an excellent subject.”

Kate arrived home and was peeling off her gloves when informed by Hove that Merry was promenading in the park. She had taken Brigitte with her.

A stab of unease took hold. “How long has she been gone, Hove?”

“Two hours, my lady.”

“Is his lordship at home?”

“Yes. In the library.”

Brigitte was not the best companion for Mary. And Kate was suspicious of Merry’s sudden desire to commune with nature.

She entered the library. The sight of Robert’s dark head bent over the desk caught at her heart. “Robert?”

Pen poised in his hand, he glanced up. “You’re back.” He put down his pen and eased his shoulders. “Have you finished with Gainsborough?”

She’d forgotten all about the portrait. She crossed the carpet to his desk, thinking he looked tired. He planned to employ more staff but had yet to do it. “All done. It’s beautifully done, but I doubt it looks like me.”

He smiled. “Nevertheless, I am eager to view it.”

“It will be delivered in a few days.”

She glanced up at the portrait of him hanging over the fireplace on the far wall. “You look quite solemn in that painting.”

He nodded. “I suppose I was at that time.”

She leaned back against his wide polished desk scattered with papers and folders and gazed into his face, wanting desperately for him to move closer, to take her into his arms. “And you’re not now?”

“I don’t believe so,” he said challengingly.

She sighed. She didn’t have the energy to dispute it. “Merry has gone to the park with my maid. I’m a little uneasy about it.”

“Is that so dangerous? You went there on your own once, remember?”

It wasn’t meant to wound, she was sure, for she caught a glimmer of humor in his eyes. “I know. It seems so long ago. So much has happened since.”

At her words, the amusement in his eyes faded, and he returned to his letters. “She’ll be back directly.” He shuffled papers.

“I’d like to take the landau and fetch her.”

“Yes, do, if you must. But I suspect you’re overreacting.” He turned around in the chair as she walked to the door. “Take a footman.”

“I will.”

“Kate?”

She swung around. “Yes?”

“I thought we’d hang the portrait over the fireplace in the salon.”

“Really?”

He smiled. “You are pleased with it?”

“Yes, very much. I’d like that. I must go.”

Kate hurried down the stairs. Robert constantly surprised her. His generosity was without question, but when that warm expression entered his eyes, he drew her like a cat to a warm stove, and she had to retreat to get her breath.

In the park, Kate angled her parasol to keep the sun from her eyes and walked along beneath the trees. Soames trailed behind. Many people strolled about, enjoying the fine weather after a week of rain.

She searched for Merry among the trees but couldn’t find her, so continued walking to the Serpentine. But Merry was not among those viewing the lake.

On her way back, Kate passed a copse of trees, and there, tucked away from sight on a seat sat Merry with a man beside her, and no sign of Brigitte.

The dark-haired man was modestly dressed in a brown coat and pantaloons. With a glance behind her at Soames, Kate walked smartly up to them. They were so engrossed in their conversation neither of them noticed her until she stood before them.

Merry gasped and put a gloved hand to her cheek. “Kate!” She turned to the Frenchman who had risen from the seat. “Armand, this is my cousin by marriage, Marchioness, Lady St. Malin.”

The Frenchman bowed low. “De Ville, my lady.”

“Monsieur.” Kate nodded coolly at him, then turned to Merry. “Where is Brigitte, Merry?”

Merry cast her eye around. “She was here a moment ago,” she said, waving her hand vaguely. “She said she saw someone she knew.”

“Never mind. Please come, I have a carriage waiting.”

De Ville found his voice. “My lady, I beg that you will forgive my impertinence, but…”

Kate arched an eyebrow. “I don’t believe your conduct has been above board, monsieur.”

He gave a Gallic shrug. “It would not help my cause to follow society’s rules. I would be cast out into the darkness forever.”

He certainly had a dramatic turn of phrase. She could see why Merry was attracted to him. He presented a romantic figure, with his French accent. And handsome, with expressive brown eyes. “Is it your cause to turn a young woman against her family, monsieur? If the Marquess of St. Malin was here, I suspect you would indeed be cast out. Quite painfully.” Kate took Merry’s arm. “Come to the carriage, please Merry.”

“I am here at Miss Hargrove’s invitation, my lady,” Armand called following behind.

Kate looked at Merry whose steps faltered beside her. “Did you invite him, Merry?”

Tears filled Merry’s eyes. “Well yes… I did, I—”

“We’ll discuss this at home.” Kate nodded at Armand who was scuttling sideways, eyeing the scowling footman, considerably bigger in stature. “Good day, monsieur.”

Armand stopped in his tracks and shrugged helplessly as Kate led Merry toward the landau waiting on the South Carriage Drive.

Once inside the vehicle, Kate turned to the sobbing girl. “I thought you wished time away from this Frenchman. I will not be held responsible for you if you persist to make underhanded clandestine arrangements.”

Merry sniffed. “I wish you might have talked to Armand, Kate. He isn’t what he appears. He told me the French government confiscated his family’s chateau and all of their fortune.”

“I’m sure he isn’t what he seems,” Kate said acerbically. She leaned forward and took the distressed girl’s hand. “A poor French émigré and a fortune hunter more like. My goodness, what were you thinking? When Robert finds out…” She shook her head.

Merry’s eyes widened and she gave a mew of distress. “Oh no, you won’t tell him.”

“I’m disappointed in you, Merry. What did you expect? That I would keep this from Robert?”

Merry’s shoulders heaved and she studied her hands in her lap. “Forgive me. It was wrong of me.”

Kate shook her head. “Promise never to do this again,” she said sternly. “Or you must return home.”

“I promise,” Merry said in a small voice. She pulled her handkerchief from her petticoat pocket and blew her nose.

“You don’t need to deceive me, my dear,” Kate said in a kindlier tone. She well knew how it was to love someone blindly and without hope. “If it’s within my power, and the right thing to do, I will help you. But I can’t if you conceal things from me.”

Some hours later, Robert found them in the salon, dressed for dinner, Kate with a glass of sherry and Merry sipping lemonade. He smiled approvingly. “You both have a healthy flush. I see the trip to the park was beneficial.”

As he poured himself a whiskey from the decanter, Kate gave Merry a quick shake of her head. She had decided not to tell him just yet. It would be like putting a cat in the dovecote. And he would have Merry back in Bath before the week was out.


Chapter Fifteen


Merry went about with a long face for most of the next day, but in the evening, she brightened amidst the delightful company at Lady Severn’s card party. Especially when several young men gathered around her. Dressed in one of her own gowns of pale apricot, she flirted and laughed with them.

Kate breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps she would now forget the Frenchman, with his poetic black curls and wounded dark eyes.

Robert seemed more than content to leave Merry to Kate’s ministrations. He spent a good deal of the evening with his friends around the card table.

It was very late when they came home. In the upper corridor, Robert said goodnight to them both and made his way to his bedchamber.

Merry paused in the dim light from the candle stubs flickering in their sconces. “My father and mother sleep in the same bed.”

“It’s not always the way in London,” Kate said a lurch of dismay. What sort of example might she and Robert be setting? Merry must consider their marriage to be a very dry affair, which undoubtedly it was.

“I suppose that’s so,” Merry said kissing her cheek. “London is much more sophisticated than Bath.”

“Did you enjoy the evening? Mr. Guthridge is an impressive young man.”

Merry giggled. “You sound so old, Kate. He is five and twenty. Years older than you.”

Kate sighed. “Well, you make me feel old sometimes, I confess.”

Merry’s brows drew together. “Do I? I’m sorry. You deserve to be happy, Kate.”

“But I am happy.”

“Are you?”

“Just a little tired, my dear. Goodnight.”

Kate took ages to fall asleep. She had lied to Merry. In truth, she was miserable. How long could this go on? Would she and Robert never be friends? She doubted they would ever be lovers. She had hoped for a while that their one coupling would result in a child. But that proved not to be the case. At this rate, her child-bearing years would have passed by the time he got around to it.

The next afternoon a calling card was presented to Kate where she and Merry sat in the salon with their tapestries and embroidery. Robert had gone to his club.

Kate raised her head from the card to study Merry. “We have a caller. It’s a Mr. Foster.”

Merry’s mouth formed an ‘O’ and her eyes filled with apprehension.

“Please send Mr. Foster up,” Kate said to the footman.

Minutes later, a long-limbed, fair young man of about five and twenty entered the room. He bowed over Kate’s hand.

“Lady St. Malin, how good to meet you at last.”

“Likewise, Mr. Foster. Merry has spoken of you.”

His gray eyes twinkled. “Not all good, I’ll wager.” He bowed over Merry’s proffered hand.

Her cheeks were scarlet, and her eyes sparkled with something akin to anger. “Well, you’ve found me, sir,” she said ungraciously.

Kate frowned at her. “Please sit down, Mr. Foster. May I offer you coffee or wine?”

He reluctantly drew his gaze away from Merry. “No thank you, my lady. I came with the hope I might speak privately to Miss Hargrove.”

Merry shook her head, but Kate had already agreed. There was an awkward silence.

“Very well, then,” Merry said in a sulky tone.

Kate stood. “I must instruct Hove as to the hanging of a painting. It arrives this afternoon. I’ll leave you two alone for a few minutes.”

As she walked to the door, Mr. Foster moved quickly to Merry’s side. “Merry, if I’ve driven you from your home, I am inexpressibly sorry. It was wrong of me to speak to you so harshly. I must confess to suffering jealousy when you encouraged that scoundrel…”

“Armand is not a scoundrel.”

“Armand is it? No gentleman allows a young lady of your breeding to call him by his given name.”

Kate closed the door, hoping that Mr. Foster would discover the best way to appeal to Merry. He was not as dashingly handsome as Armand, but she liked the unaffected honesty in his gray eyes. She hoped he would not try to press Merry but would allow her to come to the right decision on her own. She was flighty, but that was because she was not yet eighteen. Imprudent, perhaps, but not stupid by any means.

Kate encountered Robert in the corridor walking toward the salon. “Don’t go in just yet,” she said, gesturing to the closed door.

His eyebrows rose. “Why not?”

“Mr. Foster has come to see Merry.”

Robert frowned. “Who the devil is Mr. Foster?”

“The man her father hopes she’ll marry.”

“And you left them alone?”

“I thought it best to give them a moment together to sort out their differences.”

He stepped around her. “Well, I don’t.”

She took hold of his arm. Conscious of his strength and his proximity, she hastily removed her hand. “Can we go to the library? I wish to talk to you.”

He nodded toward the salon door. “But what about…?”

“Let them be, Robert. What can happen in our salon?” She flushed, recalling their moment of passion in that room.

He paused, studying her face. “I suppose a few moments can’t hurt.”

When they reached the library, he swiveled to face her. “What is it, Kate?”

She told him about Armand and the episode in the park as the appearance of Mr. Foster cast a new perspective on the situation.

His brows snapped together so fiercely her stomach tightened in alarm. “You didn’t see fit to tell me this earlier?”

“Knowing your temper…”

“I don’t have a temper,” he said in a raised voice, every line of his body taut as a pianoforte wire.

“You don’t?” She glared at him, ready to fight him for Merry’s happiness. If clumsily dealt with, this affair could all go horribly wrong.

“No,” he added lowering his voice.

She sighed. “It seems prudent to allow Mr. Foster his say. Let nature take its course.”

“And if that course is for Merry to run away with this vagabond… Armand De Ville?”

“If she meant to elope with him, she would’ve done so. Why come to us in London where she had even less freedom?”

Robert leaned against the back of the leather chesterfield and crossed his arms. He studied her silently. “You believe anything Merry does makes sense?”

“Yes. Unconsciously perhaps.” Under his scrutiny Kate’s pulse thudded. “I suspect she never planned to marry Armand. She wants to marry Mr. Foster.”

Exasperated, Robert ran both hands through his hair. “Then why the devil didn’t she agree to the marriage?”

She held his gaze. “Sometimes women need a little encouragement. They need to know that a man loves them.”

Was that discomfiture that flittered across his face? It was gone in an instant. His fingers returned to rake his hair, leaving it to flop over his forehead in that attractive way that always made her catch her breath. “I’m sure I don’t know what women want.”

She wouldn’t let him get away with that. “Perhaps you should give it more thought.”

He frowned. “I don’t like it that you kept this from me. You’re too secretive for my liking, Kate. How am I to trust you?”

“I am secretive?” she spluttered. “I don’t disappear at night to visit my lover!”

He looked wounded. “And neither do I!”

“Not now, perhaps! But you can’t say you haven’t visited her since we married.”

They both breathed heavily. “That’s unfair!” he snapped. “I haven’t touched another woman since I married you!”

Rage at his duplicity and the unfairness of his criticism bubbled up in her throat to choke her. “Do you expect me to believe that? When you have disappeared at night, sometimes until dawn?”

“You can believe what you like.” He went to fling open the door. “I’m going to the salon to break up this charming tête à tête. The responsibility of Merry’s welfare rests on my shoulders, remember?”

“Which you have happily left up to me, until now,” Kate snapped.

“Which I shouldn’t have done by the looks of it.” He cast her a glance of such dislike she shivered. “You may rest assured I shall take over this task you’ve found so distasteful.”

“I don’t find it distasteful.” Her voice trembled as she followed him down the corridor. “I’ve enjoyed having someone to talk to.”

Robert opened the salon door and the couple inside broke quickly apart. They turned shining faces toward them.

Robert walked into the room. “What goes on here?” Robert asked sternly.

Merry danced across the floor to them, leading Mr. Foster by the hand.

“Robert, I should like to introduce my fiancé, Mr. Hugh Foster.”

Foster sheepishly offered Robert his hand. “I beg pardon, my lord. This is conduct unbecoming. But it’s the first chance I’ve had to straighten things out with Merry.”

Robert gave his hand a hearty shake. Kate suspected there was more than a soupcon of relief in the gesture. “Glad to meet you, Foster. I gather this is what you want, Merry?”

Merry hugged Kate. She swirled to give Robert a teary smile. “Yes. Mama and Papa will be so pleased. I can’t wait to tell them.”

“Then I wish you both happy.” Robert glanced at Kate. “It seems everyone’s happy.”

“You must come to our wedding,” Merry cried. “It will be held in Bath after my eighteenth birthday.”

“Of course. We wouldn’t miss it.” Kate thought to quiz her about Armand once they were alone, but she decided against it. Best left well alone. She suspected the Frenchman had only ever been a means to make Hugh jealous. She hadn’t underestimated his power of persuasion, however. She spared a sympathetic thought for him even though his conduct in this affair was ill judged. It might well be that his circumstances were as he said. And she suspected he really was in love with Merry.

