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        Your eyes are as round as circles,

        And your lips as plump as the sun,

        From the moment I first saw you,

        I knew you were the one.”

      

      

      

      Frances Plimpton smiled encouragingly at the young man reciting poetry in their drawing room, while Daisy, her younger sister and the subject of said poem, stared longingly out the window. Mr. Brooks was the second son of a baron, and Mama was holding out for a title.

      For Daisy, that is.

      With Frances already in her fifth season, everyone had mostly given up on her finding anything other than an elderly gentleman looking for a nursemaid.

      Mama swooped in before anyone could embarrass the man by falling asleep. “Frances, why don’t you go ask for some tea? Mr. Brooks must be in need of refreshment after such a long and spirited oration.”

      “Of course, Mama.”

      “There are two verses left.” Mr. Brooks looked up from his pages.

      “I am sure Daisy will be happy to recount whatever Frances misses.”

      Mr. Brooks looked more upset by the interruption than losing an audience member, so he resumed his recital while Frances made her way to the kitchen. In all honesty, she preferred it down there, with the smell of constant baking keeping it warm and cozy.

      “Poetry or juggling this time?” Mrs. Brown asked when she walked in, adding the finishing touches to a tray of biscuits.

      “Poetry.” Frances sighed and took her usual stool at the counter. “He’s no Shakespeare, but I do think he wrote it specifically for Daisy, which is rather sweet.”

      “If he has any sense, he’ll come back tomorrow and ask for the right daughter,” Mrs. Brown said under her breath, with a loud sigh.

      “He won’t.” Frances took a biscuit from the tray, making an effort to smile so Mrs. Brown would know she was fine.

      Mrs. Brown looked apologetic. “It wasn’t my place, love. You go on, I’ll be up in a minute with the tea.”

      Mr. Brooks was finishing his poem just as Frances returned to the drawing room. She was the only one who clapped, which surprised Mr. Brooks and woke Daisy.

      “That was beautiful.” Frances smiled at him before taking a seat beside her mother, who gave her a stern look for speaking out of turn.

      “Yes, quite lovely,” Daisy agreed as the tea service was brought in. “Oh, Mama, look at the time.”

      “Oh dear, Mr. Brooks, I’m afraid we won’t have time for tea if we wish to appear at the Sampson Ball,” Mama lamented. “I do hope you’ll be attending.”

      “I will indeed. I hope Miss Daisy will save me a dance?” He looked hopefully at her.

      “Perhaps. Come find me once I have my dance card.” Daisy nodded her head coyly before Mr. Brooks was escorted to the front door.

      “You could just say you have no interest in him,” Frances suggested once they were alone.

      “What if he’s my only suitor?” Daisy argued.

      “He won’t be.” Their mother didn’t lift her eyes from the tea she was stirring. “But it never hurts to have options. A man wanting you will let others know how desirable you are.”

      “Shouldn’t they know it from how much they desire me?” Daisy fanned herself in a seductive manner.

      “Being humble is a virtue,” Mama reminded her.

      “Perhaps in the future, we can leave the poets to Frances while I keep the tokens.”

      “What would they write about?” Mrs. Plimpton asked as if the very idea was ridiculous. Frances didn’t think Mama meant to hurt her feelings, but she felt a pang, even if Mama was right. Her hair was strawberry blond – not a gold like the sun, or a red that could be compared to fire. Her eyes were a blue so pale they were nearly grey.

      Nothing worth writing poetry about.

      “Frances has eyes, lips, and hair. Mr. Brooks could even rhyme ‘Frances’ with ‘dances’, which is markedly better than ‘Daisy’ and ‘lazy’.”

      “I’m so sorry I missed that part.” Frances met her sister’s eye and was grateful when she giggled. The girls had never been close, and Daisy had on occasion been somewhat mean to Frances, but most of the rude comments had stopped now they were the last sisters remaining at home, and Frances was hopeful they might become friends.

      “You jest, but it is my job as your mother to ensure you are married off as well as can be, to respectable gentlemen who will take care of you.”

      Daisy rolled her eyes and reached for a biscuit, but Mama quickly slapped it out of her hand.

      “Is my blue dress ready?” Daisy sighed.

      “It arrived this morning.” Mama smiled. “The green one fell through,” she told Frances, “but I’ve laid out one of my old dresses for you.”

      “Thank you, Mama.” Frances put on a smile as Daisy went upstairs to try on her new gown. She knew her parents didn’t have money for new dresses, and that Daisy, being newly out, deserved every opportunity to secure the perfect match, but she had three new gowns in as many months, while Frances couldn’t remember the last time she wore something new.

      “You both have your strengths and talent. Daisy’s beauty will serve her well, but beauty fades. You are hardworking, obedient. The man who marries you won’t be concerned with the frock you’re wearing.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      “Make sure your hair is styled appropriately.”

      Frances brought her hand to her right temple and realized the burgundy patch of skin that went from the tip of her eyebrow into her hairline was no longer covered by her hair. It was hardly noticeable in low candlelight, but it made certain people uncomfortable, so she kept it hidden, even inside the house.

      “Of course, Mama. I’ll go get ready.”

      “And remind your father we need the good carriage tonight. If we are seen arriving in the other one…” Mama shuddered.

      

      “Papa?” Frances called, knocking on the door to her father’s study.

      “What is it?” he asked without looking up, sounding as if he’d also had to sit through an hour of amateur poetry.

      “Mama asked me to remind you she needs the good carriage tonight.”

      He sighed. “I don’t have time for this nonsense. I need the carriage to visit White’s once I finish these accounts, which may well be midnight. Remind your mother that not everyone has a carriage, let alone two, so she can easily walk if ours doesn’t meet her standards.”

      He cursed as he dipped his quill with too much aggression, resulting in a large blotch of ink in the middle of his ledger.

      “Perhaps if I helped with the accounts, you might finish faster?”

      He finally looked up at Frances, relief on his face, before awkwardly turning away. “Yes, I’ll go to White’s while you finish up here, and perhaps I’ll be back in time for your mother to have the carriage.” He hurried out the room, leaving Frances to the accounts.

      The Plimpton girls had never gone to school, but their governess taught them all they needed to know to run a household, and Frances had made it a point to excel. Her looks were rather plain, and she perhaps wasn’t as accomplished in the arts as she should be, but she could balance accounts flawlessly, even when her father tended to spend–and gamble–more than the small income his elder brother allowed them. Someday, she would run her husband’s household, take care of his tedious paperwork, and make sure he never regretted marrying someone like her.
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      “Keep them coming,” Nathaniel told the barman after downing the bourbon he’d been served.

      It seemed everyone he’d gone to Oxford with was either getting married or having children. Nathaniel was happy for them, of course, but after rounds of celebratory drinks, everyone else went home while he drank alone, unable to fill the void in his chest.

      A rowdy group walked into White’s, and Nathaniel recognized another of his friends from school. The only thing worse than drinking alone was pretending to be happy drinking with others, so he didn’t even wait to see what the celebration was about. He downed another glass and slipped out onto St. James Street before they noticed him.

