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SCANDALOUS VIRTUE
by Brenda Hiatt
CHAPTER 1
London—Late September, 1814
Rain beat upon expensively paned windows while in the flickering candlelight within, the boisterous clamor hovered in volume between battlefield and bordello. John Jefferson Ashecroft, equally at home in either setting, relished the wild abandon of this latest celebration of his recent, unexpected elevation to the lofty title of Marquis of Foxhaven.
Lord Peter Northrup, fourth son of the Duke of Marland and his oldest friend, clearly did not share his enthusiasm. "Three near-orgies in three nights is a bit much, don't you think, Jack?" he whispered. "Thought you valued your grandfather's memory. This would having him rolling in his grave!"
"Mausoleum, dear boy. Nothing so crude as earth for a Foxhaven resting place! But the old fellow's gone now, so there's no one to care what I do with my good fortune—or no one whose opinion matters." Jack turned from the card table and his advisor.
"Here, Polly, lass! Bring me another pint and another kiss!" he called out to a passing maidservant.
Giggling, the girl complied, and Jack slid a hand up her skirts to sweeten his kiss. "Milor' you are a handful!" Polly informed him, wrinkling her freckled nose and winking.
Jack chuckled. "Nay, you're the handful, and a pretty one at that! What say you and I escape upstairs for half an hour? My guests will never miss me." He swept a glance about the sumptuous drawing room at the dicing, dallying throng there assembled. The marked absence of ladies—of the Quality, at any rate—gave evidence that this particular gathering lacked Society's blessing.
Then he caught Lord Peter's eye. "What? Surely you don't begrudge me a bit of revelry after the past few years of privation?"
Lord Peter snorted. "Privation? I don't recall that a light purse ever kept you from revelry in the past. Now you simply have the means to speed yourself to perdition on greased wheels."
"Ah, you have no idea how I suffered during the war," Jack informed his friend with a melodramatic sigh. "Wine, women and song were hard to come by. The sleep I lost in the search . . . ! Ask Harry over there. He has no fault to find with my present lifestyle."
"No surprise there." Lord Peter turned a judicious eye on Jack's second-oldest friend, who was enthusiastically tossing dice with his one remaining arm. The wars had left his other sleeve empty. "Harry always lived for the moment, even before his injury turned him bitter. Now he just wants company on his journey to hell."
Jack shrugged. "And perhaps I'll oblige him. He saved my life in Spain, after all."
"And you his—twice," Lord Peter reminded him. "I'd say the score's more than even."
"Polly, go ahead and take Ferny another bottle," suggested Jack, nodding toward the gesturing Lord Fernworth across the noisy room. "Perhaps by the time you return, Peter will be done with his moralizing. You're quite the spoilsport tonight, you know," he informed his friend when the wench had gone. "I can't think you accepted my invitation merely to cluck over my shortcomings like some brightly colored mother hen."
Lord Peter smoothed his gold and scarlet waistcoat. "I suppose I am acting the prig tonight. Sorry, Jack. It's just—"
A forceful throat-clearing at his elbow interrupted him. The thin, nondescript butler Jack had hired earlier that week announced, "A Mr. Havershaw, milord." The throat-clearer, just as thin as the butler but much taller, hovered behind, scowling.
He'd really have to see about a new butler, thought Jack resignedly. This Carp, or Crump, or whatever his name was, didn't seem to have a grasp of the proper procedures at all.
"Ah, yes, Mr. Havershaw," said Jack with forced cordiality while looking daggers at his oblivious butler. "I do apologize for not keeping our appointment last Wednesday. The press of business, you see—"
"Yes, I certainly do see, my lord." Mr. Havershaw scoured the room with a sour glance. "I would not have presumed to come to you, but some of these papers are quite pressing. If I could have half an hour of your time in the library?"
Jack stared at the man in disbelief. "Now?" He knew that Havershaw had enjoyed an unusually privileged position as both his grandfather's steward and lifelong friend, but this was absurd.
"If you'd be so kind, my lord. I'll not keep you long from your . . . guests."
Aware that Lord Peter, along with a growing number of the revelers, were regarding him with interest, Jack finally shrugged. "I may as well get it over, I suppose. Peter, see that no one's glass goes empty, will you? My staff leaves a bit to be desired. All right, Havershaw, the library's this way."
Havershaw headed for the hallway. "I know, my lord."
How did the man manage to make those two words sound like an insult? He was the marquis now, by God, however unprepared for the role he might be.
Once in the library, he turned to face his nemesis. "I trust you'll make this quick, Mr. Havershaw. It's most irregular for a host to abandon his guests in this manner."
He'd meant to say something far more cutting, but various childhood memories of Havershaw had crowded back. With them came an ingrained respect he was amazed could still constrain him. Other than his grandfather and, more recently, the Duke of Wellington, Jack had never cared about pleasing anyone but himself.
Lord Geoffrey, his spendthrift, gamester father and Lord Foxhaven's second son, had died when Jack was but eight. Two years later, his mother married Sir Findlay Branch, a wealthy, stuffy baronet whose apparent mission in life was to eradicate Lord Geoffrey's influences from his son.
Jack had responded with rebellion, at first subtle, then open, and finally flagrant. Before he reached eleven he was shipped off to boarding school and forbidden to return until he reformed. As a result, he spent all holidays at Fox Manor, where old Lord Foxhaven had become the only stabilizing influence in his early life. There, Mr. Havershaw had been an imposing, authoritative presence, second only to his grandfather in the boy's eyes.
