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Chapter One




May 1815, London

Could an offer be in the near future for Lady P.W.? It could, if rumors are to be believed. A particularly scandalous earl was seen calling on her this very morning with a posy in his hands—an obvious sign of his intentions.

Lady Phoebe Woodson snapped her diary closed and set it on the small table beside her chair, patted the leather cover, then carefully aligned her inkwell to its side. She knew the dreams she wrote there were silly, but they kept her happy. Maybe one day she’d be happily married like her dear friend Marjorie, Duchess of Hartshorne. “You looked so lovely dancing with Hartshorne last night, Marjorie. Those sapphire earrings you wore matched your eyes.” 

“I’m exceedingly happy with him. I still have trouble believing we’ve been married almost seven months. To think a year ago I was ready to wed someone else.” Marjorie sighed and looked toward the window, her face glowing in the sunlight streaming through the glass, which highlighted her short, black curls.

“You two are perfect for each other. Now it’s my turn. I must find the man who’s perfect for me. I’m twenty-four and am still single, isn’t it shocking? Papa has been giving me stern looks when each day passes without a gentleman sending flowers or asking to walk with me at Hyde Park. This year, I vow to not return to the country without accepting a proposal.”

In truth, Phoebe had already found the man she desired with all her heart. She’d brushed aside flirtations from three men over the years, unable to consider anyone but him—Nathan Carruthers, Earl of Basingstoke. With his wickedly handsome features and glittering brown eyes, he was the most desirable man of her acquaintance.

At least, she assumed his eyes were brown, and they must glitter, given how his smile brightened his face. She’d never stood close enough to be certain of the shade. Never danced with him, nor pretended to stumble so she could fall into his arms.

A deep sigh escaped as her shoulders slumped.

Her problem was getting Basingstoke to notice her. They’d been introduced three years ago, but for all she knew, he’d promptly forgotten her.

“Do you think he’ll attend Lady Albright’s ball tonight?” Phoebe asked.

“Who? Hart won’t be there. He mentioned meeting a friend at his club.”

“Silly me—I forget you cannot hear what I think.” The friends laughed. “We’ve known each other so long I sometimes believe I know exactly what you’re thinking.”

“Ah, now I understand,” Marjorie said. “You meant Basingstoke.”

Phoebe actually blushed like a silly debutante, her cheeks burning so much they must be bright red. “I’m foolish to think of him, aren’t I?”

“You’re foolish to think your father would allow you to even dance with him, much less marry. Those friends of his…the scandals…the rumors…even if only half are true, those men are truly wicked.”

“But doesn’t the thought of kissing one of those scoundrels excite you, just a little?” Seeing Marjorie’s frown, Phoebe reconsidered. “Well, wouldn’t it have before you married? The gossip surrounding them might be as exaggerated as your husband’s situation was. Hartshorne wasn’t guilty of that scandal with his brother’s wife. Or rather, with the woman his brother ended up marrying. That would have been quite the scandal the other way, wouldn’t it?”

Marjorie’s scowl hadn’t softened. “That W pin on Basingstoke’s lapel tells you all you need to know about him. Wicked. Your parents would never forgive you for associating with such a man, and you’d be ruined in Society’s eyes.”

“Very well, I’ll forget about Basingstoke.” She knew very well she lied as she spoke the words. She’d never forget the earl, though she could refrain from speaking about him. However, she wouldn’t stop detailing the rumors surrounding him in her diary. Embellishing them…making herself the willing victim of his debauchery, or what she assumed that entailed. Those stories she wrote might be as close as she ever came to a grand romance, so she’d take her enjoyment where she could find it.

[image: image-placeholder]Nathan Carruthers, Earl of Basingstoke, scooped his winnings from the center of the table and stacked the coins in neat columns with his prior winnings. The club he and the so-called Wicked Earls frequented was quiet, the smell of stale pipe smoke lingering in the air. His friends and fellow earls, Grayson and Weston, passed their cards to the dealer, Sussex.

Grayson drank from his glass. “What’s this rumor I hear about you, Basingstoke? You’re planning to leave the club soon?”

“Leave? Never!” He eyed each of his friends, searching for the laughter they must be holding back.

“That’s not what I heard. You’ve decided to end your days of freedom and marry.” Sussex shuffled the cards and dealt.

