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Non sum qualis eram bonae sub regno Cynarae

by Ernest Dowson

 

Last night, ah, yesternight, betwixt her lips and mine

There fell thy shadow, Cynara! thy breath was shed

Upon my soul between the kisses and the wine;

And I was desolate and sick of an old passion,

Yea, I was desolate and bowed my head:

I have been faithful to thee, Cynara! in my fashion.

 

All night upon mine heart I felt her warm heart beat,

Night-long within mine arms in love and sleep she lay;

Surely the kisses of her bought red mouth were sweet;

But I was desolate and sick of an old passion,

When I awoke and found the dawn was grey:

I have been faithful to thee, Cynara! in my fashion.

 

I have forgot much, Cynara! gone with the wind,

Flung roses, roses riotously with the throng,

Dancing, to put thy pale, lost lilies out of mind,

But I was desolate and sick of an old passion,

Yea, all the time, because the dance was long:

I have been faithful to thee, Cynara! in my fashion.

 

I cried for madder music and for stronger wine,

But when the feast is finished and the lamps expire,

Then falls thy shadow, Cynara! the night is thine;

And I am desolate and sick of an old passion,

Yea, hungry for the lips of my desire:

I have been faithful to thee, Cynara! in my fashion.
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A Story from the Childhood of Toad Abersham and Sally Grenford
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I.

“Toad!” Sally Grenford jumped up and down in place as her friend, David Abersham, walked down the platform from the luggage car.

Her mother placed a hand on her arm. “Lady Sarah Grenford, restrain yourself. You are making a spectacle. You will not throw yourself at Wellbridge’s heir. And must I again remind you to use proper address in social settings? His name is Lord Abersham; you are too old to be so familiar with a young man.”

“But I haven’t seen him for nine months!” Sally protested, then subsided at her mother’s raised eyebrows. His parents were both inveterate travellers who owned, and frequently used, a frigate designed specifically for family journeys, but this trip to Europe after Toad’s expulsion from Eton was the longest the two friends had ever been separated.

And Mama was not setting a good example, because as her godson walked up, doffing his hat to them, she smiled. “David, dear boy, it is good to have you home.”

“Your Grace, my lady.” He made his bow.

Sally took Toad’s hand in both of hers and held it to her cheek. “Toad, I am so glad you are home. I missed you so dreadfully.”

Toad gave her fingers a bit of a squeeze, but blushed as he murmured in her ear, “You aren’t in short dresses anymore, Monkey, and this is a train station. You mustn’t stand so close.”

Ignoring his annoying lecture, she let his hand fall and made her curtsy, but when she tried to sidle closer to him again, Sally caught her mother’s glare, and he admonished her: “Your presents are in my trunks with Meath, so you need not try to pick my pockets now.”

Sally clapped her hands as she moved only a few inches away. “Presents!”

With a sideways glance at her mother, she added, “Only I am so pleased to have you home, Toad! I have so much to tell you! You remember I wrote that Papa had found a mathematics scholar to give me lessons now that I have so far outstripped my governess? Lady Lovelace recommended him, and told Papa I have an excellent understanding. Mr Galbraith has been teaching me quadratic equations. They are so fascinating, Toad! Did you know that—”

With a deep sigh, Mama chided, “He has barely stepped onto the platform. Do allow Lord Abersham to remove to the carriage before you inundate him with mathematical formulae.”

Mama did not understand how wonderful numbers were, and how they could explain the whole world, if only one placed them in the right position and context. No one understood, except perhaps Lady Lovelace, who also saw their beauty, but had little time for a girl still in the schoolroom. Sally was certain Lady Lovelace was only humouring Sally because Papa had tried to help her mother mitigate the horrific scandal that fell upon anyone and anything Lady Lovelace’s father ever touched. Even Sally had heard about Lord Byron, and no one ever told her anything she didn’t ferret out herself.

“A better plan,” Toad said, tweaking her nose, “do not force me to pretend I understand your equations, and so expose my intellectual deficiencies.”

Once Toad had directed the porter to follow with his carpet bags, Sally tucked one hand under Toad’s elbow, and wrapped the other around his forearm, pressing her chest to his arm and hoping he would notice how the shape had changed while he was away. His breath hitched, and he subtly shifted his body away, but he caressed her fingers with his other hand and gave her a soft smile. Then he held his other arm out for her mother. Sally stifled a scowl.

