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      November 1830

      

      Adam Page, the Earl of Dayton, sat in a chair at Marco’s, play in hand. He sipped more brandy as he read the last page of the play, pretending he didn’t notice the way his good friend kept glancing his way. Grant Carnel, the Earl of Wright, wasn’t being the least bit subtle about how eager he was to hear Adam’s reaction to the work.

      Adam finished the last page and reluctantly gave him his honest opinion. “I’m sorry, Grant, but I can’t act in something as horrible as this. Doing so will tarnish the good name of Jefferson Crowdy.” Noting the disappointed look on Grant’s face, he added, “I don’t see why my thoughts on this matter so much. I’m still building up my reputation on the stage. I’ve only been doing plays for six months.”

      “Jefferson is new,” Grant replied. “That’s your appeal. You’re not one of those old, tired actors who’ve done one play after another. When you get up on that stage, people can tell you want to be there. You’re not just doing it to get paid.”

      “Yes, I do enjoy it, and I’m surprised by that since I wasn’t sure I would when I auditioned for my first role.” In fact, Adam even enjoyed acting on the stage more than private acting jobs he’d taken over the years. There was something cleansing about being in front of an audience who knew he wasn’t really the person he was pretending to be.

      “We all have to start somewhere,” Grant said. “The same is true with this playwright. He’s also new. This is his first play.”

      “I’m relieved to hear this is his first work. I’d hate to think he’s been writing so poorly his entire life.”

      “There’s no need to be rude.”

      Surprised that his opinion bothered Grant so much, Adam set his brandy aside and leaned toward his friend. “Is this really your work? Are you…” He glanced at the name of the playwright which had been written on the first page. “Are you ‘Percy Ludlow’?”

      “No, I didn’t write it.”

      Adam put his hand over his heart. “Thank goodness. I was about to question my judgment in friends.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that the gentleman who wrote this lacks the ability to tell good humor from bad. I’d like to think that when you laugh at my jokes, it’s because my jokes are actually funny.”

      Grant frowned. “I’m not amused by that particular joke, Adam.”

      “I wasn’t joking. And this play isn’t funny. Percy relies on bumping into things and fumbling around to convey humor. Humor needs to be an actual part of the story. If this character is a skilled swordsman, he wouldn’t be tripping over things during a sword fight. That strategy would only work if he was brand new to swordsmanship.” Noting Grant’s sigh, he added, “If it helps, there is some promise. Percy Ludlow has talent. That talent just needs to be directed and polished.”

      “When I read the play, I liked it. I could see you performing the role of Everett York.”

      “Please do not say that. I’d like to think that I’m meant for better roles than Everett York.”

      Adam studied his friend’s crestfallen expression and immediately regretted his blunt words. Perhaps he needed to soften the criticism. Grant obviously liked Percy. He couldn’t recall hearing the name before, so Grant’s friendship with Percy must be new. Regardless, he owed it to Grant to pass on some constructive criticism that the playwright could learn from.

      Inspired, Adam said, “Tell Percy to go to the theatre more. Tell him to read a lot of plays, especially comedies since that’s what he wants to write. Augustus Rex, for example, has done a couple of splendid comedies. He could learn from reading Augustus’ work. Since Augustus is dead, he can’t offer help beyond what he’s already done. I suggest Percy find a skilled playwright who is still alive and has made the theatre a lot of money. Percy can ask to be that playwright’s apprentice. Believe it or not, writers are more than happy to mentor other writers.” He leaned toward his friend and offered him a supportive smile. “It’s not all bad, Grant. I’m willing to admit there are some good things in here.” He lifted the play. “It’s just not ready for the stage yet.”

      “While that’s still not what I was hoping to hear, that was a lot nicer,” Grant replied.

      Adam thanked him then sipped more brandy. After a moment, he asked, “How well do you know Percy Ludlow?”

      “I just met him a month ago. My sister and her husband made his acquaintance at a theatre. They got along well, and we were all invited to their dinner party the other night. When Percy found out I knew Jefferson Crowdy, he asked me to show the play to you.”

      Ah, so that was it. Now it all made sense. “So what you really want to do is please your sister.”

      “Of course, I want to please Amelia, but that’s not why I asked you to read the play. Percy and his sister seemed excited about getting your approval on it. You’ve done enough tragedies. I thought you’d like to try a comedy.”

      Adam suspected Grant’s motive really was about his sister. Grant would move mountains for the people he loved. It was a shame that Adam could not give his nod of approval on the play. He’d like to make Grant happy. As it was, Grant was going to give Amelia—and Percy—the bad news. No doubt, disappointing Amelia was going to be the more difficult task. Adam finished his brandy.

