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The French Maid

Sabrina Jeffries

When Lady Eleanor Ruskin first agreed to marry Lord Langston, prime-minister-in-the-making, her mother warned her that Henry’s true mistress was England and always would be. Eleanor laughed and remarked, “Then he’d best dismiss his mistress, for I shall not share him.”

Now, after a year of marriage, she recognized Mama’s wisdom … and her own foolishness. A man like Henry didn’t relinquish his duty for something as trivial as a wife. The most she could hope for was to help him perform it.

A pity she was quite horribly in love with him.

Eleanor glanced over to where her handsome husband dipped his spoon into his dish of sorbet with the same economy of movement she’d admired when she first met him. Henry knew how to squeeze fifty activities out of an hour and had taught her to do the same. But despite joining him in his various public appearances, reform activities, and political meetings, she felt shut out of his life. Indeed, this was the first evening in two weeks that they’d dined together at home.

Did he remember that their wedding anniversary was two days away? Knowing Henry, she doubted it. Her birthday had come and gone with nary a notice. She’d made excuses for him, swallowed her disappointment, and marched forward like a good little soldier. Marching was becoming her most accomplished skill.

He caught her gaze on him and cast her that toothy smile that never failed to melt her, even if he did bestow it on everyone who moved into his orbit. “You did very well today at the hospital dedication. The directors all congratulated me on having found a wife with such devotion and intelligence.”

“Not to mention astounding beauty,” she murmured, remembering how drab she had appeared beside the other wives, with her unmanageable hair and her plain looks.

That remark sailed over Henry’s head. She didn’t know which was worse—that Henry didn’t notice her lack of beauty and fashion sense or that he didn’t care. After all, he hadn’t married her for her appearance but her connections, for Papa’s position as Home Secretary and Mama’s stellar blood lines.

“By the way, I have a surprise for you,” he said.

She brightened. “You did remember!”

He looked perplexed. “Remember? What was I supposed to remember?”

An acute pain settled in her belly. She ignored it and pasted a smile on her face. “Nothing. What’s the surprise?”

“Now that your lady’s maid has gone off to get married, I’ve hired you a replacement—Babette something or other. She’s French and comes highly recommended by Lord Waveney. He said she’d surprise us with her uncanny abilities—whatever that means—but assured me she is capable. She’ll begin first thing in the morning.”

Eleanor could scarcely maintain her countenance. “You hired some Frenchwoman without consulting me? Without giving me a chance even to meet her?”

Her annoyance scarcely registered with Henry. “We’re both so busy these days that when Lord Waveney mentioned this woman I didn’t think you’d mind if I seized the opportunity.”

She bit back a retort. “No, of course not.” What Henry called seizing the opportunity, she called presumptuous interference, but she generally balked at explaining that to him. He wouldn’t listen to her anyway. Why should he? At thirty, he’d captured the respect and admiration of not only her but half the powerful men and women in England. At twenty-eight, she couldn’t even capture his attention, much less his respect and admiration.

It came as no surprise when he dropped his napkin on the table and stood. “I’ve a long proposal by Fox and Grenville to look over tonight, so I’d best get to it. You can amuse yourself, can’t you?”

Oh, yes, I’m a veritable genius at it, she thought, but bit back the harsh words. Now he would lock himself in his study—to which no one, even she, had a key—and would work until very late. His study was his inner sanctum, and woe be unto the person who deigned to disturb him while he was in it. She’d learned early on not to do so.

“Eleanor?” he said, abruptly reminding her that he’d asked her something.

“Yes, I can amuse myself,” she responded mechanically.

He rounded the table and bent to press a quick kiss to her forehead. “Good girl. I’ll see you at breakfast.”

At breakfast. She tamped down her disappointment. Tonight was Tuesday, and Henry only came to her bed on Wednesday evenings. She watched shamefully as he strolled off with his black hair gleaming in the candlelight and his trim, muscular thighs flexing beneath tight knee breeches. If not for his crammed calendar, she’d think he really did have a mistress. He’d certainly have no trouble winning one.

But no, Mama had unfortunately been right. The only mistress Henry had was England. And England was proving to be greater competition than any female.

The next morning dawned far too bright for a woman who’d spent half the night flailing about alone in her bed. As the cock crowed, Eleanor dragged herself into a sitting position. Gone were her maiden days of late night balls followed by leisurely mornings. Now she was married to a prospective prime minister. Keeping up with Henry meant sleeping very little.

She performed her morning ablutions and exchanged her nightdress for a chemise. But when she entered her dressing room, she nearly leapt out of her skin, for there sat the French Maid whom Henry had hired and she’d forgotten about. She hadn’t heard the woman enter—had she been sleeping that soundly?

Or was the woman merely as otherworldly as she appeared? “Babette something-or-other” bore the ethereal look of a fey sprite—silver-blond hair, delicate features, a slender figure swathed in gossamer muslin. With a sinking stomach, Eleanor deduced why Henry had hired this woman without consulting her. What man wouldn’t want such a beauty around, especially when his wife was less than … attractive?

“Bonjour, my lady,” the angelic creature said. “My name is Babette Lebeau, and I am—”

“I know who you are,” she said curtly.

“I hope you do not mind my presumption in awaiting you here, but I did not want to be in the way elsewhere in your household.” Babette pointed to the chair in front of the mirror. “Come. Sit here and I shall dress your hair.”

The woman’s matter-of-fact pronouncement oddly eased Eleanor’s misgivings. Babette’s English was amazingly practiced, and she sounded older than she looked. Eleanor did as the woman bade, relaxing under Babette’s calming brush strokes.

“With a little effort,” Babette added, “we shall make you beautiful this morning. You would like that, no?”

“Yes.” Eleanor frowned at her own plain image and mousy brown hair in the mirror. “But such an effort requires far more time than I can spare. Even if you could manage it.”