Pasting on a smile—boys like girls who smile—she danced about a bit, turning to show off her dress. “It is my first long dress, Toad. Mama let me wear it just to show you, even though Papa is still grumbling that I am too young and will not let me put my hair up yet. Is it not beautiful?”

With a smirk, he said, “It will make climbing trees difficult.”

Sally hadn’t thought of that, so she stopped walking for a second to consider it, yanking Toad and her mother to an abrupt stop a step ahead.

“I will thank you not to encourage her in things like tree-climbing, Abersham.” Mama tugged at Toad and he tugged at Sally until they were three abreast again. “Our Sally is finding the road to ladyhood trying, I’m afraid.”

With an older-and-wiser look on his smug face, Toad nodded gravely at Mama’s pronouncement, as though he were any example of perfect company manners. A bit less smug when Mama added, with a deep sigh and a stern look, “Although you, Abersham, would undoubtedly be better off climbing trees and fishing in the river than the activities your father encourages.”

And Sally’s Papa, too, but Sally wasn’t supposed to know that.

Chastened, but not quite contrite, Toad offered weakly, “Your dress is beautiful and so are you, Monkey Face. You have finally grown into your nose and ears. You shall be the terror of the ton in a few years’ time.”

With a glare exactly like her mother’s, Sally said, “Just as you are the terror of the demimonde, having grown into your enormous co—?”

“Lady Sarah Grenford! Be silent,” her mother commanded.

“Conceit, Mama. I was only going to say his enormous conceit. My nose and ears, indeed.”

“Be nice, Monkey, or I will not give you your presents,” Toad teased. “Ah, there is your coach. Excellent. Meath will come along with the luggage and the servants from Wellstone sent to open the house. Dalrymple House will have sent carriages for them.” Toad greeted the Haverfords’ driver by name, and helped the ladies into the carriage while the footmen secured his hand luggage. “Do you know if Etcetera is in London for his school break?”

Sally’s cousin, Niko, whom Toad had nicknamed Etcetera, was his best friend from Eton, and they probably hadn’t seen each other since Toad had been unceremoniously removed from school.

“He has not yet called at Haverford House, but yes, he is supposed to be staying with his brother in London for the holidays.”

“Would you mind terribly if we stopped momentarily so I can leave my card? I wish to see him as soon as he is back in Town.”

Sally stifled a sigh. Assuredly, he wished to see Niko so they could go out and cause trouble together.

“Of course, David. It is not at all an imposition, and Haverford will appreciate knowing if the boy has made it here safely.”

As soon as they were settled and on their way, Toad said, “Thank you for meeting me. My parents and Almyra will come back to Town in a week or so, in time for the Yuletide season; my father has a touch of la grippe. But I haven’t seen my friends in months. I wanted to spend at least a bit of time in London before I am packed off to school.”

“I am so glad you have, Toad,” Sally repeated. “It is so lovely to have you home.”

“Yes, Lady Sarah, you have made your point,” her mother admonished.

“Father told Mother I was a college man now,” Toad straightened his shoulders, “so I should be allowed to come up to Town on my own if I wished.” He seemingly couldn’t help himself from preening, the self-centred nodcock. And was handsome even when he thought too much of himself.

“Has your travel remained uneventful since last you wrote, David?” Mama asked. “Nothing untoward occurred on the last of your sojourn?”

“Nothing eventful since we docked in Bristol. A sennight at Wellstone, and then here by carriage and train. But, Aunt Cherry, how can you imply no danger lurks for a ducal heir in the Courts of the Crowned Heads of Europe?” Toad said with a wink at Sally.

Mama chuckled, but Sally kept her lips tightly knit. It would not do to put forth her opinion that Toad was more dangerous to the noblewomen of Europe than they would ever be to him.

“Haverford is anticipating tales of your time as a courtier,” Mama said. “It was he who pushed your parents to introduce you around the aristocracy now, while you are still young enough to be properly intimidated.”

