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      October 15, 1824

      London

      Miss Marie Kiefer, the daughter of Lord Covenshire, twirled the handkerchief around her fingers as she waited for her father to come into the drawing room. She’d been unable to sleep for a good portion of the night. She didn’t know if she was ready for the upcoming ball. Her father had promised that the gentleman he had arranged for her to marry would be there and that he would introduce her to him. Then she would marry this gentleman the next day. She bit her lower lip. Had she been hasty in agreeing to this marriage?

      Her father entered the drawing room, and she jumped to her feet.

      He blinked in surprise. “I didn’t think you’d be up this early. You usually sleep in until ten.”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” she admitted then shifted from one foot to another. “Not with the impending marriage and all.”

      “Yes, I suppose that would make a young lady anxious.” He paused for a moment, probably to give her a chance to settle a bit. “Since you are awake, you can join me in the dining room. I’ll tell you more about this arrangement while we eat.”

      He extended his arm to her, and she accepted it, realizing as she did so that her grip was tighter than normal. She made a conscious effort to relax.

      He gave her hand a reassuring pat. “The gentleman you are to marry is Edward Glover. He’s the only child of the Earl of Palmere. The earl and I will secure a special license before the day is done. Are you certain you don’t want a church wedding?”

      She shook her head. “I want something private.”

      “It sounds like the bridegroom feels the same way, though he was willing to do a church wedding if that’s what you desired.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “I believe this will be a good match.”

      Would it be? She had yet to lay eyes on him. She wouldn’t even recognize him in a crowded room. At the moment, he could be any of the well-dressed gentlemen at this evening’s ball. That made it difficult to know if he would be a good match for her or not.

      But she was at a loss on how to find a husband. Her Season had been a dismal failure. She couldn’t bear the thought of going through a second one.

      When they made it to the dining room, her father escorted her to her chair. Undoubtedly, it would feel strange to not share her meals with him anymore. Within the span of twenty-four hours, she would be a wife, and then she would eat in her new home. With a completely different gentleman.

      She placed her hands in her lap and twirled the handkerchief around her fingers once more.

      “I’ve been assured that Edward is a fine, upstanding gentleman,” her father continued as their plates were filled with waffles and seasoned apples. “He’s considerate to others and gives thought to things before doing them. His hope is to live a nice, peaceful life with a wife and some children. His family comes from modest means, like ours does. He took a job as a headmaster to help bring in additional money to the household. I can think of no one better suited for my dear daughter than Lord Palmere’s son.”

      Though the words seemed encouraging, her grip on the handkerchief remained firm. “Did Edward attend any of the balls last Season?”

      “I think a few, but his father said he gets nervous when he attends them. He prefers small gatherings to large ones.”

      Well, she couldn’t fault Edward for that. She preferred small gatherings, too.

      “Is he upset that we’ll be meeting at a ball?” she asked.

      “No, of course not. His father and I did consider having a dinner party this evening, but given how much goes into planning them, the ball was the better option. I’ll make sure your dance card is full enough so that you can get some time to think of what to discuss with Edward when you two aren’t together.”

      “Thank you.”

      She was glad he’d thought of that. Even now, she was struggling with things she might ask him so she could learn more about him—or even things she might tell him so he could learn about her. She wished she were like those ladies who had no trouble talking to people. If she were, things would be much easier. But if she were that way, she would have had suitors. She wouldn’t have had to resort to asking her father to arrange a marriage for her.

      “Eat up, dear,” her father encouraged, his tone reassuring. “I want to make sure we’re done eating before the seamstress comes by with your wedding gown.”

      She relaxed her hold on the handkerchief and then slipped it on the empty chair beside her. She wanted to get married and have children. This arrangement would give her that. Her future was secure. She’d thought this single step would eliminate her fears about the future, but she was beginning to realize that her fears were not going to evaporate so easily.
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      “You look lovely,” her father greeted when she entered the drawing room that evening. “Are you excited about meeting your betrothed?”

      “As excited as I can be,” she replied.

      She decided not to let him know that her stomach was twisting up into so many knots that she was afraid she might lose her dinner. She clutched the handkerchief in her hand. This wasn’t the same one as before. This was a pretty light blue one to match this evening’s gown.

      “If it makes you feel more at ease,” her father began, “I received word earlier today that while Edward is looking forward to meeting you, he is also nervous.”

      While she did appreciate knowing she wasn’t the only one who was nervous, she worried that if Edward felt the same way she did, then they might not be able to talk to each other at all. One of them ought to be better equipped for this sort of thing.

      The butler gestured that the carriage was ready, so her father escorted her outside. There was a slight chill in the air. She was tempted to get a shawl but thought better of it. Once she was in the ballroom, she would get warm.

      Thankfully, the carriage ride was a smooth one. Her stomach was most grateful for that. And also, it was nice that her father liked to talk a lot. She smiled and nodded as he rambled, though she couldn’t make out what he was talking about. She figured he wouldn’t be upset if he realized she couldn’t focus on him. In fact, he might even be talking just to avoid the awkward silence that would come between them if he left the conversation up to her.

      The carriage came to a stop outside of Lord Edon’s townhouse. She clenched the handkerchief in her hand. That ride had been much too quick.

      Her father held his hand out to her. “Let me take that handkerchief for you. You won’t need that while we’re at the ball.”

      He was right. It would look ridiculous if she carried the thing around with her all evening. She gave it to him. Immediately, she missed it. She had no idea she had become so reliant on using that little piece of cloth to help ease her nerves. She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart, as much as she possibly could, then left the carriage.

      “Lord Palmere said he and Edward will be near the veranda in an hour,” her father told her as they walked up the steps of the townhouse. “This will give you time to do some talking and dancing. Hopefully, that will relax you.”