They all turned at the knock on the door.

“My lady’s portrait has arrived,” Hove said. “Do you wish it hung, my lord?”

“Thank you, Hove,” Robert said. “It’s to replace the mirror over the mantel.”

Two footmen carefully carried the painting into the salon. They stripped off the brown paper. The portrait had been fitted into a heavy, ornate-gilt frame.

After it was hung, they gathered around to view it. It dressed the wall and suited the décor in the room. Kate had to admit she did look regal. With an intake of breath, she acknowledged that she really was a marchioness.

“Oh Kate,” Merry said a throb in her voice. “It is so beautiful. And so very like you. Especially that spark of wisdom in your eyes.”

“A very fine work,” Mr. Foster said, “from the hands of a master.”

Kate looked at Robert, praying he did like it. “Indeed, it is,” he said quietly. “A very fine work.”

Two days later, Merry’s father came to fetch her home. Mr. Hargrove expressed gratitude for their sensitive and adroit handling of the awkward affair. He hoped they were not overly inconvenienced by his wayward daughter. Mrs. Hargrove and he looked forward to them attending the wedding, which was sure to be a much happier occasion. “You must stay at Roseleaf Manor,” he said, with a warm smile. “My wife and I would be delighted.”

When she and Robert entered the house having seen them on their way, Robert turned to her, one hand on the banister rail. “I am grateful for your handling of this business, Kate. It was skillful as Hargrove said. And all the praise must go to you. I was blind to the true circumstances. It might have turned out quite differently.”

She hated to see chagrin in his eyes. “Women tend to confide in each other more, Robert,” she said, “that’s all.”

“A blessing in this instance.” He stood aside for her to pass him.

Kate picked up her skirts and ascended the stairs, knowing he would disappear into the library for hours. She took no joy in being proved right. She’d been at fault, too. Why hadn’t she confided in him? She feared she’d wanted to punish him in some way, which would’ve been very shabby indeed. If he could only sense how much she yearned to reach out to him. But on reaching the next floor, he nodded to her before disappearing through the library door.

Peace settled over the house again. Kate missed Merry’s bright voice and appealing laugh. She had not had time to speak to Brigitte about the episode in the park and now called for her. When the maid appeared, Kate told her how disappointed she was that Brigitte had abandoned Merry to a fortune hunter. “You were asked to accompany her for a reason. And that was to ensure she was not open to scandal.”

“But, my lady, Miss Hargrove insisted I leave her,” the French maid said. “I had to do as she wished.”

“You should have remained within sight. You were nowhere to be seen. And you did not return to the house for some hours.”

Brigitte twisted her fingers and fell silent.

“Can you give me a reason why I shouldn’t dismiss you?”

“It was wrong of me. I’m truly sorry, my lady. It won’t happen again.”

“I expect there’ll be no opportunity for it to happen again,” Kate admitted, relenting. Merry could be difficult she knew only too well. She was not pleased with Brigitte, but it wasn’t reason enough to dismiss her. “I’ll overlook it this time.”

Brigitte bobbed. “Thank you, my lady.”

There were no social engagements this evening. Robert had gone riding in the morning and was now in the library interviewing a man for the position of steward for one of his properties. Kate spent most of the afternoon alone in her chamber reading.

The previous evening, she and Robert had attended a concert where the famous mezzo-soprano, Girolamo Crescentini performed. His hauntingly beautiful voice had moved her to tears. Everything seemed to affect her these days, from the rose and violet tints in the sky at dusk, to a dew-drenched cobweb sparkling like a diamond necklace in the garden. Despite offering her rare praise, Robert had shown no inclination to change their circumstances. Kate worried that he still didn’t trust her.

As the days passed, Kate began to feel very tired and wasn’t entirely sure she could continue this way for much longer.


Chapter Sixteen


Robert had departed for Birmingham in the north on business, planning to visit the iron works. He would be gone for over a week. Kate missed him although they’re reached a kind of polite truce. She liked to see him at breakfast or over the dinner table. She tried to fill in the lonely days, taking lessons on the harp and riding with friends in the park.

She attended another literary soiree at the Duchess of Devonshire’s house, where ladies of the ton read poetry. Mrs. Smedley read John Donne’s poem, The Broken Heart, in throbbing tones, her bosom swelling with emotion. Donne’s concept of love made Kate want to giggle. She did not accept ‘love as a ravenous pike’ or to ‘liken her heart to the small fish it feeds on.’

After the polite clapping died away, Lady Ellis leaned forward and tapped her on her arm. “I must say I wouldn’t mind if my husband fought for my honor, Lady St. Malin.”

Kate stared at her. “I beg your pardon?”

Lady Ellis’ raised her eyebrows. “Surely you’ve heard your husband fought Lord Southmore.”

“When was this?”

The lady’s eyes gleamed. “Some weeks ago. In the early hours of the morning on Hampstead Heath. He beat Southmore soundly.”

Kate remembered Robert’s bruised and cut cheek.

“He would not tell you, of course. Lord Southmore was laid up for some time with a broken rib and damage to his hands.”

A discussion followed about the Gothic novel published that year, An Arabian Tale, but Kate had yet to read it. As soon as it was polite to do so, she left.

She returned home, her mind in a muddle. Had Robert fought to defend her honor? Or had it been a matter of pride? Jealousy? She couldn’t be sure and was a little ashamed of herself for wishing Robert would plant Southmore a facer. Well he had, apparently, although she hadn’t asked him to, and it didn’t thrill her that he’d hurt the man because of her.

As the carriage negotiated the busy streets, she came to the opinion that it was possible to be lonelier in the city than the country. In Cornwall, the days had passed serenely, without the demands made of one in London. Perhaps she really wasn’t suited to city life.

Lady Moncrieff, who she had not met previously, had invited her to a costume party at Vauxhall Gardens the following Friday. She assured Kate that it would be perfectly acceptable for her to come alone. As Robert wasn’t expected home until the following day at the earliest, Kate accepted, with the hope that it would lift her spirits.

On Friday evening, dressed in lavender silk and wearing a lacy black mask, Kate traveled with Lady Moncrieff in her carriage. Vauxhall Gardens was situated over the Thames River, and many arrived by boat to pay their shilling entrance fee.

Kate found it remarkable with its chinoiserie buildings, pavilions, temples, and the wooded wildernesses of elm, sycamore, and lime. Couples dressed in finery strolled the romantic Druid walk and many romantic assignations took place among the trees.

The square was enclosed by walks and the western wall of the gardens with an orchestra housed in a building in the center. A statue of the composer, Handel by Louis Francois Roubiliac, took pride of place. Lady Moncrieff informed Kate that during his lifetime, Handel often visited the gardens.

In the grove, she and her hostess settled in a supper box which easily held the fifteen in their party. Each box had been defined by a different painting, none of which could be considered fine art.

While a supper of chicken and thin slices of ham was served, a hush fell over the crowd as a thousand oil lamps burst into light, casting the gardens in a fairy-like glow. Kate wished Robert was here to see it. She felt quite hollow attending this alone.

As the evening passed, with wine freely imbibed, the crowds in the grove grew rowdier. Kate grew dismayed when her party become a risqué affair. A gentleman drank from a lady’s slipper. Robert would never have approved. Another reason for him to find her lacking, she supposed. Well, she was here now and must make the best of the evening as it became too difficult to leave. After the guests in her box melted into the crowd, Kate sat alone, but for one other woman, she had only been introduced to that evening. She found it a struggle to engage her in conversation as the woman craned her neck to gaze at the crowd. Then a man approached and escorted the lady onto the dance floor. Left alone, Kate’s spine tingled with unease.
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Robert arrived back at ten of the clock weary but pleased to have sorted out the problems at the iron works. There was now a good manager who Robert felt confident would prove worthy. A footman informed him her ladyship had not yet returned from Lady Moncrieff’s party at Vauxhall Gardens. Robert grew annoyed. Kate should be here awaiting his return. It appeared she hadn’t missed him. That it might be his fault just made him even edgier. He’d been like a bear of late, burdened with all this responsibility, and he hadn’t appreciated Kate keeping things from him. Although that, too, was most likely his fault. Not to mention, having to deal with his mother’s husband again, who set his teeth on edge.

Robert climbed the stairs with a hot bath in mind. Lady Moncrieff was not the sort of company he wished Kate to foster. While his valet drew the bath, Robert nursed a brandy in his dressing room. To be fair, Kate had not expected him home until tomorrow. He grudgingly admitted he’d missed her, more than he’d thought possible, and hoped that they might try to narrow the gulf that stretched between them, so wide, it seemed more difficult to cross than the Bay of Bengal.

He should join her. Vauxhall could be entertaining, and he’d rather she experienced it with him. Robert tossed back the brandy, leapt up, and instructed his valet to bring his evening clothes. He washed and changed while Soames went in search of a hackney.

Soon, Robert sat in a carriage rattling along the dark London streets.

He paid the jarvie at the entrance to the gardens. On his left, the Thames’ waters were lit by moonlight. “Wait for me and you’ll get double fare,” he said to the jarvie.

“Right you are, gov.”

Beneath a profusion of lamps, Robert strode down the wide avenue filled with noisy revelers. Lady Moncrieff would have taken a box in the grove.
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An inebriated man asked Kate to dance. She’d just refused him when a better dressed gentleman in a deep purple mask lined with gold approached with the same intention. She accepted him for it was certainly better than sitting alone attracting unwanted attention. After the dance, she would respectfully bid goodnight to her hostess and hope that she might come with her. If not, Kate would find a hackney. There seemed to be many carriages for hire when they’d arrived. That is, if she was able to locate Lady Moncrieff among the people crowding the grove.

The tall man led her through the steps of the dance, making no attempt at conversation. When the music ended, he escorted her from the floor. “Have you viewed the paintings of Shakespeare’s plays, my lady?”

His voice sounded familiar to Kate. She wondered if she’d met him somewhere. “No, I haven’t.”

He nodded and took her arm, guiding her through the throng to the Prince of Wales Pavilion on the west side of the Grove. The four large paintings of scenes from the bard’s plays, painted by Francis Hayman, hung in an open portico. They were well executed, tempting Kate to remove her mask for a better view. She resisted. It might be unwise to reveal her identity to this stranger.

“I enjoyed it, thank you. Would you escort me back to my party, please?”

He nodded and offered her his arm. She took it, relieved that he knew the way, for she’d lost her bearings. When they entered the empty box, she searched about for her cloak and reticule but couldn’t find them. “That’s odd.” She glanced at the painting on the wall. A different one to the artwork she remembered.

He poured wine into glasses and offered her one.

Kate refused it. “This is not Lady Moncrieff’s box, sir.”

“Isn’t it?” He grabbed the curtain and pulled it across the face of the box, to blot out the crowd and then untied the strings of his mask. It fell away to reveal his smiling face.

“Lord Southmore!”

He bowed. “At your service, my lady.”

“Why didn’t you declare yourself? Take me back to Lady Moncrieff.”

“Let’s not hurry, Kate. Surely we can enjoy a glass of wine together.”

“I don’t believe I gave you leave to use my name, sir. And no. I don’t wish for wine. I want you to take me back, now.”

“You’re safe from scandal here. Everyone is intent on their own enjoyment as you see.”

“The place is rife with scandal. And I don’t intend to contribute to it. I shall bid you goodnight, sir.” Kate moved to slip past him.

He caught her arm in his strong grip. “You are no doubt aware that your husband and I are no longer friends. But there is no reason why we cannot be. Especially here, and now. What harm can it do, Kate? A flirtation between us will be exciting. I’ve always thought so. I hope you’ll come to see the sense of it. Perhaps some wine.”

She pushed the proffered glass away, spilling wine onto the floor. “I suspect it’s revenge you hope for, Southmore.”

“You heard about our boxing match?” He clenched and unclenched his hand. “Robert was very angry that night. Regrettable. But I do like to finish what I begin.”

She backed toward the box entrance. “Things don’t always go the way one hopes. And I shouldn’t like you to suffer another injury.”

“Robert was lucky. He won’t be the next time we meet. It will be pistols and I will win.” He pounced, taking her by surprise, hauling her against him in an iron grip. His mouth came down hard on hers. Kate fought him, but he’d trapped her arms within his. Revolted by his tongue pushing against her clamped lips, Kate let her body go limp.

Southmore broke the kiss as he struggled to hold her upright. She pushed up with her knees and shoved at his chest with all her strength. Startled, he staggered and fell back over the chair behind him.

Breathless, Kate fled and ran across the grove searching for Lady Moncrieff’s box. At first glance, they all looked the same. And with everyone masked, it became impossible to recognize anyone she knew. They seemed to have all scattered and disappeared.

Finally, she located the box when she recognized the painting. Inside, Lord Wainright, leaned tipsily back in his chair with a glass in his hand. “Ah, a lady.”

As Kate gathered up her cloak and reticule, he reached over and tugged at her skirts. “C’mon and join me.”

Kate licked her sore, swollen lip and tried to keep from bursting into tears of frustration. She pulled her skirts away hearing the fragile fabric rip, the rent wide enough to expose her underpetticoat. She rushed out as her hair unraveled from its pins. The path she chose led through the gardens, hopefully in the direction of the entrance, although she wasn’t sure. She rushed headlong along the path and came up against a hard body. A hand on her arm stopped her from darting past. Fear gripped her. She raised her head and gazed into the artic blue gaze of her husband.

A sob escaped her lips. “Robert!”

“Ready to come home?” he asked in a dangerously quiet tone.

“Yes, I…that is… I am.” She gathered her scattered wits. “Indeed I am.”

Robert took her arm. “We go this way.”

“I’m so glad I met you. I was heading in the wrong direction,” Kate began. But Robert had suddenly stopped, his eyes on a retreating figure.

“What is it?” Kate asked filled with dread.

“Was that Southmore I spied?”

“Oh?” she asked her heart pounding. “Where?”

“Over there in the purple domino. The very tall gentleman.” He scowled at her. “There are very few men in London as tall as Southmore.”

She tugged at his sleeve. “I’ve no idea. Do let’s go.”

He led her at such a fast walk toward the line of waiting carriages she scarcely kept up with him. Why hadn’t she remembered that about Southmore? He was exceptionally tall.

When they settled in the carriage, Robert’s cool gaze roamed over her. “You’ve torn your gown.”

“Yes, I stumbled and caught my heel.”

He cocked a brow. “I’ve never known you to be clumsy. Are you attempting to entertain me with a Banbury story?”

