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 Chapter One

 


Author’s Note:
This story begins during the time of Make Believe
Bride. Lord Whitney and Lady Stacey have just returned from their
elopement to Gretna Green. So there’s a little overlap between this
book and Make Believe Bride.

 


~~~

 


October 1819

 


Miss Tara Webb reread Sir Tristan
Blakemoor’s missive. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or
insulted. He had been her suitor for the past couple of weeks, and
she had assumed everything was going well between them. Not once
had he voiced a complaint about her. But, just now, he had sent her
a missive letting her know he was going to marry Miss
Wilmington.

She set the missive down in her lap and
turned her attention to her bedchamber window. Miss Wilmington
happened to live just a few townhouses away from her. She wondered
what it was about Miss Wilmington he preferred to her. Could it be
her looks?

Miss Wilmington was a stunning blonde. Most
gentlemen seemed to like blondes. She’d watched gentlemen at balls,
and it appeared that blondes were more likely to get asked to
dance. Ladies like herself—those with dark hair—seemed to get
passed by. But it was probably more than Miss Wilmington’s hair
color that had pleased Sir Tristan Blakemoor. Miss Wilmington was
good at flirting, a tactic Tara wasn’t comfortable using.

If Tara hadn’t approached Sir Tristan
Blakemoor while at a ball, she doubted he would have even noticed
her. And if Sir Tristan Blakemoor hadn’t found out who her brother
was, he probably wouldn’t have even paid her a visit that led to
him asking if he could be her suitor.

However, she wasn’t the least bit heartbroken
over losing him. Truthfully, she hadn’t been all that interested in
him. He struck her as silly at times, what with his preoccupation
over what he should wear or whether he should go to a certain
social activity. He was Lady Cadwalader’s nephew, and in so many
ways, he reminded her of the countess.

She’d only considered
marriage to him for the benefit of her group. Ladies of Grace was still rebounding
from the recent wound it’d suffered when Lady Eloise upset Lady
Youngtown. After that, Lady Eloise had been removed from the group,
and now it was up to her, Miss Wilmington, and Lady Stacey to bring
respectability back to it.

At least Miss Wilmington was going to marry
Lady Cadwalader’s nephew. That would help the group. Tara just
needed to find someone else worth marrying.

She set her arm on the window ledge and
peered down the street of London. Carriages rode by, people mingled
and talked… Everything was the same today as it had been yesterday
and the day before that and the day before that…

Tara bit her lower lip. Maybe she was in a
rut. She’d stuck with the safe and familiar for so long that she
didn’t know if she was going about her daily tasks because she
wanted to or because she’d always done them.

She turned her gaze back to the missive. Her
brother wouldn’t be happy when he found out about Sir Tristan
Blakemoor. He’d been as excited about establishing a rapport with
Lord Cadwalader as she’d been to get into Lady Cadwalader’s good
graces. And now neither would come to pass.

She took a deep breath and released it. Well,
there was no getting out of telling him. He had to know. Maybe
doing so now, before he headed off for the evening to carouse
around town with his friends, would be best. Then he could let the
brandy take the edge off the bad news.

Decision made, she left the window and went
to find him. When she reached the den, she was surprised to see her
brother wasn’t there. She turned back down the hall and searched
the other rooms, but he wasn’t in any of those, either. She was
sure he’d been in the den before the footman brought her Sir
Tristan Blakemoor’s missive.

Finally, she found the butler and asked him
if he knew where her brother was. “He left the townhouse about
fifteen minutes ago. He didn’t say where he was going or when he
would be back.”

She sighed. The longer she delayed telling
her brother the bad news, the more difficult it was going to be.
But, maybe, if fortune was on her side, he would be in a good
mood.

She thanked the butler. She wasn’t sure what
she should do until dinner. Her brother might be back by then, or
he might not. Sometimes when he left early in the afternoon, he was
gone until the next morning.

She glanced down at the missive in her hand.
If it was up to her, she’d throw it away right now, but she had to
keep it until her brother saw it. Which meant she had to take it
back to her bedchamber.

With a grimace, she headed
for the stairs when someone knocked at the front door. She
hesitated. She wasn’t expecting anyone to stop by for a visit, but
once in a while, someone did come to talk to her. Usually, it had
to do with her brother or Ladies of
Grace. Perhaps Lady Eloise was coming by
for another round of sympathy.

She glanced back at the stairs. Should she
bolt to her bedchamber now and make up an excuse about having a
headache? While she never really did like Lady Eloise, she couldn’t
help but feel sorry for her. Yes, Lady Eloise deserved the black
mark on her reputation. There was no denying that. She’d caused a
lot of people grief over the years. But Tara wouldn’t want everyone
in London shunning her if she’d been in Lady Eloise’s shoes.

She relented from going up the stairs and
waited as the footman answered the door. To her surprise, the Duke
of Ravenshire was there. And furthermore, he asked the footman if
he could speak with her.

Eyes wide, she nodded to let the footman know
she was willing to see him.

Miss Wilmington had picked the Duke of
Ravenshire to marry because he’d been perfect. He was a duke, he
came from a good family, and he had an excellent reputation in
London. More than that, however, he was exceptionally good-looking.
Dark blond hair, deep brown eyes, high cheekbones, a dimple in his
right cheek, and strong, broad shoulders.

Even if Miss Wilmington didn’t have good
taste in fashion, she did have a flair for picking a gentleman.
Which further begged the question, why would Miss Wilmington marry
Sir Tristan Blakemoor when she could have had the Duke of
Ravenshire?

The duke stepped into the entryway, and his
gaze went to her. All at once, her heartbeat picked up and her face
grew warm. This was the exact way she’d felt the first time she’d
met him. It’d been the day when she, Miss Wilmington, and Lady
Stacey took a walk in Hyde Park with their suitors.

At the time, she’d thought she’d felt the
unexpected spark with the Duke of Ravenshire because she was
nervous to be going into a public outing after Lady Eloise
tarnished the group. Every little thing she’d said and done was
either going to help or hurt the group, so she’d been very careful
to be on her best behavior that day, something which had been
stressful.

Now she realized it hadn’t been her
apprehension over saving the group that made her experience the
unfamiliar spark of excitement. It’d been the duke who’d been
responsible for it.

The duke bowed. “Miss Webb, it’s a pleasure
to see you again.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but she
realized her throat was unusually dry. Sure her face was red from
embarrassment, she swallowed. Then, remembering her manners, she
hurried to offer a curtsy. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, too,
Your Grace.”

He smiled, and silly as it was, she actually
felt weak in the knees. What was happening to her? She was certain
she hadn’t experienced such weakness before. If she didn’t know any
better, she’d assume she was coming down with a malady.

“May I have a moment of your time?” the duke
asked.

Since she was still finding it hard to speak,
she nodded and gestured to the drawing room. When she realized he
was going to follow her, she quickly made her way to the room, very
much aware that he was close behind her. Her skin warmed, and there
was an unexpected flutter in her stomach.

The butler asked her if she wanted anything
to eat or drink, so she glanced at her guest.

His eyes widened. “Oh. Well, if it’s up to
me, I’d like black tea with lemon in it.” His gaze went back to
her. “Is that all right?”

She nodded. “Y—” She cleared her throat.
“Yes, that will be fine.”

After the butler left, she gestured for him
to have a seat then she sat in the chair next to him. She didn’t
recall it being so warm in this room. It was October. It should be
nice and cool in here. She waved the missive in front of her.

“You got one, too?” the duke asked.

She turned her attention to him.
“Pardon?”

He pulled a missive from the pocket inside
his frock coat and unfolded it. “I recognize the stationary of the
missive you’re holding. Did Miss Wilmington write to you, too?”

She looked at the missive in her hand as if
seeing it for the first time. “Oh!” With all of the activity, she’d
forgotten all about it. “No. Sir Tristan Blakemoor wrote it.” Her
gaze shifted to the missive in his hands. “You said Miss Wilmington
wrote that one?”

“Yes. I received it an hour ago. She said
she’s marrying Sir Tristan Blakemoor. They already got a special
license.”

“My missive says the same thing, only Sir
Tristan Blakemoor was the one who wrote it.”

“I must say that I’m surprised. I didn’t
think they were interested in each other.”

“I didn’t, either.”

“Are you heartbroken over it?”

She should probably say yes. It seemed rude
not to express some kind of sorrow over the loss of a suitor, but
it was hard to be upset about anything when the duke was looking at
her with those beautiful brown eyes. She wanted nothing more than
to have a portrait of him in her bedchamber so she could always
look at him.

Realizing she was staring at him, she quickly
averted her gaze. “No, I’m not,” she admitted. “The truth is, I
wasn’t really that interested in him.”

“You want to know something? I wasn’t all
that upset to find out Miss Wilmington wasn’t interested in me,
either.”

Surprised, she looked at him. “But you two
seemed to get along wonderfully when we were at Hyde Park.”

“We did, but then I get along with almost
everyone.” He shrugged as he folded the missive. “It doesn’t mean I
become good friends with them, and, as you can see, it doesn’t mean
I end up marrying someone. Getting along with someone is easy. You
stick with pleasantries and let the other person do the talking. If
you ask questions about someone, they’re often more than happy to
engage in a conversation with you.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “They are?”

“It’s a trick I learned from my father. He
could charm anyone.”

She had no doubt that he was telling her the
truth. Just being near him felt like a wonderful honor. No wonder
she’d enjoyed the walk in Hyde Park so much.

The butler returned to the room with the tea
and placed the set in front of them. He poured tea into their cups
and left the room.

The duke handed her one of the cups, and his
fingers brushed hers. Sparks shot straight from her fingers, up her
arm, and down her back. Startled, she almost dropped the cup, which
resulted in him cupping his hands around hers so that she didn’t
spill tea anywhere.

“Sorry about that,” the duke said. “I thought
you had it.”

Once more, her face flushed with heat, and
she couldn’t tell if it was from his touch or from embarrassment.
It was probably from both.

Hoping she didn’t come off as awkward as she
felt, she smiled. “I got it. I won’t drop it.”

Returning her smile, he released her hands.
Right away, she missed the feel of his hands on hers. He wasn’t
only gorgeous, but he had a marvelous touch as well. She’d never
come across a more perfect gentleman. What was Miss Wilmington
thinking when she turned down the chance to marry him? Sir Tristan
Blakemoor wasn’t nearly as exciting as the Duke of Ravenshire
was.

Pushing the question aside, she made herself
take a sip, praying he didn’t notice the way her hands shook.

Could it be possible she was falling in love
with him? No. That was silly. She barely even knew him. Love wasn’t
something immediate. It took time. What she felt was attraction,
and attraction was something that could happen right away.

He took a sip of his tea then asked her,
“What do you think?”

“Of what?”

His lips curled up, revealing his dimple.
“The tea. Have you ever had black tea with lemon?”

Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t. No
wonder the tea tasted different. She’d always had her black tea
plain, but then, that was more her style. She didn’t make it a
habit of experimenting with new things. The safe and familiar had
suited her just fine. But, she had to admit that the lemon was a
nice addition.

“No, but it’s good,” she told him.

“I’m glad you think so. I like to try new
things. I put cinnamon, ginger, peppermint, and honey in my tea,
but my favorite thing to add to it is lemon.”

“I suppose you think I’m boring because I
drink my tea plain.”

He chuckled. “I think most people stick with
what they like. There’s nothing wrong with it. If something’s
working, then there’s no point in changing it.”

When he put it that way, she didn’t feel
quite so boring.

He drank more tea and then set the cup down.
“May I be bold in my speech?”

Not sure what he was getting at, she lowered
the cup from her lips and hesitated. Was this something bad? She
had no idea what he had on his mind, but it could be something
unflattering. Perhaps Miss Wilmington had told him something
unfavorable about her. She didn’t delude herself into thinking Miss
Wilmington really liked her.

Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “You
may.”

“It’s nothing bad, I assure you.”

His smile put her at ease, and she
relaxed.

“I know Sir Tristan Blakemoor was your
suitor,” he said. “Are there any others?”

Surprised, she shook her
head. “No. He was the only one.” Maybe she shouldn’t have said
that. It probably made her seem pathetic. Here she was, well into
her third Season, and she hadn’t taken a husband yet. “I’m putting
all of my time and attention into Ladies
of Grace. Are you aware of what happened
between Lady Eloise and Lady Youngtown?”

“Yes, I heard about it.”

“My goal is to get the group back to the
respectability it used to have.”

“Would marriage to a titled gentleman of good
reputation help you do that?”

She bit her lower lip. How much did she want
to tell him? The only reason she’d even talked to Sir Tristan
Blakemoor in the first place was for the sake of the group. But
should he know that?

“The truth is,” he began, interrupting her
thoughts, “my father died with a significant amount of debt. Please
don’t tell anyone. I’ve kept it all carefully concealed because if
word gets out in London, it could ruin my family. I have a mother
and two younger sisters to think about.”

“Did you tell Miss Wilmington about
this?”

“No. I thought I could secure a marriage to
her without saying anything. It’s no secret that her family is one
of the wealthiest in London.”

Oh. So he was only with Miss
Wilmington because of her family’s money. She would never have
guessed that was the case. When they were at Hyde Park, he seemed
to genuinely care for Miss Wilmington. Apparently, one of his
attributes included the façade of sincerity. But she couldn’t fault
him for that. How many times had she pretended to like the same
things Lady Eloise did? And how many times had she and Miss
Wilmington pretended to like each other because they wanted a place
of prominence in Ladies of
Grace? If anything, she was just as
insincere as he was.

Well, in this one case, she would do
something sincere. “I give you my word; I won’t tell anyone about
your financial situation.”

To her surprise, a feeling of lightness came
over her. Telling the truth and meaning it actually felt good.

“I appreciate that. But there’s more I want
to talk to you about.”

His hopeful expression caused her to feel
another crazy flutter in her stomach. “There is?”

“If I don’t marry a lady with a large dowry,
I’ll be sent to debtor’s prison on my father’s behalf.”

“You will?”

He nodded. “I can’t fend off my father’s
creditors much longer. They’re insistent I come up with the money
before the end of the month. I had planned to ask Miss Wilmington
to marry me, but given the missive I just received, I can no longer
do that. Miss Wilmington told me that your brother has a
significant amount of money.”

Before he could go further, she finished,
“You want to marry me to get my dowry.”

He gave a slight wince. “It sounds cold when
you put it that way, but I suppose there’s no other way to say it.
That would be the arrangement. In return, I’d be willing to do
whatever I can to help you out. This doesn’t have to be something
only I benefit from.”

She lowered her gaze to her cup and thought
over his proposal. Considering how upset her brother was going to
be when he found out things hadn’t worked out with Sir Tristan
Blakemoor and considering the fact that she wasn’t getting any
younger, marriage to the Duke of Ravenshire could be a godsend.

Also, he was a handsome
gentleman, and he knew how to impress people. She, herself, had
been impressed with him when Miss Wilmington had brought him for
the walk at Hyde Park. Miss Wilmington had chosen him because she
thought he’d help the image of Ladies of
Grace. A marriage to him would be as
profitable as a marriage to Sir Tristan Blakemoor.

She glanced at him. Even
knowing what he was proposing was a marriage of convenience didn’t
stop her from experiencing a thrill simply by being near him. It
certainly would be pleasant to live in the same townhouse with him
and let him escort her to social events where he could talk to
important members of the Ton. The Ton would soon associate her with
him, and she was associated with Ladies of
Grace.

Yes, this could very well be a profitable
move on her part.

“All right,” she decided.
“I’ll marry you so you can avoid debtor’s prison. What I’d like in
return is for you to make people think good things about
Ladies of Grace. I’d like
you to work your charm on influential members of the Ton. Let
little things slip in during your conversations with them about the
respectability of the group. Let them know that the members of the
group are reputable and worthy of the Ton’s approval.”

“I’ll be more than happy to
do what I can to improve your group’s reputation.”

Good. At least that matter was resolved. She
had helped save the group and avoided a very unpleasant
conversation with her brother all in one decision.

The duke put his hand over his heart and
released his breath. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am. I wasn’t
sure if you’d agree to marry me under these circumstances or not. I
know marrying a gentleman who’s a pauper isn’t what ladies dream
about, even if he does have a title. I will do anything you wish,
whether it has to do with the group or not. I owe you for saving
both me and my family.”

“I’m sure we’ll find the arrangement
beneficial for both of us,” she replied.

The footman came into the room, and she
turned her attention to him.

“I hate to interrupt, but Lady Eloise wishes
to have a word with you,” the footman said.

Tara hesitated to agree to see her,
especially when she had much more pressing matters to tend to at
the moment, but the duke saved her from having to make a decision
since he rose to his feet.

“I won’t keep you any longer than I already
have,” he said.

She hurried to put the cup down so she could
stand up. “When will we further discuss the arrangement we just
made?”

He glanced at the doorway, probably to make
sure the footman wasn’t there, and sure enough, the doorway was
clear. “Do you have any engagements tomorrow?”

“No, I don’t have anything I need to do. What
time will you be by?”

“Can I come the same time I did today?”

“Yes, that will be fine.” By then, she should
have talked to her brother about the upcoming marriage.

To her surprise, the duke took her hand and
kissed it. His lips were warm, and a pleasant tingle went straight
from her hand all the way down to her toes.

“Again, I offer you my heartfelt thanks,” he
said. “I’ll do everything I can to make you happy.”

If his touch and kiss were a foretaste of
that promise, then she was definitely going to enjoy being married
to him.

She tried to tell him she looked forward to
seeing him tomorrow, but her mouth dried up again, making it so
that she couldn’t speak. Was it always going to be like this with
him? Would she always be so flustered that she needed something to
drink just so she could talk to him?

He released her hand, wished her a good day,
and left the drawing room. Tara couldn’t be sure, but she thought
he looked just as magnificent leaving as he did coming.

Mindful that the footman would be bringing
Lady Eloise in, Tara hurried to drink the rest of the tea in her
cup so that her throat wasn’t dry anymore.


 Chapter Two

 


Nicholas Lidgate, the Duke of Ravenshire,
made it to his townhouse with a spring in his step he hadn’t had
ever since he found out how much debt his father had been in.
Thanks to Miss Webb, all of his troubles were over. He wouldn’t
have to go to prison, and he could provide for his mother and two
younger sisters.

When he began to seek a wife, he had no idea
how difficult it was to secure a marriage with a wealthy lady. Even
as much as he’d tried to woo several over the course of the past
two months, they had all ended up choosing other gentlemen. If only
he knew why. He was attractive enough. He had a title. He knew what
to say and when to say it. But for one reason or another, none of
them had taken an interest in him. Which was surprising since no
one knew about his financial situation.

Miss Wilmington hadn’t been as nice as he had
desired, so he had been relieved to find out she’d decided to marry
someone else. But it had left him in a bind. He had less than a
month before his father’s creditors were going to haul him off to
prison. He would have married Miss Wilmington at this point if he’d
had to.

Fortune, however, had prevailed, and he was
able to avoid Miss Wilmington in favor of marrying Miss Webb
instead. He hadn’t told any of the other ladies about his financial
situation, but he’d done so with Miss Webb because he no longer had
time to wait. Miss Webb, thankfully, had been incredibly
understanding about the matter, and for that, he would always be
grateful.

He bounded up the steps of his townhouse. He
didn’t have enough money for a carriage or horses, so he walked
everywhere. His mother and sisters did, too. And there was no
footman to open the door, so he did that himself. The only thing he
actually owned was the townhouse, which was good because it was the
only thing making sure he and his family didn’t end up on the
street.

His fourteen-year-old sister, Augusta, was in
the drawing room, mending a gown. As soon as he passed by, she
dropped the gown and hurried over to him. “What did Miss Webb
say?”

Unable to hide his smile, he said, “Miss Webb
agreed to marry me.”

Augusta jumped in excitement then gave him a
hug.

Laughing, he hugged her back. “Where are
Mother and Cress?”

“They’re in the kitchen making dinner,”
Augusta said. “The maid is doing laundry, and you know Mother and
Cress would rather make meals than clean the bedding.”

“Soon, we’ll have other servants to help the
poor maid. Then you won’t have to mend clothes, and Mother and
Cress won’t have to make another meal again.” Also, they wouldn’t
have to keep watching every single farthing to make sure they could
keep food on the table or the maid in employment. “Do you want to
be with me when I tell them the good news?”

With a nod, Augusta joined Nick, and they
headed down the hall. Upon entering the kitchen, he saw his mother
seasoning the uncooked rabbit while Cress, which was short for
Cressica, cut the onion that would go into the soup.

“Miss Webb said yes!” Augusta blurted out
before he got the chance to say it. Her eyes widened, and she put
her hand over her mouth.

He chuckled and patted her shoulder. “It’s
all right.” He didn’t mind the slip. It was much better than having
to tell them that, once again, he hadn’t been able to secure a
marriage.

His mother turned her gaze to him. “Miss Webb
agreed to marry you?”

He nodded, and his mother and Cress let out
cheers and hugged him.

“I knew there was a lady out there who
couldn’t resist you,” his mother said when she pulled away from
him. “I told you that you’re just as charming and attractive as
your father was. When I married him, I had to keep pinching myself
to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.”

“Is Miss Webb nice?” seventeen-year-old Cress
asked as she wiped her hands on a hand towel.

“Yes, she is,” Nick replied. “I think you
might like her.”

“How old is she?” his mother asked.

“We didn’t get that far into the
conversation,” he said. “A lady came over to speak with her before
I could find out. But I think she’s nineteen or twenty.”

“Then you’ll need to get her guardian’s
permission for the marriage,” his mother replied. “You already have
mine, so we have no worries on that end.”

“I’ve asked to see her tomorrow,” he said.
“I’ll speak with her guardian at the time.”

“Since she agreed to marry you and you have
no scandal touching you, her guardian should consent to the
union.”

“Yes, that’s what I think, too.”

His mother visibly relaxed, and it was then
he realized how worried she’d been. Their only recourse had been
his marriage to a lady who could bring significant wealth into his
family. His attempts at winning money through gambling hadn’t done
him much good. All it’d done was allow him to pay the interest on
the debt. He hadn’t been able to sustain enough winnings to
actually pay them off.

But the creditors were getting restless.
Considering the fact that he’d been putting them off for two years,
he had to act. And the sooner, the better. Thankfully, now that he
had a lady willing to marry him, all he had to do was go through
with the wedding.

“We should celebrate,” Augusta said.

“She’s right,” Cress agreed. “Tonight, we’ll
have a dessert. I was saving it for a special occasion, and this is
definitely it.”

“It certainly is.” His mother gave him
another hug and then turned back to the rabbit she was preparing to
cook.

Deciding he’d let his creditors know he would
be paying them within the month, Nick headed for the den.

 


***

 


“And to make matters worse,” Lady Eloise said
as she poured more sherry into her glass, “Stephen has no ambition.
He thinks life is one big party. He has no sense of
responsibility.”

Tara shifted in her chair. Lady Eloise had
been talking nonstop for the past hour, and she was on her third
glass of sherry. Lady Eloise hadn’t touched the cinnamon tea Tara
had instructed the butler to bring in for her. Instead, she’d
bypassed the tea to go to the sherry, and by the looks of it, she
had every intention of drinking everything in the decanter. Tara
had never seen Lady Eloise drink this much before.

Lady Eloise put the decanter back on the
table and shook her head in irritation. “Stephen Bachman is going
to be the end of me. I just know it.” She took a sip of the sherry.
“This is all Lady Youngtown’s fault. She talked her husband into
arranging a marriage between me and that dreadful brother of his. I
don’t understand why my father agreed to such a thing. I’m his only
child. You’d think he’d treat me better than this.” Then she drank
the rest of the contents in her glass.

Unable to push aside the uneasy feeling in
her stomach, Tara got up and took the decanter so Lady Eloise
couldn’t pour herself another drink. “Since you are married to
Stephen, why don’t you try to work things out with him? What good
is all this drinking doing you?”

Lady Eloise narrowed her eyes at her. “I
thought you were supposed to comfort me. That was your role in the
group. Whenever anyone did something to upset me, you sat and
listened to me. I order you to do so again.”

Though Tara was sure Lady Eloise meant for
her tone to be sharp, the slight slur in her words made her
statement come out softer than they should have. That was reason
enough for Tara to remain firm.

“Look at you,” Tara said, gesturing to her.
“You’re better than this. You’ve always prided yourself on acting
as if nothing was wrong even when things weren’t going your way.
You said that once people knew you had a weakness, it was only a
matter of time before they could destroy you.”

“Stephen is not my weakness; he is my burden.
There’s a difference.”

“Have you even tried to have a civil
conversation with him? All you’ve told me so far are all of the
things you hate about him. Surely, he can’t be all bad.”

“He is all bad.” Lady Eloise stood up,
wobbled for a moment, and then straightened her back. “He has no
money, no title, and no charming personality. He is a pathetic
little rat who spends all of his time running around London with
his equally pathetic friends. Because of him and his family, I am a
laughingstock. Me! Lady Eloise, the daughter of the Duke of
Silverton! I’m better than Stephen. He isn’t worthy of me, and yet,
I’m forced to be his wife because his brother and my father have
determined it to be so.”

“I’m not saying you don’t have a right to be
upset.” Under similar circumstances, Tara was sure she’d be upset,
too. “But maybe things aren’t what they seem. Maybe Stephen isn’t
as bad as you think he is. You haven’t even sat down to have a
conversation with him.”

“Why should I waste my time on him? He has
nothing of importance to offer.”

“You should do it because you are married to
him.”

Lady Eloise snorted. “That’s easy for you to
say. When I came here, you were talking with the Duke of
Ravenshire, one of London’s most sought-after bachelors.
Good-looking, charming, rich… What more could a lady want?”

Well, granted the duke was two of those
things, but Tara had given her word that she wouldn’t tell anyone
the truth about his financial situation. Not that there would be a
situation for long. Her marriage to him would solve that
problem.

Tara placed the decanter on the desk and
returned to Lady Eloise. “You’re right. It is easy for me to tell
you to try to get along with your husband. But what have you got to
lose? If it turns out that he won’t work with you, then at least
you’ll know you did something to make it better.”

“I shouldn’t have to do
something to make it better. He should get on his hands and knees
and be grateful he has the privilege of being associated with me.
Up until we married, the Ton didn’t even know who he was. Thanks to
me, they do.” She crossed her arms. “You used to understand what a
privilege it was to be associated with me. That’s why you asked to
join the group I created. And now you and Miss Wilmington have decided to throw
me out of it. Ladies of Grace
wouldn’t be anywhere today if I hadn’t been the
one to raise it to its level of importance.”

Tara winced. Lady Eloise was right.

“I demand you let me back into the group,”
Lady Eloise said.

“I can’t.”

“You mean you won’t.”

“I mean I can’t. You set the rules, and one
of those rules is that two members must be in agreement on any
matter that concerns the group. At the moment, the only members in
it are me, Miss Wilmington, and Lady Stacey. You can’t get two of
us to agree to let you back in.”

“This is ridiculous. I shouldn’t have to
wiggle my way back into my own group. I’ll just get back in.”

“You can’t do it that way. You had the rules
written out, and we all agreed to them. The reason you were removed
is because you broke one of the rules. You disgraced the good name
of the group.”

“It’s absurd that I should have to be made to
follow the rules I made.”

“Miss Wilmington and I looked over the rules
in the book, and there’s nothing in it that allows the leader of
the group to break them. There is, however, a rule that allows for
a member to be reinstated if she manages to get her reputation back
in good standing. If you do that, I’ll be more than happy to vouch
for you.”

Lady Eloise grunted.

“I’m sorry, but I have to do what’s good for
the group,” Tara softly spoke.

“I knew Celia and Loretta were pathetic when
I agreed to take them in, but I didn’t realize you were, too.”

Tara clenched her hands at
her sides, stifling the urge to say something unpleasant in return.
She took a deep breath then said, in a tone as calm as she could
muster, “I’m going to assume that’s the sherry talking.” Even if
she and Lady Eloise weren’t really friends, they had been through
enough together where she thought they had developed an amiable
relationship. “When the sherry wears off, I’m sure you’ll see the
wisdom of my words. Reputations can be restored. Just because
you’re not in Ladies of Grace
right now, it doesn’t have to always be that
way.”

Lady Eloise rolled her eyes but didn’t reply.
Instead, she picked up her reticule and headed for the doorway, her
steps unsteady as the sherry worked its way through her body.

With a sigh, Tara headed for the stairs to
change for dinner.


 Chapter Three

 


The next morning, Tara ate alone. Again.
She’d asked the butler if her brother had come home, and he assured
her that he had. She didn’t bother asking what time her brother
came in. Usually, it was three or four in the morning. Sometimes,
he came in just as the sun was coming up. On a few occasions, he
didn’t come home until the afternoon. She never asked her brother
what he did, and thankfully, he never volunteered to tell her.

As Tara waited for her brother to come
downstairs during the rest of the morning, she was beginning to
wish she’d asked the butler exactly what time her brother had
returned. For all she knew, her brother wouldn’t wake up until that
afternoon. If she didn’t have the matter of the marriage to the
Duke of Ravenshire to discuss with him, it wouldn’t be an
issue.

So she spent all morning waiting for her
brother in the drawing room. To help pass the time, she had decided
to read a book, and when she finished it, she checked the clock and
realized it was half past one. And he still wasn’t downstairs.

She groaned in frustration. The Duke of
Ravenshire would be coming by at three. She needed to change into a
gown suitable for receiving guests. And since this particular guest
was the gentleman she was going to marry, she wanted to spend extra
time getting ready to see him. She glanced at the clock again.

She summoned her brother’s valet and asked
him if her brother had gotten up yet. It was possible her brother
had chosen to stay in his bedchamber for a while before coming
down. But, unfortunately, the valet told her that her brother was
still sleeping.

She paced the drawing room a few times and
then decided to change clothes. She had wanted to give her lady’s
maid sufficient time to style her hair and pick out jewelry that
would enhance her best features, but she didn’t dare take the risk
that her brother might wake up, get ready for the day, and then
head right on out.

So she had her lady’s maid put her hair in a
simple style, and she opted not to worry about jewelry. It wasn’t
exactly the kind of look she wanted to have, but the urgency to
talk to her brother was more important than vanity.

By the time she made it back to the drawing
room, the butler approached her. “I have told your brother that you
wish to speak with him. The valet is tending to him right now, so
your brother should be down here soon.”

Relieved, she thanked him. She sat in a chair
and glanced at the clock. The Duke of Ravenshire would be here in
an hour. She took a deep breath and released it. She was sure her
brother would be happy to find out she was getting married. He had
been complaining about how long it was taking her to find a
husband, and he’d been excited to learn Sir Tristan Blakemoor was
her suitor.

The butler brought tea and crumpets into the
room, and on impulse, she said, “The Duke of Ravenshire will be
here at three. I’d like you to bring in black tea with lemon like
you did yesterday when he gets here.”

The butler nodded. “I’ll do as you wish.”
Then he left her alone.

By the time she had finished half the cup of
tea and a crumpet, her brother came into the room, looking as
immaculate as ever. One would never know he had been carousing
through London doing Lord knew what the night before.

“I hear you’ve been asking to speak with me
ever since this morning,” Basil Webb, the Earl of Maten, said as he
poured himself a cup of tea.

“Yes.” She put her crumpet down and took a
drink of her tea. “You’ll be happy to know I received a
proposal.”

Her brother’s eyes lit up in interest. “Sir
Tristan Blakemoor asked you to marry him so soon? I thought you two
had only recently been together.”

“No, it’s not him. It’s even better. I have
secured a proposal with a duke. In fact, he’ll be here at three to
discuss the matter with you.”

Basil sat back in his chair and crossed his
legs in a manner that told her he needed a moment to process the
information she’d just given him.

She opted to use the time to finish her
crumpet.

“What about Sir Tristan Blakemoor? Is he
still your suitor?” Basil asked.

She had hoped that, in light of learning she
had a gentleman high in the peerage seeking her hand in marriage,
he wouldn’t give Sir Tristan Blakemoor another thought. But since
he looked at her expectantly, she was going to have to tell him
about the missive.

She set her cup down, rose from the chair,
and retrieved the missive from the bottom drawer of the desk. She
had put it there this morning just in case he asked about Sir
Tristan Blakemoor. She held the missive to him. He wouldn’t believe
her if she told him that the gentleman had decided to marry Miss
Wilmington. He would need to see it for himself.

“He sent this to me yesterday after you
left,” Tara said.

Her brother accepted the
missive and opened it. Tara sat back down while he read it. She
watched his lips as he read the missive. He had a peculiar habit of
moving his mouth while he read something. In this case, she watched
him because she wanted to know when he would give a visible
reaction to the contents. And as soon as she saw him cringe at the
name Miss Wilmington, she knew that was the part that bothered him the
most.

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered as he
tossed the missive to the floor. “There’s no reason he should pick
her over you. The lady is a wild boar. She’s got a bad temper and
attacks anyone who gets in her way. And worse, she has no sense of
fashion. Sometimes my eyes hurt when I look at her.” His gaze met
Tara’s. “There’s no reason why Sir Tristan Blakemoor should prefer
her to you. You’re far better.”

Tara’s eyes grew wide. She couldn’t recall
the last time her brother had given her a compliment.

“So what did you do to ruin things with him?”
her brother continued.

Now, that was the brother she was used to. “I
didn’t do anything to ruin things with Sir Tristan Blakemoor. And
even if I had, does it matter? I have a proposal from a duke.”

“Of course, it matters. Sir
Tristan Blakemoor is Lord Cadwalader’s nephew. I’ve been trying to
get into Lord Cadwalader’s circle for years. Your marriage to his
nephew was going to secure that for me. That’s why I insisted you
join Ladies of Grace. It was supposed to give you the kind of standing in the Ton
that would make you attractive to the finest bachelors in London.
Sir Tristan Blakemoor is one of those bachelors.”

“Well, he decided he’d rather be with a wild
boar than me.”

“He’s not married yet. Pay him a visit. Get
into his bed. Don’t use a French letter, and make sure you’re on
top so he can’t pull out right before he releases his seed. Then,
we can get him to marry you because you might be with child.”

She gasped. She didn’t know what a French
letter was, and she didn’t know what he meant by ‘being on top’ or
‘release his seed’, but everything he’d said repulsed her. Her
virginity was one of the things she had worthy of a titled
gentleman’s proposal. Virgins, after all, were much more desirable
for marriage than ladies who were known for compromising their
virtue.

“I can’t go to his bed,” she said.

“It’s a reasonable action,” he replied. “This
marriage is important.”

“I’ve done everything else you’ve asked of
me, but I won’t do this.”

He stared at her as if he couldn’t believe
she was being so stubborn. Then he let out a sigh. “Miss Wilmington
probably did it already. That’s why they’re rushing for a special
license.” He looked down at the missive and shook his head. “Miss
Wilmington’s always been smarter than you.”

She bit down on her tongue so she wouldn’t
continue with this discussion. It’d do her no good. Once he set his
mind to something, he wasn’t going to change it. Let him think Miss
Wilmington seduced Sir Tristan Blakemoor. She knew better than
that. Miss Wilmington prided herself on holding onto her virginity,
too. No. Miss Wilmington had found another way to get his
attention.

Basil took a drink of his tea. “All right.
Who is this duke you said proposed to you?”

Good. Now they could finally get to what was
important. “He is the Duke of Ravenshire.”

She paused and waited for him to be
impressed, but to her dismay, his nose wrinkled up and he asked,
“Who is that?”

“He’s a gentleman who knows how to charm many
people. He’s very likable. Miss Wilmington said that her mother
said that Lady Cadwalader approves of him.”

She thought that might please him, but he
yawned.

“What someone says about someone else means
little to me,” he said. “The fact that I haven’t heard of him tells
me he’s not important.”

“Very few people have heard of you, and yet,
you think you’re important.”

He straightened up in his chair and narrowed
his eyes at her. “Why do you think I wanted the advantage your
marriage with Sir Tristan Blakemoor would give me?”

She clenched her fists. “I’ll marry a duke
who has a good reputation in the Ton. I’ve been at Hyde Park with
the Duke of Ravenshire and Sir Tristan Blakemoor, and more people
greeted the duke. Also, between the two of them, the duke was a far
better conversationalist. He can give you an advantage if you give
him the chance.”

After a moment, her brother rolled his eyes.
“All right. I’ll meet him.”

She relaxed. “You’ll like him. Everyone
does.”

“When will I be delighted with his
company?”

Ignoring his sarcasm, she said, “He is to be
here at three.”

“Today?”

“I would have told you sooner, but this is
the first time I’ve gotten to talk to you about it.”

“When did he propose?”

“Yesterday afternoon.”

“And he hasn’t been your suitor up to
now?”

“He was Miss Wilmington’s suitor. I explained
that to you that day when I went to Hyde Park with her, her mother,
Lady Stacey, Lord Whitney, Sir Tristan Blakemoor, and the
duke.”

“Are you sure you told me that?”

She didn’t hide her exasperation. “I can’t
help it if you don’t listen to what I tell you.” This wasn’t the
first time she had to remind him of something she’d already said.
“If you weren’t so wrapped up in your conversation with Sir Tristan
Blakemoor that day, then you would have remembered it.”

“I wish you had done more to keep Sir Tristan
Blakemoor interested in you.” He took a drink of the tea then
looked heavenward. “Now I’m stuck meeting Miss Wilmington’s
throwaway.”

“I wouldn’t refer to the Duke of Ravenshire
as a throwaway.”

“Well, there’s a good reason Miss Wilmington
doesn’t want him.”

The footman stepped into the room, so she
shut her mouth and settled back into her chair. Sometimes her
brother made her so angry she could hardly think straight. There
was nothing wrong with the Duke of Ravenshire. He was much better
looking and entertaining than boring Sir Tristan Blakemoor was.

Basil turned his attention to the footman and
gestured for him to speak.

“The Duke of Ravenshire is here,” the footman
said. “Should I send him in or tell him to come later?”

Basil glanced at the clock. On impulse, Tara
did, too. It was 2:30.

Basil’s eyebrow arched. “I thought he was
supposed to come at three.”

“So what if he’s early?” Tara asked. “There’s
no harm in that.”

He shook his head as if she were a simpleton.
“He’s desperate about something.” He gave her a good look. “You
aren’t expecting his child, are you? This marriage isn’t to cover
up for some fleeting indiscretion, is it?”

Heat flooded to her face. “I can’t believe
you’d ask me that, especially after what you just told me to do to
secure a marriage to Sir Tristan Blakemoor.”

He shrugged. “Just because you play the part
of a virgin, it doesn’t mean you are one.”

How dare he! “I’m not playing.” The only
reason she managed to keep her voice low was because the footman
was still in the doorway, waiting for Basil to tell him what to do
about their guest.

Not looking convinced, her brother set his
cup on the table then stood up. “Let His Grace in. I’m curious to
meet him since my sister seems so taken with him.”

Tara bit her tongue again
and rose to her feet. She wasn’t sure if this was going to be a
pleasant visit or not. She had thought her brother would be happy
to find out she was getting married to someone who hadn’t been
featured in the Tittletattle. She hadn’t realized how
much he’d hoped she would marry Sir Tristan Blakemoor.

The Duke of Ravenshire came into the room,
and at once, she felt her tension ease. He had a warm smile on his
face that helped to take the edge off of the conversation she’d
been having with her brother.

“Your Grace,” Tara began, “this is my
brother, Lord Maten.”

The duke bowed, and though Basil rolled his
eyes, he did likewise. Tara resisted the urge to tell her brother
to be polite. Thankfully, the duke didn’t see her brother’s rude
action.

“Tara,” her brother said as he turned to her,
“I wish to speak to this gentleman alone.”

Her stomach tightened into a knot. “Why?”

“Because I am your guardian, and as your
guardian, I have every right to speak to the gentleman who wishes
to marry you.”

“I don’t mind talking to him alone,” the duke
assured her.

She glanced from one to the other. She didn’t
trust her brother to be nice to him. She had a nagging suspicion
that her brother was going to give the duke a difficult time.

Her brother shot her a pointed look. “Why
aren’t you leaving?”

Ignoring the small voice in her head urging
her to stay in the room, she headed toward the doorway.

“Will I get to talk to you after I’m done
talking to your brother?” the duke asked her as she passed him.

She turned her gaze to him, aware of the
excitement coursing through her. There was nothing she wanted more
than to talk to him.

Just as she opened her mouth to answer, her
brother said, “You may talk with her, but the doors stay open.”