“Uncle Haverford seems to forget how many hours I spent dandling on Prinny’s knee; I did not acquit myself poorly in Europe. But yes, I am a proper courtier now. I have made my bow to kings and queens and flirted with princesses in five different countries. Today, I am a man.”

Toad laughed with an ironic twist to his lips, the only thing keeping him from looking and sounding like a pompous fool. Sally had to physically stop herself from snorting, and his quickly narrowed eyes showed he had noticed, even if her mother hadn’t. When Mama turned away for a moment, he stuck his tongue out at her.

To disguise her giggle, ignoring her mother’s sharp glances, Sally coughed and asked, “When must you go off to school, Toad?”

“I will leave after Twelfth Night, so about four weeks.”

“That long? How wonderful!” Perhaps by then, he will have forgotten all the women he must have met on his travels.

Sally had guessed his expulsion from Eton had something to do with women, for otherwise he would have told her when she asked, and their parents wouldn’t have stopped speaking about it every time she came in the room. And she had heard enough sharp asides from her mother and Aunt Bella to know his father and hers encouraged him in his pursuits, and neither duchess was pleased about it.

Nor was Sally. How could a girl like her compete with adult women? Beautiful women, who knew all the carnal mysteries from which she was excluded, and were prepared to share them?

The carriage hit a bump and Sally flew forward, grasping the strap on the wall for balance. Toad leaned forward to steady her, and his hand grazed her thigh. They both gasped and caught each other’s eyes for an instant before they looked away.

Sally recovered first, settling back into her seat. “Papa and Mama and Grandmama and Grandpapa Winshire and most of my cousins are staying in London for the Little Season and for Christmas, so we can go skating and sledding and carolling and for sleigh rides and have chocolate in the Conservatory, and we still must pack poor baskets and toys for the orphans, and Mama and Papa are throwing a party with the whole family on Christmas Eve, and Mama is planning a ball for New Year’s Eve, but she says I am too young to come to anything with dancing and gentlemen.”

“And so you are, Monkey. You don’t even put your hair up yet.”

“And you have yet to learn to restrain your unruly tongue, Lady Sarah. You will swoon if you do not take a breath.” With another pointed look at Sally, Mama offered to Toad, “David, of course, you are welcome to come to any of the parties you wish. I daresay, if you are old enough for throne rooms, you are old enough for adult soirées.”

“He is only a year older than me!” Though she could hardly believe it herself. He had come home so much taller and broader, and his voice was deeper, and the way he was acting—why, he might have grown three years in the nine months he had been away.

“A year older and six royal courts wiser, Lady Sarah Grenford, and has been received by three British monarchs, which you have not and will not for at least three more years. You will cease with the petulant tone immediately. David, I hope you will have dinner with us this evening while your servants ready the house, but I cannot warrant Sally will not do something between now and then to see herself served supper in the nursery.”

“I will not!”

“You say you will not, dear. Until you do.”

The carriage slowed and came to a stop. “Only a moment, Your Grace, my lady.”

While he stepped down and went to make his return known to Etcetera, or at least leave his card, Sally prodded her mother again, for the hundredth time this week. Once Toad returned, confirming, “Niko is in London, but he’s gone riding,” and the carriage was underway, Mama finally capitulated to Sally’s incessant request:

“Of course, David, you may stay with us if you’d prefer company to the empty halls of Dalrymple House.”

“Yes, do, Toad!” Sally bounced on the carriage seat.

“I will be delighted to have dinner; thank you for the invitation, Aunt Cherry. But I would not think of imposing myself as a houseguest. I haven’t seen my rooms in so long, and I’ve just left word for Etcetera to meet me at home when he returns from his ride. In fact, will you mind very much dropping me at home, so I can make myself presentable and settle in, perhaps go for a ride in the park to blow the dust off? I can walk to Haverford House before dinner.”

“Certainly,” Aunt Cherry said. He had taken the backward-facing seat, so she pointed at the driver’s window. “You may so order.”

Toad slid the window open and established the new destination.

Sally did her best not to pout. She had been hinting to her mother for days, ever since the letter came saying Toad would be returning to Town without his parents, to ask him to stay with them. She had thought Toad would undoubtedly choose to stay at Haverford House with Sally instead of being all alone.