Babette smiled enigmatically. “You cannot know until you try. Wait one moment, my lady,” she said and stepped out of the room.  

More than one moment passed and Eleanor grew impatient. “Babette,” she called out, “I promised Henry I’d be ready to leave at nine, and it’s half past eight now.” “I wish to show you something,” Babette said from outside the dressing room. Then she entered, and Eleanor gasped.

Gone was the ethereal beauty. By changing her coiffure, adding a black shawl, and God knows what other conjuring, Babette had transformed herself into a drab charwoman. The silvery blond hair now looked washed out, the sparkling blue eyes were a dull cloudy gray, and the unsmiling countenance worsened the effect.

Babette fixed her with an earnest gaze. “You see, my lady, though it takes some work to bring out the beauty in a woman, it takes little to leach it away.” She stepped toward her. “So I ask you, shall we make the effort? Or shall you continue to throw up your hands in defeat and watch his lordship pass you by?”

She blinked at the woman’s impudence. And how had Babette guessed at her problems with Henry? The woman couldn’t know of it otherwise—she’d just arrived. And Henry would never have spoken of it, since he didn’t even realize there were any problems.  

She shook off the unsettling sense that her new French Maid was reading her thoughts. That was absurd. Babette had merely made an assumption that happened to be true.

Still, a woman with such perception and amazing talents might succeed at improving Eleanor’s appearance where all else had failed. Allowing herself to hope, she put herself into the hands of her new French Maid.

* * *

Henry was about to walk out the door when he heard footsteps at the top of the stairs. He whirled around. “Damn it, Eleanor, I said—”

He broke off as a strange woman descended into view. No, not a strange woman, but his wife! Or at least he thought it was his wife. He’d never seen Eleanor like this, looking so out of the ordinary and yet somehow still herself. He couldn’t put his finger on what was different, but she seemed to … glow. Yes, that was it. Every part of her glowed, from her translucent skin to her rich chocolate hair. And when had her hands changed from capable to dainty? How could he have missed that little detail?

Not to mention something no gentleman should notice—a certain increase in her … er … bust. Did he imagine it or had his wife suddenly acquired an arresting pair of bosoms?

He only realized he was ogling her when a slow, sensuous smile curled up her lips. It fired his senses—and something lower, too, which astonished him.

Eleanor had never been like other women, dressing to entice him, expecting compliments on her attire, tempting him to go to extraordinary lengths to keep her happy. Eleanor was comfortable, easy to manage, and undemanding. That was one reason he’d married her—because she wouldn’t draw him from his career.

There were other reasons, too—her father’s political connections, the longstanding friendship between their two families, a certain sense that she would make him a good wife. And he did like her. But he didn’t think of Eleanor in terms of passion and longing.

No, that was not entirely true. There were some nights when he sank inside her and wished he could stay there for an eternity, wrapped in her warmth, secure in her affection. Nights when he wanted to confide in her, to probe her opinions, to share more than a bed.

But then he usually fell asleep. Besides, he couldn’t spare the time to explain himself to his wife and open that Pandora’s box. Surely she shared enough of his activities to know his thoughts—what need was there to discuss them? Once he was gone from her bed, he forgot about his mad impulses or squelched them until he could make the time to explore further. Unfortunately, that time never seemed to come. Indeed, he was lucky if he could make the time to bed her once a week.

She neared him now, and an exotic scent wafted under his nose, tickling his imagination. It suddenly dawned on him that tonight was Wednesday, the day he’d fallen into the habit of joining his wife in bed. The thought made him grow all the more randy.

He didn’t have to wait until tonight, did he? She was his wife. He had rights. He could carry her up to his bed, strip off her gown, and …

Miss the meeting with the Ladies’ Association for the Reformation of the Female Prisoners in Newgate, crucial to the continuation of prison reform. He reined in his wayward lust. “Good morning, my dear. I trust you slept well.”

Her smile faltered. “Yes. I’m sorry I’m late.”

She stood there expectantly, as if waiting for something from him, but he couldn’t imagine what. “Well, then, I suppose we’d best be going.” Her nod of response was less than enthusiastic. It was only much later, after they’d both sat for an hour through the Ladies Association meeting, that he realized he hadn’t mentioned to her how fine she looked. He really ought to have done so.

As soon as the meeting was over, he headed toward Eleanor. She was surrounded by other ladies, who were exclaiming over the very thing he’d forgotten to say. He squelched a tiny stab of guilt. He had a lot on his mind, after all, and Eleanor surely understood that.

One of the ladies mentioned that they planned to stop at a nearby hotel for tea and cakes and asked Eleanor to join them. She glanced at him. She usually accompanied him home from these affairs and joined him for some nuncheon before he left for Parliament. But if she went with her companions, he could skip that and head off to the sessions that much sooner.

“Go on then and enjoy yourself,” he told her, ignoring the niggling sense that something would be missing in his day if he did not take her home with him as usual. After all, there was always tonight.

He turned away too quickly to see the look of disappointment that clouded her features.

* * *

It was long past ten o’clock and Eleanor stood motionless in her bedchamber as Babette fitted a nightdress of impossibly thin silk to her form and stitched it into place. Lord knows how she’d managed to transform one of Eleanor’s old gowns into this confection in one day, but the girl did work magic, to be sure. Still …

“The stitches will not hold,” Eleanor murmured.

“I should hope not,” Babette retorted with her musical laugh. She stood back to survey Eleanor and smiled knowingly. “His lordship will be very pleased.”

“If he even notices.”

Eleanor had told Babette all about Henry’s reaction—his non- reaction—to her appearance earlier. She didn’t know why she felt compelled to confess her deepest disappointments to the French Maid, but it somehow seemed right, even wise. She’d never confided in a servant, not even ones who’d been with her family for years, yet the moment she’d met Babette, she’d wanted to do so. It was very odd, yet she couldn’t regret it.