She shot her brother a disapproving look, but
his eyes widened, as if he was daring her to argue with him right
in front of the duke. Forcing her attention back to the duke, she
said, “I’ll be happy to spend some time with you.”

As she reached the doorway, her brother
called out, “Shut the doors.”

She took a deep breath and released it. Her
brother was being difficult on purpose. She just knew it. He was
doing this because he hated the fact that Sir Tristan Blakemoor was
going to marry Miss Wilmington instead of her. She never should
have introduced him to Sir Tristan Blakemoor. Had she known he was
going to sulk like this, she would have avoided any mention of him
until he proposed. Managing to keep her emotions in check, she
quietly shut the doors behind her.


 Chapter Four

 


Nick wasn’t sure what the exchange between
Miss Webb and her brother was about, but he had the feeling he had
interrupted an argument. He should have waited until three before
coming. It was just his excitement over seeing her that compelled
him to stop by sooner. All night, he’d thought of little else but
her. He wasn’t sure why, either.

He’d met lots of ladies over the course of
the year, and he’d offered his suit to a couple of them. Those
suits hadn’t lasted more than a couple of weeks. Despite the fact
that he hadn’t been Miss Webb’s suitor, she was the first lady he’d
managed to secure a betrothal to. Maybe that was the reason for his
excitement. He was almost married now, and because of that, his
estate would finally be secure. Surely, anyone in his position
would be excited.

Lord Maten waved him forward. “Don’t be shy.
Take a seat. Have something to drink. Though be warned. My sister
doesn’t like any flavor in her tea, so it’s bland.” He poured tea
into a new cup then held it out to him.

Nick accepted it and sat across from him.
“Thank you.”

Lord Maten shrugged. “I don’t know why you’re
thanking me. I didn’t make it.”

No, but he had poured him the cup. Nick
wasn’t sure if he should say that or not. After a moment, he opted
for another tactic. With a smile, he said, “You might not have made
it, but you hired the person who did.”

At that, Lord Maten chuckled. “Well, yes, I
did. I’m good at selecting the right people, too.”

Nick drank some of the tea. As her brother
had said, there wasn’t much flavor in it. However, for plain black
tea, it was one of the best he’d ever had.

Her brother crossed his legs as he settled
back into the chair. “My sister tells me you wish to marry
her.”

Nick hid his surprise. Typically, people
engaged in small talk for a few minutes before getting to the
actual topic they wished to discuss. He took another drink of his
tea then nodded. “Yes. I asked her to marry me when I was here
yesterday, and she agreed to it.”

“Yes, she explained that when I talked to
her.” He paused for a moment. “Why do you want to marry her?”

That was a fair question. He was sure if a
gentleman he didn’t know asked for his sister’s hand, he would want
to know the same thing. But he didn’t wish to disclose the
situation with the debt his father had left him with. If that
information got out, it would shame his family. So he had to pick
something else that was also the truth.

Nick cleared his throat. “I think she’s a
fine young lady. I enjoy talking to her. I think she and I will
make a good match.”

“Are you looking for a love match?”

To be honest, he hadn’t given that factor any
consideration. He was just happy he’d found someone he thought
could be a nice companion. “If love comes from the union, that
would make me happy.”

“So love hasn’t come into play at this
time.”

He offered her brother a smile. “Not yet, but
I don’t see why it can’t. Love is something that takes time.” Or at
least, that was what his mother often told him.

“I’ve never been in love with a lady, so I
wouldn’t know. My parents didn’t love each other. They got along
well enough, I suppose. They seemed to have an amiable marriage.
It’s nothing like what Lady Eloise and Mr. Bachman have. They are
the most poorly matched couple in London.” He chuckled and shook
his head. “Mr. Bachman is completely inadequate for someone of Lady
Eloise’s esteem. My sister is a member of Lady Eloise’s group. Did
you know that?”

“Yes, I did, but I thought Lady Eloise was no
longer a part of it.”

“You’re right. She’s not. My sister and Miss
Wilmington felt it necessary to remove her because Lady Youngtown
managed to gain the sympathies of the Ton. I don’t know about you,
but I suspect Lady Cadwalader had something to do with that one.
It’s no secret that Lady Eloise was quickly becoming more popular
than her. I should have realized Lady Cadwalader wasn’t going to
sit back and let Lady Eloise dethrone her.”

Nick knew very little about Lady Eloise and
Lady Cadwalader, so he chose not to respond. He only drank more
tea. That way, he wouldn’t have to answer.

“But we’re here to discuss my sister,” Lord
Maten said. “My younger sister. She’s twenty. Did you know
that?”

Nick hesitated but shook his head. He had
figured she was either nineteen or twenty, but he hadn’t known for
sure.

“You didn’t?” her brother asked. “Do you know
her Christian name?”

Nick felt his face grow warm. This probably
didn’t look good. Here he was, a gentleman who was asking for a
lady’s hand in marriage—a lady he didn’t know anything about. The
least he should have done was found out her name yesterday.

“You don’t,” Lord Maten answered for him.
“I’m having trouble understanding why you want to marry a lady you
know so little about. Up until this afternoon, I didn’t even know
you had met my sister. And now, I find out you don’t know her
name.” He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, setting his elbows
on his knees. “Why do you really want to marry her?”

Usually, gentlemen didn’t intimidate him, but
Nick had to admit he was getting uncomfortable under Lord Maten’s
piercing stare. “I told you. I think she’s a nice lady.”

“Was she nice enough to you to let you into
her bed?”

In his shock, Nick almost dropped the cup.
“No,” he hurried to reply as he steadied the cup. “All we’ve done
is talk. I promise.”

“Hmmm.” Lord Maten studied his expression.
“How do I know you’re telling me the truth? How do I know she isn’t
carrying your child? You have a title. Naturally, an heir is
important. And, unlike me, you probably don’t take measures to make
sure ladies don’t get with child.”

“I haven’t been with your sister that
way.”

“I saw the way my sister looked at you when
you came into the room, and she never looked at Sir Tristan
Blakemoor that way. She’s very much attracted to you. I think you
took advantage of that.”

“I swear I didn’t.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Nick didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t
defiled Miss Webb, nor would he ever dream of doing so. He had two
sisters, and one of them was close to her age, for goodness’ sakes.
“I don’t know how to prove it to you.” Then, an idea came to him.
“Ask your sister. She’ll tell you I haven’t touched her.”

“Oh, I have no doubt she’d say that. She
fancies you. She’d say anything to protect you.” Her brother
straightened up. “I suppose we’ll find out in nine months.”

This conversation wasn’t anything like Nick
had expected it to be. He’d figured her brother might be on the
protective side, but he never once imagined her brother would
accuse him of taking advantage of her. He’d never been put in this
situation before. What, exactly, was the best way to handle it?

Her brother rose to his feet. “My answer is
no. You can’t marry my sister.”

Nick bolted to his feet. Having forgotten the
cup in his hand, the tea swished over the rim of the cup and
stained the sleeve on his shirt. He put the cup down and hurried
after her brother as he went to the doors.

“I didn’t do anything with her,” Nick said.
“I give you my word.”

“Since I don’t know anything about you, that
doesn’t mean much.”

“Ask your sister. She’ll tell you that I’m
being honest.”

Her brother stopped at the doors and faced
him. “You’re desperate. In my experience, desperate people do
stupid things. If you do happen to be telling the truth, then
there’s some other reason you’re in a hurry to marry her. So, even
if she is a virgin, the answer is still no. I don’t trust desperate
people.”

Nick wasn’t going to be able to get through
to him. He’d seen enough gentlemen with that determined expression
on their faces to know when it was pointless to engage them
further. Her brother had made up his mind, and he wasn’t going to
budge from it.

“I’ll let you tell my sister the news,” Lord
Maten said. “If she’s with child, it will ruin her reputation. If
not,” he shrugged, “I saved her from marriage to someone who has
something unpleasant to hide.”

Lord Maten opened the doors. He jerked back.
It wasn’t until Nick saw Miss Webb waiting in the hallway that he
realized why her brother was startled.

“I didn’t realize you were going to wait
right outside the room,” Lord Maten told her.

“I had nothing else to do,” Miss Webb
replied.

“Very well.” He gestured for her to go into
the room. “You may speak with the Duke of Ravenshire.” He widened
the doors. “With the doors open, of course.”

It was on the tip of Nick’s tongue to ask her
brother why he bothered since he assumed they’d already been
intimate, but he resisted the urge to do so for her sake.

This was just his luck. Now that he’d found a
lady who was willing to marry him, her guardian came in to say no.
This was it. He was going to end up in debtor’s prison. He didn’t
think he could find another lady at this point. So many were
already spoken for this time of year. He didn’t have the luxury of
waiting until next Season.

He supposed he could take what little money
he did have and try the gambling hells again, but his mother and
sisters might need that to get them by until next Season when Cress
would be able to marry someone. With any luck, maybe she could find
a wealthy gentleman to help the family out.

He waited until her brother was out of
hearing distance before he said, “Miss Webb, you have been very
kind to me. I appreciate it more than you’ll ever know.”

He glanced in the direction that would take
him out of the townhouse. He wasn’t sure how he was going to
explain this to his family. They’d been in such high spirits that
morning, and now… And now…

He cleared his throat and turned his
attention back to her. “Your brother has forbidden us to marry.” It
was difficult to say that, both for him and for her. At least, he
didn’t have to live with Lord Maten. She, on the other hand, had no
choice. He almost wished her good luck in dealing with her brother,
but, in an attempt to be polite, he simply said, “I’ll see myself
out.”

 


***

 


Tara watched as the Duke of Ravenshire headed
for the entryway. Basil had no right—no right whatsoever!—to deny
her marriage to him. So what if he wasn’t Sir Tristan Blakemoor? It
wasn’t like not marrying the duke was going to make it so that Sir
Tristan Blakemoor would be Basil’s brother-in-law. If she’d had any
idea her brother was meeting the duke to say he couldn’t marry her,
she wouldn’t have allowed the two to meet each other until after
the wedding.

“Wait,” she called out.

The duke stopped and turned back to her. At
once, the familiar excitement whenever he made eye contact with her
made her skin tingle in the most pleasant way.

Forcing the observation aside, she made sure
her brother was still out of sight before she encouraged the duke
to go back to the drawing room. “My brother failed to mention
something important while you two were talking. I’m twenty-one. The
decision on whether I can get married or not is mine.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “Your brother said you
were twenty.”

She shook her head. “He’s wrong. I turned
twenty-one last week.”

She shouldn’t have been surprised her brother
forgot that she’d had her birthday. It wasn’t like he made it a
habit of wishing her a happy one, and he certainly never treated it
like a special day. So she had assumed he’d been well aware of it
and had chosen to ignore it because it didn’t benefit him. Now she
knew he’d actually forgotten. And at the moment, that worked to her
advantage.

The duke walked back over to her, and her
heartbeat picked up. Would she always feel this way every time he
approached her? Taking a deep breath, she gestured for him to go
back into the drawing room, and, after a moment, he did.

The butler came in with fresh tea.

“Where is my brother?” she asked the
butler.

“He went to the den,” he replied as he picked
up the old tea set. “Do you wish for him to return?”

“No, I was just wondering where he went.” The
last thing she needed was for her brother to meddle in her business
again.

The butler left the room, and since her
brother was in the den, she closed the doors.

“Your brother made it clear that he didn’t
want the doors closed,” the duke said.

“Who cares what he wants?” Immediately, she
regretted the sharp tone in her voice. “My apologies, Your Grace.
I’m not upset with you. I’m upset with him. He had no right to
refuse the marriage. If he had remembered my age, I’m sure he
wouldn’t have allowed us to even talk.”

Just knowing that made her face flush with
more anger. It wasn’t as if she had the best relationship with her
brother, but she was appalled he’d stooped to this level. He was
doing this to her out of spite. And it was all because she’d lost
Sir Tristan Blakemoor.

Calming down, she went over to the chairs. “I
had the butler bring in the tea you like. The one with lemon in
it.”

He glanced at the doors. For a moment, she
thought he was going to walk out of the room, but he sat down.
Relieved, she poured tea into their cups.

“You’re still willing to marry me even though
your brother doesn’t approve?” he asked.

“I’m twenty-one. That means I can do whatever
I want. My brother can’t stop me from marrying you, and he no
longer has control over my money. How much debt did your father
leave you?”

“Four hundred and twenty-seven pounds. I know
it doesn’t seem like much to most people in our circle, but
considering my family didn’t have all that much to begin with,
there’s no way I can pay it back. I’ve been able to hold off the
creditors by paying on the interest, but they’re getting impatient.
They want their money back.”

She handed him his cup then sat down. “My
father was exceptional with his investments. You’ll be happy to
know that I have eight hundred and fifty pounds, give or take a few
pounds. That will pay off your father’s debt and will make us and
your family comfortable.”

“I won’t waste your money. I promise that
I’ll be good with it.”

Considering how scared he’d looked when he’d
told her that her brother had refused to let her marry him, she had
no doubt he was telling her the truth. Only someone who was about
to be hauled off to debtor’s prison for another’s debt would
understand how easy it was to lose money. It’d probably taken him a
lot of courage to be honest with her about the debt he had to begin
with.

She took a sip of the tea then ventured, “Do
you mind if I ask you a strange question?”

He shook his head. “No. You can ask me
anything you want.”

“How is it that a gentleman like you doesn’t
have ladies lining up to marry him?” When he didn’t answer, she
added, “Obviously, you’re aware of how good-looking and charming
you are. I can’t understand why you haven’t secured a marriage
before now.”

Though his cheeks went pink, he said, “I
don’t know why it’s been so difficult to find a wife. I’ve tried
everything I could to be an ideal suitor, and I’ve always taken
great care in how I dress.” He shrugged. “Maybe it’s my age. Do
ladies prefer older gentlemen?”

“How old are you?” She didn’t mean to sound
surprised, but she had assumed he was twenty-two or
twenty-three.

“I’m nineteen.” He winced. “Do you still want
to marry me?”

Nineteen? She wouldn’t have guessed he was
that young in a million years. But he was an adult, and he
certainly was very attractive. Plus, she rather enjoyed being
around him. He seemed like a very pleasant person to spend time
with. He was nothing like her brother. Even now, he wasn’t trying
to get her to do what he wanted. He was hoping she’d marry him, but
she could tell he was willing to let her marry someone else if that
was what she wanted. And that was the part that prompted her to go
through with it.

“I don’t mind the difference in our ages,”
she replied. “Besides, it’s not that wide of a gap. It’s only two
years.”

“Actually, I’ll be twenty in five months, so
at that time, I’ll only be a year younger than you.”

Thinking it cute that he chose to point that
out, she smiled. “Less than two years, then.” She took a sip of her
tea. “I’ve seen ladies who marry gentlemen twice their age. Less
than two years’ difference between us is nothing compared to
that.”

He notably relaxed. “I hadn’t thought of it
that way before, but you’re right.”

“I don’t think many people think of it like
that, either. I think most people expect the gentleman to be older.
I assume since you asked me to marry you that you have your
guardian’s permission for the marriage?”

“I do. My mother has given her consent. In
fact, she’s grateful to you. I have two younger sisters who are
thankful to you as well.”

“You do? How old are they?”

“Cressica is seventeen. We call her Cress for
short. Then there’s Augusta. She’s fourteen.”

“What’s your name?”

“Nick. It’s short for Nicholas.”

“Does Augusta have a shortened name?”

“No. She likes her name just the way it is.”
He glanced down at his cup then asked, “I forgot to ask you what
your name is.”

“Tara. That’s the long and short
version.”

His lips curled up into a smile that
threatened to melt her right on the spot. She didn’t know how it
was possible, but he managed to make her far too excited for her
own good.

A knock came at the doors.

At first, Tara thought it was her brother,
but then realized that was silly. Her brother would throw the doors
open. He wouldn’t be polite enough to knock. After she excused
herself, she set the cup down and walked over to the doors.

On the other side was the footman. “There is
a lady who wishes to speak with you. Her name is Miss Duff. What do
you want me to tell her?”

Tara hadn’t spoken to Miss
Duff since the evening at the ball when they all realized how much
damage Lady Eloise had done to Ladies of
Grace. Miss Duff had run off to leave the
group, and she hadn’t seen her since.

Unable to hide her surprise, she said, “Give
me a minute and then send her in.”

It was probably best Nick didn’t linger
around here. Who knew when her brother would check on her?

The footman nodded, and Tara opened the doors
all the way. She returned to Nick. “I have an acquaintance who
wishes to talk to me.”

Nick put his cup down and stood up. “You must
have a lot of influence in the Ton if people keep stopping by to
talk to you.”

“I don’t know how much
influence I personally have. I belong to Ladies of Grace, and that is where
the influence is.” Or at least, it was. With any luck, the group
would have its influence again. She lowered her voice. “We should
meet soon, but I’d rather not do it here. I’ll send you a
missive.”

He nodded, and she saw him to the
doorway.

Her brother was heading toward the drawing
room just as she was saying goodbye. She watched him warily for a
moment, wondering if he was going to say anything, but he kept
quiet as Nick left.

“It looks like he didn’t take the whole thing
too hard,” her brother said.

“The Duke of Ravenshire is a gentleman,” she
replied. “He wouldn’t storm out of here like a baby throwing a
temper tantrum like you would.”

Her brother glowered at her, but Miss Duff,
thankfully, was approaching them just at that moment, saving her
from having to listen to one of his condescending remarks.

“Miss Duff,” Tara greeted with a smile, “it’s
nice to see you again. Will you have some tea?”

Miss Duff glanced at Basil, offered a polite
greeting, and then turned her attention back to Tara. “Thank you
for letting me pay you a visit without sending a calling card.”

“You didn’t send a calling card first?”
Tara’s brother asked. He clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Is
that what Lady Eloise has been teaching you ladies to do? I must
say it’s at the very height of bad manners.”

Tara narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re not
the kind of person I’d take any kind of lessons from when it comes
to doing what’s proper.” She urged Miss Duff in, and, before he
could respond, she slammed the doors shut, effectively blocking him
out. “Don’t mind him. My brother is a rake. He wouldn’t know the
first thing about decency if his life depended on it. Please, have
a seat.”

Since there was an unused cup on the tray,
she filled it with tea and handed it to her.

“What brings you by?” Tara asked as she got
settled across from her.

“I need some advice.”

“On what?”

“On how to get back someone I was stupid
enough to let go.”

“Are you talking about Lord Powell?”

“I am.” Miss Duff stared at the cup in her
hands. “I can’t stop thinking about him. From the moment we met, it
was love at first sight. I know the whole thing seems ridiculous. I
wouldn’t have believed it possible, either, except that it happened
to me. What we had was real.”

“But isn’t he betrothed to another lady?”

She bit her lower lip. “Yes, but he doesn’t
love her. I can tell he’s only doing it to make his mother
happy.”

“Did he propose to you because he thought
it’d make his mother happy?”

“No, he didn’t. His mother
wants him to marry a lady who comes from a distinguished family. No
one even knows my parents. They’re middle class. I had hoped my
association in Ladies of Grace
would make me more attractive to titled gentlemen,
and I was right because that’s one of the reasons he even started
talking to me.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I should
have accepted his proposal. I never should have taken Lady Eloise’s
advice and told him no.”

Tara sipped her tea as she
considered everything Miss Duff had just told her. Finally, she
asked, “Is it possible that he only proposed because you were
in Ladies of Grace?”

“I thought that, at first. But when I
declined his offer, I saw the look on his face, and I realized he’d
been in love with me. It’s so hard to tell who’s sincere and who
isn’t around here. A lot of people are fake. No one prepared me for
that while I was growing up.”

“No, no one does prepare you for that
reality.”

Tara glanced down at her
cup. Even in Ladies of
Grace, it seemed that most of the members
had turned on each other at a moment’s notice. Her face warmed. And
she’d been just as shallow as everyone else.

“Well, I’m tired of it,” Miss Duff said,
directing Tara’s attention back to her. “I’m tired of trying to
meet up to other people’s expectations. I’ve seen how people are,
and I don’t believe they’re as happy as they look. I think they’re
only pretending.”

“That would be true of some.”

With a nod, Miss Duff gestured to her. “Even
you admit it! Then it’s not in my imagination. London is nothing
more than a theatre, and all of the people are prancing about on a
stage.”

Unable to stop herself, Tara’s lips curled
up. “William Shakespeare said the very same thing in one of his
plays.”

“I’ve never read him, nor have I seen one of
his plays. I’ve been too busy playing music, painting, and singing.
My father always said ladies didn’t need to bother with reading
books. That’s for gentlemen. Ladies should learn how to help their
husbands look good.”

Tara’s eyebrows furrowed. “Did your father
have someone teach you how to read?”

“Oh, I can read. It’s just that in my home, I
was encouraged to do other things. I have two younger sisters, and
my parents wish us all to marry titled gentlemen with
influence.”

“A lot of parents want that for their
daughters.”

“Yours wish that for you, too?”

“My brother does. He’s my guardian.”

“What happened to your parents?”

“My parents are no longer alive. My mother
passed away when I was twelve, and my father went three years
later.”

“I’m sorry. That’s terrible,” Miss Duff
said.

“It is, but I think it’s a good reminder that
a long life isn’t promised to anyone. We need to make the most of
it while we can.”

Miss Duff’s face lit up. “You’re right! We
do. Sometimes we have to go out and make things happen. Love is
something that only comes around once in a lifetime. When you find
it, you have to take it.”

Unsure of whether or not Tara really wanted
to know where Miss Duff was going with this, she dared, “What do
you intend to do?”

“I’m going to find a way to marry Lord
Powell.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I’ll figure something
out.” She set the unused cup down on the tray and stood up. “Thank
you for your help.”

Startled, Tara set her own cup down and
followed her to the door. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Yes, you did. You told me to pursue my
heart.”

“Um… Well…” Tara was sure she didn’t. She
quickly thought over their conversation, and she couldn’t think of
telling Miss Duff to do that.

Miss Duff hugged her. “Out
of all the ladies in Ladies of
Grace, I suspected you were the one who’d
have the most sensible advice.”

This was an even bigger shock than finding
out Miss Duff credited her with the idea of following her heart.
“You did?”

Miss Duff nodded as they reached the
entryway. “You suggested everyone in the group start making
important connections with people like Lady Cadwalader so that the
group could survive what happened with Lady Eloise.”

Well, Miss Duff was right.
Tara had done that, but she didn’t know why that made her worthy of
giving advice. She was just trying to save the group’s reputation
so she and the others didn’t have to start over. The Duchess of
Lambeth and Lady Erandon were still having trouble getting the Ton
to take Enduring Friendships
seriously. It was difficult to get a group
established in London.

Miss Duff clasped her hands in excitement.
“This is going to be the beginning of the rest of my life.” After
giving Tara another quick hug, she ran out of the townhouse.

Feeling a bit overwhelmed, Tara returned to
the drawing room and finished her tea in silence.


 Chapter Five

 


“It worked,” Nick told Lord Edon the next
day when he decided to pay the gentleman a visit. “I got a wealthy
lady to agree to marry me, and I managed to do it without creating
a scandal.”

Lord Edon handed him a glass of brandy then
urged him to sit across from him in the den. “I’m impressed.
Usually, gentlemen resort to scandals right away. It’s nice you
actually took the time to come up with a plan. If you have to deal
with a father-in-law, life will be much easier for you because you
didn’t tarnish her name.”

“She doesn’t have a father. Well, not one
who’s living. She lives with an older brother.”

Lord Edon took a drink of his brandy and
nodded. “You’re fortunate. There’s nothing worse than a lady whose
father is still alive.” He gave a slight shiver and took another
sip.

“I don’t know. Her brother isn’t very
nice.”

Lord Edon shrugged. “Brothers aren’t anything
like fathers. You’ll be fine.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Miss Webb’s brother
wasn’t the least bit pleasant. He had refused to let me marry her.
He thinks I’m desperate to marry her because I got her in the
family way.”

“Did you?”

Surprised Lord Edon should even ask such a
thing, he blurted out, “No! I wouldn’t ruin a lady just to get her
to marry me. That’s reprehensible.”

Lord Edon put up his hand. “There’s no need
to get upset. I thought it was a fair question. I’ve known
gentlemen who have resorted to such measures. Most don’t even have
marriage in mind. They simply get caught up in the moment.”

Nick felt himself relax. Lord Edon was right.
It had been a fair question. And perhaps, it had been fair of her
brother to ask about it, especially since Nick hadn’t even known
her name or age at the time.

“Forgive me for losing my temper,” Nick
said.

Lord Edon laughed. “You lost your temper just
now?”

“Yes. I was rather harsh with you.”

“You weren’t harsh. All you did was raise
your voice a notch.” He shook his head. “If that’s what happens
when you lose your temper, you’re much more controlled than every
gentleman I know.”

Nick wasn’t sure what to make of the comment,
so he chose to sip his brandy.

“I’ve heard of Miss Webb, but I can’t
remember in what regard,” Lord Edon said. “Who is her brother?”

“Lord Maten.”

Lord Edon grimaced. “Oh. I can see why you
don’t like him. He’s a selfish and conceited person who prides
himself on having more money than even Mr. Jasper and Lord
Steinbeck do. I wouldn’t concern myself with his opinion if I were
you. Very few people like him.”

That made Nick feel better.

“Miss Webb, on the other hand, still doesn’t
come to mind,” Lord Edon continued.

“She belongs to
Ladies of Grace.”

Lord Edon snapped his
fingers. “That’s it! She’s part of that silly social group that
rivals the one my wife belongs to.” He paused then glanced around
the room as if he expected his wife to appear out of nowhere and
whack him on the head. “Don’t tell anyone I said
Ladies of Grace and Enduring Friendships
are silly groups. That would get me into a lot of
trouble with my wife. She’s a very sweet lady, but when it comes to
things she likes, she can be overly protective. I really don’t want
to hear the long list of things her group does to benefit the
members. She overheard me making fun of it a couple of months ago,
and she spent the next two days defending it. The memory still
gives me a headache.”

“I won’t say a word. Besides, what you think
of the group is insignificant to what people would think of my
financial status if they knew about it.”

“There’s no reason why anyone should find
out.” He took another sip of brandy then asked, “When will your
money troubles be over?”

Realizing he was inquiring about the wedding
date, Nick said, “I don’t know when exactly, but Miss Webb said
she’ll marry me soon. She sent me a missive earlier today saying
that we can discuss the details tomorrow.”

“Good. The sooner you get married, the sooner
all of your troubles will be over.”

Nick couldn’t argue with that. He was looking
forward to having all of the debt settled. There was, however,
another thing that made him worry. It had nothing to do with money,
but it had everything to do with his inexperience. He’d heard the
rumors about Lord Edon’s prowess with ladies. Before his marriage,
Lord Edon had been the most skilled lover in all of London. Well,
he was probably still skilled. He still had a lady to share a bed
with. Granted, it was no secret that he was faithful to his wife,
but they had two children together, and those children didn’t
magically come into existence. They had to be conceived.

Nick had never had such a sensitive
conversation with another person before, but Lord Edon was the one
who handed out the only book in London that was tailored to
teaching gentlemen how to give their wives the most enjoyment
possible from the bed. While the author of the book was reported to
be unknown, Nick suspected Lord Edon had written it. After all, if
he received the title for being the most skilled lover, then he was
the best qualified to write it. Nick would never come out and ask
if he authored it, though. If Lord Edon wanted to remain anonymous,
it was only right Nick not bring that particular topic up.

Nick took another drink of the brandy as he
gathered his courage. “I heard there was a certain book in your
possession that has helped some gentlemen.”

“Say no more,” Lord Edon interrupted.
“Fortune is on your side. I got some new copies this morning. I
haven’t had time to take them to White’s yet.”

He got up and went over to one of the
cabinets. He tapped on the right side twice, then on the left side
once, and then on the top three times. The cabinet door opened.

Nick had never seen someone with a cabinet
that was set to open with a series of knocks in certain locations.
Well, that had to mean that Lord Edon wrote the book. Who else but
the author would take such care to preserve his work?

Lord Edon took out a book then closed the
cabinet. He returned to Nick and gave it to him. “Consider it a
wedding gift.”

“Thank you,” Nick replied.

Nick looked at the cover. Nothing was written
on it. He opened the cover and turned a couple of pages. Then he
saw that it was, indeed, the book. The infamous book. And now he
had a copy. “I’ll be sure to keep this in a safe place.”

“Don’t tell anyone I gave you a copy. I’ve
been taking them to White’s so gentlemen can take one as they need
them. I don’t want everyone coming to my home for them.”

“I won’t say a word.”

Since Nick couldn’t think of anything else to
say, he finished his brandy, thanked Lord Edon, and left, careful
to tuck the book under his arm so as not to draw any undue
attention to it.

 


***

 


Miss Wilmington sent a
missive to Tara, asking if she could visit with her later that day.
Tara figured Miss Wilmington wanted to explain why she had decided
to marry Sir Tristan Blakemoor, but as soon as Miss Wilmington was
seated in the drawing room, she blurted out, “Lady Stacey is no
longer in Ladies of
Grace.”

Tara stared at her in disbelief. “Why would
Lady Stacey leave?” She thought Lady Stacey wanted to still be a
part of the group since she hadn’t said anything about leaving.

“Lady Stacey isn’t a good fit for the group.
She was in public in Lord Whitney’s carriage, and there wasn’t a
chaperone. I don’t need to explain what a scandal that was. We
can’t have someone like that ruining our group.”

“If this was such a scandal, then why haven’t
I heard about it?”

Miss Wilmington picked up her cup and sipped
her tea. “I assumed you were devastated to find out Sir Tristan
Blakemoor wishes to marry me. Did you get his correspondence?”

“I did, and you’re welcome to him. I have no
desire to spend my life with someone as boring as he is.”

She frowned. “That’s not very nice of you to
say.”

“Well, it’s not nice of you to go behind my
back and try to steal my suitor.”

“I didn’t go to him. He came to me.”

Though Miss Wilmington gave a good show of
indignation, Tara caught the way her foot was tapping the floor, a
clear indication that she was lying.

“Like I said, I don’t care,” Tara said.
“You’re welcome to him. What upsets me is that you removed Lady
Stacey from the group. Lady Stacey has always been an upstanding
member. She’s never caused us any problems, and she is to marry a
reputable gentleman who has a good sum of money. A connection to
her will benefit us.”

“You mean you didn’t hear the rest of her
scandalous activities? She ran off to Gretna Green to marry Lord
Whitney, too.”

“When was this?”

“About a week ago now.”

“And I’m just hearing it
from you?” When Miss Wilmington narrowed her eyes at her, Tara
continued, “If it had been that big of a deal, I would have heard
about it by now. My brother has every single copy of the
Tittletattle, so I have
access to the latest scandals. Lady Stacey’s reputation is intact.
She stays in the group.”

Miss Wilmington set the cup on the table and
crossed her arms. “She can’t. I won’t allow it.”

“You can’t get rid of her. We both lead this
group, and we share the same amount of authority. Also, the rules
state that it takes two members to get rid of someone. At the
moment, it’s just you and me who can vote to remove Lady Stacey. So
no, you can’t remove her. Lady Stacey is still in it.”

“I already told her she’s not in it
anymore.”

“Then I’ll go and tell her she is.”

Miss Wilmington sat still for a long moment,
her lips forming into a tight line. Tara refused to back down. She
was tired of people like Lady Eloise and Miss Wilmington who
thought their opinion was more important than anyone else’s. It was
time someone followed Lady Youngtown’s example and set things
right. And Tara was going to do it.

“If you think I’m going to
let you take our group and turn it into the way it was when Lady
Eloise was the leader, you’re wrong,” Tara said. “I’m not going to
stand for it. Enduring Friendships
has more members than we do, and it’s because
those ladies sincerely care about each other.”

Miss Wilmington snorted.
“You can’t compare Ladies of Grace
to that pathetic group of nobodies.”

“The Ton might not hold them in high regard,
but it’s obvious to anyone that the group is stronger than ours.
We’re unraveling at the seams. All you’ve done is take a very
important thread and unraveled it further.”

“I did no such thing. I
can’t help if no one at the Tittletattle reported the
indiscretion between Lady Stacey and Lord Whitney, but it did
happen. Lady Stacey thought so little of the group that she was
willing to go unchaperoned with him in a public place.”

“And now she’s run off to marry him, so it
doesn’t even matter. Once couples marry, these things aren’t even
worthy of gossip.”

“You’ve changed. You used to understand that
a pristine reputation was necessary, regardless of whether the lady
later married or not.”

“I have changed. After
watching the way Lady Eloise treated people and seeing how the Ton
finally stood up to her made me realize that people like
her,” and you,
“aren’t as important as they think. I’m not going to sit idly by
and watch someone else be poorly treated just because they don’t do
every single thing someone wants them to do. People should have the
right to make their own decisions.”

“So that’s it then? You’re going to keep Lady
Stacey in the group even though she risked humiliating us?”

“Yes, I am.”

Miss Wilmington jumped up from the settee and
looked down at her. “You don’t deserve to be a part of Lady
Cadwalader’s family. Sir Tristan Blakemoor is much better off with
me. I told him so, and now you’ve proven me right. They’re too good
for you.”

“That may be, but something tells me I’ll be
better off without them,” Tara snapped as she rose to her feet so
she could look Miss Wilmington in the eye. “Lady Stacey stays in
the group. I’m as much a member as you are, and there’s nothing you
can do about it.”

Miss Wilmington clenched her fists at her
sides, and after a moment, she let out a huff and stormed out of
the room.

“The world wasn’t made to serve you,” Tara
said as she followed after her. “This group isn’t going to be like
it was when Lady Eloise was in charge. There are going to be
changes made.”

Miss Wilmington reached the
front door. Ignoring the footman as he opened it for her, she
turned to face Tara. “Why don’t you join Enduring Friendships since you speak
so highly of it?”

“And leave you to continue what Lady Eloise
was doing? I don’t dare. This group will regain its good standing
in the Ton, and it’s going to be one where the members care about
each other.”

She broke into laughter. “Really? You
actually believe that?” She gestured between them. “You and I don’t
get along now, and I don’t think we ever will until you stop being
such a simpleton.” Then, brushing her hair over her shoulders, she
left the townhouse.

With a groan, Tara marched back to the
drawing room. Miss Wilmington wasn’t going to control the group.
Tara would see to that if it was the last thing she did.


 Chapter Six

 


“I don’t know why you’re letting Miss
Wilmington bother you so much,” Basil said that evening. “Who cares
what she thinks? She can’t even figure out how to dress so that she
doesn’t make people want to vomit.”

Tara found it hard to argue with him. Miss
Wilmington never did have good fashion sense. She often thought
Lady Eloise allowed Miss Wilmington to dress the way she did
because it made her look more fashionable. Lady Eloise had allowed
Miss Celia Barlow, who was now Lady Erandon, into the group because
of Celia’s shrewish behavior. Lady Eloise thought Celia made her
look sweet tempered in comparison. But that was neither here nor
there. She had more pressing things to think about.

She swallowed the roasted
pheasant she’d been chewing then took a sip of wine. “I can’t just
ignore Miss Wilmington. She’s the other leader in
Ladies of Grace. I have
to deal with her whether I like it or not.”

He rolled his eyes. “This whole thing is
silly if you ask me. No gentleman cares what you ladies are
doing.”

“That’s ironic you should say such a thing
when you made it clear to me that I would either be a part of that
group or be tossed out of this townhouse.”

“You’re exaggerating. I didn’t say I’d toss
you out of here if you didn’t join.”

“Yes, you did. You were adamant I do
everything possible to be in Lady Eloise’s good graces.”

Shaking his head, he cut into his pheasant.
“I merely encouraged you to join because you had no friends.”

Her lips formed a thin line. She hated it
when he did that. She hated it when he said something and then
forgot all about it. She wished she had something in writing that
she could show him to prove she was telling the truth. But
unfortunately, she didn’t. It was her word against his, and he
never believed her.

“Most gentlemen don’t care what ladies are
doing,” he insisted. “They’re too busy making money or enjoying
themselves. I admit that I thought an association with a
prestigious lady’s group would benefit you when you entered your
first Season. But look at where we are. You’re twenty years old,
and you still don’t have a husband. After you botched things up
with Sir Tristan Blakemoor, I don’t know if you’ll recover. I
suppose it’ll be my burden to take care of you for the rest of your
life.” Then, seeming rather pleased with his comment, he bit into
his food.

She focused on chewing her meat so that she
wouldn’t remind him that Nick had asked him for her hand in
marriage and he had refused. It might be to her advantage to avoid
bringing it up. After all, he still believed she was twenty. As
long as he didn’t remember when her birthday was, then he wouldn’t
suspect her of running off to Gretna Green and taking her money
with her. If he thought she might do such a thing, he’d probably
steal her money and squander it out of spite.

It really was a shame that she thought so
little of her brother. Honorable gentlemen would never do such a
thing to their sisters, but Basil wasn’t honorable. Ever since they
were children, he’d been focused on what other people could do for
him. Never once did he give any thought to others.

She would be meeting Nick tomorrow afternoon.
Since she had to be careful about seeing him, she had asked Lady
Gareth to join her for a walk. Then she asked Nick to bring one of
his sisters or his mother along—or even all of them—so that it
looked like a chance encounter. If her brother found out, she would
just explain that she happened to run into Nick by accident. As
long as she wasn’t actively hiding her whereabouts, she didn’t
think her brother would get suspicious.

“Well, I still think you’re wasting your time
with the group,” Basil spoke up after he finished the main course.
“There’s no benefit in it, especially after you lost Sir Tristan
Blakemoor.”

“How long will you be moping about that?” she
finally asked, deciding she’d had enough of this.

“For as long as I mourn his loss.”

The butler set a slice of nougat almond cake
on Basil’s plate before doing the same for Tara.

“If it means that much to you that you get to
associate with him, why not host a ball and invite him here with
Miss Wilmington?” she pointed out. “You don’t need me to marry him
in order to get better acquainted with him.”

His eyebrows rose in surprise. “You’re right.
I don’t. And since you’re still in that group with Miss Wilmington,
it’d be foolish of me not to invite both of them to my ball since
they are to be married.” He smiled in satisfaction. “What a
brilliant plan. I’m glad I thought of it.”

Now it was her turn to roll her eyes. “Yes,
you’ve always been so clever.” With a sigh, she focused on her
dessert.

 


***

 


“Thanks for meeting me,” Tara told Lady
Gareth as the two left Lady Gareth’s residence.

The day was a little cool but still pleasant
enough to enjoy a leisurely stroll through the park, so Tara was
glad she’d thought of this plan. She checked the small pocket watch
in her drawstring purse. Good. She was right on time. Nick would be
at Hyde Park around the same time they were.

“I admit that I was surprised when you asked
me to go for a walk today,” Lady Gareth said. “I know we’ve had
pleasant conversations in the past, but you seemed to get along
better with Miss Wilmington and Lady Eloise than you did with
me.”

“Oh, well, my brother was
insistent that I do everything possible to please them.”
Though he’d never remember it.
Tara hid her frustration. She honestly didn’t know
if her brother did remember such things but pretended not to or if
he really did have a horrible memory.

“Are you mad at me for
leaving Ladies of Grace?” Lady Gareth asked, her tone hesitant.

“No, of course not. What Lady Eloise did hurt
all of us.”

“Are you upset that I
joined Enduring
Friendships?”

“No.” She offered a reassuring smile. “I
wouldn’t have asked you to go for a walk if I was upset with
you.”

“Miss Wilmington did.”

“She did?”

“It was right after I joined
the other group. She demanded to know what was so great
about Enduring Friendships
that I gave up my allegiance to
Ladies of Grace at a time
the group needed me most.”

Tara frowned. “Miss Wilmington didn’t tell me
she did that.”

“Would it have mattered if she did?”

“Yes. She and I now have joint leadership
over the group. She can’t go around doing these things behind my
back. It’s not appropriate. I would have told her she had no right
to pester you like that.”

Lady Gareth chuckled. “I would have enjoyed
watching you tell her that.”

Tara relaxed, but only a little. “I don’t
want people to be in the group unless they want to be. I don’t want
things to be like they were when Lady Eloise was leading it. I want
things to change.” After a moment, she added, “Did you know that
Miss Wilmington told Lady Stacey she’s no longer in the group?”

“I heard something to that effect.”

“Well, Lady Stacey is still in the group if
she wants to be in it. Don’t believe what Miss Wilmington is
saying.”

“You might want to tell Lady Stacey
that.”

