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        Can the bittersweet frost of lost love be rekindled into a burning flame?

      

        

      
        Viscount Digby Osgood returns to London after a two-year absence, planning to avoid the woman he courted and then left. Can she ever forgive him and give them a second chance at love?

      

        

      
        Lady Constance Whittles has only cared for one man in her life. Even after he broke her heart, it remains fixed on him. Can they truly take up where they left off?

      

        

      
        Charity projects and a Frost Fair on the Thames bring them together, but another stands in their way. Will he tear them apart?
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        Whites

        29 December, 1813

      

      

      Viscount Digby Osgood perused the morning post, barely reading the words. He had dreamed of her again and had thought of little else ever since. Memories flitted across his mind of the blonde haired, green-eyed beauty who had captured his attention.

      Had it really been two long years since he had seen her before being forced to travel on business for his father? He had been a cad the last time he had been with her, but what other choice had he had? Telling her not to wait for him and watching her tears had haunted Digby to this very day and his return to London only caused more anguish. Where was she now? What was she doing? Coming to his club might get her out of his mind, he had reasoned. But it had been a useless endeavor and the gentlemen sitting with him at his table offered no solace in his dilemma.

      His three companions had been schoolmates at Oxford. Lord Richard Cranfield was nursing a brandy, and, at this ungodly hour, one could only assume he was just as troubled as Digby with some unstated matter leaving him annoyed. Lord Milton Sutton stared mindlessly into the flames of the hearth, completely lost in thought to those around him. Lord George Chadwick inspected his waistcoat for some flaw, as if his valet would ever let him leave his townhouse without being impeccably dressed. Digby quietly chuckled. George spent more coins on his wardrobe than most women of high society.

      He gave a heavy sigh before folding the newspaper. “We are a fine group,” Digby declared addressing his friends.

      “Quite right,” George agreed with a wide grin, completely misunderstanding Digby’s meaning, for he beamed while tugging the lapels of his jacket into place. Yes, George. We all know how dapper you look, Digby thought attempting to hide his amusement.

      Milton tore his gaze from the fire. “We need Frederick here to lighten our moods.

      Richard swore. “And listen to him going on about how fabulous married life is? No, thank you. I would rather suffer here in silence.”

      Digby could not agree more, but still… “You should be happy for him and Margaret. At least one of us has found someone with whom to share our lives.”

      A snort escaped Richard. “Eh gads, man! I have a mistress who makes me happy. I hardly need a wife meddling in my affairs and demanding my attention seven days a week.”

      George signaled a passing servant for a drink. “A wife would ruin all my fine plans to remain carefree,” he chimed in. “Thankfully, my father tends to spend most of his valuable time on my brother, who will inherit the duchy. The unlucky bastard.”

      Digby did not miss the brief glimpse of pain that swept across his friend’s face. “How is he, by the way?” he asked. “I have not seen him in ages.”

      George waved his hand in the air before inspecting the lace at his wrist. “Fine, I suppose. David and I have little in common, as you well know. Father wishes for him to marry and continues to parade eligible ladies before him, all willing to overlook the fact my brother would rather be working the land himself instead of enjoying the season. Why, he actually came to dinner the other night with dirt on his shirt. What woman would stand for that in her husband?”

      Richard took another sip of his drink. “Any woman who is looking to be a duchess one day, that is who.”

      George’s brow rose. “Well, I suppose you have that right. Still, I shall enjoy my bachelorhood and leave wedded bliss to my brother and any of you fools who think love is an emotion worth being shackled to a wife for the rest of your lives.”

      The men laughed. Digby thought George was probably more concerned a wife would outshine him with her wardrobe. George would never be able to stand it.

      Milton rose. “All this talk of getting hitched is turning my stomach. How about a game of cards? Anyone care to join me?”

      As the men began to stand and head toward one of the card rooms, Frederick, Viscount Beacham, entered the room as though they had conjured him up from thin air. The men exchanged greetings before their friend turned his attention to Digby.

      “Can I detain you a moment, Digby?” Frederick asked before turning back to the rest of their friends. “I will not keep him long, gentlemen.”

      Richard laughed. “See that you do not. I feel lucky this morning and am looking forward to lightening Digby’s purse.”

      Digby watched the three men leave before sitting back down and motioning for Frederick to take one of the vacant seats.

      “We do not see you here much these days, Freddy,” Digby said slipping easily, now that they were alone, into the nickname he and Frederick’s wife Margaret used. Since he and Frederick were childhood friends, Digby knew no offense would be taken.

      “Raising a family tends to occupy me these days. Mind you, I have no complaints,” Frederick said with a smile.

      “Margaret’s sister Sophie is still staying with you?” Digby asked.

      “Yes, and she just adores her nephew. If she had an allowance, she would most likely spend every bit of it spoiling him rotten.”

      “She was always such a delightful child.”

      “She is wonderful to have around.”

      “It was good of you to take her in when you married Margaret. I was surprised their father allowed it so willingly.”

      “The vicar knew how Margaret was more of a mother to Sophie than an older sister. I am glad to have her with us. But that is not why I am here. Margaret sent me.”

      Digby’s heart skipped a beat. Oh no! Please do not let him mention her name. Digby would not be able to stand it.

      “Here to take my money too, I suppose,” Digby laughed, although the sound stuck in his suddenly dry throat.

      “Not today.”

      Digby’s brow rose at the implication. He might as well get this over with. “And…”

      Frederick leaned forward in his chair. “And she wants to know when you are going to get over this ridiculous notion Lady Constance does not wish to see you now that you have returned to England.”

      Constance… her name whispered across his soul like a long-lost friend. Memories of their brief time together during the Christmas holiday two years ago once more flooded Digby’s mind. He had become fond of her, even going so far as to say he was falling in love. They might have made a go of it had his father not insisted Digby travel on behalf of the family shipping business.

      “It has been two years,” Digby declared aloud. “I am certain she is spoken for.” Those words turned his stomach sour. The thought of Constance with another was the reason he tried to avoid her at all costs since his return.

      “Margaret has informed me Lady Constance has recently been seen in the company of some lieutenant, although his name escapes me at the moment.”

      “All the more reason to let her live her life without my interference.”

      A snort left Frederick’s lips. “Margaret and Constance have been friends for years. You know how women talk. My wife does not care for the man, and you know what a good judge of character she is.”

      “Again… all the more reason to let her live her life without me, especially if she will become engaged to the man,” he repeated scowling with the thought of Constance with anyone other than himself.

      “Really, Digby! Do you think I would be here if she were engaged to be married?”

      Digby thought of the tears running down Constance’s face when last they spoke. A brief flicker of hope he might recover what he had foolishly lost leapt into his heart “I am certain she must hate me.”

      “There is only one way to find out. Head over to the Oxford Street Book Palace and Tea Rooms. I understand Miss Amelia Clemens has hired Lady Constance to help her with the place.”

      “Miss Amelia? Is she not the sister of that dreadful man who spreads gossip in that rag The Teatime Tattler?”

      Frederick laughed before standing and pulling on Digby’s arm to do the same. “Do not hold that against the woman. She cannot help she is related to such a vile man. I understand from Margaret that your lady is working the morning shift today, so get going. I shall be happy to take your place at the card table. And do not get lost in that bloody fog outside. The roads are barely manageable”

      One moment Digby was happily going to play a game of cards with his friends and the next he was throwing on his coat and hat before hailing a hack. He gave the address of the bookshop to the driver before sitting back in the carriage seat wondering at his fate.

      He would have been appalled to know that, upon Digby’s departure, Frederick turned to the betting book at White’s to pen in the projected date of Digby’s wedding to the fair Lady Constance.
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