Kate lost her temper. She’d had all she could take this evening. “Yes. It is a story, my lord. I made a mistake and fell into bad company if you must know. A drunken man tried to force me to join him in a drink and I tore my gown.”

“Not very well done, Kate.”

The attempt to hold the torn edges of her gown together was futile and she gave up. “No, it wasn’t. I quite agree with you. People do make mistakes. I make mistakes.”

A long pause followed with only the clip-clop of the horses echoing through the empty streets. Mist hovered over the river and formed a halo of light around the gas lamps. She waited in the faint hope Robert would admit he made mistakes, too. If he did, they might laugh and forgive one another.

“You aren’t hurt?” he asked.

“No. Just my pride.”

“Who was the drunk who tore your gown?”

“I shan’t tell you. I expect it’s more important to fight a duel in my honor than to discuss exactly what needs to be said between us.”

In the half-light of the carriage lamp he reddened and shifted in his seat. “Don’t be so dramatic. I hadn’t a duel in mind.”

“Now who isn’t telling the truth?”

The carriage drew up outside the house and they entered and ascended the stairs in icy silence. At her bedchamber door, Kate turned to him. She hated to leave him like this and made a last attempt to at least have good manners restored between them. “You found your trip successful?”

“Yes, it went well.”

She hesitated, her hand on the latch. “I’m glad, Robert.”

“Kate…”

He bent his head toward her and she stilled. Her body tensed with longing. Would he kiss her?

Robert straightened. “Your lip appears to be bleeding,” he said softly.

“The man tried to kiss me. When I pushed him away, he fell over a chair and I escaped,” she said in a rush. “I was on my way home when I met you.”

“Tell me the man’s name, Kate. Was it Southmore?”

Her throat tightened. “The man who tore my gown was a stranger to me.” There was an element of truth to it. Southmore had behaved strangely and most unlike a gentleman.

“I don’t believe you.”

“Now why is that?” She trembled under his fierce scrutiny, ashamed that he knew she lied. But she couldn’t risk telling him. Southmore would keep his promise and shoot Robert. Even if Robert walked away from the duel unscathed, the consequences would be too awful to contemplate.

“You don’t trust easily, Robert.”

“Did you have a carriage waiting?”

“No, as I was part of Lady Moncrieff party. But then she disappeared. I’m sure I could have found a hackney.”

“And what if you could not? You would have found yourself in quite a dilemma. A most dangerous one.” He firmed his lips. “I won’t leave you alone in London again.”

She wished she might accept it as an admission that he cared. But it sounded damning.

“Lady Moncrieff has quite a reputation. There are many scheming, unscrupulous people inhabiting society. It will take you time in London to recognize them.”

She blinked. It seemed she’d proved a disappointment to him again.

“I’m tired Robert.” She turned away into the room. When he bowed and stepped back, she shut the door, and stumbled over to the bed trembling with anger at herself for her stupidity and him for not forgiving her mistakes. Bitter tears dampened her pillow.


Chapter Seventeen


Robert stalked down the corridor to his chamber. He had a right to be concerned, didn’t he? To discover his wife wandering Vauxhall with a torn gown? His eyes narrowed, his mind in turmoil. Did she go to Vauxhall to meet Southmore? Or was it just a chance encounter where Southmore tried to take his revenge?

He dismissed his valet, preferring to undress himself. He sat on the chair and pulled off his shoes. Kate had looked so small and vulnerable in the moonlight, her hair down over her shoulders, her gown ripped. It had invoked in him a sort of helpless rage that he had not been there to protect her. London society was treacherous for the unwary. What if he hadn’t been there? She might have been hurt, or worse. Anger still swirled in his gut that someone had accosted her. And he feared it had been Southmore.

He pulled off his cravat which had grown uncomfortably tight around his neck. The waistcoat and shirt followed. He paused, his hand on his buttons as a thought hit him. Kate held something back. She might fear that if he’d discovered the rake’s name he would run him through. Stepping out of his pantaloons, Robert sat on the bed and paused over a stocking. Might she care for Southmore? Robert struggled with the possibility, surprised at how depressed it made him. He drew off the other stocking. Impossible. He couldn’t believe Kate capable of such subterfuge. He’d come to know her. Scheming was not in her nature.

He set his teeth. He might have handled it better if it wasn’t so long since he’d bedded a woman. Plenty of opportunities had presented themselves. That comely woman in the Birmingham tavern, for instance, whose charms he had resisted, while not even sure why. For some reason, since he’d parted from Anastasia, he’d refused to take another mistress. Even though many of his married friends had a Cyprian tucked away in London, and there were always opera dancers more than willing to please him when he went with friends to Covent Garden. It appeared he was doing a kind of penance. He admitted he didn’t understand women, but he also struggled to understand himself.

Robert had a vision of the Garden of Eden. Kate offered something he wanted desperately but was afraid to grasp because his life as he’d known and enjoyed it would change. Dash it all, it had changed. He wasn’t even sure he wanted things to go back the way they had been before he and Kate married. But the prospect of a marriage like many others, a polite disinterest in each other for much of the year seemed far worse.

He washed in icy water and shivering, climbed naked into bed, where he lay awake thinking of Kate, and hating that she’d been hurt. That some man had disrespected her and treated her in that manner. Forget a duel, he’d kill him with his bare hands.
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The next morning, Kate entered the breakfast room. Robert had eaten and was drinking coffee while pouring over some papers at the table. She smoothed the lace at her elbow nervously wondering what sort of reception she’d receive after last night. She’d chosen a gown which gave her confidence, a dove-gray silk with bows at the elbows and on the bodice. She’d regretted what had occurred. It was understandable that Robert was upset that she’d been accosted when he only sought to protect her. She just wished he would respond with affection instead of criticism. “Good morning, Robert.”

“Good morning, Kate.” Robert stood as Soames drew out the chair for her. Robert came around and bent to view her injured lip. “Better?”

“Yes.” The swelling had gone.

He returned to his chair. “I’m sorry I was bad tempered last night. I seem to be always apologizing. I’m sure you’ve grown tired of it.”

Surprised by the heartfelt apology she’d never expected, Kate shook her head. “I must apologize, too. You had good reason to be upset.”

“Then shall we forget it happened?”

“Yes, please.” She hoped Robert had decided to let the matter go. She’d wrestled anxiously with her fears during the night and concluded that Southmore was all bluster. He would not dare bother her again. Robert was by far the more dangerous opponent. And Southmore knew it.

She studied Robert’s face as her coffee was brought. He looked tired. “What are those papers?” she asked, fearing a rebuff.

“They’re from the china works. This is the pattern for the porcelain plates we plan to make.” He pushed the sketch across to her. “We shall branch out into more elaborate designs and make other items in the future. The possibility for a store in London has been discussed.”

Kate was pleased to see him so enthusiastic about something at last. His intelligent blue eyes studied hers, drawing her in. She was delighted to have her opinion valued. The blue and white design was simple yet pleasing. She considered it a perfect beginning and told him so. “I’m pleased you’ve decided to keep the pottery factory. I saw that it interested you.”

He smiled. “You’re right, Kate. And it was you who set me on this path, for which I am grateful.”

Kate warmed under his praise.

He tidied his papers in a neat pile. “What do you have planned for today?”

“I shall visit Bond Street for a little shopping. I require a few things before we leave for Merry’s wedding. Is there anything I can get you?”

“No, thank you.” He smiled. “I trust the servants are not in need?”

She laughed, pleased that he seemed to have accepted her unconventional attitude toward their staff.

The atmosphere was so convivial Kate felt quite light-headed as her toast was set before her. She reached for the strawberry jam. “We are to attend the opera at Haymarket tonight. I’m looking forward to it. But we must leave at interval for Countess Marchon’s soiree.”

Robert nodded absently, gathered up his papers, and placed them in a leather valise. He pushed back his chair and stood. “Forgive me. I wish to make an early start for Vauxhall.”

For a moment the word hung between them before Kate linked it with the pottery factory. “Oh yes, of course.”

Robert turned at the door. “Enjoy your shopping. And take your maid.”

“Brigitte would never allow me to shop without her,” Kate said.

The door closed. She sighed. Unreasonable to want to go with him. And she mustn’t be unreasonable. He had been amiable this morning. She wanted it to continue this evening.

“Thank you, Soames.” Kate smiled at the footman who poured her more coffee. How could one be so busy and yet feel so lonely?
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It was Kate’s first experience of King’s theatre. After extensive renovations, the interior was light and elegant with Gainsborough’s two picturesque figures representing music and dancing painted in white on the side wings before the curtain.

In the boxes around the walls, ladies chatted in their finery, their jewels sparkling in the candlelight. Kate spied the Duchess of Devonshire, who waved her lorgnette.

The theatre was well lit during the performance, and the noise in the audience continued unabated. The ton gossiped, flirted, and laughed. The prime minister, William Pitt, was engaged in heated debate with a man seated next to him. Noblemen and dandies wandered from box to box and often visited their box for a word with Robert. Some descended to the pit benches to wander the aisles and view the boxes above.

“Why do they walk the aisles?” she asked Robert.

“That’s called fop-alley,” he said. “After the performance, they’ll go backstage.”

“To flirt with the dancers?”

Robert shrugged with a grin.

“Have you ever done that?”

Robert shook his head. “Never wandered fop-alley. But I haven’t lived like a monk, Kate,” he said with a frown. A silence followed while she considered how he was living now.

She wanted to ask him more but knew he wouldn’t tell her. And it might cause a strain between them when the evening had been so pleasant.

During the opera, those in the surrounding boxes continued their conversations. “Don’t they care for the opera?” she asked Robert. “Or are they debating the merits of the new singer?”

“They might have seen this opera several times. But I expect them to make their opinion of the performance known.” Robert bent his head close to hers. “The Prince of Wales is in the royal box with a lady. He appears to be in his cups.”

Fascinated, Kate watched the prince as he patted the lady beside him on her large bosom.

“I consider him quite oafish.”

Robert placed a hand on her arm which warmed her through her sleeve. “Think it by all means, but do not voice it in company.”

“Very well, but others are voicing it.” Kate watched a running commentary on the prince’s behavior pass from box to box.

The audience paused from their chatter to hiss at a singer at the end of his aria.

Robert turned to her and winked, and Kate had to agree that his performance was sadly lacking.

High class courtesans were seated in a box not far from theirs, flirting with the gentlemen who called in. A blonde waved her fan at Robert and called something Kate couldn’t hear. She glanced at his profile. “Who is that lady in the rose-pink gown? She called to you.”

“No one of any interest.” Robert’s tone made her firm her lips on another remark. He made no effort to acknowledge the woman, who pouted and turned away. A mistress? Past or present? She was lovely and most likely tall. Kate suffered an annoying flush of jealousy. She turned away, determined to enjoy the opera.

A loud cheer went up when the star singer appeared. Several minutes passed before he began to sing.

At interval, she and Robert rose to leave.

“Did you enjoy the opera?” He settled her evening cloak over her shoulders.

“It was enthralling,” Kate said. And it had been.

They stood at the door waiting for their carriage to be brought. In a sudden deluge, grooms rushed about with the umbrellas. A lady standing beside them darted out into the rain, sheltered beneath her footman’s umbrella.

“Did you notice her hat?” Kate asked Robert. “There was quite a large boat decorating it.”

“It’s to be hoped it doesn’t sail off without her,” Robert replied with a grin.

Kate chuckled. “I shall have one made.”

“You will not.”

“Why not? If they’re all the rage,” she said teasing him.

“Because you’re my wife, and I refuse to allow it.” His smiling eyes held hers, and she wondered if what they spoke of had little to do with the hat. Her ermine-trimmed claret velvet cloak and the beautiful silk gown were in perfect taste.

“You dress elegantly, Kate. You have natural good sense and don’t choose to adopt the more outrageous fashions, for which I’m grateful.”

She smiled, pleased with his answer because it came from the heart. Their carriage arrived, and they hurried out through the rain.


Chapter Eighteen


“Please pack the new French linen batiste,” Kate instructed the maid who carefully wrapped each gown in silver paper and placed them in the trunk. “I will wear it to the wedding.”

Brigitte, who considered anything French to be superior, gave a nod of approval. “Merci! With the silver embroidered garlands and flowers, you shall outshine the bride.”

“What nonsense,” Kate said with a laugh. “Merry is a lovely girl.”

“Shall I adorn your hair with a bandeau of ostrich feathers?” Brigitte asked.

“That is an excellent notion.”

Brigitte preened under her praise. “Has his lordship seen you in this gown, my lady?” she asked with a sly glance.

Kate shook her head. “You know I am yet to wear it, Brigitte.”

“Then his lordship is in for a very nice surprise.”

She wondered if Robert would notice. He had told her that she dressed elegantly. She wasn’t sure if that meant she looked regal, but it pleased her very much that he’d said it.

He’d advised her that he would be dining with friends this evening. He had not done that for some time. Kate tried not to dwell on the possibility of him visiting a mistress, but her unruly thoughts returned to the blonde lady in the box at the opera.

In the morning, when she came downstairs to breakfast, the staff were busily preparing for their journey to Bath. They would leave within a few hours. Last night she had woken when Robert arrived home quite late. Yet here he was looking fresh as he stood to greet her at the table. She smiled a welcome, her heart aching that they saw so little of each other, and when they did, it was more like two polite strangers. Could this trip change things between them? Away from the routine, they might become more relaxed with each other. Or would their problems travel with them?

In the late afternoon, the coach entered the village of Ruscombe where they spent the night at an elegant house, the seat of Lord Chief Baron Eyre. The baron had offered its use to Robert as he remained in London. But in his absence, they were treated royally by the servants, and after an excellent dinner, retired to separate bedchambers.

Late the next day, their coach, swaying on its cushioned springs, traveled through the town of Bath. Kate watched with interest as they passed streets of elegant houses.

Robert sat with his back to the horses. He’d grown quiet during the day.

“Shall we take the waters?” Kate asked, wishing for conversation.

“Not I. Nasty stuff so I’ve heard.”

He looked so unhappy her heart gave a wrench. “Robert, you don’t appear to be enjoying this trip.”

“Just a problem with a business I’ve inherited.”

“Would you prefer to talk about it?”

He shook his head. “No, thank you, Kate. It’s a matter of replacing the manager. I’ve discovered some discrepancies in the books and believe he’s been cheating me.”

“Oh, how worrying. Will you advise the local magistrate?”

“My solicitor is attending to it.”

She was reminded of how hard Robert worked. He had an enormous staff, but still carried a lot of responsibility on his shoulders. She was proud of how he dealt with it without complaint. Sometimes, after grappling with a problem for hours in the library, he emerged exhausted. It was all she could do not to go to him and soothe him. But the fear he wouldn’t welcome it, held her back.