"As I said, my lord, this should take but half an hour, perhaps less," said that former object of awe. Opening the satchel he carried, he pulled out a thick sheaf of papers. "There will be much more for you to go over when you finally see your way clear to visit Fox Manor, of course, but these documents are the most pressing."
Jack eyed the stack doubtfully. "I thought I'd signed all the necessary papers after Uncle Luther's funeral."
"Those to ensure your succession to the title and estates, yes. But Foxhaven encompasses a great many enterprises, some of which have been too long neglected due to your uncle's ill health."
Uncle Luther's ill health. If Jack had known when his grandfather died last spring that his uncle's health was so poorly, he might have been more prepared for the responsibilities which had descended upon him three weeks since. But no one had seen fit to tell him.
Not that he'd ever inquired.
Jack had sold out of the Army a scant six weeks after his grandfather's death—as soon as the public's enthusiasm for the war heroes began to wane, in fact—and left for Paris, where a warm welcome still awaited. He'd nearly exhausted both his funds and the goodwill of those willing to supplement them by the time he returned to England in late August. Though he wouldn't have wished poor old Luther underground, his timing had been Jack's financial salvation.
"Very well, let's get it over with. I imagine I'll feel even less like dealing with all of this in the morning." He hadn't drunk much yet, by his standards, but since his succession not a morning had come that hadn't found him cripplingly hung over. There was no particular reason to believe tomorrow would be any different.
Havershaw managed a chilly smile. "Excellent, my lord. If you would turn your attention to this? It deals with certain investments in Portugal . . . "
Forty minutes later, Jack was heartily regretting his compliance. Not that the various business matters put before him were particularly incomprehensible, or even quite as boring as he'd expected. But being dumped headfirst into Foxhaven business made him far too cognizant of the responsibilities now facing him—responsibilities he had neither the ability nor inclination to take on. Why, the very thought of Jack Ashecroft, family outcast, attempting to play the respectable nobleman was thoroughly laughable. Not that he was laughing at the moment.
He yawned.
Mr. Havershaw regarded him through narrowed eyes. "I believe that will do for this evening, my lord. There is one last thing, however, that you may wish to have now." He pulled a sealed envelope from the satchel. "A personal letter from your grandfather, to be delivered to you in the event of your uncle's death without issue."
Jack took the envelope gingerly, turning it over in his fingers several times before breaking the seal—the seal that was now his. Odd feeling, that.
The letter was but a single sheet, its brief contents scrawled in his grandfather's strong but careless hand.
My dear Jack,
If you are reading this, you have succeeded to my title and, knowing your attention to family matters, most likely unexpectedly. Rest assured that to me this event was neither unexpected, nor at all undesirable. Luther, while an estimable man, has the strength of neither character nor constitution to effectively carry Foxhaven into the future. You have. In fact, you have it in you to become the finest lord Foxhaven has known in six generations—if you can find it in you to put aside your ongoing pursuit of pleasure to tap into that inner strength I have long observed and, at whiles, attempted to nurture. It is up to you, Jack, to bring Foxhaven into its own by coming into your own. Consider it my dying request.
Ever your faithful and loving grandfather,
Julius Ashecroft, Marquis of Foxhaven
Jack sat back in his chair and read it through again, hearing his grandfather's dry, sardonically affectionate voice as he did so. He'd known Jack couldn't refuse this call to action, a call from beyond the grave from the only person he'd ever truly cared for—or who had cared for him.
Clenching the letter in one fist, Jack felt his spine stiffen with resolve. He gave a single nod. "I'll do it," he said aloud. John Jefferson Ashecroft, black sheep of the family, was going to become respectable.
"Very good, my lord," said Havershaw, just as though he knew what Jack was talking about. "He also penned an adendum." He held out a folded slip of paper.
Frowning, Jack took and opened it.
The road to hell is paved with good intentions, as your own father proved repeatedly. To assist you in your effort to reform, I have made certain financial arrangements to act as an incentive. Havershaw will acqaint you with the terms. – F.
"Terms?" Jack looked up suspiciously.
Havershaw pushed a packet of papers across to him. "The specifics are spelled out there. In brief, all monies not attached to the estates are to be held in trust until such time as the trustee determines that you have made the required transformation of character."
"The devil they are!" Jack exploded. "What utter nonsense! And just who is this trustee who will pass judgment upon me?"
"I am," replied Havershaw with a thin smile.
* * *
Nessa quietly closed the kitchen door and pulled her cloak and hood tightly about her face. Glancing up at the still-lighted windows of the narrow but imposing town house, she hoped her sister would not feel so concerned about her fictitious headache as to come to her room to check on her. If all went as planned, she'd be back inside of two hours. With luck, Prudence would never know she'd been away. Hurrying around the corner to the street, she hailed a passing hackney.
For the hundredth time she told herself she was mad to be doing this, and for the hundredth time she hushed her conscience. "King Street, St. James," she told the driver, climbing into the conveyance.
This evening was a present to herself. From the moment she'd first seen the notice in the papers about this masquerade ball, she'd been determined to attend. In London for the first real visit in her life, Nessa felt she deserved some enjoyment.
As the hackney lurched forward, she took the red and black feathered mask she'd bought earlier that day from the pocket of her cloak and fastened it over her eyes. No one would ever know, and she'd have a delicious memory to look back on—the first such memory in her whole sheltered lifetime. It was only fair she have this reward for leading such a virtuous existence, she reasoned.