      “I’m not heartless,” Adam said after a long moment of silence passed between them. “I just can’t do it. I want more acting roles, and I’m afraid participating in that specific play would hurt that chance. Some actors never recover from performing in a play that brings in too many bad reviews.”

      Grant offered an understanding nod. “I’ll relay the information to my sister the next time I see her.” He held his hand out. “I’ll take the play back.”

      Adam gave it to him. “Are you going to be all right?”

      “I’ll be fine. I just hope Percy doesn’t give up. I’d like to see more comedic plays. I’m tired of ending up depressed whenever I leave the theatre. It’d be nice to spend an evening laughing for a change.”

      Adam gasped. “Are you saying that you don’t like the play I’m currently in?”

      “I liked it, but I wish you would do something lighter.” He rose to his feet. “I think I’ll see my sister and get this over with.”

      “That’s the best way to do it. No sense in dragging things out. And I know you, Grant. You’ll manage to be gentler about this than I was.”

      Looking like a gentleman about to face a room full of critics, Grant headed out of the gentleman’s club.
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        * * *

      

      “Jefferson Crowdy didn’t like the play?” Miss Emma Ludlow repeated, unable to believe what Mrs. Amelia St. George was telling her and her brother.

      Amelia glanced at her husband who sat next to her on the settee. Mr. Reuben St. George offered her a helpless shrug.

      With a wince, Amelia turned her gaze back to Emma and Percy. “I’m sorry. I wish I could have brought you both better news.”

      Emma’s skin grew hot with humiliation. She didn’t feel like drinking her tea anymore. All of those nights she’d stayed awake to write the play had been wasted. She was tempted to take the play her brother was holding and throw it into the fireplace. What was the point of holding on to something that Jefferson Crowdy didn’t like? If Jefferson didn’t like it, no one in the theatre would.

      “Grant said you shouldn’t give up,” Amelia continued, her attention going to Percy since she believed Percy had been the one who wrote the play. “Jefferson said you show promise. His advice is for you to attend more plays and read books that are funny to better learn the craft of writing humor. He mentioned a certain playwright, but that gentleman is dead.” Eyebrows furrowed, she tapped her fingers against her cup.

      “It doesn’t matter who that playwright was,” Reuben inserted. “I would think any renowned playwright would suffice. Grant did mention becoming the apprentice of an experienced playwright who’s currently alive. See if that playwright will take you under his wing and teach you what he knows.”

      Amelia nodded. “Yes, that was the other piece of advice Jefferson had for you.”

      Emma had to bite down on her tongue so she wouldn’t tell them to tell Grant to tell Jefferson what he could do with his opinions. She’d been reading and studying plays ever since she was a child. As for a contemporary playwright, that was out of the question. Percy hated reading plays. He could barely focus while watching them. Any time he spent under a playwright’s wing would be wasted.

      She took a deep breath and slowly released it. Thankfully, Amelia and Reuben believed Percy had been the real writer of the play. That meant their focus was on him instead of her. They didn’t notice how she kept wiping tears from her eyes.

      Percy glanced Emma’s way but didn’t keep his gaze on her in case they figured out he was only allowing his name on the play because no one would look at it if they knew a lady had written it. Percy cleared his throat. “Tell Grant thank you for taking it to his friend.”

      In order to keep up the pretense, Emma forced herself to smile at Percy. “For what it’s worth, I like the play.”

      She caught the flicker of sympathy on his face and had to steady herself so she didn’t openly sob.

      “Grant enjoyed it,” Amelia spoke up, her focus on Percy. “He would love to see this on stage.”

      “That’s nice of Grant to say.” Percy made eye contact with Emma again, and she could read the question he was silently asking her. Who do you believe? Jefferson or Grant?

      She shrugged in response. She didn’t know who to believe. She’d love to think Grant was right, but what if her love of her work was getting in the way of sound judgment?

      “I wish we had come under better circumstances,” Amelia added. “Reuben and I enjoy your company. I hope this won’t get in the way of our friendship.”

      “No, of course, it won’t,” Percy assured her. “We still want you to come to our dinner party. Bring Grant and his wife, too. If you think of anyone who might be a good match for me or my sister, it would be kind of you to invite them as well. We haven’t been in London long, and it’s time we found someone to marry.”

      “Grant has a good friend who is a well-to-do bachelor,” Amelia said, her attention going to Emma. “Are you familiar with Lord Dayton?”