“And I suppose weddings aren’t high on my list of entertainments. Most men will say the same,” he added with a slight grin.

“It’s not because your mother and her husband will be there?” She realized she was on dangerous ground, but the need to bring things out into the open made her voice her concerns.

His aloof gaze met hers briefly before he turned back to the window. “I cannot say the prospect fills me with delight.”

His tension was all too obvious. It was evident in his body, his back was too straight, his muscled thighs taut, his long fingers tapped the window ledge.

And she’d just made things worse. He hadn’t forgiven her for her interference. She doubted he ever would. With a deep sigh, she played with the tassel on her reticule and fell silent.

The carriage slowed in a lane and turned through a pair of wrought iron gates with Roseleaf Manor emblazoned on them in gold. Ahead, the roof and chimneys of a mansion appeared above woodland trees.

The house was of pale brick with six tall columns across the front façade. Along with several footmen, the Hargroves, and their irrepressible daughter, Merry, waited beneath the portico.

“Kate!” Merry rushed forward and threw her arms around Kate’s neck, leaving her breathless and laughing.

She then hugged Robert who looked pleased. “You’ll soon be a married lady, Merry. Can’t go about hugging men.”

Merry grinned at him. “Pooh. You’re my cousin.”

Merry reminded Kate of herself some years ago. What had happened to her irrepressible spirit? She seemed to have lost it.

Hugh Foster greeted them with his natural reserve. Kate considered him perfect for Merry. He would keep her safe, but on a loose rein, never crushing her spirit.

“I am so pleased to meet you at last. I trust your trip was uneventful.” Mrs. Hargrove, a small bright-eyed lady, led them into the marble foyer. Merry resembled her closely. And Kate approved of her husband. He seemed a sensible man.

“We were very fortunate with the weather,” Kate said. “The rain held off and the roads remained passable.”

“Barton will see to any needs you might have,” Mrs. Hargrove nodded toward the dark-clad butler who had greeted them at the door. “Meanwhile, you’ll wish to remove the travel dust. William will show you to your chamber. Then please join us in the small salon for a glass of wine. Due to the morning wedding, we shall spend a quiet evening with whist or faro. Merry requested charades, but I have dissuaded her,” she said with a smile. “She has agreed to play for us, however. She’s quite proficient at the pianoforte.”

“How delightful. I look forward to it.”

“I do hope you’ll be comfortable, Lady St. Malin. We’ve put you and his lordship in the blue wing.”

William, a tall, fair footman, led them upstairs. He opened the chamber door and stepped aside with a bow. “Your luggage will be brought up as soon as it arrives, my lady. I shall bring hot water directly.” He bowed and left them.

Kate found herself alone with Robert in the airy bedchamber papered in robin-egg blue wallpaper, the bed and the windows dressed in pale gold damask, the furniture delicate French pieces.

They were to share a bed. Why hadn’t this occurred to her?

Her pulse beating hard, she wandered over to the four-poster bed. Would they mend this awful rift among these snowy linens? She peeked at Robert and found him standing close behind her.

He leaned over and prodded the bed. “Comfortable.”

She swallowed, not fooled by the casual comment. “It’s just a bed like any other.”

“Is it? Shall we try it out?” His eyes turned hot. He didn’t try to touch her, but the air crackled with expectation, robbing her of breath.

Her knees weakened. “We don’t have time, surely,” she said lamely. The prospect, however much it enticed her, seemed overwhelming. “They are expecting us in the salon.”

“Let them wait,” he said, his voice a gruff command. He stroked her cheek lightly with a finger, his eyes on her mouth. “What do you say, Kate?”

She wanted to desperately but would a frantic coupling change anything? Was it his intention to get her with child so that he might install her in one of his properties and forget her? That is what she feared most. It was what she’d been holding out against. Was she a fool to hope they would grow closer in time, so that he would never wish to leave her? And when they made love, it would be more than mere desire, but love and respect and a need for each other, the bond that held a couple together.

She gazed into his handsome face, and her heart filled with love while her defenses melted away. She wanted to take that chance. Wanted to get close to him anyway she could. “Robert…”

A knock came at the door.

Robert didn’t take his eyes from her. “Come.”

The footman and a maid brought in the hot fragrant water and towels. “Your valet has arrived, milord. He awaits you at your convenience in your dressing room next door. Shall I send up your maid, Lady St. Malin?”

“Yes, thank you,” Kate said with a stab of disappointment.

The hot expression faded from Robert’s eyes. “I shall leave you to dress, Kate.” He left the room.

Kate went to the window and stared at a distant summerhouse in the lush gardens, barely taking note of it. She wished she understood what drove Robert to make advances at such inconvenient times. He preferred their love making to be like a liaison, it seemed. He did not want to embrace the marriage bed or indeed, be married.

She shrugged and leaned on the sill. It was growing cooler, and the trees were turning their bright autumn colors. She and Robert had remained in London throughout the heat of summer. Perhaps now, he would want to repair to the country for the shooting, as parliament was in recess and London would soon be thin of company. She thought of Cornwall with a surge of wistfulness, was it almost a year since they’d been there?

Brigitte arrived to help her wash and change her gown.

When she was dressed, William escorted her downstairs. The sound of laughter and conversation and the clink of glasses greeted them as they neared the salon.

Kate paused at the door. Guests sat around the room on sofas and chairs while the footmen served wine and sweet biscuits. Robert stood by the window in conversation with a lady in a fashionable yellow and white striped gown. He laughed at some comment she made.

The blonde-haired woman was none other than Arabella, Lady Elphinstone, Robert’s old flame. Of that Kate was sure, for the way the lady gazed up at him left no doubt.

When he saw her, Robert excused himself and came to her side.

“You have found someone to amuse you, it seems,” Kate said softly, hating herself for her jealousy.

“That’s beneath you, Kate,” Robert murmured. “Lady Elphinstone is an old acquaintance. Nothing more.”

“But you mean something to her.” Kate watched as Arabella crossed the room to them.

Lady Elphinstone curtsied low. “How pleasant to see you again, Lady St. Malin.”

“Indeed.” Kate returned the curtsey. “Are you acquainted with the bride, or is it the groom, Lady Elphinstone?”

“Mr. Foster is a second cousin.”

“Then you must be pleased with his choice of bride. Merry is delightful.”

“I am, indeed. Are you staying above a day or so? I intend to ride. There’s an excellent bridle trail.”

“I’m afraid not,” Kate said. “I didn’t come prepared for riding.”

Arabella’s gaze flickered to Robert. “Perhaps you would care to ride, St. Marlin? I well remember how fine a horseman you are.”

“Unfortunately, we must leave after the wedding,” Robert said. “We have an engagement in London.”

Kate caught the warning glance he gave Arabella. Fury rocked her, twisting her insides.

“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you to reminisce,” Kate said. “Lady Charlesworth is alone, and I wish to speak with her.”

Not looking back, Kate didn’t know if Robert remained to talk to the countess or not. She fought to convince herself that she didn’t care. But her lip trembled, and she was afraid she’d cry.

Lady Charlesworth frowned. “You are upset, my dear. But we can’t talk here.” She rose. “I seem to have left my handkerchief in my chamber.”

Merry’s mother hurried over. “A footman will fetch it for you, Lady Charlesworth.”

“No, thank you, my dear. I prefer to stretch my legs. Keep me company, daughter-in-law?”

“Of course.” Kate gave in and looked back as she passed through the door. Robert had left Arabella and was now speaking to a gentleman she didn’t know.

In Lady Charlesworth’s chamber, the lady removed her handkerchief from her reticule where it had been all the time. “Now. Please sit and tell me what has made you so unhappy. Has it something to do with my son?”

“I’m being foolish,” Kate said, sinking onto the chaise. “I suspect Lady Elphinstone was once involved with Robert. I suppose I’m jealous.”

His mother shook her head with a moue of distaste. “Frightful woman, Lady Elphinstone. I doubt you need to worry about her, Kate. Robert might have married her before his uncle died. He chose not to.”

“Why didn’t he? Do you know the reason?”

Lady Charlesworth smiled. “A lady who is a member of my sewing circle relishes gossip, and because my son was involved, delighted in telling of his affair. It has been said that Lady Elphinstone likes variety in the bedchamber. Bacchanalias, apparently,” Lady Charlesworth whispered the word. “It appears that Robert does not. Perhaps my son is more conventional than he realizes, for he put a quick end to their relationship when he discovered it. It was some time ago, and I think you’ll find he hasn’t taken her up again.”

Kate wished she believed it. But Arabella was beautiful and sophisticated, and she wasn’t finished with Robert.

“Try not to let it affect you too much, my dear. You have him in your bed. Win his love. You have far more to offer than she.”

Impossible to tell her mother-in-law that she had done precisely that, and despite his attempted seduction earlier, Robert was yet to show any real desire to repeat it. She was glad now that they hadn’t made love earlier. To find him with Arabella afterward would have hurt her more. She could not match the countess in sophistication, in the bedchamber by the sound of it, nor in artfulness.

Later when everyone retired, Robert joined her in their room. “What did you and my mother discuss after you left the drawing room?” The sharp tone to his voice made her tense, even thought she’d expected it.

“A variety of things.”

He folded his arms and leaned against the bedpost. “Something that required privacy?”

Kate thought it unwise to tell him the truth, and she refused to betray his mother. “You were mentioned, naturally. After all, you are her son. She is interested in how you are. She loves you.”

He nodded. “I am sorry about Lady Elphinstone. She is inclined to plain speaking. You must try to ignore her.”

“Plain speaking? The woman is smitten with you.”

“You’re imagining things, Kate.”

She doubted it, for that lady stood between them turning the air in the room chilly. He strode to the door. “I’ll leave you in peace and sleep in my dressing room.”

“Robert…?” She wanted to call him back, have them talk, even laugh about it. But he was gone.

Kate lay in bed wishing for sleep, thinking back over the evening. After she and Robert’s mother had returned to the salon, Lady Charlesworth must have observed her son’s stony face where he stood near the fireplace talking to the groom. And Lord Charlesworth looked equally uncomfortable. Fortunately, the other guests knew nothing of the undercurrents which swirled around them as they walked into the dining room for dinner.

After they dined, Merry entertained them. And what a fine pianist she was. Guests applauded her from their chairs in the large salon after she’d played Bach and Mozart sonatas with great proficiency. Then whist and other games were played at tables set up for the purpose in the long drawing room.

She had spent the evening wondering what would happen when she and Robert returned to their allotted bedchamber. And she had to admit she was looking forward to sharing a bed with him. But the bed she lay in was cold on his side. And she supposed he was uncomfortable in his dressing room. In the end, she decided she had to see for herself if he was all right. She slipped from the bed and pulled on her gown and slippers. Tiptoeing down the hall, she turned the latch of his dressing room door. She opened it and peeked inside. The narrow bed was empty.

Kate spun around and hurried back to her chamber and curled up in the bed shivering. Was he with Arabella? If so, he was lost to her. She bit her lip and stared into the dark.
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Robert strolled the terrace in the moonlight, a cheroot in his hand. Why did Kate always think the worst of him? What might he do when accused of something he was innocent of? His conscience was clear. Dash it all, a man should be able to tumble his wife whenever and wherever it took his fancy. He should not be made to feel guilty.

A dark shape emerged through the French doors. “Not sleeping, Robert?” Hugh asked coming over to him.

“No. Gave up trying. Matters in London on my mind.” He eyed the groom. “Nervous?”

“A little. I am looking forward to the wedding though. Very much.”

“You have chosen well with Merry. A wonderful married life awaits you.” Robert wondered why it sounded so simple when he put it into words.

“Yes, I love her dearly.” Hugh shivered. “I fancy a brandy. How about a game of cards?”

“Excellent idea.” It was love, Robert decided, following Hugh inside. One word which described so much and carried such weight. Relationships could flounder with the lack of it and be splendid if both parties loved one another. He’d seen so little of it among his friends, however. Did he love Kate? He was sure he felt a good deal for her, admiration, respect, desire, but he wasn’t sure if that was love. He knew he would love his child, that would be unconditional. He thought of his mother, how small and frail she looked. How long did he have if he wished to repair the rift?

As if he was summoned, Robert’s stepfather walked into the room where he and Hugh sat at a card table.

“I’m not surprised to find you here,” he said drawing up a chair.

Robert took a sip of his whiskey and swilled it around his mouth as if to remove a sour taste. “Like to explain why?”

“I can see your wife is unhappy.”

Robert glared at him. “That’s a bald statement, sir. I wonder how you came to it.”

“She told your mother so.”

Hugh cleared his throat.

Surprised, Robert fought to come up with a response, but Charlesworth stood, bid them a good evening, and left the room.

Furious, Robert wanted to go after the man and have it out with him. How dare he make observations about Robert’s marriage. But he wouldn’t because Charlesworth spoke the truth. So, Kate had sought his mother’s advice. A further example of her disloyalty. But for some reason he couldn’t direct his anger or his frustration at her. Not anymore. “I’ll take three cards, thanks.”

Hugh dealt them without comment.
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Brigitte brought a tray of hot chocolate and rolls when Kate woke after a restless sleep. She sipped the rich chocolate while the maid tended to her clothes and chatted about the staff. One footman was very good looking and had all the maids in a flutter.

The wedding ceremony would take place in the ballroom at ten of the clock. Kate bathed and sat in her petticoats while Brigitte arranged her hair.

“I need a touch of rouge, Brigitte.” Kate’s face was pale in the morning light, after Brigette applied the hare’s foot. The maid was excellent at her craft. When they returned home, Kate would reward her with the garnet brooch she so admired. Finally, Brigitte stood back to admire her handiwork. “Now the gown, my lady.”

Kate stood before the mirror. The gown emphasized her small waist, and the color suited her. After pulling on her gloves, she clasped a silver and pearl bracelet around her wrist and pearl earrings to her lobes. A long strand of pearls hung around her neck. She slipped on the buckled shoes. “I believe I shall do.”

“Magnifique!” Brigitte clapped her hands.

“Thank you, Brigitte. You have done my hair very nicely.” Kate gave a wry smile, accepting that Brigitte took full credit for the overall result.

Robert knocked at the door. His brows rose as he offered her his arm. “How well that gown suits you, Kate.”

“Thank you. Shall we go down?”

A nervous quiver fluttered in her stomach at the glow of appreciation in his eyes. She banished Lady Elphinstone from her mind. Today was a special day, and she intended to enjoy it.