      He wasn’t ready to go home, especially not in this state, and the Fergus residence was right around the corner. It was only seven, which meant it would be hours until Lydia’s husband got home. While Nathaniel avoided married women, Lady Fergus and her husband had an arrangement where–after four healthy sons–Jack didn’t care who she slept with while he spent copious amounts of time with an old ‘friend’. Hell, Jack was the one to introduce Nathaniel to Lydia, basically giving them his blessing.

      “Lord Lark,” Lydia greeted him once he was shown to her private sitting room. “I would ask what brings you, but⁠—"

      “You know what brings me.”

      Lydia understood wanting something you could never have, settling for a version of it, and pretending your heart wasn’t breaking. And she never took him to task for it. It was one of the many reasons he came back to her whenever his latest conquest became too attached.

      “We have thirty minutes,” she decided.

      “Challenge accepted.” Nathaniel abandoned pretences and bridged the distance between them, pressing her body to his as his mouth claimed hers.

      “You can’t rip the dress,” she warned when his hands discovered the complex fastenings that held it in place. “I need to get back into it, and I’ve already sent my lady’s maid to bed with a megrim.”

      “So all these buttons…”

      “You’ll need to do them up.” She smiled and bit her lip as he kissed her neck.

      “That would take hours,” he said after tearing himself from her skin long enough to properly examine the back of her dress.

      “More like twenty minutes, accounting for the fact that your fingers are much clumsier than hers.”

      “Clumsy, are they?” Nathaniel asked, running his hand down the length of her thigh, hooking behind her knee so he could wrap her leg around his waist, letting his fingers continue their exploration beneath her skirts.

      “You know what I mean,” Lydia said, breathless as his fingertips caressed her inner thigh.

      “Luckily, I don’t need to remove your dress and waste our precious time, but I can assure you, my fingers have ample experience with buttons.”

      “Bloody Mrs. Sampson.” Lydia sighed, her fingers now gripping his hair.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Don’t look so shocked; we both know I’m no lady,” she defended her choice of words.

      “Nor am I Mrs. Sampson.”

      “I wish you were. Her ball would be infinitely more enjoyable if it included this.”

      “The Sampson ball is tonight?” Nathaniel froze as his right hand cupped her left buttock.

      “Since when do you care about society? Or anything fun?” she asked before the look on his face stopped her. “Ah, is Rebecca attending?”

      “My grandmother is taking her,” he admitted.

      “I’m sure she’ll have a wonderful time.”

      “Indeed,” he agreed, but the guilt eating at him prompted Lydia to gently push off his lap, so she could sit beside him on the couch instead.

      “I can be late, if you want to talk.”

      “I don’t.” He sighed.

      “Do you want to accompany her?”

      “My grandmother is far better suited, which Rebecca understands. I would just… I can’t.”

      “Of course.”

      “You’re judging,” he reproached, but there was no heat to his voice.

      “I’m agreeing.”

      “But you don’t.”

      “Do you?”

      “I haven’t been to one of these things in six years. I avoid them like the plague, for good reason.”

      “I know.”

      Her look told him she also knew how much he loved his cousin, who would be fine under his grandmother’s care, but he might not be, given the regret he already felt for letting her down. Were he still alive, his father would never have missed Rebecca’s debut.

      Nathaniel sighed. “I have to leave.”

      “Shall I assume I’ll see you at Sampson House?”

      “If you do, please tell horrible tales of me seducing opera singers and⁠—”

      “I will tell such lies as to scare off anyone who sets their sights on you,” she assured him.

      “Who says they’re lies?” He raised an eyebrow and gave her a smile that would have made her weak in the knees a decade ago, before he’d let her look beneath the surface and she became an expert at seeing the pain he hid behind his green eyes.

      “You’re not as charming as you think,” she warned.

      “I have half a mind to never return if this is how you treat your guests,” he teased, shaking his head at her.

      “Of course not. I’m only this honest with my friends.” She gave him a sad smile. “I’ll see you at the ball, Nathaniel.”

      “Always a pleasure.”

      He kissed her hand before making his way to Wiltshire Manor.
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Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Frances stood by the refreshment table and sipped her third glass of lemonade, but she was quite certain no one paid her enough attention to notice such details.

      Her mother’s old gown was too large at the bust, but she’d pinned it and added a bit of ribbon so it not only fit, but was quite fetching, if she did say so herself. The blue silk was faded, but it wasn’t like Frances wanted to stand out in the bright color it had once been. The muted version suited her perfectly.

      “Mrs. Sampson is losing her touch. There are less than a dozen eligible gentlemen in attendance,” Mama mused as she came up beside Frances, scouring the room.

      “Will Daisy be entertaining Mr. Brooks then?”

      Daisy was on the dance floor and had so far managed to be whisked away every time he approached her.

      “I’m not ready to admit defeat just yet,” her mother argued. “Especially not when she’s dancing with a baron.”

      “She does look breathtaking in that dress.”

      “Like a baroness,” her mother agreed. “Frances, it’s unladylike to slouch.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      Frances straightened her back, bringing her to her mother’s height, which Mrs. Plimpton hadn’t been expecting, as she looked down to make sure Frances was wearing nothing more than flat slippers.

      “Where is your father?”

      “Playing cards, I believe.”

      “He should be here with us.”

      “He did come tonight, and we got the good carriage,” Frances said soothingly.

      “Miss Plimpton?”

      Frances turned and found Mr. Brooks in a bow, his eyes darting to Daisy dancing with the baron before falling back on her.

      “Mr. Brooks, a pleasure to see you this evening. How are you enjoying the music?”

      “It is lovely.” He smiled before turning to her mother. “Mrs. Plimpton,” he acknowledged.

      “Mr. Brooks, how nice to see you again so soon.”

      “The pleasure is mine, I assure you.”

      “As you can see, my Daisy is otherwise engaged, and I believe her next set is taken, but I’m sure she can find a slot for you on her dance card once she returns.”

      “Perhaps,” he agreed, his shoulders sagging at the news, before he turned to Frances. “Miss Plimpton, would you be so inclined? While we wait?”

      “I would be—” Frances stammered, blinking more than once to make sure Mr. Brooks was truly asking her to dance.

      “That’s so kind of you to offer, but Frances must decline,” Mama cut her off.

      “Are you feeling unwell?” Mr. Brooks looked at Frances with concern.

      “I’m…” Mama shot her a look that warned her to consider her next words carefully. Frances turned to see how lit the room was, how close the dancers were, then brought her hand to her thankfully still hidden temple and reluctantly said, “Yes, I’m afraid I have a bit of a headache. I do hope you enjoy the rest of your evening.”

      “You as well,” he agreed, before Frances followed her mother to the corner of the room, where a dozen chairs were waiting for wallflowers and chaperones.

      “Honestly, the nerve of that man. As if my daughters were interchangeable.”

      “I believe he was trying to be kind. No one else asked me to dance.” Frances tried not to sound bitter, but she could count on a single hand how many times she’d ever danced at a ball.

      “That may be, but it wouldn’t do to have one of your sister’s suitors appearing to give up on her. Even if it is the second son of a baron.”

      “I hadn’t considered how it would look for Daisy,” Frances said slowly.

