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Chapter One
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April 1816, London

Lady Charlotte Beaumont stood, trembling, in her ill-fitting boots. Looking up at the cloudy, gray sky, she shivered momentarily as a gust of wind swept over her. The muted colors of the heavens, street, and surrounding buildings did not reflect an early arrival of spring, and the weather was chillier than expected for April.

She cautiously leaned over the black iron railing in front of White’s gentleman’s club as she attempted to glimpse the hallowed interior that lay beyond the famous bow window.

Her enormous brown wool coat was left unbuttoned, revealing worn but unsoiled clothing beneath. Charlotte wore loose gray linen pants and a black long-sleeved woolen shirt with a leather belt knotted over it to hold the pants up. A gray wool cap pulled low hid most of her features and her hair. Soot smeared haphazardly on her cheeks and chin completed her disguise.

It was nearly ten o’clock on a Saturday morning, and although most of the ton were still in their beds, the city was not asleep by any means. Housemaids and other servants hurried about errands for their employers as tradesman’s wagons could be heard and seen jostling for position on the road. She’d loitered at the corner of St. James’s Street for several minutes, waiting to ensure there were no passersby in the vicinity of the famous club.

As Charlotte strained to see anything or anyone through the thin panes of glass in the window, she began to think her visit to White’s would be of little help in her quest.

A moment later, Charlotte felt her heart jump into her throat as she heard the front door of the club open. After quickly taking three paces back from the window she looked up briefly to see a well-dressed gentleman exit the door to her right.

The man’s clothing proclaimed he was a member of the peerage and not an employee of the gentleman’s club. His navy coat, white linen shirt with expertly tied cravat, cream-colored waistcoat, and trousers were of the finest quality. His hat and walking stick looked new. Her brief perusal of his face revealed pleasant features and striking cobalt blue eyes.

The gentleman descended the steps and strolled to stand beside her. She quickly lowered her gaze, nervously clenching work-gloved hands at her side. If she were recognized as a lady of the ton, her reputation would be in tatters. More importantly to her mind, if her parents found out she’d visited St. James’s Street, it might well cost her father’s coachman his position.

“I wonder where Dawkins is today?” the gentleman beside her asked conversationally, his tone light. His voice was rich, a throaty baritone, covering her senses like warm chocolate. The intoxicating cologne with citrus notes he wore was a blend she wasn’t familiar with.

Charlotte felt a frisson of awareness at his nearness and hurriedly bowed her head. She cleared her throat before replying in a low gravelly voice, “Who be Dawkins, my lord?”

“The majordomo of White’s. Is there someone inside the club you wanted to speak with?” the gentleman asked, an edge to his words. He turned his head to look at her, and she bowed her head even further to keep her face hidden.

“I merely need a peek inside,” she replied gruffly, keeping her tone respectful as she crossed her arms over her chest.  The white-grey Portland stone edifice of White’s towered over her, mocking her attempt to discover its secrets. To her dismay, her voice squeaked as she added, “To see what is so special about the famous bow window.”

“You shouldn’t be here,” the man countered, his attention returning to the building in front of them. “It could seriously damage the reputation of a young lady to be seen loitering on St. James’s Street.”

“That is unfair!” The man had guessed that she was a female! Her best friend Louisa had been skeptical about Charlotte’s disguise. It pained her to think the other girl was right. Again. She paused to take a deep, steadying breath. Pitching her voice even lower, she stated, “I have no interest in the reputation of spoiled debutantes.”

A thickly muscled man in blue livery appeared at the door of White’s and made to descend the steps toward them. The man next to her raised a hand. The liveried man retraced his steps and stood beside the front entrance of the club, his attention on Charlotte and the gentleman beside her.

Looking up briefly, her eyes widened at the sight of such a mountain of a man. “Is that Dawkins?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

“That’s him.” She saw a brief, wolfish smile on her companion’s lips. “I think it is time you move along. Shall I escort you to a more appropriate neighborhood for a woman, or would you prefer Dawkins haul you away by the scruff of your neck?”