“His lordship will notice, rest assured,” Babette said. “And if he is too lazy to say anything—”

“Lazy! That’s the trouble—he’s not lazy at all. I sometimes wish he were. At least then I could have time with him. Why, he didn’t even come home for dinner this evening. Not that it’s unusual, but I had hoped …”

Babette gave a dismissive wave of the hand. “A man can be industrious in one area of life and lazy in another. Your husband is like many men—he sees no reason to exert effort on behalf of his marriage. But a good marriage requires hard work. From the wife and from the husband. So we must tempt him to make the effort, n’est-ce pas?”

“Good luck,” Eleanor muttered.

The maid’s eyes narrowed on her. “And you, too—you have a bit of laziness. You give up too easily.”

“I do not!” “Did you ask him to come home for supper? Did you tell him you would rather forego tea and cakes with the ladies for time spent with him?”

“He wouldn’t have listened,” she murmured, though she knew Babette had a point. “Besides, if I had asked and he’d ignored the request …” She trailed off, her stomach clenching.

Compassion shone in Babette’s face as she touched Eleanor’s arm. “Ah, my lady, do you not see? If you venture nothing, you gain nothing. Fear saps the energy, it prevents us from acting, it keeps us standing still when we should move forward. You must be willing to risk pain before you can find love.”

A noise in the adjoining room made Babette straighten. “He comes, and so I must go. But be bold. He is your husband, no? The worst he can do is wound your pride.” She pointed to Eleanor’s chest. “He cannot hurt your heart unless you let him.”

The lock turned in the connecting door and Eleanor faced it quickly, scarcely aware of Babette vanishing through the other door. Her mouth was dry and her heart pounded. She’d never dressed so daringly before. She’d never awaited Henry anywhere but in the bed, with the covers pulled up to her chin, afraid that he might think her a loose woman if she did otherwise. Babette had tried to convince her she was wrong in that, but years of Mama’s admonitions still made her anxious.

And when the door swung open and he stepped inside, she feared for a moment that Babette had been horribly mistaken. Henry stood stock-still, his hand clutching the knob. His black eyes skimmed her thinly clad body, making her blush.

Then he closed the door. “You look wonderful,” he whispered in a ragged voice, as if the words were torn from him. “Remind me to thank Babette tomorrow.”

A shaft of pain shot through her before she could prevent it. Then she set her shoulders. If you venture nothing… She walked toward him. “Babette created the gown, Henry, but I am the one wearing it.”

He blinked at her admonition, then joined her in the middle of the room. “And wearing it very well,” he murmured as he drew her into his arms.

Triumph swept her. That was a decided improvement on his first comment.

Then he was kissing her, and all she knew was Henry … hard and lean, pressing into her, stroking her body, touching her in ways he’d never touched her before. His whiskers rasped against her cheek as he kissed along her jawbone. He drew back abruptly to murmur, “I’m sorry … I should have shaved.”

An apology—would wonders never cease? “I don’t mind,” she said delightedly and found his mouth once more. His kisses were intimate, warm, more fervent than usual. He soon drew her to the bed, and she knelt on it to watch as he stripped off his clothes with frantic haste.

Usually she averted her eyes when he undressed, though she sometimes peeked when he wasn’t looking. But tonight, she feasted on the sight of him—his surprisingly muscular chest, his wiry arms, the flat belly leading downward …

She sucked in a breath. He was always aroused when he came to her, but tonight seemed different somehow. He seemed more eager, more impatient, and she exulted over that.

Without thinking, she reached to touch him there, something she’d always been too timid to attempt. He groaned, but when she jerked back, he grabbed her hand, then pressed it to his flesh. “Yes, darling, touch me. Please.”

Darling? Please? The uncharacteristic words moistened her parched heart, and she swayed toward him. He clasped her close as he lowered her to the bed, showering her with kisses, covering her with caresses.

They made love quickly, both of them overeager and fired by need. Emboldened by his earlier response, she tried things she’d never attempted, caressed him in places she’d previously assumed were unacceptable—arching her body into him as she sought to learn every part of this man she scarcely knew.

And as he took her, it felt as if he struck to her very soul. She opened to receive him as she never really had before. “Ah, my darling wife,” he growled into her ear as he drove harder, deeper, faster. “You are exquisite, my angel …”

That was all it took to make her explode and cry out her release in his arms.

After they were done, he dragged her into his arms, and whispered, “You’re a seductress, Eleanor, a bloody seductress. Why did you never show it before?”

She smiled with immense satisfaction. “Perhaps I did. Perhaps you weren’t paying attention.”

He nuzzled her hair. “Well, I’m damn well paying attention now.”

Clasping her close, he settled her against his chest. She waited for the easy breathing that generally signaled the end to their intimacies, but instead he talked. And talked. And talked some more.

He asked her questions and told her of his childhood. He coaxed her into doing the same. She was stunned by the secrets he kept inside, as stunned as she was by the secrets that poured from her own mouth.

When he made love to her again later, she knew something had changed between them, for he’d never made love to her more than once in a night. And this time it was a slow burning sparked with tenderness, followed by a sweet pleasure that drowned her in contentment.

As at last they drifted off to sleep, she hugged him close. Tomorrow everything would be different. Babette had been right. All it took was boldness. Why hadn’t she tried it before?

* * *

When she awakened, she felt a faint unease to find she was alone. Surely Henry had stayed the night as usual. She glanced at the clock and jerked upright.

Oh, dear, it was already 9 a.m. No wonder he was gone— Henry always rose quite early. If he wasn’t in his room, Henry would be fretting at the breakfast table. She hurried from the bed and tried the connecting door, but it was locked as always. That bothered her a bit, but she tried not to read too much into it. Henry liked his privacy, after all.

Changing out of her new nightdress buoyed her spirits once more, however, for she couldn’t help remembering how Henry had slowly stripped it from her last night, turning every brush of silk into an enticing seduction.