      “That’s what mamas are for.” She smiled, and Frances smiled back, but it crumbled as she watched Mr. Brooks approach a young debutante who looked thrilled to accompany him. Frances assumed she would be equally enthralled if she were ever allowed to dance.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “I’m not late, am I?” Nathaniel asked, his carriage stopping in front of his maternal grandparents’ home just as his grandmother and cousin were walking out of it.

      “What are you doing here?” Rebecca beamed when she spotted him.

      “Escorting the lovely Miss Turner to the first ball of her very first season. I must say you are a vision.” His cousin’s dress was finer than anything he’d seen her wear before. He placed a kiss on her cheek. “You clearly take after Grandmama’s side of the family.”

      “Flattery gets you everywhere, Nathaniel.” Grandmama raised her eyebrow.

      “It was Lizzie’s, from her first season. I thought she looked like a princess in it.”

      “As do you,” Nathaniel assured her. “But you shouldn’t have to wear her old dresses. I am sure I told you to get anything you wanted from the modiste for tonight.”

      “This was what I wanted, truly,” she assured him with a slight twirl. “I’ve been dreaming of this dress for years.”

      Upon closer inspection, the silver fabric seemed to have metallic threads running through it, catching the light and reflecting it so Rebecca sparkled.

      “You look beautiful, and not just because of the dress.”

      Rebecca blushed through one of her signature smiles. Nathaniel couldn’t remember the last time he’d smiled that brightly, but it was Rebecca’s natural state.

      “You are welcome to join, of course, but I am happy to escort Rebecca this season,” he told his grandmother, who confirmed with Rebecca before retreating into the manor. He would never want Rebecca to know how jealous he was that their grandmother could stay home, or that he’d have preferred to pour gin straight into his eyeballs than attend a single ball, let alone a season’s worth.

      “Don’t be nervous,” he said, sensing Rebecca’s energy once they were in the carriage.

      “I’m more excited. I used to stay up late so Lizzie could come home and tell me all about the dances and the dresses.”

      Nathaniel sincerely doubted his sister ever fondly recalled dancing, but he supposed even complaints could be tempting if you weren’t allowed to attend.

      “As long as the men there aren’t blind and have at least half a brain, you’ll be the belle of the ball.”

      “I just hope I don’t trip.”

      “Then don’t try to lead,” he teased, but it was a genuine concern. Not that she was bossy, but she was proficient on both sides, and he himself had fumbled a step or two back when such things still made him nervous. She looked stricken, so he added, “I’ve never seen you miss a step. And if he’s worthy of you, he should be able to lead you in a way that even if you do trip, he’ll catch you so no one else notices.”

      “You won’t be overly critical, will you?”

      “I want nothing more than to see you happily married, Becca, so I won’t be overly critical, but I won’t let you settle, either.”

      “You won’t let me?” She raised an eyebrow at him. He had been her guardian for nearly four years, yet he wasn’t sure he’d ever forbidden her from doing anything.

      “Someone will ask for a dance. You’ll agree and be your charming self so he will fall in love with you and ask for your hand. You’ll have no interest, but be too kind to break his heart, which is why I will not give just anyone my blessing.”

      While he had lost his chance at happiness, Nathaniel was determined to see each of his siblings – including Rebecca, though she was technically a cousin – married off to nothing less than the loves of their lives.

      “You can predict the future?”

      “Would you refuse anyone adequate who asked?”

      “Not a dance, but I hope I wouldn’t marry someone I felt no affection for.”

      “My hope as well,” Nathaniel agreed as they pulled up to Sampson House. He took a deep breath, remembering the last time he’d walked up those steps and danced the night away with a very different girl on his arm.

      “It’s beautiful,” Rebecca marveled.

      “Shall we?” he asked, taking her arm. As long as he concentrated on the wonder in her eyes, perhaps he could forget the ache in his chest.

      “Thank you for accompanying me. Grandmama was willing, but…”

      “It’s better to be introduced to society by a young earl than an old chaperone.”

      “I won’t tell Grandmama you called her old.” She smiled. “But I truly appreciate it.”

      “You deserve this, Becca. All of it.”

      

      It was like time had stood still in the Sampson ballroom. Tables decked out with refreshments, chairs in a corner for chaperones, and young ladies pretending they were taking a break from all the dancing when in truth they hadn’t been asked. The orchestra was on a raised platform, serenading twenty or so couples into a quadrille. All exactly as it was six years ago.

      “Miss Rebecca Turner, escorted by Nathaniel Sutton, the Earl of Lark,” a footman announced when they approached before handing Rebecca her dance card.

      “If anyone asks, we can say you injured yourself fencing and are barred from dancing for weeks, if not months,” Rebecca said, noticing, as he did, that at least a dozen mothers turned to look at them as soon as his name–or rather his title–was announced.

      “Was it fending off a dozen highwaymen that you sustained the injury?” Elizabeth, his eldest younger sibling, teased as she approached them.

      Nathaniel avoided society as much as he could, especially ballrooms, but his sister, who was decked from head to toe in black, hadn’t been to London since she’d been widowed two years prior. Not that she’d left the countryside much before then, either.

      Lizzie shrugged at his surprised look and turned to Rebecca, placing a hand over her heart. “You look dazzling, dearest. I loved that dress, but it was clearly made for you.”

      “You’re far too kind.” Rebecca blushed. “I thought the story was that he was practicing with Stevens and he slipped. The point is to make him less desirable, is it not?”

      “You were my favorite,” Nathaniel warned her.

      “I would pretend to be offended, but I don’t think I was ever his favorite. Not even before Teddy was born.” Elizabeth brought her thumb to her chin as if considering the matter, though she’d been his only sibling at the time.

      “Don’t be silly, Lizzie, of course you were my favorite back then, right up until you learned how to talk.”

      He smiled at the restraint it took her not to stick her tongue out at him in the middle of the ballroom, where most eyes were on their party.

      “It’s good to see you too, brother.”

      “How long are you in town for?” Rebecca asked, clearly thrilled to have more than just his counsel in finding a match. Or perhaps he was projecting his own relief. Lizzie had been the catch of her season, and might even enjoy chaperoning Rebecca instead of him on occasion.

      “I haven’t decided. I couldn’t miss your first official ball, and then I’d hate to have to hear about your suitors from letters…”

      “You could throw a house party,” Nathaniel suggested before turning to Rebecca.

      His every instinct told him to stick to the shadows, away from the crowds and the incessant questions or condolences he knew were coming, but she was looking around the room with awe. And there was only so many times he could glare at approaching mamas before they refused to back down.

      “In the meantime, how about I simply embarrass myself on that dance floor, if you would do me the absolute honor of your first dance?”

      “I would be delighted.” Rebecca beamed, her eyes wide as they walked to the dance floor.

      “Is it all that you expected?”

      “It’s perfect,” Rebecca assured him. “Just like they described.”

      Nathaniel ignored the pang and tried to smile, but she’d slipped by saying they. Lizzie would have been loath to recount all the dresses of her first season, but Josephine would have remembered every detail.

      Rebecca was too enthralled to notice her mistake, so Nathaniel tried not to show it as he twirled her around the room, dancing with his ghosts.
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      “My, my, I haven’t seen the Earl of Lark in a ballroom in…I can’t even remember,” Mrs. Plimpton remarked when he danced past them.

