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About the Book

Notorious for her free-spirited antics, Lady Elizabeth Wylder revels in attention – but not the sort that leaves her humiliated when her future husband, the Duke of Hawkesworth, fails to appear for their much-anticipated first introduction.

So when a chance encounter leads to a sizzling kiss with a dangerously handsome stranger, she nearly succumbs. The shock of finally meeting her betrothed only to come face to face with her rakish would-be seducer inspires fury – and fans the flames of a fire that both Lizzie and the Duke acknowledge is a most agreeable way to start a marriage. In her husband’s arms, Lizzie knows she has found love. But is the passion that accompanies endless nights of erotic discovery enough to persuade a duke whose scandalous lineage and lifestyle prevent him from giving his heart completely?
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London

April 1762

It was duty that had drawn the Duke of Hawkesworth back to England. More specifically, duty, and lawyers, and a woman he’d never met but was bound to marry.

Bored already, Hawke sprawled in his chair in the playhouse box, pretending to watch the abysmal opera before him. He’d been away nearly ten years, long enough that he suspected those in the other first-tier boxes were desperately trying to decide who he must be. It wouldn’t be easy. He knew he’d changed, grown from a schoolboy to a man, and he’d grown into both his broad frame and his title. Thanks to a long-ago Mediterranean grandmother, he had dark hair and dark eyes, and his face was so unfashionably tan after the long voyage that those in the other boxes had likely all decided he was swarthy, even foreign.

The thought made him smile. Well, let them peer at him with their opera glasses and whisper behind their fans. They’d all come to recognize him soon enough.

“Those two dancers with the scarlet stockings,” whispered the Marquis of Petershaw, an old friend and the first to welcome him back to London. “The ones with the golden hair. A delectable pair, eh? Sisters, I’d wager. Should I send our compliments for a late supper, the way we did in the old days?”

“We were randy schoolboys in those ‘old days,’ Petershaw, ready to mount anything female that didn’t kick us away,” Hawke said, bemused. “We weren’t exactly discerning.”

Petershaw’s round face fell. “I judged them a fine pair of doxies.”

“They are, they are,” Hawke assured him, not wanting to belittle his friend’s tastes. But the truth was that Hawke’s own tastes had changed with the rest of him, and in comparison to the vibrant, voluptuous women he’d left behind in Naples, English females seemed pale, bland, and thoroughly insipid, just as English food now tasted underseasoned and overcooked. “I’m not in the humor for such entertainment, that is all.”

“You, Hawke?” His friend’s brows rose with disbelief. “I’ve never known you to refuse feminine company.”

“You forget my reason for returning,” Hawke said, as evenly as he could. “I am to be wed, and my days with that manner of strumpet are done.”

“Perhaps on your wedding night,” Petershaw said, “but not forever. Not you.”

Hawke only smiled, letting his friend think what he pleased. Petershaw would anyway, regardless of what Hawke told him.

“No, not you,” Petershaw declared with a suggestive chuckle that also managed to be admiring. “Not at all! I’m going to send a note down to the tiring room for those little dancers, and I’ll wager you’ll change your mind before the evening’s done.”

He went off in search of a messenger before Hawke could answer. Hawke sighed, sadly wondering if he’d lost his taste for English friends, too. But then Petershaw could afford to be impulsive with dancers, milliner’s assistants, and whatever other pretty faces caught his fancy. He was a third son with no need to wed or sire heirs, and he was completely free to scatter his seed wherever he pleased.

But the truth was that Hawke’s smile masked a great many misgivings about his own upcoming marriage. He was, of course, obliged to follow through with the betrothal that Father had long ago arranged for him. It wasn’t only a matter of honor, of not abandoning some poor lady of rank at the altar. No, Father had mistrusted his only son so thoroughly that he’d bound this marriage and his estate together into a tangled knot of legal complexities and obligation that could never be undone. Father couldn’t prohibit him from inheriting the dukedom, but he could—and had—restricted the estate necessary to support the title. In other words, unless Hawke married the lady of Father’s choosing before her nineteenth birthday, he would become a duke without a farthing.

