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Prologue
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August, 1799. Near Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, America

 

MARY TIPTOED TO THE DOOR AND stood listening outside it. Her dark hair was in curlers, and her feet were bare under the cotton nightdress. The doctor had come and was speaking to her nurse.

“Your master died an hour ago. He survived his wife by only six hours.”

“What will happen to Mary, Doctor? Who will care for the child? The missus has a brother. He is touring Europe and sometimes sends a letter. Missus never wrote back because he did not stay long in one place,” Gwen said. 

“She has family in England. John made me promise I would send her to his mother. She is a duchess.”

“Duchess? Like a queen? The missus never said anything about her.”

“I thought John was delirious when he told me his father was the Duke of Severn. But he proved coherent. He made me promise, and I mean to do everything within my power to send the child to England. Can you accompany Mary? I shall make all the arrangements and send a manservant to accompany you on the voyage.”

Mary slowly returned to her room. When Gwen came in, she found her in bed, huddled under the covers with her face to the wall. 

The next morning, Mary surprised Gwen by not inquiring about her parents like she usually did. Gwen was relieved; she would not have known how to answer her. Mary was only six, but the weeks spent in quarantine without her parents had made her precocious.

Three days later, they were on the ship. Mary refused to leave the cabin and clung to Gwen. Gwen told her they were going to live with her grandmother. She did not know much about the English nobility, so she made up stories. She told Mary about the wonderful life she would have in England. Mary listened but did not ask questions. 

Eight weeks later, they stood outside a mansion that did justice to Gwen’s tales. 

“I have brought Mr. John’s daughter from America,” Gwen informed the servant and handed him the doctor’s letter. In no time, they were shown into an enormous room. A richly-clad woman of advanced years came in after an hour. She glanced at Mary and looked away.

“Madam, this is Mr. John’s daughter, Mary,” Gwen said, leading the child by the hand.

A footman hissed in her ear. “Not madam! You must address her as Your Grace!” 

The duchess lifted an imperious hand and stopped Gwen from stepping closer.

“M-my mistress named Mary after her m-mother,” Gwen stammered. "It is all in the letter. The yellow fever took both my master and mistress." 

The duchess cut her short. “She is no longer Mary, but Lady Maria. A servant will see you out. You may leave the child in her care.”

And without sparing her granddaughter another look, the duchess swept out of the room.

 

 




Chapter 1
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Daventon Hall, …shire, England, 1814

 

GARETH, EARL OF DAVENTON, LOOKED UP from his correspondence and smiled affectionately at his aunt. Lady Helena slid into the chair in front of him. “Gareth, I received a letter from my dear friend, Lady Harriet. She is the duchess of Severn and is in London for the Season.”

“When did you receive the letter, Aunt Nell? I did not see it in the post.”

Turning a guilty pink, Lady Helena blustered out of the tight corner. “That is of no import! You are going to London soon, and by a happy coincidence, Lady Severn is in London for the Season. You must call on her.” 

“Does she have a daughter, Aunt Nell?”

“A granddaughter. From what I hear, you will suit,” Lady Helena answered eagerly, forgetting to dissemble in her haste. 

“Since when did you turn matchmaker, dearest?”

“Gareth, it is time you wed. I was hoping you would fix your interest on the baron’s daughter. But Lydia is betrothed to her brother’s friend.”

“Must I wed because Lydia is getting married?”

“You must marry for your sister’s sake. Your wife can launch her into polite society. I have lived a retired life all these years. I can chaperon her, but Laura needs someone closer to her age. She is rather shy and does not make friends easily.”

Sometimes Gareth found it difficult to remember that Laura was eighteen. While he had gone to Eton and Oxford, she had never left home. She had no memories of their mother and had lived a secluded life, but the gossip about their parents had wounded her and made her fearful of Society. 

“You need not worry about Laura. I have a few eligible matches in mind for her.”