      Emma shook her head.

      “I’ll see if Grant will invite Lord Dayton to be your escort, Emma,” Amelia commented.

      Reuben leaned forward in interest. “Aren’t Lord Dayton and his friend working on a love potion?”

      Amelia thought for a moment. “If I remember correctly, Lord Dayton is too busy for it, but his friend is still working on it.”

      “A love potion?” Percy asked. “Is such a thing possible?”

      Amelia shrugged but grinned. “We’ll find out in time.”

      By the expression on Percy’s face, Emma could tell the prospect of such a thing intrigued him. Emma was too depressed to care about a love potion. She and her brother had no other connections to the theatre. There was no one besides Jefferson she could go to in hopes that her play might be seen on stage.

      “Well, we won’t keep you,” Amelia said as she and Reuben rose to their feet. “Please keep writing, Percy. Grant wouldn’t say he liked the play if he didn’t. He’s not the kind of person who lies to spare people’s feelings.”

      “Oh, well, we’ll see what happens.” Percy stood up with them.

      Emma waited until he was walking Amelia and Reuben to the door before she slumped back in her chair. Finally, she could stop acting like everything was fine. The tears she’d been holding back finally found their way down her cheeks.

      She’d never been in a situation where so many emotions were swirling in her at one time. She was angry, she was depressed, she was humiliated, she was devastated… She didn’t even know which emotion to go with. Did she want to run off to her bedchamber and stay there for the rest of her life, or did she want to hunt Jefferson down and smack him with her play until he felt as bad as she did?

      When Percy returned to the room, he sat in the chair next to hers. “You can’t let Jefferson’s opinion ruin everything. There are some of us who like the play. That means it can’t be all bad. I think we should find another actor to look at it.”

      “We don’t have access to another actor.”

      “I’ll look around. I’ll talk to gentlemen at the next ball we attend. Surely, there has to be someone who knows someone influential in the theatre. We don’t have to only approach actors. There are gentlemen who sponsor plays. Perhaps someone like Lord Cadwalader would support it.”

      She shook her head. She might not have been in London that long, but she had learned that Lord Cadwalader hated comedies. Both he and his wife regarded themselves as much too sophisticated for humor, even though comedies made good money.

      It was a shame that she’d had her heart set on Jefferson Crowdy acting in her play. If she hadn’t, if she had imagined a fictional character in her mind, then she would be able to think through this better. Again, more tears filled her eyes. She wished she’d never seen Jefferson Crowdy on stage her first evening out in London. As soon as she did, she fell in love with his performance. She hated to think it, but he was meant for the stage.

      After a long moment, Percy said, “Since Grant knows Jefferson, I bet I could arrange for you to meet him. You’re beautiful, and you hold yourself well. I bet if Jefferson met you, he would fall in love with you. If you got him to fall in love with you, he would endorse your play.”

      She glared at him. “Don’t you dare suggest such a thing like that!”

      “Why not? All of London knows Jefferson is a bachelor. Someone has to marry him. Why not you?”

      She couldn’t believe her ears. “Listen to yourself, Percy. Why would I want to marry someone who doesn’t like my work?”

      He paused for a moment then said, “All right, then we could try something else. Maybe if we had him take a love potion and read the play, he’ll fall in love with it. Who says that a love potion can only work on a person? Maybe it can work on things, too.”

      Oh, now she’d heard everything! She jumped up from her chair, snatched the play from his hand, and marched over to the fireplace.

      He gasped and followed her. He snatched the play from her before she could throw it into the fire. “Don’t destroy that! You spent five months on this. That’s five months of your life you’re never getting back.”

      Her face grew hot, and she slammed her hand on the mantle. “That’s five months of my life I wasted.”

      She felt like such a fool. In addition to writing the play, she’d spent many evenings at the theatre watching Jefferson Crowdy and romanticizing about how wonderful it would be to listen to him say the words she’d been penning down on her parchment. More tears came to her eyes. There was no helping it. She couldn’t stop crying. This was terrible. She had thought she could handle rejection better than this, and yet, here she was, falling apart right in front of her brother. Without another word, she ran out of the drawing room.
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      Adam coughed and waved the smoke away from his face.

      Mr. Oscar Hamilton covered the remaining flames they’d been fighting with a thick blanket. Once the fire was completely snuffed out, he patted the blanket down and examined it to make sure it was safe to put away. He gave Adam a contrite look. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think the chemicals would react that way.”