In the flower-decked ballroom, they took their seats with the other guests. A three-piece orchestra played Hendel’s water music as Merry, in primrose-yellow brocade, her dark locks dressed in white rosebuds, walked down the aisle on her father’s arm. She looked fresh, young, and very lovely. Her brown eyes shone when she reached Hugh. His were filled with pride, adoration, and love.

Her father stepped away, and the ceremony commenced.

Once their vows were spoken, they went to sign the register.

Kate fought to hold back her tears. She peeked at Robert and found a smile playing on his lips. She tucked a hand through his arm, and he patted it and smiled at her. You couldn’t help but be moved by the endearing couple. A union born out of love was so refreshing in this cynical world. Marriage should not merely be one of convenience or a business partnership, Kate thought. She had been right to refuse to accept it. She walked with Robert into the wedding breakfast where a feast awaited, refusing to glance at Arabella when she passed.

After toasting the bridal couple with champagne, she danced with Robert and laughed and allowed herself to forget her worries. At least for a while.


Chapter Nineteen


Once back in London, Kate spent a good deal of time considering her mother-in-law’s words. Better to fight for what one wanted than moon about. How could she expect Robert to prefer her to Arabella if she was dull and depressing? There was an advantage in being a wife and living under the same roof. How much better it would be if she and Robert spent the day together in some pleasurable activity, and then an evening of lovemaking would follow naturally. As it should.

With a sense of purpose, she left her bedchamber dressed in a favorite pink gown and descended the stairs to join him for breakfast.

At the table, Robert wore the royal blue wool suit which accentuated his irresistible blue eyes, a silky cravat at his throat. He was so handsome her heart skittered.

“You are going out?” Surprised, she accepted a cup of coffee from Soames. She’d expected Robert to spend time with his business manager this morning.

“Yes. Newmarket. I won’t be home until late. Mercury is running in the autumn race meeting.”

“Oh, how exciting! I do hope he wins.” She was glad to see him smile, but disappointment tightened her stomach. “Might I come? I should love to see him race.”

He arched his eyebrows. “Ladies only attend the big society races. My dear, this meet would bore you.”

“I’m sure it wouldn’t.”

He regarded her, shaking his head. “My uncle always said there are two places a woman should not go. On board ship and to the races. However, I’m willing to concede that Ascot is an exception.”

Kate bit her lip. “I can hardly argue the point with your uncle, now can I?”

“I plan to attend the Jockey Club and I’m afraid ladies are not admitted.” Robert pushed back his chair. He bowed. “If you’ll excuse me, Kate, I must leave. Charles Bartholomew is taking me up in his phaeton at nine.”

Despite the reasonableness of his tone, something inside erupted. In the back of her mind, she pictured Arabella strolling on his arm at Newmarket. She took a sharp breath, suddenly filled with an awful anger. Her face grew hot and her fingers trembled with the urge to throw the coffee cup at his head. “Why do you never consult me as to how we might spend the day? I am your wife!” She jumped to her feet. “You are shamefully neglectful.” Her gown swished about her as she moved, and as her chest tightened, she gasped for air.

Hove hovered at the breakfast room door and then retreated, pulling Soames with him. The door closed.

Robert stared at her astounded. Then his eyes flickered dangerously. “Your accusation lacks veracity, madam. I have been an exemplary husband these past months! You surely cannot find fault with me when I merely wish for a day at the races with my friends. Friends I have seen little of, as of late.” His eyes narrowed. “Having remained closeted by your side at every social engagement and sensitive to your every need.”

One need he had not met hovered unspoken in the air. They faced each other in the middle of the room like sparring partners.

At the look in those hot blue eyes, Kate’s throat closed. She opened her mouth and licked her dry lips, her breaths jerky.

Robert glanced down at her breasts revealed above the neckline of her gown and then focused on her mouth. He took a step toward her.

“You are cavalier, sir,” she spat at him when she was finally able to draw breath.

He reached for her, and his hands burned into her shoulders as he gave them a little shake. “How ungrateful you are!”

“I ask so little of you.”

He pulled her closer, glaring down into her face. “You want too much! You want everything.”

“Everything?” She struggled free, afraid she would cry. “I want a husband who loves me.” She lifted her chin. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

“And I want a woman I can trust.”

“Why can’t you trust me? I’ve never done anything to make you believe otherwise.”

“You think not? Were you with Southmore at Vauxhall?”

“I never wished for that man’s advances.”

Robert shrugged off her words. “You want a man gazing at you with calf eyes? Paying you pretty compliments? Making passionate love to you?” He grabbed her arm when she tried to evade him. “If that’s your idea of devotion, we can start right now. I’m happy to oblige you.”

“Don’t touch me!” She pulled her arm away, now fearful. This wasn’t the tender love she wished for. She saw the purpose in his eyes. “No, Robert.” She backed against the table.

He stepped closer with a grim smile on his face. “You are my wife, Kate. If I wish to make love to my wife, then I am legally within my rights to do so.”

She shoved at his chest which was like a brick wall and didn’t budge an inch. The action sent her sliding back onto the table.

He took her by the waist, bending her back, one hand cupping her chin, and forced his mouth on hers.

Kate gasped. At the touch of his lips, a swift heat and yearning spread through her body so strong she gasped. She fought the urge to return his kiss and draw him to her. Through the haze of longing, she realized that this would not mend their troubles. It would seal their fate. Her eyes closed as his lips traced a line down her throat to her breast, and he murmured something she didn’t quite catch. When his hand caught up the hem of her gown, she trembled and pushed him away. “The servants will come in!”

He cast her a heavy-lidded gaze, breathing fast. “Then come to the bedchamber.”

“Then can we talk?”

“Talk? Why must women always talk?”

“You’ve hardly said a word to me since Merry married. Although you were happy to talk and laugh with Lady Elphinstone! And now this! You cannot treat me like a trollop merely here to satisfy your needs!”

“Was I?” He gazed at her as the lust faded from his eyes and gave a rueful laugh. “You seem to bring out the worst in me, Kate.” He bowed. “I must go. Please excuse me.”

He strode to the door and opened it, hauling it back on its hinges. She remained as if frozen, listening to his footsteps in the corridor. They sounded so final.

She left the room, finding her anger had turned to despair.

Now that she’d cooled down she realized her behavior was even more irrational than his. Why didn’t she agree to go to the bedchamber with him? They might have talked later. Something stopped her, and she knew what it was. With the distinct possibility that he’d made love to Lady Elphinstone in Bath, Kate needed to be sure she meant more to him than just another sexual tryst. To know that their lovemaking sprang from tender feelings of love and not just from lust. She ran to the window in time to see him leap into a carriage. It drove away. Kate admitted defeat. He cared so little for her feelings and nothing she could do would ever put this right.

She returned to her chamber and rang for her maid.

“Take out my carriage dress and pack a small trunk for me, please,” she said when Brigitte arrived. “I am retiring to the country for a time.”

“Will you be away long, my lady?” Going to the clothespress, Brigitte cast a backward glance, eyebrows raised. No doubt much had been made of her and Robert’s behavior in the servants’ quarters already.

Brigitte would hate the country and drive her mad. “Fetch me paper and a pen first. I will write you a recommendation. The Countess Marchon requires a lady’s maid. She has had her eye on you for some time.”

Brigitte pouted. “But I prefer to work for you, my lady.”

“You will enjoy working for a Frenchwoman. I hear she refuses to wear anything but Parisian gowns.”

“Vraiment? How long will you be gone?”

“I don’t know. I have the need of fresh air and a good rest.” The excuse seemed apt as she had looked tired of late.

“Pack my riding habit. Leave the ballgowns. I shan’t be attending any balls or parties.” She sat at her bureau and scratched out a note to the countess, extolling Brigitte’s virtues, and one to Robert, echoing what she had just told her maid. It sounded so rational and sensible she was surprised when she read it again. The words lacked all the emotion and distress that made her ill. Her fingers trembled when she folded it and sealed it with wax. “Please deliver this to my husband’s valet,” she said and handed it to Brigitte.

After changing into a carriage gown, she calmed herself with several deep breaths, then walked downstairs, passing the footman who’d just taken up his position in the corridor. “How is your gout today, Barker? Has the powdered elm bark helped?”

He gave a brief, self-conscious smile. “It did, thank you, my lady.”

Kate fastened her redingote as she made her way to the foyer. “I’d like the coach brought around, Hove. I’m returning to Cornwall for a time.”

Hove’s polite expression didn’t alter beyond a faint flicker in his eyes. “Very well, my lady. Do you wish to leave a message for his lordship?”

“I have done so.”

“You shall be taking your maid?”

“No. I travel alone.”

Hove’s eyebrows snapped down, before he recovered himself. Snobbish man, Kate thought crossly. Many of the servants were more conscious of upholding propriety than the ton themselves.

“It would be wise to have two armed footmen accompany you.”

“If you consider it necessary, Hove,” she said contritely, chastened by the man’s obvious concern.

“Highwaymen frequent that route, my lady. One can’t be too careful.”

“I’m sure you are right.”

Within the hour, she had said her goodbyes. A footman opened the front door for her and she walked to the coach, already planning ahead. She had a handsome dress allowance, certainly enough to pay for two night’s accommodation. To simplify matters, she would stop at the same inns where she and Robert had stayed. Both were of the highest standard. Not that she cared for such things, but it would prove safer.
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Robert arrived home at dusk, his wet coat dripping chilly water down his neck and his Italian leather boots squelching and spattered with mud. It had poured during the race. The track obscured by mist, and Mercury, who took a dislike to the heavy going, ran a distant fourth. The horse pulled up sore and would need to spend time in the paddock. He had cursed himself a thousand times for his treatment of Kate that morning. Why on earth had he not just invited her to join him? He could have forgone a visit to the Jockey Club. It would have been a generous thing to do. Charley Bartholomew would have understood. And it would have pleased him to watch her enjoying herself. Then the awful scene would not have happened. Deuce it! He should have stayed and put things to rights.

Robert groaned at his cowardice. Yes, cowardice. It hurt to admit it, but he’d refused to face up to anything of late. Not so Kate. She had taken up the reins of her new situation in life with remarkable aplomb. She made a gracious marchioness. He’d failed her there, too. He should have praised her more often. When had he become so mean-spirited?

He shrugged out of his damp greatcoat. Perhaps it wasn’t too late. He would do so now. His anger at what he saw as her disloyalty when she’d colluded with his mother had melted away. And he could not find it in his heart to believe her of infidelity with Southmore or anyone else. That weasel might pursue her, but she would never welcome it.

Now capable of clarity of thought, he saw that he was at fault. But would she forgive him? He stripped off his gloves and handed Hove his mahogany cane, coat, and hat. “Where is Lady St. Malin?” he asked, combing his fingers through his hair.

A gleam appeared in Hove’s eyes. “Why, she’s gone to Cornwall, my lord.”

Damn the man, why did he look so self-righteous? Robert frowned hardly believing his ears. “Cornwall?”

“Her ladyship said she left you a note, my lord. Perhaps your valet has it?”

Dread rising in his throat to choke him, Robert ran upstairs, seeking Fenton. He found his valet at the clothespress sorting through his stocks.

Fenton turned. “I’d better have those boots, my lord,” he said with a grimace.

“Never mind that man, do you have a note for me?”

“Yes, I do, my lord.”

Fenton hurried to the bureau and snatched up the note. Robert scanned it quickly. The formal tone of the letter revealed little of her thoughts or emotions. He crumpled it in his hand as he paced the room. But he knew her state of mind all too well; had been aware of it for some time. Kate had wanted something from him. But for some obscure reason, he’d been unable to give it. She had wanted his love. He uttered a string of curses under his breath as he forced himself to face yet another truth. He had been angry in one way or another since the will was read. Did he want her to suffer as well for his past hurts? A prickle of shame ran down his spine. He rubbed the back of his neck to try to eradicate it.

Robert pivoted on his heel, filled with a new sense of purpose. Might something wonderful come from all this even now? He had to try.

His valet waited, looking expectant. “Pack my trunk, Fenton. For a lengthy stay in Cornwall.”

“Best remove those muddy boots, my lord. And change your clothes before you catch your death.”

Fenton’s mind ran along one track. But he was right; he couldn’t visit looking like he’d lost his senses, although he’d come close to it. He fell into a chair and held out his foot for the valet. Fenton straddled his leg and pulled. “Do you wish a bath drawn, my lord?”

“No time for that. Bring a basin of hot water.”

In fresh clothes, Robert left his chamber and descended to the salon. The days grew dark earlier now, and the candelabras had been lit. A fire burned in the grate. He pulled the bell and poured himself a whisky to settle his nerves before he left. The drink warmed his insides as he sipped it but failed to ease his angst as he stood before Kate’s portrait. How regal she looked, like the true marchioness she had become. Gainsborough had captured all those qualities Robert had resolutely ignored. Her calm good sense as well as her beauty. He had thrust away her every attempt at affection, spurning her concern for him, and her loyalty. What a fool he’d been. The door opened and the butler entered. “I require the phaeton, Hove.”

“As you wish, my lord.” Hove cast an approving glance at the portrait. “Lady St. Malin looks very fine, doesn’t she, my lord?”

“She does indeed. Was my lady accompanied in the coach?”

“Yes, my lord. I took the liberty of sending two of the footman and ensured they were armed.”

Robert nodded. “You did well, Hove. Tomorrow, I leave for Cornwall at first light.” Robert turned and left the room, he was filled impatience to be gone. But first he had something he must do.

Robert drove his phaeton to Portman Square. He had a lot to do to start putting things to rights and would begin with his mother. It troubled him when Kate said his father had left her penniless. He wished he had known that sooner.

As his horses trotted gracefully along the cobbled roads, unwelcome memories came to plague him. He tensed as his mind returned to his school days at Harrow. It all began not long after his father had died when the lads returned from holidays. Robert had remained at the school, still grief stricken and missing his father.

His mother visited to explain that her new husband considered it best if he didn’t come home for the holidays as they were settling into the new house and beginning married life together. Robert was asked if he understood. He said he did. But he hadn’t. His father had always taken him fishing at their country estate when he was home from school, and they’d ridden and hunted together. Naturally, some boys returned from holidays having heard about his mother’s marriage. And a few months later, when one of them discovered she was enceinte, it traveled around the school like wildfire.