      Everyone had turned to watch when he’d come in, but even through his dark curls–which were a touch longer than was de rigueur, so they slightly hid his face rather than framing it–Frances could see he looked miserable, like this was the absolute last place he wanted to be. Which might have to do with the many mothers attempting to get his attention. Mrs. Plimpton would certainly have been one of them, were the baron not actively showing interest in Daisy.

      “According to the society papers, he’s not interested in innocent, well-bred ladies,” Daisy whispered. “The more wanton the better.”

      “Daisy Plimpton, we do not use that language, nor do we repeat such gossip,” their mother reproached.

      “Of course not, Mama.” Daisy rolled her eyes. “I’m merely stating that he’s made it clear he has no interest in marriage.”

      “All men think they don’t want to settle down, until they do,” Mama argued.

      “They just haven’t found the right woman yet.” Frances smiled at her sister as the newly minted Viscount St. John stopped beside her, his eyes seemingly on the earl as well.

      “Or the right encouragement,” her mother agreed, pursing her lips as she noticed the viscount, which usually meant she had some sort of plan. Probably to get him to dance with Daisy, or stop by for tea. Mama was an expert at wording invitations so people had no choice but to accept.

      “Lord St. John, I do believe you promised my dear Daisy a dance.”

      Case in point.

      In reality, Mama had accosted him at a recent event to congratulate him on the new title, then asked if he planned on dancing, to which he replied he had to leave, but perhaps another night. Hardly a promise.

      The viscount looked to Daisy with confusion for a second, then to Mama, and either remembered the exchange, or pretended to.

      “I did, didn’t I? Mrs. Plimpton, you have an excellent memory.”

      “You are too kind, my lord. I simply know her dance card is almost full, and I would hate for you to miss out.”

      It was bold of Mama to phrase it like Daisy was the catch, but Lord St. John had come into his title less than a year ago, and Frances heard gossip he’d been a stable hand before. While he was now one of London’s most eligible bachelors, there were some who refused to look past his upbringing.

      “No, we wouldn’t want that,” he agreed. “Miss Daisy⁠—”

      “I would love to,” Daisy cut him off, then followed him onto the floor.

      The viscount had smiled at the interruption, but Mama looked affronted.

      “What manners were those?”

      “Perhaps he appreciated her eagerness,” Frances suggested.

      “Or she’ll lose his interest and gain a reputation. You girls will be the death of me.”

      Frances assumed her mother was including her elder sisters in that statement. Mary had married a vicar instead of a marquess, and Iris’ betrothal was both sudden and necessary to preserve her honor.

      “Shall I get you a lemonade? And some biscuits?” Frances anticipated when her mother brought her fingers to her temple.

      “Yes, please do.” Mama sighed and took a seat, her fan doing little to appease her nerves.
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      Rebecca looked over and waited for Nathaniel to nod before accepting any invitation to dance, which he appreciated, but he wasn’t one of the anxious mothers doing everything in their power to have their daughters married off. While he would prefer to never see the inside of another ballroom, he also thought Rebecca was young to marry, and wanted her to enjoy a season and discover what she wanted before finding someone whose company she truly enjoyed. He cared nothing about titles or livings, as long as the man could make her smile.

      “Lord Lark.”

      Never had his own name so grated on his nerves as this evening, hearing it at least a hundred times from all the mothers introducing him to their eligible young daughters.

      “Miss Caulder,” he acknowledged her with a strained smile. She’d been a debutante back when Nathaniel attended every dreadful one of these parties for the chance to dance with Jo. As he’d been raised a gentleman, he’d also danced with nearly every other young woman, Miss Caulder included. As far as he recalled, she was an excellent dancer, but her disparaging remarks about her cohort had left a bad taste in his mouth.

      “It’s Lady Markham now,” she said proudly. “Have you met my youngest sister, Miss Henrietta Caulder?” She motioned to the blonde woman behind her, who curtsied to him.

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “I take it your presence tonight means you have finally decided to settle down and take a wife?”

      Unlike the other ladies this evening, who’d skirted around the topic, Lady Markham came out and said it.

      “No, I am merely escorting Miss Turner.” He nodded toward his cousin, reminding himself why he was out in public after years spent avoiding any hint of polite society.

      “Perhaps next year.” The young Miss Caulder smiled demurely, clearly trying to convey that she was interested whenever he was ready.

      “I have no intentions of marrying. Ever.” His tone was clipped, a warning that he meant it with every fiber of his being, not as the challenge some women viewed it as.

      “But you’re an earl,” Lady Markham said, as if he’d somehow forgotten.

      “Yes, and I have three younger brothers. Surely one of them will do.” He signaled to a footman who carried a tray of champagne, then drank it before Lady Markham recovered from her shock.

      “You’re hardly endearing yourself to the fairer sex with that kind of⁠—”

      “I wasn’t trying to.” He put the flute down and managed a “Good evening” before retreating. He’d behaved rather poorly, but infinitely better than he could have.
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Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Frances went to the refreshment table and filled a plate with all the gorgeous treats her mother would never allow her to eat in a ballroom surrounded by the best of the ton. Not that she could have more than a bite at home either. She’d lost all her baby fat and was average in size, but her mother was slimmer in the waist, with a more ample bosom, which became an issue when Mrs. Plimpton decided Frances could make do with her mother’s old dresses rather than new ones. Frances didn’t really mind, as many of the old dresses were beautiful, sometimes more elegant than the new ones Daisy received, but they were also a constant reminder of how she fell short when compared to the beauty of her mother’s youth.

      “The blue one was divine.”

      Frances looked up from her plate and recognized the girl with curly brown hair who’d come with the Earl of Lark.

      “A bit messy when you bite into it, so be careful, but entirely worth the trouble. I’m Rebecca Turner,” she whispered the last part, as one wasn’t supposed to introduce oneself.

      She liked the girl immediately.

      “Frances Plimpton.” She smiled and arranged her hair to make sure it still covered her mark. Then she remembered the heaping plate of sweets she was holding. “These aren’t for me,” she quickly pointed out. “But I’ll be sure to add a blue one for my mother.”

      “Sampson balls always have the best desserts,” the woman next to Rebecca added. In contrast to her companion’s darker features and silver dress, this woman had hair so blond it looked white, especially against her stark black dress.

      “This is my cousin, Elizabeth, the Dowager Countess of Lotham,” Rebecca introduced, while the woman in question smiled warmly.

      Frances went to offer her condolences, but Rebecca spoke up before she could.

      “Is this your first season as well? I find everything so exciting, but I couldn’t say which of my chaperones is most eager to leave.”

      “It’s my sister’s first.” Frances looked over and saw Daisy dancing with yet another gentleman. “And my fifth, actually,” she admitted, realizing how pathetic it sounded. “But the balls are always enchanting.”

      Miss Turner then asked how this ball compared to others, with absolutely no judgment over Frances’ failed seasons. Which, in her defense, hadn’t all been her fault. From dealing with the fallout from Iris’ scandal, to spending months with Mary every time she gave birth…the cards were stacked against her.

      “I must admit, we came over specifically to compliment you on the flower in your hair,” Miss Turner told her after they discussed the most notable balls Frances and Lady Lotham had attended. “We couldn’t decide if it was violets or bluebells, but up close, I suspect it is neither.”