      Adam waved more smoke away then inspected the burnt beakers in front of them. It was a good thing this table was in the middle of the lab. And he was glad he had suggested Oscar put the lab in the ballroom. He hurried over to the windows and opened them. There. That would help the smoke dissipate faster.

      “Are you mad at me?” Oscar asked as Adam returned to him.

      “How can I be mad? I was standing right here when you mixed the chemicals together.”

      “Yes, but you don’t know these chemicals like I do.”

      Adam shrugged. “We have things in place to combat chemical fires. We know we’re taking these risks when we work on these experiments.” He put the bottles with the correct combination of powder and liquid back on the shelf close to the long table Oscar used for his experiments. He didn’t know what mixture Oscar had used to put in the bottles, but they worked.

      Oscar didn’t hide his relief. “If Felix was here when this happened, I’d never hear the end of it.”

      “Well, there’s no reason your brother needs to know about this. I don’t plan to say anything.”

      “Thank you.” Oscar retrieved a rag and began to mop up the mess.

      Adam was ready to help him when the butler opened the door and gestured that he had a visitor. “I’ll be back,” he told his friend then went over to the servant. “Who’s here?”

      “Lord Wright. He’s in the library.”

      Oh good. Adam wouldn’t mind a break from the experiment. For the most part, he had handed off the work to Oscar, but once in a while, like just now, he joined him. Sorting through all those books, working out the equations to see if the chemical composition would turn out just right, and then actually mixing them wasn’t as exciting as it sounded when Oscar mentioned coming up with a love potion. Though, he had to admit the fire had been exciting. Just not in a good way.

      Adam returned to Oscar. “Lord Wright is here. I’m going to see what he wants. Do you want to join me?”

      Oscar shook his head. “I need to stay here to make sure the chemical mixture isn’t going to have a delayed reaction.”

      Adam wasn’t entirely sure what Oscar meant by that but decided it was probably best for Oscar to keep an eye on things. In fact, it might be a good idea to hire someone in case he wasn’t here when a fire broke out and Oscar needed help. Adam left the ballroom and went down the steps to the level where his library was.

      Grant was standing by the window and sipping brandy.

      “You know you’re welcome to have a seat when you visit,” Adam told him as he closed the door.

      Grant turned to him and grinned. “I know, but I’m having trouble staying still. Carol thought she felt the baby move.”

      “How far along is she in her pregnancy?”

      “Four months.” He paused and hurried to add, “That’s too early, isn’t it? It could have been something else. The midwife said ladies typically don’t notice anything until they’re five months along. But Carol is four and a half months, really. So it could have been the baby.”

      Adam glanced at Grant as he shifted from one foot to the other. “Judging by the way you’re fidgeting, I think you’re convinced that it’s the baby.”

      “I can’t help it. I’m excited. This is my child. And Lucinda will have a brother or sister soon.”

      “Well, you look happier than you did when you told me about Lucinda, but any gentleman facing fatherhood for the first time would be scared.” Adam poured brandy into a glass. “I told you that once you realized being a father wasn’t going to be scary, you would enjoy it.” He lifted his glass toward Grant. “I’m happy that you’re happy. And it’s nice that Carol is the mother instead of Fiona.”

      “Carol’s much more pleasant. There’s no denying that.”

      Adam didn’t always think gentlemen were better off after losing a wife, but he had been related to Fiona. He knew how cold that lady was. He had almost sent Grant a congratulations missive when news of Fiona’s death came but knew such a thing was not socially permissible, so he had refrained.

      “I didn’t come by to talk about Carol,” Grant said. “I actually came because Amelia thinks there’s a lady you’d get along well with.”

      Surprised, Adam’s eyebrows rose. “Oh?”

      “Amelia says this lady loves reading, going to the theatre, and horseback riding. She’s also witty and intelligent. Amelia thinks you two will get along very well. She and Reuben are going to have a dinner party, and they would like for you to meet her.”

      Adam tapped the edge of his glass as he considered the proposition. It had been a while since he last attended a dinner party, and his last dinner companion had nearly put him to sleep.

      “Are you interested?” Grant asked.

      “I might be. What does this lady look like?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes, it matters.” When Grant frowned, he added, “You’re a gentleman. You know very well that a lady’s attractiveness matters.”

      “I don’t know what she looks like,” he said. “Amelia’s the one who told me about her. This lady and her brother recently returned to London after being gone for a few years. Amelia thought you escorting her at a dinner party might be a good way to get her involved in the social activities in London. From what Amelia said, the lady doesn’t go out unless it’s to see a play.”