Lady Helena sighed. “I worry about both of you because I want you to be happy. I do hope you fall in love with a good woman and make her your countess.”

“Daventons are unlucky in love, Aunt.”  

“Enough of that fustian! Your father spoke a lot of nonsense when he was in his cups.”

“You sat up with him when he got maudlin. Are all Daventons devoted to their siblings, I wonder?”

“They are!” Lady Helena said, turning the jest to her advantage. “You must wed for Laura’s sake. Lady Harriet wrote to suggest the match a few weeks ago, provided you were both agreeable. I promised that you would call on Lady Maria when you visit London.”

“I shall do so if that is what you want.” 

Gareth decided to consider the match if the duchess’s granddaughter seemed sensible. He did not want a romantic chit who would look for love; love was the plague, and he was determined to avoid it like one. 

His trip to London was on account of a delicate family matter. If it helped him secure a suitable wife, so much the better. 
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Gareth arrived in London in the afternoon but did not try to procure an invitation to any Society event. He had other things on his mind. His impending visit to his man of business was something he dreaded and looked forward to in equal parts. 

He went to his club expecting to have a quiet evening. The Season was in full tilt, and most members were likely to be attending balls, soirees, routs, or dinners. 

However, Lord Hennicker started a ruckus two tables away, being noisily in his cups. His neckcloth had lost its fashionable folds, and his eyes, their focus. His friends were in a similarly inebriated state. 

“How does she do it?” Lord Hennicker slurred for at least the twentieth time. He caught sight of Gareth and tottered to his side. “Daventon! Nice to see you! Tell me… how does she do it?”  

He swayed again, and Gareth kicked a chair to his side. Lord Hennicker would have landed on it but slumped forward at the last moment and hit the table before sagging to the floor.

His friends came to help but were in no condition to be of any assistance.  Gareth helped him up, and two lackeys miraculously appeared at his side. They knew what to do; it was not uncommon for gentlemen to lose their heads and feet.

Lord Hennicker’s friend turned to Gareth. “Sweet Maria would not have him. Told him she would not have him. Refused to listen. Makes him number four this month. And y’know, no one knows… knows…”

“How she does it?” Gareth added helpfully.

“That is right! Has us swarming like bees to honey. How does she do it?”

Gareth guessed Sweet Maria was the latest Bird of Paradise. She was probably an actress in Drury Lane and had refused Hennicker’s offer of protection. That meant the lady in question was not one to hold his interest. Unlike many in the beau monde, he did not follow idle pursuits like chasing after petticoats, gambling, or carousing. 

He was aware his peers considered him something of an enigma. He came to London at the beginning of every Season for a week or two, and put in an appearance at a few social events. His birth, good looks, and wealth attracted debutantes and matchmaking mamas. He was amiable and charming with them, but he did not show a marked preference for any of the young women. Neither did he respond to the young widows and bored married women looking for discreet liaisons. 
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Lord Hennicker was not alone in wondering how Lady Maria, or Sweet Maria as the ton had christened her, managed to keep all her beaus, even those whose suits she had declined, in a court fluttering around her.

She was beautiful, but she was not the Incomparable of 1814. That title had gone to Lady Phoebe, the youngest daughter of Earl Horlock. She was well-dowered, but her portion was considerably less than Lady Victoria’s, whose father had added to the family’s enormous wealth during his five years in India. Her bloodlines were not impeccable either. Her father, the late Marquess of Roth and owner of sundry other titles, had caused a scandal by marrying an American commoner.

Four years ago, when Lady Maria was presented to polite society, no one expected dukes and earls high in the instep to offer for her. She was a child of scandal, after all. But she received three very respectable offers within the first month, including one from a duke in his own right. 

It was of no consequence that the Duke of Marcham was old enough to be her grandfather. He was fifty-five to her eighteen and had indeed been her grandfather’s friend. Having lost his heir and the spare in an accident, he chose young Lady Maria to rectify that alarming situation. 