      “Oh.” Frances brought her hand to her temple, having completely forgotten the personal touch she’d added to brighten her evening. “It’s chicory.”

      “I haven’t seen them out yet,” Lady Lotham commented. “Where did you acquire it?”

      “I grow them myself,” Frances admitted, wondering if she should pretend it was through the intermediary of a gardener. “I would be happy to send some to you, if you wish. Perhaps a plant you can put in your own garden once the weather improves.”

      “That would be most generous,” Miss Turner exclaimed. “What else do you grow?”
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      Nathaniel finally found Elizabeth and Rebecca by the refreshments. He made his way over with purpose, lest anyone else assume he wanted to converse, but he quickly saw they weren’t alone. He nearly retreated to the terrace to avoid any further discussions of his eligibility, but the ladies were deeply engaged in a conversation about dirt, of all things, and neither seemed bored, or the least bit interested in his approach.

      “Isn’t yarrow the one that looks like lace?” Rebecca inquired.

      “It was in the tea your father would make us for fevers,” Lizzie agreed before turning her focus back onto their new friend.

      “You don’t even need to drink it, soaking in water infused with it can help. I usually keep some by my window, because it’s very useful, but it’s also so pretty.”

      He didn’t recognize the woman, but her entire being came alive as she elaborated on those many uses. There was something mesmerizing about the way her face lit up with her smile.

      “We should have some at home. I’ll speak to—Nathaniel!”

      As he’d been spotted, he took a step closer, but at the same time, their new friend turned, either to see him or perhaps to escape, and nearly collided into him. Rather, she would have – and spilled the content of her dessert plate onto his white shirt in the process – but he managed to steady her with one hand and catch her plate with the other.

      “The desserts are the one saving grace to these events,” he commented on her heaping pile of sweets to lighten the mood, but the second he looked up and caught her eye, he couldn’t help but notice they were the precise shade of her dress; a clear, icy blue. Her mouth opened in shock, accentuating full lips as her breath hitched. Then she brought her hand to her temple, as if to shield her face from him, terror in her eyes.

      Lizzie took charge. “Miss Plimpton, may I introduce you to my brother, the Earl of Lark.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Plimpton.” Nathaniel released her with a tip of his head, as she regained her composure.

      “The pleasure is mine.” She swallowed nervously, but her smile was warm.

      “Miss Plimpton was just telling us that she grew the beautiful flowers in her hair.” Rebecca pointed to the blue petals peeking out of her strawberry blond locks, causing the girl to blush.

      “Is that so?” he asked, mostly feigning interest, but he felt terrible for being the reason her smile faltered.

      She nodded. “I’m quite fond of flowers.” She gave an apologetic smile before Lizzie cut in.

      “But how do you insulate against the cold?”

      “We have a tiny greenhouse. Our cook’s husband was a groundskeeper for a large estate in his youth, so she had him make it for me. For us. I can spend hours in there, even in the middle of December.”

      Nathaniel watched her as she spoke. He didn’t even think she was aware of the smile that spread as she did, especially considering the blush that colored her cheeks after that confession.

      Miss Plimpton beamed, then answered another series of questions from Lizzie and Rebecca. She smiled, shy but warm, whenever their eyes met, but for the most part, she focused on the girls and the flowers they discussed. Perhaps he should have been offended by that, but it was refreshing to not have to field questions about his intentions to marry. Or lack thereof.

      “I must return to my mother, but it was a pleasure meeting you all,” Miss Plimpton said after a few more minutes.

      “The pleasure was ours,” Rebecca assured her, and Nathaniel was surprised that he agreed.

      He dipped his head as Miss Plimpton curtseyed to the three of them before dashing across the dance floor and out of sight.
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      Frances made her way back to her mother, still reeling from her encounter with the earl. He’d looked at her with such intensity for a brief moment, that she’d been certain her mark was on full display, or that he had a temper and was about to reproach her for fumbling, but he’d been kind. And his sisters not only complimented her flower, but also seemed genuinely interested in her gardening. She hoped their attendance wasn’t an anomaly, as conversations like that, as nerve-wracking as it had been, might make another suitor-less season enjoyable.

      She glanced through the window to the gardens, though she couldn’t really see anything in this light, and imagined all the beautiful colors it must contain. She was about to continue to Mama, but she saw Mr. Brooks. Then distinctly heard him say “Daisy”. Which could be a comment on the garden, but she lingered long enough to hear him mention her as well.

      “The youngest is pleasing to look at, but that older sister couldn’t even tempt my stable hand. Pitiful.” His companion laughed. “She’s on the shelf by now, isn’t she? Didn’t see her on the dance floor once.”

      “She has a headache,” Mr. Brooks said quickly.

      “That’s what they say if they don’t want to lose face when no one can be bothered to ask them.” There was a slight pause. “Unless you did? Ask her?”

      “She looked sad, and her sister was otherwise engaged.”

      “So you thought you would play the gallant knight to the homely sister to impress the handsome damsel? She was sad because every man worth anything knew to steer clear of that embarrassment.”

      “Miss Daisy Plimpton is⁠—”

      “Beneath you, Brooks. And not worth entertaining that awkward sister for. If there was a title at stake, or a fortune…perhaps, but I would never stoop that low for a mere miss of absolutely no repute. The whole family is sorely lacking station and class, not to mention buried in gambling debts. A pleasing smile could make up for one, maybe, but definitely not all three. Come, let’s find some real entertainment.”

      Frances hurried to hide when she heard the gentlemen approaching, but short of standing behind a plant and hoping they didn’t look in her direction, there wasn’t anywhere to go.

      Mr. Brooks’ entire face went white when he spotted her. He had the decency to look remorseful over the conversation, whether or not she’d heard, but his companion, who was tall, blond, and exactly Daisy’s type, smiled like he owned the place and actually winked at her. It was possible he didn’t recognize her, but as he quickly found a servant and helped himself both to a glass of champagne and a grab at her derrière, it became evident that he didn’t care if or what she’d heard, especially since there was absolutely nothing she, nor the servant girl, could do about him.

      By the time Frances handed the plate of desserts to her mother, she could think of nothing but Mr. Brooks’ vile companion and his hurtful words.
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      Watching the evening through Rebecca’s eyes had almost made it bearable, though Nathaniel staunchly rejected most of the suitors they discussed on the ride home.

      “Perhaps you don’t truly know these men,” Lizzie argued when he turned down her pick.

      “No, the issue is that I know them too well. They are rakes and scoundrels, and their intentions are not honorable. They asked you to dance because they know I would know better than to allow it to go any further.”

      “I have heard reformed rakes make the best husbands,” his sister shared, mostly to get a rise out of him. “If you ever deigned to⁠—”

      “I would be the worst husband. I could never hate a woman enough to subject her to that.”

      “Your bark is worse than your bite.”

      “What about Viscount St. John?” Nathaniel made an obvious attempt to steer the conversation away from him and back onto Rebecca. “I saw you dancing together. Two sets, if I am not mistaken.” It was the most one could dance with the same partner before your intentions were called into question.

      “When?” Lizzie demanded.

      “You were avoiding Lady Markham,” Rebecca filled her in. “I believe he asked me to escape some very fierce matriarchs.”