      Adam’s eyebrows rose in interest. He had been prepared to say no since he wasn’t all that excited to spend his evening with a lady who might not be attractive. However, this was a lady who appreciated the theatre. She might have even seen him on stage. “Do you know if she’s attended any of my plays?”

      “I’m sure she has. According to Amelia, she hasn’t missed a single play since she’s been in London.”

      “Really?” It wasn’t often that he came across someone with such love for the theatre. Now he had to meet this lady. He hoped she was pretty. It would be ideal if she was beautiful. Either way, his curiosity was piqued enough so that her appearance was no longer his main concern. “All right, I’ll go. When is the dinner party?”

      “Next Tuesday.”

      Adam nodded and went over to his desk. “I’ll mark it down so I don’t forget. Where does your sister live?”

      Grant told him, and he penned the address on the parchment in front of him. “Carol gets nervous in large gatherings when she isn’t with her friends, so it’s just going to be you, me, Carol, Amelia, Reuben, and Emma.”

      “Emma? That’s the name of the lady I’ll be paired with?”

      Grant nodded.

      That was a good, solid name, but it didn’t give Adam any idea of how she looked. Not that one could judge a lady’s appearance by her name. There were plenty of parents who gave their daughters plain names who turned out to be attractive. He had also come across one lady whose name implied she was going to be pretty, but then he saw her and winced. Emma was a pretty name, but Amelia had to pair her up with them for this dinner party. So Emma might be on the plain side.

      Grant let out a sigh.

      “What?” Adam looked up at his friend.

      “You’re tapping that quill against the parchment. That can only mean you’re worried.” Grant narrowed his eyes at him. “If you take one look at Emma and ask to be paired up with another lady, I’m never taking you to a dinner party again.”

      Adam gasped. “I would never do anything that rude. I’ll be on my best behavior all through the evening, regardless of how this lady looks.”

      Grant relaxed. “I don’t want what happened with Lord Quinton to happen again.”

      At once, Adam recalled how Lord Quinton had requested another lady at a dinner party upon seeing the cameo Grant’s sister had been wearing. “I don’t think anyone would do what Lord Quinton did. It’s ridiculous that someone would reject a lady because of a piece of jewelry. If someone were to put that into a play, no one would believe it.” He placed the quill into the inkwell then capped it. “I’ve spent most of my life putting on disguises and pretending to think and feel things I don’t. I can feign interest in Emma if I find her repulsive. If you want, I could pretend to fall in love with her.”

      “No, I don’t want you to pretend. I want you to be who you really are.”

      “Then that’s what I’ll be.” He put his hand on his chest. “You have my word that the only person making his appearance at the dinner party will be Adam Page.”

      “Good. Despite what you think, Adam Page is fine just the way he is.”

      Since they had exhausted this particular topic, Adam asked, “Do you want to see Oscar’s progress on the love potion?”

      “Why not? I should see where my money is going.”

      Adam gestured for him to follow him out of the room. “If you think two people should not be forced to fall in love with each other, why did you agree to give Oscar money for this experiment?”

      Grant offered a shrug as the two headed for the steps. “I got curious about whether or not this is possible, but I admit there are some issues with trying to force someone to fall in love with someone they don’t like.”

      Yes, Adam supposed that was one use for the love potion, though he hadn’t considered that angle when he agreed to help Oscar with it. He figured it could be used to enhance an attraction that was already blooming. He was certain there were plenty of uses for it, and they would find out those uses in due time.
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        * * *

      

      “I think the dinner party is just the thing you need to take your mind off of Jefferson Crowdy,” Percy told Emma the evening of Amelia’s dinner party.

      Emma looked away from the roaring fire in the drawing room as she watched her brother approach. The play she’d worked so hard on was resting on her lap. Once more, she was debating whether or not she should toss it into the fireplace and let it burn.

      Percy sat next to her. “You haven’t left the house since Amelia and Reuben came by to tell you what Jefferson said about the play.”

      The tender tone in his voice brought tears to her eyes. She hurried to suppress them. Her poor brother had been subjected enough to all of her tears. She didn’t want to keep tormenting him.

      She took a deep breath and forced herself to smile. “I’m sorry I keep worrying you. I’m trying to get over Jefferson’s rejection of my play. It’s not easy.”

      “I think you need to write another play. You had so much fun while writing that one. Writing another will ease your heartache. But, of course, you want to do that after the dinner party. It’ll be good for you to go out and meet new people.”