But perhaps he wasn’t planning to be alone. What if he wanted the house to himself so he could dally with opera singers and actresses? Or invite his unsavoury bachelor friends over to play cards and dice and drink and debauch ladies of the night, and do other things Sally was supposed to be too young to know about, with whatever horrible lightskirts he could seduce or pay to do them.

Sally had to consciously smooth her forehead again.

‘Aunt Cherry, may I take Sally skating tomorrow? And to Gunter’s for chocolate?”

Oh. Now that was much better. “Oh, yes! Please say yes, Mama!”

Mama dithered a moment, her brow wrinkled, but finally said, “If Miss Thorne goes with you, and only if your lessons are entirely complete.” After a brief pause, she invoked Sally’s wrath for all eternity: “In fact, it would be nice if you took your brother. Jonny was just speaking of going skating the other day.”
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II.

Thank heavens Aunt Cherry suggested they bring Sally’s little brother. How unfortunate Almyra is still at Wellstone, for an additional little sister between them could not hurt.

Toad had intended to ask if he could stay at Haverford House, but that plan went out the window as soon as he caught his first sight of Sally. Nine months had, at least in his opinion, made a man of him. But time had not left Sally the child he remembered. He was not certain he could keep himself from touching her, were they living under the same roof, which made him a perfect lecher, entirely unworthy to take a virtuous girl for an innocent outing. Aunt Cherry should be banning him from her house, not letting him take her little girl skating.

He said his farewells at Dalrymple House, thankful for the greatcoat that kept Aunt Cherry from knowing exactly what he had been thinking about Sal, and made his way up the front stairs, promising to be on time for dinner.

“Don’t forget my presents,” Sally called from the window of the carriage as he reached the door, only to subside at her mother’s glare.

When she rubbed her breast against his arm...!

No. He couldn’t think about that.

He was saved from his own illicit thoughts by the housekeeper, who met him in the front hall to say he had a visitor in the receiving room. “His Serene Highness Prince—”

“Etcetera,” Toad said, his mood lightening on the spot. His Serene Highness Prince Johannes Wilhelm Nikolaus Victor von und zu Elchenberg. Toad had shortened it to “Your Serene Etcetera” when they met at Eton, and they had been fast friends since. “Excellent. I wish to change my clothes, but please show him into my sitting room and send up some brandy.”

“Your Lordship?” The housekeeper wrung her hands, her brow furrowed.

Toad sighed. “Tea, then. And something sweet for His Highness.” He would have to purloin some of his father’s brandy later.

It didn’t take long for Toad and his valet to accomplish a change from his sooty, dusty traveling suit into riding attire, and he joined his friend. “Etcetera! It is so good to clap eyes on you. I see they brought tea.”

Niko rose from the sofa and set down his tea cup. “Toad Abersham. The only man I know who can turn expulsion from school into an extended European vacation.”

The two embraced, and Toad took his seat, pouring himself tea and accepting a dash of whatever Etcetera had brought in his flask. He pushed the plate of cakes to the other side of the table; Toad’s stomach was still a bit unsettled from the train ride.

“Before you ask, Jenny received your father’s bank draft, plus ten gold sovereigns I gave her after you left. She said she would move to London, but I do not know what became of her after that.”

Toad nodded. “Thank you.”

Toad had known his father was sending money to the unfortunate girl for whom Toad was sent down from Eton, since Toad had been on a train to London before his valet could even pack his trunks. The duke had railed about the money for hours while he was screaming at Toad for being so stupid as to be caught, then had deducted the amount from his next allowance. And then Toad’s mother had found out, which made everything worse. But Toad hadn’t known Etcetera would shoulder the responsibility without being asked. “It was kind of you to take care of her when I couldn’t. I’ll reimburse you, of course.”

Etcetera waved away the idea of payment. “It was nothing. You would have done the same for me.”

That was, in fact, true. Though Toad doubted Eton would expel royalty, even if he had been caught one too many times with one too many of the maids, by exactly the wrong person on the wrong day at the wrong time. Besides, Niko had been smart enough to keep himself to only one of the maids, and had an allowance large enough to rent her rooms when she expressed dissatisfaction with her lot.