When she turned down his suit, many matchmaking mamas rushed in with their charges, some vulgarly bragging about the fecundity that ran in their families. To their chagrin, the duke continued in his efforts to make Lady Maria his duchess. Her other suitors were equally persistent. Her refusal did not rebuff them. Instead, they grew more determined. 

Lady Maria was in her fourth Season and continued to be besieged by offers. At Society events, she drew a court around her without flirting or trying to attract the attention of gentlemen. She was somewhat of a trial to the other debutantes. However, they could not dislike her. She introduced them to the men around her and included them in picnics and promenades. Even the strictest matron could not fault her behavior. Her efforts often resulted in the young ladies making eligible matches. 

 

 


Chapter 2

[image: Image]

 

 

 

GARETH CROSSED OVER TO THE WINDOW and looked out into the street. His brooding expression did nothing to mar his classical good looks, but it made Nat Stevenson nervous. Nat was the recently apprenticed articled clerk at Meyers, Meyers & Meyers, and no peer of the realm except for a baron had visited the offices since he joined six months ago. 

The baron had expressed his displeasure in the strongest terms when he had to wait five minutes to see Mr. Meyers. His tirade had not ruffled Nate. He was sensible to the baron's consequence. It was the way of the rich and titled to ride roughshod over ordinary folks. 

The earl’s cool courtesy was a different matter. Lord Daventon had insisted that his business could wait until the surviving member of Meyers, Meyers & Meyers disposed of the audibly hysterical female closeted in the office. He had also refused the offer of the small private waiting room. Instead, he had sauntered to the window and was now leaning insouciantly against it.

Nat was relieved that his lordship did not wish to converse and grew bold enough to observe him. Despite his agitation, he had immediately noticed the deep blue eyes, the dark hair, and the sculpted features. Now he took in the six-foot-two-inch frame, the broad shoulders, and the slim hips, all shown to advantage in a well-cut olive-green coat, fawn pantaloons, and polished Hessians.   

He sighed. He would have become a gentleman’s gentleman if it were not for his unfeeling parent who considered his passion for clothes a lot of moonshine. His love for fashion often took him to Half Moon Street and outside opera houses, where he would ogle at sprigs of fashion dressed in the latest mode. The striped waistcoats, the most fashionable of yellow pantaloons, the boots with jeweled buckles, and the intricately tied neckcloths winking with jewels transported him into ecstasy. 

While Nat could not fault his lordship’s clothing, he wished he had worn a waistcoat of flowered silk and a brighter coat, and favored the fobs and seals that were in vogue. Even the greatcoat he had shrugged off had only a modest number of capes.

Gareth was unaware of the disappointment he caused young Nat by not aspiring to dandyism, the nature of his business occupying his thoughts instead. The scandal that had erupted eighteen years ago when he was seven had long ceased to be a topic of discussion among the haute ton. But he could not be nonchalant about it; it cut too close to his heart.

A dark carriage stopped across the street. He watched absently as a young woman jumped out with lithe grace and a tantalizing display of trim ankles. An older woman followed and lifted a big bag out of the carriage. When the young woman made to help her, she slapped her hand away. “No, you don’t, my lady!”

Gareth leaned forward, curious to see if the lady was someone of his acquaintance. The coachman removed two more bags. The young woman said something and laughed. The coachman scowled, and the older woman seemed to reprimand her. The young woman spread her arms wide, lifted her face to the sun, and spun around in the center of the empty street. 

Gareth had enough self-possession not to allow his jaw to drop. Said self-possession came under severe strain when the young woman stopped in mid-twirl and stared at him. Gareth stared back at the bewitching face with its peaches-and-cream complexion, large violet eyes framed by sooty eyelashes, and mouth rounded in surprise. 

The woman arched an eyebrow, breaking the spell. Lord Daventon blushed. Blushed! As she turned away, she gave him a little smile and swept down her eyelashes.