      She offered a nod and brushed away her tears. “It’s a shame they didn’t have any single ladies for you to meet at this dinner party. You don’t know any more people than I do.”

      “We’ll go to Lord Toplyn’s ball. If all goes well, I’ll make some friends that way. I’m determined that we’ll get one of your plays into the right hands. I’m hoping someone Reuben introduces me to will either be associated with the theatre or know someone who’s associated with the theatre.”

      It was very sweet of him to continue thinking of her. In light of Jefferson Crowdy’s review of her work, however, she wondered if his love for her prevented him from seeing her work as it truly was. Maybe it really was terrible. Or, perhaps, Jefferson Crowdy was a miserable person and wanted to make other people miserable, too.

      The butler came into the drawing room. “Mrs. St. George is waiting for you in the carriage,” he told Emma.

      Percy shot her an excited look. “I hope things go well with Lord Dayton.”

      Her cheeks warmed at the reminder Amelia had arranged for her to meet a potential suitor.

      “Let me take this for you.” Percy took the play she’d been holding. “Forget all of this. Have a good time.”

      “All right.”

      Dwelling on Jefferson Crowdy wasn’t doing her any favors. When she arrived at the carriage, Amelia was waving for her to sit next to her.

      With a chuckle, Emma settled onto the carriage seat. “I don’t think you’re excited enough about this dinner party.”

      “I can’t help it. I think you and Lord Dayton will be perfect for each other. I’ve been blessed to find a love match with Reuben. You should have one, too. If it was up to me, everyone would marry for love.”

      Amelia’s enthusiasm was starting to affect her, for Emma’s mood was beginning to brighten. “It is nice to get out of the townhouse.”

      A bit of Amelia’s excitement dimmed. “Are you telling me that you haven’t been outside since the evening I gave your brother the bad news?”

      “I haven’t felt like going out.”

      “Oh, that’s terrible. I know what Jefferson Crowdy said about Percy’s play was horrible, but he can’t let it ruin the love he has for writing plays. It’s just one person’s opinion.”

      Emma wished she could take Amelia’s advice, but brushing off Jefferson’s words wasn’t as easy as Amelia thought it was.

      “Reuben and I aren’t going to see any more of Jefferson Crowdy’s plays,” Amelia continued. “We’ve decided he’s not that good of an actor.”

      Touched by her friend’s words, Emma said, “Thankfully, there are plenty of other actors in London.”

      “Yes, there are. We won’t even miss him. Don’t you fret, Emma. It’ll be easy for all of us to forget he even exists. Starting tonight, we won’t give him a second thought.”

      Maybe that was the best way to handle it. If she could pretend that she’d never seen or heard of Jefferson Crowdy, she might be able to get over her heartache sooner. Deciding they had talked about the play long enough, Emma asked, “How is the baby doing?”

      Amelia patted her flat stomach. “Everything is fine, but Reuben keeps asking me if I feel anything yet. So far, the answer has been no.”

      “I’m not surprised since you’re not showing.”

      “I keep telling Reuben to be patient. Ladies are in the family way for nine months. It’s not like they find out they’re expecting, and the baby comes right out. I’m only three months along.”

      “I don’t know anything about what ladies go through when they’re with child,” Emma began, “but three months does seem like it’s too early to expect to feel the child moving.”

      “I promised Reuben that as soon as I feel something, I’ll let him know.” After a moment, she giggled. “He’s started a painting to put in the child’s room.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “It is nice. I like knowing he’s putting his talent to good use.”

      Curious she should say that, Emma asked, “What else would he do with his artistic talent?”

      Emma wasn’t sure why, but Amelia’s face went pink. She was about to ask her what embarrassed her friend when the carriage came to a stop.

      Amelia gave her an excited grin and urged her to leave the carriage with her. “I can’t wait to see what Lord Dayton will think when he sees you. I bet you he’s going to be very glad he attended this dinner party!”
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      Adam’s eyebrows rose in surprise the moment he saw Amelia’s friend. She was beautiful. Stunning, even. Dark hair piled up on top of her head with pearls laced through the curls. Eyes so dark that they matched her navy-blue gown. Rosy cheeks and lips on fine, porcelain skin. An hourglass figure enhanced with breasts large enough to hold in his hands. He glanced at Grant and offered him an approving nod. He was very glad he had decided to attend tonight’s dinner party.

      “This is Miss Emma Ludlow,” Reuben introduced. “Emma, this is Adam Page, the Earl of Dayton.”

