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~ Prologue ~

Lady Brandy Marden

––––––––
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MY BELOVED MARDEN HAS BEEN trying to distract me since our twin sons went off to Eton earlier this year. I miss them to distraction and have been moping about, even here in London with the Season becoming lively as it begins. 

I was returning home after a far too sedate ride in Hyde Park, one must not gallop in the park—boring! I was heartily sick of London society’s rules. My mind wandered as I hoped I would find a letter from our boys waiting for me at home. Marden says we must stay a few more weeks at the very least, as he has some business in town that requires him. Thus, we seem to be settled here for the Season. 

Fortunately, Lara, my dearest friend who is married to my cousin, Reggie, is in town, which alleviates some of the restlessness I have been suffering. 

Even so, I have this awful empty feeling without my two boys forever running in and out and filling our home with laughter. 

Thoughts strayed to my rule breaking days, which have greatly diminished, but ah, the memories of those days. Somehow, I usually managed to escape censure. Even Lady Jersey, who runs Almack’s like she is a general, is, after all these years, still in fashion, and fortunately always found my rule-breaking amusing. She even commented that London has become too staid now that Marden and I are past our salad days. 

Marden and I have ever been so much more than husband and wife, but even so, I cannot shake the restlessness I feel. I know when he suggested we take a little trip to the coast, he was once again attempting to pull me out of my dashed blue doldrums.

All these thoughts rumbled about in my mind as I made my way home when the loud and boisterous sound of trouble up ahead caught my attention. 

Indeed, there was some commotion in the street, and I realized a wagon cart had overturned with its apples. That would close down my shortcut home. Thus, I decided to take another route. As I traversed the streets, the sound of familiar music came to my ears and made me smile. A gypsy carnival!

Indeed, I adored the gypsy fairs they managed to pull together, even here in London. I always look for our friend, Rose, but I have not seen her in so long. I decided to make my way to the fair and have a look. I would know from the paintings on the caravans if it was her family conducting the carnival. 

Dear Rose. It has been sixteen years since our adventures at Quendon Abbey, and I have only encountered her four times during all those years. I could not help but think of my Denny, and thinking of him made me sigh. His experiences at that time, and then afterwards, have turned him into a man whose present path was not what either I or his sister, Lara, would have chosen for him.

I dismounted, gave the reins of my horse and a coin over to a young gypsy lad and told him, “Care for my horse, and when I return, you shall have another coin like this one.”

He nodded his head vigorously, and I made my way through the crowd. Sadly, I realized this troop of gypsies was not Rose’s people. These caravans were as colorful as Roses’ caravans but the pretty designs painted on the outside were very different than those of Rose’s travelers.  

Blue-deviled, I started back for my horse.

A woman’s scream brought my head ’round, when shouts and screams caught my full attention, but far too late! A runaway horse dragging a wagon with a broken wheel was careening right at me, and I had nowhere to go.

It all happened so fast. I saw the look in the frightened horse’s eyes as it headed towards me, and I knew I had to move fast, but I tripped and nearly fell face down when something grabbed me with a force that sent me flying into the crowd.

I did lose my balance then, and landed heavily, and discovered someone on top of me. She gasped, and as she got to her feet, she put out her hand for mine.

I gave it to her, and she pulled me up to my feet, whereas we both started brushing ourselves off. It was then that I took a good look at my savior.

Her redingote and the hem of her dress were both badly torn. Her forehead was bleeding from a slight cut, and her hat was completely askew and hanging to one side.

I had been winded, but I was not hurt. I took only a moment to compose myself, and as I stared at the young woman, I realized she was a beauty and somehow familiar.

“Oh dear...” she said. “I am sorry for dragging you about so roughly. Are...are you hurt? I hope not. I had no time to do anything other than rush at you and push you out of harm’s way. Oh look,” she said, reaching for my own hat, which had fallen to the ground. She picked it up and brushed it off. “I am afraid it is quite dirty, but perhaps not ruined.”

A short laugh escaped me, and I said, “I am not hurt, and never mind my hat. Your redingote is ruined...as is your dress.” I clucked my tongue. “Come, we must get away from here.”

She continued to work on my hat and said, “Hmm, I suppose that will have to do.” She put my bent and dirty top hat on my head and said, “Yes, but are you able to walk?”

I laughed and said, “My dear, it would take more than a minor fall to stop me.”