“Minx!” he murmured, a smile tugging at his lips. He watched her beguiling progress to a side door of the establishment opposite the law office. He stayed at the window, hoping to catch another glimpse of her face. But she stood with her back to him, conversing airily with the older woman who was unlocking the door. 

Gareth waited, wishing the beauty would look back at him, but she did not. He felt a stab of disappointment at the obvious indifference to him. It was absurd, of course, she did not know him, and was probably embarrassed that he had witnessed her unconventional behavior. It would make for an interesting meeting when he met her again at a society event, which he was sure to do, because he meant to stay in London for a few weeks.  
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As soon as Mr. Meyers was disengaged and learned of the personage in his outer office, he ushered him in personally. 

He was a man of advanced years. Being the solicitor of the Daventon family, he was privy to their affairs and knew more about the scandal than most people. However, he did not know the unfortunate circumstances that had led to it.

After exchanging the expected pleasantries, Gareth extracted a slip of paper. “I discovered a codicil to my father’s will. He wanted my mother’s allowance to be doubled.”

Mr. Meyers perused the brief document. It was dated on the very day the late earl had made the lake his watery grave. 

“It is not witnessed, my lord,” he pointed out.

“That makes no difference. I am not contesting it.”

Gareth was aware that the solicitor had tried to get out of a daunting task. He knew, as did Mr. Meyers, that Lady Daventon would refuse the money. It was a tricky matter as neither Mr. Meyers nor he wanted to indicate in any manner that relations between the countess and him were strained. 

His aim achieved, Gareth prepared to leave. “I would appreciate it if my father’s last wish was carried out.  Please arrange it without upsetting her ladyship.”

Four generations of Meyerses had taken zealous care of the Daventon fortune. Naturally, Mr. Meyers felt a connection with the family. He also took a parental interest in Gareth. He had seen him since he was in short coats. It was that sentiment, or he was getting senile, he told his wife later, that made him speak up on a private matter.

“My lord, I shall contrive to fulfill your esteemed father’s wishes. However, it is all the same to her ladyship. She barely draws on her allowance. Most of the house is shut up, and the grounds are neglected. The estimable woman who was her nurse…”

“Flanders,” supplied Gareth.  

“She died two months after the earl passed on. Her ladyship has taken it badly. She was never in good spirits after... She was not in the best of health for the past many years, but Flanders managed to keep her tolerably well. I visited Wrenrose last week. It was a trifling business, but I did not trust Nat with it, seeing that her ladyship leads a retired life.”

Mr. Meyers paused and polished his pince-nez. Gareth’s fingers tightened on the armrest, and his knuckles turned white. However, he masked his agitation under a polite expression.  

“I could not meet with her ladyship. The housekeeper informed me that she is poorly and refuses to take nourishment. She seems to have lost the will to live. The physician calls every day. He has installed two nurses. They make her take the cordial and the other medicines with great difficulty. The housekeeper, a good and loyal servant, wanted to send for you, but her ladyship forbade her.”

Mr. Meyers tugged at his collar as if it had suddenly grown tight, but doggedly came to the end. “My lord, you should go to her. She has suffered. So did your father. Whatever may have transpired, she needs her family around her.”

Gareth’s eyes widened for a moment, and a nerve pulsed in his temple. Then he nodded curtly and rose. Mr. Meyers was not deceived. He gave the direction of the physician. “I called upon Dr. Coolidge.  Her ladyship’s condition is not desperate. Your mother does not suffer from any serious ailment. All she needs is the will to live. A change of scene will do her good; Wrenrose is far too gloomy.”

 


Chapter 3
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GWEN HURRIED MARIA BEFORE HER into the room. Adam brought in the bags, frowning severely as he did so. 

“Thank you, Adams!” Maria smiled sunnily at him, which drew a grudging smile in turn, and an admonishment that Lady Maria should hurry on with her business before the nobs started coming to the shop.