“I will when she returns to London. I heard
she ran off to Gretna Greene with Lord Whitney.”

“She did, but they’re back.”

“They are?”

Lady Gareth nodded. “My husband saw Lord
Whitney talking to Lord Edon, Mr. Robinson, and Lord Erandon at
White’s.”

“In that case, I’ll pay her a visit when
we’re done.”

Tara was glad Lady Stacey had returned. The
sooner they resolved this matter, the better. But at the moment,
she needed to tend to other things.

“My lady,” Tara began as
they entered the park, “I know that Ladies
of Grace and Enduring Friendships have been at
odds in the past and I gather that Miss Wilmington will only
encourage it, but I hope you and the other members in your group
don’t think Miss Wilmington speaks for the rest of us.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Lady Gareth replied.
“Maybe Lady Eloise’s absence will be a blessing.”

“I think it will be. The group might finally
be something ladies will enjoy.” Or at least, that was her
hope.

Lady Gareth laughed. “And to think all this
time I thought you were good friends with Lady Eloise and Miss
Wilmington.”

“No, I was never good friends with them. I
think we were all together so much because we benefited from
it.”

“I can see that. A lot of ladies did envy you
three, but part of it was because they thought you were close. It
wasn’t just because you came from wealthy families that you were
well established or knew how to conduct yourselves in public
situations.”

Tara had no idea appearances could be that
deceiving. She’d never once fooled herself into thinking either
Lady Eloise or Miss Wilmington actually cared about her. And she
was sure they didn’t think she cared about them. They tolerated
each other for social advancement. Which was sad when she thought
about it. She didn’t really have any real friends. None that could
be counted on to help her through a rough situation or had a
sincere interest in her. She hadn’t realized how empty her life
actually was until this very moment.

“Are you all right?” Lady Gareth asked.

Tara forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just a bit
tired. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

And that wasn’t a lie. She still had to sneak
off to marry Nick without her brother finding out, and it was hard
to sleep when that particular task was looming over her. The sooner
she got married, the better. Then she’d be out from under her
brother’s control. Nick, thankfully, was nothing like him. With him
as her husband, she might actually enjoy a few freedoms she’d never
had before, and, with any luck, he would have a much better memory
than her brother did.

Already, it seemed as if Nick had a better
memory, for he was walking with three ladies. One was considerably
older than him, and the other two looked to be younger. Since they
shared the same features, it was obvious they were family.

She took a deep breath and told herself to
relax. There was nothing to this. All she had to do was make
pleasantries with the mother and sisters before she had a quick
moment to talk to him about eloping.

When she and Lady Gareth reached them, she
called out a greeting. The others returned a pleasant reply, but
Tara had a difficult time prying her gaze from Nick. Again, she
grew excited by simply being near him. The fact that he was a nice
person only heightened her attraction for him.

“Mother, this is Miss Webb,” Nick introduced.
“If I remember right, that is Lady Gareth?” he asked, his gaze
going to Tara’s companion.

Lady Gareth’s eyes widened. “It is. How did
you know? I don’t recall meeting you before.”

“I had a conversation with your husband at a
ball,” Nick said. “He mentioned how fortunate he was to be married
to someone as wonderful as you. Then he pointed to you so I knew
who he was talking about.”

Lady Gareth’s face flushed with pleasure. “My
husband said that about me?”

He nodded. “He’s very happy with you. I’ve
overheard a few gentlemen say they wished they had the kind of
marriage you and Lord Gareth do.”

“Well, I happen to be very happy with my
husband, too.”

Tara smiled. “You two do make a good
match.”

Lady Gareth smiled in return then looked at
the others.

Tara took that as her cue to say, “This is
the Duke of Ravenshire.” Since she hadn’t met his family yet, she
waited for him to chime in.

“This is my mother,” he began as he gestured
to the older lady. “And these are my younger sisters. Miss Augusta
Lidgate who is fourteen, and Miss Cressica Lidgate who is
seventeen.”

“I like to be called Cress,” Cressica
inserted.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Tara told
them, and Lady Gareth followed with the same pleasantry.

The group made small talk about the weather
and the things they had planned for the rest of the day before Nick
asked the others if he could pull Tara aside for a couple of
minutes to talk to her alone, or at least, as alone as possible in
the middle of the park. Since no one voiced a complaint, Tara and
Nick stepped a few feet from the others.

“I hope it’s all right that I brought my
entire family,” Nick said, keeping his voice low. “I told my mother
and sisters it wasn’t necessary they all come, but they were eager
to meet you. They’re very grateful to you for helping us. I am,
too. It’s because of you I don’t have to go to debtor’s prison and
they won’t have to live on the streets.”

“You should probably be thanking my father
and grandfather for being so good with their money,” she
replied.

As much as she appreciated their gratitude,
it didn’t seem right to take credit for simply being born into a
situation where her father and grandfather had done the actual work
of acquiring the wealth. Just as it wouldn’t be right to condemn
him for the fact that his father squandered his.

“You’re very humble,” Nick said. “But you’re
the one who agreed to marry me even though I have no money. You
could have married gentlemen more deserving than me. I’m sure you
had others to choose from.”

She wished such was the case, but she decided
he didn’t need to know that. Since their time was limited, she went
straight to the point. “I’ve been thinking over how we should
marry, and I think our safest bet will be a trip to Gretna Green. I
don’t want to risk my brother realizing I don’t need his permission
to marry you. If he remembers I’m twenty-one, I’m afraid he’ll take
my money and spend it while I’m not paying attention. So I’m going
to take care of getting that money first thing tomorrow morning.
Then we can make the trip to Gretna Green, and you can pay off your
father’s creditors as soon as we return.”

“I like that plan. Where should I meet you
tomorrow?”

“Do you have a carriage and coachman?”

He hesitated to answer,
which she took to mean he didn’t. She hadn’t noticed it before, but
every time she’d seen him, he hadn’t ever been with a carriage. He
had walked to and from her townhouse. He had walked here. He had
walked to Miss Wilmington’s that day he had gone to Hyde Park with
the members of Ladies of Grace
and their suitors. Just like her, everyone
probably assumed he loved to walk. Considering the excellent
condition of the attire he and his family wore, no one would
suspect the truth about his situation.

Which was the point. He couldn’t very well
attract a wealthy lady if he let others know he was about to be
hauled off to debtor’s prison. He’d only gotten to the point of
desperation that he’d resorted to telling her the truth. And
honestly, she was glad for it. She would rather marry him knowing
the truth than find out he had lied to her.

“I’ll bring a carriage to your townhouse,”
she told him so he wouldn’t have to come out and tell her just how
bad his situation was. “I’ll leave some money with your mother and
sisters so their needs will be met while we’re gone. I’ll be at
your townhouse at nine. My brother should still be asleep, so he
won’t be able to stop me. Take this evening to pack for the trip.
We’ll be gone for several days.”

She glanced over at Lady Gareth and the
duke’s family. They were laughing and enjoying each other’s
company. And while it was nice they were preoccupied, it wouldn’t
do well to linger like this. People would likely start gossiping
about it.

“I can’t think of anything else to tend to at
the moment,” she told him. “Can you?”

He shook his head. “No, I can’t.”

“Let’s just hope my brother’s too busy in his
own pursuits to get involved in ours.” At the very least, she hoped
that by the time they left for Gretna Green, it’d be too late for
him to stop her.

Good. With that out of the
way, she could visit Lady Stacey after she was done at the park.
Now that she was back in London, Tara could pay her a visit and
implore her to stay in Ladies of
Grace. She couldn’t let Miss Wilmington get
away with throwing her out of the group. If the group was going to
be better, it needed help, and it’d be better getting that help if
Tara wasn’t the only one fighting Miss Wilmington all the
time.

After talking to Lady Stacey, she would focus
on getting ready for her trip to Gretna Green. And when she came
back to London, she could fight Miss Wilmington about the direction
the group would take from here. Satisfied with her plan, she joined
Nick in returning to the others.


 Chapter Seven

 


“Are you sure she said nine?” Augusta asked
as Nick paced back and forth in the parlor the next morning. She
peered out the window. “Maybe she said a number that sounded like
nine.”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Cress replied from
where she sat on the settee next to Nick’s mother. “There is no
number that sounds remotely like nine. I’m sure something delayed
her.”

Nick tried not to look at the clock above the
fireplace, but his gaze went to it…for what seemed like the
hundredth time. It was fifteen after nine. Fifteen minutes really
wasn’t all that much. It was a minor delay. Unfortunately, with so
much riding on this marriage, every second that ticked away felt
like ten minutes. He didn’t know it was possible for time to creep
at such a slow pace.

Tara had said she’d be here at nine. Maybe
something stopped her. Maybe her brother found out and interfered.
Or worse, maybe she changed her mind. At once, he felt his hopes
crumble all around him. He wouldn’t blame her if she changed her
mind. What did she have to gain by marrying him?

Sure, she seemed to think he would be a
benefit to her socially, but certainly, there were other
gentlemen—better gentlemen—who could do the same. All marrying him
would do was deplete her of a good amount of money. Money her
father and grandfather had been diligent in saving for her.

He glanced at the clock again. Another minute
had passed.

“I think that’s her!” Augusta called out.

He ran over to the window, Cress and his
mother following close on his heels. A carriage pulled up to the
front of the townhouse. The coachman stepped down from the
carriage, and, after a long and agonizing moment, Tara stepped out
of it.

The group let out a collective sigh of
relief, and it was then that Nick realized he wasn’t the only one
who’d been worried. Well, naturally, he wasn’t. Without this
marriage, they would be in a more vulnerable position than he’d be.
Even if he was in prison, he’d get a piece of bread. Who knew how
much longer they would have something to eat? And worse, who knew
if someone would come along and take advantage of them?

He hurried to the front door, aware they
trailed behind. He was about to tell them it wasn’t necessary that
they all show how desperate they were for this marriage to take
place, but Augusta bypassed him so that she could open the door.
She waved to Tara and got ready to call out to her.

“Wait for her to get up here,” Nick
whispered. “Don’t yell out to her. People will hear you.”

Augusta quickly curbed her enthusiasm. “Am I
being too obvious?”

Cress put her hand on Augusta’s shoulder.
“We’re all glad she’s here. Nick is right, though. We should be
subtle. It wouldn’t be good to show anyone how much we need Miss
Webb.”

“She’s a nice lady,” Nick added. “I think
everyone will get along with her.”

“I’m sure we will,” Cress replied.

They moved aside as Tara approached the door
with a reticule in her hand. She glanced from one person to the
other, and Nick gestured for them to take a step further back. The
poor thing looked overwhelmed by the way they were all hovering
around her. But he couldn’t blame his mother and sisters for doing
so since he had a difficult time avoiding the urge to hug her
simply for showing up.

Tara entered the entryway, and the coachman
came in behind her. She turned to Nick. “Do you have your things
packed?”

With a nod, Nick went over to the valise not
too far from the door. It’d been well used over the years, but it
was the best one he had. He didn’t want to embarrass her by packing
his clothes and grooming supplies in a valise that was falling
apart.

“Take that to the carriage,” she instructed
the coachman. She waited until the coachman left with it before
directing her attention to Nick. “I got my money, but it took me
longer than I expected. This is a small sum of it.”

Tara glanced at the three ladies, who were
listening to her as if she had just come in and saved them from
certain doom. And really, she had. Nick would always be indebted to
her for sacrificing everything for them.

“I thought it best to leave this with you
while Nick and I are gone,” Tara told Nick’s mother as she handed
the reticule to her. “It should be enough to see to your needs
until we return.”

Since Tara looked expectantly at his mother,
his mother opened it up. His sisters peered over his mother’s
shoulders and gasped. Curious, Nick also looked into it. His eyes
widened. Tara had been generous. He hadn’t expected her to leave
his mother and sisters with that much money. He was definitely
going to have to do everything possible to make her happy.

“Thank you,” his mother said and gave Tara a
long hug.

His sisters also expressed their thanks, and
though they seemed like they wanted to hug her as well, they
couldn’t squeeze in to do so.

“You’re welcome,” Tara replied. “Nick and I
should go. My brother came home earlier than I expected last night,
so he’s probably already awake. Once he finds out I’m not there,
he’s likely to come looking for me.”

In that case, time was of the essence. He
didn’t want to risk her brother finding them and stopping them.
“You two can hug Tara when we get back,” he told Augusta and Cress
as they made a move to hug her.

He said goodbye to his family, allowing them
to hug him since they insisted on it, but he made it quick since
Tara seemed anxious. Others probably missed it, but he caught the
way she was fidgeting from one foot to another and glancing down
the street that led to her brother’s townhouse.

“When you two return, we’ll have to do
something special,” Nick’s mother said.

“Yes, we’ll have to play some games,” Augusta
added, her face lit up in excitement.

“We know a few good ones,” Cress added.

“We’ll get to all of that after our return,”
Nick said. “Right now, we must go.” Before they could keep Tara
there any longer, he escorted Tara down the steps. “I should have
warned you that my mother and sisters adore you. Ever since they
met you, they’ve been talking of little else but what they can do
to make you comfortable when we return.”

She smiled. “They’re very sweet.”

They reached the carriage, and he waited for
her to get in before he sat next to her. He experienced a thrill at
knowing they would soon be married, and it had nothing to do with
the fact that she was saving him from debtor’s prison. It suddenly
occurred to him that he would be at liberty to touch and kiss her,
something he found intriguing.

All he’d ever done was touch a lady while he
danced with her or escorted her somewhere. It was nice to know he
was going to have the freedom to do more. He was especially looking
forward to trying the things Lord Edon’s book had mentioned. He
supposed that was why the book was so popular. Though he wasn’t a
member of White’s, he’d heard of it. Gentlemen had whispered about
how the book had done wonders for their love life at the balls, and
these conversations had piqued his interest to find out more about
making love to a lady, mostly because he’d never done it. Being a
virgin wasn’t information he was going to volunteer, so he didn’t
ask those gentlemen questions in order to satisfy his curiosity.
He’d just smiled and nodded as if he knew what they’d been talking
about.

He’d held off on getting the book until he
knew he’d be marrying Miss Webb. There was no point in researching
a topic until he needed to. He didn’t want to waste his time
reading the book only to find out he’d end up in debtor’s prison.
And now that he’d read the book, he was glad he’d waited. It was
one thing to wonder about a lady’s body and the details of making
love to her. It was another to know and not be able to do anything
about it.

The carriage moved forward, and Miss Webb
glanced out the window. She let out a sigh of relief and settled
back in the seat. “I think we just might make it. I don’t see any
sign of my brother or one of the servants.”

On impulse, he looked out the window. As she
said, there was no one pursuing them.

“I’m sorry I came late,” she continued. “It
took me longer to buy a carriage than I expected. The horses were
easy enough and so was hiring the coachman, but the gentleman who
built the carriage was reluctant to sell it to a lady.” She rolled
her eyes. “I’m twenty-one, and the money is mine. I can do whatever
I want with it. I don’t know why it bothered him. A sale is a sale,
whether it comes from a gentleman or a lady.”

“I was beginning to think you had changed
your mind,” he admitted. “I thought you might not show up.”

“I’m a person of my word. If I say I’m going
to do something, I have every intention of doing it.”

He studied her, intrigued by her strong will.
In his experience, a lot of people had trouble taking a stand for
something unless there were others who were in agreement with them.
But she had argued to buy the carriage without someone there to
help her, and she had done it because she had told him she would
marry him.

Unable to stop himself, he took her hand and
kissed it. “Thank you for going through all of that trouble for me
and my family.”

Her face grew a pretty shade of pink, making
him aware that even if she was strong, she also had a vulnerable
side.

“I promise you that I’ll be good to you,” he
vowed.

He knew she took her vows seriously, and he
did so as well. He didn’t think she could ever respect someone who
didn’t follow through with their word. A person’s integrity was
important to her. And after finding out his father had left him and
his family in a sensitive position, Nick could appreciate that.

“When I pledge myself to you at Gretna Green,
I’ll honor everything in the wedding vows,” he continued. “You’ll
be the only lady I’ll ever have, and I’ll cherish you for as long
as we’ll live.”

A deeper shade of red rose up in her cheeks,
and he caught the flicker of shyness in her eyes as she glanced
away from him. This caught him by surprise. She didn’t strike him
as the shy type. But he was just realizing how shy and vulnerable
she really was underneath the bravado she had shown him when she
told him she’d be marrying him regardless of what her brother
wanted.

Perhaps they weren’t so different after all.
He wasn’t really all that sure about the things he was doing. He
still had a lot to learn. There was so much he didn’t know. His
father had taught him some rules when it came to engaging with
people in a large group. That stuff came easy.

But when it came to a personal relationship
where he was expected to interact with people on a one-on-one
basis, that’s when things fell apart. He had lost complete control
over the situation with Tara’s brother. Her brother had brought up
things he’d never prepared for, so he’d been left to flounder
around like a fish out of water. Other situations had popped up
during the past two years as he sought to establish himself in
London, but none were as bad as that. Even now, he didn’t know what
he could have done to get control of the conversation he’d had with
her brother. He wasn’t nearly as confident as most people assumed
he was. Tara, it seemed handled people a lot better.

He released her hand and smiled. “I admire
you.”

She made eye contact with him again. “You
do?”

He nodded. “It’s not everyone who can do what
they want regardless of what others think.”

“Well, the person who was selling the
carriage should have been glad I was willing to buy it. This is a
nice carriage, but no one else was interested in it. I’ve seen this
carriage for sale since the beginning of the year.”

Noting the determined look on her face, he
chuckled. “You don’t have to convince me. I agree with you. There’s
no point in making something if you deny someone the right to
purchase it.”

She returned his smile. “It’s not easy being
a lady. So many people expect you to let gentlemen do everything
for you. Sometimes I think it’s because they assume ladies are too
stupid to figure things out on their own.”

“No one could accuse you of being stupid.
From the moment we met, I knew you were intelligent.”

“You did?”

“Miss Wilmington was talking
about having a ball right away to help restore the good standing
of Ladies of Grace, and you argued that it’d be best to wait for a couple of
weeks. That way, it would give people time to forget what Lady
Eloise had done.”

She seemed pleased that he remembered her
saying that. “I’m hoping that within a couple of weeks, people will
have something else to talk about. In London, it doesn’t seem that
people dwell on one piece of gossip for long.”

“They don’t. There’s always something new.
That’s why I thought your idea was a good one. Thankfully, Miss
Wilmington was willing to go along with it.”

“You didn’t think she would?”

“I wasn’t sure. She seemed impatient to get
the group back to what it used to be. You were right. You can’t
overcome an adversity right away. It takes time. Besides, I think
the Ton would have found it either pathetic or amusing that the
group was trying so hard to get its approval. Doing things your way
is much better. This way, the process will be more natural.”

One thing he’d learned from being with her
brother was how dangerous it was to show one’s desperation. Her
brother had figured out he’d needed to marry Tara, and her brother
had used that knowledge in order to taunt him. Showing restraint
definitely worked to a person’s advantage. He should have taken a
lesson from Tara that day when she warned Miss Wilmington not to
seem too eager for the Ton’s approval.

For all he knew, that was why Miss Wilmington
had decided to marry Sir Tristan Blakemoor. He had a definite
connection to the Ton, via his relationship with Lord and Lady
Cadwalader. Being with him would improve her social standing more
quickly. Not that Nick minded the arrangement. As it turned out, he
would get to marry Tara, and he was looking forward to it. He liked
her much more than he’d liked Miss Wilmington. In fact, he liked
her more than any other lady he’d come across. It was just a shame
she had such a miserable brother.

Tara glanced out the carriage window. Nick
did the same, and he was surprised to see that they were already
outside of London. It seemed as if they had just left his
townhouse. He suspected the trip was going to go fast since being
with her made him lose track of time.

She turned back to him and grinned. “It looks
like we’ll be able to pull this off after all.”

“Are you enjoying the fact that you got the
best of your brother?”

“A little. Do you think that makes me a bad
person?”

He shook his head. “No. I think it means
you’ll be glad you don’t have to keep living under the same roof
with him.”

“You’re right. I will. I’m tired of him
dictating what I do and when I do it.”

He wanted to ask if that was why she was
marrying him. Was she doing it to prove a point? To tell her
brother he wasn’t going to tell her what to do anymore? But that
was silly. It couldn’t be the reason. She had agreed to marry him
before he talked to her brother, and she had been sure her brother
would approve of the match.

Feeling better, he relaxed. He didn’t know
why the thought should bother him that she might have married him
as a way to rebel against her brother, and honestly, he didn’t want
to dwell on it. The fact of the matter was, she was willing to
marry him and save him and his family from financial ruin. He
should be glad for it. He was glad for it. And it should be enough.
He hadn’t made a pretense of marrying her for love, so why should
she? This was a mutual agreement to benefit them both. As long as
he remembered that, everything would be just fine.

“Do you want to play a game?” Tara asked.

Intrigued, he focused on her. “What kind of
game?”

“We each have to come up with a word that
starts with the next letter of the alphabet, but it has to relate
to the word the first person said. For example, if I say ‘apple’,
then you will say ‘banana’. Then I have to come up with a word that
starts with the letter ‘c’ that is a food. This doesn’t have to be
food. We can pick anything. It can be things at the theatre or a
ball. Or it can involve a holiday. Or anything else you want.”

“It sounds like fun. How will one of us
win?”

“Whoever can’t come up with a new word in
thirty seconds loses.”

He smiled. “All right. Let’s play.”

“Do you want to go first or shall I?”

“You go first. I’ll start the next one.”

Looking excited to be playing the game, she
thought for a moment then said, “We’ll do animals. I’ll start with
‘ape’.”

“Baboon.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I meant we
could do different animals.”

“I did do a different animal. An ape is not a
baboon. It’s a different kind of monkey.”

“When we get to ‘m’, are you going to say
‘monkey’?”

“I was thinking of using mouse, but will I
still be allowed to do that if it’s my turn when that letter comes
up?”

She chuckled. “If it happens to be your turn,
then yes.”

“And if it’s yours? Will you steal that
word?” he asked, unable to resist teasing her.

“What would you do if I did?”

He didn’t know if she was flirting with him
or not. She was giving him a coy look, but it didn’t seem to be in
her nature to flirt. Up to now, she’d been serious every time they
had talked. But at the moment, she was shooting him a very lovely
smile and her eyes were twinkling as if she was up to mischief.

So, hedging his bets, he said, “If you cheat,
I’ll kiss you.”

“Is that supposed to be a punishment?”

“Not for me. I figure if you take one of my
words, the least I can do is get something pleasurable for it.”

He thought he detected a hint of excitement
in the way she laughed. “That’s fair,” she said. “Now, since it’s
my turn…” She tapped her fingers on her lap. “Crow.”

“Duck.”

She laughed again. “That’s a bird.”

“I know that.”

“But I just picked a bird. Why did you do the
same?”

“‘Duck’ was the first thing
that popped in my head. I happen to like duck. It’s a good
meal.”

“I suppose if I had said ‘chimpanzee’, you
would have picked another type of monkey?”

“No. I probably would have picked something
like ‘donkey’, but I admit that when you said ‘crow’, my thoughts
went to birds. When you stated the rules, you didn’t say anything
about not being able to use the same type of animals. If it upsets
you that I did that, then you might as well say that’s one of the
rules before we start the game.”

“I’m not upset. I’m just surprised.”

He chuckled. “I know you’re not really upset.
You’re laughing too hard to be upset. But it’s not fair for you to
make rules and then give me a difficult time when I don’t say an
animal you like.”

“You’re right. It’s not. And I’m sorry. Next
time, I should specify that we ought to do different animals.”

“If you want to make the game a real
challenge, then you should require all animals being monkeys. I
can’t think of a single monkey that starts with the letter ‘d’. You
could have won this game in two rounds.”

“I could have, but I can’t think of a monkey
that starts with a ‘d’, either.”

“Would that have mattered since you had the
letter ‘a’ to start?”

“No, I suppose not, but it’s not all that fun
when a game ends so soon. We should at least get to the letter ‘q’.
That would make things really hard.”

“So what you’re saying is that since I said
‘baboon’ and ‘duck’, I did what you wanted. I extended the
game.”

Her eyes widened and then she shook her head
in amusement. “You are a very clever person. That was an excellent
argument.”

“Thank you,” he said, happy she extended such
a compliment to him. “And you’re welcome. I was glad I could keep
the game going.”

She giggled. “I can see this is going to be a
fun trip.” She straightened up in her seat. “Since we’re now at the
letter ‘e’, I pick ‘eagle’.” When he shot her a pointed look, she
said, “What? If you can pick another bird, why can’t I?”

“You can as long as you’re fine with me
picking ‘falcon’ for the letter ‘f’.”

“I’m surprised you’d pick that when ‘fox’
would be more appropriate. Don’t you ever go fox hunting?”

“I did one time.”

“And?”

“It was all right. I think it was more of my
father’s thing. He enjoyed it a lot.”

“If you don’t like fox hunting, then what do
you enjoy doing?”

“I didn’t say I don’t like fox hunting. It
was fine. I would do it again. But, to answer your question, I
rather enjoy doing things like this.” He gestured to both of them.
“Playing a game like this is a lot of fun. I’m glad you came up
with the idea.”

“Well, it wasn’t my idea. My mother used to
play the game with me and my brother when we had to pass the time
while going to the country estate. It worked for a while, but then
Basil got tired of it and didn’t want to play anymore. He ended up
going to sleep.”

“Basil? That’s your brother’s name?”

She nodded. “It sounds a lot like ‘weasel’,
don’t you think?”

“I suppose it’s all in the way you pronounce
it.” He paused. “Mind if I use that animal if I get to the letter
‘w’?”

“I’m afraid to break this to you, but the
letter ‘w’ will be mine. So will the letter ‘m’.”

“Oh. Then you have me at a disadvantage two
times during the course of the game.”

“If you feel that is unfair, you’re welcome
to punish me with a kiss.”

His eyebrows rose. So she did want him to
kiss her. Well, who was he to miss the opportunity to do such a
thing with a lady as lovely as her? As he closed the distance
between them, he became aware of the burst of apprehension he
experienced. The book hadn’t gone into detail about kissing a
lady…at least not on the lips.

But he did want to kiss her. He had no doubt
that he was going to enjoy it. In fact, he had a feeling he was
going to enjoy everything they’d get to do together from this point
forward. He lowered his head and, since it seemed appropriate,
closed his eyes right before his lips touched hers. He hadn’t
expected a spark to shoot straight through him, but it did. It made
him feel as if his entire body suddenly came alive. He wondered if
it was the same for her. Did ladies experience the same things
gentlemen did when kissing?

He pulled away from her for a moment. “Was
that all right?”

“To be honest, I don’t think I’ve been
punished enough.” With a mischievous grin, she wrapped her arms
around his shoulders and brought her lips back to his.

Surprised by her response, he hesitated at
first, but as he became aware of how warm and wonderful she felt,
he relaxed and deepened the kiss.


 Chapter Eight

 


“You should pay the innkeeper,” Tara told
Nick that evening as they arrived in one of the towns along the way
to Gretna Green. “I have a feeling he’ll want to deal specifically
with you.”

She took her valise from the floor of the
carriage and opened it so she could retrieve her money pouch. She
hadn’t put all of her money in one place. She had spread it
throughout her belongings. All of those would be going into her
room with her for safekeeping. She figured when she returned to
London, she and Nick could hire a steward to handle the money. That
was after the debt his father left behind was all paid off, of
course.

She wasn’t an acquaintance of Lady Steinbeck,
but it might behoove her to become one. Word was that Lady
Steinbeck was savvy when it came to investing. It wouldn’t hurt to
learn how to best manage the money so that she, Nick, and his
family were always financially secure. She had avoided Lady
Steinbeck because it’d been one of Lady Eloise’s rules, and
following those rules were the only way to stay in the group.

But Lady Eloise was no longer leading the
group, and that meant she could talk to whoever she wanted to
without being thrown out of the group. She had no idea how burdened
she’d felt while Lady Eloise was in charge of the group until she
experienced great relief in knowing that she could finally talk to
Lady Steinbeck.

The carriage slowed in front of an inn, and
Tara collected some money. She handed it to Nick. “This should
provide us with two rooms and meals for the night. If the innkeeper
tries to talk you into spending more, tell him you can take your
business elsewhere.”

“Do innkeepers often do that?” he asked as he
counted the money.

“Some do. I haven’t been to this inn before,
but then I’ve never gone to Gretna Green. When I went to the
country estate with my family, my parents would only stay at
certain inns because my father knew which innkeepers tried to
wiggle more money out of a patron. I don’t mind spending money, but
I don’t want to be cheated out of a fair price, either. This time
of year, there aren’t many travelers, so I don’t think the
innkeeper will try to get more out of you than he should.”

He smiled at her. “That’s another example of
how intelligent you are. I wouldn’t have thought an innkeeper would
ask more than he should.”

“He probably won’t. Most people are decent
and honest, but there are a few you have to watch out for.”

And, unfortunately, her brother was one of
them. Miss Wilmington, it seemed, was turning out to be one of
those types as well. She had a feeling she had some unpleasant
things to look forward to when she returned to London. Her brother
would be angry that she’d made a fool of him, and Miss Wilmington
was bound to fight her on the changes she was determined to make in
the group. She took a deep breath and released it. She could only
hope that, by the time she returned, she’d be ready for it. This
trip to Gretna Green was only a temporary reprieve.

The carriage came to a stop, and she closed
her valise. She waited for the coachman to open the door then
stepped out of it. She stretched her stiff muscles. Though the trip
had gone surprisingly fast since Nick had proved himself to be good
company, she was still glad to have a break from the carriage for
the night.

Nick followed her into the inn, and she
quietly waited as he arranged for the rooms and the meals. This
particular innkeeper happened to be the honest type, for he didn’t
ask more than what Tara knew to be a fair price.

Once he led them to their rooms, which were
next to each other, he said he’d have meals, fresh towels, and
fresh water brought up. The coachman brought in her trunk then told
Nick he’d be back up with his things.

Nick turned to her. “Will we be eating
together, or will we each eat in our own rooms?”

“I thought we’d share the meal together in
this room.” The room they were currently standing in was hers for
the evening. Though it was unnecessary, she gestured to it.

She thought she detected his reluctance to
part from her and felt a surge of pleasure at the thought. Spending
the day with him had been more fun than she’d expected it to
be.

Yes, she was still well aware of her
attraction for him. Even now, she felt a spark of excitement as he
looked at her. She couldn’t help but recall his kisses in the
carriage. She’d never been kissed before, but she imagined no other
gentleman could possibly be as good at kissing as he was. Perhaps
he’d had some experience in that area. She wouldn’t be surprised if
he had. He was incredibly good-looking. Surely, many ladies had
wanted him to kiss them, if not wanted to do more.

She wasn’t so naïve that she didn’t know the
rules for gentlemen were different than they were for ladies. She
doubted he could have afforded a mistress. That, however, didn’t
mean he might not have found a lady willing to spend an evening
with him. She’d overheard her brother once tell someone he didn’t
need a mistress since he’d come across several ladies, most of them
married, who were willing to share some time alone with him. At the
time, she’d gagged and hurried on past the den before they saw her.
Why anyone would want to touch her brother, much less kiss him, was
beyond her. It wasn’t like he was handsome and charming like Nick
was. In fact, there was very little about her brother worth being
attracted to, especially when it came to his personality.

Pushing the memory aside, she turned her
attention back to Nick. He was looking in the hallway, and she saw
the coachman taking his trunk to his room.

“Why don’t you get your things put away for
the evening and come back to this room?” she suggested. “I’d like
to slip into a more comfortable gown before we eat.”

He nodded. “Will twenty minutes be enough
time?”

“Yes, that will good.” It didn’t take her
long to change gowns, even without a lady’s maid’s assistance.

“I’ll return in twenty minutes,” he promised
before he left.

She shut the door, suddenly realizing just
how excited she was to be marrying him in a few short days. She had
no idea how her life was going to change, but she had a feeling it
was going to change for the better. With a smile, she started
changing her clothes.

 


***

 


Tara and Nick didn’t always play the alphabet
game while in the carriage. Sometimes one of them thought of
something, and the other had to guess what the other one was
thinking about. If they didn’t guess it, then they lost. And since
Nick stipulated that whoever lost had to kiss the winner, she put
forth more effort into winning. It was far easier to be the one
kissed than to be the one initiating the kiss.

For one, she didn’t have the experience he
did. And two, she was so attracted to him that any time physical
contact came into play, she had to overcome the wave of shyness
that made her want to pull away from him. What if he found her
lacking? What if she wasn’t as good at this kind of thing as other
ladies were? Sure, he had promised to be faithful to her, but did
that mean he was going to be satisfied with her virginal attempts
at pleasing him?

She did enjoy kissing him, however. She
enjoyed it so much that she was reluctant to part from him when the
kiss was over. But the whole thing of starting the kiss was the
hardest part. Once she was kissing him, she forgot her
inadequacies. She was brought to a place where she didn’t have to
think about anything. All she had to do was feel, and it was
wonderful to be swept up in being kissed by someone as charming and
as likable as Nick.

Kissing wasn’t all they did, though. They
came up with games to play that had no winners or losers. In those
cases, there was no penalty for losing. Not that kissing was a
penalty, but she enjoyed being with him regardless of whether
they’d share a kiss or not. Sometimes they made up rhymes, some of
which turned out to be so silly she could hardly breathe since she
ended up laughing so hard. For this reason, that particular game
turned out to be her favorite.

On the day they arrived at Gretna Green, she
was almost sorry the trip was already halfway over. She couldn’t
recall a time she’d enjoyed traveling so much. She could enjoy a
day or two with her parents, but after a while, the trip would seem
to never end, and she’d been relieved when they finally reached the
family estate. This time, however, she actually wished it’d take
them at least another week before they reached their
destination.

The carriage stopped in front of an inn, this
one bigger than the others they had stopped at so far.

“Did you want me to ask where we can get
married when I ask for our room?” Nick asked.

The fact that he said ‘room’ instead of
‘rooms’ didn’t go unnoticed, though she decided to pretend she
didn’t make the distinction. Both of them were well aware that
they’d share a room as soon as they married. She wasn’t that naïve.
A newly married husband and wife consummated the union on the
wedding night. There were a few instances where such a thing didn’t
happen, but those were rare, such in the case of Lady Eloise and
Mr. Bachman who had nothing but contempt for each other. By the way
they resisted each other, she doubted they’d consummated the
marriage.

She and Nick, on the other hand, would be
consummating their marriage tonight. She just hoped Nick would
initiate it. She was much too nervous to do that. She immediately
criticized herself for thinking such a thing. Of course, he would
initiate lovemaking. He knew what to do. He’d done this before.
He’d take the lead, and she would follow.

But knowing this, her body still flushed with
a mixture of apprehension and excitement. “Yes,” she began, “ask
the innkeeper where we can find someone to marry us when you pay
for our room. After we marry, we should have something to eat, and
then…and then…” She didn’t consider herself a lady who was afraid
to be frank when the situation called for it, but in this case, her
courage failed her.

Fortunately, the coachman opened the door,
saving her from having to admit that she wasn’t as brave as she
presented herself.

Once more, she gave Nick enough money to
cover what they needed, and he made the arrangements for the
evening. As it turned out, they wouldn’t be able to marry until
after dinner, so they ended up going to their room and sharing a
meal.

She wished they had been able to marry first
because it was hard to concentrate on what Nick was saying while
she ate. She didn’t feel right having his things in her room
without being married to him. She realized it was a small issue. It
wasn’t even one worth worrying over. It wasn’t like Nick was trying
to take liberties with her. Besides the kisses and occasional hand
holding, he hadn’t done anything else. Not that she would let him.
Her virtue was one of the few things she had that she intended to
keep until after the wedding. Maybe it was a foolish notion, but
she often thought it would be her gift to her husband, something to
let him know that she took marriage seriously, even if so few
people in London did.

“Are you all right?” Nick asked her at one
point during the meal.

She forced her gaze off of her plate where
she’d been mostly moving food around instead of eating it. Nick was
looking at her in concern. She hesitated to answer. Would it make
her seem silly if she admitted that the closer they got to the
actual wedding night, the more nervous she was getting?

“Are you having second thoughts about the
marriage?” Nick asked.

“No,” she hurried to assure him since she
noticed the worried tone in his voice. “I’m not all that hungry.
I’m not used to eating at this hour.” And that was true. Because
the priest had agreed to marry them after he was done tending to a
sick family, they were eating well before the time she was used
to.

“Well, we are eating two hours earlier than
we have been for the past few days.”

He wasn’t convinced she was telling him the
truth. He was being polite in allowing for her to say whatever she
wanted. But he definitely thought she was doubting her decision to
marry him.

“I want to marry you,” she said. “That hasn’t
changed. I just don’t like waiting.” Especially when she had a
wedding night looming ahead of her. The longer she put it off, the
more nervous she was getting. “I wish the priest hadn’t been busy
when we arrived.” She offered him a smile. “Perhaps it might help
speed up some time if we went for a walk.”

He relaxed. Good. What she’d said had done
the trick. There was no way she could come out and say how nervous
she was about being in bed with him. Being around him, in general,
made her somewhat nervous, simply because she couldn’t seem to
fully get rid of the way her skin warmed or tingled around him. It
was much easier when she was focused on doing something.

But when all she could do was sit and wait,
the butterflies fluttering around in her stomach only got stronger.
Even in the carriage, it’d been better. Though they were sitting,
the carriage was taking them somewhere. Who knew how many ladies
had wanted to be with him? She was going to marry one of the most
attractive gentlemen in London. To her benefit, he was turning out
to have a pleasant disposition, too.

She also liked knowing she
could have an enjoyable time with him. Surely, many ladies in
London would envy her. He would be an asset to Ladies of Grace. And he wasn’t just
going to play games with her and kiss her. He was going to share a
bed with her. He was going to be the father of her children. How
was she expected to eat when they were so close to actually getting
married? Her entire life was about to change for the
better.

“I’m very happy to be marrying you,” she
added.

He smiled at her in a way that made her
grateful she was already sitting. Only he could make her feel so
weak in the knees that she didn’t trust herself to stand. “I’m very
happy to be marrying you, too,” he replied.

Returning his smile, she turned her attention
back to her plate and forced herself to eat so that he didn’t have
any more doubts.


 Chapter Nine

 


Tara didn’t know why she had worried so much
about being in bed with Nick. As soon as they had got married, they
went back to the room at the inn. And Nick was being so sweet to
her, holding her hand and telling her jokes that made her laugh so
hard she couldn’t possibly be nervous.

So when they were alone in the room and he
started kissing her, she felt surprisingly relaxed. She decided she
wouldn’t think about what they were about to do. She’d simply give
into the moment and enjoy it. If she focused on feeling, she got
swept up in the thrill of being touched and kissed by him, and she
wanted to be caught up in it. It left her feeling weak, but it was
a delicious kind of weak. She had no idea giving herself to someone
so completely could be such an amazing experience.

By the time Nick settled her on the bed, she
was eager for him, and she didn’t mind expressing it with her own
kisses and letting her hands glide over his body. Though neither
one of them had undressed, she couldn’t help but think this was
going to be one of the most wonderful moments of her life.

His hand went to her breast, and he cupped it
in his hand. Even through her muslin gown, the action sent a spark
straight to her core. He let out a low groan and studied her breast
in more earnest. His fingers traced the curve of it before tracing
her nipple, and in response, her nipple grew taut. She was sure
both of them groaned this time, but it was hard to tell when she
was caught up in a state of bliss.

He brushed her lower lip with his tongue.
Uncertain of what he intended to do, she paused. When his tongue
brushed her lower lip again, she parted her lips and was surprised
when he entered her mouth. She hadn’t realized this kind of kissing
was something people did, but as his tongue caressed hers, she
found that she liked it.

She responded to him, letting her tongue
brush against his, which seemed to embolden him since he slipped
his hand inside her gown and then under her chemise. The direct
contact of his warm hand on her breast made her shiver with
pleasure. She shifted so that he could feel her entire breast in
his hand. Yes, this was much better. Now she could feel him much
better as he explored her.

He continued kissing her for several more
moments before his mouth left hers. He kissed her cheek and then
her neck. She let out a sigh and snuggled closer to him. She didn’t
know how he did it, but he had a way of making her feel wonderfully
weak.

He slipped her breast out of her gown then
brought his mouth to her nipple. His tongue flicked across it, an
action which made the deepest part of her core ache for him. She
ran her hands along his shoulders and squeezed them in silent
encouragement for him to keep doing this. She needed him. She
wasn’t quite sure where all of this was heading, but at the moment,
all she could focus on was the pleasure building up between her
legs. This was the first time she’d ever felt this. Surely,
wherever it was leading, it had to be wonderful.