She beamed at me and said, “Good. My curricle is not far. Come, I shall see you home.” It was more of a command than an offer, and I am not one who takes orders very well. I found her sharp command attitude, however, quite amusing in a woman so young.  

I looked at her for a long moment. Indeed, she was quite lovely with her long blonde hair and bright silver eyes, but she reminded me of someone...who?

She chattered and babbled all the while we walked, and my impression was that she was no more than twenty years old. Her figure was exquisite, and again, her mannerisms delightful and quite familiar. Who was she?

“My curricle is not much farther,” she said. 

“Oh...no, I must collect my horse. A gypsy lad is watching him for me, and I shall just ride him home, for I am...”

“Nonsense,” she cut me off. “I dragged and pushed you rather hard. I didn’t mean to, but I was anxious to get you out of harm’s way. Ah, look, I see they have the poor horse and wagon collected and in hand. There, see? They are detaching the wagon.” She turned and offered me a winning smile. “Take my arm, my lady, and I shall lead you to my carriage.”

“But, as I said, I have my horse...” I objected, marveling at her composure.

“La! Only point his direction, and after I see you seated, I shall fetch him and tether him to the boot of my curricle,” she answered.

I eyed her, and found despite her heavy-handedness, I dashed well liked her. She was a lively woman, and reminded me of myself at her age. Oh, yes, I allowed her to have her way. After all, she had, if not saved my life, prevented me from becoming seriously injured. Oh, yes, I liked this chit. 

“You have the advantage of me. You know my name, but I don’t know yours,” I said pointedly.

She laughed, and it was a musical sound. Oh, I liked the child, and a notion formed in my head. 

“I am Miss Madeline Canterwell, but my intimates call me Maddie, as I hope you will.  I know you, of course, because everyone knows who you are. My friends copy your style and go on and on about everything you do, and the truth is, so do I. I have seen you out and about and have read about some of yours and your husband’s escapades in the Chronicle. You are quite famous.”

I was thunderstruck. “Canterwell?” That was why she looked so familiar. “Never say you are related to Rachel Canterwell? You have her smile...and her nose...and oh, my dear.” I hugged her. Rachel was a dear friend from my school days, but we had lost touch.

“She is my aunt and guardian. She is no longer a Canterwell though. She is Rachel Barrons by marriage,” she said, and clapped her hands. “Auntie never mentioned knowing you. Isn’t that just like her!”

I laughed and began asking questions designed to give me answers that would teach me more about this strikingly personable young woman—this niece of a friend I had lost contact with over the years. 

From here on out, this is not my story, but...is Maddie Canterwell’s who I soon realized was a force of nature!
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~ One ~

––––––––
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MADDIE HUGGED HER AUNT FEROCIOUSLY and said, “There is no need to fuss. Lady Marden says she knows you...that you are friends. You never mentioned her to me.” She took her aunt’s hand and led her to the sofa. “Tell me...sit...tell me how you know each other.”

“Oh, my dear, it was all so long ago. We were friends at school, you see...”

“Indeed, but she said something about you doing her a service when she most needed it. What did you do for her? What, Auntie?”

Her aunt smiled, and Maddie was reminded of her father. Like him, she was quite a strikingly good-looking woman.

“It was when I was seventeen. Father was unhappy with the school I attended and had me transferred to Lady Bently’s Seminary...a very prestigious school. I was shy, you see...and did not easily fit in.” Her aunt sighed. “Brandy invited me to join her little group on an outing, but...I declined.”

“Oh, Auntie...was it very horrible?”

“Indeed, at the time, I thought so. I was comfortable at my old school. I had a couple of friends who I was close to, and the new school was...well, at any rate, Brandy and her friends were always breaking the rules, but on this night, they had gone out to town through a basement door. I knew the headmistress was suspicious, as I heard her discussing Brandy with one of the teachers, a Mrs. Bruns. She was just about to go up and check their beds.” Maddie’s aunt stared as though looking at something in the past. “Right, so I went into the basement, and when the girls returned, I told them to wait until I distracted her.” She swallowed and put up her chin. “I came charging out of the basement and ran purposely towards the stairs. The headmistress and Mrs. Burns turned on the stairs and saw me. I burst into tears and said I was sorry for breaking the rules, but I had gone out to count the stars.”

“Oh, Auntie...did they believe you?”

“Well, no, so they marched me to the headmistress’s office, which gave Brandy and her friends time to get to their rooms.”

“Brave, Auntie. Right then, what happened?” Maddie demanded after hugging her aunt.