“Only you can contrive to make Adams do your bidding. He is like a bear with a sore head with everyone else,” Gwen said, opening the bags and arranging the piles of feathers, artificial fruits and flowers, and bolts of fabric on a table.

“He does it for my father. You know they were childhood friends.”

“That I know, but he is devoted to you for your own sake too.”

“I am fortunate to have him and you, Gwen.” 

“Come now, child! We have work to do! Do check if we have everything you ordered. Gwen said, her tone brusque, but her face pinkening with pleasure.

Maria was her joy and pride. When she had brought her to England, she expected the duchess to enfold the child in love and comfort her after the loss of her parents. Instead, Lady Severn was cold and dismissive. Gwen had promptly shelved her plans of returning to America. She stayed on, prickly like a thorn, and suspicious of the duchess. She devoted herself to looking after Maria, the little orphan girl who would not leave her side. 

It gave her immense pride that her charge had blossomed into a beautiful, loving, and kind young woman. She only wished Maria would accept her life in England. But Maria wanted to buy back her parents’ plantation and return to America. She was determined to forsake the Severn fortune. She ran the bonnet shop anonymously and was saving every penny towards starting a new life.

Maria quickly checked the invoices and the material. “The velvet is of an inferior quality. I shall have to return it.”

“I’ll take everything else to the workroom.” Gwen unlocked the connecting door to a large room with shelves lining its walls and two large tables with several chairs. This was where Mme. Briggitte, an émigré Frenchwoman, and her assistants worked to create the most exquisite bonnets from Maria’s designs. The room next to it was the shopfront, and it opened onto the main road. 
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Maria went to the small oval mirror on the wall. She smiled at her reflection. The bonnet she wore was a darling. She usually wore bonnets with a veil on the rare occasions she visited the shop, or caps with fringes of false hair to disguise her appearance. But when she had tried on the bonnet that morning, she could not bring herself to remove it. 

Trimmed with green lace and decorated with poppies and ferns, the bleached straw bonnet had a sweeping rim and wide red ribbons. What made it so fetching was the angle of the posy and the ribbons clustered into a knot below her left ear. When she arched her brow, the upward sweep of the bonnet made it more pronounced. A different bonnet would not have enhanced that small gesture. If more women understood the language of bonnets, they would have all the men they wanted. Or, like in her case, they could turn down suitors without hurting their pride. 

But she could not make the knowledge known. The magic, the mystique, would be lost. And if men learned it was bonnet strings that drew them into the parson’s trap, the consequences would be disastrous. That was why, while she designed bonnets for women to suit the shape of their faces and their coloring, and gave them a list of colors they must wear with the bonnet, she used her art only for herself. 

Maria smiled again. Her bonnet and the flirtatious look had succeeded beyond her expectations. She had worn the bonnet and tested that arch look in the mirror in her bedroom. The opportunity to send forth the coquettish look had been unexpected. 

Who was that man? Those windows were of a law office, but he could not be a lawyer. If he were a lawyer, he would be at his desk, not idling at the window, nor would he be attired so smartly. Though she had only looked at him for a moment, she had noticed everything about his person and dress. At first, she decided he had to be a nobleman. It was too bad that the only interesting man she noticed belonged to the world she despised. 

But scions of noble houses did not visit lawyers’ offices in person. They did not leave their beds at an early hour at all unless it was to ride into Hyde Park or watch a madcap curricle race. Maria’s smooth forehead puckered in thought. Surely, if the man belonged to the ton, she would have met him. She was in her fourth Season, and while the duchess avoided coming early on, they stayed in London for at least two months when most balls and Society events took place. If he were of the nobility, she would have recognized him. He was not easy to forget. 

She concluded he must be the by-blow of a nobleman, and was pleased that the very personable young man who had discomfited her did not belong to the ton. 

Maria changed her bonnet for a frilled cap. She was already wearing a drab pelisse and had changed her dainty slippers for sturdy shoes in the carriage. The cap completed the picture of a shopgirl, or even an upper servant. 