Not only had her disguise failed, but she had seen little of the interior of the club. All she could do now was to return to her father’s town carriage and make sure no one in polite society recognized her.

Shoulders slumping, she held back a sigh. Giving up any attempt at disguising her soft lilting speech, she replied softly, “My friend is waiting for me near Hatchard’s. I will leave now as there is nothing more to see here.”

* * * * *
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“Ashford, there is a small shabby person in the street below peering in the bow window. I wonder where the majordomo has gotten to?”

Lord Benedict Grey, Marquess of Ashford, looked up from the day’s issue of The Times he was reading. He stared down at the thin, poorly dressed man who stood on the pavement outside the gentleman’s club. “The man looks harmless enough, Cecil.”

Ashford folded his newspaper and placed it on the white tablecloth covering the square mahogany table in front of him. Seated in the coffee room of White’s beside one of the front windows, the two men had an excellent view of the pavement below.

As George Bryan “Beau” Brummel had not been seen at the club in recent weeks, the fellow lurking in front of the club would be disappointed if his aim were to catch a glimpse of the arbiter of fashion who it was claimed now stayed hidden from society to escape his gambling debts. Brummell's last wager in White’s betting book was dated March 1815 and was now marked not paid.

Rumor had it Brummell might soon decamp to the continent. There was a lesson to be learned from the infamous dandy’s unrestrained expenditures Ashford was sure the young bucks of the ton would ignore.

With Brummell scarce, William Arden, second Baron Lord Alvanley, now took pride of place in the bow window set. Ashford hadn’t seen anyone seated today at the table of honor in the morning room on the ground floor of the club.

He swallowed the remaining coffee in his delicate porcelain cup, replaced it on its matching saucer, and came to his feet. He bowed to his companion Lord Cecil Wycliffe.

“Are you leaving already?” the viscount asked, drumming the fingers of one hand on the table.

A brief smile touching his lips, Ashford nodded. “But for a moment. I will return after I investigate the man in the street.”

“I don’t know why you must investigate,” Cecil replied with a heavy sigh, stopping the movement of his fingers. "Although I’m not surprised. You’ve been on edge ever since you heard the chatter about Caroline Lamb publishing a book. Caro has old scores to settle with the patronesses of Almack’s. I’m sure that will take precedence over any misdeeds by Diana.”

“You know how vindictive the lady is,” he responded with a frown.

Cecil nodded. “Quite.”

“I won’t rest easy until I know whether Diana is included in that book.” He stared down at the coffee grounds in his cup. The excellent brew and good company had done little to lift his pensive mood. He was restless because he preferred the fresh country air of Kent to the sooty environment of London. If not for Parliament, he would never come to Town.

With his tall beaver hat and walking stick in hand, Ashford left the coffee room, took the main staircase to the ground floor, and exited the building.

The man in rags continued to lurk near the bow window. Ashford wondered at the absence of the major domo who should have already ushered the vagrant away. The skulking man was of medium height, a few inches shorter than his own six feet. Ashford ambled to the side of the man and stood, whistling. He shuddered, missing the warmth of the fire in the coffee room. He'd left his caped greatcoat in the club.

If the vagrant desired a ha’penny or two, he would find no luck with the tight-fisted clientele in the gentleman’s club.

When Ashford proceeded to engage the man in conversation, he discovered the sound of the tramp’s voice was surprisingly youthful and struck him as oddly feminine. When the vagrant folded his arms across his chest, the movement brought a whiff of fragrance to Ashford’s nostrils. His companion was a woman. The scent was expensive: tuberose. Unless she had filched the perfume, rags were not her usual attire.

“I will leave now as there is nothing more to see here.” 

Her speech convinced him she was not only female but possibly well educated. Her diction was too perfect. Perhaps she was a companion or governess. The appearance of her hands might give him a further clue to her status, but they were stuffed into the pockets of her oversized coat.