“I finally confessed I had gone into town to meet some friends.” Maddie’s aunt smiled brightly. “As it happened, I was a favorite of Mrs. Burns and the headmistress, so I sustained a severe lecture, and my privileges were suspended for two weeks.”

“You astound me!” Maddie teased. “Such a naughty Auntie, tell me more.”

“You see, I felt I had no choice. If the headmistress had caught Brandy, she would have been sent home in disgrace. Brandy had been so kind to me and tried so hard to make me a part of her group...I simply felt I couldn’t let that happen to her. I think I adored Brandy the moment I met her, you see.”

Maddie hugged her once more and urged. “What happened next?”

“Those two weeks confined to my quarters, except when I was allowed to join the others at mealtimes, Brandy kept me company in my room. We studied together during that time and became quite close.”

“Why did you lose touch?”

“Well, it was the last school year for both of us, and we lived a distance apart, but for many years we did keep up a correspondence. Time and distance...and we did the letter exchange though it became fewer over the years. Life happened...you and I suffered a very...sad time when we lost both your father and mother and then my husband. There was a time when I just wanted to fade away, and if it hadn’t been for you, my dear Maddie, I don’t know what would have become of me.” Maddie’s aunt reached for and held Maddie’s hand.

Maddie gave her aunt a long look. “Auntie, I understand. It was the same for me. If it hadn’t been for you...well, living with you...made everything so much better and brighter. I love Barons Grange. London is all very good, but I think I am a country lass at heart.” 

Her aunt touched her nose. “You are a country hoyden running amok over the countryside. You were the darling of all our neighbors and friends, otherwise I do think I would have had many more reports of your wayward behavior.”

Maddie laughed. “Do you know what I think?” She didn’t wait for an answer but hurried on. “You know I have always believed in fate. I am sure it was fate that has brought you and Lady Marden back into one another’s lives. You were both meant to find each other.”

“My dear, even though we were friends in school...time and very different lifestyles, I am certain, have changed us over the years. My financial circumstances, well, even though we are respectfully comfortable, you and I, my situation does not compare to Lady Marden’s...actually never did.”

“Indeed, and yet she was your friend. I don’t think position and money mean a thing to Lady Marden.”

“Nonsense. It must,” Aunt Rachel scoffed.

Maddie wagged a finger. “How can you think so when you knew her? She is the same...beautiful of face, figure, and character. Oh! Look at the time. She will be here at any moment.”

Her aunt jumped to her feet and smoothed the soft blue skirt of her day gown. “Oh, I should change...”

Maddie laughed. “She isn’t coming here to inspect your mode of dress. She is coming here to spend some time with us!”

Her aunt smiled. “I knew her as Brandy, and then, she was as warm-hearted a friend as anyone could be, but I allowed so much time to pass, and, darling, it was I who stopped writing. I didn’t respond to her last couple of letters. I was so very despondent, you see...and then time, too much time went by. What must she think of me?”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, are you saying she is not the sort who would understand? That is rubbish. I believe her ladyship wouldn’t give a rap about such things,” Maddie said in a worldly fashion.

Her aunt laughed. “My innocent...”

“Not so very innocent. Life has taught me a great many things. Our time at the orphanage has taught me even more. I see the world and people as they are.”

Her aunt reached for her cheek. “Yes, I suppose you do.”

Maddie laughed, then said, “Auntie, her ladyship asked me why she hadn’t seen me...and you during last or even this Season. I told her we were at the Grange last year, and when she pressed me, I said that while we are very happy and comfortable, we weren’t in a position to do what was expected to make an entrée into the Beau Monde.”

“Oh, Maddie. I wish you had not told her that,” her aunt fretted.

“I believe in honest speaking. Anyway, her ladyship’s response was to ask if she could visit. She said she hoped you wouldn’t mind because she would dearly love to see you again.”

“Oh my...” her aunt said, and got to her feet.

“I told you she is thoroughly easy to be with and very likeable. It is not surprising you two were such friends. She is almost as beautiful as you,” Maddie teased.

Her aunt nearly choked. “What balderdash!”

“Auntie!” Maddie pretended to be shocked. “Such language.”

“Well, it is. Brandy was, and I am sure still is, a diamond of the first water!”

“As are you.” Maddie took her aunt to the looking glass at the far wall. “See there. Your hair, though you insist on wearing it up in a bun, is still like spun gold. Your eyes are grey and bright. Your nose tiny, and your lips rosy.”