Francis Braithwaite and the duke’s son, Clarence Brougham, stated it was not good ton, and decided to make an example of him. The torture began. Beatings where it didn’t show. They woke him at night to stand in a cold bucket of water while demanding Robert say that his mother was a harlot. He’d refused, sobbing at the rear of the sport’s pavilion where no one would find him, while taking his punishment and waiting for it to end. But then when two of them held him by the ankles from a second story window, he’d cracked. She’s a harlot isn’t she, the boy’s chanted. Say it or we let go. And Robert had said those words. He’d hated himself for it ever since. Couldn’t look at his mother without remembering the fear.

He’d wet himself and was in danger of falling when the master found them. Of course, the duke’s son only got a few whacks of the cane, and Braithwaite not much more. But Robert was left with the knowledge he was a coward, and he’d begun to fight to prove he wasn’t. He learned to handle himself well, his father would have been proud of him. But those years were tough. It wasn’t until he attended university that it all changed. He’d taken up boxing and excelled at it, and he did well at mathematics. But the stain remained in his soul.

Robert sighed. He was prepared to eat crow for Kate’s sake and attempt to repair the rift. But he’d be damned if he’d fall upon his stepfather’s breast and beg forgiveness. He grinned bitterly at the thought. There was only so much his fierce little wife could make him do.

He walked into the salon to find his mother drinking sherry with her husband. What a cozy pair they made. He tried to ignore the reaction he always experienced, like a knot pulling tight in his solar plexus. Should he not have got over all this by now? He bowed. “Mother, Charlesworth.”

His mother rose and hurried to him. “Robert.” She tenderly put up a hand to touch his face.

Robert bent and kissed her cheek, painfully aware of how much she’d changed. “Sit down, Mother. I believe I’ll have a drink as well.”

Lord Charlesworth beckoned to the footman. “Brandy?”

“Please.”

When they’d settled, Robert took a breath. “Kate accuses me of being a poor son. A poor husband as well, but that’s between her and me. I’m here to improve matters in our relationship, should you agree.”

“Agree? Oh, Robert.” His mother balled a handkerchief in her hand, her eyes misty.

Lord Charlesworth nodded stiffly.

“It is time to consign our differences to the past, not to be spoken of again.” Robert took a fortifying swig, tasting walnut, almonds, and vanilla, the hallmarks of the best French brandy. “I know I’ve not acted well.”

“No, you haven’t.” Lord Charlesworth frowned. “But I’m sure we can put that down to immaturity.”

Robert could still feel rage toward this man. It heated his gut, and he opened his mouth to retort. But then he remembered Kate. To win her love, this must be done. He took another swallow. “I will always remain fond of my mother, Charlesworth,” he said carefully. “I understand her needs and wish her and my siblings to be a part of my life. But the truth of it,” he couldn’t resist adding, “is that you did not want me as part of yours. After you married my mother, and particularly after your first child was born, you wished me to the very devil.”

“Robert,” his mother gasped.

“And I know for a fact that you swayed Millicent Burrowdale’s father against my suit,” Robert continued ruthlessly. Lord Charlesworth’s self-righteous expression didn’t alter. He still believed he’d been right, damn him. In Charlesworth’s opinion, Millicent, a merchant’s daughter, was not suitable.

Robert still suffered a prickle of anger, even though when he’d met Millicent recently, he found her surprisingly shallow and rather dull, and he hadn’t liked that she’d flirted with him in front of her husband.

“The girl was well beneath your touch,” Lord Charlesworth said, still with that smug look Robert disliked so much. “And I felt that you needed guidance in the matter. Past history now though.” He took his wife’s hand. “My concern is for my dear wife. Anything to make her happy.”

Perhaps the man, fatuous as he was, spoke the truth. Robert had puzzled over what his mother saw in Charlesworth after being married to his father who had been an active member of parliament and a most imposing personage. But who was he to judge? He glanced at his mother and clamped his lips on the accusation that she had not stood up for him, nor taken his side when he desperately needed it. He now understood how easy it was to make a mistake. No one was infallible, least of all he. He accepted how torn she must have been.

Robert put down his glass and rose. “Then we are in agreement.” He went to kiss his mother’s cheek, then he shook Charlesworth’s hand. “I plan to spend time with Kate in Cornwall. When I return, my wife and I shall call on you.”

“She is a wonderful young woman, Robert. I like her very much.”

“I do, too, Mother. I know you will be kind to her. She is deserving of your love.”

There was something in her gaze he hadn’t seen before. She treated him like a man and no longer her recalcitrant child of ten and four. The age he’d been when all this began. He suffered a swift and painful desire to make her proud of him.

Robert left the house, relieved, and lighter somehow. He took up the reins, tossed a coin to the young boy who had held them, and drove home. It was easy to like Kate. In fact, he loved her. Funny, when he admitted it to himself, he didn’t suffer even a twinge of anxiety, just a surge of urgency to be in Cornwall with her. She had undertaken that hazardous journey alone, without even her maid to accompany her. He drew in a deep breath. God keep her safe.


Chapter Twenty


In the afternoon of the third day, tired and desperately unhappy, Kate arrived at the castle. With two footmen riding shotgun, the trip proved uneventful, despite Hove’s fears. At the sign of the warm stone edifice, memories assailed her. She had left here with so much hope and now returned defeated.

The carriage entered the cobbled courtyard, and a footman jumped down to assist her. James hurried to welcome her, closely followed by Felix, who jumped up at her with a joyful bark.

James bowed. “Lady St. Malin. We received no word of your coming.”

“No. I’m remiss, James.” Kate returned his warm smile. “It was a hasty decision. I found myself in need of rest and fresh air. London is exciting, but it does drain one.”

“We have plenty of fresh air here, my lady,” he said with a grin.

“Send the coach back to London tomorrow. I have no need of it, but his lordship may.” She wondered as she said it if she would ever return to London.

“It shall be done, my lady.”

In her old chamber, Kate removed her hat and perched on the window seat. Although it was autumn and cool, the grass remained green along the shore, the sky a clear, cloudless blue. All the colors seemed brighter here. After the gray skies of London, it looked like heaven. She listened to the slap of the waves on the shore and wished she was able to enjoy it with a light heart. Gulls soared above the waves, their mournful cry echoing her feelings. The sea’s briny smell wafted in on the breeze, and tears gathered at the back of her throat.

A knock came at the door.

“Come in.” Kate quickly wiped her eyes.

“My lady?”

“Rebecca. I’m pleased you’re still in service here.”

Two footmen followed her in, carrying the trunk. They bowed and left.

“Shall I attend to the gowns before they crease, my lady?”

“Yes, please.” Too tired to move, Kate sagged in a chair watching the girl’s brisk movements. She dreaded being alone with her thoughts.

James knocked at the door. “Do you wish a tray brought up, my lady?”

“No. I’ll have it in the library, thank you, James.”

“I’ll have a fire going in a trice and alert Cook. Mrs. Beacham will want to prepare one of your favorite meals.”

Kate swallowed. “Thank you, James.”

From the long library windows, shadows slanted across the meadows in the setting sun. A branch of a maple tree, it’s leaves a fiery crimson, scratched against the leaded panes. Kate sat down on the sofa, patting the cushion next to her. Felix jumped up and settled beside her. She fed him half a ham sandwich which was gone with a snap of his jaws.

While stroking the dog’s silky head, she thought back to when she’d first met Robert, standing with an arm resting on the mantel, one long leg crossed over the other. With the advantage of some distance between them, it became clearer why it had all gone so wrong. She’d made mistakes she admitted. But might he not have forgiven her? She’d tried so hard to be the graceful wife he wanted. She bit back a sob, and Felix licked her hand.

Robert had approved of how she dressed, he’d said so on the way back from Bath. And she couldn’t fault his generosity. She’d never had to ask for money, or trinkets, or beg him to take her anywhere she wanted to go, despite him often being tired from handling his affairs. He’d never complained about her behavior in society, either, although she’d erred badly on more than one occasion.

Yet, he hadn’t loved her. She’d been prepared to turn herself inside out to please him, but if he wanted a tall, fair, and slender beauty like Lady Arabella Elphinstone or Millicent Borrowdale, she could never be that. She was too short and rounded, her hair more brown than fair. And her behavior, for she was seldom submissive, would not have pleased him. She lowered her chin and gazed at the fire. No sense in wishing for the impossible.

Another thought crept in. Might she have expected Robert to be more like her father? Papa had been an orator, and keen to express his feelings. Robert was a man of few words. People were different, did it really matter?

Might she have been entirely unreasonable to wish for a husband to act like a romantic knight of old? The picture of Robert standing beneath her window serenading her, brought a reluctant grin to her lips. But he’d fought for her honor, which at the time she’d failed to appreciate. But after Southmore’s disgraceful treatment of her at Vauxhall, she was grateful.

That night, Kate slept deeply, but woke unrefreshed. She’d dreamed that Robert came to take her in his arms. It weighed heavily on her heart to find herself alone. During the morning, she wandered the shore accompanied by Felix, adding a few pieces of driftwood to her collection and wondering where life would lead her. Did an unbearably lonely future await her? Surely Robert would not leave things this way. He would come to some decision and need to discuss it with her. This thought only served to make her more nervous. She knew little about legal matters but knew divorce was difficult to obtain. Didn’t Lord Brown have to appeal to parliament for a divorce? And nonconsummation was not grounds to obtain it.

Kate returned to her chamber and began fashioning a new piece of driftwood. Her busy hands soothed and distracted her. But would her sad heart ever accept the inevitable?
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In the phaeton, with his groom beside him on the box seat, Robert rested a boot on the footrest and tooled his horses along the country road. The phaeton was not as well sprung as the St. Malin coach, and he’d been forced to stop more often to change or rest the horses. It was no good trying to hurry things along. He must be patient, but patience was not something inherent in his nature. And even his newfound maturity didn’t seem to help—he smiled sourly, Charlesworth would always rub him the wrong way.

Robert spent two nights staying at the same inns where he and Kate had slept in separate chambers. He should have been gentler and more patient with her and started them off on the right footing. But he’d thought only of his own needs and getting back to Anastasia! He gritted his teeth and had difficulty equating himself with the thoughtless man he’d been. How much time wasted!

He cursed under his breath, forced to admit that Charlesworth had been right. He’d been an immature fool and needed to learn his lessons. He only hoped the punishment would not be too severe, and his sweet wife would forgive him. Would she look at him with her soft eyes full of love ever again? When both innkeepers informed him she’d stayed in their inns on her journey south to St. Malin Castle, he grew easier in his mind.

At the end of the third day, in the fading light, they entered the shadowy Cardinham Woods where the trees grew close together. Two highwaymen galloped from the trees. One raised his gun and fired, the bullet whistling past them and echoing through the woods. His groom, Joss, held the reins, and pulled the plunging horses to a stop.

“I’ll have the portmanteau,” one of the two said, his face half-hidden by a bandana. “You and your groom step down.” His pistol flicked between Robert and Joss, while his companion watched on, his gun smoking.

Heart racing, aware of the pistol in his pocket, Robert and his groom obeyed the highwayman’s order. Joss pulled down the portmanteau from the back seat and dropped it on the ground.

“I’ll have anything of value on your person.” He waved his gun motioning them forward. “And make it fast. I can retrieve them quite easily once you’re dead.”

The rogue’s firearm was leveled at Robert’s chest, as the other man reloaded. They were going to be shot. “Hit the ground,” Robert murmured.

Robert and Joss dived and rolled in different directions. The leader fired, the shot missing Robert, biting into the ground near his foot. Pulling the pistol from his pocket, Robert came up in a crouch and fired.

The highwayman crumpled to the ground. His horse whinnied and galloped off into the woods. The other highwayman let out a string of curses when he saw his companion dead.

With no time to reload, Robert sucked in a breath as the robber took aim at him and fired. Robert managed to jerk to the side to avoid a ball in the chest, but hot lead entered his shoulder, burning like fire. He was vaguely aware of the man riding off. He groaned. Would he live to tell Kate he loved her?

Joss fell on his knees beside him. “My lord, are you…?”

His voice faded as blackness descended.
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After another long night, Kate sat in front of the mirror and gazed at her reflection as Rebecca brushed her hair. The fresh air had tinged her cheeks with color, but her eyes looked flat and dull with shadows painted beneath. “I’ll ride today, Rebecca. Please tell James to have my mare saddled after breakfast.”

It rained in the night, and the sunshine was brilliant on the wet hedgerows. Kate rode the small mare named Daisy over the estate lands, breathing the perfumed air. They clattered across the bridge and cantered through the slanting shadows in the meadow. She pulled back on the reins when she realized she was near the oak tree. She’d subconsciously retraced her steps to the place where Robert had proposed. But only after she’d requested he ask her properly. He hadn’t wanted to marry her and must have been angry that his uncle placed him in that position.

She dismounted and leaned against the rough bark of the gnarled old tree remembering his first kiss with painful longing. A thrush sang in the branches above her. She paused to listen, but for once, the sweet sound did little to improve her mood, and she mounted again, riding through the lanes to the village. The villagers bowed or curtsied as she rode along the narrow, cobbled lanes to the harbor front.

A cloud of screaming gulls followed the fishing boats out on the water and two fishermen on the wharf raised their hands in greeting.

Warmed a little by their friendly faces, she began to consider how she might make a home for herself here. Eventually, she expected she would recover and love would lose its power over her. Robert might visit to secure his heir, and she would receive him coolly and wave him goodbye when he left. She gasped and shivered at the thought. Who was she fooling?

With the village and the harbor behind her, she cantered over the fields, fighting the numb hollowness in her heart. Might there be a role for her here? It was surely her duty to become involved in village affairs. She resolutely ignored how lonely that sounded and entered the castle grounds where the groom hurried forward to help her dismount.

Kate had just entered the house with the intention of changing into a morning gown when a vehicle clattered into the castle forecourt. She ran to the drawing room window to see Robert’s phaeton pull up outside. She recognized Joss Gifford, the groom from St. Malin House. A body slumped beside him on the seat.

Her blood ran cold. Robert!

As a commotion arose, she rushed out into the forecourt. Robert was unconscious. The groom lifted him from the phaeton and carried him toward the door. “Highwaymen held us up outside Bodmin, my lady, in the Cardinham Woods,” Gifford said as she hurried behind him. “’Is lordship picked off one of them. But the other one shot ’em and got away.”

Robert hung limp and silent over the man’s shoulder.

Kate gasped. Blood dripped from his fingers, trailing over the stone.

She swung round to address her groom just returning from stabling her horse. “Ride for the surgeon. Take my husband’s stallion. He’s faster. Don’t come back without the doctor.”

The groom turned and sped toward the stables. Robert was carried into the house. To see her strong husband struck down, made Kate’s knees threaten to give way.