The one thing that did cause Nessa a pang of guilt was the fact that her year of mourning still lacked nearly three weeks till completion. Not for a moment did she believe her husband would have understood, sharing, as he had, her late father's puritanical outlook on life. But she'd spent all of her four and twenty years conforming to the strictures of first the one and then the other. Now, for the first time in her life, she was free of them both—and ready to enjoy that freedom.
"This be King Street, miss," the hackney driver called back to her just then.
"Thank you," she called back. "Take me to the Upper Assembly Rooms, please. And if you could return in one hour, I'd be most grateful."
The driver assented and pulled the carriage to a halt a moment later. Nessa paid him generously, hoping thereby to ensure his return. Then, lifting her chin, she strode regally up the stairs to those same hallowed rooms that housed Almack's during the Season. Handing her cloak to one waiting lackey and her ticket to another, she swept into the ballroom.
A mere step inside the room she paused, surveying with bewildered delight this, her first masquerade. Gaily costumed revelers moved and shimmered in the candlelight of the chandeliers, dancing to the strains of a country tune or gathering in small groups to converse. Multihued dominoes vied with replicas of every historic personage imaginable.
Nessa glanced down at her own low-cut scarlet gown with black trim, smiling to think she had feared her costume too flamboyant. What pains she had taken to slip away from her sister and sharp-eyed abigail yesterday in order to purchase this cyprian's costume! Prudence would doubtless have a spasm if she found it hidden in the back of Nessa's wardrobe, but it was nothing compared to the plumage she saw here displayed.
"Eh there, me beauty! Might ye care to dance?" inquired a poor imitation of Henry the Eighth at her elbow.
Abruptly, she remembered her sister's objections when Nessa had first mentioned this masquerade to her, about cits and other vulgar sorts attending. In her excitement and determination to attend she'd shrugged it off, but now the evidence was before her.
"Ah, not just yet, thank you," she replied nervously, taking a step away from the man, who reeked of spirits. Somehow, she hadn't really thought about what she'd do at the masquerade. She'd focused all her energies on simply getting here.
The man stepped closer. "'Ere now, you're not refusing to dance with yer monarch, are ye?" he prodded with a leer. "Royal privilege and all that."
Nessa swallowed. "No, it's not that. It's only—"
"She has a prior obligation, to confess her sins," interrupted a tall, brown-robed monk. "Even Your Majesty must admit to the superior claims of the Church in such matters." The monk's accent was cultured, reassuring Nessa that this, at least, was a man of her own class.
The drunkard appeared disposed to argue, but a tilt of the monk's head and an ominous glitter of brilliant blue eyes from behind his mask dissuaded him. Muttering something about more wine, King Henry moved away.
"Thank you, sir," said Nessa, relieved. "He really was becoming most persistent."
"One can hardly blame him." The monk looked her over with a most unclerical gleam in his eye. "What do you here alone? Or is your protector busy procuring you a glass of iced champagne?"
"My—?" Nessa glanced down at her costume again and flushed. Perhaps it was a trifle too realistic. "No, I assure you I am here alone—but I do not intend to stay long. No more than an hour."
The monk smiled, and Nessa realized how very handsome he was, even with a mask obscuring much of his face. "Then pray, allow me to act as your escort for the brief time you mean to grace this gathering with your presence."
Nessa frowned, wondering if perhaps she had tumbled from the frying pan into the fire. "I, ah—"
"Surely you cannot feel less than safe with a man of the cloth?" he prompted. "Besides, our costumes complement each other so well."
That forced a chuckle from Nessa, making her instantly more comfortable. Surely a man with a sense of humor could not be too evil. Though why she should think that, she did not know. Neither her father nor her husband had ever shown the slightest hint of whimsy, and both had been regarded by the world as the most upright and estimable of men.
"Very well, Friar, I place myself under the protection of the Church for the present."
The tall, handsome monk took Nessa on a tour of the rooms, pointing out their shortcomings. "Makes one wonder what everyone sees in the place, doesn't it?" he asked. "But during the Season, ladies have been known to pine away or even leave Town in disgrace for being denied admittance to Almack's of a Wednesday night."
"I take it, then, that you are a regular attendee yourself, Friar?" asked Nessa, hoping to discover a bit more about him.
"Me? Hardly!" His laugh was almost a snort. "Not that I've attempted it, of course, especially since— Ah, here comes a tray of champagne! Would you care for some, milady?"
Nessa wondered what he'd been about to say. "No, thank you. Is there lemonade, perhaps?" She suspected her judgment was impaired enough this evening without adding spirits to the mix.
The monk spoke to the servant, who returned in a moment with the required beverage. With a flourish, he presented it to her. "In my present guise, I suppose I dare not request a kiss in return for such gallantry. But allow me to tell you your eyes are most haunting, even through that remarkable mask."
"You flatter me, sir." More than ever, Nessa suspected her escort's costume was decidedly at odds with the man underneath. He might be the greatest rake in all London, for aught she knew. She cast about for some way to discover his name—not that it was likely to mean anything to her, as unfamiliar as she was with London Society.
Apparently she was not alone in her curiosity. "Since you do not intend to remain for the unmasking at midnight, might I know the name of the lady I have taken under my protection?"
Though he was but mimicking her earlier words, his phrasing still caused Nessa a thrill of alarm. Surely he did not truly believe her to be as she dressed tonight, a woman of easy virtue? Considering what her life had been until now, the idea was both outrageous and highly amusing. More than ever, she knew she must guard her identity at all costs.