“My age...”

“Is the same as her ladyship’s, and neither of you look to be...what are you now...six or seven and thirty?”

“Never you mind.” Her aunt wagged a finger and clucked her tongue.

Maddie laughed. “Age doesn’t matter. Plus, you have two suitors vying for your attention...”

“Stop.” Aunt Rachel sighed. “If only my Harold or your father were still alive...they would have found a way to present you in style to the Beau Monde, to which, my dear, given your birth, you do belong. I did expect your uncle to offer, but he is a recluse and probably needed more persuasion.”

“Don’t dwell on such things. I care nothing for the Beau Monde. Auntie, I told you, I believe in fate. If my true love is meant to find me and I him...well then, it will happen.”

“That sounds like a dream, and we need to rely on more than dreams and hopes. I have written your uncle again, and this time told him it was his duty...though he is a bachelor, he should feel obligated to arrange for you to have a Season. Perhaps he will respond.”

“How do you like Mr. Jennings in comparison to Mr. Cunningham?” Maddie asked, determined to change the subject.

“Maddie!”

“Do please tell me. I have my opinions on the matter, but I should like to hear what you think of both gentlemen,” Maddie urged her aunt.

“Mr. Jennings is a very nice man,” her aunt responded. “As is Archie...I mean Mr. Cunningham, who is also very good-looking. Mr. Cunningham and I have a great deal we agree upon and get on so very well...” her aunt mused almost to herself. 

“Ah. Indeed, it sounds to me like you prefer Cunningham. I shall tell you that I do as well. You see, while Jennings seems very nice, I don’t think Jennings is the man for you. There, that is the long and the short of it.  After all, Jennings doesn’t seem the type to inspire a woman with the grand passion, and I do think Mr. Cunningham is,” Maddie teased.

“Maddie!” her aunt objected.

“Right, there you have it. For my part, I prefer Cunningham. He is quite suitable for you, and it is obvious he has a decided tendré for you. Indeed, Auntie, don’t object to what I am saying. It is very true.” 

“This is all so much nonsense. I am too old to think of such things,” her aunt replied with a blush.

“Too old? Now who is speaking nonsense?” Maddie scoffed. 

Rachel patted her pale-yellow curls and Maddie smiled. “I don’t even see grey in all your lovely curls, and the style you chose to wear them, cropped to your neck, is most becoming.”

“Silly child.” Aunt Rachel shook her head as she clucked her tongue. “At any rate, it is you I want to talk about before Lady Marden arrives. What I hope you are already aware of, my love, is the fact that your father, the eldest, would have been much better suited to the title and the fortune had he not had that unfortunate accident.” She paused and touched Maddie’s cheek. “At any rate, we lost him, and I am afraid your mother never recovered that loss. However, he left you a very comfortable living that he was wise enough to set aside...knowing what his younger brother was.  I have been doing some calculating, and I know I can afford at least two very special gowns for your coming out. We can’t throw a ball, but I still have friends amongst the Beau Monde—tis why I brought you to London. I am certain I can wrangle an invitation or two for us. Darling, you would be a hit, and our morning room would be full with beaus wishing to court you!”

Maddie laughed. “I am not interested in parading myself, and besides that, I have a notion based on observation that the fact I have no real fortune would be a deterrent to my popularity with this Beau Monde of yours. They are a frivolous bunch, with too much time and too little conscience. I have no desire to...”

“That is nonsense. We both know how you watched the ladies of fashion when we strolled in the park upon our first days here in London. Besides, it is something I know your mama wished for you...to be introduced to polite society. That is all I mean to do...give you an opportunity to meet someone you might find interesting.”

Maddie got to her feet and paced. “Dearest Auntie...” Maddie looked away. Four years had passed since she lost her beloved father. A year after that, her mother was taken by consumption. If it hadn’t been for her aunt’s attentions, she believed she would have been overtaken by heartache and never smiled again. She owed it to her aunt to try and do what she asked.

She sat beside her and said, “Very well then...two gowns it is.”

Her aunt reached out for her niece’s hand. “I don’t think you will regret it. Look at it all as a bit of sport.”

They had, as a small family, been so close. “Indeed...parading oneself is a bit of sport.” Maddie laughed. “Now, wait until you see what Cook has put together in the kitchen for our special tea with her ladyship.” 