      Adam frowned. Ludlow? Why did that name seem familiar?

      As Amelia introduced Emma to the others in the room, Adam returned his gaze to Grant to see if he recognized the name Ludlow. Grant just shrugged. Apparently, Grant had forgotten where he’d heard the name as well.

      Amelia gestured for Adam and Emma to take the settee. “We have a fun evening planned for this evening, but first, we need to get to know each other a little better.”

      Putting the matter aside, Adam joined Emma on the settee. He gave her a smile and was happy to note the pretty blush that crept up her cheeks as she smiled back at him. There was no doubt about it. Love at first sight really did exist. And to think he used to be a skeptic.

      “Reuben and I thought it would be fun to start the evening off with a question to help us all get better acquainted with each other,” Amelia began after everyone was seated. “Here is the situation you’re presented with. You have to go to your country estate for one year, and you can only bring one thing with you. What do you bring? Since Reuben and I have had time to think over this question, we’ll go first. I choose to bring the cameo that brought me and Reuben together.” She gestured to the object she was wearing. “Isn’t it lovely?”

      “It is,” Emma replied. “And it’s nice that it makes you think of Reuben.”

      Grant grimaced. “While that’s true, I can’t help but think of Lord Quinton every time I see it.”

      “We’re not going to talk about him again, are we?” Amelia asked her brother in exasperation.

      “He’s not here, so no, we won’t,” Grant assured her. He gestured to Reuben. “What would you take to your country estate?”

      “I’d take Amelia,” Reuben said.

      “You can’t bring a person,” Grant argued. “You can only bring a thing. A thing implies an object.”

      “I figure that’s up to interpretation,” Reuben replied. “We didn’t say that you couldn’t make the thing the person you love most.”

      “If we go with that logic, then I choose to take Carol and our daughter, Lucinda. I refuse to leave one behind. They are my family, and a family is a thing.”

      Amelia laughed. “Grant, this isn’t a serious question. We’re just doing it for fun. No one is going to make you choose between Carol and Lucinda.”

      “I have an idea,” Adam spoke up. “Let’s say your loved ones are already at the country estate. That frees you up to bring an object with you.”

      “That does help,” Grant replied. “I wouldn’t want to leave my wife and children behind.” He took Carol’s hand in his and gave it an affectionate squeeze.

      When Grant didn’t continue, Amelia asked, “So what would you bring?”

      “I’ll bring this ribbon.” He pulled out a pink ribbon from the pocket of his waistcoat.

      “Where did you get that?” Amelia asked.

      Adam was glad she’d asked the question because he wondered the same thing. Since when did his friend carry a pink ribbon around?

      “Carol gave it to me. Like your cameo, this makes me think of the one I love,” he replied.

      Amelia smiled. “That’s sweet, Grant. I had no idea you could be such a romantic. What about you, Carol? What would you bring?”

      Carol seemed hesitant to respond as Grant carefully placed the ribbon back into his pocket. “Everyone has such good answers. The only thing that came to my mind was a box of French chocolates.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Emma asked. “Who here doesn’t like chocolate?”

      “Certainly not me,” Amelia allowed. “But why French chocolate in particular?”

      “My friend, Lydia, occasionally buys some,” Carol told her. “It’s expensive, but it’s made with real sugar. She has to hide it from her brothers so they won’t eat it.”

      Adam’s eyebrows furrowed. “Oscar, one of Lydia’s brothers, is staying with me, and he’s already tripled the amount of money I spend on food. I thought Felix was more restrained than him.”

      Carol grinned. “French chocolate is so good that he’ll eat it if he knows it’s in the townhouse.”

      “Really?” Emma laughed. “I must find out where she gets this chocolate if it’s that good.”

      Adam was tempted to say he would be willing to buy a box for her, but he managed to hold his tongue. There was no sense in seeming too eager to be with her. He didn’t want to scare her away.

      “Once you eat it, no other chocolate tastes the same,” Carol said.

      “We will have to test that theory the next time we go to the market.” Amelia turned to Emma. “What would you bring?”

      Emma paused for a moment. “I have a couple of books I love to read, but if I can only take one, I would take The Complete Collection of Augustus Rex’s Plays.

      Adam’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “I love that book.”

      She turned to him in interest. “You’ve read it?”

      He nodded in excitement. “Yes. All seventeen of those plays. No one else has ever done a better job of crafting characters, making meaningful dialogue, and compelling plots.”

      She gasped. “I couldn’t agree with you more. I fell in love with his work the first time I went to the theatre and saw The Majesty’s Note.”