She was still blushing when she strolled into the dressing room to find Babette waiting for her. “You look … contented,” the maid said smugly.

Eleanor’s blush deepened. “I am contented, thanks to you.”

“I only gave a little push. You did the rest.”

“Was Henry here when you came in earlier?” Eleanor asked.

“No. Perhaps he returned to his own room?”

Tamping down her disappointment, Eleanor said, “I don’t think so. He’s probably already at breakfast.”

“You must not expect everything to change overnight, my lady.”

“I know.” Still, today was their wedding anniversary, and she had hoped …

But surely he would not have forgotten, not now, not after last night. She brightened. He might be awaiting her downstairs this very moment with a gift. Perhaps that was why he hadn’t stayed.

As soon as she finished dressing, she hastened to the dining room, but instead of Henry, she found a note lying on the plate set at her place. She opened the folded paper, her heart sinking as she read the terse words:

Sorry I couldn’t join you for breakfast, but I have an important Parliament session to prepare for. I’ll be in my study. Do have a tray sent in to me before time for the session this afternoon. If I’m late tonight, don’t wait up.

She read the words twice, a cold despair snaking about her heart as she crumpled the note in her hand. Nothing had changed. Only this time, it was so much worse. Her disappointment was so intense it destroyed her dreams for the future and shattered her pleasure in last night’s intimacies.

Numbly, she climbed the stairs to her room. Until now, she’d always considered the image of a heart breaking to be silly. A heart was made of flesh and muscle—how could such a thing break?

But now she could swear she heard her heart crack, split right down the center. She certainly felt the pain radiate through her limbs.

When she entered her room, Babette was there, but Eleanor paid the maid’s surprised look no heed. Instead, she walked to the clothespress and began dragging out gowns and tossing them onto her bed, the one she’d shared so joyously with Henry only last night.

“Babette, please have John bring my trunk from the attic,” she said in her coolest, most mistress-like voice, to discourage the French Maid from further conversation.

She should have known better. “What are you doing, my lady?” Babette asked.

Eleanor whirled around. “Do you know what today is? It’s the first anniversary of my wedding to Henry. I expected… I hoped…” She broke off, emotion choking her throat. “It doesn’t matter. This is what Henry has planned for our special day.” She dropped the note at Babette’s feet, then continued folding clothes into neat little piles.

Babette scanned the note swiftly, then cursed in French under her breath. Eleanor couldn’t make out the words, but thought that she’d called Henry an ass. Eleanor quite agreed.

Babette lifted her head. “So you are running away.”

“Yes. Go on, say whatever you like.” Eleanor’s lower lip trembled, though she struggled for calm. “I’m going to visit my mother for a few days. With any luck, things will have returned to normal when I come back.”

“Is that what you want?”

“No!” Clutching a half-folded petticoat against her belly, Eleanor bent her head to hide her tears. “I want Henry to love me as I love him. But trying to make him love me is not working.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “It’s too hard, and it hurts too much when he doesn’t. Perhaps you’re right—I am lazy and afraid to risk my heart. But I’ll go mad if this keeps happening. I’d rather go back to the way it was before, when I didn’t know …”

She choked back tears. “When I didn’t realize how wonderful he can be when he chooses and what I’m missing when he locks himself away.” Her eyes met Babette’s sympathetic ones, and she swallowed. “There are too many locked doors between us, Babette. And I lack the beauty or the strength or … something to break them down.”

She’d expected an argument from Babette, who’d been such a fountain of advice yesterday. But apparently the fountain had dried up, for the French Maid merely said, “I understand” and began to help her pack.

* * *

Henry sat in his study and stared blindly at the pages in front of him. That was all he’d done for the past two hours, all he’d been able to manage.

He couldn’t stop thinking of last night. No matter how much he tried to concentrate on his work, he kept remembering the surprises … the warmth … the sweet caresses. He could still hear Eleanor’s hushed voice washing over him, commiserating with all the nonsensical pains of his childhood, all the minor disappointments of his life. Last night Eleanor had crept inside where no one ever had, and the truth was, it terrified him.

He hadn’t meant to let her in. Deep down he’d probably always known that if he did, she’d turn his world upside down. And now she had. One night of bliss, and she already invaded sacrosanct territory—his work, his thoughts, his control. What would she expect of him after this?

What demands would she make upon his time, his energies?

How could he possibly satisfy them?

Damn her! It had been so much easier to move in the comfortable flow of marriage, without thinking, without worrying about her feelings. It had differed little from being a bachelor, except that a wife had proved to be pleasant company whenever he required such a thing.

But now …

Now he’d tasted what it was like to have more. It was anything but comfortable or easy. And he wasn’t at all sure he liked it.

A knock sounded at the door, and despite his misgivings, he hurried to unlock it, sure that it was Eleanor, wanting inexplicably to see her.

To his surprise, it was not Eleanor standing there when he opened the door, but the French Maid he’d hired for her. And she looked decidedly grim.

He stiffened in disappointment. “Good morning, Babette. I know that you are new to our household, but someone should have informed you that I do not like being disturbed when I am in my study.”

Her eyes flashed at him. “I have come with a message from my mistress. She left an hour ago to visit her parents in the country. That is all.”

Something very like panic filled his chest before he quelled it. “She left? Without informing me? I don’t understand.”

She sniffed. “That does not surprise me.” Cocking her head, she examined him with cold gaze. “Tell me, my lord, do you know what today is?”

“It’s Thursday.”

“No, no, the date. Do you even realize the significance of the date?”

This conversation made no sense to him at all. He thought a moment. “The 26th of April. Why?”

“It is your first wedding anniversary, my lord. Perhaps such a date is of no significance to a man, but to a woman—”

“Enough,” he murmured as shame swept over him. “I can’t believe I forgot it.” Then he realized that he was explaining himself to a lady’s maid, and he drew himself up haughtily. “Thank you for the reminder, Babette. Now, if you will excuse me—”

“If you had remembered, would you have troubled yourself to buy your wife a gift? Do you even know what colors she likes, what scents are her favorites, what jewelry she prefers? For that matter, do you know her dreams and hopes, what she wishes from you? Do you know anything about her at all?”