He shifted against her so that he could run
his hand down her side. As he traced the curve of her waist and
hip, he continued to tease her nipple with his tongue. She closed
her eyes and gave into the need to feel everything he was doing to
her, trying hard to savor each and every sensation. She didn’t know
if it would always be like this when they were in bed. She hoped
so. She definitely wanted to go through this again.

His hand went to the side of her thigh, and
he pulled her gown up. Her heart raced in anticipation. Even more
private than her breast was the area between her legs. She held her
breath and waited as he brought the gown, and the chemise under it,
up to her waist. The cool air hit her bare thighs, and his hand
slid between them until it settled over the patch of dark hair that
marked her secret place.

Without thinking, she lifted her hips so that
his fingers brushed her entrance. He traced the folds of her flesh
then dipped a finger into her. She let out a moan and wiggled
against him so that he went all the way inside her. This time, he
moaned and inserted another finger into her.

She was wet. She hadn’t expected to get wet
in that area of her body, but his fingers slid in and out of her
with no resistance. His mouth left her breast, and he moved so that
he was between her legs. She opened her eyes, wondering what he was
going to do. He lowered his head and kissed her sensitive nub.

She voiced her pleasure and parted her legs
further so that he could have better access to her body. He slid
another finger into her, and this time, there seemed to be some
resistance, but it was hard to pay much attention to it since his
tongue was now moving in circular motions on her sensitive nub.

She gripped his shoulders and murmured for
him to continue. He proceeded to stroke her core in more earnest
while his tongue worked against her nub. Soon, she lost all sense
of where she was. All she could do was give herself to the mounting
pleasure that was building up inside of her. She was sure he was
moaning along with her, but it was hard to tell who was moaning the
loudest. Not that it mattered. All that mattered was what he was
doing to her. This was all leading somewhere, and she had to find
out where. Suddenly, reaching the destination was the most
important thing in her life.

And then, when she thought she couldn’t take
it anymore, an intense burst of pleasure exploded inside her,
sending her right over the edge. She cried out and jerked against
him as her orgasm overtook her. One wave after another crashed into
her. She tightened her hold on his shoulders while he continued
stroking her, ensuring that she stay in this state of bliss for as
long as possible. She had no idea how much time passed before the
waves of pleasure died down. All she knew was that her body had
never been more satisfied.

She was barely aware that he had removed his
breeches and drawers until something hard was pressing against her
entrance. Before she had time to think about what he was doing, he
was already inside her. There was only a moment of resistance her
core gave at his entry, but as he began moving inside her, she was
only aware of how pleasant it was to be filled by him.

She looked at him as he made love to her. His
expression seemed to be a mixture of pleasure and pain. His groans
let her know he was enjoying this. If he felt even half as good as
what she’d just been through, then she had no doubt this was the
best thing he’d ever experienced. She couldn’t recall anything she
had enjoyed more.

She wrapped her legs around him and worked
with him, encouraging him to reach the same place he’d just sent
her. And at one point, he lowered his head to hers and kissed her,
something that struck her more as a very sweet action. Then he
lifted his head and groaned again. His thrusting became more
urgent, and not long after, he grew stiff and let out a final groan
as he throbbed inside her.

Good. He had received the same kind of
release that she’d just had. She didn’t know why that should bring
her so much satisfaction, but it did. She liked knowing she could
take him to the heights of pleasure.

He relaxed, and after a few seconds passed,
he kissed her cheek. “I’m so glad you married me.” Still out of
breath, he pulled out of her and gathered her into his arms.

She thought this might be a good time to
remove their clothes. She was still fully clothed. While he still
had his top clothing on, he was naked from the waist down. But if
she suggested it, she’d have to leave his embrace, and she rather
liked being tucked up against his side. He’d just made love to her
and told her that he was glad she’d married him. Of all the ladies
in London, he wanted her to be his wife. There were other ladies he
could have had, even with his financial situation being the way it
was. He hadn’t settled for her. He married her because he saw
something in her worth marrying.

“I’m glad you married me, too,” she
whispered.

Since he didn’t respond, she glanced up at
him. To her surprise, he had already drifted off to sleep. With a
smile, she snuggled back into his arms and closed her eyes. Not
long after that, she fell asleep, too.

 


***

 


The next morning, Nick had his arms wrapped
around Tara, who was still sleeping. During the course of the
night, he had made love to her again, and, this time, he’d been
patient enough to actually remove her clothes, along with the rest
of his. Afterward, he had brought the blanket over them to keep
them both warm.

He thought over everything he’d read in that
book Lord Edon had given him. He’d studied it several times over
the past few days, just to make sure he knew exactly what to do.
And it seemed as if studies had proven fruitful. He liked that she
didn’t make her enjoyment a secret. It was important that she
didn’t regret marrying him. He wanted her to be happy with him.

The previous evening had been, as the book
had promised, a success. He’d managed to please her. What he hadn’t
factored in, however, was how making love would affect him. The
book had said nothing about the way he was feeling right now. He
was experiencing a strange closeness to her that he’d never felt
with anyone else. He had the urge to do anything she wanted just to
please her. He had said he would do this anyway when she agreed to
save him and his family from ruin. But now, he wanted to make her
happy for a reason that had nothing at all to do with obligation.
It was something he wanted simply for the sake of bringing a smile
to her face.

Making love had changed him. It had changed
the way he felt about her. It had changed the way he felt about
their marriage. He just wasn’t sure what it all meant yet.
Everything was still new. But he had the suspicion that his life
was now becoming entwined with hers.

She shifted against him, and his gaze went to
her face. Yes, her hair was sprawled out around her in a mess and
she was tangled up in part of the blanket, but she looked very
comfortable. And very pretty.

Her eyelids fluttered open, and her gaze
turned to him. “Is it late in the day?”

“I don’t think so,” he replied, smiling at
her. What a silly gentleman he was. He couldn’t stop himself from
smiling if he tried. “I heard a rooster crow not too long ago, and
the sun hasn’t been out for long.” He tucked the blanket more
securely around her. “You can go back to sleep. We’ve been getting
up first thing in the morning since leaving London. You should rest
in today.”

“But we need to return as soon as possible. I
have so many things to do.” She sat up and rubbed the sleep from
her eyes. “When we left, Miss Wilmington was trying to remove Lady
Stacey from the group, and I had to talk Lady Stacey into staying
in it.” She paused. “For all I know, Miss Wilmington’s already
married to Sir Tristan Blakemoor. So much is going on.” She glanced
over at him. “How long have you been awake?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know.” It’d been before
the sun rose for the day, but he hadn’t bothered checking his
pocket watch. He’d been content to hold her in his arms and think
about her.

“Are you hungry?”

Funny. He hadn’t given food any thought. Now
that she mentioned it, however, his stomach was notifying him that
it would like something to eat. “Yes.”

She leaned toward him and gave him a kiss.
He’d wanted to kiss her longer, but she jumped out of the bed and
started washing up for the day.

Since she wanted to head out soon, he rose
from the bed and gathered their clothes. He hadn’t realized he’d
thrown them so far from the bed in his enthusiasm last night. He
hoped he hadn’t unwittingly done any damage to her gown and
undergarments when he’d removed them from her. He checked them over
and was relieved to see he hadn’t. She had good quality clothes.
They’d never once been mended. From the looks of it, they were
fairly new.

She wiped her face with a clean cloth. “What
would you like to eat this morning?”

He shrugged. “Anything.”

She grinned at him in amusement. “You say
that for every meal. Don’t you ever have a preference?”

“As long as it’s edible and hot, I don’t care
what it is.”

She finished washing up then gathered a new
chemise from her trunk. “It’s nice that you’re not picky, but you
are allowed to have some favorite foods.”

“Since you put it that way, I happen to enjoy
plum cake and eggs a lot.”

“Perfect. We’ll have that.”

Since she was done washing up, he decided
he’d take his turn at the washbasin.

She pulled out a new pair of stockings and
began to put them on. “Maybe we should have some toast and butter,
too. Do you mind that?”

She might not have realized it, but he found
the simple act of watching her get dressed for the day an arousing
experience. He was surprised. He thought a lady would be much more
intriguing while undressing because that meant clothes were coming
off. But he rather enjoyed the way she brought her hands up her
legs while she worked the stockings up them. She had nice, long
legs. And to think that last night they’d been wrapped around his
waist as he made love to her.

“Nick?” she asked.

Forcing his gaze to hers, he asked, “Did you
say something?”

“I wondered if you wanted to add toast and
butter to the list of menu items this morning.”

“Oh, yes. That sounds good.”

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to notice the
way he’d been staring at her since she offered a nod and continued
getting dressed.

He forced his gaze off of her. If he wasn’t
careful, he was going to end up asking her to go back to the bed,
and that would mean they’d leave later than she wanted. It was
important to her that they get back to London right away. He would
do his part to help her with that goal. Turning his attention back
to the washbasin, he got ready for the day.


 Chapter Ten

 


Upon returning to London,
Tara’s first order of business was to make sure Lady Blakemoor
hadn’t forced Lady Stacey out of the group. While she had already
talked with her before she and Nick left for Gretna Green, she
wanted to make sure Lady Blakemoor hadn’t somehow intervened since
then. Tara supposed she needed to start thinking of Lady Stacey as
just Stacey since
they had formed a closer acquaintance. But she didn’t think she’d
ever be close enough to Lady Blakemoor to address her
informally.

Right after Tara and Nick
entered his townhouse, they were surrounded by his mother and
sisters. They were eager to show her and Nick the improvements
they’d made to the townhouse, but she could only pay half attention
to them. She wished she could give them her full attention, but she
kept worrying over how things had, or hadn’t, progressed in
Ladies of Grace during
her absence.

Toward the end of an hour, Nick’s mother and
sisters were asking her what she’d like the new cook to make for
dinner that evening. “He doesn’t have much experience yet,” his
mother was saying. “That’s why he isn’t as expensive as others, but
he’s got a good heart.”

“And his meals are good,” Cress hurried to
add. “I think you’ll be pleased with him.”

Tara had to force her mind
off of the possibility that Lady Blakemoor had done something to
publicly humiliate Stacey so that Stacey would never be a part
of Ladies of Grace again. Goodness, but she really couldn’t concentrate at all
now that she was back in London. All of the problems she’d left
behind were pestering her too much.

“I need to take care of some things,” Tara
said. “I need to arrange for the rest of my things to be brought
here. I also need to pay a friend a visit to make sure everything
is all right with a certain situation.” She didn’t feel like going
into the whole sordid story of what Lady Blakemoor was trying to
do. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone, but I should be back by
dinner.”

“What would you like for dinner?” Nick’s
mother asked.

Oh, right. They had asked her what she’d
wanted. She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten. “I happen to be
partial to roast chicken and potatoes, but if that doesn’t suit any
of you, don’t have Cook make it just because it’s something I
like.”

“We happen to like those things, too,” his
mother said. “We’ll have Cook make them for dinner this
evening.”

Tara thanked them then headed for the
entryway. Footsteps trailed behind her, so she glanced over her
shoulder in time to see Nick. “Did I forget something?” she asked
him as she stopped and waited for him to catch up to her.

“No,” he began, “but I was wondering if you
wanted some company.”

A warmth came over her at the offer. “I’d
like to spend more time with you, but I have some unpleasant things
to deal with. I’d rather not involve you in them. I’m sure my
brother will be at my old townhouse this time of day, and after I
visit Lady Whitney, I might need to talk to Lady Blakemoor.”

“Then maybe I should come. I can offer you
some comfort.”

She hadn’t expected Nick to turn out to be so
attentive to her. Basil hadn’t ever concerned himself with what was
happening in her life unless it affected him. But Nick really did
care about her. Since no one was around, she gave him a kiss. She
expected the kiss to be a short one, but he wrapped his arms around
her and deepened the kiss. She, in turn, melted in his embrace. It
was hard not to give in to the desire to spend every waking moment
with him.

When the kiss ended, she let out a reluctant
sigh. “It would be nice to have you with me, but I’m afraid this is
something I need to do alone. Maybe this will be a good time for
you to pay off your father’s creditors.”

“Yes, I should do that today, shouldn’t
I?”

“We’ll have plenty of time to be together
later.” She kissed him again, making sure this one was short. “I’ll
see you by dinner time.”

He offered her a smile and gave her arms a
gentle squeeze. “All right. I’m looking forward to it.”

“I am, too.”

She returned his smile then
headed out of the townhouse. Truth be told, it was difficult to
leave him. It was only her fear of what Lady Blakemoor might have
done to Ladies of Grace
in her absence that steeled her resolve to head on
out. So much was riding on how things played out during the next
few weeks. But before she visited Stacey or Lady Blakemoor, she
needed to arrange for her things to be delivered to her new
residence.

She walked several blocks until she reached
her brother’s townhouse.

The footman opened the door before she had
time to knock. “I saw you coming,” he explained, as if he felt it
necessary to tell her why he’d opened the door so quickly. “We
worried about you. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” And she was sure the ‘we’ he
referred to had to do with him and the servants. She doubted Basil
had worried about her, though he might have wondered where she’d
gone. “News of my elopement to the Duke of Ravenshire didn’t get
out?”

“It did, but we still worried that you were
forced into it.”

“No, I wasn’t forced into anything. I acted
on my own free will.”

“That’s a relief.”

Pleased by his concern, she thanked him.
Then, since she still had his attention, she added, “I’d like for
my belongings to go to my new townhouse.”

“I’ll have the butler and coachman
notified.”

After she told him where Nick lived, she
said, “There are a few things I’ll take myself.”

He nodded, and she went up the steps that
would take her to her old bedchamber. She wanted to take her
jewelry and a few other keepsakes from her past…if they were still
there. If word had gotten out that she’d eloped, then there was no
telling what Basil might have done out of spite. He’d probably
checked on her account and realized she’d moved all of her money
out of it so he couldn’t get to it. He might sell the jewelry since
it was worth a good sum of money. As for her keepsakes…well, they
weren’t worth much, but he did have a vindictive streak in him. He
might have thrown those out.

She wasn’t sure what she was going to find
when she opened her bedchamber door, but one thing she didn’t
imagine she’d ever see was her brother and Lady Eloise entwined in
each other’s arms…and naked as the day they were born.

Tara let out a startled shriek. Then she
slammed the door shut and hurried down the stairs, willing the
scene from her mind. It was the most disgusting thing she’d ever
seen in her entire life. Her brother…naked…and with…with… She
shivered. If only she could clean out her eyeballs!

Just as she made it to the bottom of the
stairs, her brother was calling out her name. She ignored him.
There was nothing she had to say to him. All she’d come here for
was her things, and right now, even that didn’t matter. The only
thing she wanted to do was get out of this place.

But, unfortunately, her brother was always
faster than her, and before she could reach the front door, he was
grabbing her arm and turning her around so she had to face him.
Thankfully, he had on his breeches.

She struggled to get away from him, but he
led her into the drawing room. After shoving her in, he shut the
doors behind him and locked them.

“You can’t keep me here,” she snapped.

“You have no right to be upset,” he replied
then pointed to her. “You ran off with that cad when I specifically
forbade you to. I don’t care if you went to Gretna Green and
married him. I don’t care if you’re carrying his squalling brat.
I’m your guardian, and I won’t stand for it. The marriage will be
dissolved at once.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Yes, I can. You married without my
permission.”

“I don’t need your permission. I’m
twenty-one. I turned twenty-one before I left for Gretna Green.
There’s nothing you can do to dissolve the marriage.”

He stared at her for a moment, his face
getting red. “That can’t be true.”

“Don’t you even remember when my birthday
is?”

“Sure, I do. It’s…” He hesitated, and she
could see him mentally calculating all of her birthdays. When his
eyes grew wide, she knew he had finally remembered. Then his gaze
hardened. “You tricked me.”

“I can’t help it if you care so little about
me that you don’t care when I have a birthday. The error was on
your end. You couldn’t have prevented me from getting married when
you told Nick he didn’t have your permission. I was already
twenty-one.”

“A fact you neglected to tell me.”

“A fact I didn’t have to tell you.” Then,
recalling the fact that Lady Eloise was upstairs in her bedchamber,
she said, “Just as you didn’t feel at liberty to tell me you were
having an affair with Lady Eloise.”

He snorted. “Why do you think she let you
into the group?”

She gasped. This wasn’t the first time the
two had been together?

“You’re not popular with the Ton, you’re not
all that pretty, and you’re boring. I had to make sure she had a
reason to put up with you.”

“Well, she’s no longer in the group, so why
are you still,” she shuddered, “with her?”

“Why not? She came over to cry about her
awful husband, and I’m not going to turn down a chance to enjoy
making love to a lady, especially one who’s skilled in bed.”

“But you were with her
in my bed.”

“We’ve been there before.”

She gagged. “You two are disgusting. You
should keep your activities to your own bedchamber.”

“Eloise finds it more exciting to be in
yours.”

She suspected he enjoyed telling her that
even though he was shrugging as if the whole thing bored him.

“Of course, I mean,
your old bedchamber,” he amended. “Now you have another bedchamber. Who
knows what ladies your husband will bring to your new bed when
you’re not around?”

“Nick isn’t like you. He’s doesn’t get joy
out of disgusting other people.”

“Tara, I realize you’re not the most
intelligent lady in London, but even you have to know he only
married you for money.”

She didn’t think her brother knew about
Nick’s financial situation, but she decided to call her brother’s
bluff. “He didn’t marry me for my money. He married me because he
wanted to spend the rest of his life with me.”

Basil threw back his head and laughed. “You
don’t believe that. You’re only saying that because you don’t want
me to know you were so desperate to marry anyone that you would
give up your money for the first gentleman who was willing to take
you.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “How did you
turn out to be such a rogue? Even given our parents’ faults, you
weren’t raised to be like this.”

“I never claimed to be a gentleman, nor would
I waste my time being one. One thing I am, however, is smart enough
to find out who Nick is, and as it turns out, he’s a pauper. His
situation is so bad, in fact, that he is due to go to debtor’s
prison. Of course, he managed to sweet talk you into believing he
actually loves you in order to get his greedy little hands on your
money.”

She wondered if other people
knew, or if it was just her brother who’d figured it out. But even
so, she didn’t dare give away her apprehension that others might
know. It would hurt Ladies of Grace
if word got out that she’d married someone with no
wealth, even if he was attractive and had a good title.

“Nick didn’t marry me for money,” she lied,
meeting her brother’s gaze and keeping it. “He happens to fancy me.
I’m beautiful, witty, and intelligent. Just because you don’t see
those qualities in me, it doesn’t mean they don’t exist. Now, I
need to return to him before he misses me too much. I only came by
to instruct the servants to gather my things to bring to my new
residence. I advise you and Lady Eloise to take your activities
elsewhere unless you want one of them to find you two
together.”

Taking her gaze off of his, she stepped
around him and unlocked the doors. She hoped that letting him know
the servants would be going to her old bedchamber would prompt him
to hurry back to Lady Eloise. Thankfully, the ploy worked. He
rushed up the stairs to the bedchambers. She didn’t know if she
would ever see her jewelry or keepsakes again, but at the moment,
all she wanted to do was get out of this townhouse.

 


***

 


“I would be happy to take the payment if I
was still owed the money,” Lord Fields told Nick, “but Evermont
paid me. You owe the money to him now.”

Nick stood in Lord Fields’ drawing room,
baffled by the turn of events. Up until his trip to Gretna Green,
he had owed Lord Fields and seven other gentlemen money. But today,
as he visited each one, they ended up telling him the same thing:
Evermont had settled on the debt Nick was supposed to pay off.
Which meant that Nick now owed Evermont the entire debt.

“Do you know who Evermont is so that I may
visit him?” Nick asked, hoping Lord Fields wouldn’t tell him the
same thing the others had.

Unfortunately, Lord Fields said, “I’m sorry,
but I don’t know his real identity. Everything was arranged through
missives.”

Nick hid his disappointment. The other
gentlemen had said the same thing when he’d asked them. He
shouldn’t have assumed he would be able to find every single
creditor mentioned in his father’s ledger once he could pay them
off.

“If I had known you’d be bringing me the
money today,” Lord Fields continued, “I would have told Evermont
no. He paid me less than what you owed. I was so happy to have
something that I took the deal.”

Nick couldn’t blame him. He’d do the same if
he was in his position. Since there was nothing else to say, he
thanked Lord Fields and left the townhouse.

He didn’t know where to go. He’d already
visited the other creditors. There was nowhere else to go but home.
Shoulders slumped, he headed down the sidewalk in the direction
that would take him back to his family. It’d be nice if he could
assure them that everything was resolved. But he couldn’t do that.
What a bitter irony this whole thing was. Now that he had the
money, he couldn’t pay off the debt.

Who was this Evermont? Surely, that wasn’t
his actual name. If it was, it would be Mr. Evermont. And if it was
his title, it would be Lord Evermont or the Duke of Evermont. For
whatever reason, this particular gentleman had decided it would be
clever to use a simple “Evermont” to identify himself. Nick didn’t
think it was clever. It was downright annoying. How could he avoid
going to prison if he couldn’t clear his father’s debt?

A carriage pulled to a stop next to him, and
without thinking, he paused and turned to it. It was Lord Edon’s
carriage. He’d recognize the family crest anywhere, especially
since Lord Edon was the most popular gentleman in London. Even if
he wasn’t accepted by the Ton, he had more influence than any of
the Ton’s best members did.

Lord Edon opened the door. “Your Grace,” he
called out, waving Nick to come closer.

Nick approached the carriage. “Good
afternoon, Lord Edon.”

“Is it really a good afternoon? I heard you
ran off with Miss Webb to Gretna Green. She comes from one of the
wealthiest families in London. I would think that’d mean your
troubles are over, but you look like the world is falling in around
you.”

Nick wasn’t sure how much he wanted to
disclose about the whole thing, but then he thought Lord Edon might
know Evermont. He, after all, knew more about the people in London
than most others did.

Before Nick could say anything, Lord Edon
motioned for him to come into the carriage. “We’ll have more
privacy in here.”

Glancing at the others who were passing by,
Nick decided he was right and got into the carriage, surprised that
Lord Edon wasn’t alone. Mr. Christopher Robinson and Lord Whitney
were with him. Perhaps this wouldn’t be a good time to discuss
Evermont.

“We just left White’s,” Lord Edon told him.
“I offered to drop everyone off at their home. Are you on the way
home?”

“Yes,” Nick said as he sat by Lord Whitney.
This put Lord Edon and Mr. Robinson across from him. “Good
afternoon, gentlemen.”

Lord Edon’s footman shut the door. Nick
blinked. He hadn’t realized the footman had been behind him.

“You don’t need to stand on formalities with
us,” Lord Edon told Nick. “Come out and tell us what is bothering
you. Did your wife turn out to be a shrew?”

Though his face warmed, Nick shook his head.
“No, Miss Webb is a lovely person. There’s nothing shrewish about
her.”

“Then why do you look so glum?”

Nick glanced at the other two gentlemen.
Should he really answer the question around two people he didn’t
know?

As if Lord Edon could read his mind, he said,
“Don’t worry about my friends. They’re discreet. No one else needs
to know what we’re talking about.”

“He’s right,” Lord Whitney replied. “We’ll
treat this matter as if we’re at White’s, and everything that
happens at White’s stays at White’s.”

Nick knew that to be true. Gentlemen did a
lot of things at White’s, and if anyone were to reveal those things
to an outsider, it would be immediate dismissal from the club. He
cleared his throat. He supposed it might be safe enough to talk as
long as he was careful in how he worded things.

“I’m having trouble paying back a creditor,”
Nick began. “Does anyone know someone named Evermont?”

Mr. Robinson’s eyebrows furrowed. “Lord
Evermont?”

Nick shook his head. “No. This particular
gentleman only goes by Evermont.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Lord Edon said.
“Everyone uses something in front of a last name or title.”

“It’s not necessarily a name or a title,”
Lord Whitney spoke up.

“If it’s not a name or a title, then what
would it be?” Nick asked.

“Well,” Lord Whitney began as he shifted in
his seat, “it could be a nickname. People in the past have taken on
a new name to replace their real one, and this is how the others
were to address them. Evermont could be something that represents
the gentleman. It could refer to a certain trait or quality he
possesses. It could be something like The Black Knight.”

“Something like The Black Knight makes
sense,” Mr. Robinson said. “We would know he’s a knight who does
horrific deeds. Evermont isn’t the least bit specific.”

“I’m not saying it’s exactly the same thing
as The Black Knight,” Lord Whitney argued. “I’m saying that it’s
similar in that Evermont could be a term that masks his real
identity.”

“If he’s going through that kind of trouble,
then doesn’t it stand to reason that he’s got something to hide?”
Lord Edon asked.

“Obviously,” Lord Whitney replied. “If he
didn’t have something to hide, he’d go by his real name or
title.”

“Maybe he is a she,” Mr. Robinson said.

Nick’s eyebrows furrowed.
“Would a she be
collecting on people’s debts?” He couldn’t think of a single lady
who gave out loans.

“It’s possible,” Lord Whitney allowed, “but
it’s unlikely. I think we’re dealing with a gentleman.”

“How do you deduct that in what little we
know?” Mr. Robinson asked. Then he turned his gaze back to Nick.
“That is all you know, right?”

“This person is one of my father’s
creditors,” Nick replied. “I don’t know anything except that he
paid off my father’s other creditors. He didn’t even pay the full
amounts due to each gentleman. I’m sure he’ll expect the full
amounts when I finally figure out who he is.”

“Or she,” Mr. Robinson pointed out. “I still
think there’s a good chance this is a lady. Ladies can do many
things gentlemen can do. They just hide their activities better.
They have to. The Ton would never accept what they’re doing if they
let those activities go public.”

“That doesn’t seem like something a lady
would do,” Lord Whitney said. “I think we’re dealing with a
gentleman.” Ignoring Mr. Robinson’s shrug, he directed his gaze to
Nick. “Has Evermont contacted you?”

“No,” Nick replied. “I only know he’s one of
the gentlemen I owe money to because there’s a record of him in my
father’s accounts.”

“It’s ridiculous you have to pay your
father’s debt,” Mr. Robinson said.

“That’s not uncommon,” Lord Edon told his
friend. “Creditors don’t care if someone dies. They’ll go after the
next of kin for the money.”

Mr. Robinson shook his head. “I still think
it’s wrong.” He gestured to Nick. “He didn’t go into debt. Why
should he be punished for it?”

“Because greedy gentlemen want their money,
and the circumstances surrounding the debt doesn’t matter to them,”
Lord Edon replied. “I’ve seen ladies and children end up in
debtor’s prison for unpaid debts. It’s why I make it a point to
never borrow money. You never know what trouble you’ll unwittingly
cause.”

Well, Nick knew he’d never borrow any money.
It caused way too many problems. He didn’t want his future son to
be stuck in the predicament he found himself in right now. Who knew
if his son would be fortunate enough to find a pleasant lady to
marry? And who knew if another Evermont would come along to make
things more difficult for him than they already were?

“If you owe Evermont money,” Lord Whitney
began, interrupting his thoughts, “then it stands to reason he’ll
send you a missive.”

“You think he’ll do that?” Nick asked.

Lord Whitney nodded. “I would stake my life
on it. The only thing you can do right now is wait for him to send
you something.”

“Will you let us know who this person is when
you find out?” Mr. Robinson asked.

“What if Evermont doesn’t want Nick to find
out?” Lord Edon asked his friend. “It could be that Evermont will
never let him meet him in person.”

Mr. Robinson didn’t hide his disappointment.
“Yes, I suppose that’s a possibility. I hope he, or she, does. I’d
be interested in knowing who is going around London as Evermont.
I’ve never even heard of such a person until today.”

“Me, neither,” Lord Edon said. “I’d help you
if I could, Your Grace,” he told Nick, “but I’m as baffled by this
as you are.”

“It’s all right,” Nick replied. They had
tried to help him. That was all he could ask. Lord Whitney was
right. At some point, Evermont would contact him. He’d deal with
him then.


 Chapter Eleven

 


“Did you know the Duke of Ravenshire didn’t
have any money when you married him?” Stacey asked Tara as the two
drank tea in Stacey’s drawing room.

“I did,” Tara replied, reluctant to disclose
the details until the lady swore that she’d keep things a secret.
“I can’t have you telling anyone else, though. Swear you’ll keep
this matter to yourself.”

“I will,” Stacey promised after she sipped
some tea. “So far, no one except a couple of people know, and these
people won’t tell anyone in London.”

Tara could only hope that was true. “I don’t
want anyone to know. Nick told me about his situation when he
proposed marriage to me. His father accumulated a good sum of debt,
and after he died, Nick found out about it.”

“I didn’t realize it was his father’s
debt.”

“That’s because his family did a good job of
keeping things quiet.” Tara finished her tea then set the cup on
the table. “Nick is actually a very sweet and humble gentleman.
It’s not common to find that in London, especially not with someone
as attractive as he is. Anyway, he didn’t pretend to be someone he
wasn’t. He was upfront and honest with me. Those are two things I
respect most in another person.” Especially after the years she’d
spent with her brother. “Since I had more than enough to pay off
his father’s debt and knew he’d be an asset to our group, I agreed
to marry him.”

Stacey released her breath. “I’m glad you
knew. When I thought he was going to marry Miss Wilmington, I had
warned her. I didn’t even know you had run off to Gretna Green with
him until after you’d been gone for a day.”

“Wait,” Tara interrupted. “You told Miss
Wilmington?” She paused then amended, “I mean, Lady Blakemoor?”

She nodded. “I told her right before I
married Piers. I didn’t think you were going to marry the duke
instead. Please believe me. I never expected things to turn out the
way they did.”

“Are you sure the Ton doesn’t know why I
married Nick?”

“I’m sure. It would be in
the Tittletattle if they did.”

Tara wasn’t so sure her worries were over.
Just because no one was saying anything right now, it didn’t mean
they wouldn’t at some point. And Lady Blakemoor wasn’t a pleasant
adversary.

“I made things difficult without meaning to,”
Stacey said, her tone laced with guilt.

Tara smiled at her, a part of her relaxing.
“You were only doing what you thought was best, and besides, I
never told you I was going to marry Nick. I had kept that a secret
because I didn’t want my brother to do something to stop me.”

“He couldn’t have stopped you since you were
twenty-one.”

“He would have found a way. My brother only
serves himself, and he doesn’t care who he hurts along the
way.”

Come to think of it, he and Lady Eloise were
a good match. She grimaced. She still wished she hadn’t seen those
two on her old bed. She wasn’t fully surprised to find out the two
had been sharing afternoon dalliances together for years, but she
would have much rather heard about it instead of seeing it for
herself.

“I’m sorry your brother is like that,” Stacey
said, her voice soft. “My father was that way, too.”

Tara had suspected as much, but she hadn’t
been close enough to Stacey to ask about it. “Lord Whitney is good
to you, isn’t he?”

“Piers is very good to me.”

“I’m glad. Maybe he can be a buffer between
you and your father.”

“You didn’t hear what happened with my
father?”

Noting Stacey’s shocked expression, Tara
shook her head, already suspecting that she was about to learn
something scandalous. Stacey didn’t often display her emotions. She
was usually controlled at all times. That was one of the things
that made her an asset to the group. Her calm demeanor prevented
her from acting hastily and causing undue embarrassment to those
around her.

“My father challenged the Duke of Silverton
to a duel,” Stacey said.

Tara’s jaw dropped, and she was glad she had
put the teacup on the table. If she hadn’t, she probably would have
dropped it. “Your father challenged Lady Eloise’s father to a
duel?”

“That’s just it. It turns out Lady Eloise
isn’t the Duke of Silverton’s daughter. It turns out she’s my
half-sister.”

If the thing about the duel hadn’t made Tara
drop her cup, this definitely would have. “I don’t understand. How
is that possible?”

“It was all in the
Tittletattle.” Stacey’s
face grew pink in what Tara guessed was humiliation. “My father had
offered his…services…to gentlemen who were having trouble getting
their wives with child.”

Tara gasped.

“I know. The whole thing is sordid,” Stacey
said. “All of London is talking about it. I don’t even want to
leave the townhouse.”

“How many other children did your father
have?”

“I don’t know. Unless the gentlemen start
coming forward and saying they had also paid my father to be with
their wives, I have no way of knowing who else I’m related to. The
truth is, I don’t want to know. I hope I never find out.”

“That’s horrible.” Even for all of Basil’s
faults, she didn’t think he would offer his services to sire other
gentlemen’s children for them.

“It’s much worse than any
other scandal that’s ever been reported in the Tittletattle,” Stacey
agreed.

“What happened during the duel? Did one of
the gentlemen die?”

Stacey nodded. “My father
died. The Duke of Silverton left for another country. I don’t think
he could have ever lived down the shame of the scandal. I don’t
know if I can, either. That’s why I was going to send you a missive
when I learned you had returned. I can’t stay in
Ladies of Grace. This is
the very thing that can ruin the entire group.”

“But this isn’t your fault. You had nothing
to do with it.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“Of course, it does. You’re innocent. People
will understand that. You didn’t even know your father was doing
this kind of thing.”

“No, I didn’t. I found out about it in the
Titttletattle, just like everyone else did.”

“This is not your doing, Stacey. You can’t
take responsibility for something your father did. You can only
take responsibility for the things you do. Do you understand
that?”

Stacey paused for a moment then said, “I do.
But I don’t think other people—”

“Other people will see things the way I do.
They’ll understand this is a terrible thing that happened to you,
and they’ll be sympathetic about it. We should have an outing
together. Just you and me. That way I’ll be with you when you go
out in public, and you’ll see for yourself that your fears are for
nothing.”

“What if my fears aren’t for nothing?”

“Then I’ll be with you to
offer you support. Stacey,” she added, putting a comforting hand on
the lady’s arm, “you’re not alone. You have Piers. You have me. You
have your connection with Ladies of
Grace. I promise you that everything will
be all right.”

Stacey relaxed, though it was slightly. “I
suppose a walk wouldn’t hurt too much.”

“It won’t hurt at all.” She released Stacey
and sat back. “I’m going to ask Miss Duff to rejoin the group. She
isn’t like Lady Blakemoor or Lady Eloise. I think the group will be
stronger if she’s in it. I’ll tell her she can marry anyone she
pleases. I won’t put the same restrictions on her that Lady Eloise
did. Would you join me in voting for her? We need two members to
vote someone into the group.”

“I’ll vote for her only after I see what
happens when we go for that walk. I want to make sure I’m not going
to hurt the group first.”

“Well, let’s go for a walk this week.” Tara
stood up. “I have one more visit to make before dinner, and it’s
already getting late. I’ll send you a missive tomorrow. Then we’ll
decide when to go for that walk.”

Stacey rose to her feet. “All right.”

With a smile, Tara headed for the door. Her
visit with Stacey had been pleasant, as she’d expected it to be.
The one she was about to have with Lady Blakemoor was probably
going to be very unpleasant. But she wanted to get it over with so
she could enjoy this evening with Nick and his family.

 


***

 


As soon as the footman led Tara into the
drawing room of the Blakemoor residence, Sir Tristan Blakemoor
hurried into the room. He waited until they were alone before he
blurted out, “You’re not heartbroken over losing me, are you?”

It took her a moment to realize he was
sincere. He honestly believed she was distraught over the fact that
he married Miss Wilmington instead of her. “Do you think I’m here
to see you?” she asked.

“Why else would you be here?”

Seriously? Could he be so daft? “Your wife
happens to belong in the same group I do.”

“I realize that, which makes this whole thing
awkward. What if she catches us talking?”

“I’m here to see her,” she pointed out. “I
didn’t come here to see you.”

He blinked in surprise. “You came here to see
her?”

“Yes. I have an idea
for Ladies of Grace, and since she’s the other leader, I need to talk it over
with her.” When he didn’t seem convinced, she added, “Didn’t you
hear that I married the Duke of Ravenshire?”

“Yes, and I didn’t realize losing me would
compel you to run off with the first gentleman who proposed. I’ve
heard of things like that happening to heartbroken ladies. They
lose their wits and cling to any gentleman who shows the slightest
interest in them.”

She stared at him for a long moment. She had
a mind to whack him on the head with her reticule. But it probably
wouldn’t knock any sense into him. He was too full of his own
conceit.

Thankfully, Lady Blakemoor entered the room,
saving Tara from having to respond. Lady Blakemoor walked over to
them, and she held out her hand so that Tara had to see the large
diamond on her finger.

“I heard you married the Duke of Ravenshire,”
she told Tara.

“Yes. I just returned to London today,” Tara
replied.

“Did you come by to congratulate us on our
marriage?” Lady Blakemoor asked as she slipped her free arm around
her husband’s arm. She wiggled her fingers on the hand, once more
showing off the ring.

“Actually, I wanted to
discuss Ladies of Grace.” Then, before Sir Tristan Blakemoor assumed she was looking
for an excuse to talk to him, she added, “Since we’re leading the
group, I wanted your advice about an idea I had for the upcoming
ball we’re going to host.”

“The ball!” Lady Blakemoor’s eyes lit up. “In
all the excitement, I’d forgotten all about it. So much has
happened in such a short time. And you’re right. We should have it
here in this elegant townhouse.”

“Oh, well, I didn’t specify where it should
be.” She was certain they hadn’t come to a decision on where to
host it.

“But this is the most obvious choice. My
darling husband has some of the finest furnishings, as you can
see.”

Lady Blakemoor gestured to their
surroundings, and when she gave Tara an expectant look, Tara
relented and glanced at the fancy things in the room. Lady
Blakemoor lifted her hand and, once more, wiggled her ring
finger.

Tara resisted the urge to groan. Yes, she was
well aware of the ring. Did she really have to mention it? By the
expression on Lady Blakemoor’s face, she knew she had to or else
they couldn’t continue on to the topic she wished to discuss.

“That’s a lovely ring,” Tara said, hoping she
sounded pleasant.

“Oh, this little thing?”
Lady Blakemoor looked at it as if she wasn’t aware she’d even been
wearing it. “It was a gift from my husband. He gave it to me on the
second day of our marriage. It was very expensive.”

Blushing, Sir Tristan Blakemoor shrugged. “I
wouldn’t consider it very expensive.”

Lady Blakemoor chuckled.
“He’s such a humble person. This thing was five pounds. And that was only for
this little ring. He’s bought me other things as well.” She leaned
toward him and wiggled her nose against his. “He’s such a sweet
husband.”

It took all of Tara’s willpower not to roll
her eyes, but somehow, she managed.

“Anyway,” Lady Blakemoor began, turning back
to her, “you came to talk to me about having the ball here, and I
think it’s an excellent idea. This townhouse is even better than my
parents’, and it’s hard to rival their wealth.” She turned her gaze
to her husband and snuggled up to him. “You don’t mind hosting the
ball, do you?”

He shifted from one foot to the other, his
face going bright red. “Of course, I don’t mind hosting the ball.
My aunt’s been after me to do something like that.”

“He has a couple of aunts,” Lady Blakemoor
said, “but he’s specifically talking about Lady Cadwalader. She’s a
lovely lady. We had her and Lord Cadwalader over here for a dinner
party the other night. Their carriage was parked right out front
the entire time. There’s no telling how many people saw it.”

Well, at least that was one thing Tara didn’t
mind hearing. The connection to Lady Cadwalader, through marriage
to her nephew, had been the only reason Tara had spoken to Sir
Tristan Blakemoor in the first place. This worked out much better,
though. Tara got the benefit of the connection to Lady Cadwalader
without having to be married to him. Now that she’d gotten to know
Nick better, she was grateful everything turned out the way they
had. She couldn’t imagine enjoying time alone with Sir Tristan
Blakemoor like she did with Nick.

Also, there was no way she would have gotten
so much pleasure from being kissed and held by him. Just the
thought of kissing him made her cringe. Thankfully, he hadn’t been
the kind of gentleman to try to sneak a kiss in. Not like Nick had.
Nick had snuck in many kisses on their way to Gretna Green, and
she’d found each time more pleasurable than the last. Lady
Blakemoor was welcome to subject herself to all of Sir Tristan
Blakemoor’s kisses. Tara didn’t envy her one bit.

“We should have a meeting
with everyone in Ladies of Grace
so we can discuss the ball,” Lady Blakemoor
said.

Everyone? “Will there be someone besides Lady
Whitney that we need to have this meeting with?”