Restlessly Hawke tapped his fingers on the polished rail before him. Accepting his fate didn’t mean he found it agreeable. Far from it. Ten years had passed since Father died, yet Hawke still resented both him and that infernal will. Still, though his father expected him to marry, at least he didn’t expect him to be faithful. Their family had been founded on the legitimized by-blows of a king and his mistress a century before, and every Duke of Hawkesworth since had followed suit and kept at least one mistress. It was a tradition Hawke fully intended to continue. He’d marry this lady, remain honorably faithful to her long enough to produce children, and then, with the title secure, his duty complete, and his family well provided for, he’d depart for Bella Collina, his beloved villa in Naples, never to return.

In theory it was a most excellent plan, one that had given Hawke much comfort on the long voyage to England. But as he idly glanced around at the well-bred faces in the other boxes, his heart sank. He’d forgotten how unappealing his fellow aristocrats could be, and one lady after another struck him as smugly complacent as they preened in their jewels and costly gowns, their painted faces and towering white wigs no more attractive to him than the two dancers that Petershaw had spotted.

Glumly he wondered what his bride would be like. Wynn, his agent, had written that she was a beauty. But then every bride was considered beautiful, and what, truly, could Wynn have written instead? There was no portrait enclosed, never a favorable sign. Wynn had mentioned that the lady had been raised in the country and wasn’t accustomed to society, let alone to sitting for portrait painters, but Hawke had immediately imagined some bland, stolid, milk-fed creature, more like a farmer’s daughter than an earl’s, with a round face and wispy pale hair.

By unfortunate coincidence, his wandering gaze had settled on exactly that sort of young lady, not two boxes away, who set off her pasty pallor and snub nose with black velvet patches scattered over her cheeks. To Hawke’s dismay, she’d noticed him, too. She smiled, flashing teeth marred by too much sugar and tea, and coyly winked at him over the blades of her fan.

He nodded curtly in return, only enough to be polite, then swiftly turned away, back toward the portly singer.

But before his gaze reached the stage, it stopped, stopped as completely and abruptly as a gaze could be stopped. He couldn’t look away if his life depended upon it, and in a way, perhaps it did.

She was standing alone at the front of an empty box, leaning forward with her hands on the railing. From her pale pink gown and the strand of pearls around her throat, she appeared to be a lady, but she bore no resemblance to any of the other ladies in the entire house. If she was alone like this, unattended, then she was likely a courtesan, some wealthy gentleman’s costly plaything despite her youth.

Not that Hawke cared, and in a way that made her even more fascinating. He’d stolen women away from other gentlemen, and he was quite willing to do it again. She was undeniably pretty, even beautiful, and fresh in a way that wasn’t fashionable for London, let alone for whores. Her face was bare of paint and artifice, rosy and glowing by the light from the stage, and her hair was unpowdered as well, so dark that it blended into the shadows around her. She was tall, too, with a slender grace that didn’t depend on tight lacing, and the way she bent forward, offering a generous view of her breasts framed by the pink silk, was unconsciously elegant.

That was it, then, the intangible that compelled him to look at her. She was a beauty who didn’t seem to care about being one, unashamed of being unaware. It charmed him, he who’d been sure he’d seen and admired every kind of female beauty; no, it captivated him. And the longer he watched her, the more intrigued he became.

In his eagerness, Hawke leaned forward, too, almost as if mirroring her pose. Suddenly she looked from the stage directly toward him, as if she’d felt the power of his interest clear across the playhouse. She looked at him openly, studying him without any coyness or coquettishness, and slowly raised one hand to smooth a loose curl behind her ear. Automatically he smiled, more with pleasure than with any seductive motive, and to his delight, she smiled in return.

He had to learn who she was, no matter the inconvenience this would cause to his wedding plans. His unwanted bride had already waited a good long time for him, and surely she could wait just a little longer. He had to meet this beauty as soon as possible. At once he rose, intending to leave his box and find her, and crashed directly into Petershaw.

“Here, Hawke, no hurry,” he said, his broad face beaming as he put his hands on Hawke’s shoulders to steady himself. “I’ve made certain that those two little hussies will be waiting for us after the performance, and then—”

“Damnation, Petershaw, not now.” Hawke untangled himself from his friend. “That beauty in pink, there, in the box directly across the way. Do you know who she might be?”