He thought of last night’s intimacies and his regret deepened. When he caught the maid’s hard gaze on him, he scowled. “What I know about my wife is none of your concern.”

“Which means you know nothing, and have never bothered to find out.” She snorted. “I was right—you are the laziest man I ever saw.”

“I beg your pardon,” he protested, his dander rising. “Did she tell you that? If I forget such things occasionally, it’s because of the important work I do. I’m very industrious, I’ll have you know. Besides, if not for me, she’d still be living with her bloody parents. She’d have no household to preside over, no place of importance in society …” He drew back to glare at her. “And no expensive French lady’s maid, either. Perhaps you should remind her of that the next time she calls me lazy.”

“She did not call you lazy, my lord. I did. Because you are willing to stand by and let the one truly important thing in your life slip from your fingers without making an effort to hold on to it.”

His panic returned. “She is not … leaving me for good, is she?”

She tipped up her chin in the perfect expression of contempt. “Never fear. Good English women do not leave their husbands. Your wife has merely gone to her parents to purge all caring from her soul. When she returns, you may ignore her as much as you wish.” With a toss of her head, she turned away. “She will be the perfect English wife again—obedient, cordial, civil. She will grace your arm at parties and satisfy your needs, but she will never again be so foolish as to bare her heart for you to trample on. You may relax, my lord. You are safe now.”

And with those impudent words, she swept off down the hall.

He stood staring after her for several moments. Safe. Never had a word sounded so innocuous and hollow.

But the chit had the audacity to call him lazy! If she wasn’t careful, Mademoiselle Babette would find herself in the street, blast it! It was absurd to think him lazy when he was so preoccupied with matters of state. What did the Frenchwoman think—that he could spend precious time flitting about London in search of the perfect anniversary gift for his wife? That he could give so much of his energy to such nonsense?

Eleanor does it for you every day.

The thought sliced through him from out of nowhere, followed by guilt that rose hot and acid in his throat. It was true. He could not spare time for her, yet she not only to ran his household, but accompanied him to his meetings, shared his passions, took the crumbs of affection he offered. Until now, he’d accepted that as his due. Yet what a sacrifice it must have been for her, of time and energy and devotion.

In exchange, he offered her one night a week in bed and his companionship for the occasional meal. She waited for him, attended him, did what she could to be part of his life, everything except make demands or intrude upon his privacy. Like the “perfect English wife.”

An involuntary shudder shook him. He’d once thought that was precisely what he wanted. Now he knew it was not. He wanted the bewitching creature who’d shared his bed last night, the warm woman who’d regaled him with tales of her first dance lessons, the angel who’d listened to his hurts and soothed them with tender words.

Yet to his shame, he realized Babette was right—he didn’t have the faintest idea what Eleanor liked or what he could give her. He’d never bothered to find out.

He didn’t know how to keep her. But he would learn. Because he now realized he couldn’t be happy without the Eleanor he’d come to know.

He only prayed he hadn’t left the learning until too late.

* * *

Eleanor had reached the halfway point to her parent’s estate just outside London when it dawned on her that she was being foolish. She bade the coachman turn around, but he had to change the horses, so they stopped at an inn.

Now she sat inside, drinking a cup of steaming tea and toying with a slice of cake as she waited for the coachman to make arrangements.

Running off to Mama would not solve anything. She couldn’t go back to the way things were, no matter how long she stayed with her parents. Her feelings for Henry couldn’t be turned on and off like a spigot—now that she’d unleashed them, she’d never be able to force them back into the pipe.

All she could hope for was to find a way through the swirling whirlpool of emotion. Trying to make Henry care was too painful, but perhaps if she threw herself into reform work or social affairs, spent as little time at home as he did …

A noise in the inn yard arrested her attention. Someone else had stopped at the inn, and she edged closer to the fire, hoping not to be bothered in her misery.

Then she heard the familiar deep tones of her husband echo in the empty common room. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten our anniversary, Eleanor.”

Her first reaction was joy that he’d bothered to come after her, that he’d even taken the time to check at all the inns along the route. Then his words sank in, and she rose to face him, all her frustrations twisting into anger. “Don’t tell me you have remembered it.”

To her shock, he flushed a dark red. She’d never seen Henry embarrassed, and it took her quite by surprise.

“I admit that I required some help,” he murmured.

That didn’t exactly assuage her anger. “I suppose Babette told you. I swear, that Frenchwoman has gone too far—”

“No, I’m glad she did.” He stepped closer, reminding her that they were alone in the room, as private as two people could be in a public inn. “Though I plan to remember our anniversary without prodding next time.”

Eleanor swallowed, trying not to take hope from that promise. “Do you?”

“In fact, I plan to do a number of things without prodding in the future.” He searched her face. “But here’s the rub. I don’t know precisely what to do. I’m not used to satisfying a woman’s needs. Would it be asking too much to have you point me in the right direction on occasion, tell me what you want and what you need?”

“You’ve never cared about that,” she said warily.

He winced. “I know. But I care now. And I’ve brought something to prove my sincerity.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a box. Did she imagine it or did his hand shake as he held it out for her? “Here. This is for you. An anniversary present.”

She took it, wondering how he could have had time to find her a gift. She’d scarcely been gone two hours. Fingers trembling, she opened the box, but what lay inside merely perplexed her. There were two ordinary-looking keys.

“One unlocks the study. The other unlocks my connecting door.” He dragged in a harsh breath. “I’ve kept the doors locked between us for too long, my darling. I don’t want to lock you out any more.”

