
T

Twenty-Seven

he next day, Caroline sent Phineas off by himself in the
morning to see his tenants.

“Will you come, Caro?”

She did not feel brave enough yet. “Another time.”

Disappointment creased his forehead for a fraction of a
second but he did not protest.

“I know you want to get the house in order.”

“Yes.”

“And I must work as hard as you do, darling. Not spend
my days riding.” He took Lavinia with him. “I have to show
someone off today, Caro. Miss Lavinia can be your proxy.
She’s not as beautiful as you, but close.”

Caroline first met with the head gardener and discussed
pruning, weeding, and expanding the kitchen plots for the
summer. The vegetables they ate would need to come from the
garden. The man nodded but did not seem to be listening. As
she took her leave from him, Caroline thought he would not be
in the employ of the house for long. She would have to find a
new head gardener, one who would take her direction.

She was down in the bowels of the house, going through
the larder with the cook, when the butler came and found her.
A caller, he said, for Lord Burchester.

“He went out.”



“I know, my lady. I informed Lady Starling and she said
she would wait. She’s in the drawing room.”

Lady Starling. Caroline swallowed. At least, the drawing
room looked slightly more presentable now. But did Caroline
look all right? She ran her hands over her hair. She patted at
the skirts of her dress where some wayward flour had
collected.

How she wished she had La with her right now.

She went into the drawing room. She curtsied. “My lady.”

Lady Starling curtsied back, the smallest possible bob.
“Lady Burchester.”

Caroline had been wrong in her assessment of Lady
Starling from a distance in the theater. She wasn’t just pretty,
she was positively alluring. A cupid bow mouth, a pert nose,
long lashes around limpid blue eyes. The beautiful breasts, the
tops of which threatened to overflow the neckline of her pale
pink silk dress.

Caroline looked down at her own long, flat body, her green
muslin dress with a flour smudge.

“I’m here to see Lord Burchester.”

Caroline raised her head. “Ah.”

“He owes me something.”

Another debt. One her husband had hidden from her.

“How m-m-m-much?”

Lady Starling seemed startled. “Pardon?”

“How m-much does he owe you?”

Lady Starling let out a little laugh. “Oh, no. I have to
discuss that with him.”

“I am handling the m-m-money so you can t-t-tell me.”

“It’s not money your husband owes me.” Lady Starling
looked furious, just as she had in the Burchester box all those
months ago. “You see, I know all about Phineas’ various
adventures. And I agreed not to tell your brother about what



happened between you and the earl in the bookseller’s, and, in
exchange, Lord Burchester agreed to . . . something else. And
dear Phineas has not met his end of the bargain.”

Phineas had told this woman about their coupling in
Hatchards? How had that happened? Under what intimate
circumstances would he have told her such a thing?

And he owed Lady Starling something that was not money.
Nausea and fear roiled Caroline’s stomach. 

“You can tell my b-b-b-brother. Phineas and I are married
n-n-now.”

“Are you sure you want me to do that, Lady Burchester? I
think your brother would still not be pleased.”

What would Edmund do? He wouldn’t turn his sister into a
widow over this. Of course, she would rather her brother not
know that she and Phineas fornicated long before the wedding
and even their engagement. But more than that, she didn’t
want her husband to have anything to do with this woman any
longer.

“You can t-t-t-tell the m-m-marquess.”

“He already knows how wanton his sister is, is that it?
Shall I tell everyone in the ton as well?”

“If I have been wanton, it h-h-has only been with my
spouse.”

“It’s too bad your husband can’t say the same. Phineas
does like to spread his favors around.”

Caroline was silent.

“You talk funny.” The opinion burst out of Lady Starling,
as if she had been thinking it all along and suddenly, she
couldn’t hold back from expressing it any longer.

“Yes.” Yeth.

The alluring woman laughed. “The irony that Phineas with
all his talk would wind up with you. How does he put up with
your halting baby speech? And you’re so big, like your
brother. Height is so attractive in a man but so coarse in a



woman. Phineas must hate your size. He has such a sensitivity
about his own stature. Thank goodness, his cock doesn’t have
that problem, as we both are privileged to know.”