He turned back to point her out to Petershaw.

The box was empty. The girl was gone.

Hawke swore again, and raced through the door of his box into the corridor. She couldn’t have gone far. Her box was on the same ring, and if he hurried, he was sure to find her.

But the opera’s second act had just concluded, and while applause rippled through the house behind him, the doors to all the other boxes opened and their occupants streamed into the corridor in search of refreshments or one another. At once the narrow passage was filled with people, with the ladies in their wide hooped skirts claiming three times the space. Though Hawke did his best to press through, by the time he’d finally made his way to other side, the young woman in pink was nowhere to be found, and doubtless long, long gone.

“Whose box is this?” Hawke demanded of the attendant standing beside the door.

“The Earl of Farnham, my lord,” the man said.

“Your Grace,” Hawke corrected impatiently. He didn’t know Lord Farnham, but then he didn’t know much of anyone in London now. “I’m the Duke of Hawkesworth.”

“Forgive me, Your Grace,” the man said, mortified, and bowed hastily. “I did not know.”

“There was a young woman here this night, dressed all in pink,” Hawke said. “Was she a guest of Lord Farnham’s? Do you know her name?”

The attendant’s brows rose with surprise. “Lord Farnham’s not in attendance tonight, Your Grace. Forgive me for speaking plain, but his lordship must be eighty if he’s a day, Your Grace, with scant interest in young ladies.”

“You saw no young woman in pink?”

“No, Your Grace,” the man declared soundly. “None at all.”

“What is this all about, Hawke?” Petershaw asked beside him. “Who the devil is this chit in pink that has you in such a steam?”

Hawke sighed with frustration, and a certain amount of confusion as well. He didn’t know why finding this girl had become so important to him; he could not put her smile from his thoughts, nor, truly, did he want to.

“I do not know who she is, Petershaw,” he said, “beyond her being the most beguiling creature imaginable. It would seem she has vanished clear away.”

“Now that’s the Hawke I recall, always with his nose to the trail of a vixen.” Petershaw grinned slyly. “Where’s that dutiful, dull bridegroom now, eh?”

Petershaw had intended it only as a jest, a sly and slightly envious jab at Hawke’s reputation with women. But instead it struck Hawke as a sobering reminder, as determined to douse his desire as a bucket of water from an icy river. It should have been, too, especially for a man such as Hawke, who seldom denied himself anything. As delectable as the smiling girl in pink might be, she was not for him. For the foreseeable future, he was doomed to keep to only the most respectable of paths, and grant to his bride exclusive rights to his honor, his title, his fortune, and, most of all, his cock.

A sobering reminder, indeed. A grim, depressing, damnably sobering reminder.
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Lady Elizabeth Wylder, second daughter of the late and lamented Earl of Hervey, sat squeezed into one corner of her older sister’s coach, bound to meet her destiny at the masquerade at Ranelagh Gardens.

Her gown was green silk with scattered spangles on the skirts and bodice that itched terribly beneath her arms. On her hands were silver mesh mitts that also itched, and so many silk flowers had been pinned into her hair that she felt like a barrow at Covent Garden. Sewn to the back of her gown, over her shoulder blades, were two small wired wings, likewise covered with spangles. Because of the wings, she couldn’t rest back against the feather-stuffed cushions, but was forced to crouch forward on the very edge of the seat, a posture that made her queasily feel every bump and cobblestone beneath the carriage’s iron-bound wheels. The wings and the rest of the costume had been the idea of her older sister, Charlotte, and as she’d stood before her dressing glass, Lizzie—for she had always been called Lizzie, not possessing the innate grandeur to be a true Elizabeth—had judged the entire rig to be unconscionably hideous.

She was supposed to be a charming fairy. Instead she felt a complete fool, and when she thought of how vastly important this evening would be for her, she could only despair.

A despairing, queasy, itchy, hideous, complete fool of a fairy: oh, yes, surely His Grace the Duke of Hawkesworth would be all eagerness to meet her.