Most of London society knew that a woman must not walk or ride along St. James’s Street, where several gentleman’s clubs, White’s, Boodle’s, and Brooks’s, were located. A lady not only risked her standing in polite society but could also be openly gawked at in the male- dominated setting.

“Let me see you safely to your friend.” Feeling oddly protective of a woman he’d just met, he nearly held out his arm for her to take. Instead, he put out a hand in a gesture to indicate she should accompany him.

Ashford led the way to the corner of St. James’s Street and the cross street of Piccadilly. The woman walked with an awkward gait, placing her feet slowly and carefully in front of her. He imagined the boots on her feet, like her other clothes, were several sizes too big.

They turned right and walked east on Piccadilly Street. The buildings were no longer primarily of white stone but now intermingled with black or red-painted storefronts. The road was moderately busy, and several wagons passed them as they walked along the street.

“Did you travel to Piccadilly in a carriage?” he asked in a low voice as he looked about to confirm their conversation would not be overheard.

“How do you know I’m not a beggar?” the woman countered, her tone of voice not only curious but surprisingly cheerful.

Ashford couldn’t contain a chuckle. “Your disguise is dreadful. The clothing may be old and cheaply made, but it is clean and well cared for.”

“Oh my,” the lady replied with a groan.

“And you’re not very good at disguising your voice,” he added.

He heard a faint gurgle of laughter from the woman beside him, a pleasant sound. When was the last time he’d heard a woman laugh so freely?

“My friend Louisa said much the same thing.”

The young woman halted in front of a shiny black town carriage parked near the bookseller Hatchard’s at number 187 Piccadilly. The carriage faced away from their approach; the only servant visible on the box was a driver in navy blue livery and a tall silk hat. The black coach was emblazoned with a red coat of arms Ashford had seen before but couldn’t place.

“Louisa,” his companion called out, “I’m here.”

The carriage door opened, and a young woman descended the lowered steps of the vehicle. Her linen walking dress, velvet spencer, and tasteful bonnet proclaimed her status as a member of the fashionable set.

“There you are,” the lady he assumed to be Louisa said to his companion. She inclined her head as she addressed her next words to him, “Thank you for finding Lord Faversham’s new tiger. The earl took the poor thing under his wing, you see.”

Ashford didn’t see at all. Her story was not a particularly good one. If he ever saw the women again in such a predicament, he would counsel them to leave off their adventures or become more skilled at subterfuge.

“I’m glad I was nearby to prevent your friend from becoming an object of gossip.” He turned to the woman in rags, his voice now rough, “Take more care in future. You could have damaged your standing in society or come to harm.”

The two women nodded to him. He would have handed the disguised woman into the carriage, but she quickly entered the coach after Louisa with a mumbled goodbye.

The grime on the woman’s face hid her features well, but he now knew something about her. She was a member of the ton. He recalled Lord Faversham had a daughter and shook his head. The young woman Louisa had shown little caution in using the actual name of a peer in her Banbury tale.

The clouds parted, and the sun shone brightly upon the pavement around him. As the carriage rumbled away, he turned on his heel and strolled back to White’s, wondering if he would ever cross paths with the disguised young woman again. Secretly hoping he might.

Parliament was seated late this year, in February. The London season was upon the city and the ladies in the coach were most likely debutantes. He’d never been interested in the goings-on of the marriage mart, but now he found himself intrigued by one of this season’s debs, fascinated as to why a young lady of quality found it necessary to peek into the bow window of White’s.
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Chapter Two
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One day earlier

Thorne’s Lending Library in Berkeley Square was the favorite haunt of Charlotte, Louisa, and Edith. The trio of young ladies thought of the establishment as ‘their place.’ A haven where they could meet every week and discuss books, their families, and their individual interests. Interests which weren’t always activities the ton would look upon as befitting of a young lady’s notice.