“Unfortunately, Lady Whitney is the only
other member we have. I was unable to talk a couple of
acquaintances into applying for membership. They’re all stunned by
the way Lady Eloise talked to Lady Youngtown. The way Lady Eloise
has been arguing with her husband hasn’t been helping, either. And
let’s not forget the most horrifying scandal of all.” She glanced
around them to make sure no one could overhear her then whispered,
“It turns out Lady Eloise’s father wasn’t the Duke of Silverton.
Her father was the Duke of Cathorn. That means she’s Lady Whitney’s
half-sister.” She pressed a hand to her cheek and shook her head.
“I can’t believe we all thought Lady Eloise was worth listening
to.”

“Lady Whitney will stay in the group,” Tara
insisted.

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of casting her out of
the group after all this. The fact that the two are half-sisters
and we have the better one in our group makes us look better.
Everyone is sympathetic toward Lady Whitney. They know she had
nothing to do with her father’s activities. They feel the same way
about her that they do about Lady Youngtown. Both of them are
considered wonderful examples of what it means to be a lady.”

Tara supposed that should make her feel
better. Stacey wouldn’t have to face any ridicule from the Ton. And
yet, she didn’t feel better. The fact that Stacey was Lady Eloise’s
half-sister shouldn’t have any bearing on whether or not Lady
Blakemoor wanted her in the group. Lady Blakemoor should want her
in the group because Stacey was a kind and respectable lady in her
own right. It worried Tara that Lady Blakemoor put so much emphasis
on things that had nothing to do with a lady’s character. But she
couldn’t change the way Lady Blakemoor thought.

“I was thinking of asking Miss Duff back into
the group,” Tara decided to say. “If we let her marry whoever she
wants, I think she’ll return.”

Lady Blakemoor shrugged. “That’s fine. I
don’t care who she marries. I got the best available gentleman in
London, and you got a duke. Lady Whitney has the Ton’s sympathy.
Miss Duff won’t help the group all that much, but she won’t hurt
it, either. You, Lady Whitney, and Miss Duff may come to this
townhouse in a few days. I’ll send out invitations.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to send those
out?”

“Don’t be silly. We’re having the social
gathering here. It’s only fair I do them.”

Tara supposed it wouldn’t do any harm for her
to do the invitations. The important thing was that Lady Whitney
and Miss Duff would receive them. She agreed to the terms, said her
goodbyes, and headed out, glad her day of running errands was
finally at an end.


 Chapter Twelve

 


Tara had turned out to be more popular with
his mother and sisters than Nick expected. Oh, he knew they were
grateful to her and that they would do everything possible to see
to her comfort, but from the moment Tara returned to the townhouse,
they hadn’t let her out of their sight. And while he was glad they
got along so well, he wanted to have some time alone with her. He
supposed he should be satisfied with the amount of time they’d
spent together in the carriage, going to and from Gretna Green. But
he wasn’t. In fact, the more time he spent with her, the more he
wanted to be with her. And he’d spent a good portion of the day
away from her.

As much as he tried not to, he kept glancing
at the clock above the fireplace mantle in the drawing room. It was
after dinner now, and his mother and sisters were still hovering
around Tara. If he wasn’t sitting next to her on the settee, he
doubted she’d even remember he was in the room since it was hard to
get a word in over their constant stream of chatter.

“The last time I saw a rat was when it was in
my bedchamber,” Augusta was saying. She shivered. “It ran right
across my feet as I was climbing into bed.”

Nick’s mother laughed. “I remember that.
Augusta screamed so loud I thought one of the neighbors was going
to ask us if something was wrong. Fortunately, the trap we set out
got it.”

“You don’t need to worry,” Cress hurried to
tell Tara. “We’ve taken measures to make sure no more rats get into
this place.”

“That’s a relief,” Tara replied, relaxing. “I
don’t like rats.”

“No one does,” Cress said. “That’s why we
were diligent about sealing up all of the vulnerable places around
here. Nick did most of the work on that, so you can thank him.”

Tara glanced over at him and smiled. “Thank
you. I don’t like those things any more than your sisters and
mother do.” Then she picked up her cup and drank some of her
tea.

Now that he had gotten her attention, he
straightened up and asked, “How did your day go?” He would have
asked the question sooner, but his family hadn’t given him the
chance.

“I think things went all
right,” Tara told him. “The most pressing thing, of course, is
figuring out a way to get the Ton to think favorably about
Ladies of Grace. I
visited Lady Blakemoor, and she thinks hosting the ball at her
residence will be good. Since she lives so close to Lady
Cadwalader, I think she’s right. The location might attract more
prominent members of the Ton.”

“Well, I don’t think hosting a ball here
would be good,” he slowly replied, not really wanting to point out
the dated furnishings, much less tell her that everything in their
ballroom was collecting dust. She had seen some of the rooms, but
she hadn’t seen that one yet, and he wasn’t sure he wanted her to
until he hired more staff to take care of it.

“Lady Blakemoor volunteered to have it
there,” Tara said. “We’ll get together to discuss the music,
refreshments, and guest list.” She glanced over at Cress. “You’d be
old enough to attend.”

Cress’ eyes grew wide. “Me?”

“Sure,” Tara replied. “Your brother and I can
chaperone you unless your mother wants to do that.”

“I’ve never been to a ball,” Cress said. “I
wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Mostly, I’d take you around and introduce
you to people. You’ll be entering your first Season next year.
It’ll be good for you to get a taste of what your social life will
be like. You might even enjoy some dancing. Your brother and I can
teach you the steps. They’re not difficult to learn. As for a gown,
I can take you shopping for something appropriate.”

“Do ladies who aren’t even in their first
Season go to balls?” Nick’s mother asked.

“Ladies as young as fifteen and sixteen have
had their Season. Age isn’t a factor so much as their maturity.
Cress acts much better than some of the older ladies I’ve seen at
the balls. Besides, she’s not looking for a husband yet. She’s only
going to enjoy an evening’s entertainment.”

By now, Cress was practically squirming in
her chair. “I’d love to go. Nick comes back from balls to tell us
what everyone’s wearing and who he talked to. This will be so
exciting.” She glanced at her mother. “Can I go?”

Her mother chuckled. “It’s fine with me.”

“When will we shop for a gown?” Cress asked
Tara.

“We can go tomorrow,” Tara
replied. “I don’t know when I’ll have to meet with the other
members of Ladies of Grace
yet. Lady Blakemoor insisted on handling the
invitations.”

Nick noticed the disgust
underlying her voice. His mother and sisters didn’t seem to notice,
though. Tara wasn’t the least bit happy that Lady Blakemoor was
doing the invitations. She would have preferred to have done them
herself or to do them with Lady Blakemoor. For some reason, she had
let Lady Blakemoor do it, and, if he guessed right, it was because
there was only one other member of Ladies
of Grace so it really wasn’t worth the time
to protest. He couldn’t blame her for that. Not everything was
worth an argument.

Tara yawned and put her cup on the tray. “I
hope you don’t mind, but I need to get some sleep. It’s been a long
day.”

“Oh, we kept you up late, too,” Nick’s mother
said as she hurried to stand up, her daughters following suit.
“You’ll have to forgive us. We were just excited to get acquainted
with you.”

“Yes, you’re so fun and interesting,” Augusta
added.

Cress nodded. “And so kind.”

“When Nick started looking for a wife,”
Nick’s mother began, “we had no idea what to expect. There are so
many different kinds of ladies in London. Being a mother, I kept
hoping he’d end up with a good one. I’m glad you agreed to marry
him.”

Tara’s face grew pink, and her lips turned up
into a smile. “Thank you.”

His mother went over to her and hugged her.
His sisters, in turn, did the same thing. Nick glanced at the clock
again. It was already well past eleven, and during the entire trip,
he and Tara had been asleep by ten. Would Tara even want to share a
bed with him tonight? Or would she want to go straight to
sleep?

He had come across a few gentlemen who said
they were glad they and their wives had separate bedchambers, and
he might have been, too, if he’d married someone like Lady
Blakemoor. He never could get very comfortable with her. But he’d
had no trouble being comfortable with Tara. Though they both were
strong ladies who knew what they wanted and went after it, they
were different.

Lady Blakemoor had spent most of their time
together talking about herself. Tara seemed to focus more on things
she needed to get done, and those things were often for the
betterment of herself and those around her. No, he didn’t think he
could have been happy with Lady Blakemoor. He might have been
grateful for the money she’d give him, and perhaps he would have
been content. But he wouldn’t experience the anticipation of being
with her that he did with Tara.

After his mother and sisters were done saying
goodnight to Tara, he escorted her up the stairs.

“Your things arrived while you were gone,” he
told her once they reached the top of the stairs. “I had the butler
take them to your bedchamber.”

He took her to her room and opened the door.
The maid had lit candles in the room and set the fire in the
fireplace, something he wished she hadn’t done. There would be no
reason for Tara to want to go to his bedchamber since hers was nice
and warm.

Tara went over to the four trunks and lifted
the lid of one of them.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I asked the maid
to put your clothes away,” he continued. “I didn’t want you to have
to worry about it.” He didn’t think she’d ever had to put any of
her clothing away like he and his family had. So there was no
reason to expect her to do it now, especially not since his mother
had hired a butler, a cook, and another maid. Speaking of which…
“My mother thought it best to let you hire your lady’s maid.”

Tara sorted through the items in the trunk.
He couldn’t tell what she was looking at from where he stood, and
he wasn’t sure she wanted him to go over to her so he remained by
the door.

“I’ll advertise for a lady’s maid in a couple
of days,” Tara said. “I have too many things to worry about right
now.”

Would it be appropriate to offer his
services? He certainly wouldn’t mind helping her in and out of
clothes since it’d give him an opportunity to look at her without
them on. But did husbands ever help their wives dress or undress?
The book Lord Edon had given him didn’t mention anything about it.
If only Lord Edon and one of his friends were around. Then he could
ask them for advice in this situation. But maybe it wouldn’t have
done any good. They would probably just tell him the only thing
gentlemen were supposed to do was remove clothes from their wives.
That, after all, was the interesting part.

Tara closed the lid of the trunk then went to
the next one. She closed the lid to that trunk and went to the next
one. He recalled the butler mentioning something to the maid about
there being two and a half trunks full of clothing and grooming
supplies. Nick glanced at the vanity and saw that a brush, hand
mirror, and other items were neatly set out.

“Oh good, they’re here!” Tara exclaimed as
she sorted through the last trunk.

Unable to hide his curiosity, Nick went over
to her in time to see her pulling out a porcelain doll, a
leather-bound book, a silver cup with her name etched into it, a
small jewelry box, and a pink bow. She carried the items to the
dresser and set them out with great care. Three times she changed
her mind and reorganized them.

“These are my most cherished keepsakes,” she
told him. “The doll was a gift from my grandparents, the book was
my mother’s journal, the cup was a gift from my parents when I
turned thirteen, the jewelry box used to be my great-grandmother’s,
and the pink bow is what I wore when I was a baby. I like looking
at them. They remind me that the best things in life are those
which money can’t buy.”

He almost said it was easy to say that when
one had more money than they’d ever need, but then, he realized she
was right. Money wasn’t the answer to everything. It answered a lot
of problems. It certainly kept gentlemen out of debtor’s prison,
but it would never guarantee a love match.

Which reminded him of something he needed to
tell her. He’d been putting it off all evening because he didn’t
wish to trouble his mother and sisters with it, but he had to tell
Tara about it since she had given him the money required to pay off
the debt his father had owed.

“Tara,” he began as she returned to the
fourth trunk, “I have something I need to tell you.”

She paused and turned her attention to him,
her eyebrows furrowed. “What is it?”

“I went to all of the gentlemen my father
owed money to. Well, that is all except one. There is a gentleman
who goes by the name Evermont.”

“Evermont?”

“There is no way I can formally address him.
The name is simply Evermont. I searched through my father’s
records, and I see no way of contacting him directly. There is no
residential or business address. Everything is blank except for the
name Evermont.”

“So you were unable to pay him because you
couldn’t find him.”

“It’s actually stranger than that. Evermont
paid off all the other gentlemen I had to pay.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Are you telling me he
acquired the rights to your father’s entire debt?”

He nodded.

“Why would he do such a thing?” she
asked.

“I wish I could tell you, but I can’t even
find him to ask the question.”

Frowning, she shook her head in aggravation.
“I bet he did it to get more money from you.”

“How do you figure that?”

“He must have found out you ran off to Gretna
Green to marry me. Others in London knew about it. It wasn’t like
it was a great secret once we were out of town. I bet he used the
opportunity to pay off your father’s full debt so that he could
then charge you a higher interest rate. You will now be dealing
with him on his terms. This is awful. He knows full well this isn’t
your debt, but he’s so greedy that he’s going to use the situation
to his advantage. I wish I knew who this person was so I could tell
him exactly what I think of him for doing this to someone who only
wanted to avoid debtor’s prison and to help his mother and sisters
have a comfortable life.”

As she turned back to the contents in the
trunk, he said, “I’m sure he’ll contact me at some point so I can
settle the debt with him.”

She looked back at him. “Oh, I have no doubt
he’ll do that. I just worry how much interest he’s going to charge
you.”

“He shouldn’t want to charge that much since
he’s already going to make a sizable profit. He paid the other
gentlemen only half of what my father owed each of them.”

Her eyes widened. “You mean he settled on the
debts for less than they were worth?”

“Yes.”

“He’s a ruthless gentleman. If he swindled
those gentlemen out of their fair share of the money, you can bet
he’ll raise the interest on what your father owed him.” She let out
a groan. “If I had known this was going to happen, I would have had
you pay those creditors before we left.”

“You couldn’t have known. I didn’t even tell
you the details of my father’s debt. Maybe I should have.”

“Even if you had, I wouldn’t have anticipated
Evermont pulling something as underhanded as this. I hope he
doesn’t know how much I’m worth.”

“You think that’s a possibility?”

She shrugged. “It’s hard to say without
knowing who he is. I assume he knows more about your financial
situation than he does mine, though it’s no secret that my family
is considerably wealthy.” After a moment, she said, “I suppose
there’s nothing we can do about it now. We’ll just have to find out
how much he wants when he contacts you.”

“I’m sorry, Tara. I didn’t intend for any of
this to be so complicated.”

“It’s not your fault. You didn’t think this
was going to happen any more than I did. We’re dealing with a vile
person.”

After a moment, she rummaged through the
trunk again. “I did learn some things about investing money from
listening to my father and brother while I was growing up, which is
why I’m happy to see my brother didn’t sell these.”

She picked up some small, neatly wrapped
items. She went to the bed. Since she glanced over at him
expectantly, he followed her.

“I was afraid my brother would sell these out
of spite,” she told him as she unwrapped the necklaces, rings, and
earrings in her possession. “I had hidden them from him, but it was
hard to know if he was going to search my bedchamber.”

“Are those important to you like the things
on your dresser are?”

“They’re important but not in the same way. I
want to sell these and take that money and invest it. It’s money
we’re not supposed to touch. I figure by the time our children are
grown, the money will go to them when they come of age. I know
someone who will give us a fair price for this. I also know someone
whose husband is an expert at investing. Actually, I heard she’s
good at it, too. But I need you to go to the gentleman who buys
jewelry to make the sale because gentlemen prefer to do business
with other gentlemen. Also, I’d like for you to be with me when I
visit the lady I have in mind. It might be that her husband will be
around.”

“I’ll do whatever you wish,” he assured her.
“And I fully intend to learn how to be good with the money you
brought into this family.” Now that he realized there was more to
securing his estate than simply getting married, he would make that
a priority.

Tara collected the jewelry and put them in
one of the drawers of the dresser. “We’ll take care of those first
thing tomorrow. Right now, it’s late. We should get to bed.”

She returned to the fourth trunk and closed
the lid. Then she went to her vanity and removed the pins from her
hair.

He glanced at the door connecting their
bedchambers. Then he glanced at the open door leading to the
hallway. Did she want him to leave? Should he ask her permission to
stay?

“Is something bothering you?” she asked as
she set the pins on the vanity.

“No. I…” He cleared his throat. “Do you want
me to leave?”

She turned to face him, an expression on her
face that he didn’t recognize. That wasn’t good. Usually, he was
good at reading people. When he’d asked her to marry him, he’d
detected her attraction to him. He had hoped the attraction would
compel her to say yes, and it had. But right now, he couldn’t
figure out what was going on in her mind. And that scared him. It
meant he was probably letting his own feelings get in the way of
being able to see things clearly. If he could change that, he
would, but his feelings refused to get out of his way.

“I assumed we’d spent the night together,”
she said. “Did you want to stay here?”

Hoping his relief wasn’t evident, he replied,
“Yes, I’d like to stay with you. I didn’t see much of you today. I
missed you.” The last part was said in a quieter voice. Thankfully,
the light coming from the candles and fireplace were dim enough to
hide the blush in his cheeks.

She smiled at him, and at once, he felt much
better. “I missed you, too. I won’t have to spend so much time away
from you tomorrow. There was just so much to do today.” She started
brushing her hair. “Believe me, you’re lucky to have been spared
all of it. The only pleasant thing I did was visit Stacey, and even
then, I found out Lady Eloise is her half-sister. I’m not sure what
Lady Eloise will do with that information.” She shook her head.
“I’ll have to tell you the details later. It’s too scandalous to
get into this late at night.”

He honestly didn’t care that the two ladies
turned out to be related. All he cared about was that Tara wanted
him to stay in the room with her. He wasn’t going to have to spend
the night alone.

“I’ll change into more comfortable attire and
return,” he told her.

She nodded and continued brushing her hair.
She had beautiful hair. It was long, wavy, and very soft. He was
looking forward to touching it. He was looking forward to holding
her and kissing her, too. The act of making love to her was
pleasurable, but he didn’t only want to be intimate with her. He
also wanted to spend time with her. Before she realized he was
staring at her, he hurried to his bedchamber.


 Chapter Thirteen

 


The next day, after Tara sent a missive to
Lady Steinbeck requesting to speak with her and her husband about
managing investments, she and Nick sold the jewelry. As she hoped,
the gentleman offered them a fair price for it. Actually, because
of the compliments Nick had extended to him, he offered a little
higher price than Tara had expected.

Nick had a special gift for dealing with
people. When he offered compliments, he meant them. He didn’t
flatter people in order to gain something from them. And it was his
sincerity the gentleman had detected. Few people in London meant
what they actually said while being charming.

Once they returned home, she tucked the money
away in a safe place. “I appreciate the fact that you’re letting me
have a say in what we do with this money,” Tara confessed as she
locked the cabinet in her bedchamber.

“Why wouldn’t I? It’s yours.”

“Since marrying you, it’s actually yours.
That’s the way people in London see it.”

He shrugged. “I don’t think I should decide
what to do with money I didn’t make or inherit. It’s more than
enough you’re keeping me out of debtor’s prison.”

Noting the pensive expression on his face,
she said, “Evermont will contact you when he’s ready. I have a
feeling he wants you to worry for a couple of days. He thinks it’ll
give him more power over you.”

“You really think that’s why he’s
waiting?”

“I’d bet everything I have on it. I grew up
with my brother. He’s one of the most manipulative people I’ve ever
met.” She turned from the cabinet and slipped the key into her
pocket. “I know that’s a horrible thing to say about someone you’re
related to, but I see no point in pretending he’s someone he
isn’t.”

“Well, I don’t personally care for him.”

“I don’t, either, so you’re in good
company.”

She paused. She didn’t have to see Stacey for
a couple of days. Perhaps they should go on a relaxing outing
together. Given how close he was to his mother and sisters, she
thought they might all enjoy doing something together.

“I have an idea,” she began. “Why don’t we do
something fun? We can invite your mother and sisters along, too.
They don’t get to do many activities in London, do they?”

“Unless it’s going for a walk, no, they
don’t. Everything requires money.”

“Which we now have. You spend some, save
some, and give some. Everything is spread out. Otherwise, you
became frivolous or greedy.”

“Do you have a certain activity in mind?” he
asked.

A smile crossed her face. “A hot air balloon
ride.”

His eyes grew wide. “You want to go up in the
air?”

“Sure! It’ll be exciting, don’t you
think?”

He hesitated. “Yes,” he slowly replied, “I
think exciting is a good word to describe it.”

Since he didn’t seem enthusiastic about it,
she asked, “Have you ever been in a hot air balloon?”

“No.”

“I haven’t, either. It’d be fun if we did
something new together.” She took his hand and led him out of the
bedchamber. “We’ll invite your mother and sisters. I think they’ll
enjoy it, too.”

Once Tara explained her idea to them, she was
surprised Augusta seemed to be the only one who was enthusiastic
about it.

“Those hot air balloons go up awfully high,”
Cress said.

“Does being up in the air like that make
people sick?” Nick’s mother asked.

“I’ve never been in one,” Tara admitted, “but
I’ve seen others do it, and it didn’t look like it made them sick.
Even small children have been on them. I assume if a small child
can handle it, then we can, too.”

Augusta clasped her hands to her chest.
“Let’s do it! We’ll be able to see all of London.” She glanced at
Tara. “We will be able to see all of London, won’t we?”

Tara nodded. “That high up we will.”

“I’d like to see all of London at once,”
Augusta said, turning her pleading gaze to the rest of her
family.

“All right,” Nick replied, finally seeming to
warm up to the idea. “Let’s do it.”

Since his mother and Cress consented to the
outing, they all got ready to go out. Tara thought once they were
in the hot air balloon, his mother and Cress would relax, but it
ended up taking his mother a good five minutes of being in the air
before she stopped holding onto Nick and Cress as if her life
depended on it. Ten minutes later, she even admitted, “This isn’t
so bad.” And by the time they returned to the ground, she said
she’d enjoyed the trip immensely.

As Augusta rambled on about all the things
they had seen from the air, Nick placed his hand on Tara’s elbow.
She glanced over at him, and he smiled at her in that way of his
that made her tingle all over. No one had ever had such an effect
on her, and she doubted anyone ever would.

Feeling a bit bashful, she
returned his smile. The day had been a good one. Sometimes it was
nice to take a break from worrying over her social status and how
things would evolve for Ladies of
Grace. And as it turned out, this outing
for pleasure had done the trick. She felt much better about things.
She had a plan to get things back to normal with the group, and
Nick was helping her with it. Plus, they were going to figure out a
way to invest the money so that his family would never be in a
financially delicate situation ever again.

Yes, the outing had been a good one. She felt
renewed and focused. And it certainly was nice that the gentleman
with her and his family were pleasant to be around. Ever since she
was a child, she and her brother had always been at odds with each
other. He seemed to think he could tell her what to do and how to
do it. All of her life, it was a struggle to assert herself. And it
certainly didn’t help that some gentlemen wouldn’t take her
seriously because she was a lady.

Also, she never did fully
enjoy her time with the ladies in Ladies
of Grace, mostly because she couldn’t ever
relax around Lady Eloise or Lady Blakemoor. The other ladies were
fine. She hadn’t been close to any of them. It wasn’t until
recently that she’d developed a friendship with Stacey. Of all the
ladies she knew in London, she felt that Stacey just might be her
best ally.

Perhaps, things were starting to turn around
in her favor. Getting out from under her brother’s thumb by
marrying Nick and forcing Lady Eloise out of the group just might
have been the two best things that had ever happened to her.

 


***

 


Stacey was working on a puzzle with her
mother when the butler told her she had a visitor. Stacey told him
she’d be in the drawing room in a moment then turned back to her
mother who seemed content to search for a place to put her piece of
the puzzle.

“I’ll be back soon,” she promised her
mother.

Her mother didn’t respond. Stacey wasn’t
surprised. Her mother seemed to slip back and forth between reality
and the recesses of her mind. At least she was doing the puzzle.
The doctor thought any type of activity, whether it be physical or
mental, would help her mother become more engaged with the world
again.

Stacey rose from her chair and left her
mother’s bedchamber. After taking a moment to compose herself, she
went down the stairs. As soon as she saw who her visitor was, she
almost turned around and headed back up the stairs.

Unfortunately, Lady Eloise saw her and came
over to her. “Are you aware that we’re related?” she asked, keeping
her voice quiet.

Stacey released her breath. She didn’t think
Lady Eloise would come by to discuss this. In fact, she didn’t
think Lady Eloise would come by to discuss anything with her.

Realizing she had to deal with this, Stacey
went to the settee. The butler had set out tea and biscuits for
them. Lady Eloise had already drunk from her cup, and a half-eaten
biscuit was next to the cup.

Feeling like a prisoner
about to go in front of a firing squad, Stacey picked up her cup
and sat down. Lady Eloise sat across from her and took the rest of
the biscuit, using the same careful mannerisms she had while she
was the leader of Ladies of
Grace.

Stacey inwardly shuddered. She had forgotten
how insecure she’d felt around the imposing lady.

“I hope you don’t think I
knew about the agreement our fathers made before it was printed in
the Tittletattle for everyone to see,” Lady Eloise said, still keeping her
voice low.

“No, I didn’t think that,” Stacey hurried to
assure her. “I didn’t know. I don’t think anyone but the actual
people involved knew.” Not knowing what else to say, she sipped her
tea.

“This whole thing is terribly awkward.
Especially for both of us. All this time we were sisters, and we
didn’t know it.”

Half-sisters. But Stacey supposed there was
no point in saying that. “My father did a lot of things I probably
never knew about.” Nor did she want to. She sipped more tea.

“Have you wondered who else might be related
to us? I mean, we could have a dozen or so brothers or sisters. It
sounds like our father made the,” she lowered her voice,
“arrangement with quite a few people.”

“I don’t want to know.” It made her sick to
her stomach to even think about it.

“Well, it’s not like we’ll find out. None of
the gentlemen want to be disgraced. Look at what happened to the
gentleman I thought was my father. He left the country. I have no
idea where he went.”

Stacey hadn’t thought of how the news had
affected Lady Eloise. Perhaps she felt as isolated from the rest of
the world as Stacey did. Maybe that was why she came here. Maybe
she needed someone she could relate to, someone who knew exactly
what she was going through.

“The whole thing is terrible,” Stacey agreed.
“I don’t even want to leave this townhouse.”

“There’s no reason to feel that way. We
didn’t do the awful deed. They did. We’re innocent.”

“I know, but people must be whispering about
the whole sordid thing.”

“If they are whispering, they’re only
whispering about how sorry they are for us. If any of them say
something bad about either of us, they would suffer the scorn of
the Ton.”

Stacey wasn’t sure what to say to that, so
she picked up a biscuit and bit into it to avoid having to
reply.

“You know what I think?” Lady Eloise
asked.

Since she had no idea what Lady Eloise could
possibly be thinking, Stacey shook her head.

“I think this is an
excellent time to bring back the good standing of
Ladies of Grace. People
will look favorably upon me now. I understand that what I said to
Lady Youngtown was in bad taste, and I’ll never do anything like
that again. So it’s acceptable to let me back into the
group.”

Not sure she understood her right, Stacey
asked, “You want to use this horrible scandal to our
advantage?”

“There’s nothing wrong in grabbing an
opportunity when one is right in front of you. People do it all the
time. Lady Youngtown did it, and look at how well that went for
her.”

It was on the tip of
Stacey’s tongue to tell her that she didn’t think Lady Youngtown
planned for things to go in her favor, but Lady Eloise continued,
“I need to be back in the group. It would be advantageous to both
of us. You’re my sister. That makes you equal to me. We could lead
things. Just because Miss Wilmington and Miss Webb married into
positions that have given them titles, it doesn’t mean they get to
remain where they are in the group. We could make the rules. They’d
have to do what we want, or they can seek out another group or
create their own. I don’t see why they should be entitled to
Ladies of Grace. They
didn’t build it up. I did.”

Stacey’s stomach tensed. So that was why Lady
Eloise had stopped by. She was looking for an ally. “Did you talk
to Miss Wilmington or Miss Webb about this?”

Too late, she remembered she should be using
their married titles. Before Stacey could amend the slip, Lady
Eloise waved her hand in dismissal.

“I did,” Lady Eloise said, “but they’re too
dull of understanding to know a good thing when it comes their way.
That’s why we’d have to take over things. You’re a member. You can
bring me back to the group.”

“I don’t think I can. The rules state that
two ladies must agree to have someone in the group. Even if I were
to agree to it,” which she didn’t, “you’d still need either the
Duchess of Ravenshire or Lady Blakemoor to vote you in.”

“That’s only if there aren’t any other
members. I’m sure the Duchess of Ravenshire and Lady Blakemoor are
looking to acquire more members. All you need to do is make sure at
least one new member is willing to vote me in.”

Oh. So that was how Lady
Eloise was going to wiggle her way back into the group. Stacey let
out an uneasy sigh. She couldn’t do it. It wasn’t simply a matter
of not wanting to manipulate things so that Lady Eloise could slip
back into the group. She didn’t want Lady Eloise in the group. It was
bad enough Lady Blakemoor was in it.

“I’m sorry, Lady Eloise, but I can’t go
through with this,” Stacey said.

“I know you can’t do it now. The time isn’t
right.”

She set her cup down and clasped her hands
together in case Lady Eloise saw them shaking. “No. The time will
never be right. I can’t cast my vote in your direction.”

“But we’re sisters.”

“I know, but that doesn’t change the fact
that I’d rather not have you in the group.”

Lady Eloise gasped. “Well, if that isn’t a
fine thing to say to someone who just found out the gentleman she
thought was her father paid another gentleman to do the job for
him. I’ve been deeply wounded. My life will never be the same after
this. I have very little money and a daft husband who doesn’t even
have a title.”

When Stacey didn’t respond, she slammed her
cup on the table. Stacey jerked back. In all the time she’d known
Lady Eloise, she’d never seen her slam anything.

“All right,” Lady Eloise said, barely keeping
her voice calm. “I see how things are. No one wants me in the
group. Not even my own flesh and blood. I give up. The group will
go to you three. You three don’t know anything about establishing a
group’s reputation because I was the one who did all the work. It’s
not as easy as it looks.”

Lady Eloise glared at her for a moment that
reminded Stacey so much of her father then stormed out of the
drawing room. It wasn’t until she heard the front door slam that
Stacey was able to breathe again.


 Chapter Fourteen

 


“The truth is that I don’t know anything
about investing,” Nick told Lord Steinbeck the next day as he sat
across from him in the den. “I know how to spend as little money as
possible, and I can save money. But I’ve never made a profit with
it. My wife says you and your wife are skilled when it comes to
investing. She thinks we could learn a great deal from you two.” He
glanced at the door. “Should we all be talking together?”

“I like to talk to gentlemen without their
wives around if the topic is money,” Lord Steinbeck replied. “I’m
sure my wife is talking about money right now with your wife, but
ladies tend to let emotions factor into the equation.”

Really? Nick wondered how they did that.

As if reading his mind, Lord Steinbeck
reclined back in his chair and said, “For instance, my wife refuses
to put any money into a certain shop because the gentleman’s wife
was rude to her. I don’t know exactly what happened because I
wasn’t there, but she won’t take part in the business. I, on the
other hand, have done business with some gentlemen even though
their wives don’t think well of me. It doesn’t bother me what their
wives think. I’m not interested in doing business with the ladies.
I’m only interested in doing business with their husbands. As long
as I make a profit, their wives can say whatever they want to about
me.”

When Lord Steinbeck put it like that, Nick
supposed it made sense. Though, he couldn’t completely fault Lady
Steinbeck. He didn’t know if he’d want to do business with a
gentleman whose wife didn’t like Tara. Did that mean he didn’t have
what it took to be good at investing? Was he letting emotions
override good judgment?

“Just so you know,” Lord Steinbeck began, “I
didn’t invest with the gentleman with the rude wife. I couldn’t do
that to my wife. An investment is temporary. Marriage is forever. A
happy wife makes for a happy life. Some things aren’t worth
upsetting your wife over. I’m just saying that if someone doesn’t
like me, I’ll still invest with them if they’re good at it.”

Nick relaxed. Maybe he had a chance of being
good at investing after all.

“The first thing you need to do is settle all
of your debts,” Lord Steinbeck told him. “I don’t think it’s wise
to invest anything until then.”

“I plan to do that as soon as the gentleman I
owe money to contacts me.”

“Who do you owe money to?”

“I don’t know his title or if it’s his real
name, but he goes by Evermont.”

“Evermont?”

At first, Nick thought Lord
Steinbeck repeated the name because he, like so many others, had
never heard of him before. But when Nick caught the worry in his
eyes, he realized Lord Steinbeck had heard of him. “What do you know
about him?”

“I know you don’t want to upset him. He’s not
someone to do business with lightly.” He paused. “You took out a
loan from him?”

“No, I didn’t. My father did, but now that my
father’s dead, I have to pay the debt.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

Nick’s gut tightened in dread. The more he
learned about Evermont, the more he wished he’d never heard of him.
More than that, he wished his father had never taken a loan from
him to begin with.

“You want my advice on handling Evermont?”
Lord Steinbeck asked.

Since he was the only one Nick had run into
who had heard of him, he nodded. He’d welcome any insight into the
gentleman that he could get.

“Don’t argue with him,” Lord Steinbeck said.
“Pay him off as quickly as you can. Then stay away from him.”

Nick swallowed the lump in his throat. “Do
you know who he is?”

“No. I’ve only heard about him from several
gentlemen who lost their estates to him. Whoever he is, he doesn’t
show mercy.”

Then Tara was right in her estimation of him.
She had him figured out without even knowing anything about him.
“I’m waiting for him to contact me. I can’t find out where he
lives, or else I would have already gone to him about paying
him.”

“You’ve heard of fox hunting, haven’t
you?”

Nick nodded. “I’ve done it.”

“Evermont loves to play the hound,” Lord
Steinbeck said. “When he’s ready, he’ll make his move. You can’t do
anything about him until then. In the meantime, the best thing you
can do is make sure you’re ready to pay him when he’s ready. Other
than that, you’re stuck waiting for him. In the meantime, I’ll be
happy to help you invest the rest of your money.”

“Thank you.” Maybe there wasn’t much he could
do about Evermont, but he could learn how to take good care of the
money he and Tara had left. And that, at least, was a step in the
right direction.

 


***

 


“I appreciate you letting my husband and me
learn from you and your husband about how we can best earn money
from investments,” Tara told Lady Steinbeck before she bit into the
scone Lady Steinbeck had offered her.

“It’s nice to come across a lady who’s
interested in investing,” Lady Steinbeck replied. “You’re the only
one in London that I know about.”

Tara swallowed the food. “I’ve always been
interested in the management of money. I just couldn’t get a hold
of any until I turned twenty-one. My brother wouldn’t let me do
anything with my allowance. I suppose you can’t call it an
allowance since I had no control over it. I had to spend it exactly
the way he wanted me to. He would go through every entry on the
ledger and talk to shop owners to make sure I did as he
wished.”

Lady Steinbeck grimaced. “That sounds
awful.”

“It was. I’m glad I’ll never have to deal
with him again. Being married has freed me from all of that.”

“Usually, you hear the opposite. Marriage is
often seen as another form of bondage.”

“You don’t think that, do you?” Tara asked as
she took a sip of tea.

“No, of course not. My husband is very good
to me. Unlike you, however, I had plenty of freedom to handle my
money the way I wanted before I married. My father was very good to
me. He taught me everything he knows about investing, and he let me
pick out my own investments when I turned fifteen. I’ve been
investing ever since.”

Tara finished her scone then turned to her in
interest. “Are you telling me that gentlemen deal directly with you
when you invest in their businesses?”

“No, that’s not what I mean. I always had to
go through my father to make the investments. Gentlemen would never
take me seriously if I were to go directly to them.”

So Tara wasn’t the only one who had
difficultly getting gentlemen to listen to her. “I had a terrible
time buying a carriage on my own. After that, I knew I needed my
husband to do the talking for me in the future.”

“It’s frustrating, isn’t it?”

“Very.” Tara took another sip of her tea.

“I don’t know why so few gentlemen think
ladies are intelligent enough to handle money. We’re not daft. If
you ask me, plenty of gentlemen do a horrible job of managing their
own estates. And yet, does a gentleman running a business ever
question whether or not another gentleman can be trusted? No. He
assumes that just because he’s a gentleman, he knows what he’s
doing.”

“Most of them do think that.” Tara’s brother
certainly had. Which was probably why he hadn’t sold off her
jewelry. He probably didn’t think she was smart enough to know how
to sell it for money.

“Well, I’m glad to finally meet a lady who
has a passion for making more money. I don’t mind talking about
clothes or what’s happening in London, but my real passion is
investing.”

“I haven’t invested anything yet, but I love
having control over my money. I’m fortunate that my husband is
allowing me to have a say in what happens to it.”

“You are fortunate.” Lady Steinbeck poured
more tea into their cups. “I’m sure your husband will get to meet
Mr. Jasper. Mr. Jasper is my husband’s favorite person in the
entire world. The two are like little children playing over a toy
when they’re together. I’d be jealous if I didn’t know my husband
loved me as much as he does.”

Tara chuckled. “It’s nice your husband and
Mr. Jasper get along so well.”

“It is, but sometimes they forget their wives
are in the same room with them.”

“I think that’s rather darling.”

“If you and your husband ever come to one of
the dinner parties they’re both at, you might not think it’s so
darling. I used to joke that I’d have to wear a gown made of money
to get my husband’s attention. Sometimes I still feel that way when
they’re in the same room.”

“Maybe if we wore gowns made of money,
gentlemen would take us seriously when we said we wanted to do
business with them.”

Lady Steinbeck laughed. “Maybe they would,
but I think we’d have every other gentleman chasing us to get to
the money we’re wearing.”

“You’re probably right. We
don’t need a group of gentlemen pursuing our money.” Just the
thought made Tara chuckle again. Once they stopped laughing, she
asked, “Does it bother you that I’m a co-leader of
Ladies of Grace?”

“Why would it bother me?”

“Well, I know things haven’t been ideal
between you and Lady Eloise.”

“Since finding out that the Duke of Cathorn
is Lady Eloise’s father, I feel sorry for her. She might have
brought on the criticism of the Ton by her actions, but she had no
control over the arrangement the Duke of Cathorn and the Duke of
Silverton made.”

“No, she didn’t.” Since she had brought up
the scandal, Tara asked, “You don’t think people will think less of
Lady Whitney because of this, do you?”

“Are you thinking she might
not be a good fit for Ladies of
Grace?”

“Oh, no. I would never think that. She’s an
asset to the group. We need more people like her.” Tara shifted the
cup to her other hand. “What I mean is that she’s never done
anything to hurt another person. She’s a sweet and gentle lady. I
told her she has nothing to worry about with the Ton. But now I’m
wondering if I spoke in haste. Do you think I was wrong?”

“If I can feel sorry for Lady Eloise in this
regard, then be assured that everyone feels sorry for Lady Whitney.
She didn’t ask for this scandal to be exposed, and she certainly
had no control over what happened all those years ago.”

Tara relaxed. She had hoped Lady Steinbeck
would say that.

“I think your group will be better off with
Lady Whitney in it,” Lady Steinbeck said.

“My hope is that with Lady Eloise out of the
way, the group can be a pleasant one. Not all of us in the group
were happy with the way Lady Eloise handled things.”

Tara saw no reason to tell her what Lady
Eloise thought of her, and for all she knew, Lady Steinbeck was
already aware of it anyway. What she most wanted was to stick to
pleasant topics.

The doors opened, and their husbands came
into the room. Since the two were smiling, Tara surmised their
conversation had proven as fruitful as the one she and Lady
Steinbeck had just shared.

Nick sat beside Tara, and Lady Steinbeck
hurried to pour tea into two other cups. Lord Steinbeck settled
next to his wife and accepted the cup when she held it out to him.
She then gave Nick his cup.

After taking a sip, Nick patted Tara’s arm in
a gesture that conveyed a sense of intimacy that surprised her. It
was one thing for him to touch her in the privacy of their
bedchamber, but knowing he chose to do it around others sent a
surge of pleasure through her. Returning his smile, she sipped her
tea then turned her attention back to Lord and Lady Steinbeck as
they continued discussing investments.

 


***

 


The next morning when Tara woke up, she did
the same thing she did every morning: she stayed in bed with her
eyes closed and thought over everything she needed to do for the
day. The top priority, of course, was taking a stroll in public
with Stacey so that Stacey would see that others didn’t think less
of her because of the things her father had done. Meanwhile, Lord
Steinbeck would introduce Nick to Mr. Jasper.

Afterward, she supposed she’d come back here
and spend the rest of the day with Nick and his family. However, if
Nick delayed in returning home, she would just be with his mother
and sisters. Which might be a good thing. The three could use some
new clothes. Perhaps she ought to take them shopping even if Nick
was no longer with Mr. Jasper and Lord Steinbeck. He did have a
couple of Lord Steinbeck’s books on investing to read. It wasn’t
like he didn’t have something to do.