"You may call me Monique," she informed him. It was a name she'd always liked, and sufficiently French to fit her present role.
His well-shaped lips curved into a smile. For a fleeting moment, she wondered what it would be like to kiss those lips—then cut off such thoughts, shocked at herself. Clearly, she was taking her masquerade role far too seriously!
"Might I request this dance, Monique?" A waltz was just beginning.
"First might I know your name, Friar?" she asked boldly.
"In return for the dance, you may call me Brother Eligius," he said loftily, taking her hand to lead her to the floor.
Nessa hung back. "One might ask what it is you are worthy of, Brother Eligius."
"Ah, a lady who knows her Latin! Worthy of this dance, of course—and anything else you might see fit to bestow upon me," he added with a lascivious wink. She might have been alarmed were it not clear he was teasing—and if his words didn't send her thoughts down most improper channels.
She stood her ground. "I see. Perhaps I shall bestow the next dance upon you, then. This one is nearly over." That was not quite true, but she could not bring herself to admit that she had never learned to waltz. Given her parents', and later her husband's, views on the dance, she had never even dared to ask.
To her relief, the monk did not press the issue, but stood trading quips with her about both of their pseudonyms until the orchestra struck up a country dance. The dance was lively, allowing little opportunity for conversation, and by its conclusion Nessa's hour was nearly up.
The two of them had drawn many curious stares, and as they left the dance floor a lanky man dressed as a harlequin approached them.
"What a sight this is!" he exclaimed. "Have you persuaded your partner to join you in a life of virtue, J— er, Friar?" A quick motion by the monk had prevented him from uttering the monk's name, to Nessa's frustration.
"Indeed, for her I believe it won't be so much of a stretch, despite appearances," he replied, making her wonder how on earth he had guessed that. "Am I not right, milady Monique?"
"Perhaps. Perhaps not," she replied, stung that her attempt to throw off propriety had been such a failure. With sudden recklessness, she swooped up onto her tiptoes to plant a swift kiss square on the monk's mouth. Then, more shocked at her own boldness than he could possibly be, she turned quickly away.
"I really must be going, now," she said breathlessly, not meeting his eye. "I wish you success in your conversions, Brother Eligius." Before he could respond or even react, Nessa fled the scene of the most daring thing she'd ever done in her whole sheltered life.
The hackney was waiting when she stepped outdoors, and as she rode home, Nessa's brief elation ebbed. She should be pleased, she knew, that there was virtually no chance that she would ever again encounter the mysterious monk, as he'd likely identify her if she did. But somehow that reflection brought less than complete satisfaction.
Arriving back at her sister's, she again paid the driver and reentered the house as quietly as she'd left it. Her brief taste of freedom was over, with none the wiser.
CHAPTER 2
Jack watched the enigmatic woman in red as she hurried from the ballroom, his lips still tingling pleasurably from that surprising kiss. Surely there'd been no hidden meaning in her parting words. She couldn't know about the real conversion he was attempting—his own.
"So much for that costume reminding you of your new mission, Jack," commented Lord Peter, the bells on his harlequin headpiece jingling as he nodded sagely. "Still running after the demimonde, I see."
Jack shot his friend a sardonic glance. "I shouldn't make remarks about appropriate costumes if I were you, Peter. But that lady . . . I'm not certain—"
"What possessed you to let that pretty piece escape, Jack?" Harry Thatcher, clad in a simple black domino that effectively hid his injury, came up to join them just then. "If you didn't want her, with your newfound virtue, you should have sent her my way. I can still appreciate a toothsome wench—and pleasure one, too. Loss of an arm hasn't slowed me down in that department. God preserve me from a title, though!"
Jack regarded his wartime crony with a mixture of sympathy and envy. "As your uncle has three sons already, I shouldn't think there's much chance of your being saddled with such a curse." Harry's father, like Jack's, was second son to a peer, in this case the Earl of Balfour. "Had I known Uncle Luther was both sickly and childless, I might have stayed on the Continent. But now I'm stuck with it."
Both of his friends laughed, though they doubtless knew there was more than a grain of truth in Jack's words. He was finding this "conversion" to respectability damnably tedious—and difficult. Much as he hated to admit it, if it weren't for the money his grandfather held over his head, he'd have abandoned the idea already.
"This—" He waved his arm about to indicate the glittering throng— "was to be my final fling, as it were. As of tomorrow, I don the sober mantle of Marquis of Foxhaven, and all that goes with it. God help me." With mock piety, he made the sign of the cross, causing his companions to chuckle anew.
Peter sobered quickly, however. "It won't be easy setting yourself up as a paragon after the reputation you've built over the years, Jack. Too many people know the real you."
"Precisely what I've come to realize. That is why I need your help, both of you."
Harry snorted. "That's well enough for Pete here. Always eager to be the voice of conscience anyway. But you can count me out. I think the whole idea is daft. You've got position, you've got money—more than you ever dreamed. Here you are, with everything you need to have the best time of your life, and you get morality or some such rot." He shook his head. "Never thought I'd live to see it. Makes a man wonder what the point is."
Jack glared at his friend, who only voiced what he himself had thought more than once since reading his grandfather's letter two nights since. "The point is living up to my potential," he said tersely, willing himself to believe it. "Now that I'm Foxhaven, I have a family name to uphold. Besides, as I told you, I don't have the money. At least, not enough to continue as I've done and maintain the estates both. Not unless I follow through on this thing."