Basingstoke coughed to cover his gasp of surprise. He’d mentioned something of the sort to his friend, the Duke of Thornton, but Thorn was very tight-lipped. Who could have overheard? “That’s not precisely what I said. I don’t think I mentioned marriage, as such. I simply said it might be time to consider a family.”

The three men laughed loudly, and Basingstoke gritted his teeth, glancing around the room to see who looked their way at the outburst.

“Last I heard, the one required the other, at least for a man of our station,” Weston said. “Although, the ton is convinced you’ve already fathered a son.”

“Leave Benjamin out of this discussion, or any other!” Basingstoke scowled at his friend. 

Grayson nodded. “Back to marriage…what could have put such a thought into your head? You’re young…what, eight-and-twenty?”

“I’m twenty-nine, but that’s beside the point.” Nothing had caused him to awaken one day and decide he needed a wife. Several members of their club had lately found love, but he wasn’t envious of them.

He didn’t think so, anyway. No, this idea was a whisper that he heard at odd moments of the day while riding his horse, or sitting alone with a book. A very subtle notion that he should probably ignore.

But he was beginning to like the idea. Not the part where he had to search for the right young lady—he dreaded that the most. The result…the feeling of satisfaction when he sat opposite his wife at breakfast, or read aloud to her in the evening under the glow of a lamp, those moments were what he looked forward to.

In other words, a marriage completely unlike his parents’.

“Basingstoke, when you’re done wool-gathering, it’s your call.”

He wasn’t even certain which one of the men spoke, but he quickly took his turn before anyone else could add to the good-natured derision.

In the morning, he would finally look at the invitations piled on his desk and see where to begin his search. He had no fear of running into one of the wicked earls in a ballroom, so he could enjoy his evening without the catcalls they’d likely offer.







Chapter Two




A certain notoriously wicked earl is rumored to have fallen madly and quite passionately in love with the diamond Lady P.W. Our sources are uncertain if the feelings are returned. Is there heartbreak in store for the Earl of B~?

The next evening, Basingstoke stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the other finely dressed members of society who waited to enter Almack’s. He’d presumed he was less likely to be turned away at this door than at any ballroom, even if he had an invitation. Some of those matrons invited the most scandalous men they could, just to be able to say, “Do you know who refused my invitation?” Then they’d expound on what sort of debauchery kept him from coming. 

Lady Sefton, one of the patronesses of Almack’s Assembly Rooms, was an old friend of his mother’s and she was likely the one who insisted he be granted permission to purchase a voucher each year, although he rarely used it. This Season, he would use the ten-guinea cost of the annual subscription to its utmost.

Even if it killed him.

Skirting the red velvet ropes marking the dance floor, he searched for somewhere to begin the undesirable task of socializing. He had no idea which young ladies were participating in the foolishness known as the marriage mart, and which ones intended to lead her suitors along like puppies, only to refuse a proposal. If one of his friends was in attendance, he could ask, but that was unlikely as his friends avoided these events at all costs.

From the corner of his eye, he noticed Thornton disappearing into the card room. Thorn would be a good person to ask, since those looking for marriage were exactly the sort of lady he avoided.

Now that he thought about it, joining a card game would allow Basingstoke to catch up on the gossip involving someone other than himself, for a change.

He abhorred gossip, but at times like this, it was his best tool.

The table where Thorn sat had four other men already seated there, but Basingstoke pulled a chair from along the wall and muscled his way between two of the players.

“You won’t find a wife in here,” Thorn said with a sly grin as he placed his bet.

“I’m hoping you men can save me some time. To which young ladies should I request an introduction?”

One of the men chuckled and shook his head. “Why do you think we’re in here? To avoid conversing and dancing with the ladies. How on earth could we be expected to know who’s in the other room, aside from our wives and sisters?”

The other men laughed in agreement.

The older brother of one of this Season’s diamonds eyed Basingstoke, grimaced, and sighed. “What sort of girl are you looking for? I’m assuming you understand my sister isn’t for you.”

“Of course.” What did he want? He hadn’t thought much about it, assuming he’d know it when he saw it. Or met her. “Well, she must be pretty—”

The men laughed again and derided him for insisting appearance mattered.

“I am in earnest. A pretty wife will have pretty daughters, which will make it much easier for them to marry. I’m considering their needs, not my own.”

“You’ve got this well planned,” Thorn said, “for someone who’s just decided to marry.”

“As well I should. I’ll share my home with this woman for the rest of my life, and she’ll be the mother of my children. How can I know if she suits, if I don’t know what I want?”