      Excited, he leaned toward her. “Was it the twist at the end where the king discovers he put poison in his son’s drink that made you fall in love with Augustus’ work?”

      “I did enjoy that surprise a lot. I never saw that one coming. It was so tragic. But what made me fall in love with his work was how he got the balance between the characters’ personalities just right. The characters complemented each other perfectly.”

      “Yes, being able to accomplish something like that is the sign of a talented author.”

      Grant cleared his throat.

      Adam and Emma stopped talking and turned their attention to him.

      “While we are all happy you two have something in common,” Grant began, “the rest of us have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Amelia nodded in agreement. “We would love to be a part of the conversation but have nothing to contribute. Not to mention that Reuben has never seen Augustus Rex’s plays.”

      “I haven’t seen them, either,” Carol inserted. “But it sounds like he’s a good storyteller.”

      “Good?” Adam asked. “He is probably the best playwright in English history. He might have written his plays in the 1400s, but they remain timeless. It’s a shame they haven’t featured one of his plays in London in over ten years.”

      “It would be wonderful if they did, wouldn’t it?” Emma asked. “He’s the perfect source of inspiration. Reading his plays is one thing, but seeing them performed on the stage makes the words and actions on the page come alive.”

      “No one writes plays the way he did.” What Adam wouldn’t give to have a role in a play written by Augustus Rex. But he knew the gentlemen running the theatres in London wouldn’t allow it. They liked to focus on the contemporary plays so they could give their audience something fresh and new.

      “I don’t think anyone can match his genius,” Emma agreed, “though one can certainly try.”

      “At least some of the new plays coming out these days are good,” Adam said. “There’s enough talent in London where we can still get something worthy of the stage.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Do you really believe so?”

      “Of course, I do. Plenty of good playwrights are around today. One might even be the next Augustus Rex. Do you know how his career came to be?” When Emma shook her head, he added, “His first ten plays were rejected before he found someone to take a chance on him. And now you and I are here talking about how brilliant he is.”

      “I never expected to come across someone who is so familiar with his work. I have mentioned him to others, but they have no idea who he is.”

      “It’s nice for me to meet someone who knows about him, too.” Emma was perfect. She was not only beautiful, but she appreciated the theatre in ways no other lady he’d come across ever had. It was possible that she’d seen him perform in a play. She could have been right there in the audience, and he hadn’t even realized it. The thought thrilled him to no end.

      “All right, Adam,” Amelia said, her attention going to him. “What is the one thing you would take if you had to spend one year in the country?”

      “That’s easy. I’d take the same book that Emma’s taking,” Adam replied.

      “You can’t use her answer,” Grant protested.

      Adam looked at him. “Why not? The rules didn’t say I couldn’t pick something someone else did. Besides, you were trying to bring a person along with you, like Reuben did.”

      Grant let out a sigh. “And we established the thing had to be an object, so we can’t pick a person.”

      “In that case, Reuben needs to change his answer since he picked Amelia,” Adam said. “If he does that, I’ll choose something other than the book Emma’s taking with her.”

      All eyes went to Reuben, but the butler came in to announce that dinner was ready. Reuben gave a shrug. “Well, that settles it. I don’t need to change anything. Come on, dear. I’ll escort you to dinner.”

      Taking that as his cue, Adam rose to his feet and held his arm out to Emma. With a smile, she accepted it. At once, his body sparked with pleasure from her touch. There was no doubt about it. Emma was the lady he’d been looking for his entire life.

      He gave Grant a smile to thank him for inviting him to come to this evening’s dinner party. Grant gave him a pointed look that said, ‘I told you that you’d like her.’ Well, Adam deserved that response. Grant had every right to gloat. In the future, he wouldn’t second-guess his friend.
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      Percy looked up from the newspaper when Emma entered the drawing room the next morning. “How did the dinner party go?”

      Unable to hide her excitement, she rushed over to him. “It was wonderful! Adam is everything I’ve ever wanted in a gentleman.” She sat next to him on the settee and poured tea into a cup.

      Percy arched an eyebrow. “Adam?”

      “That’s Lord Dayton’s name. Amelia was right about how perfect he is for me.” She picked up the cup, and her smile widened. “He loves the theatre, Percy, and he understands what makes plays memorable. He even knows who Augustus Rex is.”

      “Who?”

      “The 15th-century playwright I adore.” When Percy didn’t seem to know what she was talking about, she added, “I have all of his plays in the library. It’s in that large book you call a ‘tome’.”
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