“I know you don’t want to speak of it, but I have high hopes. You think spinsterhood would suit you, but, Maddie, it would not. You are a young woman of passion, and caring for orphans is very noble, but you need a man’s love in your life.”

“Perhaps one day, my knight in shining armor will find me and sweep me away.” Maddie laughed, not at all disturbed by the fact she did not actually believe this would happen.

A knock sounded at the drawing room door, and their housekeeper, Nell, opened her mouth to announce the new arrival, but Lady Marden thanked her and rushed inside. 

* * * * *
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Maddie knew Lady Brandy Marden was a beauty of exceptional style and influence with the Beau Monde. She had read that when Lady Marden entered a room, her presence immediately enlivened the atmosphere. It was how Maddie felt now as Lady Marden swooped into the morning room.

Her aunt had told her they were nearly the same age, seven and thirty, but Lady Marden, Maddie thought, looked at least ten years younger. 

Maddie’s aunt immediately rushed towards her as Lady Marden opened her arms and breathlessly said her name.

“Rachel, I have been talking of nothing but this visit this morning. Oh, but you look the same, pretty as ever...and your hair. I love the short curls. So stylish. At school, I was forever wanting to cut off your braids and frame your hair around your lovely face!”

“I quite see that you are a force to be reckoned with,” Maddie commented, voicing her thoughts.

Brandy turned to her and snorted. “’Tis what my dear Marden says of me, but I am not at all, no, not I.” 

Maddie smiled at Nell, their housekeeper, who had stood in the doorway wide-eyed when Lady Marden had swooped in before she could announce her.

“Thank you Nell.”

Lady Marden’s copper curls were piled beneath her tilted green bonnet. Her matching spencer fit her fine figure to perfection. Her trim waist was displayed by the nipped fit of her clothes. Her green silk gown rustled around her as she moved inside the room and removed her gloves, to open her hands towards Maddie and take her into an embrace.

“There, you must forgive me if I take a few moments to speak with your aunt. I have so much I must catch up on.”

Maddie laughed. “I am much obliged to you, for I want nothing more than to watch you two renew your friendship.”

For the next twenty minutes, Brandy and Rachel turned into schoolgirls as they reminisced, which then ended as Rachel gave a tearful account of her loss with regards to her husband, brother, and sister-in-law.

“I shall say it only once, because I do understand, Rachel, but I need you to know, I would have been there for you...”

“Indeed, I do know that. Forgive me, I was simply too despondent at the time to write,” Rachel answered.

“It is in the past. We have a future to plan now,” Brandy said with some enthusiasm. “You see, I have a favor to ask.”

“A favor?” Maddie’s aunt opened her grey eyes wide. “Of course, though I can’t imagine what that could be.”

“Indeed, and it is this...oh dearest Rachel, this is so important to me for so many reasons. Don’t say no...don’t think ‘no’, just hear me out. London wears on me. Endless routs and balls...the same faces, the same conversations, but I am afraid my husband has business in the city which keeps us here longer than I anticipated. My boys are up at school, and I am suffering their loss. What I want is Maddie to accompany me to these events...and you as well, of course.” She put up her hand to stall Rachel’s objection. “This is not only because she saved me from being dreadfully injured, but because she is your niece, and sponsoring her...under your direction of course, would please me to no end. Do say yes.”

Maddie’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Her aunt stuttered a few words. “Oh my, Brandy...I am not in a position...you see, Maddie’s wardrobe would be limited...”

Lady Marden waved her hand. “Faith! Of course, one of the joys we could share, all three of us, is choosing Maddie’s gowns. Oh, what fun, a gown for every occasion. The thought alone makes me giddy!”

“As I recall, it doesn’t take much to make you giddy, my dear friend,” Rachel returned, tongue in cheek.

Brandy laughed and gave her friend a hug. “Doing this for Maddie will give me the joy of having a daughter to put forward in the Season. You must say yes, Rachel, for my sake...”

Maddie studied her shoes, and with a grim resolution, looked into Lady Marden’s eyes and said, “I appreciate your kindness, my lady, but I cannot accept your generosity. It would be so wrong of me.” 

Lady Marden frowned. “What rubbish is this? I have already explained it would be you doing me a favor. It would afford your aunt and me a great deal of fun to watch you take polite society by storm. I know my Marden will be ever so grateful, for I have been in the doldrums, and allowing me to sponsor you, as many ladies in my position often do with their friend’s daughter, would be a favor to him as well.”
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