He kept the other qualities to himself. She must be an avid reader, or at the very least be willing to listen to him read to her. That made him sound like a popinjay, to be sure, but it was important. He didn’t care what her income was, as long as she wasn’t extravagant. Wanting her to come from a scandal-free family wasn’t something he held out hope for, given his reputation—and his father’s lifestyle.

Maybe he should wait another year to marry. He shouldn’t rush a decision like this. Just because his friends lately found love and happiness didn’t mean the commodity was going to dry up soon.

The urge to join these men at the table and forget all other foolishness hit strong, but he could play cards in his club at any time. Still… “Deal me in.”

Three of the men, including Thorn, stopped what they were doing and turned toward him.

He shrugged. “Can’t I play a few hands before dancing?”

They all stared, and Thorn cleared his throat.

“You’d think you all were my father,” Basingstoke said. “I’m a grown man, I can make my own decisions.”

“Of course, you can,” Thorn said. “And we can decide not to let you play.”

“What do any of you have to gain by my marrying?”

“Nothing at all,” the dealer, a gray-haired older man, said. “But if you play, we stand to lose plenty. Be off with you, lad, and let us continue.”

Feeling fully chastised, Basingstoke shook his head and shoved back his seat. In a move of pettiness, he didn’t bother to return the chair to the spot where he’d found it. He was certain everyone in the room had just witnessed his dismissal. He’d never been treated that way, and it took every ounce of his nerve not to protest and demand the respect he was due.

Yet Thorn was right. He hadn’t come here to play cards.

Finding a bride was hard work, he was sure of it, and he might as well get this whole ordeal behind him.

Returning to the ballroom, he again skirted the velvet ropes, this time in search of Lady Sefton, who would leap at the chance to show off one of her favorite scoundrels. Several young ladies—very young, by the look of them, not to his tastes at all—fluttered their eyelashes or fans while watching him pass, only to be nudged by a chaperone so they snapped their gazes away.

This behavior would make this business much easier, narrowing the list of women to consider. Her parents must approve of the betrothal, and he wasn’t going to beg for acceptance. Showing their distaste for him before an introduction was made allowed him to simply walk on by.

To his surprise, a pretty lady with brown hair twisted into an elaborate knot on the back of her head, and bright, sparkling eyes, smiled when he looked her way. Her manner was different to the others, more glad than flirtatious, which intrigued him. He didn’t recognize her, nor did he see anyone nearby whom he could ask for an introduction. He’d have to wait until he found Lady Sefton.

That person was on the far side of the room, and by the time he reached her, there was no sign of the smiling young lady.

“Lord Basingstoke, I’m pleased to see you’ve decided to make use of your voucher. I’ve wondered when that time would come.” Lady Sefton took his arm and joined him on his path around the dancers.

“You can’t convince me my presence has been missed.”

“By the matrons, no. However, I’ve become bored with the lack of a good scandal. Please indulge me.” The rolled fabric of her turban forced her to lean away to look up at him as she talked. She spoke good-naturedly, with an undeniable twinkle in her eye.

“I’m afraid I must disappoint you. I’m hoping to put those in my past.”

“I see, and that’s why you’re here. I can scarcely believe that day has arrived. Since you’ve sought me out, you must wish for an introduction. Any particular lady, or shall I choose one I think you’d find desirable?”

“I saw a brown-haired girl who seemed to know me, but I didn’t recognize her. Shall we begin there?”

“Only if you give me more details than hair color.”

“Lavender gown with sort of…” he tried to demonstrate the fit of her sleeves, then waved his arms down his front and outward to indicate her hem, “and flowers. Here, and there.”

Shaking her head, she smiled. “You are hopelessly male. That description hardly helps, but in the meantime, I will be the envy of the matrons with such a handsome young man at my side. Come, show me your young lady.”

She wasn’t flirting. It was an honest statement demonstrated by the looks they garnered.

An older woman with full curves packed into a tight, straight gown, and an ostrich feather rising above her turban, rushed to block their path. “Lady Sefton, you look lovely this evening.”

“Lady Lucas, how delightful.” Lady Sefton’s voice bordered on sarcasm.

The matron fluttered her hand at her two daughters. “Girls, come here.” She smiled again at Basingstoke.

Lady Sefton caught his eye. “Lord Basingstoke, this is Lady Lucas, wife of Sir Harrison Lucas, and their daughters, Miss Lucas and Miss Elaina.”