      “Now he is a Rake with a capital R. And a scoundrel. I wouldn’t dance with or turn my back to him.”

      “He is a viscount now, Lizzie. I’m sure he has matured,” Nathaniel argued. They had all grown up together, but Lizzie and Thomas had brought out the worst in each other when they were children.

      “He had no interest in me from a suitor’s perspective. And he much prefers the country, so I doubt we’ll be seeing him at any more balls. At least not in the city.”

      “Well, if we do, I think very highly of St. John.”

      “I don’t,” Lizzie grumbled as the carriage stopped in front of Wiltshire Manor. Nathaniel wished them goodnight, then continued to Sutton House.

      As soon as he was alone, he brought his forehead to his hand and tried to breathe out all the grief and anger he’d tried to hide all evening, all the memories that haunted him with a vengeance after being buried for so long. With his head down, he noticed a spot of blue icing. It seemed he hadn’t been as swift as he’d believed in catching Miss Plimpton’s plate. He sighed and shook his head. Of course, he would stain his shirt and walk around like that for hours without knowing.

      He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at the absurdity of it all. It did not bode well for the rest of the season, that having desserts spilled on him was the most enjoyable interaction he’d had. Well, perhaps not the initial incident, where he’d scared the poor girl, but Miss Plimpton’s was the sole conversation, outside of family, that he hadn’t felt the urge to flee from.

      “My lord?” The footman’s tone implied it was not his first attempt to rouse him.

      Nathaniel looked at the large, empty houses on either side of the square, and deeply regretted turning down the offer to stay at Wiltshire Manor. He had absolutely no interest in going inside to be alone with his memories, especially not tonight.

      “Thank you, Clark, but I think I’ll be heading out again. Covent Garden. No need to wait up.”

      “As you wish, my lord.”

      Clark shut the carriage door and alerted the driver to the new destination. It was a terrible idea, but tonight had reinforced Nathaniel’s need to deter all marriage-minded mothers, and how better than to add to his miserable reputation?
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Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      “Viscount S was enthralled with a young debutante at the Sampson ball, and word around the servant’s grapevine is that he extended his stay in the city, which bodes well for any aspiring viscountesses,” Mrs. Plimpton read out loud from the week-old pamphlet as their carriage made its way across town for the Williams garden party, looking incredibly pleased with herself.

      “He only danced with me once,” Daisy reminded her, though she had a smile as she reached over for the society papers.

      “But he did seem enthralled,” Mrs. Plimpton reminded her with a knowing smile.

      “He seemed uncertain of himself. I daresay he isn’t used to dancing, which is to be expected, given his upbringing.”

      “They may dance differently in the country. Or he could be out of practice. Perhaps rendered nervous by how stunning you looked in that dress,” Frances offered, to which Daisy shot her sister a grateful smile.

      “Either way, he’s a viscount, so it hardly matters whether he can dance. You would be set for life.”

      “I know dancing isn’t required once you’re married, but surely a title doesn’t overrule everything?” Frances questioned, thinking of the rude things Mr. Brooks’ friend had both said and done at the Sampson ball.

      Mama huffed. “There is very little that can’t be forgiven for a title.”

      “I’m afraid society agrees with Mama,” Daisy said before reading aloud. “Though he hadn’t attended a ball since long before he inherited the title, the Earl of L graced us with his presence at the Sampson ball, even making it onto the dance floor, though not with anyone worth mentioning. Beware, my dears, with those green eyes and that enviable fortune, no one is safe from his seduction. Then again, who wouldn’t want to catch an earl?”

      “He would be an excellent match for you, Daisy.” Mama nodded approvingly, as if Daisy was the one who needed convincing.

      “Was he as handsome in person as the papers say?” she asked.

      “He never got close to anyone he wasn’t related to, though many other mothers did try to get their claws in him. Rather pathetic,” Mama replied.

      “I was asking Frances.”

      She froze.

      “Her eyesight is no better than mine,” Mama warned, clearly offended.

      “They had a conversation by the refreshment table.”

      “You never mentioned it,” Mama reproached, nudging Papa. He’d been asleep, or at least pretending to be, for the ride thus far.

      If anyone had seen Frances nearly crash into Lord Lark, she certainly wouldn’t find a match, and her parents would never forgive her clumsiness.

      “It wasn’t worth mentioning.” Frances shrugged, but she could feel the heat rising in her cheeks.

      “This means you’ve been introduced?”

      “Barely. The encounter lasted all of a minute.”

      “What was he like?” Daisy pressed.

      “His relations did most of the talking, but he was polite,” Frances said, remembering the sadness in those green eyes when he’d steadied her. The papers failed to mention they were equally likely to break one’s heart as to seduce.

      “You met the dowager countess as well?” Their mother was beside herself.

      “Briefly, while I filled your plate, which I made a point to tell them wasn’t mine.”

      Not that Frances expected praise, but her mother looked like she’d momentarily lost her familiarity with the English language.

      “I heard the earl is friends with the viscount. If Mama has her way, then you and I could both—” Daisy was teasing, but Frances didn’t like where things were going.

      “The earl wasn’t interested in anyone, Daisy.”

      “Perhaps you could introduce him to Daisy this afternoon. If he attends,” Mama suggested.

      It wasn’t like Frances thought herself worthy enough to even entertain the thought of someone like the Earl of Lark–she would have laughed at anyone who suggested it–but she felt a prick at how quickly her mother decided to use her introduction to set him up with Daisy.

      “Or we could let Frances wear the pink dress next time, and see what happens.”

      Frances looked over, worried Daisy was mocking her, as Iris always had, but she wore an affectionately teasing smile, probably hoping that, for once, Frances would be the object of their mother’s fussing.

      “Don’t be silly, Daisy. The pink dress was made specifically to fit you. But this is very interesting. Well done, Frances. I can’t fathom why you wouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Because it wasn’t worth mentioning,” Frances repeated as her parents exchanged looks.

      “I thought for sure she would have been watching him,” Daisy whispered as their parents did the same on the opposite seat.

      “Not while you danced with barons and viscounts.”

      “I was underwhelmed by the viscount. Very distracted, hardly any conversation. Even Mr. Brooks was better. I’m surprised he gave up so easily.”

      “You weren’t interested in him, anyway.” Frances assumed he hadn’t so much given up on Daisy as not yet found the courage to face the Plimptons after what she’d overheard. Not that she would tell anyone.

      “I suppose not. Though I prefer being the one who decides we won’t suit.”

      “You would suit with anyone, Daisy, but it doesn’t mean you should.”

      She sighed. “After Mary and Iris, I doubt either of us will have any choice.”

      “I imagine we’ll see Lord Bradley today. His sister married the younger Mr. Williams, didn’t she?” Frances tried to lift her sister’s spirits, though she herself would not look so dreary if their parents were attempting to pair her with Lord Lark. There were men – or titles – their mother got excited about, and Daisy certainly had no trouble imagining herself as a countess, but Lord Bradley was the only man Frances had ever seen her sister truly interested in. She’d gone shy, blushed, and couldn’t stop smiling for days after meeting him.

      “The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind,” Daisy lied, but the smile was there. “Unfortunately, this weather will turn my hair into a mess. Perhaps next time you would consent to putting one of your flowers in my hair as well?”