Charlotte put aside the first volume of Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho as she found she couldn’t concentrate on the story. The tone of the novel was far too brooding. Her gaze wandered around the room.

She noted the library wasn’t as busy as she was accustomed to seeing. “There are few patrons this afternoon. The last fortnight has been uncommonly slow for the shop.”

“I think you may be right,” Edith replied with a frown, looking about her.

“Ackermann’s has included the color pink as one of this month’s fashionable colors,” Louisa remarked, her attention on the periodical in her hands. “I abhor pink.”

“Louisa, we are discussing the lack of custom recently in Thorne’s,” Charlotte responded with an exaggerated sigh.

The young women sat in a tiny alcove in the back left corner of the shop. The seating arrangements consisted of a plush sopha, a low round table, and two stuffed chairs.

“From all accounts, Hookham’s Library is the current fashionable spot for seeing and being seen,” Louisa said distractedly, not looking up from her copy of Ackermann’s Repository. Several issues of the periodical were scattered across the scarred mahogany table.

“Hookham’s?” Incredulous, Charlotte pursed her lips a moment. “What does Hookham’s have that our dear Thorne’s doesn’t?”

Louisa closed the magazine and settled it on her lap. Looking up, she asked, “Have you visited Hookham’s?”

“Only once.” Charlotte sniffed. “It is much too big. Thorne’s is cozy. We receive excellent service here.”

“Mr. Thorne is a pleasant enough man.” Edith added quietly, “Although Mrs. Thorne blows hot and cold.”

Charlotte had to admit Edith was right about Mrs. Thorne.  While Mr. Thorne was all that was kind, Mrs. Thorne was often gruff and stand-offish.

“Mr. Thorne is a dear, but neither he nor his wife has the faintest idea how the shop should be furnished. Look closely at the sopha you’re seated on, Charlotte. The upholstery is not only worn, but it is also an exceedingly ugly color. Puce is no longer a fashionable hue for textiles.” Louisa waved a languid hand toward the front of the shop. “And the curtains at the front windows are neither new nor very stylish.”

She had to concede that Louisa made a good point. Her friend had exquisite taste when it came to fashion and decorations in the home. Charlotte had thought the furnishings quaint and cozy. Now she looked at the pieces with a fresh eye and had to admit they were not of the first stare of fashion.

Louisa sneezed. “The shop could also use a good dusting. That can only help with trade.”

“I’ve seen Medusa Library advertise in the papers,” Edith said thoughtfully. She was a devotee of the daily news sheets, her interests being current events and politics. “Perhaps Mr. Thorne should promote the shop.”

Charlotte got to her feet. “That is a splendid idea, Edith. I will suggest it to him right now.”

Louisa merely shrugged and reopened her periodical while Edith looked through the stack of newspapers on the table before her.

Mr. Thorne stood behind the sales desk on the right side of the room. His only clerk, Robbie, was usually posted at the subscription desk on the left side of the shop. The boy was nowhere in sight. Mrs. Thorne was frequently in the backroom as she was not easy with customers and chose to see to the bookkeeping.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Thorne,” she said brightly to the short, bespectacled man.

“Good afternoon, Lady Charlotte.” The shopkeeper nodded to her and smiled. “May I be of service?”

“Have you thought of promoting Thorne’s Lending Library in the papers?” she asked casually. “Lady Edith tells me Medusa advertises.”

A grimace wrinkled the man’s normally jovial features. “You’ve noticed our lack of customers recently.”

“I admit I did,” she replied awkwardly.

“Mrs. Thorne declares that we can scarcely afford to keep the library open. She will not approve expenditures for advertising.” He added despondently when she merely gaped at him, “It’s that bad, my lady.”

Charlotte was struck dumb for a moment. Her beloved Thorne’s could not be in danger of closing; she simply would not allow it.

“Is that why Robbie isn’t here today? You’ve had to let him go?” she asked with concern in her voice.