Before Harry could repeat his thanks for escaping such a fate, Peter spoke up. "Well I think it's an admirable attitude, Jack, money or no, and I'll support you however I can. As I said, though, it won't be easy. What you need is some sort of shortcut to respectability." He furrowed his brow, pondering.
"My thoughts exactly," agreed Jack. "Would an irreproachable wife turn the trick, do you think?"
Both of his friends gaped at him, clearly dumbstruck.
"Someone whose reputation is lily-white, beyond question," he continued. "Surely some of that should rub off, in the eyes of Society."
Peter was the first to find his voice. "By George, Jack, I didn't think you were serious, but . . . yes. I think that just might be the ticket."
"And where are you going to find such a paragon of virtue?" asked Harry cynically, belatedly recovering from his own shock. "Never tell me you're acquainted with a woman fitting that description!"
Jack shook his head ruefully. "Any woman willing to admit to an acquaintance with me wouldn't qualify, on that ground alone. But if the three of us do a bit of research, surely we can discover a woman of that caliber somewhere—perhaps even here in London. I hereby commission you both to help me to find her—the perfect wife. One who can polish up my tarnished reputation and thereby secure the balance of my fortune."
* * *
"You look a bit hagged this morning, Nessa. Did your headache keep you from sleeping?" asked Lady Creamcroft as her sister entered the brightly sunlit breakfast parlor. The torrential downpours earlier in the week had given way to unseasonably lovely weather for a London autumn.
"Yes, I'm afraid so." Nessa manufactured a yawn. "I'm feeling much better today, however." Lying to her sister was completely out of character and made her feel far guiltier than she'd expected. Still, last night had been worth it. She was almost certain of it.
"I did come up and knock an hour or so after you'd retired, and assumed you were sleeping when you failed to answer"
Nessa paused in the act of filling her plate from the sideboard. "I, ah, may well have been asleep at that time. 'Twas later in the night that I awoke and had trouble nodding off again. I came down to the kitchen for some warm milk, and that helped." That was the excuse she'd given to the scullery maid who'd discovered her sneaking through the lower levels upon her return from the masquerade. Luckily, her cloak and her wrapper were the same color—black—and there'd been too little light for her attire to give her away.
"Nessa! It is not at all the thing for you to be wandering about the house on your own after we were all abed. Why did you not ring for a servant?"
"I didn't wish to wake anyone."
Prudence, like their parents, was an absolute stickler for propriety. If the idea of her venturing to the kitchens alone upset her, Nessa didn't like to think what she'd do if she discovered where her sister had really gone last night. Doubtless she'd have Prudence's prostration from apoplexy on her conscience as well.
"That's what servants are for, my dear," her sister assured her. "Things are more lax in the country, I know, but you are in Town now, and must learn to abide by Town customs."
Nessa laughed. "Lax? Not in Lord Haughton's house, I assure you, Prudence. His standards were every bit as high as any you'll find in London—probably higher."
"I was thinking more of how you went on after his passing." Prudence frowned. "I wish I could have had you with me sooner, but with Lord Creamcroft traveling back and forth from Herefordshire to Town all the summer . . ."
"You did invite me to accompany you, if you recall," Nessa reminded her sister. "I preferred to wait till my period of mourning was up, or nearly so, so as not to interfere with your engagements."
She'd also needed time to adjust to the idea of being her own mistress for the first time in her life. Married at eighteen to a man of her father's generation, temperament, and choosing, she'd never known anything but rigid adherence to The Rules as laid out by the men in authority over her.
Suddenly finding herself without their firm guidance, she'd been at somewhat of a loss. Had her parents still been alive, she might have returned home to Worcestershire during the early months of her widowhood, simply to have her decisions made for her, as they'd always been. Living under the thumb of her Cousin Filmore held no appeal, however, so she had remained at Haughton until her late husband's nephew and heir was due to arrive.
Gradually, tentatively, she had taken up the reins of the house and estate, showing an unexpected flair for both business and domestic organization. By the time she'd left a fortnight ago, on the arrival of the new Lord Haughton, even the dour, efficient housekeeper, Mrs. Cobb, frequently sought her direction.
Nessa settled herself across from her sister with a plate of eggs and creamed sole and thoughtfully sipped her coffee. She had mourned her husband's passing, of course, just as she had her father's two years earlier. But, like her father, her husband had been so distant that she had been unable to develop more than the mildest affection for him—an affection tainted by more than a hint of bitterness. It would not be true to say she'd felt relief at finding herself on her own, but it would be equally untrue to say she was prostrated by grief.
Now that she'd finally made the adjustment, she felt ready and more than ready to taste her newfound freedom. Last night had been a promising start.
"Oh!" Prudence broke into her musings. "Mention of your mourning period reminds me that I have received an invitation which includes you."
Nessa blinked in surprise. "An invitation? Will it be proper for me to go anywhere just yet?" she asked innocently. "I'll not be out of my weeds for more than two weeks, you know."
"Yes, I know, and I consulted Lord Creamcroft on that very point. He seems to think me over-scrupulous in this—as in a few other matters." She primmed her lips. "But in this particular case, I believe he may be right. Lady Mountheath is hostessing a musicale three days hence, and 'tis she who issued the invitation. She knows of your circumstances and surely would not have invited you had she thought your attendance ineligible."
"A musicale. So there will be no dancing?"