Yes, that seemed like a good plan for the
day. She’d pay Stacey a visit and then take Nick’s mother and
sisters shopping.

Soft lips brushed her shoulder, and she
smiled. One thing she certainly enjoyed was being woken up to
kisses and tender touches. A lady could get used to this.

Opening her eyes, she looked over at Nick as
he kissed her shoulder again. “Your trick worked,” she told him, a
giggle in her voice. “I’m awake.”

He lifted his head. “I wasn’t trying to wake
you.”

“No? You think I wasn’t going to wake up if
you kept kissing me?”

With a sheepish grin, he said, “I wouldn’t
have been disappointed if you had woken up.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew
him closer. “I suspected as much.”

Ever since they married, he’d touched and
kissed her often, especially when they were in bed, and it didn’t
matter if it was at night or first thing in the morning. She
certainly didn’t mind. It was wonderful to feel adored by someone
like Nick.

She encouraged him to bring his head down to
hers and brushed her lips with his. Nick, as it was turning out,
was a very considerate lover. She wasn’t privy to the private lives
of married ladies, but she was sure she had one of the better
marriages in London. She’d gotten lucky in that regard.

Nick deepened the kiss, and she experienced
the all-too-familiar thrill of excitement course through her. She
might never figure out how he managed to make her feel powerful and
weak all at once. She was sure while some of the pleasure stemmed
from the way he made love to her, she suspected part of it had to
do with him allowing her so many freedoms within the marriage,
too.

She’d meant what she’d told Lady Steinbeck.
She had more liberties than she’d ever had under her brother’s
guardianship. Nick not only paid attention to her wishes, but he
followed her advice on what to do with the money she’d brought into
the marriage. So really, she was the one in control of it. He
didn’t look down at her as a silly chit who was better leaving the
financial decisions to the gentlemen in her life. He respected her
opinion. He treated her as an equal.

And that made being intimate with Nick so
much nicer than it would have otherwise been. His talent for
bringing a lady pleasure in bed would have enabled her to enjoy
lovemaking on a physical level, but the way he treated her as a
person enabled her to give all of herself completely to him.

With a contented sigh, she gave into the
desire of being with him. He spent considerable time kissing her
and caressing her breasts before he let his hand go to the patch of
curls between her legs. He was never in any hurry to make love to
her. Everything he did was slow and deliberate, as if he wanted the
moment to last forever. And she didn’t mind. She rather enjoyed the
way he took his time in stoking the fire inside her until she was
consumed by it. It only made the climax that much more intense.

As he slid his fingers into her, he brought
his mouth to one of her nipples and teased it. She let out a moan
and shifted so that his fingers went deeper inside her. He found
the sensitive spot deep in her core and then proceeded to rub it
while fondling her nub with his thumb. Everything he did felt so
incredibly wonderful.

Murmuring his name, she ran her hands through
his hair and rocked her hips gently to the rhythm of his
ministrations. The fact that he continued teasing her nipple only
intensified the sensations, and as much as she wanted to prolong
the sweet torment, she reached a point where she couldn’t delay the
inevitable and gave in to the need for release.

She cried out and squeezed his shoulders,
loving the way he continued to stroke her in an effort to give her
the most pleasure possible. Once she relaxed, he got up on his
knees and entered her. He groaned and then brought his mouth to
hers. His tongue brushed her lower lip, and she welcomed him into
her mouth.

He stayed still inside her for several long
moments, again in no hurry. She wrapped her legs around his waist
and brought him deeper into her. He felt good. It seemed that her
orgasm only made her more sensitive to the feel of him inside her,
and when he began to move, sparks of pleasure coursed through her
core and made her toes tingle. Using her legs, she encouraged him
to move faster.

He did, and soon, he had established a rhythm
that made her groan right along with him. She didn’t often climax a
second time, but there had been a couple of times when she was so
aroused that she did. This happened to be one of those times.
Gripping his arms, she gave in to another orgasm, this one gentler
than the other one but still as wonderful. He grew taut, moaned,
and throbbed inside her as he filled her with his seed. They hadn’t
climaxed together before. Knowing they were experiencing their
heightened pleasure at the same time made her feel a little bit
closer to him.

Gently, they both returned to Earth. Through
his heavy breathing, he whispered her name and kissed her cheeks,
forehead, and chin. Once his breathing calmed, he brought his mouth
to hers and kissed her for quite some time.

“I think this gets better every time we do
it,” he whispered as he kissed her neck.

She smiled. “If you keep this up, we might
never get out of bed.”

“Would that be so bad?” He brought his hand
under her behind and lifted her hips. He moved deeper into her. He
wasn’t erect anymore, but the action still excited her.

She groaned in frustration. “I can’t spend
all day in bed. There’s too much to do.”

“But as soon as we leave this room, my mother
and sisters will be rushing over to you. The only time I get you to
myself is when we’re here. We can have breakfast brought up to us.”
He wiggled his eyebrows. “We can stay here all day.”

Pleased, she asked, “Do you really miss
having me all to yourself?”

“Sometimes I wished I had asked the coachman
to go slower on the way to and from Gretna Green. Then it would
have taken us longer to get back to London. I didn’t realize my
mother and sisters would hover around you so much.” He gave her
another kiss. “The only place safe in this townhouse is this
bedchamber.”

“I have to meet with Stacey this afternoon,
and I want to take your mother and sisters shopping so they have
better gowns. But, you and I could take a horse ride together by
ourselves after breakfast.”

“I’d like that.”

“Once things get established
with Ladies of Grace, I don’t think I’ll be so busy all the time. Then we can do
more things together.”

He smiled and gave her another kiss. She had
no idea how much it meant to him that she spend more time with him.
When they agreed to marry, she had assumed he’d want to do his own
thing most of the day. She knew he’d be coming to her bed in hopes
of having an heir, but she honestly didn’t think he’d take an
actual interest in her as a companion. This was nice.

He ended their kiss and shot her a wicked
grin. “You mind if I call for a bath? I wouldn’t mind washing
you.”

Amused at the way he wiggled his eyebrows at
her, she chuckled. “That’s an activity that might be better done
after the horse ride.”

“You’re right. It’ll be more fun to get to
wash you and then make love to you again.”

Before she could answer, he gave her another
kiss and then got out of bed, looking very happy that he’d get to
have her all to himself. Feeling immensely pleased, she followed
his lead and got ready for breakfast.


 Chapter Fifteen

 


“You’re not a social outcast,” Tara told
Stacey after another lady offered them a greeting that afternoon as
they took a stroll through the park. “It’s just as I said. No one
holds any ill will toward you for the things your father did. They
know you’re innocent.”

Stacey offered her a smile. “I suppose you
were right all along. It’s just hard to see things clearly when
your father was involved in a horrible scandal.”

“I understand. It’s to be
expected. That’s just another reason why we should stick together.
We can help each other through any gossip that comes up. A house
divided against itself will fall. The same is true with groups. The
better we can unify in Ladies of
Grace, the better off we’ll be.”

“Can we really be unified in the group with
Lady Blakemoor wanting me out of it?”

“That’s no longer the case.” Deciding not to
tell Stacey why Lady Blakemoor had changed her mind, she hurried to
add, “I was thinking we should talk to Miss Duff.” Tara slowed her
steps and glanced at the townhouses. Where, exactly, did Miss Duff
live?

“What’s wrong?” Stacey asked.

“Nothing’s wrong. I was just trying to
remember where Miss Duff lives.”

“She’s in that direction.”

Tara’s turned her gaze to where Stacey was
pointing. “Do you know her exact townhouse?”

Stacey nodded. “I remember it from the time
Lady Eloise went by it to make sure she lived in a respectable area
of London.”

Tara laughed. “I forgot all about that.”

“The only reason I remember where Miss Duff
lives is because Lady Eloise made comments about each townhouse
along the way. Miss Duff is between the townhouse with a group of
flowers planted outside the windows and the townhouse with the dog
that barks whenever people walk by it.”

“Do you remember the street she’s on?”

Stacey nodded. “It’s Georgetown.”

Tara’s eyes widened. “That’s very impressive.
We had that walk only once, and I can’t remember that much.”

“I’ve always had a good memory when it comes
to little things like that.”

“It’s a gift. I don’t know if any other lady
who was there that day would remember those details.”

As the two went in the direction of Miss
Duff’s residence, they greeted more people along the way, something
Tara was sure made Stacey feel even better. Stacey was a sweet
lady. Tara didn’t want her to keep fretting over the scandal her
father had left in his wake.

By the time they reached Miss Duff’s
townhouse, Tara saw the flowers and heard the barking dog, just as
Stacey had remembered.

Tara reached the door first and knocked on
it. She glanced at Stacey. “Miss Duff’s parents are both alive,
aren’t they?”

Stacey nodded. “They are Lord and Lady
Jackman.”

“You really do remember things. I’m
impressed.”

Though Stacey shrugged, a blush crept up her
cheeks.

Surprised Stacey should have such a difficult
time taking a compliment, she said, “You deserve the praise. Don’t
be shy about accepting it.”

The footman opened the door and greeted
them.

“Good afternoon,” Tara replied. “We were
wondering if Miss Duff is able to see us.”

Tara was ready to tell him she had sent Miss
Duff a request to visit with her, but he shook his head. “I’m
afraid Miss Duff has left London with her brother.”

Tara’s eyebrows furrowed. The last time she
talked to Miss Duff, the lady hadn’t said anything about leaving
London, but then, she didn’t know Miss Duff very well.

“Do you know when she’ll be back in London?”
Tara asked.

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t.
Would you like to speak with Lord or Lady Jackman?”

Hiding her disappointment, Tara replied, “No,
thank you. I don’t want to trouble them.”

As she headed back down the steps, Stacey
asked, “Why didn’t you ask to talk to her parents? They might know
when she’ll return.”

“I’d rather send a missive asking Miss Duff
to tell me when she’s back in London.”

“You’re disappointed you didn’t get a chance
to speak with her today.”

“Yes, I am. I think she could be an asset to
the group. I know we can’t allow any members into the group unless
there are two votes. At least Lady Blakemoor can’t let someone in
who wouldn’t benefit us.” She sighed. “I was just hoping to get
Miss Duff back into the group right away. I should have invited her
back into the group before I headed out to Gretna Green.”

“You didn’t know she was leaving.”

They reached the sidewalk, and she turned to
Stacey. “I know, but I was so preoccupied with trying to get
married that I let that little thing slip.”

Tara chuckled. “While we’re waiting for Miss
Duff’s return, let me know if there’s any lady you think would be
good for the group.”

“All the ladies I’d
recommend are in Enduring
Friendships.”

“Is that ironic? I was one of the people who
thought nothing would come from that group when it started, and
look at where we are today. They have prospered, and we were almost
completely ruined.”

“We don’t have to be in competition against
them.”

“We’re not.” Recalling Lady
Blakemoor, she added, “At least you and I aren’t. London is big
enough for two ladies’ groups. There’s no reason why there should
only be one.”

“I agree. London is a big place.”

Tara took a deep breath and
released it. “We’re going to make Ladies
of Grace work. It’ll be better than before.
This time we’ll not only be influential in the Ton, but we’ll care
about people.”

“I like that. I wish Lady Eloise had had that
goal for the group.”

“We can’t do anything about the past. All we
can do is focus on the future. Together, you and I are going to
make sure this group is worth being in.”

Stacey nodded her agreement, and the two
continued on their walk.

 


***

 


Finally, three days later, Lady Blakemoor
sent the invitation so that the upcoming ball could be discussed.
Tara was beginning to think the lady had forgotten all about it.
She’d heard that Lady Blakemoor was busy shopping and giving her
husband’s townhouse a lady’s touch, but Tara had no idea it took
her so long to get everything the way she wanted it in a home. Lady
Blakemoor should know better than to engage in all of those
activities while there was work to be done with the group. While
they had managed to save the group from being completely ruined,
there was much to be done to build it back up.

So it was with relief when she arrived at
Lady Blakemoor’s residence to finally discuss the ball. To her
surprise, Sir Tristan Blakemoor, who happened to be coming down the
hallway when she arrived, rushed over to her as soon as the footman
let her into the drawing room.

He turned to the footman. “You must not tell
anyone about this.” Then he slipped the footman a coin.

The footman seemed just as shocked as she
felt as he stared at the coin in his hand.

“Go on,” Sir Tristan Blakemoor told him.
“This will be tended to quickly.”

What would be tended to quickly? What on
earth was Sir Tristan Blakemoor talking about?

He closed the doors on the bewildered footman
and turned to her. “You can’t keep coming here.”

“Why not?” Tara demanded, hands on her hips.
She hadn’t brought the invitation with her, but apparently, it
seemed necessary to prove she had every right to be here.

He stared at her for a moment as if he was
struggling to come up with an answer. Then he took her hands in
his. Before she could pull away from him, he said, “I’m married to
someone else. It’s not right for you to be here.”

She blinked in surprise. Is that what he
thought? He actually believed she was still sulking because he
hadn’t married her? He thought she was here to be with him? She’d
come across gentlemen who were full of their own conceit, but this
one made them all look humble.

She pulled her hands out of his. “I’m here to
see your wife.”

By the way he shook his head, she could tell
he didn’t believe her.

She rolled her eyes. “Your
wife and I are in the same group. It’s called Ladies of Grace,” she added since he
was slow to understand things. “I’m here to discuss the upcoming
ball.”

“Yes, I realize that’s the excuse you’re
using.”

He realized that was the excuse she was
using? Was he really that daft? “Sir Blakemoor,” she began, “I
happen to be relieved you and I never married. I’m much happier
with the Duke of Ravenshire.”

Under ordinary circumstances, she wouldn’t
have been so blunt, but the fact that he actually thought she
wanted to be with him was absurd. He needed to hear the truth, and
it needed to be direct if he was to get the point.

His eyes grew wide as if he couldn’t believe
what she’d just said. “You aren’t harboring feelings for me?”

“No. I never did. I only
talked to you because you’re Lady Cadwalader’s nephew. I was hoping
to get her to think favorably of Ladies of
Grace since you and I would have an
association with each other.”

His eyebrows furrowed in a way that indicated
he was still trying to make sense of what she was saying. “Was this
association going to include marriage?”

“I would have married you in order to regain
the respectability of the group.”

“So you did want me.”

“I wanted your connection to
Lady Cadwalader.” Since he stared at her with a blank expression on
his face, she continued, “I never wanted you. You were a means to an
end.”

This time, his eyes lit up with
understanding, and his face grew red. “You were using me?”

Feeling a little guilty for deflating his
ego, she offered a sympathetic smile. “Everything I did was for the
sake of the group. Lady Eloise had almost ruined it. Your wife and
I were desperate to save it.”

“Did my wife want to marry me?”

“I don’t know. I assume so if she chose you
over the Duke of Ravenshire.” Though she would never figure out
why. Between the two of them, Nick was a far better choice. It had
to have been Lady Cadwalader. Lady Blakemoor had always wanted to
be in Lady Cadwalader’s good graces.

He paused for a very long moment, and she
could practically see his mind going over something. Finally, he
said, “She did want to marry me. She and her mother came here to
visit me a couple of times. My wife sent me all sorts of hints that
she wished I would marry her instead of you.”

Tara had no idea why he felt
the need to tell her that, but she didn’t care one way or another
how the two decided to marry each other. The point was, Tara was
spared a lifetime with him and that
made her very happy.

“I’m glad you both ended up together,” she
finally replied since he seemed to want her to say something.

Then, just to let him know the conversation
was over, she went to the doors and opened them. The last thing she
wanted was to be stuck in a room with someone who wanted to believe
she was pining away for him. She rolled her eyes. If she was going
to spend the rest of her life obsessing over someone, it would be
someone like Nick. He was gorgeous, charming, and sweet. Sir
Tristan Blakemoor was weak-willed and pathetic.

The footman approached the drawing room, and
Tara was relieved to see Stacey. Thank goodness. Now she didn’t
have to be stuck alone with Sir Tristan Blakemoor anymore.

“I hope I’m not late,” Stacey said. “I had to
help my mother before I left.”

“Lady Blakemoor isn’t here yet, so you’re
fine,” Tara replied. “Besides, even if you were late, no one would
criticize you for it.” Well, Lady Blakemoor might, but Tara would
put a stop to it at once. Lady Blakemoor was not going to dictate
things like Lady Eloise had.

The butler came in with tea and crumpets.

Tara waited until he left
before turning to Sir Tristan Blakemoor. “Do you plan to be here
for the Ladies of Grace
meeting?”

His eyebrows furrowed. “Is that what you
want?”

She stared at him in disbelief. Didn’t he
just hear her say she didn’t want to be with him, much less marry
him? “No, I don’t want you here.”

Though he didn’t seem fully convinced, he
left the room. With a groan, she went over to the settee.

As she poured tea into three cups, Stacey
followed her. “Weren’t you a little rude to him?”

“He thinks I’m secretly in love with him,”
Tara muttered.

“Is that because he was originally your
suitor?”

Tara nodded and handed Stacey a cup. She
patted the spot next to her on the settee and sat down. She waited
until Stacey was beside her before she answered. “I suppose it’s my
fault. I went up to him and started flirting with him.”

Stacey, who’d been about to take a sip of
tea, lowered the cup and turned to face her. “You started flirting
with him?”

“I was desperate to save the group. I only
picked him because he was Lady Cadwalader’s nephew. She had no
other male relatives of marriageable age to marry. I thought having
a direct connection to her would be good for the group.” With a
sigh, she shook her head. “I had no idea he was so in love with
himself. He assumed I was devastated when he married someone else.
You’d think that if anyone should be conceited, it would be the
gentleman I did end up marrying. At least, he’s good-looking enough
to be conceited.”

Stacey’s lips curled up. “It is a bit funny
when you think about it.”

Tara considered the possibility there might
be humor in this situation and realized her friend was right. She
supposed to an outsider, it was amusing. She, on the other hand,
was annoyed. Was it going to be like this every time she came here?
Sir Tristan Blakemoor was going to chase after her and plead with
her to go on with her own life? She hoped not. Just this past
conversation had given her the beginnings of a headache.

Lady Blakemoor breezed into the room, and
Tara, who had just taken a drink of her tea, nearly spit it out
when she saw that the lady was wearing an orange gown so bright
that it made her squint. Tara had seen her in some ridiculous
things, but this was one of the worst she’d ever come across.

To make matters worse, in her hair was a
jeweled object that was so large it was actually perched upon her
head. It sparkled with an assortment of gems. It was in an odd
shape, too. It wasn’t quite a square because it had some curves
along the edges, but for the life of her, Tara couldn’t figure out
what it was supposed to be.

Lady Blakemoor sat across from them and
picked up the third cup. Tara noticed that she was careful not to
tip her head forward, which was good because if she did, the thing
would probably fall out and land on the tray in front of her.

Tara scooted back on the settee, just in case
that thing did fall out and land on the tea and crumpets. She might
not have gowns as expensive as Lady Blakemoor did, but she didn’t
want to ruin them.

Lady Blakemoor patted her hair, her fingers
just shy of the large decoration in her hair. Oh dear. That meant
she wanted Tara or Stacey to comment on the stupid thing. Tara
glanced over at Stacey, wondering if she wanted to take the
bait.

“That’s an interesting thing in your hair,”
Stacey finally said when Tara refused to speak.

Lady Blakemoor chuckled and patted her hair
again. “Oh, this little thing?”

Little? Tara glanced at Stacey who seemed to
be thinking the thing couldn’t possibly get bigger and remain on
her head.

“My dear husband got it for me,” Lady
Blakemoor said then sipped her tea. “Isn’t he a darling? I keep
telling him that if he keeps doing this, he’ll spoil me.”

At times like this, it took all of Tara’s
self-control to keep her thoughts to herself. She’d managed to
exercise such restraint while Lady Eloise was in charge of the
group, and thanks to that, she was able to do so now.

“He had it especially made for me,” Lady
Blakemoor continued. “He had the jeweler craft the design himself.
He wanted to make sure no one else would have something that looked
just like it.”

No one else
wanted anything that
looked just like it. Tara couldn’t believe anyone envied her taste
in fashion. She picked up a crumpet and bit into it so she wouldn’t
blurt this out.

“Isn’t the design wonderful?” Lady Blakemoor
asked. “As soon as I saw it, I knew it was perfect for me.”

“Yes, it is perfect for you,” Tara commented.
At least, she could honestly say that!

Lady Blakemoor let out a light chuckle then
set her cup down, making her have to hold onto the atrocious thing
so it didn’t fall off of her head. “I hope you two are enjoying the
life of a married lady like I am.”

“My husband is very nice to me,” Stacey
replied.

Lady Blakemoor turned her gaze to Tara. “And
how are things between you and the duke?”

“They’re fine,” Tara said. Eager to get to
the point of this meeting, she continued, “Have you given any
thought to who we should invite to the upcoming ball?”

“We must have my husband’s aunt and uncle,
Lady and Lord Cadwalader,” Lady Blakemoor replied. “They’re the
first ones to get an invitation.”

This was to be expected since those two had a
lot of influence in the Ton. Plus they were her husband’s family
members.

“Then we’ll have to invite everyone who is
friends with Lady and Lord Cadwalader,” Lady Blakemoor continued.
“It would be in poor taste to leave them out.”

Again, Tara couldn’t argue her logic.

“One person we simply can’t invite is Lady
Eloise,” Lady Blakemoor said. “She’s the reason this group is in
turmoil right now. I’m going to have my footman make sure she
doesn’t get into the ball.”

“How are you going to do that?” Tara
asked.

“I’m going to give my footman a list of
everyone who’s allowed to be at the ball, and anyone who isn’t on
it will be turned away.”

Tara tapped the edge of her cup and glanced
at Stacey. Was that really a good idea? “I can see forbidding Lady
Eloise from coming to the ball, but I hesitate to do that to anyone
else who wishes to attend. Granted, we’ll invite specific people.
There’s no harm in that. But if we intentionally block out others
from coming, this could make us look bad.”

“Having a group of undesirables in attendance
won’t be good for the group, either. If we have people like Lord
Edon, Mr. Robinson, or Lord Toplyn at the ball, Lady Cadwalader
won’t come. If Lady Cadwalader doesn’t come, that means her very
influential friends won’t come, either. The whole point of this
ball is for them to boost our group’s reputation.”

“I can understand Lady Cadwalader not liking
Lord Edon since he was such a rake, but what’s wrong with the other
two gentlemen?”

“Apparently, there was this incident at Lord
Toplyn’s ball two years ago where the Marquess of Dodsworth, who
used to go by Dr. Westward, told Lady Cadwalader that she was fat.
Then he threw cheese at her and her friends.”

Stacey’s jaw dropped. “I heard about that. My
father was livid that Lord Dodsworth would do such a thing.”

“Your father was right to be livid,” Lady
Blakemoor said. “There was no excuse for what he did. But what made
it worse was that Lord Toplyn stood up on a chair and defended Lord
Dodsworth’s actions.” She shook her head, and the huge object in
her hair almost fell out. She quickly put her hand up to it to stop
it. Once it was settled back in place, she added, “Lord Edon and
Mr. Robinson gave their support of him, too. So, as you can see, I
can’t allow them at this ball.”

Tara frowned. “Why did Lord Dodsworth call
her fat and throw cheese at her?”

“Does it matter?” Lady Blakemoor asked.

“It might,” Tara replied. “Maybe she deserved
it.”

Lady Blakemoor gasped.

“You can’t be under the delusion that Lady
Cadwalader is perfect,” Tara said. “I know she’s one of the most
influential members of the Ton, but she’s done and said some things
that have upset quite a few people.”

“It doesn’t matter if she’s said or done
anything to upset others. She’s above scrutiny.”

“Says who?”

“The Ton.” She shook her head in disbelief,
and again, the atrocious thing almost fell out of her hair. “I’m
surprised at you. You should know better than to question anything
Lady Cadwalader says or does. Her word is the only one that
matters.”

“No one should be so important that their
words and actions don’t have consequences.”

Lady Blakemoor smirked. “I’m shocked you
should say such a thing when she,” she gestured to Stacey,
“publicly disgraced herself by being seen in public without a
chaperone before she married Lord Whitney.”

Stacey blanched, and before she could
respond, Tara said, “She’s done nothing that’s ruined her
reputation. I just enjoyed a walk with her the other day, and
everyone extended a greeting to her. Apparently, she was discreet
when she was with Lord Whitney.”

“Lady Cadwalader’s been discreet, too, which
makes my argument valid. We will not invite Lord Topyln, Lord Edon,
or Mr. Robinson to this ball. I want only those Lady Cadwalader
approves of to be at this townhouse.”

Lady Blakemoor stared at Tara as if
challenging her to keep arguing with her. After a long moment, Tara
decided it wasn’t worth the fight. As much as she hated to admit
it, Lady Blakemoor’s marriage to Lady Cadwalader’s nephew gave her
an advantage that neither she nor Stacey had. Right now, the needs
of the group came before those who couldn’t come to the ball. Once
the group was in better standing, they might be able to host a ball
at Stacey’s residence. Then anyone besides Lady Eloise could
attend.

There was no way she and Nick could host one
at their townhouse any time soon. His townhouse was in good
condition from the outside and in the rooms that were frequently
used, but the ballroom needed a few repairs. At the moment, she
didn’t want to spend the money to repair it because the money could
be better spent on other things. Plus, she needed to invest some of
it or else they’d eventually run out of it.

“All right,” Tara relented. “We’ll do things
your way.”

Lady Blakemoor smiled in satisfaction. “It’s
nice to know you can be sensible about some things.” She took
another sip of her tea then set her cup down. “I’ll get a parchment
out and write up a list of guests.”

As she rose from the chair, Tara glanced at
Stacey, noting that Stacey didn’t look the least bit pleased with
the way things had gone. Tara couldn’t blame her. She wasn’t
pleased, either, but as long as Lady Blakemoor had the advantage,
they had to bend to some of what she wanted. Tara knew when to pick
a fight and when to back off. This was one of those times when she
had to back off.

Lady Blakemoor went to the desk and pulled
out the parchment from one of the drawers. “I’ll make two lists.
One is of people to invite and the other is of people who aren’t
allowed at the ball. We’ll start with the one for people who are
allowed.” She unscrewed the top of the inkwell then dipped the
quill into it. “At the top will be Lord and Lady Cadwalader.”

Tara took another bite of the crumpet. This
was going to be a long afternoon. Already, she’d felt as if she’d
been here for two hours, and glancing at the clock told her she’d
only been here for a half hour.

After Lady Blakemoor wrote on the parchment,
she added, “Lord and Lady Riggley should be next. Lord Riggley is
Lady Cadwalader’s brother, so it’s important we put them at the top
of the list.”

As she proceeded down the list, Tara gave
another look in Stacey’s direction. Stacey was staring at the cup
in her hand. Who knew if she was even paying attention? Tara knew
Lord Edon and Mr. Robinson were good friends with Lord Whitney.
That fact, in addition to the criticism Lady Blakemoor had thrown
Stacey’s way about the whole ‘not having a chaperone’ thing, had to
have upset her.

When they left this townhouse, Tara would
have to comfort Stacey. This was a short-term strategy. They
wouldn’t be at Lady Blakemoor’s mercy forever. Sooner or later, the
tide would change, and when it did, they would act then. For the
time being, they would go along with as much as they needed to in
order to reach their goal.


 Chapter Sixteen

 


Two days later, Nick received a missive from
Evermont. Evermont wrote that he was ready to discuss the terms of
paying off his father’s debt, but instead of telling Nick which
townhouse to go to, he told Nick to walk to a private place outside
of London. Evermont had included a map, directing him to the exact
location he wanted to meet him at. Then, at the bottom, Evermont
warned him not to tell anyone about this, saying it was necessary
Evermont keep his identity a secret.

Nick debated whether or not he should tell
Tara, but then he recalled Lord Steinbeck’s warning that he should
do whatever Evermont told him to do. And since Lord Steinbeck was
the only person who knew anything about Evermont, Nick decided to
take Lord Steinbeck’s advice.

So the next morning after breakfast, he told
Tara, his mother, and his sisters that he was going to see Lord
Edon. Then he left the drawing room.

“Nick,” Tara called out as she ran after
him.

He stopped in the hallway and turned back.
Did Tara suspect he was lying? Would she insist he tell her the
truth? But how could he when Evermont had insisted he keep quiet
about this? If Evermont found out he’d told someone, what would he
do?

“I didn’t realize you were friends with Lord
Edon,” Tara said, keeping her voice quiet so others wouldn’t
overhear.

It took him a moment to realize she wasn’t
calling him out for lying to her and his family. He felt the
tension leave his muscles. “I’m not friends with him. I know him,
and I’ve talked to him on a few occasions. If anything, I’d say
he’s an acquaintance.”

“But you like him?”

He nodded. “He’s helped me out when I needed
it.”

“Do you also know Mr. Robinson and Lord
Toplyn?”

“I know Lord Edon better than I do Mr.
Robinson, but I haven’t met Lord Toplyn. I’ve only heard of him. I
have talked to your friend’s husband, Lord Whitney. That was only
once.”

Her eyebrows furrowed, and he could tell she
wasn’t sure what to do with this new information.

“Are you disappointed that I talk to Lord
Edon?” he asked.

“No, I’m not disappointed.
It’s just…” She closed her eyes then sighed. Opening them, she
said, “Lady Blakemoor has forbidden us from inviting Lord Edon, Mr.
Robinson, and Lord Toplyn to the ball Ladies of Grace is having.
Apparently, Lady Cadwalader doesn’t like them, and since Sir
Tristan Blakemoor is her nephew, Lady Blakemoor insisted it would
be best if we don’t invite them.” She winced. “Are you
upset?”

Surprised she should worry about upsetting
him, he hurried to assure her, “No, I’m not upset.”

Though she looked relieved,
she added, “Once Ladies of Grace
has regained most of its influence, I’m sure we
can get them invited to a future ball. I just couldn’t make it work
this time. Lady Blakemoor’s argument was too strong.”

With a smile, he drew her
into his arms and kissed her. “Tara, I understand. You don’t have
to explain anything else to me. Whatever you need to do to
get Ladies of Grace in good standing is fine with me. I’ll support you in any way
I can.”

“Thank you, Nick.”

He kissed her. “I better go before I’m late.
I promised Lord Edon I’d meet him in an hour.”

“Do you know how long you’ll be gone?”

Evermont hadn’t said anything about how long
he wished to talk to him. Considering the fact that Evermont was
having him take an hour’s walk to meet him, Nick suspected it was
going to be a while. “I’m not sure,” Nick said, “but I hope to be
back before dinner.”

“Then I guess it’s time for me to miss you
for a change.” She gave him a wink and then kissed him. “I’ll see
you this afternoon.”

Glad she wasn’t going to press him for more
information so he wouldn’t have to come up with more lies, he told
her goodbye. It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her he loved
her. The urge wasn’t something he had expected, but it was
there.

She smiled and returned to the drawing room
before he could decide whether or not he should say the words.
Clearing his throat, he headed out of the townhouse.

 


***

 


Nick checked the map again. He had followed
the directions exactly as Evermont had instructed. The only thing
was that Evermont didn’t tell him he was taking him to a
cemetery.

And that was troubling. Why would Evermont
pick this place—of all places—for them to meet? Was it because he
wanted to send Nick a message? Was this a way to intimidate him?
Evermont had intimidated Nick the moment he realized Evermont was
buying up the total debt he had to pay back. He didn’t need to be
led to a cemetery to get the point that Evermont was someone no one
wanted to upset.

Nick glanced around. No one was there. If he
guessed right, Evermont planned to be late. It would be another
tactic to let Nick know he was the one in control.

Nick folded the map and the missive then
tucked both into his pocket. He didn’t bother to check his pocket
watch. He was on time. That was all he needed to know. He didn’t
want to be aware of how much time was passing by as Evermont had
him wait.

Nick found a bench by a set of tombstones and
sat down. This wasn’t the cemetery he’d buried his father in. That
one was on the other side of London. Perhaps it was wrong, but he
couldn’t bring himself to visit his father’s grave and pay his
respects. It was hard to pay respects to someone who hid his debt
while he went out and kept spending money as if he had more than
enough to provide for his family for at least another
generation.

Nick and his mother had both been in shock
when they found out the truth about the estate’s poor financial
condition. Once they were able to wrap their minds around the
situation, they quietly sold everything that had any value. Nick
had used the money to keep the creditors from throwing them all in
debtor’s prison. He’d been able to get his mother and sisters out
of harm’s way. Then it was just him who was in danger of going to
prison if he didn’t find a way to pay off the rest of the debt as
soon as he could.

Nick didn’t know if he would ever get over
the feeling of betrayal he’d experienced when he found out his
father had gotten the estate into so much trouble. If the Ton knew
what had happened, it would’ve been the end of his family’s
reputation. Nick wanted his sisters to find good, honorable
husbands. He wanted them to also find love matches. He might have
been willing to settle for any lady who’d marry him, but he didn’t
want his sisters to do the same. He’d just gotten fortunate that
he’d married a lady he could fall in love with.

After what was probably a half hour, he
finally heard the sound of horses approaching. He turned to see a
carriage heading in his direction. He rose from the bench and
waited. It wasn’t until the carriage was in front of him that he
saw Tara’s family crest on it.

His gut tightened in dread. He probably
should have been surprised to find out Evermont was Tara’s brother.
But he wasn’t.

The footman got down from the carriage and
opened the door. “If you’ll go in, Your Grace,” the footman said,
waving him in.

Nick released his breath. Well, there was
nothing he could do about this latest development. Perhaps Lord
Maten had refused to let Tara marry him because of the debt his
father had owed him. When he’d spoken with Lord Maten, he’d gotten
the impression that Lord Maten didn’t know anything about him, but
he could have been acting that way.

Feeling like a fox being forced out of its
hole, Nick went into the carriage and sat across from Lord Maten,
who was holding a group of neatly folded papers in his hand.

Lord Maten smiled as if he was very pleased
with himself. “Are you surprised to find out it’s me?”

“No,” Nick replied.

Lord Maten waited until the footman shut the
door before he said, “Well, I was surprised to find out you ran off
with my little sister. Except, I suppose she wasn’t that little
after all.” He chuckled, though he didn’t seem amused. “It was to
my disadvantage that I forgot something as simple as her
birthday.”

Nick didn’t know how to respond to that, so
he kept quiet. Besides, the less he said, the better. He glanced
out the carriage window, wondering if the coachman was going to
lead the horses forward or if Lord Maten intended for them to stay
here.

“When I realized what you two did to me, I
was upset,” Lord Maten said. “Actually, upset is too mild of a
word. I was livid. I don’t like being deceived. It puts me in a
very bad mood.”

“Considering Tara was twenty-one, I don’t
think you had a say in the matter,” Nick replied when it was
obvious Lord Maten expected an answer.

“Yes, that’s true. I didn’t have a say in
things. Not then. But I do have a say in them now.”

As much as Nick tried not to, he had to break
eye contact with him. He didn’t want to be intimidated by Tara’s
brother, but it seemed like it couldn’t be helped.

“Your father owed his creditors, myself
included, a lot of money,” Lord Maten said. “From all of the other
creditors I talked to, I learned the total amount came to exactly
four hundred and twenty-seven pounds.”

While that was true, Nick knew that Lord
Maten hadn’t paid each creditor the full amount due to each one. He
had paid them far less, so he stood to gain a sizable profit from
receiving everything Nick’s father owed. But it was pointless to
mention it.

“You needn’t worry about those creditors,”
Lord Maten said as he unfolded the papers. “I paid each one off.
Each parchment is a contract agreeing to settle on the debt you
were due to pay them.” He held the papers out to Nick.

Though Nick didn’t want to, he took them.
Lord Maten gestured for him to go through the papers. Knowing he
had no choice, he did. Sure enough, each and every creditor had
signed a contract with Lord Maten, agreeing to settle for about
half of what they were really owed.

“Do you know what this means?” Lord Maten
asked in a tone that one would reserve for a young child instead of
a grown gentleman.

Nick gritted his teeth. Lord Maten was
intentionally playing games with him, and, unfortunately, Nick
wasn’t any good at mind games.

“Well, do you?” Lord Maten pressed.

Nick forced himself to meet Lord Maten’s
gaze. “It means I have to pay you four hundred and twenty-seven
pounds.”

“You will have to pay me that plus
interest.”

“Interest? You’re already getting much more
than what you paid the other creditors.”

“Which makes me a smart businessman. Now that
I own the complete debt, I get to make the terms. I am in control.
And,” he took the contracts back, “there’s nothing you can do about
it.”

By now, some of Nick’s fear had given way to
irritation. “So what do you want?”

“I’ll give you two options. One, you can do
some tasks around my townhouse to pay off the interest. Or, two,
you can pay me eight hundred and fifty-three pounds.”

“Eight hundred and fifty-three pounds?” he
blurted out, unable to believe he’d heard right. Yes, he understood
Lord Maten was an unsavory person, but he didn’t think he would ask
for double the amount Nick’s father owed.

“My sister had exactly eight hundred and
fifty-three pounds in her account when she married you.”

“You’re not being fair. This is her
money.”

“Since you married her, it became your money,
and you’re the one who is due to go to debtor’s prison if you don’t
pay me. I spoke with the gentleman in charge of the prison
yesterday, and I assured him I would give you one more chance to
make good on the debt before I let him take you away. I’m due to
speak with him tomorrow.” He leaned toward Nick in interest. “What
shall I tell him when I see him?”

Nick resisted the urge to lash out at him. Of
all the despicable things anyone had ever done, he couldn’t think
of anything as underhanded as this.

“You only have yourself to blame for the
predicament you’re in,” Lord Maten said. “You should have told me
you only wanted to marry my sister to get to her money.”

“Even if I’d told you that, you would have
denied my request.”

“Yes, I would have. You don’t deserve her. I
don’t know what you did to get her to agree to marry you, but
somehow, you convinced her it was a good idea. I had thought she
was smarter than that.” He shrugged. “I suppose it was your good
looks and sweet words that did her in. Or, it could have been that
silly little group she’s a part of.” He leaned back and crossed his
arms, the corners of his lips curling up into a smirk. “She’d do
anything for that group. It devastated her when Lady Eloise ruined
everything. I suppose she thought the four hundred and twenty-seven
pounds was worth saving the group. That is, of course, if she knew
about the debt before she married you.”

Lord Maten stared expectantly at Nick, so
Nick decided he might as well tell the truth. “Yes, she knew. I
didn’t deceive her.”

“You were an expensive item she purchased.
She would have been much better off with Sir Tristan Blakemoor. Not
only is he wealthy, but he’s also Lady Cadwalader’s nephew. But,
she ruined things with him so he married Miss Wilmington instead.
Let’s face it. She was twenty-one, her group was in ruin, and there
were no other suitors. What else could she do but make the stupid
decision to marry you?”

Nick didn’t smile as Lord Maten laughed. “You
gave me two choices,” Nick said. “I do your bidding like a servant,
or I give you all of your sister’s money.”

Lord Maten stopped laughing. “Now that I
think about it, you can choose debtor’s prison. That gives you
three choices. If you had any compassion for my sister, you would
choose the prison. Let her have the money that’s rightfully hers,
and let her be free of you.”

Nick was sure Lord Maten would like nothing
more than for him to go to debtor’s prison. But Nick couldn’t pick
that option. Not only did he want to be with Tara, but he had his
mother and sisters to think about. He also couldn’t give all of
Tara’s money to her brother. She’d generously given her money to
help him and his family when they’d needed it most. So really,
there was no choice. He had only one option he could pick.

“I’ll pay you four hundred and twenty-seven
pounds and,” Nick swallowed the bitter lump in his throat, “I’ll do
what you want.”

Lord Maten didn’t hide his disappointment. “I
was hoping you’d do what was best for my sister and choose the
prison.”

“Well, I didn’t.”

“Obviously.” Lord Maten tapped the roof of
the carriage. “Very well. You will come to my townhouse this
evening.”

“To do what?” Nick asked.

“I’ll let you know when you arrive at
eight.”

“Eight? You expect me to be at your townhouse
at eight this evening?”

“Yes, and you will bring four hundred and
twenty-seven pounds with you.” As the footman opened the carriage
door, he added, “And just so things don’t get complicated, you
won’t tell anyone about this.”

“But Tara will wonder where I’m going.”

“Then make something up. If she finds out,
I’ll send you straight to debtor’s prison.”