“I trust that for once Hawke will keep his promise and join us tonight,” her brother-in-law, March, was saying. March was Charlotte’s husband and the Duke of Marchbourne, who was tall and wonderfully handsome and not afraid to show exactly how much he loved Charlotte. He was dressed as King Arthur, though the extent of his costume seemed to be the brass crown now sitting on his lap, and a cape trimmed with imitation ermine over his regular dark clothes. “It’s been one empty excuse after another with him since he returned to London. Surely he must be the most selfish rogue in all creation.”

“He’ll come tonight,” Charlotte said. “Who can resist a masquerade?”

“He’d best not resist this one,” March grumbled. “He’s been in residence at the Chase for nearly a fortnight by now, and it’s past time that he called upon us.”

“His Grace will join us tonight,” Lizzie said, echoing her sister with resignation. If she’d liked her costume, he wouldn’t have appeared, but because she hated what she wore, he was certain to join them. “I am sure of it.”

March shook his head, unconvinced. “It’s ungallant of him to treat you like this, Lizzie, and I do not like it.”

Precariously balanced on the seat as she was, Lizzie smiled her gratitude at March. At least he was being gallant on her behalf, even if so far the Duke of Hawkesworth wasn’t. When, on her eighteenth birthday last year, Mama had told her that Father had long ago arranged a marriage for her, too, Lizzie had nearly expired with joy. Six months ago, she had come to London to stay with Charlotte and March and prepare for her wedding. Of course she’d imagined her future husband to be a second March, as eager to fall in love with her as March had been with Charlotte. It was possible, even likely, since the two dukes were distant cousins.

“Be easy, March, be easy,” Charlotte said fondly, reaching across to pat her husband’s knee. Naturally, she was dressed as Queen Guinevere, in a brilliant blue damask costume. The widespread hoops beneath her skirts weren’t exactly medieval, but they were very fashionable for this year in London, and also the reason that Lizzie was so squeezed into her corner.

“Hawke has just spent weeks and weeks at sea on his voyage home,” Charlotte continued. “You can’t expect the poor man to launch instantly into wooing without a few days’ rest.”

March frowned, his dark brows drawing together. “It would have been more proper if he had,” he said. “Did he live so long among those Neapolitans that he took on their dallying southern ways? It’s an insult to the family, and to your sister in particular.”

“Lizzie understands the virtue of a little patience, March,” Charlotte said with one of her famously beatific smiles. “She’s waited nearly a year for Hawke to return. I’m sure she can wait another few days without perishing.”

But Lizzie’s smile was anxious, not beatific. She couldn’t help it. She had waited nearly a year for this gentleman, her bridegroom, whom she’d never met, and now, it seemed, the waiting was almost done.

“I won’t have to wait even a day longer if he comes tonight,” she said, then corrected herself. “When he comes tonight.”

“As soon as he meets you, Lizzie, he’ll see what a prize he’s been missing,” Charlotte assured her one more time. “And you are a prize.”

Lizzie supposed she was a prize, mainly because people had been assuring her that she was one all this last, long year. Being a Wylder meant she was also a lady, and their family was so desirably old and venerable that they’d likely been waiting to brandish their swords against William the Conqueror. She’d a handsome marriage portion, too, all of which was sufficient for her to qualify as a prize.

True, her personal qualities weren’t quite so sterling. She had no genteel accomplishments. She couldn’t play the pianoforte, or sing, or recite sentimental French poetry. She wasn’t exactly plain, but she knew she wasn’t as radiant and charming as Charlotte, nor did she possess the golden beauty and sweetness of her younger sister, Diana.

To be sure, there had been a small, unfortunate incident when she’d first come to town to stay with Charlotte and March. At a private ball, a so-called gentleman (or, at least, that was how Lizzie had always thought of him; in truth, he’d been a rather indisputable gentleman, a viscount) had attempted more familiarity with her behind a potted orange tree than she’d found pleasing. She’d denounced him, loudly and colorfully, and boxed his ears, too. But despite his having earned this treatment, she was the one who’d earned the unfortunate sobriquet of “Lizzie Wyldest” in the scandal sheets, a distressing term for a future duchess.