“He went to the apothecary to fill a script for his mother,” Mr. Thorne replied. “I allow him the odd hour or two every week to take care of his family.”

She murmured vague words of support. As she returned to her friends in their little nook, a wagon could be heard rumbling past in the street outside. Gunter’s Tea Shop was nearby. Perhaps the vehicle delivered ice to the confectioner’s store.

“Are you all right?” Edith asked when Charlotte retook her seat. “You look pale.”

“Thorne’s may have to close,” she replied starkly.

There was a short silence. The bell over the door jingled, startling them all, and a female customer entered the shop. The woman proceeded to speak with Mr. Thorne.

“What about Robbie?” Edith asked with a frown. “He needs this job to help support his family. Where is he today? I do hope he hasn’t lost his position.”

“Mr. Thorne told me Robbie is visiting the apothecary on his mother’s behalf,” Charlotte replied soothingly. “I think it best we don’t tell him the shop might close. Of course, he may already know.”

“Robbie has enough to worry about with five siblings to feed,” Louisa said, for once, compassion evident in her voice. She looked up from her magazine and frowned. “Thorne’s can’t close. It may not be the most fashionable place in London, but it is our place.”

Charlotte was pleased Louisa shared her distress. Edith was passionate about her newspapers and politics, Louisa about magazines and decorating, and Charlotte adored books. Thorne’s was the next best thing to having her own private library.

The three women never spoke of it, but they weren’t considered great beauties. Charlotte liked to tell herself she should try harder to be sweet and biddable to attract a gentleman. She simply didn’t have any interest in doing so. Her childhood friend Louisa agreed, and the women had become friends with Edith at the beginning of the season due to her likeness of mind. The lending library was a place Charlotte felt comfortable being herself, a place far removed from the critical eyes of the marriage mart.

She blew out a breath. “We simply must make Thorne’s more fashionable.”

Edith nodded with vigor, her golden curls dancing with the movement.

Louisa raised a winged brow. “How do you propose we do that, Charlotte?”

“There are a hundred things we can do to help bring more customers to Thorne’s,” she responded, hoping some ideas would come to mind. And quickly.

“Such as?” Louisa pressed.

Charlotte hesitated a moment before she began to tick off points on her fingers as she said, “Louisa, you have excellent taste in decorating, you can make the interior of the shop look more presentable. Since Edith is the most tactful of the three of us, she can speak with Mrs. Thorne about advertising in the papers and behaving in a friendlier fashion toward patrons. I will find an influential person to tell others about Thorne’s and research what makes a place exclusive.”

“What influential person do you have in mind?” Edith asked.

Charlotte found herself stuck for a name. After a moment’s thought, she replied, “Lady Cairs! We’re attending her ball tomorrow. I have always been a favorite of the matron as I believe she had a tendre for my father years ago. If a grande dame of the ton recommends Thorne’s, that will surely carry some weight with others.”

“And how do you plan to research the exclusivity of an establishment?” Louisa asked as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. Louisa’s rampant skepticism didn’t usually irritate Charlotte as it was frequently directed elsewhere.

“What place in London is exclusive?” she asked more to herself than to her friends.

“White’s!” Louisa answered with a groan. “My brothers are members of Boodle’s, and they loathe hearing about the bow window set.”

“Then I shall take a peek inside White’s,” Charlotte responded with false bravado. “To find out what is so special about the window.”

Edith put a hand to her breast. “Charlotte! You cannot be serious. Ladies aren’t allowed on St. James’s Street.”

As for Louisa, she appeared to be at a loss for words.

“I will disguise myself. Dress like a man and get as close to the club as I can,” Charlotte replied, her head held high. “I will only need a few minutes to look in the bow window.”

Louisa gave a weary sigh in response. “I know you too well, my friend. You will never rest until you have attempted to see inside White’s. To keep you out of too much trouble, I will help you with your plan.”