“Fine,” Nick snapped. “I’ll be at your
townhouse at eight this evening, and I won’t tell her.”

As Nick got up to leave the carriage, Lord
Maten said, “Be prompt. I don’t like it when people make me
wait.”

Ignoring him, Nick stepped out of the
carriage. He hated Lord Maten. The gentleman had him cornered, and
he wasn’t going to show him any mercy. Lord Steinbeck was right
when he said Evermont was the kind of person a gentleman wanted to
settle his accounts with as soon as possible. The only problem was,
Nick had no idea how long he’d be at Evermont’s mercy.

Nick turned back to him. “How long will I be
doing your bidding?”

Lord Maten shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.
I’ll let you know when I do.”

Before Nick could protest, Lord Maten
motioned for the footman to shut the carriage door. The footman
offered Nick a sympathetic gaze that notified him that Lord Maten
had done this kind of thing to other gentlemen in the past. Nick
only took small comfort in knowing he wasn’t the first person who’d
been treated like this.

Nick backed up from the carriage as the
coachman snapped the horses’ reins. He didn’t know how he was going
to leave Tara this evening. He’d gotten used to being around her.
Since he married her, he’d spent every evening with her. Granted,
his mother and sisters were there as well, so it hadn’t been just
the two of them ever since returning to London, but he’d still been
with her. And now he’d have to spend the evening away from her for
who knew how long. Shoulders slumped, he started the hour-long walk
back to his townhouse.


 Chapter Seventeen

 


Tara couldn’t be sure, but she thought
something was bothering Nick. All through dinner, he seemed lost in
his own world. Usually, he participated in the conversation, but
this evening, he ate his food in silence, looking more like a
gentleman about to face the noose than one who was enjoying time
with his family.

She chose not to confront him until after
dinner. His mother and sisters had retired to the drawing room, and
when she noticed that he went to his bedchamber, she followed
him.

“Nick, are you all right?” she asked as he
reached his door.

He jerked and spun around. He breathed a sigh
of relief and put his hand on his chest. “I didn’t know you were
behind me.”

“The slippers are quiet on the floor.” She
smiled. “I wanted to wait until we were alone before talking to
you.”

He nodded and opened the door. “What do you
want to talk about?”

She stepped into the room and waited for him
to close the door before she answered. “You seemed preoccupied
during dinner. Is something bothering you?”

“I finally met Evermont. It was while I was
out.”

“Who is he?”

“I can’t say. He forbade me to tell anyone.”
He pulled out a key from his pocket then went to the cabinet where
he had put the money she’d given him to pay off his father’s
debt.

“You can tell me. I’m good at keeping
secrets.”

He glanced over at her, as if he considered
it, but then he shook his head. “I can’t. I don’t dare do anything
he doesn’t want me to.”

She chuckled. “That’s silly. You can tell me.
It’s not like I know him.”

He winced. “Lord Steinbeck warned me to do
exactly as Evermont says. Lord Steinbeck doesn’t personally know
him, but he’s heard about him. After meeting Evermont today, I
can’t go against his wishes. He’s not someone who gives a person
mercy.”

She’d gathered that much when Nick told her
he’d bought up the entire debt. She thought about arguing that he
could tell her since she really was good at keeping secrets, but he
was too afraid to do it. Whoever Evermont was, he had successfully
terrified Nick, which made it pointless to argue with him.

“All right,” she consented. “I can’t make you
do something you aren’t comfortable doing. You’re going over there
this evening to pay the debt off, correct?”

“Yes.” He turned to the cabinet and unlocked
it. He took out the leather pouch, which contained the money she’d
given him for the debt. “He told me to be at his townhouse at
eight. I have no idea how long it’ll be until I return.”

“I’m sure he has something in mind to make
the visit unpleasant.”

Nick slowly closed the cabinet and locked it.
After slipping the key back into his pocket, he chanced a look in
her direction. “Are you upset with me?”

“No, I’m not upset with you. I’m upset with
Evermont. It’s ridiculous that one person should have so much power
in London that everyone’s afraid of him. Obviously, he’s done
something to earn the fear if even Lord Steinbeck is wary of
him.”

“I don’t want to do his bidding.” Clasping
the pouch in his hand, he walked over to her. “I don’t like the
position he’s put me in, but I’m doing what I think is best.”

Noting the worried expression on his face,
she offered him a smile. Nick was such a sweet gentleman. His
father might have been horrible at managing money, but he was
probably sweet in his own way, too, which explained why Nick wasn’t
prepared to deal with someone like Evermont. If he’d grown up with
someone like her brother, he would have been better prepared for
this. Some people were impossible to deal with. Apparently,
Evermont was one of them.

“Well,” she wrapped her arms around his neck,
“at least once you pay him, all of this will be over. Then we can
put this whole thing behind us.”

He drew her closer to him and kissed her. She
thought he had the intention of making love to her before he went
to see Evermont because there was a sense of longing and need in
the kiss, but he ended the kiss and promised to return as soon as
he could.

She watched in surprise as he left the
bedchamber. There was something unnerving about the whole exchange.
She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something wasn’t right about
this. She tapped her foot on the floor. Under ordinary
circumstances, she would follow him to find out where he was going.
She wanted to know who Evermont was. What kind of gentleman could
instill so much fear in people?

After a few seconds, she talked herself out
of following him. Nick was her husband, and she needed to trust
him. She needed to let him handle this situation. He needed to be
the one to pay off his father’s debt. If word got out that she
intervened, it would probably embarrass him. And who knew if others
would find out and everyone would start laughing at him because he
needed his wife to help him pay off some debt?

No. She would stay here and bide her time
until he returned. This was just another drawback to being a lady,
but it was one she’d have to contend with. With a sigh, she headed
for the drawing room to spend the evening with his mother and
sisters.

 


***

 


“I think you missed a spot,” Lord Maten
called out two hours later.

Nick paused, the scrub brush in hand, and
turned from the fireplace he’d been cleaning in the kitchen. He
almost bumped into Lord Maten, who was hovering over him.

Nick shifted so that he wasn’t so close to
him. “What did you say?”

Lord Maten took another drink of his brandy
then pointed to a little soot Nick had missed. “You missed a spot.
Right there.”

Hiding his frustration, Nick dumped the brush
into the bucket, rinsed it out, and went back over the area he’d
just cleaned. He’d only cleaned a third of the kitchen so far. If
Lord Maten didn’t insist on bothering him every five minutes, he
would have made better progress. Lord Maten probably did that on
purpose. It gave him an excuse to keep Nick there longer.

Lord Maten took a sip of his drink. “I want
this kitchen to look like new. I happen to believe that a clean
kitchen will make for better meals.”

Nick didn’t know if that was true or not, but
at the moment, he didn’t care. He just wanted to get this over
with. Two hours had already passed. Two. That meant it was ten.
When he came here this evening, he was hoping to only stay for an
hour. Two at the most. And now, it was ten, and he still had
two-thirds of the way to go in the kitchen.

You’re doing this so that Tara can keep the
rest of her money, and, more importantly, you’re doing this so that
you can avoid prison so you can stay with Tara.

The reminder renewed his energy. He turned
his attention to the remaining soot and began scrubbing it.

Lord Maten returned to his chair and sat
down. He poured more brandy into his glass. “I’m beginning to
believe you didn’t take my sister’s innocence before marrying her.
For one, I would have heard she’s expecting by now. Two, you don’t
strike me as an experienced gentleman.”

Nick gritted his teeth but kept his attention
on cleaning the fireplace. The last thing he wanted to do was
encourage Lord Maten to keep talking.

“I took the liberty of asking around about
you,” Lord Maten continued. “I know certain ladies who are generous
with who they take to bed, and not a single one even knew who you
were. Granted, I don’t know you very well, but you don’t seem like
the type who’s any good when it comes to the ladies. Not in private
anyway. Sure, you do well in a large group. People said that you
know what to say and when to say it. But anyone can learn that
skill. You aren’t all that interesting when it comes to talking to
someone on a more personal basis.”

Unfortunately, ignoring him didn’t have the
desired effect. Up to now, Lord Maten had stuck to criticizing
Nick’s cleaning. As annoying as that was, Nick preferred he’d go
back to that. He dipped the brush in the bucket. He was almost done
with the fireplace. That’s what he needed to concentrate on.

“I wonder how long it’ll take before my
sister takes a lover,” Lord Maten said after he took another drink
of his brandy. “The difference between virgins and married ladies
is that married ladies aren’t innocent to what happens between a
gentleman and a lady when they’re alone. Virgins don’t know if the
gentleman she’s with is any good in bed or not, so you can fool
them for a while. If my sister was a virgin, then you’re safe for
the time being. But, once the newness wears off…” He took another
drink. “Well, sooner or later, a lady wants to receive pleasure in
the act.”

“That’s not a problem your sister has,” Nick
snapped, glaring at his nemesis.

Lord Maten’s eyes grew wide as if he hadn’t
expected Nick to respond. “Oh? And how many ladies did you have
before you deflowered my little sister?”

“None.” Nick immediately wished he hadn’t
answered him. Either way, he wasn’t going to win, and answering had
only encouraged him to keep taunting him. Nick dumped the brush
back in the bucket then turned back to his task, this time using
more force than necessary as he scrubbed more soot.

Lord Maten clucked his tongue. “In that case,
you’re not pleasing her. She’s only pretending she likes it in
order to spare your feelings.”

No, she wasn’t. Nick might not have had any
experience before his wedding night, but that book he’d studied was
written by a someone who, in addition to giving clear instructions
on how gentlemen could please their wives, had also disclosed how
gentlemen could know they were pleasing them. The book went into
detail about everything, and there was no doubt Tara received
pleasure when she was with him. But Nick wasn’t going to explain
this to Lord Maten.

“What happens between me and your sister is
none of your business,” Nick finally said then went back to his
chore.

“You’re right. It isn’t any of my business.
What happens between you two doesn’t concern me.”

Lord Maten grew quiet, and Nick breathed a
sigh of relief. Good. Maybe now Lord Maten would go back to
pointing out things Nick hadn’t cleaned perfectly.

“I’m not a stranger to a lady’s bed,” Lord
Maten said.

Nick made sure Lord Maten didn’t see him as
he rolled his eyes. Of course, Lord Maten wasn’t a virgin. It was
perfectly all right for him to be intimate with other gentlemen’s
sisters, but it wasn’t all right for anyone to be intimate with
his. He’d point out the hypocrisy Lord Maten was showing if he
didn’t want to just get out of here. He finished up the fireplace
then started scrubbing the wall.

“I’ve spoken with a few married ladies who
find their husbands rather,” Lord Maten paused, probably in an
attempt to build up the suspense, “mediocre in bed. They pretend to
enjoy themselves so they can get the deed over with. They need to
have a child, so it’s not like they can refuse their husbands. But
they’ve found if they pretend to enjoy the act, it makes the ordeal
go faster. When they want to enjoy themselves, however, they seek
lovers. A husband is for children, but a lover is for pleasure.
That’s where I come in. I provide them the excitement they aren’t
getting with their husbands.”

“And this makes you happy?” Nick blurted out
before he could stop himself.

Lord Maten looked surprised by the question.
“Of course, it makes me happy. I happen to enjoy the activity.” He
shot Nick a pointed look. “Don’t you?”

Nick shook his head. He was a simpleton. He
was engaging with Lord Maten, which was exactly what the gentleman
wanted. And in doing so, he was spending less time with Tara. He
turned back to the wall.

Lord Maten laughed. “I don’t know if that’s a
no or a yes, but I can’t think of a single gentleman who doesn’t
enjoy it. Anyway, I make sure these ladies get full enjoyment, too.
You want to know how I know they enjoy it?”

No, but Nick was sure that wasn’t going to
stop him from telling him.

“They come back,” Lord Maten continued. “A
wife has to return to her husband’s bed. It’s a necessary evil. But
a lady doesn’t have to return to her lover’s bed. Marriages in
London aren’t often based on love. Tara didn’t marry you because
she loves you. She married you for your looks and your charm. She
married you to make her group appeal to the Ton. Those kinds of
marriages bore ladies easily. Sooner or later, those ladies seek
excitement in a lover’s arms. You’re on borrowed time, Nick. The
question is, how much time do you have left before she grows bored
of you?”

Don’t answer him. It’ll
only keep him talking, and you’ll be here longer than you need to
be. Nick had to repeat this a couple of
times before he was able to calm himself enough to concentrate on
the task in front of him.

Thankfully, mercifully, Lord Maten got up
from the chair and left the room. Nick had no idea where Lord Maten
was going, and quite frankly, he didn’t care. He was just glad to
have Lord Maten out of the room.

The work went much faster, but even so, Nick
didn’t finish cleaning the kitchen until almost two in the
morning.

Lord Maten inspected the kitchen and after a
few long moments, he said, “This will suffice. If you ever waste
what remains of my sister’s money, I’ll be happy to put in a good
word for you if you decide to become a maid.”

Nick bit his tongue. The whole thing was
over. He should just be glad about that. Nick headed for the
kitchen doorway when Lord Maten called out to him. Knowing he
wasn’t going to like this, Nick directed his attention back to
him.

“Tomorrow, you’ll clean my ballroom,” Lord
Maten said. “Come by at seven.”

“I cleaned the kitchen,” Nick replied, his
exhaustion causing him to raise his voice higher than he usually
would have.

“Yes, and you did a decent job. Tomorrow,
you’ll return and start cleaning my ballroom. It’s a much larger
room, so I expect it to take three or four days.”

Nick couldn’t believe his ears. “Three or
four days?”

“I want to make sure every crevice is
sparkling clean when I host a ball next month. Don’t worry. I’ll
invite you and my sister, so you can enjoy the fruit of your
labor.”

Nick scowled at him. “How long do you expect
me to clean your townhouse?”

“You’ll clean it until you work off four
hundred and twenty-six pounds.”

“But that will take years.”

Lord Maten shrugged. “That depends on how
good you are at cleaning. I will reward you for hard work. The
better you clean, the more I’ll knock off the interest on your
debt. As I see it, you worked off two pounds tonight. If you hadn’t
done a good job, I would have only given you one. There’s no need
to thank me for being so generous. As I said, I reward hard work.”
Seeming very pleased with himself, he smiled. “I have some things I
need to tend to. See yourself out.”

Nick clenched his fists as Lord Maten left
the room. He didn’t dare pound his fists on something, especially
not on Lord Maten’s smug face. That would only make things
worse.

You’re doing this so Tara gets to keep the
rest of her money and so that you can stay with her instead of
going to prison. Things could be worse.

Fighting back the tears, he headed out of the
townhouse.

By the time he came home, Tara was curled up
asleep in her bed. Good. He didn’t feel like trying to come up with
an explanation as to why he’d stayed out so late. He would do that
tomorrow if she asked.

He shrugged out of his clothes and dumped
them on the floor. He would have put on a nightshirt if he had the
energy, but he didn’t. He was exhausted. All he wanted to do was
get into bed and go to sleep. The entire day had been a stressful
one, and all the cleaning he’d done had only worn him out.

He quickly washed up and then slid into bed,
careful he didn’t wake Tara as he did so. Once he was assured she
was still asleep, he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled
her back up against his chest. She was naked. Obviously, she had
expected him to come back sooner. She had probably waited for him,
thinking he might want to make love to her. He would have much
rather been in bed with her than cleaning Lord Maten’s kitchen. But
this was better than being sent to debtor’s prison or giving Lord
Maten all of her money.

He closed his eyes and released his breath.
He took in the sweet fragrance in her hair, and at once, he felt a
familiar warmth tug at his heart. She was with him. They would
always be together. He’d make this evening up to her. Tomorrow,
he’d ask her if she wanted to take a walk or go on another hot air
balloon ride. As long as they were together, it didn’t matter what
they did. While he thought of the different activities they could
do, he drifted off to sleep.

 


***

 


A couple of hours later, Nick woke up with
the need to be close to Tara. He needed to be reassured that she
loved him…and that she always would. Though she slept, he started
kissing her, starting at her cheek and then going to her neck, and
before long, he was kissing and caressing her breasts.

He didn’t know where this urgency was coming
from. Never once since they married had she withheld her body from
him, but for some reason, there was a sense of desperation welling
up in him that compelled him to wake her up so she would accept him
into her again. Whenever she allowed him to make love to her, he
didn’t doubt whether or not she wanted to be with him. He just
knew. And right now, that’s what he needed.

Fortunately, Tara woke up from her sleep and
took him into her embrace. She returned his kisses and moaned in
pleasure as he touched the more sensitive parts of her body.
Knowing how much she enjoyed it when he stroked her core, he did
so, taking the time necessary in order to get her to climax. It was
very important she find her peak when they were together. He wanted
to make sure she was satisfied with him. That was why he’d
carefully studied that book Lord Edon had given him. Without it, he
would have been stumbling around like an idiot as he tried to
figure out what she wanted. But that book gave him the confidence
he needed to know he could make her happy. And making her happy was
what he most wanted.

Once she reached her peak, he settled between
her legs and entered her. He groaned. He didn’t think he’d ever get
over the initial pleasure he experienced when he entered her. It
seemed as they were made for each other. From the first time they
made love, he was aware of how well their bodies fit together.

Nick slid his hands under Tara’s bottom so
that he could slide deeper into her. Her warm flesh wrapped around
him and tightened in the most exquisite way as he proceeded to
thrust in and out of her. He struggled to take things slow because
doing so prolonged the sweet torment of their lovemaking, but it
seemed that every time he entered her, he couldn’t hold back his
urgency to reach that wonderful peak that was far better than
anything else he’d ever experienced in his entire life.

And this time was no different. His orgasm
swept over him with such force that all he could do was cry out as
he filled her with his seed. She held him and kissed his cheek,
once more reminding him that she did care for him. He relaxed and
spent a few minutes kissing her before he settled next to her,
pulled her close to him, and fell back to sleep.


 Chapter Eighteen

 


“You’re going out again this evening?” Tara
asked four days later as she and Nick were walking through the
park.

Nick offered a shrug. “Lord Edon and the
others like to play cards a lot.”

“I realize gentlemen like to play cards a
lot, but this is the fifth night you’ll be gone.” And it was
getting harder and harder to believe he was gone so much because he
wanted to play cards with Lord Edon and his friends all the time.
“I can see taking a couple of nights a week to play cards, but
isn’t this a little much?”

He didn’t reply, so she stopped walking and
turned to face him. He paused as well, and though he turned toward
her, he didn’t make eye contact with her. He was hiding something.
She knew it.

She waited until a couple passed them before
she said, “One thing I appreciated most about you was your honesty.
I was never led into believing we had a love match, and I’m content
with that because of it. What I can’t be content with is
dishonesty. So, I’m going to ask you a question, and I want you to
tell me the truth. What are you doing this evening?”

“I’m going to play cards with Lord Edon.”

His answer came much too fast, and whether he
was aware of it or not, his eyes flickered with guilt. She paused
for a long moment as she took in the realization that he wasn’t
going to tell her the truth. He was going to stick to this
ridiculous story of playing cards with other gentlemen.

She didn’t know what to do about this. If she
couldn’t get the truth out of him, how was she going to find out
what it was?

“I wouldn’t ever do anything to hurt you,”
Nick said, his voice soft.

Then why are you lying to
me? The question remained on the tip of her
tongue, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask it. For one, she
wouldn’t get an honest answer, so it was pointless to ask. And two,
if she let him know she didn’t believe him, he might figure out a
way to lie better next time, which would make it harder to detect
it. Right now, she had an advantage. It wasn’t necessarily an
advantage she wanted to have, but it was one she had all the
same.

“How long do you plan to play cards in the
evening with your friends?” she finally asked.

“I’m not sure,” he replied.

“Will you be playing cards
with them when Ladies of Grace
is hosting the ball at Sir Tristan Blakemoor’s
residence?”

“No. I’ll be there for the ball.”

She studied him. Well, at
least he was telling the truth about that. Just because their
marriage wasn’t turning out the way she had hoped it would, it
didn’t take away from her need to help Ladies of Grace restore its good
name. That was the reason she married him. She would have to focus
on that. She couldn’t let her feelings get in the way of doing what
was right for the group. She wasn’t in love with anyone when she
agreed to marry him, and she didn’t need to be in love now. She
could live very well without love. A lot of people married for
convenience and lived their entire lives that way.

“All right,” she said. “As
long as you’re at the ball, then you can play cards,”
or whatever else, “any
night you want.”

Deciding she’d had enough of this
conversation, she continued on their walk. She had been looking
forward to spending the day with him when she woke up this morning,
but once he told her he’d have to be gone again for the evening,
all of her enthusiasm had diminished. Now, she just wanted to get
back to the townhouse.

“Are you upset with me?” Nick asked, hurrying
to keep up with her.

She bit her tongue. Did he really expect her
to be happy when he was lying to her? It wasn’t her fault that he
had to battle with his guilt.

“Tara?” he pressed.

She sighed. “I just hope that whatever you’re
doing, it won’t lead to any regrets.”

That was the most she could offer him. She
couldn’t stop him from doing what he wanted to do, so she wasn’t
going to try. She took a deep breath and released it.

He seemed as if he wanted to say something,
but then he decided against it. They continued the rest of the way
home in silence.

 


***

 


“You just might finish this room tonight,”
Lord Maten said as Nick set the soapy bucket on the ballroom floor.
“I warned you there was a lot to do in here.”

Ignoring the sore muscles in his arms, Nick
straightened up and faced Tara’s brother. “I can’t come over here
two evenings from now. There’s a ball I promised Tara that I’d take
her to.”

“You mean the silly little
ball at Blakemoor’s that she believes is all she’ll need to host in
order to get the Ton to love Ladies of
Grace again?”

“The ball is important to her.”

“Anything that has to do
with Ladies of Grace is important to her. Her entire focus has always been on that
group. She’d do anything for it. I suppose it’s to be expected she
would insist you join her. It’s not like she can show up on her
lover’s arm.”

“She doesn’t have a lover.”

Lord Maten chuckled. “Not yet.”

The footman came into the room, so Lord Maten
shooed Nick over to the bucket. Lord Maten followed the footman out
of the room. Nick went to the bucket and rolled up his sleeves. No
one would believe a duke had to resort to cleaning another person’s
townhouse. He wished he’d been able to pay those other gentlemen
off instead of having to serve Lord Maten.

He should have asked Tara if he could have
paid the debt off before running off to Gretna Green. Lord Maten
had used that time to track down his father’s creditors.

But she probably would have said no. She had
to make sure he wasn’t going to take the money and not fulfill his
part of the bargain. If only he knew Lord Maten was one of the
people he had to pay…

He went to the broom and swept the floor.
Tonight, he would wash the entire floor, and Lord Maten was
insistent he do it with the rag in the bucket once he finished
sweeping it.

He tried not to think about his conversation
with Tara at the park, but it bothered him. He was sure she knew he
was lying to her. He wasn’t completely sure, but he was almost
certain of it. And who could blame her? A couple of evenings with
some friends playing cards was understandable, but this had been
going on for almost a week.

He had no idea what other excuse he could
use. He didn’t want to claim he was gambling, and he didn’t belong
to a gentleman’s club. If he told her he was just going “out”,
she’d think he was with a mistress, and that would be worse than
anything else he could come up with.

“Your Grace,” Lord Maten called out.

Nick stopped sweeping and glanced at the
doorway, surprised to see Lord Maten with Lady Halpenny, a
middle-aged blonde, on his arm. Nick tried not to show his shock.
Lady Halpenny was one of Lady Cadwalader’s friends, and she was
twice Lord Maten’s age. Lord Maten whispered something in her ear
that made her giggle before he kissed her—right on the mouth…and
right in front of him.

Nick looked away. He didn’t know if this
embarrassed Lady Halpenny, but it sure embarrassed him. Lord
Maten’s footsteps echoed in the ballroom as he approached Nick.
Nick dared another glance at him and was relieved to see that the
lady was waiting near the doorway.

“By now, I trust you know how to clean in
order to meet my standards,” Lord Maten said. “I’m going to be
preoccupied with other things this evening.” He gave the lady a
wink then turned his attention back to Nick. “Poor thing. Her
husband bores her so easily. She needs a little more enthusiasm in
the bedchamber, if you know what I mean.” He shot Nick a pointed
look. “I happen to enjoy the more mature ladies. They know exactly
what they want and aren’t afraid to ask for it.”

“I don’t care what you do with your personal
time,” Nick replied then turned back to sweeping the floor.

“You may not care what I do with mine, but
you should care what my sister does with hers. When she grows bored
of you, she’ll be coming to someone like me. After all, it’s not
like she loves you.”

Nick gritted his teeth. Every single night he
came to clean this place, Lord Maten made it a point to tell him
Tara wouldn’t always want to be with him. Nick knew he did it to
mess with him, and responding only amused him, so Nick had to
clench his teeth—hard—in order to keep quiet. If he failed to give
Lord Maten what he wanted, the gentleman would eventually stop
taunting him…or at least, that was his hope.

Lord Maten chuckled. “We both know it’s just
a matter of time before your marriage comes crumbling down around
you, but that’s what you get when you marry someone for money.”

Nick kept on sweeping.

Thankfully, Lord Maten left him and went over
to Lady Halpenny. Nick breathed a sigh of relief. As much as he
didn’t want to be privy to another person’s private life, he was
glad that she would be with Lord Maten tonight since it meant Lord
Maten wouldn’t be watching him clean until one or two in the
morning. Nick would finally get some peace for a change.

“Oh,” Lord Maten called out. “One more thing,
Your Grace.”

Reluctant, Nick stopped sweeping and turned
to face Lord Maten, who had his arm wrapped around Lady Halpenny’s
waist.

“Since you won’t be coming by to work off
your debt two evenings from now,” Lord Maten began, “I expect you
to stay here until five in the morning tonight and tomorrow
night.”

“You can’t mandate that,” Nick replied, his
anger surfacing.

“You’re the one who owes me four hundred and
eighteen pounds. You’re not in the position to tell me what I can
or can’t mandate.”

Nick gripped the broom in his hand so hard he
thought it might break.

“After the ball, you can go back to your
regular hours,” Lord Maten said in a tone that indicated he was
doing Nick a favor by even letting him go to the ball in the first
place.

Nick forced himself to get back to work.

“He won’t tell anyone I spent the evening
here, will he?” Nick heard Lady Halpenny ask Lord Maten.

“He wouldn’t do that any more than you’d tell
anyone he’s cleaning up my townhouse,” Lord Maten replied. “He’s
been forbidden to tell anyone he’s working off his debt this way.
You have nothing to worry about.”

The two left, leaving Nick all to himself. If
Nick could afford to do it, he’d take this opportunity to grab all
of the trash he could find and dump it all over the floor. Maybe
for good measure, Nick would take all of the ashes from the
fireplace in the kitchen and smear them all over the walls. Then
when Lord Maten returned, Nick would be long gone, and he’d really
have a filthy ballroom.

Nick relaxed and a grin crossed his face. As
much as he enjoyed the fantasy of making one big mess all over this
townhouse while Lord Maten was occupied and the servants were
restricted to their quarters, he could never go through with it.
Not only would it be wrong, but Lord Maten would send him straight
to debtor’s prison. Nick’s hands were tied. He had to do whatever
Lord Maten wanted.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy his
fantasy, though. Giving in to the urge to think through every
wonderful thing he could do to ruin this townhouse, Nick continued
sweeping the floor.

 


***

 


Tara was awake when Nick opened the door of
her bedchamber. She picked up the pocket watch that was next to her
in the bed and checked the time in the candlelight. It was 5:30.
He’d left at 7:30 the previous evening and was just now coming
home. She’d been wondering how late he’d been coming home these
past few days, and now she knew.

Nick jerked in surprise when he saw she was
awake.

“It’s no wonder that you’ve been sleeping in
so late in the mornings,” she said. “You don’t get in until early
morning.”

In the candlelight, it was hard to tell if he
was blushing from embarrassment or not, but she did catch the
apprehension in his expression. He closed the door, and instead of
coming over to her, he remained by the door.

“I enjoy playing cards,” he finally said.
“Once I get into the game, it’s hard to leave.”

So he was still going to insist on lying to
her. Well, she supposed she could play along, if for no other
reason than to see what he’d say. “Maybe you and I can play cards
tonight. I know the rules of most games.”

He gave a momentary wince before he
straightened up. “It wouldn’t be the same as playing with other
gentlemen.”

“Why not? A lady can play a card game as well
as a gentleman can.”

“Yes, I know, but there’s a certain,” he
cleared his throat, “camaraderie between gentlemen when they play
cards. It makes for a fun evening.”

“Are you saying you don’t have fun with
me?”

“No, I’m not saying that. It’s just different
with them.”

She bet it was. And she also bet he wasn’t
really playing cards. He was probably sharing a bed with another
lady, and this lady probably satisfied him in ways she
couldn’t.

Her cheeks grew hot. She was such a fool. She
should never have thought that he was going to stop going to other
ladies’ beds just because he married her. Sure, he was trying to be
discreet by lying about it. That’s all anyone in the Ton ever asked
of people—that they be discreet.

But she wasn’t a simpleton. She knew what
London was like. She’d watched her father and her brother make
excuses so they could spend time with ladies. She just didn’t
expect it to hurt so much when her own husband did it to her. Then
again, she hadn’t expected to fall in love with him. Love was never
supposed to factor into the agreement they’d made.

“Are you upset with me?” Nick asked.

While she didn’t like being lied to, she
couldn’t be completely upset with him. She was also upset with
herself for growing attached to him. This was as much her fault as
it was his.

“I’m having my lady’s time of month,” she
finally said. “I have cramps. I’d rather be alone.”

This time she was the one who lied, and as
much as she hated herself for it, she couldn’t bring herself to be
any more vulnerable to him than she already was. She turned her
back to him and pulled the blanket up to her head so he wouldn’t
see her tears. Stupid tears. She hated it when she cried. Crying
was a sign of weakness, and of all things, she didn’t want to be
weak.

After what seemed like an abnormally long
time, she heard him leave her bedchamber. She should feel better.
But for some reason, she only felt worse. She buried her face in
the blanket and cried harder.


 Chapter Nineteen

 


“I’m so excited,” Cress said as she twirled
around in the drawing room. “I feel like a princess in this
gown.”

Nick’s mother chuckled. “I think you’re going
to have a wonderful evening.”

Augusta smiled at her sister, and Nick
noticed the wistful look in her eyes. “You’re going to have so much
fun at the ball. You’ll tell me everything that happens when you
get back, won’t you?”

“She’ll tell you everything tomorrow,” his
mother told her. “She, Nick, and Tara will be home late.”

Though Augusta sighed in disappointment, she
accepted the answer.

“Tomorrow morning will come soon enough,”
Nick said, hoping to ease some of her disappointment. “Besides, all
that really happens at a ball are dancing and talking. There’s not
much more to it than that.”

Cress clasped her hands together in
excitement. “I can’t wait to dance. Tara spent the past three days
teaching me everything I need to know so I don’t fall on my
face.”

“You were always a graceful child,” Nick’s
mother said. “You won’t fall on your face.”

“I won’t now that I know the steps,” Cress
replied.

“I suppose there is something to be said for
feeling more confident about dancing when you’ve practiced the
steps to the dances over and over.” She looked at Nick. “Tara was
very kind to devote so much time in teaching Cress what she needs
to do for this evening.”

Nick nodded. Tara was kind. She was also
generous and fun and desirable. Any gentleman would want her. He
swallowed. If only she loved him, then he wouldn’t have to worry
about gentlemen like Lord Maten who were more than willing to take
a married lady to his bed.

“Tara, you have wonderful taste in gowns,”
Cress said as she hurried to the doorway of the drawing room.

Nick turned to Tara and watched as Cress gave
her a hug. Nick hadn’t seen much of Tara in the last two days. Part
of it was the fact that he had to stay up until six in the morning
cleaning up the attic of her brother’s townhouse. When he came
home, he ended up sleeping in his own bed since Tara had made it
clear that he wasn’t welcome in her bedchamber.

He didn’t wake up until early afternoon, and
by that time, Tara was teaching Cress everything she needed to know
about ballroom etiquette. The only time they got to spend any time
together was during dinner, and it seemed to him that she focused
in on his mother and sisters so that she wouldn’t have to talk to
him.

He couldn’t blame her. He knew how bad things
looked. If she was spending all of her evenings away from the
townhouse, he would think she didn’t want to be with him. A couple
of times he was tempted to confide in her that Evermont was her
brother and that he was working off the debt. He’d gone to her
bedchamber after he’d finished getting ready for the ball to tell
her the truth, but when he tried to open the door, it was locked.
When he knocked on it, she didn’t answer it.

That might have been for the best. If he told
her and she confronted her brother, her brother would haul him
right off to debtor’s prison. He’d rather be with her even if she
wasn’t happy with him. At least he’d get to spend the evening with
her at the ball. Perhaps he’d get a dance or two with her.
Something, no matter how small, was better than nothing.

“I hope this ball will help your group,”
Nick’s mother told Tara, breaking him out of his thoughts.

He glanced over at Tara, who was absolutely
beautiful in her red gown. He knew most of the evening would be
spent mingling with other guests, but he really hoped he’d get a
dance or two with her. Maybe if he succeeded in pleasing the
influential members of the Ton, she might not be so mad at him.
Then maybe they could dance.

Tara smiled at his mother. “As long as
nothing unexpected comes up, I think this will be exactly what the
group needs. People in London have short memories. By now, the
gossip about how Lady Eloise treated Lady Youngtown has died down.
That is the greatest advantage we have right now.” She looked at
Cress. “Are you ready?”

“I’ve been ready ever since I found out I was
getting a chance to go to a ball,” Cress replied in excitement.

Tara turned her attention to Nick. “Are you
ready?”

Though she sounded as pleasant as always, he
noted that she was on her guard. She was protecting herself from
him. She didn’t want to get hurt. He wanted nothing more than to
take her in his arms and tell her how much he loved her, that he
would never do anything to hurt her. But with everyone around, he
couldn’t. Maybe there would be a chance to do so later. For now,
all he could do was nod and follow her and Cress out of the drawing
room.

He thought Tara would sit by Cress since she
wasn’t happy with him, but to his surprise, she sat across from
Cress. At first, he was hopeful that this might be a sign of good
things. But when he settled beside her, she crossed her arms and
leaned away from him, a silent message that she didn’t want him
touching her.

She hadn’t sat like that on their way to
Gretna Green. Her arms had been at her sides, and she’d been facing
him. So she probably let him sit next to her in hopes that Cress
wouldn’t think something was wrong between them.

“Remember that you can only dance with the
same gentleman twice,” Tara told her as the coachman led the horses
forward. “If you happen to come across one you fancy, you may allow
him to pay a visit in the future.”

“Oh, I doubt I’ll meet such a gentleman at my
very first ball,” Cress said with a giggle.

“You never know. Sometimes you meet the right
person when you least expect it. You’re a very pretty young lady.
You’re bound to attract someone’s attention.”

Nick hoped that if she did, it wouldn’t be
someone like Lord Maten. He didn’t think he’d have to give Cress
the lecture on what kind of gentleman she should avoid so soon, but
maybe he should do that tomorrow. There was no point in waiting
until she had a suitor to warn her about exactly what kind of
gentlemen were out there. This, of course, was just another reason
why he had to stay out of debtor’s prison. He had to be sure that
his sister ended up with a decent gentleman.

“Is your brother going to be at the ball
tonight?” Nick asked Tara.

“He shouldn’t be,” Tara replied. “None of us
invited him. Lady Blakemoor only wants respectable people in
attendance this evening, and he doesn’t qualify.”

Nick breathed a sigh of relief. Good. That
was one less thing he had to worry about this evening.

“Who will be there this evening?” Cress
asked.

Tara answered the question, and Nick was
surprised by how many people would be in attendance. He would have
thought fewer people would be invited since half of the ones in
London weren’t all that honorable. But perhaps they’d been invited
because they gave the impression of being honorable.

When the carriage came to a stop, the footman
opened the door. Nick got out first and then helped Cress and then
Tara out of the carriage. He kept his hold on Tara’s hand so that
she would look at him.

“I’m glad I’m with you this evening,” he
whispered.

She didn’t believe him. He
could tell it by the way her eyebrows furrowed. But to her credit,
she didn’t voice her doubts. Instead, she asked, “Will you help me
make a good impression for the sake of Ladies of Grace?”

“Of course, I will.”

“That’s all I require of you.”

She let go of his hand then went over to
Cress. Was Lord Maten right? Was her primary concern the group? Did
she care nothing for him? Or maybe she did care but not enough to
love him. Maybe it hadn’t bothered her that they’d spent so little
time together lately. For all he knew, she might have been
relieved.

Did this mean she would eventually tire of
him and take a lover, as her brother had suggested? Was it just a
matter of time before she grew bored of him and sought excitement
elsewhere? Was she waiting until she was done taking care of things
with her group before looking for another gentleman to take to her
bed? Or perhaps, she’d be going to his.

Nick forced the questions aside. He’d rather
not think about it. At least not tonight. He was here this evening
to help her, and he was going to do it regardless of what the
future brought.

 


***

 


“It looks like everyone we invited came,”
Lady Blakemoor told Tara and Stacey an hour later. “Isn’t it
wonderful?”

“It is wonderful,” Tara replied.

At the moment, Cress was
dancing, leaving Tara time to talk to Lady Blakemoor about the
success of the evening. Everyone seemed to be having a good time.
Already, Tara had overheard compliments on the music, the drinks,
and the pastries. Even Lady Cadwalader had told a few people that
this was one of the best balls she’d been to this year. Considering
it was the beginning of December, that was one of the best things
that had happened for Ladies of
Grace in a long time. They hadn’t even
received such praise while Lady Eloise was in the charge of the
group.

Also, as Nick had promised, he was proving to
be an asset to the group. Her gaze went to him. He was dancing with
one of Lady Cadwalader’s friends, and whatever he was saying to her
was causing her to giggle and blush. Lady Cadwalader would be
pleased by this. While Sir Tristan Blakemoor was her nephew, he was
in no way as charming as Nick.

Tara forced her gaze off of him. She didn’t
want to think about how hurt she was by his lack of attention. It
was to be expected. He was such an attractive gentleman. In fact,
she thought he was the most attractive one in the room. Plus, he
knew how to make a lady feel as if she was the most important
person in the room. What lady could resist him?

Well, besides Lady Blakemoor, but Tara had a
feeling that Lady Blakemoor rejected him because Sir Tristan
Blakemoor was Lady Cadwalader’s nephew and Nick had no money.

Tara took a deep breath and released it. At
some point, she was going to have to tell him she’d lied to him
that night when she claimed she was having her lady’s time of month
so that he wouldn’t go to her bed. He was going to figure it out
anyway when she confessed that she was expecting his child. She
wasn’t looking forward to telling him. She wasn’t looking forward
to telling his mother and sisters, either, because as soon as they
knew, they were bound to talk about the possibility of an heir.

Perhaps if he had stayed with her the
following evening instead of running back out to some lady’s bed,
things might not be so awkward right now. However, he kept
insisting on staying out until early in the morning. He was only
with her tonight because it was part of the agreement they’d made
when she married him.

She’d had a fitful night’s rest while waiting
to see if he would come to her bedchamber last night. And he
hadn’t. Not that she was surprised. She’d told him he wasn’t
welcome in her bed. He wasn’t her brother. He wasn’t the type of
person to force his will onto another person. He would only come to
a lady’s bed if he was invited, and she had no doubt he had many
invitations.

She closed her eyes for a moment and steadied
her emotions. She’d already had her share of crying when she was
alone. She didn’t need to give into the urge to cry right here in
front of all these people.

“I suppose we should dance and enjoy
ourselves,” Lady Blakemoor said, interrupting her thoughts. “It’d
be a shame to let all of our hard work go to waste.”

Tara offered a nod to indicate she was fine
with it. She didn’t feel up to socializing, but she needed to focus
on the success of the evening. Her personal feelings could wait.
Right now, she should just enjoy the fact that the ball was going
better than either she or Lady Blakemoor had hoped.

She scanned the room, wondering if Stacey and
her husband had arrived yet. She didn’t see them right away, so she
took a stroll through the room. Finally, she caught Stacey dancing
with her husband. The two seemed to be enjoying each other’s
company since they were both laughing.

For a moment, Tara recalled the days she and
Nick had spent in the carriage on their way to Gretna Green. They’d
spent most of the time laughing. If she’d had any idea that was the
best her time with him was going to get, she wouldn’t have been in
such a hurry to return to London.