But she was clever and amusing, and she could tell jests like a firecracker, even the bawdy ones she’d overheard in the stables. Because she’d been raised near the sea, she could row a boat and trim a sail. On a horse, she could outride every man she’d ever met, and she could outlast them on the dance floor, too, so long as a minuet wasn’t called. She liked to laugh, and to make others laugh with her, and she could as much as guarantee that the Duke of Hawkesworth would never be bored in her company.

Which, in her own estimation, really did make her a powerfully fine prize, even for a duke. Was it any wonder that it stung both her heart and her pride that the duke had taken so wicked long in claiming her?

“If I’m such a prize, Charlotte,” she said, “then why didn’t he come back to London sooner? No one ever speaks of that.”

“Yes, we have, Lizzie,” Charlotte said patiently, looking down to check the catch on her pearl bracelet. “I’ve explained to you before that a gentleman like the duke has many affairs to settle and arrange before he can make such a long voyage.”

March grunted. “It’s time to be honest with her, Charlotte. Tell her the truth. Hawke had an idle, indulgent bachelor’s life in a villa overlooking the Bay of Naples that he was loath to leave, complete with a pretty Italian mistress or two as well.”

Lizzie gasped, a small gasp for all the shock and disappointment it contained. Her first dream of an adoring bridegroom had become more threadbare and worn with each month that the Duke of Hawkesworth had delayed his return to England, but she’d still cherished it. She’d imagined endless excuses for his delays, from storms at sea to perilous illnesses. But to be left dangling for the sake of an exotic Italian mistress or two, unwillingly left behind in a villa—oh, she’d never imagined anything so humiliating. How could she possibly compete with Italian mistresses, especially when she was dressed as an infernal fairy?

“Really, March.” Charlotte glared at him, and there was nothing beatific about her expression now. “Lizzie doesn’t need to hear such things.”

“And I say it’s past time that she did,” March said. “Far better for her to know the truth now, before she meets him, than to be led forward in blind trust.”

“I’ve no wish to be blind, March,” Lizzie said, struggling to make sense of what he’d just told her—and rather ungallantly for March, too. “But—but two mistresses? Are you certain of that?”

“Perhaps not at once,” he admitted. “But pay heed to what I’m saying, Lizzie. It’s not you but the whole notion of marriage that has made Hawke so balky. His delay has had absolutely nothing to do with you or your person, except that you’re the lady he must marry.”

“Ah,” Lizzie said slowly. “I suppose that’s a small comfort.”

But it wasn’t, not at all. She wanted to be a prize, not a punishment, and her dream of a gallant, ardent suitor was now tattered well beyond repair.

Charlotte slipped her arm around Lizzie’s shoulders. “What March is trying to say, lamb, is that it’s up to you to be charming and clever, and show Hawke that the wedded state truly can be a blissful one. He’s only twenty-seven. Nearly all gentlemen have a past of some sort. No lady can reasonably expect otherwise.”

Lizzie scowled. “And yet I am expected to be entirely pure and innocent, with no more past than a new-hatched chick in the nest.”

March frowned, too, glancing uneasily at Charlotte. “You do not have any, ah, past of your own, do you, Lizzie? Any, ah, indiscretions that I’ve not been told of?”

“Of course she doesn’t, March,” Charlotte said impatiently. “You know that. Mama might have been careless with our education, but she made sure that Ransom Manor was as good as a convent for keeping us away from temptation and mischief.”

With an indignant harrumph, she turned back to Lizzie. “What you can do is to make Hawke forget his youthful adventures. Once he meets you tonight, he’s sure to be enchanted.”

Lizzie looked down at her hands in their foolish fairy mitts. “Why must I be the one to do all the charming? Shouldn’t he be trying to please me, too, and make me forget all about his strumpets?”

She didn’t miss the pointed glance that Charlotte and March exchanged.

“That is what we hope,” Charlotte said with great delicacy. “That once Hawke meets you, that he’ll want to do nothing more than please and love you, as you deserve.”