* * * * *
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When Ashford returned to the coffee room in White’s, he told Cecil of his suspicions about the person standing outside the club being a debutante of the ton. His friend proceeded to laugh out loud.

Cecil cocked his head and said, “You miss the intrigue of the Foreign Office so much you see duplicity everywhere.”

Ashford thought his friend’s comment a bit rich as Cecil was convinced half of London were members of the infamous Rogues Alliance, a band of organized criminals known to be active throughout the city.

“Even a former member of the Home Office such as yourself would have seen through her flimsy disguise and discovered that she was a female and a member of the peerage,” he replied with a grin. “Nathaniel mentioned he was being coerced into escorting his sister to Lady Cairs ball this evening. I think I shall go along to see if I can root out my vagrant.”

Ashford assumed there was an invitation to Lady Cairs’s ball in the stack of correspondence on the letter tray in his study. He was an eligible bachelor, after all. Anyone who attended one of the lady’s entertainments would expect a parade of unmarried misses to be in attendance as Lady Cairs was a notorious matchmaker.

Cecil adjusted one of his cuffs as he responded, “Perhaps I shall accompany you merely to placate my mother. She has been upset with me of late, disappointed that the London papers have no mention of me in the society pages. If I attend a ball, I might be back in her good graces for a while.”

He responded with a bark of laughter. “Your mother wants you married. That and nothing else will make her happy.”

“David married far too young and ruined my life,” Cecil replied, his expression bleak for a moment at the mention of his only surviving brother. “The boy is barely twenty-two and already has a child on the way.”

“And we are nearing the age of thirty with no prospects in sight.”

“None wanted,” Cecil rejoined with a shudder.

The man took a sip of coffee, his features now a blank mask. Cecil’s older brother had been murdered by footpaths three years ago, and the pain of their loss had nearly torn his family apart. Cecil was sure his brother’s death was connected to the alliance.

“If my urchin is nowhere to be seen at the ball, you may spend the next several days crowing over my folly,” Ashford said lightly into the awkward silence, hoping to distract his friend from sad memories.

Cecil’s expression suddenly appeared more cheerful. He nodded. “I am so sure that you will not see your mysterious lady that I will accompany you to the ball.”

Another benefit of attending the event would be to listen for chatter about Lady Caroline’s forthcoming book. She was keeping the details close to her chest. The woman had a sharp tongue and held a grudge. Who might the lady ridicule in her upcoming tome?

Diana was currently in Bath. He hoped she would remain there for some time and stay out of the gossip sheets. After the season was over, he would do his best to convince her to retire to the countryside for an extended period. 
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Chapter Three
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“Who was that man?” Louisa asked her friend once they were both in the privacy of the town carriage. “Now that you are back in the coach, we are safe from curious eyes.” Louisa sighed as she relaxed against the plush squabs. “No harm done.”

The man she’d encountered outside of White’s was one of the most striking men Charlotte had ever met, and she didn’t even know his name. Once he had seen Louisa, he’d obviously decided Charlotte was a member of the gentry. His agreeable demeanor vanished to be replaced with a rather frigid countenance as disapproval of her escapade rolled from him in waves.

“We weren’t properly introduced. He came out of White’s and approached me,” she replied with a shrug. She felt unaccountably dismayed that the elegant gentleman disapproved of her. Charlotte pulled a handkerchief from a pocket in the wool coat she wore and proceeded to vigorously rub the linen over her face to clean away the soot. “You used my father’s title.”

“I’m not accustomed to lying.” Louisa frowned at Charlotte’s efforts. “Let me have that handkerchief. You are missing some spots.”

That morning Charlotte pilfered some of the old clothing the housekeeper put aside for the rag and bone man to collect. The clothes were worn but clean. An old pair of boots were drying by the fire in the kitchen, and she took them, silently apologizing to their owner. She rubbed ashes from the nearby grate on her face and exited the townhouse in Hanover Square for the mews behind. Her father’s coachman drove to Louisa’s home in Grosvenor Square, and then the ladies continued on to Piccadilly Street.