He dipped his head in acknowledgment, hoping they’d move away now that the matron had gained her introduction. He was not that lucky.

“My lord, my eldest daughter has the next set open. There are so few gentlemen here tonight. It’s difficult for all the young ladies to find partners.”

The poor girl in question turned a delicate shade of pink, stirring Basingstoke’s pity.

“How lucky for me,” he said, tipping his head and smiling politely as he spoke through gritted teeth. “I find myself without a partner also.”

Two entire dance sets passed by the time he’d escorted her sister, too, and he was once again free to search for the lovely vision in lavender and gain an introduction. While approaching Lady Sefton, he saw the beauty among the dancers. Catching the matron’s attention, he tipped his head toward the crowded floor and mouthed, “There, that’s the one.”

Peering through her lorgnette as Basingstoke reached her, Lady Sefton nodded. “Ah, yes. Excellent taste, my lord. She is Lady Phoebe Woodson, daughter of the Earl of Appledown. Come, we’ll find Lady Appledown and make you known to her.”

The woman at his side didn’t dally, but marched straight toward a tallish woman in deep red, her pace hurried as if she had the most interesting on-dit to share. That much was true—he wanted to meet Lady Phoebe, which would give Lady Appledown something to talk about for weeks, whether she was pleased with him or not.

“My dear friend,” Lady Sefton began, “have you met Lord Basingstoke? His mother and I have been friends…well, longer than either of us will own to.”

The matron studied him, her expression unreadable. “I don’t believe I have. Good evening, sir.”

“What do you think of the number of attendees tonight?” he asked, aiming for a neutral conversation until he could guess her opinion of him. “Is it always so crowded?”

Their small talk continued until the music ended. Basingstoke stole a covert glance to see if Lady Phoebe approached from the dance floor. She’d been on the far side of the room, so the wait for her to join them seemed unending.

“Lady Phoebe,” Lady Sefton said when the girl arrived, “I am delighted to introduce you to Lord Basingstoke.”

She curtsied. “In truth, we’ve already met, but it was several years ago. I was with the Duke of Hartshorne and Lady Marjorie, as she was then. They’ve married now, as I’m sure you know.”

What a cad he was not to remember her. How was it possible not to have noticed her? It must have happened after one of the three-day card games at the club, when he wasn’t even sure of his own name. “I’m chagrined to realize I don’t recall our meeting. May I make it up to you? I’d be honored if you’d dance with me.”

[image: image-placeholder]Phoebe fought not to gape at the earl. Basingstoke was here, in front of her—in front of half of Polite Society—asking her to dance. Was this truly happening, or was she home in her bed, asleep? “I’d enjoy that, sir.”

She didn’t even check to see what her mother said, but quickly walked with him toward the musicians, who were preparing for the next set. Her heart pounded hard enough that he must have been able to hear it, and her hands shook with excitement. Holding his arm was an awkward exercise between squeezing hard enough to still her hands or allowing his blood to reach his fingers.

“I don’t believe I’ve seen you at an assembly this Season, my lord.”

“I haven’t been to any.”

“Well, we’re honored that you’ve chosen to break that habit.” Oh, that was horrid! She sounded like she was being sarcastic. She had to say something nice. Something to make him glad he asked her to dance. Something flirtatious. “I’ll be the envy of everyone.”

She looked away so she couldn’t see if he was regretting his choice of partner already.

He said nothing.

They lined up with the other dancers and awaited the music. Lord Basingstoke’s gaze was steady on her, as though he was reading her. What did he see? Did he judge her favorably? When the steps allowed them to approach each other, she asked, “Are you in Town long?”

“I spend most of my time here.”

She knew that fact from gossip. She also knew he frequented a private gentlemen’s club with other men of scandal, a place known as The Wicked Earls’ Club, and that he often called on a certain “boarding” house for young women, neither of which she cared about. It made him all the more exciting.

Of course, the boarding house visits would have to cease upon their betrothal.

“Do you plan to be more social before everyone returns to the country?” She choked on her wording. “That is, may we expect to see you at other assemblies, now that you’ve seen we aren’t too horribly dull?”

He had to wait until the dance brought them together again to speak, but he watched her the entire time, a sly grin softening the hard lines of his face. “Dull would be the last word I’d use to describe you.”