She picked up the bonnet to admire it. It was decidedly saucy. When she had looked up at the man in the window, she had only meant to test her theory about bonnets. Why had she grown flustered? Drat the man! Who was he?

 


Chapter 4
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GARETH WALKED BRISKLY OUT OF THE LAW OFFICE and climbed into the hack he had left waiting to take him to White’s after his business concluded. A loaded cart coming from the opposite direction obstructed the hack. A heated exchange between the drivers erupted, with neither prepared to move back to make way for the other. 

Gareth suppressed his annoyance at the unwonted delay and glanced out of the hack. At that very moment, the young woman he had seen in the street came out of the establishment. She stood looking at Mr. Meyers’ window while her companion locked the door. Gareth smiled, gratified at her interest. He gazed at her until the hack moved on and leaned back with a frown. He could have sworn she had given him a saucy look earlier, but he must have misunderstood. She appeared quite demure. Also, he must have misheard her companion address her as a lady of rank. He had been so taken up with her charming face that he had not observed her dress. She wore a drab pelisse, and her shoes, sturdy and low-heeled, were scuffed. 

He wondered what the establishment was. When the hack turned onto the main street, he craned his neck as he looked out the window to read the signboard. The shop had neither a signboard nor a display window. The door was shut, but there were two carriages outside it, one bearing the Somerset crest. As the Somersets were models of propriety, Gareth concluded that the establishment was respectable and the young woman a shopgirl or a seamstress.

His thoughts did not linger over the mystery woman for long. Mr. Meyers had painted an alarming picture of his mother’s health. 

On his father’s demise, he had sent a messenger to his mother to inform her of the funeral. It was to be a small affair given the nature of his father’s passing. She had not come, nor had she sent a reply. A week later, Flanders wrote that the countess was distraught and unable to travel or receive her son. She had promised to write again.

That letter had wounded him. After his father’s death, he had hoped to reconcile with his mother. Eighteen years ago, when they were parted, she had held him close and said, “I will always love you! Remember that. Take care of your sister and respect your father. He is a good man. Good, but mistaken!” He never forgot her words.

When Flanders did not write again, he used anger to hide his hurt. He decided that his mother did not care for him and Laura any longer. He sulked like a schoolboy and blamed her for everything, including his father’s death. But his anger spent itself out. When he discovered the codicil to his father’s will, he wanted to use it as a pretext to visit her. But his courage failed him, and he decided to see Mr. Meyers first. 

Now he regretted not going to Wrenrose. He should have done something instead of waiting for Flanders to write again. She would have kept her word. Dear old Flanders! He remembered her well. She was as much his nurse as his mother’s. When his parents separated, he had missed her sharp tongue and kind heart as much as he had been lost without his mother’s gentle presence.

He had memories of his mother’s soft touch. He remembered that she had loved him. For years, he had a recurring nightmare that a cloaked and masked man stole into his room in the middle of the night and robbed him of his biggest treasure. The treasure took different forms, but even in his dreams, he knew the man had come to snatch his mother.

This revelation of her health fortified his resolve to see his mother. He would write to the physician, and if he agreed, visit Lady Daventon without further delay. 
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Gareth left White’s and walked smack into Lord Barrington. 

“Gareth! No, you are Daventon now. Sorry about your father. I wanted to come to the funeral but could not.”

“Always Gareth to you, my boy! How could you come when your nuptials were a fortnight away? I regret I could not be your groomsman as decided.” Gareth shook Lord Barrington’s hand warmly. “Marriage suits you. You look civilized. Lady Barrington is to be congratulated on accomplishing so difficult a feat.”

“You may congratulate Amy in person. Have you lunched?”

“I have. I shall do myself the honor of calling upon her ladyship tomorrow morning.”