The day was now bright outside, and light crept through the sliver of space between the drawn curtains of their conveyance. The carriage was well-sprung, and their trip through the cobblestone streets was comfortable.

After a minute of exertion, Louisa sat back and said, “There. Your face is clean again.”

Charlotte took the proffered handkerchief and stuffed the dirty piece of linen back into the pocket of her coat.

“Whoever the man was, he knew I was a female and even guessed I had means enough to afford a carriage.” Perhaps if she hadn’t been so distracted by the man’s attractiveness, she would have put more effort into disguising her voice.

Louisa rolled her eyes. “I told you your disguise wouldn’t fool anyone who looked closely at you.”

She saw no reason to acknowledge Louisa’s point. Her friend was too free with her opinions as it was.

Charlotte imagined the scent of the man’s spicy cologne still surrounded her. Perhaps she hadn’t noticed him at the balls and routs of the marriage mart because he was a married gentleman. That was a depressing thought. No matter how attractive she found the man, his manner upon leaving her had been abrupt, bordering on rude. It seemed her adventure that morning was forgivable if she’d not been a member of the peerage.

“No one was seated in the bow window today,” she said to her friend, hoping to banish any lingering thoughts of the elegant gentleman from White’s. “The only thing I learned is that the club has a majordomo named Dawkins.”

Louisa clicked her tongue. “We’re not going to be able to convince Mrs. Thorne that she needs a majordomo in her shop.”

“You’re probably right about that.” Charlotte glanced at the cushion next to Louisa, where a bonnet and old walking dress rested. “I must take off these clothes. The material of this shirt is itchy. The dress I brought along will be suitable until I arrive home. I forgot to bring along shoes, so I’ll have to continue wearing these boots.”

She took off her hat, her dark brown hair spilling over her shoulders.

Louisa looked askance at her friend. “The bonnet will hide the tangle of your hair.”

“I should be able to slip through the mews and into the house unseen.” She added, “My mother is probably still abed. If my father is awake, he will be in the library engrossed in a book.”

“I imagine neither of my parents has risen,” Louisa replied lightly.

With four sons, Louisa’s mother seemed quite unsure of what to do with a daughter when Louisa came along. Her family lived near Charlotte’s in Kent, and Louisa gravitated to Charlotte’s mother, who was more than happy to mother the girl.

Charlotte didn’t mind Louisa being underfoot as her only sibling was a brother. She enjoyed the company of another girl her age and had spent many happy hours exploring the chalk hills of the North Downs with Louisa by her side.

“How did you convince Villiers to come along with us?” Louisa asked as she helped Charlotte don the walking dress.

Villiers was her father’s coachman. Other than Louisa, Charlotte had few friends growing up, often playing at the estate in Kent all by herself. Her brother could not often be bothered to play with a girl and had left for Eton at a young age. Villiers had always been nearby, ostensibly watching out for her. She thought the elderly coachman had a soft spot for her as he made sure he was always available to drive her whether in London or the country.

“He dotes on me,” Charlotte replied with a grin. “I told him about our plan to save Thorne’s, and he was sympathetic to our cause.”

“It seems we have come out of your adventure unscathed,” Louisa said drily.

“Unscathed and knowing no more about White’s than before I went to St. James’s Street,” she grumbled. “Will you come home with me, or do you want me to take you back to Carstairs?” 

Louisa shook her head. “I will return home. Mother would come looking for me soon enough; I have a fitting at the modiste this afternoon.”

Despite her chance encounter with a handsome gentleman outside of White’s, Charlotte had to admit her efforts that morning had netted scant useful information. The only thing that remained for the day was to attend Lady Cairs’s ball and hope the matron could be convinced to help Charlotte and her friends save Thorne’s Lending Library.