“It’s brilliant you’ve come home in time for the holidays, Abersham. Everyone in the family is indulging the Duchess of Winshire’s desire to stay in London for Christmas, and the sheer number of older, wiser, sanctimonious male relatives is staggering. Every cousin I have ever known must be in Town this year, and they all have an opinion on how I should be living my life. Brothers and uncles and cousins are intolerable.”

“Do not leave fathers off the list. Though, I must say, I am quite in charity with the duke at present. He was a beast about the expulsion, but you couldn’t ask for a better tour, or tour guide.”

“Where did you stop?”

“France, Austria, Hanover, Sardinia, and the Two Sicilies. Five royal courts with their incumbent ladies, any number of brothels fit for royalty, introductions among the artists near my mother’s apartment in Paris, and a veritable map of the back hallways of the opera houses in Paris and Austria.”

“The Duke of Wellbridge attended brothels?” Niko’s voice rose, expressing the same scepticism the entirety of the British aristocracy would, at the idea the duke was less than fully enamoured of the duchess. And conversely, that she might allow it without using a sword to make her point about marital fidelity. “Your mother has not beheaded him?”

“No, the duke did not indulge his base instincts, just performed introductions and paid bills. But he covered for me with my mother at every turn. In nine months, she never caught me once, and I assure you, she had many, many opportunities, and is no less dogged than ever. He even convinced her to leave me in Paris with only Meath for the last fortnight we were there, while they travelled to assess her shipyard in Marseilles, and my tutor visited family. And he is going to increase my allowance at Cambridge, so I can afford to keep a mistress.”

“And I thought my brothers had been indulgent last time I went home to Erzherzog. Your father is a prince among men.”

“Assuredly.”

“My brother is not so bad, either, at least today. When I got home from Eton last night, he’d left word he will be in Kent until next week, and he left me this.” Etcetera took a small, flimsy book from his pocket and waved it at Toad. “A Guide to the Ladies of London.”

“Outstanding!” Toad took the book and flipped through it without reading it.

Now that Toad could envision the future of priapism before him as Sally Grenford’s best chum, he would have to do something to keep from debauching her. Uncle Haverford and his father had both told him, when he came back from his travels, he should set up a mistress in Cambridge instead of spreading his seed indiscriminately across England. But in the meanwhile, he had to make it through a full month in London with Sally.

“This is excellent timing, Niko. I can’t tell you how I need to be distracted from—” Toad stopped short. Etcetera was one of Sally’s cousins, and Sally’s cousins stood up like a stone wall to protect their “Little Princess.” Toad was his best mate, to be sure, but Niko was second in line to be the Duke of Haverford, and so, however remote the possibility, could conceivably end up as Sally’s guardian. She was Niko’s family.

Etcetera shoved Toad’s shoulder. “Distract you from what? Or should I say, from whom? Did you fall madly in love with an entirely inappropriate woman on your travels?”

“No, nothing like that. I—” Toad cleared his throat and handed back the book. “I just—” He couldn’t tell Etcetera he was nursing an obsession with his cousin. “I met a lot of women for sport. And I flirted with enough ladies in royal courts, but I still don’t know how one goes about courting a woman one wishes to marry. An innocent, I mean. A lady you can’t touch, no matter how much you want to.”

Niko’s mouth fell open. “You met a woman you wish to marry?”

“No!” Yes! “Not…” Not yet. It’s too early. We are too young. “I just… one doesn’t want to look like an idiot before young ladies with whom one might end up sharing one’s life.”

Raising one brow in a manner that recalled every royal whom Toad had ever met, Etcetera asked, “Any particular young lady?”

“No! It’s only… some of them are so pretty, are they not?” He could feel heat rising in his cheeks. “I mean… I know better than to defile a nobleman’s daughter without planning to be married. But some men are rakes, are they not? Some men have carnal relations with anyone they want, damn the consequence. Girls are ruined, which means men must be willing to ruin them, but surely some indiscretions go unnoticed.”

“Abersham! What are you suggesting?” Etcetera waved the book at Toad, with a superior smirk he had clearly borrowed from one of his older brothers. “That is what the Ladies of London are for, you randy, immoral fool. Leave titled young women alone until you are ready to be married.” For good measure, Etcetera smacked Toad in the back of the head with the book before sliding it back into his pocket.