“Take him to his chamber. Send up a warming pan and light the fire.” Kate picked up her skirts and hurried after them up the staircase. Her pulse thudded in her throat. Robert would not die. He could not. She would never allow it.

In his chamber, he lay still on the bed. “Robert?” Her voice sounded high pitched and strange to her ears. She examined his white face as the footman pulled off his boots. He didn’t stir.


Chapter Twenty-One


“Kate?” Robert opened his eyes.

“It’s all right, my love. The doctor is here.”

“Raise his head a little,” Doctor Innes instructed. “We shall have to dose his lordship with laudanum before I dig for the ball.”

“Isn’t that rather a lot, doctor?” Kate asked, after several spoonsful had been administered.

“Don’t want him waking and objecting to the procedure. Pain must be kept at bay. You shall need to give him more tonight, and every day for at least a week. Sleep is healing.”

With a wildly beating heart, Kate held Robert’s arm still as the forceps plunged deeply into the wound. He made no sound but slept deeply. So deeply, she feared for him.

When the ball clattered into the bowl, her worry eased a little, but she feared what the doctor might tell her. “Will my husband…be all right?”

“Infection is our enemy.” The doctor applied a bandage to the shoulder. “We shall have to see. Keep his lordship quiet with the laudanum, and as still as possible. I shall return tomorrow, my lady.”

Three days and long nights passed as Robert grew restless. He tossed and turned, muttering, never fully waking. His brow grew hot. Kate sponged him and continued the medicine, remaining at his side, covering him when he threw off his blankets. Exhausted, she napped on an uncomfortable padded chair. During the lonely daylight hours, she paced the room or hovered at his side, listening to the incoherent words he murmured. Several times, she woke from snatching a few hours’ sleep, believing he’d called her name, but when she went to him he said nothing more.

As night fell on the fourth day, she stood at the window and watched the sunset turn the sea aflame. Sometimes one doesn’t get a second chance to put things right. The possibility made her stiffen with fear and grow annoyed with herself.

On the fifth day, as she dozed beside Robert’s bed in the sunny warmth from the open window, a knock on the door brought her to her feet.

James entered. “The Parish constable, John Hawkshorne, is downstairs and wishes a word, my lady.”

Kate hurried down the stairs, wondering what news he brought. The solidly built man sporting a wiry brown beard waited with his hat in his hands. He bent his head low in a semblance of a bow. “Milady.”

“You have news for me, Mr. Hawkshorne?”

“Yes, milady. The scoundrel who shot ’is lordship was apprehended.”

“That is good news indeed. It was good of you to come and tell me. May I offer you a libation?”

“No, thank you, milady.”

“Please sit and tell me what happened.”

Mr. Hawkshorne eyed a gilt chair but shook his head. “’ow is his lordship? Is he getting better?”

“We are hopeful, Mr. Hawkshorne.”

“That is good news. Well, I just wanted to tell ye we got the mongrel, pardon the language, milady. I’ll be going along now.”

She walked with him to the door. “The man has been imprisoned?”

His eyes widened. “No, my lady. It’s dead, ’e is. We shot ’em when ’e tried to make a run for it.”

“Oh. Well, thank you for coming to tell me.”

He gave a broad smile, displaying tobacco-stained teeth. “Glad we got ’em, my lady. Any relation of the old marquess is respected ’ereabouts.”

Kate returned to Robert’s chamber, a little dismayed to find she wasn’t above relishing the fact that justice had been served. And the man would never attack another unfortunate traveler.

That afternoon, the doctor shook his head looking grim. “I think it wise to bleed him.”

“Surely he’s lost too much blood already!”

Doctor Innes’ eyebrows rose, and he stroked his large nose with a finger. “If you’re so against it, we might leave it awhile. The bullet doesn’t appear to have damaged any vital part. We can only hope the infection doesn’t kill him.”

Kate crossed her arms. “We must make sure it doesn’t.”

He sniffed, taking umbrage at her criticism. “There’s nothing more I can do. It’s up to his lordship now. Let’s hope he wants to live.”

The surgeon’s callous response infuriated her. As Kate had been uneasy about the high dosage of laudanum, she sought the village doctor’s opinion.

“I dislike accusing a colleague of error, your ladyship,” Doctor Keith said.

Kate frowned. No doubt he feared trouble from a London surgeon and did not wish to be held accountable for a marquess’ life. “Any opinion you offer will remain with me, Doctor Keith.”

“I would lessen the dosage. It seems to me Lord St. Marlin should be coming around. Does no good that I can see to keep him so heavily sedated.”

“And what is your opinion about bleeding him?”

“If he were my case, I wouldn’t. Not at this stage. But I can’t attend him, my lady. Much as I’d like to.”

Kate dismissed the surgeon and took to caring for Robert herself. Because of Doctor Keith’s advice, she reduced the dosage and would stop it altogether over the next few days. Robert began to drink more of the nourishing broth she’d requested. Kate sent James to the village herbalist for calendula cream, which had healing properties, and white willow bark to help with pain, for it would increase once she stopped the laudanum.

She regularly bathed Robert’s face and hands with lavender water, changed his bandage herself but saw no sign that the infection had worsened. But his forehead remained hot and dry, and his restlessness increased.

During the next night, he began to sweat. She sponged him with cool water and had James change his nightshirt several times. It became difficult to soothe Robert and keep him still. At his every toss, her heart stopped, afraid he would reopen his wound.

By the end of the eighth day, he calmed. He managed a little bread with the broth, then slept deeply again.

On the ninth day, his brow was cool. Her moment of exhilaration quickly passed. Was it a sign he was getting better? Or worse? She still watched him, her eyes gritty with tiredness.

On the tenth day, Kate woke as dawn painted the sea gold. She rose quickly from her makeshift bed on the chair and stretched her aching back.

Robert’s pulse was steady and strong. As she held him, his fingers curled around hers, making her gasp. Her gaze flew to his face. “You’re awake!”

“How long have I been here?”

“Several days.” Relief made her hand tremble as she felt his brow. Pleasantly warm. Thank heaven. “Normal.” She gave a long shuddering sigh, smiling into the face she loved. Not the Robert of old quite yet with a dark beard and bloodshot blue eyes. But then, nor was she entirely herself. In fact, she must look a fright. She put a hand up to order her hair, then stopped. Rebecca was needed.

“You look perfectly lovely, if a little tired,” he said gruffly and reached for her hand. His brow creased. “My fault, I fear.” He gave her hand a shake. “You’ve been going without sleep.”

“I’ve managed a little.”

“When did you sleep in your bed last?”

“I preferred to be here in case you needed me.” Her lips trembled and tears blurred her vision. She hadn’t cried since that first day they’d brought him here. She’d been too intensely devoted to making him well. And she’d been afraid to, for crying seemed so final, as if it would seal his fate.

His lip curved in a smile. “You can climb in here with me. Far more comfortable than the chair.”

She sniffed, wiped her eyes, and laughed, withdrawing her hand to straighten his bedcover. “You must be hungry. I’ll ring for food.”

“In a minute. I want to talk to you.”

“Let me get you brandy first.”

Kate rose and poured a little brandy from the decanter into a glass adding water. She returned and slipped an arm around his shoulders to help him drink it.

He drank half a glass and sank back down again gratefully. “I need to talk to you.”

She leaned forward, her eyes taking in every loved feature, his teeth white beneath cracked, dry lips, his angular jaw badly in need of a razor, his dark hair in a tangle on the pillow. “We can talk later. You must eat.” She stood to pull the bell sash.

“No. Do as I say, Kate.” He grunted. “Sit down. I have something to say.” A muscle tightened in his jaw.

Her heart beating fast, she obeyed him, sitting back down, afraid of what he might say. To delay, she smoothed his sheets. “I must get these changed, now we can move you.”

He sighed. “Will you allow me to speak, Kate?”

Kate swallowed. “I can tidy you and make you more comfortable, while I listen, can I not?” It would be better if she could hide her face from him. He need not know how much she cared.

Robert sank back on the pillows, a wry smile hovering on his lips. “You seem intent on fussing about, so please continue.”

“I’ll send for more hot water.”

When the servant came to her summons, she requested the hot water and a tray of food. “Tell Cook something light. She’ll know what’s best.”

Kate picked up his hair brush from the dresser and returned to the bed. She began to brush his hair, smoothing it away from his brow.

He closed his eyes. “Mm, that feels good.”

“Your hair is as black as a raven’s wing,” she said to distract him.

He grabbed her hand and kissed her wrist. “I like your lovely golden hair hanging over your shoulders. Naked shoulders…”

Kate’s pulse raced and hope filled her heart, but she hid her delight and shook her head. “My hair is brown. And I don’t intend to encourage this conversation. It’s not good for you.”

“Kate, I drove you away. I should be put in stocks in the village square…”

“Hush, Robert. I believe you are still feverish.”

“I mean it. I am ashamed of how I’ve treated you.”

“I’ve made mistakes, too,” Kate said, her spirits beginning to soar.

“You will be proud of me when I tell you that I have put things to rights with my mother.”

“Have you? I am so pleased. And I am proud of you, Robert. I always have been.” There was a knock at the door, and James brought in the bowl of water and a fresh towel.

Dipping a cloth in the lavender-scented, warm water, she proceeded to wash Robert’s face, gently dampening his dry lips. He lay meek and uncomplaining under her ministrations. She continued to wash his throat down to the vee in his nightshirt, skirting the bandage at his shoulder. Her hand lingered on his chest, smoothing the dark hairs there before she dried it.

“That feels nice.” He gave the glimmer of a smile. “Have I been sleeping through this procedure?”

“You have.”

“The deuce!” He grinned. “Well, I’m awake now.”

“Please stay still. We don’t want to reopen your wound,” she said mildly, while fighting to keep her composure.

She eased away his nightshirt and began to wash his chest and the ribs of hard muscle over his stomach. She had not seen his naked body clearly in daylight and caught her breath at how athletic and strong he was. She briskly washed him and patted him dry while he watched her with a lazy smile.

Kate pulled down his nightshirt and arranged the covers. Easing back a loose lock of hair from her forehead with her forearm she sat back. “You’ll do for now.”

A gleam brightened his eyes. “You promise to be more thorough tomorrow?”

It warmed her heart that hurt as he was, he wanted things to be right between them. “I promise. Now, if I add more pillows, can you sit up? You must eat.”

She arranged the pillows at his back as he eased himself up with a grimace. “Kate, I came to Cornwall to tell you I was sorry. Sorry for everything.”

She caught her breath. “So am I. So very sorry, Robert.”

He shook his head, those vivid blue eyes gazing earnestly into hers. “You have nothing to apologize for. I’ve treated you badly, and I can say little in my defense. Before I embarked on this trip, I visited my mother, made my peace with her.” His voice rasped with emotion. “Your wise words, sweetheart, made me realize I had to face the fact that I wasn’t dealing with the past. It was quite amazing how light-hearted I felt when I came away from Portman Square.”

“Oh, I wish I’d been there,” she said, thrilled. “I do so like them, especially, Clare and Frederick.”

“Yes, I agree. Except Charlesworth. Puffed-up boor.”

She laughed and shook her finger at him. “He is a little standoffish, I grant you, but not so very bad. Perhaps when you get to know him. Shall we invite them down for a visit?”

“I suppose we could,” he said reluctantly. “Charlesworth does appear to care for my mother. I’ll give him that.” He yawned. “We could have a house party once I’m well enough. Invite our friends. A shoot and a ball, perhaps.”

“When you’re well.” Kate would love a ball held in the grand hall. But she wasn’t going to count on it just yet. It may not suit Robert to stay here.

James brought in the tray of food.

“I’ll cut it up for you,” Kate said.

She fed Robert spoonfuls of buttered egg. He ate little before resting his head back on the pillow. “Thank you, sweetheart, my appetite isn’t quite up to scratch. Think I’ll sleep a while.”

“Good.” She placed the tray on a table, then removed the extra pillows from behind his back and smoothed his blankets. “Sleep, my love.”

“You will rest, too, won’t you, Kate? Promise?”

“I promise, Robert.”

“And not on that chair, either. I’m much better. Go to your bed.” His eyelids closed, and in a moment, he had slipped into a sound sleep.

She stood for a moment watching him, then went to draw the curtains. He hadn’t said he loved her. But she’d read it in his eyes and it was enough for now. He must get better, then their life together would really begin.


Chapter Twenty-Two


The next day, Robert appeared more alert. He’d been shaved and washed that morning and had his bedding and nightshirt changed. Just before luncheon, at his request, she came to sit beside him on the bed. He reached up and ran a finger softly down her cheek. His eyes took on that sleepy, intense look, which always sent her pulse racing.

“You’re less tired today, Kate. You slept?”

“I did.” She smiled. “How are you, Robert? Do you need some willow bark for the pain?”

“A kiss would be more effective than willow bark.”

Kate leaned down and breathed in the scent of warm, musky male and woody soap. She pressed her lips to his as warmth and contentment replaced the tension and icy fear she’d suffered for days. This was what she had always wanted, and where she was meant to be. He deepened the kiss as his good arm came around her waist and drew her against him. Worried, she broke the kiss and tried to pull away, but he was surprisingly strong. “Robert!”

A knock sounded at the door.

“Blast and confound it!” Robert reluctantly released her.

James placed a plate of food on a table and withdrew.

“Most timely! We wouldn’t want you reopening that wound.” Kate checked the bandage with a smile.

“I am tired of being in this cursed bed,” Robert muttered.

“You are so impatient,” she said as she handed him a napkin.

“I’m afraid I am. And it’s got me into a lot of trouble,” he admitted ruefully. He eyed the food on the plate. “What have we here?”

“It’s a Cornish pasty.” Kate cut the savory into small pieces. “I asked Mrs. Beacham to make them when the servants told me how tasty they are. The men working in the tin mines take them for their lunch. The filling is made of potatoes, meat, and turnips.”

Robert dug his fork into the meat and took a bite. “They are tasty. My uncle expressed some interest in the tin mines. I intend to look into it now that I’m here.”

She caught her breath. “Does that mean you intend to stay here for a while?”

Robert studied her face. “You’d like that wouldn’t you, sweetheart?”

“Yes. Very much.”

“Then we shall. Although not all the time. We will return to London for at least part of the Season. And I must keep track of my investments.”

At the end of the week, Robert insisted he get up. Doctor Keith agreed. He had begun to treat Robert after Doctor Innes returned to his work a St. Thomas’ Hospital in London.

Kate and Robert strolled together in the gardens. The cool breeze off the ocean swayed the branches, scattering leaves of crimson, gold, and russet. Soon the trees would be bare and winter would be upon them.