“My mother is confident that should I attend Lady Cairs’s ball this evening, I will meet the man of my dreams there.” After rolling her eyes, Louisa added, “As Edith is also attending the ball, we can discuss our next step tonight.”

“We must plan a way forward,” Charlotte replied with more confidence than she felt. “I will not accept defeat.”

* * * * *
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That evening Lady Cairs put a hand to her generous bosom when a footman announced Ashford and Cecil. Resplendent in peacock purple, the lady’s head snapped toward where he and his companion stood on the above landing before descending the staircase that led to the rooms below.

The ballroom consisted of several state apartments combined to provide a large room for dancing. Carpets had been removed, the wooden floors polished, and the room was lit by a hundred candles. Young ladies in light-colored gowns mingled with gentlemen in dark coats and white neckcloths.

Cecil nudged him in the side with an elbow. “I think our hostess might have an apoplexy.”

“I agree. The lady looks quite shocked to see us,” he replied with a chuckle. They approached the dowager and greeted her. The matron wore an overabundance of rosewater, and Ashford stifled a sneeze.

“To what do I owe this pleasure, Lord Wycliffe?” the lady asked as she eyed them both closely. “Your mother must surely be behind your appearance this evening.”

With a wink, Cecil replied to their hostess, “I merely wanted to see the splendor of your ballroom again. You are known to be the greatest of entertainers, my lady.”

“Be off with you,” Lady Cairs retorted and swatted Cecil with her fan. “Why Lord Ashford keeps in your company, I do not know. He is such an easygoing young man.”

Ashford sketched a shallow bow before he skirted the plump matron to follow his friend further into the room.

Now he was here, he must quell the urge to disappear into one of the card rooms to avoid all the marriage minded mamas. He had no idea what the lady he was searching for looked like. He knew her voice and the smell of her perfume. Tuberose was a heady, mature scent for a young woman to wear. He could only hope the fragrance was as rare as he believed and would not be liberally used by several other ladies that evening. 

Cecil strode to a refreshment table, and Ashford followed. He selected the least gruesome of the available beverages: Regent’s punch. No ratafia, negus or watered-down lemonade for him.

“It isn’t too awful,” he said conversationally after the two men found an unoccupied spot in the corner of the room, and he took a sip of the potent liquid. The beverage contained a surfeit of rum.

“How do you expect to find the lady from White’s?” Cecil asked after he took a drink of the punch and grimaced.

“She wears Tuberose perfume. And her voice.” He paused. “It is very distinctive.”

Cecil’s gaze sharpened as he raised a brow. “How so?”

“It is rather warm and husky for a female.” He shrugged when his friend grinned widely, feeling heat upon his cheeks. Ashford looked about the room a moment. He wasn’t exactly eager to proceed into the fray. 

He’d told himself he was merely at the ball to find the young woman from White’s and warn her away from any further indelicate behavior. To his surprise, he found he felt energized at the prospect of searching for and finding the unconventional lady.

“I spy Nathaniel.” Cecil raised a hand to catch their friend’s attention. “At least his sister is safe to dance with, as she doesn’t fancy either of us.”

“Too right,” he replied with a chuckle. “Alicia has far better taste.”

Their friend, Nathaniel Tilford of Harbury, might be a mere baron, but he was the wealthiest of the three men. He’d been a naval officer during the conflict with Napoleon, retiring from the navy to look after his sister Alicia. Their parents had died of influenza the year before, and his sister had gone to live with maiden aunts for several months before her brother returned to England.

After Ashford danced with Nathaniel’s sister, he made a circuit around the edge of the ballroom, hoping to catch a whiff of his phantom lady. He spied the fashionable young woman who had stepped out of Lord Faversham’s carriage earlier that day. He’d forgotten about the vagrant’s friend Louisa in his desire to locate the lady from White’s.

Louisa stood with two other young women. Both were attractive. One lady had dark brown hair, the other, pearly blonde. His vagrant had been a head taller than Louisa, and the dark-haired woman was the tallest of the three ladies.
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