“Ow! I don’t mean to hurt anyone,” Toad said, rubbing the back of his head. “I just can’t stop thinking about… about a girl I know. I know I can’t touch her, but she comes near me and I can’t stop myself imagining the most degenerate… I’m depraved, Niko. She’s like a madness. And she is only ever going to see me as a chum. She thinks I am ‘safe.’ I might as well be her brother, and all I want to do is throw up her skirts and—” Toad stop short, glancing over and seeing Niko as Sally’s cousin once more. He repeated, rubbing a hand across his face, “It’s perverted, Niko. I’m vile.”

Now raising both brows and straightening in a way Toad only associated with grown men, Niko asked, gravely, “Are you speaking of my cousin, Sally?”

Toad stared in utter horror, all the blood draining from his face—indeed, from his brain. “No! I—She’s not—” Finally choked by everything he was trying not to say, and stymied by a suddenly non-functional mind, he stopped short and just stared. Niko tilted his head and waited.

“Yes, it’s Sally.”

Dropping his head into his hands, Toad groaned. “Go ahead. Hit me. I am done for anyway, Niko. The rest of her cousins are going to kill me if you don’t. And then my mother will take aim, and then my father. And finally, when there is literally nothing left of me but bone, Haverford will dig up my grave to kill me again.” Toad let his head remain in his hands, visualising the horrific end he would come to by following the logical course of his thoughts. Finally, after some time passed with no word from his friend, Toad looked up.

Etcetera’s face was serious, but not angry. “I will not even speak of Haverford, but to say you cannot have imagined anything as horrible as it will be if he catches you corrupting our Princess. Longford will beat you bloody, Stocke will run you through, and any one of the Wakefields—male or female—will slit your throat and drop you in the Thames. Elfingham will tell his grandfather, who will speak to your father and then tell Grandmama Winshire, who will speak to your mother, just in case your father hasn’t.”

Toad moaned and rose to pace. “I’d rather be boiled in oil than hear what my mother would say. Aunt Cherry asked me to stay with them at Haverford House until my parents come to Town! Stay with them?! What was she thinking inviting a man like me under the same roof as her innocent daughter? If she knew what I did on the Continent? If she had any idea what I am thinking about Sall—Lady Sarah—she would emasculate me with the nearest sharp object. And my mother would hold me down.”

“This is a serious matter, Abersham. Do not mistake me. I am Haverford’s spare, so she is more than a cousin to me, not someone to trifle with. But it is common knowledge you two were all but betrothed in the cradle. If that is so, why not make an offer? You are a ducal heir. She can be in your marriage bed in a matter of weeks.”

Toad gulped. “Are we not too young for that? I’ve not even finished school yet.”

Etcetera shrugged. “Nobles have married far younger for less salient reasons.”

He could do it. He could have his ring on her finger and her body in his bed. Their parents might kick up a bit of a fuss about their age, but it was what they had always wanted. They would come around. For a moment, he imagined it: Sally Grenford spread out across his bedcovers for feasting, and then sunk his head back into his hands and groaned. Gentlemen didn’t do such things to proper ladies, did they? He was an unprincipled, lascivious, wicked deviant to even imagine it. He could marry her when they were older, when he’d worn out his lusts a bit on lesser females, so he wouldn’t offend her. Then it would be safe.

But Niko was waiting for his answer.

“I do not think she even wants to marry me, Niko. I truly believe she sees me as the older counterpart to Jonny. In a few years, I will ask Haverford to allow me to court her properly, as she deserves.” He sighed. “But how am I to go on now? Everything I am thinking is… it’s forbidden. Sally Grenford is forbidden. I cannot be alone with her. You must see that. You have to help me. I cannot make it through a month in London with Sally always at my side; I will disgrace myself and dishonour her and disappoint our parents irreparably.”

“No, I can see you must do something to calm yourself, or you will be unable to function. I can help you keep your distance. And as long as you do, I will not tell any of our cousins of your shame, for you have never told them any of the things I got up to at school. To begin my mission of mercy…” He tugged the book from his pocket again. “Let us go meet the Ladies of London tonight.”