Caroline said nothing, not knowing if she could say
anything. Her face burned.

“And despite sounding like you’re stupid, you must be
intelligent, Lady Burchester. Or at least conniving. You got
your husband away from town and out into the country. Far
fewer tempting female distractions for him out here. But I do
hope you’ll be understanding when he wanders, because of
course he will, eventually. You mustn’t glower as you are
doing now, but be kind and understanding to our sweet
Phineas. Because he really is so very sweet, isn’t he?”

Caroline stayed silent.

“Far too sweet, in a way, for either one of us. We are bitter
women of sense and he is all spun-sugar nonsense. He needs a
strong hand, and I hope you have that.”

Lady Starling looked around the room and sighed. “It’s so
tatty here. I don’t envy you your responsibilities. To have the
burden of both restoring this place to make it tolerable and
keeping a leash on Phineas. And,” her eyes narrowed and she
got closer to Caroline, “where are your jewels? You’re not
wearing any. Phineas loves to give gifts to his women. See my
pretty diamond here?”

Her small hand fluttered around her bosom and indeed,
there was a diamond pendant hanging between her breasts like
a turgid, glistening raindrop.

“A gift only a week after he first bedded me. But I would
have thought with you being his wife, he would have covered
you in gems. But maybe that’s just a romantic idea I have that
men dote on their wives.”

Caroline had seen the jeweler’s bill and stuffed it away in
her mind as just one more foolish debt, but faced with the
diamond itself and the woman who had received it, the money
spent felt like a betrayal.



But it isn’t. Yes, you didn’t know what a spendthrift Phineas
was before you married him. But don’t go trying to pretend
you didn’t know your husband was willing to swive any woman
who showed an interest. You always knew it. You married him,
knowing it.

She had no idea how she might exit this room with any
semblance of dignity, any scrap of power.

She was rescued, however, by Lavinia colliding with
Caroline’s leg and Lady Starling’s shriek.

“Good God, what is that horrid creature?”

Caroline stooped down and hugged Lavinia around the
neck.

“Sorry we’re so late, Caro. I got into a chat with
Willoughby and you know he says we’re going to get rain
again this—”

Her husband had come into the room at a jaunty pace,
Lavinia’s leash coiled in his hand, but now he stopped and
stared at Lady Starling.

“Lady Starling.” He bowed.

Lady Starling was still looking at Lavinia with terror.
“What a monster that thing is. I’ve never seen such a large dog
inside a house before. It belongs outside. In a kennel.”

“To what do we owe this questionable pleasure, Horatia?”

“Oh.” Lady Starling went into her reticule and pulled out a
small handkerchief. “You must let me recover from my fright,
Phineas.”

Caroline stood and made to leave the room, keeping a hand
on Lavinia.

“Caro?” Her husband grabbed her arm as she went past to
him toward the door.

“I-I-I n-n-n-need t-t-t-o a-a-a-attend t-t-t-to someth-th-
thing.”

She could tell he did not believe her lie, but he released
her. Reluctantly.



She took the stairs on trembling legs with Lavinia padding
beside her. On the landing, Phineas’ voice drifted up to her. 

“Darling, what is this—” was all she heard before the
drawing room door closed.

She climbed the rest of the way to her bedchamber, and
once she and Lavinia were safely inside, she leaned against the
door. She felt even more ill than before. Lightheaded, dizzy,
on the verge of casting up her accounts. The degrading insults
Lady Starling had lightly tossed her way were nothing
compared to the thought that her husband was in the drawing
room right now with that seductive woman and he was calling
her darling.

She had thought she would be able to bear it. She was
wrong. But she must learn to, mustn’t she? She must learn to
accept her husband and everything about him. Even this.

She needed to escape before she screamed.

She quietly opened the bedchamber door she had just
closed. She and Lavinia went down the servants’ staircase. She
burst out of the back of the house, lifting her skirts, almost
running. Through the stable yards, not into the lane where
anyone might see her and her dog, but this meadow here.
Across two stiles, there were woods and she could lose herself
in the trees as she used to do in Sudbury after one of her
father’s rages about her mother’s death.

Rain began to fall as she crossed the meadow.