“You shall do no such thing! You are my oldest friend! Amy will have my head if I do not present you immediately.” Lord Barington looked sheepish. “You will be doing me a favor. Amy is sorely in need of some diversion. She is bored to tears. The physician has forbidden her from stepping out of the house on account of her delicate condition.” 

“My felicitations.”

“Thank you. I am happy, of course, but Amy has grown irritable and frets the daylights out of me,” he confessed in a rush of confidence. 

Gareth’s eyebrows rose. “I remember you wrote a year ago that she was the most amiable of creatures.”

“She is the sweetest young woman, except that… I met Amy at a village assembly and married her after a short engagement. We left for Scotland after the wedding. Amy never had a Season and wanted us to come to London. She spent a month preparing. You will not believe the amount of clothes and geegaws she ordered.  Beggared me, in fact,” Lord Barrington said, his tone indulgent.

Gareth did not miss the light of love in his friend’s eyes. Lord Barrington was besotted with his wife. He hoped Amy returned his sentiments. Unreciprocated love was a corrosive acid. Who knew it better than he? 

“Amy said none of the gowns from her trousseau were of the first stare, and she would look a positive fright if she ventured out in any of them. I did not know it took so many people to rig out a lady for a Season. I accompanied her to dressmakers, mantua makers, milliners, and haberdashers. However, no sooner did her new gowns arrive than she began feeling ill, and the physician bade her stay home. She did not get to wear above half a dozen of those gowns. It has made her miserable. This morning, I told her she could wear them at home. She bit my head off! I escaped for a breath of fresh air, and as luck would have it, I happened to meet you.”

Gareth leaned back in the curricle and let his friend run on. James had always been an incessant talker. At Eton, while some boys told him to shut up, Gareth took refuge in his prattle. It saved him from questions about the scandal.
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Lady Barrington was indeed in the dumps, and though she said she was charmed that her husband had brought home a friend, she did not look it. “James, I shall go mad if I have nothing interesting to do!”

“Shall I check for the latest Minerva Press novel in the library?”

“I do not want to read or sew. I want something to cheer me up. I want a new bonnet.”

“Where lies the problem? Send your maid for one of those caps, though why you wear them is beyond me. They make you look a fright, luv.”

His lady answered him with a screech and flung a cushion at his head. Then she burst into tears. Gareth felt himself decidedly de trop. He wished he could walk out of the room without taking leave of her ladyship, but he was too much a gentleman to behave so boorishly. 

Lord Barrington rushed to his lady’s side and got down on his knees. Gareth winced. Those pantaloons must be making him deuced uncomfortable! 

“Now, now, I did not mean you look a fright, luv! These caps will make anyone look queer!”

His lady tugged at the strings of the frilly confection on her head but only got them into a snarl. “You said a while ago I looked divine! That the chintz curtains set my gown and cap to great advantage! You are a liar, sir!”

After a few more accusations, my lady’s sobs turned into hiccups, then sniffles. She wiped her nose on a wisp of lace, and when her husband offered his pristine white handkerchief, she inelegantly blew her nose and told him in no uncertain words to stay away from her forever because she looked a fright. For good measure, she thrust the linen square back into his hand. Lord Barrington retreated to the end of the room, for all the world looking like a whipped hound. 

The scene was fast turning into one out of a Cheltenham tragedy. Gareth could have slipped out without the principal actors noticing his exit, but he felt compelled to help his friend, more so because he knew how to do it. Years of coaxing his sister Laura out of the dismals had taught him the right words. He walked up to Lady Barrington and offered her his handkerchief. She stared at it mutinously. She was so like Laura, he thought with a surge of affection. 

“My friend is a boor. You must not ruin your beautiful complexion on his account.”

She sniffed but took the proffered handkerchief and dabbed at her tears. Her husband took a tentative step in her direction. “You are heartless, and I hate you!” she snapped.

Before Lord Barrington could again put his foot in his mouth, Gareth said, “Do not forgive him. I can see from his face that he wants to apologize.”
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