With a deep sigh, Toad demurred. “I cannot. I’ve said I will have dinner at Haverford House, and told Sal I would bring her presents.” He hastened to add, “All her presents are entirely appropriate.” Heaven help him if even Etcetera knew about the items for her Scrapbook that he would hide in the secret compartments of the jewellery cabinet he’d brought back.

With a sceptical glance, Etcetera said, “I should hope you would not insult my cousin by doing otherwise.” Toad turned his head away on the off chance his guilt was as visible as it felt. “I’ll show you,” he said.

Meath had unpacked some of his trunks already, including the presents in question. They were laid out on a table in his bedchamber, so Toad ushered Niko in from the sitting room. The cunningly made cabinet took pride of place; the most beautiful item Toad had ever bought in his life—with enough obvious and hidden compartments for the piles of jewels any wealthy duchess might hold in her keeping. About half the size of one of his traveling trunks, it was contrived of and inlaid with ten different types of wood and three different precious metals. It was empty now, but Toad was planning to secret any number of items in the cabinet that he hoped no one but Sally would ever see.

Etcetera whistled his appreciation. “For the Wellbridge jewels, is it?” He pulled out various drawers and opened doors, with Toad hovering at his elbow hoping he wouldn’t puzzle out the hidden compartments or find their latches.

Toad couldn’t help expelling a breath of relief when Etcetera turned his attention to the other items. The fortune-telling cards met with his approval, but he frowned at the beaded, beribboned evening bag, the bolt of silk, and the dozen patterns of hand-tatted lace. He gave Toad a shove. “You can’t give her anything she will wear on her person, you idiot.”

Toad pushed back. “No one would say a thing if Jonny gave her a bolt of silk. It is the exact colour of her eyes.”

Etcetera’s jaw fell open. “Her eyes, Abersham? Her eyes? If we had not already established that you are not Jonny, that would do it. He doesn’t even know his sister has eyes, much less their colour. You’d better save the fabric and the bag for when you are courting her in earnest, and were I you, I would ask Aunt Cherry beforehand, even then. The cabinet and the cards will be enough for now.”

Toad ran a hand over the silk, soft as the skin of the girl who had sold it to him but not, he imagined, as soft as Sally’s. Perhaps Etcetera was right. He had already decided not to give her the finest silk stockings he had ever seen, and the garters of French lace tatted with silver thread and trimmed with pearls. Not yet. Not until he had won the privilege of removing them with his teeth.

To divert his thoughts, he commented on the pretty gypsy girl who had sold him the fortune-telling cards, and Etcetera laughed. “You are not so far gone as all that. Did you only buy things from pretty girls? You’ll have to tell me all about them.”

Toad smiled, remembering the model who sold him the bag at the Parisian fashion house and the friendly lacemaker in Burano. “Something like that.”

“Well, don’t tell my cousin that. Go to dinner and give Sally her presents, then explain the two of us have made firm plans at half-nine. I will meet you at Haverford House with regards for my uncle to ensure you can make your escape.”

“That’s an excellent plan,” Toad said absently. “So, I should leave here at half-seven.”

“No. Quarter to eight,” Niko said, “or you will have to sit with her in the drawing room before supper.”

“Good point.”

“And I suggest, every time you find yourself thinking anything less than holy about the angel who is my very young, very innocent cousin, you consider, rather, what your mother would do if she were to hear what you just told me.”

Toad hung his head. “It is disgraceful, isn’t it?”

Etcetera clapped him on the shoulder again. “Not disgraceful, no. But not wholesome, either. Never fear. I shall save you from your worst inclinations by distracting you with the finest fleshpots in the kingdom. And when our other cousins wake up and realize our Sal is growing up to be a very pretty, very wealthy heiress, I shall direct their attentions elsewhere while you gird yourself to do what’s right and marry her.”

“You do not think your cousins would really…”

Niko just laughed.

Toad felt suddenly threatened by the greater portion of his male extended family, over a relationship he hadn’t known was quite so important a few days ago. “Will you vow not to court her for yourself?”

“Sally?” Etcetera’s tone of horror deserved a punch to defend Sal’s honour, if Toad had not been so grateful for it.

“I prefer my girls less brainy and more tractable.
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