Before her mother died, Caroline had wanted the fairy
story of a husband who loved her. That was before she realized
how childish her dream was. And how unlikely it was that any
man would either love her or marry her.

And it didn’t bother her now that Phineas didn’t love her,
couldn’t possibly love her. Because it didn’t matter if her
husband loved her. What was important was not to love him
back. Because someone who loved you could easily hurt you,
but you wouldn’t be damaged unless you loved him back.

The only thing keeping her in her right mind at this
moment was her certainty that she didn’t love her husband.



She didn’t love his comforting voice, his smell, his touch,
the tender look in his hazel eyes when he called her darling.
She didn’t love his silver hair on his head and his chest. His
strength, his muscles, the way he filled his breeches.

She didn’t love his mischievous playfulness in bed that
quickly turned into mutual heated need and want and urgency.

She didn’t love his kindness. His sweetness. She didn’t
love his smile, his laugh, his affection.

She didn’t love how much he loved to talk. How much he
loved to live.

She didn’t love Phineas Edge. And she must make sure she
never did.

“Lady Starling, what is this visit about?”

Phineas turned from the drawing room door. Every animal
instinct in his body told him to go after Caro, but he needed to
send Horatia on her way in a final and definitive manner. And
he needed to find out what this bitch had said to his wife to
make her so shaky, so stammering, so hesitant to meet his
eyes. Because he didn’t believe Caro would tell him herself.

Lady Starling sniffed. “A nice way to greet an old friend,
Phineas.”

“What did you say to my wife?”

“We were discussing what you owe me. Although the poor
woman thought I meant money. She didn’t realize I meant her
brother.”

“I thought you had forgotten all about that. Given up the
idea.”

“First, how wrong of you to let me persist in believing the
marquess’ sister was his mistress. I admit when I realized your
dalliance had been with Lady Caroline Haskett, I had second
thoughts about our little agreement. After all, the pair of you
had not just been caught by me, but also by Lady Huxley.
Everyone knew you were entangled. And then your
engagement was announced. I thought I had nothing to hold



over you. But I came to realize your wife still likely wouldn’t
want her brother to know about your licentious behavior in the
bookseller’s. So I thought to pay a little visit to you on my
way to see my dead husband’s brother, the current Viscount
Starling.”

“You told my wife you knew about . . .”

“Your tryst on the top floor of Hatchards? Oh, yes. And I
tell you, Phineas, she did not welcome that news. You’ll have
a lot of work to do, soothing your giantess once I leave.”

Yes, he needed to get to Caro. “I think it’s best you leave
now.”

“You don’t want me to go to Sudbury and tell Edmund all
about this, do you?”

“He’s in town as you damn well know.”

“Yes, I suppose that gives you a little more time to figure
out how you are going to get the marquess to fall under my
spell.”

“I will do what my wife wants. Not you, Horatia.”

“Oh, Phineas. You really are in her power, aren’t you?
Tamed by that horribly protruding and lisping tongue she has.
Oh, I’m sorry, I meant to say that lithping tongue she hath.”

Phineas opened the door. “Good day, Lady Starling.”

He went in search of his wife. She was not in her
bedchamber. She was not in the morning room. None of the
servants, including Jones, knew where she was. And there was
no sign of Lavinia.

Damn it, she must have gone out of the house and taken
the dog with her. Was he going to have to get his own
bloodhound so he could track his wife in the future? And now
it was raining and his Caro was getting wet.

He went out to the stables and had his horse saddled.

He went all over the estate, stopping at times and calling
her name. He kept his eyes peeled for a tall figure in a green
dress, but there was no one out and about. The rain fell straight



down, soaking him. Muddy puddles were forming in the dirt
of the lanes. Finally, he rode to the edge of the trees, tied his
horse to one, and plunged into the Burchester holt on foot.

“Caro!”

He felt like he had been walking for days but it was likely
only a quarter of an hour before he heard Lavinia answering
him with a series of barks.

He didn’t know enough about Lavinia’s barking to know if
this was a sign of distress so he began running toward the
sound, pushing branches out of his way, tripping over roots.

But when he came upon Caro, she was standing under a
tree, unhurt, her dog at her side.

Thank God.