Prudence looked stricken. "Heavens no! There could be no question of your attending then, of course. But a quiet evening in company, listening to a few noted performers, seems a very proper way to ease you back into Society."
Not that she'd ever been in Society to begin with, thought Nessa sourly. A three day visit to London for her presentation at Court a few weeks after her wedding scarcely counted. Idly, she wondered whether any of those who'd attended last night's masquerade were likely to be present—especially one in particular. Given what she'd heard of Lady Mountheath, it seemed unlikely.
Still, she found herself looking forward to the musicale. It would be the next step, albeit a small one, toward her new life of freedom.
* * *
A somber trio gathered before the library fire at Foxhaven House the following night. At least, Jack felt weighed down by doom and depression at the idea of marriage, whatever his companions might feel. If their spirits were higher than his own, they were discreet enough not to show it.
"We may as well compare notes," he suggested heavily as he passed the brandy decanter around for the second time. The thought of walking willfully into parson's mousetrap set his teeth on edge, but he really had no choice. Just that afternoon he'd received a note from Havershaw informing him that the roof of the west wing at Fox Manor required repairs that would eat up the remainder of this quarter's allowance.
Lord Peter pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket with a flourish. "Have my list right here, old boy," he said, waving away the spirits.
Harry took the bottle and poured himself a generous measure to compensate for Peter's forbearance. "You actually wrote 'em down? Egad, but you're taking this project seriously. Must have been an amusing sight, you quizzing all the biddies and taking notes the while."
"I didn't jot down the names until later, when I was back at my lodgings," Peter assured him. "Wouldn't have been at all the thing to let on what I was about. That would queer the whole deal."
Harry laughed heartily. "Jack might thank you for that, judging by his face. You look like you've downed a quart of spoilt milk, old boy," he advised his friend.
Jack only scowled more fiercely. "If you're not going to help, you may as well remain silent, Harry—or take your leave."
"While the bottle's still half full? Heaven forfend! But I have had my ear to the ground, as it happens, though I may not be as organized in my approach as Pete here." He chuckled again. "Two or three names cropped up in Boodle's betting book as those least likely to disgrace themselves this winter. Starched up, butter-wouldn't-melt-in-their-mouths misses, just as you're wanting."
Wanting? Hardly that, Jack thought. "Let's have them."
"There were two chits listed there—can't say as I've ever met either of them, not that that's surprising. Lucinda Melks, Lord Jeller's daughter, and Lady Beatrice Bagford, daughter to the Earl of Sherbourne."
Jack nodded gloomily. "I've been introduced, briefly, to both of them. Just out of the schoolroom, I believe."
Harry shrugged. "Easier to train that way, I should think." He studied Jack's morose expression. "Antidotes, are they?"
"No, no, not really. Miss Melks' nose is a bit long, but otherwise she's quite handsome. And Lady Beatrice is tall, blonde and nobly formed, as I recall." And brainless, as well. Jack had not the least desire to wed either, even if one of them would have him. "What of your list, Peter?"
His friend peered down at the sheet in his hand. "Lady Beatrice is on mine as well, but I left off Miss Melks because of a rumor that her maternal grandfather had dabbled in trade. Other contenders include Miss Varens, though she's been out nearly two years, and Lady Constance Throckwaite, Claridge's daughter. Both fairly attractive and eminently respectable."
Peter paused, then said, "I hear Mrs. Dempsey has called here twice in the last week, and you were seen in Covent Garden with Selena Riverton. If you're at all serious about this, Jack, you'll have to give up your paramours, at least until you've been safely wed for awhile."
"Your sources are appallingly thorough, Peter! Miranda Dempsey has just returned from Paris, but I've carefully been 'not at home' to her, if you must know, and Selena accosted me by chance as I was passing the theater where she performs. Can I help it that women find me irresistible?" He grinned, his mood momentarily lightening. "Have you anyone else on your list?"
"There were a few others, but—of the debutantes—those I have already named were mentioned most often."
"Of the debutantes?" echoed Jack. "What else is there?"
"Widows," said Harry succinctly. Peter nodded.
Jack looked from one to the other with a frown. "A widow? I'll admit that idea has more appeal than a virgin child." His tastes had always tended to run to more experienced women—which had resulted in more than one near miss with an irate husband. "But would that serve my purpose as well? After all—"
"One would," Peter declared. "Except that I can't vouch for her appearance, as no one seems to have seen her. Lady Haughton should just be coming out of her weeds this month."
"Old Haughton was married?" asked Jack incredulously. "Hard to imagine, somehow."
"Yes, scary old fellow, wasn't he? Can't say I'd have envied his wife. Kept her immured in the country."
Jack frowned again. "But she'd be far older than I, wouldn't she? I don't know that I need rebel quite that thoroughly against the young chits."
"Not at all," Peter assured him. "Haughton married late. She's no more than four- or five-and-twenty."
Harry spoke up. "Now that you mention it, Pete, I heard something about her as well. Lady Creamcroft's sister, isn't she?"
"That's right. The late Lord Cherryhurst's daughter. Between them, he and old Haughton pretty well cornered the market on straitlaced respectability."
Jack had met Lord Cherryhurst at his stepfather's house when he was a lad, and retained an impression of a nose and chin jutting skyward. Any daughters would no doubt reflect their father's starched-up formality. Truth to tell, a young woman who was the product of Cherryhurst's upbringing and several years' marriage to Haughton sounded terrifying—but perfect for his purposes.
"What's her first name?"
Peter checked his notes. "Agnes."