“But you don’t know that he will,” Lizzie said, her first disappointment swiftly turning into resentment, and then anger after that. “That’s what you truly mean, isn’t it? Then I shall spare him the trouble. If he doesn’t wish to marry me, then I’ve no desire to marry him, either, and that’s an end to it. We should simply turn about and go home.”

Furiously she began to pull off the spangled mitts, until Charlotte laid her hands over Lizzie’s to stop her. “What he wants doesn’t matter. His duty—”

“A pox on his duty!” cried Lizzie. “I’ll go back home to Ransom and marry some—some fisherman who’ll love me for myself. Why should I agree to being anyone’s duty, just because he’s a duke?”

“Because neither of you has a choice,” Charlotte said, her voice suddenly firm. “You know this match can’t be broken. It’s been arranged for years. And it is a most excellent match, Lizzie. Father chose well for you, as he did for me.”

Lizzie made a wordless, outraged moan. “Father didn’t know I’d have to compete with harlots!”

“The harlots and their mischief have been left far behind in Italy, where they’ll never trouble you,” March said, much too heartily for Lizzie’s tastes. “Your sister is right. This is an excellent match. You’ll become a duchess, a peeress, and your children will be descended from kings. You’ll be mistress of several houses, and you’ll have every jewel and frippery a lady could wish. Most ladies would trade their souls to marry an English duke.”

Of course Lizzie knew that every word of what he said was true. The same contracts that Father had signed to provide for her and protect her in such an advantageous way also sealed her doom. She knew she must marry the Duke of Hawkesworth, and it wouldn’t matter if he’d kept an entire harem of mistresses. Just as Charlotte said, she knew she had no choice.

But all that sensible knowing had been done by her head. Her heart longed for more from a marriage, much more, and a single, slow tear of angry frustration slipped from her eye and fell onto the green silk of her lap.

“There now, you mustn’t cry,” Charlotte said, her usual gentleness returning as she drew her handkerchief to wipe the tear from Lizzie’s cheek. “No gentleman likes to see a weeping woman. Look, we’re here at the gates. Come, lamb, collect yourself to make a proud show, before the footman opens the door.”

Lizzie pressed her fingers over her eyes, willing back her tears. It was strange that while her pride had suffered so grievously from Hawkesworth’s neglect, she now clung to that same pride for support. She would be strong, and she would not weep. No matter what the duke had done in the past or what future they would be forced to share, for now she was still Lady Elizabeth Wylder—and she was determined to follow her sister’s advice and make a proud show for herself.

And if there was ever a place for a proud show, it was Ranelagh Gardens. Lizzie had often visited the gardens with her family, but she’d never attended a masquerade like this one. Even before she stepped from the coach, she was astonished by the number of people gathered before her inside the iron fences. Despite the sizable entrance fee—two shillings and sixpence!—that was charged to keep out those who weren’t quality, the crowds were thick, laughing and chatting as they strolled the long walks beneath the trees. In the distance rose the Rotunda like a fancy tea cake, the centerpiece of the gardens; while it was a welcome refuge on cooler evenings, tonight the air was so warm and pleasing that no one went inside. Even the musicians had moved out-of-doors with their instruments, and their music drifted in the breeze in the most charming way imaginable.

Nearly everyone wore something fanciful, whether no more than an extralong plume in the hat or a full diamond-patterned Harlequin costume. Many were masked as well, in half masks of black or white satin, or grotesques of papier-mâché that hid the entire face. Even the gaudiest costume gleamed and shimmered beneath the light of the lanterns that hung in the branches overhead, and now Lizzie realized that her green fairy costume wasn’t hideous, as she’d feared, but exactly right.

As she walked beside Charlotte, her skirts fluttered about her legs and the spangles danced like true fairy dust, and the wings that had caused her so much grief in the carriage now trembled delicately on her back. She was glad, doubly glad. Earlier she’d wanted to look fine to win Hawkesworth’s favor; she still wished to be pleasing to his eye, of course, but now she also wanted him to realize what he’d missed by lingering so long in Naples.