Her heart fluttered, and a wave of heat rose up her neck. “I’m not certain how to take that.”

“I mean the words as a complement, to be sure. You intrigue me.”

She lowered her gaze. Such a relief. He didn’t find her dull. It was a start.

Their set of dances left her warm and tired, from all the bouncing steps combined with her excitement. Basingstoke must have noticed. “Shall we get some lemonade?”

We. He wanted her to go with him, not return to her mother and wait for him to fetch a glass. Such a trivial thing to become excited over, but she didn’t care.

“Yes, thank you.”

He offered his arm, and she took it gladly, holding her head high as they crossed to the refreshment room. Oh, the stares and glares she received! This one moment was the highlight of the Season—so far, at least.

Her dear friend, Lady Clara Swinton, must have gasped, for her mouth formed a perfect O, and her eyes were almost as wide as her mouth. Phoebe made a mental note to walk to the park with Clara in the morning and tell her every word the earl spoke.

“Here’s an empty chair,” he said. “Why don’t you sit, and I’ll get our drinks.”

She did, then tried to look nonchalant, as if being in the company of a scoundrel was nothing out of the ordinary for her.

When he approached a few minutes later, his gaze pinned her in place, but his expression was unreadable. He smiled, but she didn’t know him well enough to know if it reflected pleasure or was merely polite.

Reaching for the glass he offered, she thanked him and took a sip. Before she could swallow, her mother bustled through the doorway with Lady Sefton in her wake. Mama marched to the center of the room, clearly searching for Phoebe, whose face grew scalding hot in mortification. She choked on her lemonade.

Clearing her throat, she rose. “My mother must be looking for me.”

When he turned, Basingstoke couldn’t have missed her mother’s glare upon spotting them. He reached for Phoebe’s glass. “I imagine she’ll want you to return to the dancers. In my quest to know you better, I didn’t consider the other gentlemen who wish to partner with you.”

He must know other gentlemen were the last thing on her mother’s mind. Phoebe gave him an apologetic smile. “I should have thought to tell her where we were going.”

Mama pushed through the crowd and stopped abruptly in front of them. “There you are, daughter! Come, it’s time we went home.”

“But Mama—”

“My feet are tired, and I fear a headache is coming on.” She didn’t acknowledge Basingstoke’s presence.

Lady Sefton joined their tense little party. “My lord and ladies, isn’t the music most pleasant this evening?”

Mama remained silent.

Basingstoke glared at Mama.

“Why yes,” Phoebe said. “The quartet has a new violinist, I believe.”

Exhaling in a huff, Mama nodded. “They’re very good.”

“Lord Basingstoke,” Lady Sefton continued, “you and Lady Phoebe were a delight to watch.”

People were watching at that very moment, leaning closer to overhear exactly what was being said. Phoebe prayed nothing would be worth repeating.

Basingstoke bowed his head. “She is such a graceful dancer, she makes even my uncoordinated steps look good.”

“You’re too modest, sir,” Phoebe said quickly.

Mama’s lips were pinched in a tight, thin line, a sure sign she was working hard to refrain from speaking.

Lady Sefton continued her rescue of the uncomfortable situation. “My lord, there’s someone who wishes to make your acquaintance. Ladies, will you allow me to steal this charming, handsome young man away?”

“Of course,” Phoebe said quickly. “We cannot presume to spoil the evening for all the other young ladies hoping for a chance to dance with the earl.”

Basingstoke merely lifted an eyebrow as he studied her intently. Then he took his bow. “Lady Phoebe, I look forward to the next time we meet.”

He wanted to see her again. Phoebe’s mouth went dry, and she sighed. He was a dream.

Her dream was coming to life.

As he walked away, Mama harrumphed beside her. “‘The next time we meet.’ The nerve of the man. As if I’ll allow you to be seen with him again. Why, I fully intended to refuse his offer of a dance with you, but you walked away before I could. You mustn’t do that again.”

“Mama, we danced and sought refreshment fully in the eyes of everyone. No scandal took place. No one will make note of our dance, beyond the fact he was here and dancing, of course. I wasn’t the first one he asked, so it meant nothing.”

Oh, please don’t let it mean nothing.

How would she ever decide which assembly invitations to accept in the weeks ahead to better her chances of seeing him again? She, Marjorie, and Clara must discuss this first thing in the morning. Since she’d never be able to fall asleep, the hours in bed would give her plenty of time to make a list of places to go this Season.
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