When she said nothing, her throat too clogged with happy tears for speech, he went on hastily, “I do plan to purchase you a more conventional present, mind you, but you left so quickly, and I did not wish to wait—”

“No, Henry, it’s perfect. They’re perfect.” She lifted a face filled with joy to him. “I couldn’t have asked for a better gift.”

Only then did she realize how difficult it must have been for him to swallow his pride and come after her. His relief was palpable, swamping his features, making him reach for her.

She went eagerly into his arms, her heart leaping in her chest.

“I have been such a fool, my darling wife.” He brushed a kiss against her hair. “All this time I’ve had a treasure under my very nose and I was too absorbed in my own affairs to see it.”

She snuggled against him with a sigh of contentment. “What changed?”

“You. Me. Everything. Last night I discovered how wonderful our marriage could be, and it frightened me. That’s what I was doing in the study this morning, trying to hide—from you, from myself. And then Babette, of all people, said the oddest thing. She claimed that I was—”

“Lazy?”

He drew back to stare at her. “How did you know?”

“She told me I was lazy, too.”

“You! That’s just absurd. You work harder than any woman in London.”

“Not where it counts. Otherwise, I would never have let you ignore me for so long. But I too was afraid.”

He cupped her cheek with a gentle hand. “You’re not afraid any more, are you?”

“Are you?” He smiled. “Hardly. I love you, my darling, and I want you with me always. I realized it this morning. When I thought you might leave me, it frightened me more than any demands you could ever place on my time or energies.”

She stretched up to kiss his lips. “And I love you, too, you silly man. As you can see, I did not make it very far.”

“Good. That means we can be home that much quicker,” he said softly.

The ride back to London flew by, and between kisses and talk, she scarcely noticed when they drew up in front of their house. They entered, and she half-expected him to leave her then, since Parliament was about to go into session. Parliament sessions had always been sacred in the Langston abode.

Instead, Henry pulled her into the privacy of the drawing room for a long, hot kiss. “Let’s go upstairs to your room … or mine. It doesn’t matter which.” His blazing gaze left no question what he was offering.

She blushed. “I thought you had to be at Parliament this afternoon.”

“Parliament can wait.”

He couldn’t have spoken any sweeter words, yet she couldn’t resist teasing him. “But Henry, it’s the middle of the afternoon!”

He eyed her rakishly. “I know.” He drew her out into the hallway.

Lowering her voice so the servants wouldn’t hear, she added in mock disapproval, “And you’ve got your days mixed up—this is Thursday, not Wednesday.”

He flashed her an impudent grin as he dragged her up the stairs. “I think we can make an exception for our anniversary, don’t you?”

“Only for our anniversary?”

“I didn’t say that. There’s always birthdays and holidays. Did you know tomorrow is New Year’s Day in Siam? And the day after that is a holiday in Russia I believe …”

Her laughter filled the house.

Downstairs in the servant’s quarters, the French Maid cocked her head to listen, then smiled and began to pack her bags. Like all the others, Lord and Lady Langston would provide her with excellent references, and she’d heard of a married couple in Mayfair who currently required her services ….
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Surprised that he’d even noticed that about her, she said. “I just think two people should be in love when they marry, that’s all.”

“What a disgusting thought,” he muttered.

That was why they could never wed. Pierce had a distinct aversion to marriage. Besides, he preferred women with big bosoms and blond hair, neither of which she had. And he liked them wild, too. Pierce’s reputation was less than stellar—though she suspected that half of it was whipped up into a froth of scandal, outrage, and intrigue by the gossip of worried mamas whose daughters were enamored of his dark good looks and devil-may-care manner.

Then there was the fact that he was practically her brother. He spent as much time at Waverly Farm as he did at his estate in Hertfordshire. She could no more picture him as her husband than his coachman.

The carriage stopped and Pierce climbed out, then helped her down. She stared open-mouthed at the famous Marsbury House—three long expanses of flint dressed with stone and anchored by four copper-domed stone towers.

The inside was even grander—marble columns and statues everywhere. As servants escorted them to the ballroom, she glimpsed rich tapestries, huge paintings in gilded frames, and silk draperies.

Oh, Lord. She didn’t belong here.

Could Pierce be right? Could the duke have invited her because he felt bad about Roger’s death? No, that made no sense. He hadn’t even attended the funeral.

Still, what other reason could there be for the invitation? The race ball at Marsbury was an exclusive affair, and although Poppy was the third son of an earl, he’d spent more of his life riding over battlefields than at fine parties like this. Having never had a formal debut, she wasn’t exactly high society, either.

When they entered the ballroom, Pierce guided her to a secluded corner so they could catch their bearings. Done all in gold and cream with gaslit chandeliers, the ballroom held a warm glow that made her heart race with anticipation. What if she did meet someone here tonight? Wouldn’t that be lovely?

After all, she wouldn’t mind finding a husband, though she feared that her requirements were unreasonable. The man would have to be willing to live at Waverly Farm until Poppy died, he’d need his own fortune, and he’d have to overlook the fact that she meant to race Lord Gabriel. All of which was a tall order.

Suddenly Pierce’s face tightened, and he bent to murmur, “Don’t look now, but Sharpe himself is leaning against that pillar over there.”

She looked at once, of course, then wished she hadn’t. Because Lord Gabriel Sharpe’s appearance had materially altered since the last time she’d seen him.

When she’d challenged him at Turnham Green, she’d been blinded by rage, and he’d been covered in dust from the race he’d just won against Lieutenant Chetwin. Tonight, however, he looked every inch the Angel of Death.

Oh, how she hated that nickname! People had given it to him after Roger’s death, and he did everything to reinforce it. He dressed entirely in black, down to his shirt and cravat, which were said to be specially dyed for him. He’d even painted his phaeton black and fitted it out with a matched pair of coal-black horses.

Angel of Death, indeed. He was using the tragic race against Roger to enhance his reputation as a fearless driver. He ought to cower in shame in a remote corner of his family’s estate—not take on every fool who demanded that he race him. How dared he strut about society without a care in the world? How dared he look so much like an Angel of Death?