Robert stopped to rest, a hand on her shoulder. “This place has improved in my estimation.”

“I’m glad. I hope you’re not planning a trip to London.” Kate gazed up at him. “Not until you’re completely well.”

“No. My business manager is on his way here.”

“I’d like to visit the other properties in the future.”

“And you shall. There’s a hunting box in Wiltshire, a pretty house in Hertfordshire built of gray stone, and I haven’t been to the villa in Italy, but I believe it has wonderful gardens and a fine view. I’ll enjoy taking you there.” He kissed her cheek. “We didn’t have a honeymoon.”

“I would like that.”

He looked at her, amused. “I recall you wanted to live in Italy, did you not?”

She screwed up her nose. “I said it to annoy you. You were insufferable.”

He widened his eyes. “Insufferable, was I?” His expression grew solemn, but she detected a glimmer of humor in his eyes. “Yes. I expect I was.” He bent down and kissed her.

Robert drew her close, his cheek against her hair. “I want to make love to you, Kate.”

“I want that, too. Very much,” she murmured, sliding her hands around his waist. “But are you strong enough?”

Robert’s tilted up her chin, his eyes sensual and meaningful. “Shall we see?”

Thrilled, she tried to urge caution. “You must not set back your recovery. I couldn’t bear it if you did.”

“Trust me,” he said kissing her. “I’ll be gentle.”

His fleeting kiss filled with promise left her breathless. How gentle and considerate he’d been with her that first time. Now it was solely for his sake she wasn’t sure he would be.

“Kate, I want you so much I fear I’ll go mad from it.”

Robert drew her by the hand and they returned to the house. James stood at the door. “We don’t wish to be disturbed, James.”

“As you wish, milord.” James bowed, managing to remain poker-faced.

Kate prickled with embarrassment. Did Robert have to say such a thing? To state their intention to make love in broad daylight? Still, the servants would know soon enough. As she ascended the staircase with him, the heated promise in his eyes made her heart skitter.

They had made love only once, and although every bit of it was etched on her memory, she felt as if this was the first time. They had been almost like strangers back then. And now she had grown to know him and understand him. And he knew her.

Robert closed the door and slipped an arm around her waist, drawing her to him. He tipped up her chin and lowered his head to brush his lips lightly over hers. “I love you, Kate,” he said in a husky whisper.

Kate trembled. He loved her. She waited so long to hear him say it. And now she was glad he hadn’t said those words when they were in London. She might have doubted he’d meant it. She was finding it hard to breathe and looped her hands around his neck, drawing him down to her.

Robert kissed her, he plundered her mouth, their rasping breaths loud in the room. He raised his head. “And we shall make love the way married couples do.”

She smiled. “And how is that?”

“In the bed, where I know you won’t dash off and leave me.”

She wouldn’t leave him now if he made love to her here by the door. She was his for the taking, and her body was demanding he do it soon.

They separated to pull off their clothes. She removed the pins on her bodice with trembling fingers, while he stripped and tossed his shirt and coat onto a chair. She stepped out of the pool of skirts and lace-frilled underskirts at her feet, shivering at the touch of his quick fingers unlacing her corset. His hands slipped round to cup her breasts through the thin material of her shift, then he pulled it over her head.

“You are beautiful, Kate,” he said, his voice husky with need.

He moved away and undid the buttons on his breeches. His manhood leapt free.

She admired the evidence of his rampant desire for her, and his manly beauty, the long length of his thighs, and the muscular curve of his backside, especially the way his muscles rippled across his back at each movement. No trace remained of the invalid beyond the puckered red scar on his shoulder hidden by the bandage.

She had to touch him, and her hands roamed over his broad chest, his skin like satin beneath her fingers. “You don’t have much chest hair.”

His eyes gleamed. “Compared to whom?”

Kate paused and glanced at him and saw he was laughing. She grinned. “I caught sight of my father’s chest once when I was small. I thought he looked like a bear.”

Robert stilled her hand as she moved it across his chest. “Why don’t you explore more of me.”

She caught her breath when he urged her hand lower through the trail of soft black hair below his navel down to… She blushed but allowed her fingers to take hold of the hard length of him. Hot and hard yet velvet soft.

“Don’t you wear anything under your breeches?” she asked in a tight voice to counteract the emotions flooding through her.

With a laugh, Robert kneeled at her feet to untie her garters. He rolled the silk stockings down over her legs. Sliding his hands upward, he grasped her bottom, and pulled her closer, then kissed that special place at the juncture of her thighs.

“Oh!” Hands to her mouth, Kate attempted to back away, but he held her close.

Her knees buckled, and she emitted little cries, holding onto his shoulders. “Oh, Robert.” “Take me to bed,” she whispered.

“My pleasure, sweetheart.” He rose, and they stood naked for a brief, incredibly erotic moment, and then came together flesh against warm flesh. He swept her up and strode to the bed.

Kate murmured half-heartedly for him to put her down and gave a helpless giggle when he firmly shook his head. Held within his muscled arms, she let her worries go and coiled her arms around his neck. His need matched her own.
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Robert gently laid Kate down and leaned over her on the bed, his arms braced, feasting on the beauty of the woman he’d come to love so dearly and need so much. So long denied this pleasure, he wanted it to last forever, but feared it wouldn’t. His blood thrummed through his body, his groin growing harder, demanding release, the ache in his shoulder forgotten.

Determined to make up for past sins, he joined her on the bed and sought her lush lips, his tender kisses turning wildly passionate as she murmured endearments and kissed him back.

His breath ragged, he pressed kisses down the slender column of her throat and toyed with the delicate hollow at its base, making her sigh and slide her fingers through his hair. Her full breasts, the sight of which had tormented him for months settled heavily in his hands. He paid close attention to each nipple, thumbing them until they peaked as Kate wriggled her hands, roaming his back.

Robert parted her legs and bent to kiss her delicate folds. She tasted of fragrant soap and woman, and he toyed with the pearl of her womanhood with his tongue. He savored the sight of Kate writhing in ecstasy. Her sigh turned into a moan and then a plea. “I want you now, Robert!”

“You are so impatient, Kate.” He said teasingly, while he continued to kiss and lick that sensitive part of her.

She gave his hair an impatient tug. “I don’t know… Oooh.” Robert slid a finger inside her and she arched against him, moving restlessly.

He watched as she was carried away on a wave of sensation, clutching onto him. Then she floated to the surface and opened her eyes.

His eyes locked with hers. “You are ready for me?”

Kate gave a sob. “Yes, my darling, yes.”

Robert took hold of her hips and entered her with one swift stroke, thrusting hard and fast. Kate lifted her hips to meet him. Incoherent words tumbled from her lips as she raked his back with her fingers. The bed banged against the wall. A painting crashed down from its perch.

“I love you, Kate,” Robert said fiercely, thanking God he was alive to say it.

He settled into a smooth rhythm, enjoying how her breasts rubbed against his chest, her thighs hugging him close, and her small mews of pleasure, her body warm and welcoming. This was where he was meant to be, and his heart burgeoned with love. A sudden sharp pain stabbed at Robert’s shoulder and drew an involuntary curse from him. He paused and swallowed at the force of it.

“What is it, darling?” She took his face in her hands, her voice fearful. “Have you hurt yourself?”

“No. It’s nothing, just a bit of discomfort.”

“We must stop.”

“Stop?” No way would he stop.

“We must.” Distress rumpled her brow and her lips trembled with alarm and disappointment.

“Oh no we won’t.” The demanding throb in Robert’s balls distracted him more than the ache in his shoulder.

“Might we try something else, sweetheart?”

“Yes. Anything.”

He pulled himself back against the headboard and lifted her over him.

One long, perfumed lock of her hair curled over her shoulder, falling to the gentle swell of her belly. He raised the tress to his nose and breathed in its fragrance then tucked it back over her shoulder, he had to see all of her, the emotions flitting across her lovely face, the curve of her bouncing, beautiful breasts, and her creamy thighs. He eased her down and guided himself inside the slick, wet warmth with a groan of delight.

“Oh…that feels…” Kate gasped as he took hold of her backside and thrust up hard, loving every inch of her.
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The sensation was devastatingly wonderful. Kate threw back her head as she felt herself sliding into heaven and chewed her bottom lip to bite off a scream.

“Not yet, my love,” Robert said, his breath coming in gasps.

“Touch yourself.”

“Oh, no,” Kate giggled.

He took her hand and placed it there.

Blushing furiously, Kate caressed the sensitive nub as he moved within her. It tightened and throbbed beneath her fingers and produced such an intense surge of pleasure that she lost all sense of where she was. She could only see Robert’s dear face as she cast off all decorum and screamed.

A few minutes later, Robert groaned and pulled away, panting.

Kate kissed his chest, tasting salt and clean sweat. She fell back deliciously languid, almost boneless. Between her legs throbbed pleasantly. Robert tucked his hand there and nestled his face against her curls at her neck. They lay quietly until their breathing eased.

Kate suddenly sat up. “Does your shoulder hurt?”

He stroked a lazy hand over her back. “No, darling.”

She suspected he wouldn’t admit it even if it ached dreadfully. But she was reassured that the bandage was still intact and there was no sign of bleeding.

The painting lying on the floor in its broken frame was of a very unhappy looking man and woman.

“I don’t like that Hogarth much anyway,” Robert said, yawning. He drew her down and settled her close beside him. “One of his Marriage à-la-mode works. A satirical work. He obviously didn’t believe arranged marriages were successful.” He drew back and anchored her attention with his frank blue eyes. “Some are though, are they not? Very good, in fact.” He lowered his head and gave a gentle bite to a nipple, sending a delicious shiver through her.

“Yes indeed.” Kate gave a breathy giggle.


Epilogue


After a cool wet autumn, the winter weather grew colder and storms lashed the coast, but the temperatures never dipped to the lows of Oxford. On a clear sunny day, Kate wandered along her rocky perch at the water’s edge, keeping an eye out for driftwood. Felix accompanied her, pausing to sniff at some small crustacean.

Robert sat in a chair on the lawn reading The Times. Kate marveled that he’d been content to remain there now that he was fully recovered. He stayed for her she knew, and while Doctor Keith proved to be a capable, sensible man and she put great store by him, she’d agreed with Robert’s request that they return to London and consult the family doctor before her time came. She placed her hand on her rounded belly; soon she would feel the baby move. She’d been pleased when Robert seemed happy to remain here. He’d even agreed to invite his family down. Kate’s mama-in-law came with her husband and children and stayed for over a sennight. Merry and Hugh came, too, and drifted about, absorbed in each other.

Kate enjoyed how well they’d all got on. The evenings were filled with card games, checkers, chess, and charades, and sometimes, Merry would play for them and they would all sing. Kate rode with the two children during the day. It was lovely to have the house filled with family chatter and laughter. She missed them when they’d gone.

Kate had written to Nanny this morning with the happy news. She’d waited until she was sure, babies so often miscarried in the early months. Her previous letters, though carefully worded, would not have fooled her old governess. At least now, her joy was evident, for it filled every line.

Kate smiled and picked up an interesting piece of flotsam. She tossed it away and bent for another before turning to glance at her husband.

Robert had changed so much. She didn’t think it was just that he’d come so close to death, more that he’d come to terms with the issues in his past that tormented him. None of his fiery passion had disappeared from the bedchamber, however. She warmed and glanced at him.

Robert looked up to watch her as she walked toward him, and she wondered if he read her thoughts. All her senses seemed to have come alive. She was aware of the salt-laden breeze stroking her face, the smell of damp leaves on the ground, the rustle of her petticoats against her legs as she walked. Her body pulsed with life. Did her need for him show on her face? She would always desire him. But would he continue to desire her? Especially when she grew as large as Mary, the farmer’s wife, who still delivered the milk even though her time was near?

Kate had feared going back to London, for there lay the distractions that kept them apart. Lady Elphinstone would not have given up on Robert. But then, Brigitte’s letter arrived tucked in with Kate’s trunk of clothes. The French maid had taken up her new position with Countess Marchon. Brigitte filled the bond with gossip. She talked of fashion, of society news she learned from the Countess, and how Hove and Soames were eager to join the staff in Cornwall. Were there whales down there? she asked. Someone told her about those big beasts which could overturn a ship. She wrote in French, having been taught to read and write by her former French mistress.

Amused, Kate enjoyed the letter. But then Brigitte mentioned Merry’s wedding in Bath. Do you remember the handsome footman I told you about? She wrote. The night before the wedding, I looked out my window at the back of the house and saw Lady Elphinstone enter the summer house with him. Isn’t that shocking?

The news that Robert hadn’t been with Arabella when Kate found his bed empty almost brought her to tears. With a deep sigh, she wanted to go to him, but she tucked the letter away. She would never tell him how much it hurt her and robbed her of confidence at the time. And she’d been wrong.

A hand on Robert’s shoulder, Kate leaned over him to read a sad news item that caught her eye in the newspaper. A lady she knew had died in a carriage accident. She sighed and chewed her lip.

“Do you know what that does to me?” Robert asked. “Nibbling that plump bottom lip of yours?”

“No.” She eyed him boldly. “What does it do to you, my lord?”

He skirted an arm around her hips and pulled her down onto his lap. “Perhaps you know now?”

Kate felt him hard against her bottom and giggled. She struggled to rise, but he held her fast. “Robert! The servants!”

“Then come to the bedchamber.”

“You can’t still desire me in this state.” She put her hand on her stomach. “I seem to have filled out in the last few days!”

He tucked a tendril of her hair behind her ear. “You are even more lovely now, Kate. Your hair is lustrous, your eyes bright, your peachy skin so soft…” His hand lightly grazed her breasts, swollen and straining against the fabric of her gown. “If you don’t come with me now, I shall disgrace us both.”

She pouted. “Then I must come, I suppose. And I did plan to find another piece of driftwood before dusk.” She gave him an impish smile as she climbed off his lap and was smacked on the bottom for her pains.

“I declare you are a tease, wife.” His newspaper fluttered onto the ground as he rose and drew her away, out of sight of the house behind the broad, nubby trunk of an aged oak. He tilted her chin up, his eyes caressing her. “You want me, too. Say it.” He ran a finger over her bottom lip and bent to kiss it, ending with a small bite. “Say it,” he whispered, his fingers working to free her hair, his body urgent and hard against her.

“Oh yes, Robert, I do. I love you so.”

With one eye on a servant sweeping the path, he framed her face with his hands. “Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

Kate squirmed out of his grasp. She straightened her bodice. “My lord, please behave. I declare I shall never make a marquess out of you.”

Robert gave a loud hoot of laughter.

The End
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