      “You look beautiful, and you know it,” Frances pointed out, though she appreciated Daisy making an effort to connect. She took the pink carnation from her own hair and fixed it into Daisy’s. “But you can never go wrong with some floral accents.”
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      “What about him?” Rebecca asked, nodding to a young gentleman as they took a turn around the gardens. Nathaniel much preferred the outdoors to stuffy ballrooms, but it was much harder to avoid society when there was no music or dancing to occupy them.

      “He thinks he is.” Nathaniel shrugged dismissively, but he also pulled Rebecca closer.

      “If he is not a rake, would he therefore be a prospective suitor?”

      Unlike the mamas having similar conversations with their daughters, assessing their options, Rebecca was using it as a game to find out more about men and what Nathaniel did when he wasn’t with the family. He should put an end to that line of questioning, for propriety’s sake, but he preferred talking to Rebecca over anyone else at the party.

      “No, there are so-called rakes who quietly live their lives, with an unwavering code of honor that inspires misguided romanticism. Then there are men who call themselves rakes, because it flatters their pride to think they are capable of wooing any woman. Of ruining them,” he added delicately.

      “Which means he is worse than a rake, because he doesn’t abide by any code,” she understood. “Which one are you?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Not out of those, but if I was looking for someone honorable, devoted to their family, smart, charming…I would continue, but I’m not sure your ego could take it.”

      “Having grown up with me, I doubt you believe even half of that.”

      “It is precisely because I grew up with you that I know that.”

      “You don’t want someone like me, Becca. You need a respectable man with a comfortable income, who dotes on his mother, honors his father, and grew up in the country.”

      “What do you have against the city?”

      “It encourages men to value diamonds over substance, and you deserve a man who loves you for both.”

      “Says the man who believes love matches are a myth.”

      “I said they don’t end well,” he argued. “No matter who you choose, they will obviously love you. My only hope is that you feel the same.”

      “Now who is forgetting what they learnt from us growing up together?”

      Nathaniel smiled, about to reiterate that it gave him the advantage in that area, but he saw his younger brother, James, walking over from the company of Lady Markham and Miss Caulder.

      “That was fast,” he said to himself, getting a questioning look from Becca, before she also spotted James. The four Sutton boys had their father’s dark curls paired with their mother’s green eyes, but while James was seven years younger than Nathaniel, he was also four inches taller.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” Nathaniel greeted.

      “I was avoiding these events after you and Teddy basically declared me the next earl, but an heir can never compete in the presence of the actual title.”

      “I didn’t know you were so fearful of commitment.”

      “I’m not opposed to it. I merely doubt I’ll encounter the woman of my dreams when she is thrust upon me by her ambitious parents.”

      “Where will you encounter her then?” Nathaniel inquired. “One of your private parties?”

      “The very nature of them implies that no one is looking to get married, at least not to another guest. And they, at least, know how to hold their tongues.” James gave him a pointed look, possibly because though more mischief happened at the weekend parties James attended, Nathaniel’s nightly adventures were more often reported on.

      “My reputation helps both our cases,” he defended himself.

      “As does the mistaken belief that James spends all his nights at home, taking care of his siblings while Nathaniel seduces all of London,” Rebecca pointed out.

      “To think this is coming from one of those siblings.” James eyed her.

      “You dote on us,” Rebecca said quickly. “You both do. And I think your pristine reputation is entirely deserved, James.”

      “You grew up with him as well,” Nathaniel pointed out.

      “Yes, but I’m her favourite.” James smiled smugly in a teasing manner.

      Rebecca rolled her eyes and assured Nathaniel she had no favourites, but she still followed James when he took her arm and insisted he had a friend she must meet.

      

      “It is a treat to see the Suttons out in numbers.” Lady Rochefort approached Nathaniel after he escaped a lengthy conversation with a slew of husband-hunters. She was his grandmother’s age, but an imposing figure, nonetheless.

      “We do occasionally participate in society.”

      “You haven’t. Not in ages,” she argued. “Have you changed your mind about marriage then?”

      “No, just escorting Rebecca.”

      She looked at him and sighed. “Let’s explore the gardens.”

      “I…” Nathaniel searched for an excuse, but his eyes landed on another group of young ladies – and their mothers – approaching. “I would be delighted.”

      “Yes, I thought you might be.” She didn’t even attempt to hide her smile.

      “How are you enjoying the party, Lady Rochefort?” he asked.

      “As well as can be expected, given the lack of seating or quality conversations. Although I am told we may have dancing and more refreshments to look forward to.”

      “Outside?”

      “The weather is precarious, and Lady Williams is determined to usher everyone inside at the first sign of rain, before anyone escapes.”

      “Spoken as though you are also here against your will,” he pointed out.

      “Of course not. But many eligible bachelors are attempting to flee. Conversation isn’t their strong suit, but dancing might be.”

      “Men don’t flee. We retreat gracefully when the odds are stacked against us.”

      “Of course.” She placated him with a pat on his hand. “And you merely took my arm because you are a kind and gallant young man.”

      “I should hope so.”

      “One of the few who could claim it. Apples and trees and all. How are your grandparents?”

      “They’re well. I’m sure Lady Wiltshire would be delighted to have you for tea.”

      “Is she back in the city, then?”

      “Arrived last week,” he agreed. “Even the dowager countess is making an appearance.”

      “I’ll need better papers if I’m missing out on all the important gossip.”

      “We hardly qualify.”

      “You’re much too smart to believe that,” she warned. “Perhaps not Lady Wiltshire, but Lady Lotham, certainly.”

      “My sister is still in mourning,” Nathaniel reminded her. It was past the customary year, but Lizzie’s position was only secure until her brother-in-law was old enough to marry. Even then, she need never find another husband if she didn’t want to.

      “I wish she weren’t, but I can’t say I blame her. If one already has children, widowhood is our only opportunity to live as men,” Lady Rochefort said bluntly.

      They were in a quiet part of the garden where tall bushes hid a rather large statue, surrounded by early bursts of color. His sisters would know the names of most the flowers, he presumed, but other than roses and sunflowers, Nathaniel was far from knowledgeable on the subject. His mother had been an avid gardener, but every time she’d needed help, his father had volunteered, reminding her they didn’t want the boys to think they could cover themselves head to toe in mud. “And yet you do,” she would shoot back, rolling her eyes, but she always had that smile, like she was only pretending to be cross. The gardener often looked miserable when they tended to things, but his parents were always laughing when they returned, both covered in dirt.

      “Did you know my Christian name is Rose?” Lady Rochefort asked, drawing him from his memories.

      “I did not,” he admitted. She had many nicknames, but none were as simple – or as kind – as Rose.

      “My mother’s favorite flower. I hated them as a child, since they had the name first, but I must say they’ve grown on me. Especially the different colored ones.”

      “Ah, Lady Rochefort!” a woman exclaimed as soon as she found them in the secluded area, her daughter in tow. The older woman looked annoyed by her surroundings, stepping away from anything resembling nature in her haste to reach them, while her daughter, whom Nathaniel would bet any money was unattached, practically had to be dragged away from the shrubbery.

      “Mrs. Plimpton.” Lady Rochefort gave Nathaniel a look that confirmed his worst suspicions, but he recognized the name.