In the middle of one of the long canals stood a Chinese-style pavilion with a pointed, tiled roof like a pagoda’s. The pavilion was open on all sides and had been contrived to look as if it floated on the water. March had reserved half of the pavilion for their exclusive use, ordering a table set with refreshments and armchairs brought for their ease and use until they went inside the Rotunda for dancing. Most important, March had ordered several of his own liveried footmen in addition to the gardens’ attendants to stand guard and keep curious others at a distance.

These were the times that made Lizzie realize exactly how very grand the Duke and Duchess of Marchbourne were in comparison to ordinary Englishmen, or even to lesser peers. For all that March was kind and generous to her, to the world, he had royal blood in his veins, which made him the next thing to a prince. March and Charlotte acted as if there were nothing extraordinary about taking tea while strangers stared in awe, but Lizzie found it disconcerting, and felt more like the caged animals in the Tower menagerie than privileged noble folk.

Would it be like this for her, too, once she was married and a duchess in her own right? Throughout her childhood, she and her sisters had done as they’d pleased, and no one had taken any particular notice. At least she’d take Hawkesworth’s name as well as his title and become Elizabeth Halsbury, which meant that Lizzie Wyldest would finally be put to rest. But would people bow and curtsey to her as they did to Charlotte, even as they took note of every detail of her dress and jewels and how she styled her hair? Would wagers be made in clubs and taverns on the sex of her first child, too, and breathless reports of her every action be printed in the papers?

“This is most agreeable, March,” Charlotte was saying, languidly waving her painted ivory fan before her face as she rested her arm on the latticework railing. “And what a delightful place for Lizzie to have her first conversation with Hawke.”

Lizzie was unconvinced. She was anxious enough about meeting him without having to do so before an audience. Nibbling on a biscuit, she perched on her chair with her back straight, both from nervousness and to preserve her wings, and wistfully watched the ordinary folk as they walked by, laughing and flirting and stealing kisses without a care.

“How will we recognize His Grace when he comes?” she asked. Hawkesworth had never bothered to send a portrait of himself to her, not even a miniature—another example of his indifference. In the beginning, Lizzie had imagined him to be every bit as handsome as March, but as the months had dragged by, she’d unconsciously begun altering that image in subtle ways, now picturing him in her mind as shorter, stouter, coarser. “Do you know what his costume will be?”

“Oh, no doubt something florid and Italian,” March said. He unhooked his watch from the chain at his waist and set it on the table, opening it so that they all could see the face and the time: an oversized golden reminder keeping the time until Hawkesworth’s scheduled appearance. “I expect I’ll have no difficulty telling it’s him.”

“But he’s sure to have changed while he’s been away.”

March smiled. “I’ll know him, Lizzie. We were often together as boys, and I doubt even Naples has changed him beyond recognition.”

“I cannot wait to make his acquaintance.” Charlotte reached out to squeeze Lizzie’s hand. “We’ll have such a splendid time together tonight, won’t we?”

Lizzie attempted a smile, then tried to concentrate on watching the crowds before them, wondering which gentleman might turn out to be her husband. She was appallingly nervous, her palms damp inside her mitts and her shift clinging moistly to her back beneath her stays. Though she tried not to look too often at March’s watch on the table, it sat there like a ticking conscience, relentlessly counting away the minutes.

They’d arrived early, because March believed in promptness to a fault. But soon the time appointed for Hawkesworth’s arrival came and went. He was a quarter hour late, then a half hour, and still he did not appear. March and Charlotte pretended not to notice, maintaining cheerful, empty conversation as if nothing were amiss. Yet Lizzie knew they were furious with Hawkesworth and pitied her, and she didn’t know which was worse.

Finally Charlotte rose. “Come, Lizzie, I am weary of sitting,” she said, holding out her hand. “Let’s walk about, just the two of us, and leave March here with his wine.”

March waved them on, as if this were exactly what he’d planned from the beginning, but Lizzie also saw him glowering at the watch on the table. She could almost—almost—feel sorry for Hawkesworth, having to face a solemn lecture from March on timeliness, breeding, and good manners as soon as he finally arrived.

If he arrived.

And as Lizzie’s spirits sank lower, all she could do was to wish the vilest, most humiliating, and most excruciating pox possible on the shameful tardiness of His Grace the Duke of Hawkesworth.
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