Harry snorted. "And her sister is Prudence, I seem to recall. No doubt both were well trained to live up to their names."
Jack winced. Agnes. Purity. "I suppose I could at least meet her," he said at last, remembering Fox Manor's leaking roof. "I'll also seek a reintroduction to Lady Beatrice. Perhaps she's matured a bit since the summer."
"Excellent!" Peter rose to slap him on the back. "We just need to arrange invitations to some of the same dos. Lady Beatrice is certain to be at the Mountheath's musicale, and there's an outside chance Lady Haughton may attend as well, for all she's still in blacks."
Jack snorted. "Lady Mountheath? She won't have me under her roof. She's the biggest gossipmonger in London—probably knows more about my reputation than I do."
"Just show up," Harry suggested with a grin. Over Peter's indignant exclamation, he continued, "No one's more terrified of a scandal than Lady Mountheath—too many people would jump at the chance to spread it, after all the dirt she's dished over the years. And wouldn't it create just that if she attempted to have the Marquis of Foxhaven ejected from her house? She'd never do it! Mark my word, she may look daggers at you, but she'll never let on you weren't invited if you appear at her door."
Both Jack and Peter had to chuckle at the truth of Harry's words. No one had a greater fear of exposure than someone who'd thrived for years on exposing others.
"I'll try it," said Jack with sudden decision. "And I'll be everything that's proper while I'm there, which in itself should go a long way toward repairing my reputation. Lady Mountheath's rumor mill is legendary."
"I'll accompany you," offered Peter. "I happen to have an invitation, which may mitigate your lack of one."
Harry poured himself yet another measure of brandy. "I won't wish you a good time, as I see little chance of that. I'll bide my time more pleasantly at the club, and you can meet me there afterward to tell me how the first foray went."
* * *
Nessa regarded her reflection in the dressing mirror with vague dissatisfaction. Her rich chestnut brown hair looked well enough piled high on her head, if a little severe. Simmons, her abigail, was weaving a spray of tiny silver silk flowers through the crown as an accent, though a few curls about her face would have made for a softer effect. Her complexion was well enough, but black had never been particularly flattering on her. And after nearly a full year wearing nothing but that hue, she was heartily tired of it.
No doubt the world—and her sister—would see it as vastly disrespectful when she discarded every black gown she owned (which numbered in the dozens) in two week's time, but that was precisely what she intended to do. Perhaps giving them all to some charitable organization would mute criticism a bit. But whether it did or not, she never intended to wear black again come mid-October.
"Thank you, Simmons, that looks lovely," she said, though privately she thought the silver flowers gave the impression that her hair was beginning to gray. But anything more colorful would have been frowned upon—particularly by her sister.
At least the lines of her black satin gown—as with all of her gowns—were elegant, if a bit high in the neckline for fashion. That would change too, she vowed, no matter what Prudence had to say to the matter. Taking up her black lace fan, she left her chamber.
"Nessa, you look lovely this evening," her sister greeted her as they met at the head of the stairs. "Those silver flowers are a nice touch."
Lord Creamcroft, at her side, murmured agreement with his wife's words, but Nessa noticed that his eyes were all for Prudence. Did her sister have any idea of how her husband worshipped her? Nessa wondered. Probably not—she wouldn't consider it proper for a husband to care so much for his wife. It was sad, in a way, for both of them. What might her own marriage have been like, had Lord Haughton loved her?
She forced a smile. "Thank you, Prudence. They were Simmons' idea. Shall we go?"
Once inside the carriage, she resumed her musings. Most likely, had Lord Haughton cared more deeply for her he would simply have demanded sexual intimacy more frequently than those few incidents early in their marriage. Nessa shuddered.
"Are you cold, sister?" asked Lord Creamcroft kindly. He was an attractive man, with light brown hair and eyes, only a few years older than her sister. Nessa felt a brief, unexpected surge of envy.
"Thank you, no," she replied. "Just a passing chill." No, she would not envy any married woman! She knew, all too well, what the marriage state entailed: obedience, subordination and occasional subjection to distasteful physical contact. Even with a man closer to her own age than her father's, or one reasonably attractive, it was nothing to be desired.
To be fair, since her arrival in London ten days ago she had seen no sign of Lord Creamcroft bullying her sister. Of course, he held her in affection, which might make a difference, she supposed. Unaccountably, her thoughts strayed back to the masked monk at the masquerade.
"Here we are," Prudence announced just then, interrupting her errant thoughts—which was probably just as well. "Is not the Mountheath house lovely?"
Nessa peered out of the carriage window as they slowly approached the entrance, waiting their turn behind a few other carriages. Lovely was not quite the word she'd have chosen. Imposing, certainly, with its enormous columns and frowning gray façade. She murmured something noncommittal.
A few minutes later, they stepped down from the carriage and entered the impressive edifice. The interior of the Mountheath Town house was as formally elegant as the exterior, Nessa noted. Both her father and husband would have approved of this place. She found it rather oppressive.
"Prudence, my dear," a large, turbaned woman greeted them at the head of the stairs. "And Lord Creamcroft. Such a handsome couple, as I always tell everyone. And this must be the mysterious Lady Haughton!" Her eyes gleamed with avid curiosity.
Nessa dropped a half-curtsey. Her rank was equal to Lady Mountheath's, but the latter's age and role as hostess demanded the tribute. "Guilty as charged," she assented daringly, and was not surprised to hear a soft gasp from her sister. Prudence had warned her that Lady Mountheath thrived on scandal, and she could not resist teasing a bit.