      “I’m sure you’ve met my eldest unwed daughter, Frances.”

      It was the girl from the Sampson ball, who’d befriended Rebecca and Elizabeth through hair adornments and sweets.

      “Of course. Miss Plimpton.” Lady Rochefort tilted her head in greeting before returning to the mother. “Have you met the Earl of Lark?” she asked.

      “I don’t believe I’ve had the honor,” Mrs. Plimpton said quickly.

      “A pleasure,” Nathaniel said through gritted teeth before turning to the daughter, who was now politely following the exchange. “Lovely to see you again, Miss Plimpton. You must be quite in your element here.”

      “It is kind of you to remember, my lord,” she said with a bow that masked her faint blush at being discovered. “I could spend hours in this corner alone.”

      “Miss Plimpton is very fond of plants,” he felt the need to tell Lady Rochefort, whose eyebrows showed her surprise. “My sisters were quite envious of her…”

      “Chicory,” Frances filled in for him. “Though these blooms are infinitely more spectacular.”

      “Fascinating.” Lady Rochefort was not talking about the flowers, and Nathaniel would have rolled his eyes with a reproachful smile if this were over tea in his grandmother’s sitting room, but as it was, he merely smiled as if he too found the foliage amusing.

      “I saw a black rose once,” Frances said out of the blue, though it also continued his earlier conversation with Lady Rochefort. It would have been more polite to pretend she hadn’t overheard, but she looked like she couldn’t contain her excitement. “It was breathtaking. Such beauty in such a dark color…”

      “I can only imagine the sheer elegance such a flower would inspire. Yellow is my personal favorite,” Lady Rochefort shared. “One can’t be blue when surrounded by yellow roses.”

      “It would be like sunshine in your sitting room. Or even in your garden, on both sunny and cloudy days.”

      “My thoughts precisely. You should come see my gardens, Miss Plimpton. I am quite proud of them, though I have nothing to do with the actual planting.” She gave Nathaniel a look, implying he wasn’t the only one to remember his parents’ antics, but there was also more to it.

      “Oh, I would love that immeasurably.” Miss Plimpton’s eyes, which today reflected the skies and looked nearly grey rather than blue, grew wide as if she’d been granted an audience with the queen.

      “That’s too kind of you, Lady Rochefort,” Mrs. Plimpton said with a stern look to her daughter, though Nathaniel didn’t see the harm in showing one’s enthusiasm. Life was too short not to enjoy as much of it while you still could.

      Mrs. Plimpton inquired about mutual acquaintances, and Nathaniel tried to follow along, out of politeness, but the women made no effort to include him. He was debating whether it would be ill-mannered of him to leave without giving his regards to the woman he’d ventured out with when he saw that Miss Plimpton had removed herself to smell a nearby plant, her eyes closed, savoring it.

      “Snow crocuses,” she told him when she opened her eyes on his approach. “My mother says she is allergic, so we never get to have any, but I’ve always found they smell like the first beautiful day of spring, when the air is cris, and the birds come alive.”

      “That’s a tall order for a single flower.”

      “I would be inclined to agree with you if I hadn’t smelled it myself. Although I suppose it depends on personal experiences. My governess when I was little kept a bouquet in the nursery. Smells are powerful stimulants for memory.”

      Nathaniel could tell she was battling with herself, equal parts passionate about the subject and nervous, like she had been told too many times not to bother others with her interests.

      “Floral scents remind me of this perfume store on Jermyn. My brother once spilled a bottle on himself, and we couldn’t get the smell out for days.”

      “Oh, perfumes are nothing like the actual flower,” she argued, bringing the plant closer to his face so he could smell the difference. It was clearly done as a reflex, because the instant she realized what she had done, her eyes grew wide and she went to pull back, but he decided to humor her and bent down to breathe it in.

      She was right. The flower reminded him of the picnics they’d have at Lark Estate when it was still too cold, but everyone was so excited to be out-of-doors after a long winter. There was another smell he couldn’t place, something calming that he wanted to investigate more, until he realized it was coming from Miss Plimpton herself, not the flower.

      “Perhaps if he’d rolled around in these, we wouldn’t have been so turned off.”

      Miss Plimpton smiled, then stepped away from the crocuses in favor of an orange and pink flower that placed a large plant between them.

      “Is that why you use flowers instead? In your hair?” he asked, though she wasn’t currently wearing any.

      “I enjoy smelling them,” she agreed, as he felt the first drops of rain Lady Rochefort had predicted. “But when I catch a glimpse of the flowers in a mirror, or even in the corner of my eye, it makes me happy.” She bit her bottom lip, as if she’d shared too much, then shrugged her shoulders.

      He wanted to tell her not to be so dismissive of things that make her happy, for he knew all too well how quickly they could be ripped away, but he’d found himself staring at her lips, which gave the wrong impression. Luckily, Miss Plimpton didn’t seem to notice as she looked up at the sky, which was attacking them with raindrops.

      “We should head inside,” he declared, stiffening at the coolness in the air. “Lady Rochefort?” he called, walking around the statue to find the two older women were no longer there.

      “Mama?” Miss Plimpton called.

      “They must have already headed back.” Nathaniel smiled to reassure her, but he had an uneasy feeling.

      The rain was coming down progressively harder, so he could hardly see a few feet in front of him, and Frances looked even more lost, no doubt unfamiliar with these gardens. This annual party, when the weather cooperated, was known in some circles for being dreadfully boring, but in others for the nooks and crannies one could get lost in, preferably with company.

      As it was, Miss Plimpton’s dress was soaked, and a cold sweat mingled with the rain on his back as Nathaniel worried she might freeze to death.

      “Here, take this.” He removed his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders, not sure if it would help, or simply weigh her down, but he couldn’t do nothing.

      “Thank you, my lord. My shawl was better suited for Daisy’s dress, so I let her wear it.”

      She was slipping on the wet grass, so he offered her his arm.

      “Thank you,” she repeated, sounding more embarrassed and annoyed than relieved. “I usually have a sure footing with my boots, but…” She motioned to her slippers, which were entirely covered in grass stains and mud.

      “Do you often garden in the rain then?”

      “No, of course not. I meant when walking through the park, after the rain has stopped.”

      She shivered, so he pulled her a touch closer, though he wasn’t sure how much body heat he had to spare.

      “It’s just a little further. You’ll be warmed up in no time.” He hoped he wasn’t lying. It was ridiculous to hold a garden party in March. Even without the rain, it was much too cold to be out-of-doors for an extended period of time. Who cared about the first bloody bloom of a silly flower?

      The answer came to him as he looked over and saw Miss Plimpton was more focused on the beauty of the garden surrounding them than the chill of the rain, or finding their way back.

      She cared.

      Nathaniel sighed with relief as they rounded the final hedge, putting the Williamses’ house into view. He quickened the pace, anxious to be indoors and with other people, but didn’t notice a divot in the ground until he slid into it. Which would have been fine, as he was quickly able to steady himself, but Miss Plimpton hadn’t had time to avoid it either. He caught her before she fell backwards, but lost his own footing in the process. Miss Plimpton tried to steady him, but instead fell with him, so they both landed on the ground, in what felt to Nathaniel like a giant puddle of ice.
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