Lost in her thoughts, she wasn’t paying
attention to where she was going, and she accidentally bumped into
someone. “Pardon me,” she said and took a step back.

“Please, Duchess, I implore you to stop
trying to get close to me.”

Noting the familiar voice, she turned her
attention to Sir Tristan Blakemoor. His face was bright red, as if
she’d just tried to do something inappropriate with him. “I didn’t
mean to bump into you,” she said.

Before she could dart off in the opposite
direction, he let out a groan. “All right. I’ll have a dance with
you. But only one. Don’t you dare think anything will come of
it.”

She blinked in surprise. Good grief. Was
there no end to his delusions? “I don’t want to dance with you. I
wasn’t watching where I was going. It was an accident.”

He shook his head, obviously not believing
her. “I heard someone once say that nothing is an accident. We end
up doing things that stem from our deepest desires.”

“That’s not always true.”

Hoping to put an end to the discussion, she
headed back in the direction she’d come from. The dance would be
over soon. Then she might get a chance to talk to Stacey or
Cress.

Unfortunately, he insisted on following her.
“Your Grace, if I might have a moment of your time, I need to put
something to rest.”

She would have ignored him if he hadn’t
dodged in front of her. Crossing her arms, she waited for him to
continue.

“I am going to be faithful to my wife,” he
said. “There can’t ever be anything between us.”

Though there was no way she’d ever be in his
bed, much less entertain fantasies of him in bed with her, she had
to admit it was wonderful that he had chosen to keep himself to
Lady Blakemoor. She hadn’t envied Lady Blakemoor anything up to
now, but in this one case, she did. If only Nick would tell other
ladies the same thing.

Forcing her mind off of Nick, she said, “You
have nothing to worry about. I won’t come between you and your
wife.”

“Then you understand why you must not keep
sneaking into my townhouse or trying to get me to leave this room
with you.”

Her eyes grew wide. He couldn’t be serious!
She hadn’t once, at any time, done any of that. But by the
expression on his face, she realized he believed it. It might be
sweet that he was faithful to Lady Blakemoor, but he was still a
complete and utter dullard.

He offered her an apologetic gaze then left
her to herself. With a shake of her head, she made a beeline for
Cress, who was done dancing for the time being.


 Chapter Twenty

 


Lady Cadwalader and her friends laughed as
Nick told them another joke he’d recently read in a book. When he
realized they had enjoyed the first one he’d told them, he decided
to tell them more, and as he’d hoped, they found the jokes
amusing.

“Where did you ever get such wit?” Lady
Cadwalader asked.

“To be honest,” he began, “these jokes came
from a book that’s been in my family for years. I can’t take credit
for them.”

“Oh, but the way you told them was
masterful,” one of Lady Cadwalader’s friends said. “Some jokes
aren’t that funny because the person telling them doesn’t have a
gift for it. But you, Your Grace, have a gift for it. I can’t
remember the last time I laughed so hard.”

“Neither have I,” Lady Cadwalader agreed.
“Now I know why Miss Webb was so anxious to marry you that she went
to Gretna Green.”

“If I were twenty years younger, I would have
tried to get to you before Miss Webb did,” another friend of Lady
Cadwalader said. “She’s a very fortunate lady to have you for a
husband.”

Nick wasn’t sure Tara would agree, but that
wasn’t exactly something he could share with anyone. He had a
nagging suspicion that Tara was starting to regret marrying him. He
could only hope he could make up for hurting her by pleasing Lady
Cadwalader and her friends tonight. So far, he seemed to be doing a
good job of it. As long as he didn’t say or do anything stupid,
everything should be fine.

“You’re one of the most entertaining
gentlemen in this room,” Lady Cadwalader said. “I must talk to my
husband about having you and your wife over to one of our dinner
parties. We’ll have my nephew and his wife over, too, since your
wife is such good friends with his.”

An outburst came from the entrance of the
ballroom. They, along with the others in the room, turned their
attention to the cause of the ruckus.

Lady Eloise shoved the butler’s hand off of
her arm. “You have no right to touch me,” she hissed at him.
“You’re nothing but a servant.”

The music died down, and people stopped
dancing.

Nick searched for Tara, but he didn’t see
her. He did, however, see Lady Blakemoor, and her jaw was dropped
in shock.

“Where are my betrayers?” Lady Eloise called
out.

It was then that Nick realized she’d been
drinking. He didn’t know if she was drunk, but she was close to
it.

The crowd parted as Tara marched over to her.
Nick’s gaze went to where she’d come from, and he experienced an
overwhelming sense of relief when he realized she had been with
Stacey instead of a gentleman.

“You weren’t invited here,” Tara said.

“I’ll say you weren’t,” Lady Blakemoor added
as she joined Tara. “Your behavior is appalling.” She gestured to
the people who were watching them. “Can’t you see how you look to
them?”

“I made Ladies of Grace,” Lady Eloise
snapped. Then, glancing at everyone, she added,
“Ladies of Grace is what it is today because of me.”

“We’ll admit that you created the group and
helped it prosper for a time,” Tara began, “but after you abused
your position in the group, it was necessary to remove you. If you
turn your life around, we can talk about bringing you back in, but
Lady Blakemoor and I are the leaders now.”

Lady Eloise turned her attention to the
onlookers. “Do you see how unfair they’ve been to me? I gave
everything I had to the group. I sacrificed for it. I spent a long
time selecting only the best ladies for it. I spent a lot of money
on elegant social engagements. I groomed them into the very image
of propriety that you see today. It’s because of me the Duchess of
Ravenshire and Lady Blakemoor stand before you as members of this
very prestigious group. And my sister…” She searched the crowd. “My
own flesh and blood has even betrayed me. She refuses to even face
me because she knows she’s in the wrong.”

All gazes turned to Stacey, and Nick didn’t
blame her for shrinking further into the crowd.

“She doesn’t owe you anything,” Tara said.
“Until you admit it was your own actions that got you into the
predicament you’re in, there’s nothing anyone can do to help you.
If anyone else in the group had acted the way you did, you would
have thrown them out. You must abide by the same rules you put upon
others. It’s not right for one set of rules to be made for you and
another set for everyone else.”

“It was a little slip at the park,” Lady
Eloise said, tears in her voice. “An ill-timed statement to Lady
Youngtown and I’m to be treated like a leper for the rest of my
life? Plenty of people do things that aren’t socially acceptable.
Sir Tristan Blakemoor spread the rumor that Lord Mulborne relieved
his bladder in one of the plants at the theatre, but the truth is,
Sir Tristan Blakemoor was the one who really did it. I know because
I happened to see him. And he knew I saw him.” She glared at Sir
Tristan Blakemoor, who grew pale. “Poor Lord Mulborne hasn’t been
able to show his face in public ever since.”

Lady Blakemoor gasped and turned to her
husband. “Is this true?”

Sir Tristan Blakemoor glanced from his wife
to Lady Eloise and then back again before he dashed out of the room
in humiliation.

“How is what I did to Lady Youngtown any
worse than what he did to Lord Mulborne?” Lady Eloise demanded.
“You’re all so upset that I hurt her feelings? What about Lord
Mulborne’s reputation?”

“You must stop this at once,” Tara hissed.
“You’re not making things better for you. You’re only making them
worse.”

Lady Eloise looked at her and laughed. “Of
course, you’d say that. You hide the secrets of others in order to
advance your own goals for the group. Your husband, the Duke of
Ravenshire, was ready to go to debtor’s prison until you saved him
by marrying him.” When the crowd murmured, she added, “Don’t let
them fool you. They’re not in love with each other. All the smiles
and the times they spent out in public are all a façade.”

Nick’s face grew warm. Unlike Sir Tristan
Blakemoor, he was too much in shock to move.

“But that’s the whole point, isn’t it?” Lady
Eloise yelled at everyone. “All of this…” She gestured to the
crowd. “All of the pretty clothes and the music and the lavish
ballroom…” She let out a bitter laugh. “It’s all a façade. None of
it is real. And you all have the audacity to point the finger at
me? As if I’m the only person in London who’s ever made one tiny
little mistake. When all of you,” she pointed at them, “have done
much worse.”

This had gone on long enough. The more she
talked, the worse things would be for everyone. While everyone had
their secrets, no one wanted them exposed, especially not by an
intoxicated lady who was bent on revenge.

“Lady Eloise,” Nick began as
an idea came to him, “it’s obvious you’ve been drinking. Your
speech is slurred, and you’re wobbling. May I suggest that it’s the
wine talking tonight instead of you? As you have pointed out, you
established a good name for Ladies of
Grace. Granted, you had one momentarily
lapse in judgment that day in Hyde Park. That is why my wife and
Lady Blakemoor have graciously offered you a chance to return to
the group if you’d make amends for it. I suggest you start by
apologizing to Lady Youngtown.”

Since the others in the room nodded, Nick
took that as his cue and walked over to Tara, Lady Blakemoor, and
Lady Eloise.

“Furthermore,” he told Lady Eloise, “we are
all aware that Sir Tristan Blakemoor would never use a plant at the
theatre in the way you suggested, and I’m sure he didn’t really see
Lord Mulborne doing that, either. There are shadows in the theatre.
Most plants happen to be in those shadows. I suspect Sir Tristan
Blakemoor thought he saw Lord Mulborne at the plant but really
didn’t. Sometimes the shadows can play tricks on you. I’m sure Sir
Tristan Blakemoor is sorry he told someone what he thought he saw,
especially since the person ran around London spreading the
rumor.”

“He is sorry,” Lady Blakemoor hurried to add.
“And he did imagine things.” She laughed. “My husband has an
imaginative mind. Why, just last week, he thought he saw a lion in
the bedchamber. As soon as we lit the candle, he realized it was a
pile of clothes that weren’t in their usual spot. We had a good
laugh about it.”

“Yes,” Nick agreed, suspecting she had come
up with the lie in order to help him—and her husband—out. “I’m sure
we’ll have a laugh over the plant incident, too. I’m sure next time
people see Lord Mulborne, they’ll say they knew someone of his good
reputation would never act in such a way.”

Nick scanned the room, and as he hoped, the
others indicated their agreement. Good. It was working.

“I admit that my finances weren’t the very
best they could have been,” Nick continued, “but I assure you, I’m
not with my wife because of the money. I’m with her because I want
to be.”

Tara put her arm around his. “Indeed. We
happen to make a good match.”

“Lady Eloise,” Lady Cadwalader said as she
approached them, “I am dismayed that you would try to ruin the good
name of my nephew and these fine people who have organized this
ball tonight. You’ve done yourself no favors this evening, and I’m
afraid the good people of London won’t stand for this. When Lady
Blakemoor and the Duchess of Ravenshire removed you from the group,
they did the right thing. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t allow you
back into it after this evening’s debacle. You’ve ruined any
chances of propriety you could have salvaged.”

As if on cue, the people in the room voiced
their agreement.

“I assure you that she won’t
ever be allowed back into the group,” Lady Blakemoor told Lady
Cadwalader. “Ladies of Grace
has no place for someone like her.”

Lady Eloise spat at her. “If it weren’t for
me, you’d still be the pathetic little chit who begged me to take
her into the group.”

Lord Cadwalader and a couple of other
gentlemen took Lady Eloise and carried her out of the ballroom.

Ignoring Lady Eloise’s
screams about how she’d been betrayed, Lady Cadwalader turned to
Lady Blakemoor and put an arm around her shoulders. “You must not
let her trouble you. I knew she was horrible from the moment I met
her. It’s why I couldn’t fully endorse Ladies of Grace, but I can give my
full support to it now. Now, let’s go back to enjoying this
beautiful ball.”

The others indicated their agreement, and the
music started back up.

As everyone turned back to their
conversations, Tara let out an audible sigh of relief and released
Nick’s arm. “Thank you,” Tara told him. “I don’t think things would
have turned out so well if you hadn’t intervened when you did.”

“I’m glad I could help.” Really, if there was
ever anything she needed, he would be more than happy to do it.

One of Lady Cadwalader’s friends came up to
them and gave Tara a sympathetic look. “You poor thing. I can’t
imagine what being in the same group as Lady Eloise was like. It’s
good that you and Lady Blakemoor got rid of her when you did. What
she did to Lady Youngtown was bad enough, but after this evening,
there will be no chance of redemption for her. If she had still
been in your group, it would have been completely destroyed. You
both showed good judgment.”

“My wife is very good at judging what to do
in any situation,” Nick chimed in.

“She certainly is,” the lady agreed. Then,
with a twinkle in her eye, she added, “And she certainly knows how
to pick a good husband.” She chuckled and turned her attention back
to Tara. “I was wondering if you’d join me and a few ladies for a
conversation?”

Tara glanced at Nick, and since he nodded his
encouragement, she left with her. Nick watched Tara, recalling the
day they had married. Looking back, it was one of the best days of
his life.

Cress came up to him. “I thought the most
excitement I was going to have tonight was dancing, but I don’t
think anything could get more exciting than watching a lady tell
everyone she didn’t like them.”

“That rarely happens,” Nick replied.
“Fortunately. Have you been having a good time?”

“I have. I’m not interested in any of the
gentlemen I’ve danced with that Tara introduced me to.”

“Good. You don’t need to be in a hurry to get
married.”

She chuckled. “I’m not looking for a husband
tonight. I just want to dance.” She paused then lowered her voice.
“It’s a relief no one believed that lady when she said you married
Tara to get out of debtor’s prison. Mother would have been
embarrassed if they had. You know how she worries about the family
name.”

He nodded. “I’ve learned that the sooner you
can put an end to a rumor, the better. You have to concede to some
of the truth in order to be credible, but there’s no reason why
people need to know everything.”

“That sounds like something Father would
say.”

“He’s the one who taught me how to deal with
people.” It was a shame their father didn’t manage his finances as
well as he could manage his relationships. Pushing the thought
aside, he said, “Would you mind having a dance with your
brother?”

“I’d love it,” Cress replied and joined him
to the center of the room.

 


***

 


The next morning, Tara rolled the brush over
in her hand as she sat in front of her vanity. She hadn’t called
her lady’s maid in yet to help her get ready for the day, and she
wasn’t in the mood to do it, either. In fact, she didn’t want to
leave the bedchamber. She just wanted to return to bed and give
into despair.

She should be glad last night went as well as
it did. And she was. It was wonderful that Nick smoothed things
over before Lady Eloise was able to destroy the group. There was
that tense moment of silence right after Lady Eloise told everyone
the truth about Nick that Tara thought for sure everything was
going to crumble down around them.

She didn’t know how Lady Eloise figured it
out. Perhaps Tara’s brother had figured out why Nick wanted to
marry her and told Lady Eloise when they were together. Tara had no
way of knowing if the incident regarding Sir Tristan Blakemoor was
true or not, but Lady Eloise didn’t make it a habit of lying about
things that people were doing. Yes, Lady Eloise had many faults,
but lying about scandals wasn’t one of them.

Tara let out a heavy sigh and rubbed her
forehead. What did it matter? In the end, what did the group really
matter if she was one of several ladies Nick spent time with? She
didn’t know why she thought she could ever be content to take her
husband to bed if he went to other ladies’ beds.

How had her mother done it?
Tara’s father had had a couple of mistresses over the course of
their marriage. Never once did her mother voice a complaint about
it. She’d obviously been in bed with him long enough to conceive
two children. Tara didn’t think she could ever share her bed with
Nick again. It was one thing to go to bed with him knowing he’d had
other ladies before he married her, but after they married, things had changed.
Lovemaking was just too personal—too private—to share with another
person.

She’d honestly thought she was stronger than
this when she reached maturity. She hadn’t expected her husband to
be faithful to her. So few husbands were faithful to their
wives.

Last evening after the ball,
Nick had hesitated in the hallway, and she knew he’d wanted to come
to her bed. He didn’t have to ask it. The question was in his eyes.
And she couldn’t bring herself to consent to it, even though he had
saved Ladies of Grace. She just couldn’t do it. The whole time he was with her,
she’d be wondering if he was thinking of someone else. So she’d
claimed a headache and went to her bedchamber. He’d been
disappointed, but he hadn’t argued.

The worry did cross her mind that she might
be pushing him toward another lady by being cold to him. At the
moment, however, none of that seemed to matter because she was in
so much pain. Besides, if he was already seeking other ladies’
beds, then what did it matter if she turned him away or not? It
wasn’t like taking him to bed every night right after their wedding
had been enough to satisfy him. She probably just wasn’t as
exciting as other, more experienced ladies were.

She blinked back her tears and steadied her
resolve to get ready for the day. Nothing would get better if she
stayed in this room all day. She needed to be busy. The more things
she could do, the less time she’d have to think about Nick.

After a moment, she decided
she’d see if Miss Duff was back in London yet. And if she wasn’t,
then she’d visit Stacey and, if Stacey wasn’t available, she’d see
Lady Blakemoor about what to do next for Ladies of Grace. And if Lady
Blakemoor wasn’t available… Well, she’d deal with that later if it
happened to be the case.

Once she trusted herself to show a pleasant
façade, she got up and summoned her lady’s maid.


 Chapter Twenty-One

 


“Are you going to meet Lord Edon and his
friends for another game of cards?” Tara asked as Nick headed in
her direction.

She’d waited for him in the entryway this
evening, sure he had snuck off to change clothes because, once
again, he had no intention of spending time with her or his family.
Otherwise, he would have settled into the drawing room with them.
As much as she had tried to talk herself out of confronting him,
she couldn’t seem to help it. She’d gone from wanting to cry all
the time to wanting to scream at him. And now, she was angry. It
was taking all of her self-control to address him in a calm
manner.

Nick hesitated to respond. Was he going to
try to come up with another lie? Was he going to keep to the same
story? Or, was he finally going to tell her the truth?

He cleared his throat and slipped his hands
into his coat pockets. “Actually,” he began, “I thought I’d go to
White’s.”

“I didn’t realize you were a member,” she
replied, knowing full well he wasn’t.

“Oh, well, they’re thinking of adding a new
member, and I’ve been invited to go there so the other gentlemen
can meet me.”

He wasn’t good at lying. It was obvious he
was lying, but she asked, “Who invited you?”

“Lord Edon.”

“Hmm… You and Lord Edon seem to be very good
friends. He likes to spend almost every evening with you.”

Did he honestly believe she would believe
something like this? By the expression on his face, she realized he
did.

“We only recently became friends,” he said.
“As it happens, we get along with the same group of gentlemen.”

“That’s convenient.” One might say a story
like that fit very well into the lie he insisted on spinning. She
wondered if Lord Edon was aware that he was using him in order to
sneak out to spend time with ladies he hadn’t married.

Nick didn’t seem to know how to respond to
her comment, so he looked down at his coat and started fastening
the buttons.

She was tired of this. She wasn’t going to
let him get away with lying to her anymore, but if she told him she
knew he was lying, he’d only deny it. She was going to have to
catch him in the act of the lie. Only then could she give him a
good whack on the head and get her own townhouse.

The butler hurried to the
door, effectively ending their conversation. She pretended she
didn’t notice the pleading look Nick gave her. If he thought she
was going to be all right with him running off to another lady, he
was sorely mistaken. Maybe her mother was fine with her father
doing it. Maybe other ladies were fine with their husbands doing
it. But she wasn’t fine with him doing it.

She waited until Nick left then grabbed a
cloak from the hook nearby. She slipped it on then brought the hood
up. Ignoring the butler, she caught the direction Nick was going
and then left the townhouse. She was going to get to the bottom of
this tonight. She couldn’t handle the strain of the lies anymore.
As much as she’d love to believe he was spending all of his nights
playing cards, she just knew he wasn’t.

She kept close to the townhouses as she
followed him. It was already dark out and she was wearing a dark
cloak, but she still worried he might turn around and see her. If
that happened, he’d probably go to White’s just to “prove” he’d
been telling her the truth. Then he would find a way to make sure
she didn’t follow him tomorrow evening when he left.

So she was as careful as she could be while
she followed him. Thankfully, there weren’t too many people out,
which made it easier to keep a good distance from him without
losing track of him. She didn’t know if they could tell she was a
lady or not since the cloak covered most of her, but at least no
one tried to talk to her.

By the time she turned down the sixth street,
she realized he was heading in the direction of her brother’s
townhouse. But why? What could he possibly want with her brother?
Surely, her brother wasn’t into sharing ladies. Even her brother
didn’t do that.

She stopped when she saw Nick climb the steps
of the townhouse. He knocked on the door, and a moment later, the
footman opened the door. Nick stepped inside, and the footman
closed the door.

She blinked and shook her head. She had to be
imagining things. There was no way Nick and her brother were
friends. There was just no way. No possible way. Her brother wasn’t
one to forgive anyone for betraying him, and her brother had been
deceived when she ran off to marry Nick.

No. Something else was going on here. After a
moment, she snapped out of her shock and hurried over to the
townhouse. She reached it then glanced around to make sure no one
saw her. Once she was assured she wasn’t being watched, she snuck
over to the servants’ entrance.

 


***

 


“I can’t keep coming here every night,” Nick
told Lord Maten a second time. “Tara doesn’t believe I’m playing
cards with my friends.”

“Then you should do a better job of lying or
get some friends,” Tara’s brother replied as the maid brought a
bucket full of soap and water into the drawing room.

Nick rolled his eyes.
“I can’t keep
coming here every night to clean. I can probably do two or three
evenings without arousing her suspicions, but as it is, she thinks
I’m doing something else with my time.”

And given the hurt look in her eyes that
evening, he had a nagging feeling that she thought he was being
unfaithful to her. Which was probably exactly what Lord Maten
wanted her to think.

Her brother let out a long and heavy sigh.
“All right. We’ll go to three times a week, but it’ll take you
longer to pay off the interest on the debt.”

The maid brought over a couple of clean
rags.

Lord Maten took them from her then held them
out to Nick. “Tonight, you are expected to clean the floor. It’s up
to you to move the rugs and furniture out of the way. When you’re
done, you have to put them all back. You can’t leave here tonight
until you finish, so I suggest you get to work.”

Nick snatched the rags from him. By the size
of the room, Nick didn’t think he was going to get home until
sunrise.

“If that doesn’t work, you can come
tomorrow,” Lord Maten said. “Then you can do half of this tonight
and the other half then.”

“I’ll do it all tonight,” Nick replied,
keeping his tone as neutral as he could.

“I thought you might choose that option.” He
chuckled. “Well, I’ll let you get started.”

Nick watched as he left with the maid. Once
he was alone, Nick threw the rags to the floor then rolled up his
sleeves. He hadn’t bothered putting anything over his shirt. The
coat hid the fact that he’d been improperly dressed anyway, so what
had it mattered?

With a sigh, he started to move the furniture
to the other side of the room.

 


***

 


Tara searched the rooms. Nick had to be
somewhere in this townhouse. She doubted he’d be in the servants’
quarters, so she didn’t bother looking through those. Instead, she
quietly worked her way through all of the rooms. By the time she
reached the drawing room, she saw Nick washing the floor on his
hands and knees.

“What are you doing?” she blurted out as she
ran over to him.

He looked up, his eyes wide in shock.

Since he didn’t answer her, she asked, “Is
this where you’ve been going every night?”

After a moment, he set the rag aside and rose
to his feet. Shame crossing his face, he admitted, “Yes. I haven’t
been playing cards. I’ve been coming here.”

She heard footsteps and turned to the
doorway. Her brother stopped as soon as he saw her.

She stormed over to him and pointed to Nick.
“What are you doing to him?”

Basil crossed his arms. “What does it look
like I’m doing?”

“It looks like you’re treating him like a
maid.”

“Then you already know the answer to your
question,” Basil said, his tone condescending.

She stared at him in disbelief. “Why are you
treating him this way?”

“Because I’m one of the gentlemen his father
owed money to, and he was unable to pay back the debt in full,” he
replied. “He had to work off the rest of it somehow…unless you want
him to go to debtor’s prison.”

“No! Of course, I don’t want that.”

“Then you should be glad I’m gracious enough
to let him work the rest of the debt off.”

Nick walked over to them but directed his
gaze to her. “He’s Evermont. He’s the one who settled the debts
owed to each creditor.”

Noting the way Basil glared at Nick, she
asked him, “So, you’re Evermont? You’re the one everyone’s afraid
of?” She glanced at Nick. “Why didn’t you tell me it was my own
brother?”

“Because it was none of your business,” Basil
told her through gritted teeth.

“It definitely is my business,” she snapped.
“You’re taking advantage of my husband. I had enough money in my
dowry to pay the full debt, including the interest, off.”

“He gave me three options,” Nick told her. “I
could go to debtor’s prison and let you have all of the money, I
could pay him four hundred and twenty-seven pounds and work off the
interest, or I could pay him your entire dowry.”

She gasped and turned back to her brother.
“You gave him those ridiculous options?”

“You ran off with him when I forbade it,” her
brother said.

“I was twenty-one. I didn’t need your
permission to marry him,” she shot back. “You can’t control what I
do, Basil. My life is my own, and I’ll do whatever I want with
it.”

“You made a foolish decision.”

“No, I didn’t. I made a good one. It just
happened to be one you didn’t want me to make. So now you’re
punishing Nick for it. You’re an incredibly selfish person, Basil.
You think everything is about you. You use people. The only person
you care about is yourself, and you expect the rest of us to do
your bidding. Well, life doesn’t always go the way you want.” She
glanced at Nick. “Did you already pay him the four hundred and
twenty-seven pounds?”

Nick nodded.

Satisfied, she turned back to her brother.
“He doesn’t owe you anything else. In fact,” she pointed at him,
“you owe him a maid’s wages for all of the work he’s done.”

Basil scoffed. “I’m not paying him anything,
and you can’t make me.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. So that was the
game he wanted to play, was it? “All right. Have it your way. Don’t
pay him. If you choose that option, then I might let it slip that
you do your sneaky little business deals under the name Evermont.
Thanks to last night, I have a cordial relationship with Lord and
Lady Cadwalader. I don’t mind letting them know how you’re treating
one of the most respected dukes in London.”

“As his creditor, I can send this,” he
gestured to Nick, “so-called respected duke to debtor’s
prison.”

“Not without upsetting many of the
influential members of the Ton. Even you, Basil, are vulnerable to
the whims of the Ton. Do you really want to incur their wrath?”

Her brother fidgeted from one foot to the
other, gritting his teeth as he was probably trying to figure out a
way to win, but she knew he was backed into a corner. If there was
one thing her brother wanted, it was the Ton’s approval, and even
as underhanded as he was, he wasn’t willing to lose it. Unlike Lady
Eloise, he wasn’t foolish.

“I’ll release him from paying anything else,”
Basil finally conceded, “but I’m not going to pay him for doing
some cleaning around here. He deserved that for running off with
you to Gretna Green.”

“It was my idea to go to Gretna Green,” she
said. “I’m amazed by how stupid you think I am. I never once
blindly did anything I didn’t want to do. I married Nick, and I
don’t regret it.”

Especially now that she knew Nick hadn’t been
sneaking off to visit another lady. He’d been coming here because
her brother’s pride was wounded, and he was seeking a way to make
Nick suffer for it.

She took a deep breath and released it.
Finally, some of her anger was starting to leave. “You’re a
miserable person, Basil. I feel sorry for you. You think that
getting everyone to bow down to you and do whatever you want is
going to make you happy. But in the end, you’re going to be all
alone.” She turned to Nick. “Let’s go home.”

She wasn’t going to get anything from her
brother. He wasn’t going to reimburse Nick for making him work like
a maid. Her brother was too proud. She knew when it was pointless
to keep fighting a losing battle. At least she found out Nick
wasn’t being unfaithful to her. That in itself was better than any
proper restitution her brother might have granted them.

Nick followed her out of the drawing room.
The footman hurried to the door and helped Nick into his coat. She
wondered if the footman had overheard the whole thing. The servants
had always been good about keeping quiet on private matters, but
sometimes she couldn’t tell what they’d overheard or not.

In this case, the footman gave her a smile
and a wink, and she knew he had, indeed, heard everything. And what
was more, he had taken her side in the whole matter. She returned
his smile then joined Nick as he left the townhouse.

Nick waited until they were walking down the
sidewalk before he said, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth.
Your brother said he’d send me to debtor’s prison if I did, and I
didn’t want to live the rest of my life without you.”

She looked up at him in surprise. “You were
lying because you didn’t want to live without me?” She’d thought it
was because he was afraid of her brother.

“I enjoy being with you. Ever since we left
for Gretna Green, my life has been so much better. I would do
anything if it means we could be together.”

Her face warmed in pleasure, and she felt the
rest of her anger disappear. She slipped her arm around his. “Does
that mean you won’t be taking any ladies to your bed in the
future?”

“I’d never taken any ladies to bed before we
married. I see no reason why I would start now.”

“You didn’t… You haven’t been with anyone but
me?”

He stopped and turned to face her. “I thought
you knew that.”

“No. You seemed to know exactly what you were
doing.” Then, remembering they were still outside, she glanced
around them, relieved when she didn’t see anyone nearby.

“I’m good at learning by reading books,” he
said, keeping his voice low. “I acquired a book on the subject of
intimate matters, and I studied it before we got married.”

He had? She laughed and hugged him. So that
was his secret. She would never have guessed it in a million
years.

“The book promised if I did what it said,
then you’d be happy in bed,” he said. “Also, I didn’t want you to
think I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“I never would have guessed you’d only been
with me. I’m glad for it, though. Nick, I would rather have you be
mediocre in bed and have you all to myself than have you be
terrific because you had experience with other ladies.”

He frowned. “You just said I seemed to know
what I was doing. That means I’m not mediocre, right?”

She laughed again. “There’s nothing mediocre
about the way you make love to me. I was only making a point. I
don’t want to share you with anyone.”

“I couldn’t ever be with anyone else. I love
you.”

On impulse, she kissed him. “I love you,
too.”

“You do?”

She nodded. “And much more now that I know
you’re faithful to me.”

He smiled but then glanced around them. “We
should probably wait until we’re home before continuing this.”
Then, as if he had to make sure, he added, “We will continue this,
won’t we?”

“Yes. You’re welcome to my bed. Always and
forever.” Recalling something else, she continued, “Nick, remember
that night I told you I was having the lady’s time of month?”

“Yes.”

“I lied,” she admitted. “I was so hurt
because I thought you had just come from another lady’s bed that I
couldn’t be with you that way.”

“That’s understandable.”

“There’s more. The truth is, I’m expecting a
child. I won’t be having my lady’s time until August after the baby
is born.”

“You’re expecting a child? Already?”

She assured him she was, and he kissed her to
express his excitement that she was pregnant.

Once again, mindful that they were still
outside, Tara ended the kiss and glanced around, again relieved
that no one was around. “Let’s continue this at home.”

He put his hand on her elbow, gave it a
gentle squeeze, and then walked her home.

 


***

 


When Tara woke up the next morning, there was
the absence of heartache that had been her companion over the past
few days. It was such a relief to find out she’d been wrong, that
Nick hadn’t been running off to spend time with another lady.
Instead, her brother had been taking advantage of him. Nick’s
motives were to pacify her brother in order to let her keep the
rest of her dowry and to stay with her. She mattered to him. He
loved her. And only her.

She was currently snuggled up against Nick,
and he had his arm around her shoulders. She opened her eyes.
Judging by the amount of sunlight coming in through the slight part
in the drapes, she realized she’d slept in later than she usually
did. If she guessed right, it was around nine. She couldn’t recall
the last time she’d slept in so late.

She started to get up, but Nick pulled her
closer to him. She looked over at him, surprised he was already
awake. As of late, he had slept in until after noon. At one point,
he hadn’t gone downstairs until around two.

“I thought you were going to sleep in until
noon,” she told him before giving him a kiss.

“I slept better last night than I have in a
long time,” he replied, giving her a smile that made her heart leap
in excitement. “I had a hard time sleeping without you next to
me.”

“You did?”

He nodded and squeezed her shoulders. “I got
used to sharing a bed with you. I’m glad you let me in here
again.”

“If I’d known what was going on, I wouldn’t
have forbidden you to come to me.”

“I know. It was my own fault. I should have
told you the truth. I should have known that you’d know how to
handle your brother.”

She put two fingers over his lips to stop
him. “None of it matters now. My brother knows he won’t be able to
get away with meddling in our lives in the future. That’s the
important thing.”

“One thing I like most about you is that
you’re practical. You see things as they are. You don’t try to hide
from them. You confront them head on. Believe it or not, you’re
braver than some gentlemen I know.”

“I am?”

“Some gentlemen hide from the truth. They
pretend it doesn’t exist.” After a moment, he continued, “My father
refused to see that the decisions he was making only made his
financial situation worse. He couldn’t admit the truth. In the end,
I think he died early because his heart couldn’t take the pressure,
and my mother and sisters were almost destitute. I didn’t worry so
much for me as I did for them. If I’d gone to debtor’s prison,
there wasn’t anyone who could have provided for them.” Nick sighed.
“I should have known that you would be able to handle your brother.
You’re a very intelligent and capable lady. You’re nothing like my
father, and I like that most about you.”

“There’s nothing we can’t handle
together.”

“I’ll remember that in the future. I
promise.”

She smiled. “I’m just glad I’m the only lady
in your life.”

“You are. There will never be anyone
else.”

She brought her mouth to his and kissed him.
With a moan, he pulled her closer to him and deepened the kiss.
Even though they’d made love twice the night before, she wanted to
lose herself in the bliss of making love to him once more.
Lovemaking was different when a lady knew her husband loved her.
She’d gotten enjoyment from being in bed with him since their
wedding night, but it was much better now because she was secure in
knowing she was his one and only lover. She wanted to experience
that connection with him again before they had to get up for the
day.

To her delight, he proceeded to make love to
her. She’d already received an orgasm from the previous night. The
first one came almost as soon as he’d started touching her,
probably because it’d been so long since they’d last been together.
But she’d enjoyed a slower build up to the second one, and he’d
been in no hurry during that round of lovemaking. He wasn’t in any
hurry this time, either, but her body was already satisfied. So,
though she wasn’t going to have an orgasm this time, she still got
pleasure from being with him, knowing that as he made love to her,
she was the only one he was thinking about.

After they were done, he spent more time just
holding her and talking to her. She couldn’t recall a time she’d
been happier, and, deep down, she knew that things would only get
better from here.



Epilogue

 


A Year Later

 


“I have good news,” Mr. Reed told Nick as
Nick and Tara went into his drawing room. “Your investment is still
earning a nice profit.” He stopped at the desk and gestured for
them to sit. Once they did, he sat across from them and opened his
ledger. “You earned a crown over the past two months.”

Nick glanced at Tara, wondering if this
pleased her, and by the way she nodded, he was assured it did. It’d
become their habit that he would speak on her behalf when it came
to investing. He couldn’t blame her. Few gentlemen wanted to deal
with the wives. So he and Tara would discuss what she wanted him to
tell the gentlemen on her behalf.

The gentlemen would probably laugh if they
realized she was the one really behind the investing. It was a
shame such was the case. Nick was constantly impressed with Tara’s
knowledge on the topic. It seemed that her conversations with Lady
Steinbeck had been a great benefit to her. Nick had learned some
things from Lord Steinbeck, but he wasn’t as interested in the
topic so his mind had a tendency to wander. He did, however, make
sure he paid careful attention during meetings with gentlemen like
Mr. Reed. He wanted to be sure he did things exactly the way Tara
wanted.

“Considering the amount of money you are
investing,” Mr. Reed continued, “I think you could stand to make a
much better profit if you put your money in other ventures. The
things you have right now are safe and will yield good profits, but
those profits will only be small amounts. If you were to take that
money and put it into something with a little more risk, you’d make
more. For example,” he handed Nick a paper listing different
companies and the profits they’d made during the year, “if you had
picked any of these, you would have made at least a pound instead
of a crown. That would have doubled your profit.”

Nick held the paper at an angle so Tara could
see it. He waited for her to look it over before he glanced at her
hand, which was on the arm of the chair. She tapped two fingers on
the arm. Tapping two fingers meant no. Tapping one finger meant
yes. They had worked out the secret code so as to be subtle, and it
worked smoothly.

“I appreciate the information,” Nick replied
as he gave the paper back to Mr. Reed, “but I’ll keep the money
where it currently is.”

“I thought you might say that,” Mr. Reed
replied. “I had to mention it in case you were interested. I
wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t let you know other options
were available.”

“I know, and I appreciate it.”

Tara did, too, though he decided not to add
that. Tara didn’t like risky ventures. She liked to keep things
safe. She wanted to make sure she never lost any of the money she
put into any investment, and after all he’d gone through, he
happened to agree with her.

Instead of trying for the risky investments,
she preferred to keep their expenses down, which was fine with him
since he, his mother, and his sisters had been doing that all
along. They had only hired a couple of servants, but they still did
enough themselves. The latest decision Tara had made involved their
four-month-old son, George. She decided she didn’t want a nanny for
him, and his mother and sisters were more than happy to take care
of him whenever Tara had to go somewhere, such as was the case
today.

Once Nick and Tara were done at Mr. Reed’s,
they took a stroll back home, and on the way there, they ran into
Lord Edon, Mr. Robinson, and Lord Whitney who invited Nick to a
card game the next evening. Nick only played cards with them two or
three times a month, and it was nice to be able to say yes, knowing
that Tara knew he’d actually be at a game. She had no problem
supporting him any time he wanted to see his friends, but he
preferred to spend most of his time with her.

When they got home, Nick’s mother and sisters
were seated around George on the floor of the drawing room, trying
to get him interested in the ball they were showing him.

Tara glanced at the clock above the fireplace
mantle in the drawing room and shook her head. “You three are
terrible,” she said, a chuckle in her voice. “He should be napping
right now.”

Nick’s mother looked over at the clock, and
her eyes grew wide. “I could have sworn it was eleven just five
minutes ago.”

“It can’t be 1:20,” Cress argued. “I think
the clock is too fast.”

“The clock is on time,” Nick replied and
showed her his pocket watch since she was the type who liked to see
things in order to believe them.

“Well, I don’t know where the time went,” his
mother said with a bewildered shake of her head.

“I do,” Augusta replied. “It went to this
darling baby.” She picked up the ball and showed it to George who
turned to Tara, his arms up. “How do you like that? As soon as his
mother returns, he forgets all about his aunts and
grandmother.”

The others chuckled as Tara picked him up. He
yawned and settled his head on her shoulder.

“I wouldn’t feel left out if I were you,”
Nick told his younger sister. “He’s tired. He knows Tara will put
him down so he can get some sleep. You three probably didn’t let
him rest at all.”

“They’re only young once,” Nick’s mother
said. “Before you know it, Cress and Augusta will be married and
living with their husbands. It might not seem like it now to you,
but you’ll blink and George will be all grown up. The time doesn’t
last long enough.”

“Which is why we’ll have more children,” Tara
assured her. “And, after Cress and Augusta marry, they’ll have
children. You’ll be surrounded by so many grandchildren, you won’t
know what to do.”

Nick’s mother chuckled as Nick helped her
stand up. “I’ll be more than delighted to be surrounded by a lot of
grandchildren,” his mother told her. “You have nothing to worry
about there. I love all the time I get to spend with George. It
reminds me of how much fun my own children were when they were
little.”

“You still like to spend time with us, don’t
you?” Augusta asked.

“Of course, I do,” Nick’s mother replied.
“But now you, Nick, and Cress know that I’m not an expert on
everything.” She gave Tara a pointed look. “It’s nice when others
think you know it all.”

Tara laughed. “You’re a very sweet lady who
puts others first. It doesn’t matter if people know you aren’t
perfect. Besides, no one is perfect.”

“She’s right,” Cress agreed. “In the end,
what people most remember is how you made them feel, and George is
going to be one very loved little boy.”

“Being a grandmother is wonderful,” Nick’s
mother said. “I think it’s because you learn to let go of the small
things in order to enjoy what’s really important.”

“Which is why I don’t really mind that he
stayed up past his naptime,” Tara assured her. “I’d rather he
sleeps later because he has a family who dotes on him.” Noting the
way he yawned, she added, “However, he’s obviously had enough
excitement for the moment, so I’ll take him upstairs.”

“Would you like to play some cards when
you’re back down here?” Cress offered.

“I’d love to,” Tara said then left the
room.

As Augusta put the ball away, Nick helped his
mother and Cress get things ready so they could play cards. Maybe
people weren’t perfect. He knew he certainly wasn’t. But, sometimes
a person’s life could be perfect. Maybe things hadn’t gone well as
far as his father was concerned. He had, finally, worked through
that so he could forgive him. But his life was definitely perfect
now. Or, if it wasn’t exactly perfect, it was close enough to it to
make him a very happy gentleman.
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