Their hostess, however, merely nodded, raking Nessa with her eyes. "Everyone has been wondering what you were like, my dear. I believe you will throw out the suppositions of the majority. But come, you must meet my daughters. New to London as you are, you'll wish to make friends as soon as may be, I doubt not."
Nessa very shortly decided that she'd as soon not number Miss Lucy and Miss Fanny among her close friends, even though both girls—she kindly refrained from calling them spinsters even in her thoughts—were near her in age. They both possessed their mother's penchant for malicious gossip, as well as her tiny, sharp eyes and double chins.
"I can't think why Mamma invited Miss Islington," Lucy was confiding in a loud whisper as the three of them stood not far from the top of the stairs, where they had a good view of those entering. "Her cousin married well beneath him, you know. It must sink the whole family's social standing to be associated with trade, even two generations removed."
Nessa wished she had stayed with her sister and brother-in-law. She was searching for a reply that would neither condemn Miss Islington for her cousin's connections nor offend her hostess' daughters when Fanny gasped.
"Look! Look there, Lucy!" she hissed. "Is that not Jack Ashecroft? Or Lord Foxhaven, I suppose we must say, now. I am positively certain Mamma did not invite him!"
Her sister turned. "You're right, Fanny! It is he! Do you suppose Mamma will have him removed?"
Nessa was forgotten as both sisters avidly watched the tableau unfolding at the entrance to the large room. She herself found the situation interesting, the more so when she got a good look at the man in question. Lord Foxhaven was without a doubt the handsomest man she'd ever seen, with thick, jet black hair, noble profile and breathtakingly athletic physique.
As she watched, Lady Mountheath greeted the gentleman accompanying him, then turned to face the supposedly uninvited guest. Her color rose precipitously as she apparently realized who he was. Nessa had thought her hostess' smiles insincere before, but they were nothing to the strained expression she now wore. The corners of her lips looked as though a puppeteer's strings pulled them upwards against her will. Nessa edged closer in hopes of hearing the exchange.
"Why my lord, such a, er, delightful surprise," Lady Mountheath was saying stiffly. "Had I but known you were in town . . ."
"Yes, I thought as much, my lady. Knowing your unfailing hospitality, I presumed on your kindness to accompany Lord Peter, praying that you'd not turn me away."
Nessa swallowed, hard. She was almost certain she'd heard that voice before. But no, she must be mistaken. This appeared to be a man of some consequence, as did his companion.
Lady Mountheath managed to force a trill of laughter. "Turn you away! La, my lord, how droll you are. Come, both of you, and join the assemblage. You've met my daughters, I believe?" Behind her back, out of sight of the gentlemen, she beckoned Fanny and Lucy with one actively twitching hand.
"Charmed to see you again," said Lord Peter, bending over the hand of first one, then the other suddenly simpering miss. He introduced Lord Foxhaven, who had apparently not made their acquaintance for all they'd recognized him on sight.
Nessa tried to move unobtrusively away as her suspicions sharpened. Unfortunately, Lady Mountheath recollected her manners before she could escape.
"Here is someone you'll not have met," she said, appearing oddly eager to call the interloper's attention away from her daughters. "Lady Haughton is but newly come to Town, staying with her sister, Lady Creamcroft. Lady Haughton, may I present Lord Peter Northrup, son of the Duke of Marland, and his lordship the Marquis of Foxhaven."
Both gentlemen regarded Nessa with sudden interest, which was unsettling enough. But far more unsettling were the brilliant blue eyes of the marquis—eyes she had seen once before, through the slits of a brown mask!
Nessa had just presence of mind enough to modulate her voice into a softer, lower tone than she normally used, praying that Lord Foxhaven would not recognize her, as she made her answer. "I'm happy to make your acquaintance, gentlemen." She dropped a perfectly proper half-curtsey.
"Lady Haughton, what a sur—that is, how nice to meet you here tonight." Lord Peter winced visibly from the surreptitious kick the marquis had given him.
Nessa realized with a jolt that this had been the harlequin at the masquerade. She fought down her panic as Lord Foxhaven spoke.
"This is indeed a pleasure," he agreed so smoothly that she wondered whether she'd imagined that kick. "You are highly spoken of in all the best circles, my lady. It is my honor to make your acquaintance." The bow accompanying this speech was the very picture of polished elegance.
"You are too kind, my lord," she murmured, beginning to breathe somewhat easier, though she kept her eyes lowered. He hadn't recognized her. At least, she cautioned herself, not yet.
CHAPTER 3
Jack glanced quickly at Lord Peter, then back to Lady Haughton. For a moment, he'd been almost certain he'd met her before, but now he began to doubt. Clearly Peter was showing no signs of recognition—not that he was the most perceptive of fellows. Besides, it seemed so unlikely, after all he'd been able to learn of Lady Haughton.
He'd done a bit of research since Peter had brought her name to his notice. As his friends had said, no one had seen her since her arrival in London two weeks ago, so he had not really expected her to attend tonight. Not only had she been in virtual seclusion since her husband's death, but both she and Lady Creamcroft were complete sticklers for propriety—so much so that she avoided appearing in public at all before her year of mourning was up.
Which made the possibility of her being the same woman he'd met at last week's masquerade impossibly remote. "Monique," whoever she'd been, had certainly not been a grief-stricken widow! Even if she had possessed melting brown eyes remarkably similar to Lady Haughton's.
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