Not just the death part, either. Grudgingly, she admitted that aside from his clothes, he was the very image of an angel. His gold-streaked brown hair looked as if the sun had run its fingers through its waves. And his face was like something sculpted by Michelangelo—a classic nose, a full Italian mouth, and a stubborn chin. Though she couldn’t see his eyes just now, she’d observed their color before—a mossy green with brown flecks that reminded her of secret forest glades.

She snorted. She must be mad. His eyes were those of the man who’d killed her brother. She’d only noticed him because she hated him so thoroughly that it seemed an outrage for him to be that sinfully attractive. That was the only reason.

“You’re staring,” Pierce muttered under his breath.

Oh, Lord, she was. How dared Lord Gabriel get her to stare at him?

“Come, let’s dance.” Pierce offered her his arm.

She took it, grateful to be saved from herself. Then, as they joined a long line of dancers, she saw Lord Gabriel catch sight of her. His gaze widened, then slid down her figure with rude interest.

And the last thing she saw, as Pierce whirled her into the dance, was the curst Angel of Death look straight into her eyes and smile.

LORD GABRIEL SHARPE watched as Miss Virginia Waverly danced down the length of the hall with the Earl of Devonmont. Thank God she had come. If he’d had to endure an entire blasted ball without accomplishing his purpose, he’d have blown his brains out.

Fortunately, he was well prepared for her appearance here. Jackson Pinter, the Bow Street runner helping his siblings look into the deaths of their parents, had discovered a great deal of sobering information about Miss Waverly. And Gabe meant to use it to his advantage.

“There goes your nemesis,” said Maximilián Cale, the Duke of Lyons.

Lyons was a fellow Jockey Club member and Gabe’s closest friend. He had a stable of Thoroughbreds that Gabe envied, one of which had won the Derby twice and another that had won the Royal Ascot. Gabe had brought the progeny of the latter horse last month, after he’d scraped together enough money from his wager winnings to afford it.

“Miss Waverly hardly qualifies as a nemesis,” Gabe said dryly.

Lyons snorted. “Has she renewed her challenge to you yet?”

“She hasn’t had the chance,” Gabe said, feigning nonchalance. That damned challenge had been bandied about society ever since Turnham Green, and tonight he meant to put an end to it.

“Surely she won’t.” Lyons sipped his wine. “She can’t possibly be as hotheaded as her brother.”

Gabe stiffened. Seven years, and he still couldn’t forget the sight of Roger lying twisted in the grass, his neck broken. If only …

But “if onlys” was for priests and philosophers. Gabe was seeking neither absolution nor understanding; he couldn’t change what had happened.

But perhaps he could assuage the dire results, now that he knew about them. “I suspect that Miss Waverly is not only hotheaded, but stubborn.” Gabe followed her with his eyes as Devonmont led her down the narrow row. “She came here tonight, didn’t she? She had to guess I might be here.”

“If she mentions the challenge again, will you accept it?”

“No.” He was done with running that course in Turn-ham Green.

Lyons smirked at him. “Afraid that the chit will beat you?”

Gabe knew better than to rise to the bait. “More afraid that she’ll run her rig over my best team of horses.”

“They say she beat Letty Lade. That’s no small feat.”

He snorted. “Letty Lade was nearly seventy by then; it’s a miracle the woman didn’t fall off her perch. Leave Miss Waverly to me. After tonight, there will be no more talk of a race.”

“What do you mean to do?”

“I intend to marry her,” Gabe said.

What else could he do? Clearly her grandfather over-indulged her, and that scoundrel Devonmont probably encouraged her for his own amusement. Miss Waverly needed a man to take her in hand. And since he was partly to blame for her present situation, he’d be the one to do it. In the process, he could solve his own problem.

Lyons gaped at him. “Marry her? Why the hell would you do that?”

Gabe shrugged. “Gran is demanding that my siblings and I marry, and Miss Waverly needs a husband. Why shouldn’t it be me?”

“Because she blames you for Roger’s death?”

Gabe forced a smile. “Once she realizes that what happened with Roger was truly just an accident …”

He trailed off, bits of memory plaguing him. Roger rousting him out of bed for the race. Lyons looking green about the gills as they arrived at the course. Gabe’s blood running high as he approached the boulders …

An uncharacteristic anger boiled up in him, and he tamped it down with effort. He didn’t generally get angry. Long ago, he’d buried his emotions in a grave so deep that they could never be unearthed.

Or so he’d thought. Ever since Miss Waverly’s challenge, he’d been volatile, prone to irrational bouts of fury. It made no sense. How could one stupid challenge churn up the cold ground inside him? And yet it had. Everything seemed to tax his temper.

But tonight he must hold his anger in check, or he’d never succeed in his plans. So he fought his emotions back into the grave that felt shallower by the day.

“Why not find someone more compliant to marry?” Lyons asked.

Because her lack of compliance oddly attracted Gabe. Since he had to marry, he didn’t want some placid, toadying society chit. He wanted a wife with spirit. Who had more spirit than a woman brave enough to publicly challenge a man to a race?

Besides, after everything he’d heard about Miss Waverly and the sad life she’d been leading, he couldn’t let that situation continue. Not that he could tell Lyons that; the duke wouldn’t understand that he was only doing what was right.

He put on his usual grin. “You know me. I always like a challenge.”

Looking unconvinced, Lyons sipped his wine. “So it wasn’t your grandmother’s idea for you to marry Roger’s sister?”

“Gran didn’t specify whom we marry, just that we all do so—or none of us will inherit. And by the way, that’s not common knowledge, so I’d appreciate it if you kept it to yourself.”

“I suppose Miss Waverly wouldn’t like hearing that she’s the key to your gaining your inheritance. But do you need the money that badly? Oliver seems to have the estate well in hand, Jarret convinced your grandmother to give him the brewery anyway, and Minerva now has a husband who can afford to give her whatever she wants. Surely you can rely on them to lend you money if you run short.”

“It’s not that.” Given more time, he hoped to support himself on his own anyway. “I’m worried about Celia.”

“Ah, yes. I forgot about her.”

Gabe glanced over to where his sister was dancing with some foreigner twice her age and looking decidedly annoyed. She’d told Gabe only last week that she had no intention of marrying as long as Gabe stayed unmarried. We two should hold firm, she’d said, and Gran will have to give in. She’s got three of us paired off— that should satisfy her.

Gabe gritted his teeth. Gran wouldn’t be satisfied until she had the entire family marching in step to her tune. And as long as he refused to marry, Celia could blame him for the fact that they were all disinherited.

But then she would be the one to suffer. While he was putting his plans for financial independence into place, she would be shuffled from relation to relation. She said she didn’t need or want a man, but with no dowry to compensate for the weight of the family scandal on her marital prospects, she’d have no choice but to become a spinster.

He refused to be responsible for that. If Celia still wouldn’t marry after Gabe got himself leg-shackled, at least she couldn’t blame him.

“I don’t suppose you’re looking for a wife,” Gabe said hopefully.

Lyons eyed him askance. “Your lovely sister? I’m not sure I want a wife who can shoot me dead at twenty paces.”

Gabe smiled ruefully. “That seems to be the objection most men have to Celia.”

And given Lyons’s family background, he would have more of an objection than most.

Lyons glanced over at Miss Waverly, who was sashaying into a turn. “I suppose she’s pretty enough. A bit underendowed, though.”

Underendowed? Hardly. But then, Gabe had never been attracted to women with bosoms like overstuffed chair cushions. Made them look unbalanced. He liked breasts he could take in his mouth without feeling smothered.

He’d wager Miss Waverly had fine little breasts beneath that martial gown … and a shapely little derrière to match. In fact, she was damned near close to perfect. Taller than the average female, with a trim figure that bespoke hours of walking and riding.

Then there was her beautiful hair, glossy black and swept up into some arrangement of feathers and plaid ribbons and dangling ringlets that made a man itch to take it down. And her face, too—allpert and pretty, from her saucy chin to her high, aristocratic brow. Not to mention her eyes. A man could wander for days in the depths of those cool lakes.

Lyons drained his wineglass and placed it on the tray of a passing footman. “Her hatred of you will be a serious obstacle to winning her. Especially since you’re not good with women.”

“What? Of course I’m good with women.”

“I don’t mean the doxies and merry widows who pursue you because you’re the Angel of Death. You don’t have to do anything to get them to like you—they just want to see if you’re as dangerous in bed as you are on the race course.” Lyons glanced back at Miss Waverly. “But she is a respectable woman, and they require finesse. You have to be able to do more than bed them. You have to be able to talk to them.”

Gabe snorted. “I can talk to women perfectly well.”

“About anything other than horses? Or how lovely they look naked?”

“I know how to turn a woman up sweet.” The dance ended, and Gabe saw Devonmont leading Miss Waverly from the floor. When the orchestra struck up a waltz, Gabe arched an eyebrow at Lyons. “Ten pounds says I can get her to dance the waltz with me.”

“Make it twenty, and you’re on.”

With a grin, Gabe sauntered off toward Miss Waverly. Devonmont was headed for the punch table. Good. That should make things easier.

As he approached her another man also did so, but Gabe took care of that with one warning glance. The man paled, then headed in the other direction.

There were definite advantages to being the Angel of Death.

She seemed oblivious to what had just happened.

Tapping her foot to the music, she stared bright-eyed at the couples taking the floor. Clearly, she was eager to dance again. This shouldn’t be too hard.

Gabe made a wide circuit so he could come up behind her. “Good evening, Miss Waverly.”

She stiffened, refusing to look at him. “I’m surprised to see you at such a dull diversion, Lord Gabriel. My late brother always said you disliked balls. Not enough danger, I suppose, and few opportunities to create mayhem.”

He ignored her emphasis. “Every man needs the occasional break from mayhem. And although I dislike the insipid punch, insincere smiles, and inevitable gossip, I enjoy the dancing. I’d be pleased if you gave me the honor of the next one.”

A sharp breath escaped her, and she finally turned to fix him with a cold gaze. “I would rather immerse myself in a vat of leeches.”

The vivid image made him bite back a smile.

“Thank God.” When she blinked at him, he added, “I was worried you might accept, and then we’d have to discuss that racing nonsense.”

He turned as if to walk away, and she said, “Wait!”

Ah, he had the fish on the line. He faced her again. “Yes?”

“Why can’t we discuss it right here?”

He cast a meaningful glance at the people straining to overhear the conversation between the notorious Angel of Death and the notorious female rumored to have challenged him to a race. “I’d have thought you’d prefer the privacy of a waltz for that, to prevent any chance of your grandfather finding out what you’re contemplating, but if you don’t care—”

“Oh.” She glanced nervously about. “You do have a point.”

“It’s your decision,” he said casually. “You would probably just as soon forget the whole thing, in which case—”

“No, indeed.” She lifted her chin and said in a carrying voice, “I’d be happy to dance with you, Lord Gabriel.”

“Very well.” With a cordial smile, he took her to the floor, casting a triumphant glance back at Lyons. When the duke lifted his eyes heavenward, Gabe grinned.

Not good with women, hah! What did Lyons know about it?

True, he rarely had dealings with respectable females, but surely he could get a woman to marry him. He was eligible enough, despite the scandal that surrounded his family, and he was generally accounted to be handsome. And he should soon inherit a tidy fortune.

Granted, Miss Waverly had a certain bias against him, but her current situation was very precarious. All he need do was show her his good side, soften her up a bit, and then point out the practical advantages to a marriage between them.

How hard could it be?
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