      Marie wasn’t sure if the extra hour was better or not. In one way, she supposed it was. If she made a bad impression, it would be easier for her to convince her father to leave early since they had been at the ball for a while. But waiting also meant she had an entire hour to agonize over what she was going to say and do when she met Edward.

      They entered the townhouse, and at once, the group of people around them made her feel warm, just as she had anticipated. They followed the others to the ballroom. Her gaze swept the room. No one was standing by the veranda at the moment. Had Edward and his father arrived yet? And if so, was Edward looking over at the veranda to see if she was there?

      A gentleman came over to her father and petitioned him for advice on a business opportunity that had recently popped up.

      Marie caught the flicker of interest in her father’s eyes but knew that he hesitated for her sake. Since she wasn’t due to meet Edward for an hour, she could afford to go off by herself and wait for the first dance he had arranged for her with Mr. Richard Anderson. It wasn’t like her father thought. She would not be talking with some of the ladies in attendance. She never did. She only claimed she did so that he wouldn’t feel guilty for running off to speak with his friends. Her dance card, however, was full enough to give her something to do before meeting Edward.

      After assuring her father that she could manage on her own, she made her way to one of the chairs close to the veranda and settled into it. She scanned the couples who were dancing. They seemed to be having fun. Did any of them feel the same discomfort she experienced, or were they as carefree as they appeared?

      She didn’t know most of the people in attendance. That was her fault. Her father had encouraged her to attend more social engagements. The more people you meet, the more comfortable you’ll be, he had told her. And he would probably be right. Not knowing these people did put her at a disadvantage. It made her awkward at these balls.

      But would meeting these people really have helped? It wasn’t like she knew what to say or do. All of the etiquette books in the world wouldn’t help her overcome her shyness.

      She heard a lady laughing at a spot not too far from where she sat. The sound made her think of wind chimes. She glanced the lady’s way and saw that the lady was talking to a couple of ladies and gentlemen, and those people were hanging onto her every word.

      She was Lady Diane. Many of the Season’s bachelors were hoping to marry her. Rumor was that the ones seeking her hand were such good options that she was having trouble making her decision. Marie couldn’t imagine having that many suitors fighting over the chance to be her husband. She didn’t even have one. No. Marie had to resort to asking her father to arrange a marriage for her. Lady Diane wouldn’t have to worry about whether or not the gentleman she married would love her or not. With that many gentlemen vying for her hand, she was guaranteed a love match.

      Lady Diane also had friends. She was surrounded by two at the moment, and they were laughing and nodding at whatever she was saying. That was something else Marie didn’t have: a friend. Marie knew it was wrong to envy another person. Envy was a sin, after all, but a part of her wished she could be Lady Diane. Some people had a natural gift for attracting others, and Lady Diane was one of them. How easy life must be for her. Marie tried not to keep glancing in her direction, but she couldn’t help it.

      She knew she could go over there and introduce herself. She should make an attempt to get to know Lady Diane. Ladies were encouraged to be polite. She doubted Lady Diane would turn her away, even if she really didn’t want her there. On the very good chance that Marie didn’t become her friend, she could just spend the evening around her. Maybe she could learn how Lady Diane managed to get along with so many people. Then she could take those lessons and use them in her own life.

      The orchestra stopped playing, a signal that the current dance had come to an end. Lady Diane and her group grew quiet as they directed their gazes to the dancing area. Marie pondered her options. This would be a good time to go over that group. She wouldn’t be interrupting their conversation. She could ask them something simple. Maybe she could inquire about the refreshments. That would be subtle enough. Then she could linger a bit to see what the others were talking about. She’d be part of the group—at least for the moment—without it being awkward.

      She told herself to stand up and walk over to them. She even braced herself for it. But then one of the gentlemen offered his arm toward Lady Diane, and she accepted it. The two walked over to the dance floor where other couples were lining up for the next dance.

      Marie released her breath and relaxed in the chair. She’d waited too long. Now Lady Diane might end up in another part of the ballroom, and Marie might not find her among the crowd. Even now, Marie was having trouble keeping up with her among all of the people who were dancing.

      Life would be so much easier if she wasn’t socially awkward. If only she wasn’t Marie Kiefer. If only she was someone else. Someone like Lady Diane. Someone who was the envy of other ladies. Someone who attracted the bachelors simply by smiling in their direction. She frowned. It was no wonder she didn’t have friends. It was no wonder she’d had to ask her father to arrange a marriage for her. She was a pathetic wallflower, and no one in their right mind would want to be associated with her.
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      “Are you sure you’re comfortable?” Mr. Richard Anderson asked Marie while they were in the middle of their dance. “You look sick.”

      Marie didn’t feel like telling him it was her nerves getting the best of her. Her father had told her that after this dance, she would meet Edward. And the closer she was getting to the end of this dance, the more unyielding the knots in her stomach became.

      “I’m fine,” she forced out, even though she was certain some bile started to rise up in her throat. “I’m just a bit flushed from all of this dancing, that’s all.”

      She offered him what she thought was a reassuring smile, but by the way he winced, her smile had sent him an entirely different message. She didn’t know what to do. She could apologize, she supposed. Though, she didn’t see how it would make anything better. It might even make things worse because then she’d have to explain why she was sorry.

      There was just no helping it. She was socially awkward. She couldn’t change that aspect of herself any more than she could make her mousy brown hair into a beautiful shade of golden yellow.

      The dance called for her to turn, which she did, but the room seemed to tilt around her, and she lost her balance for a moment. Mr. Anderson hurried to cup her elbow with his hand and led her over to the open window by some chairs. He bid her to sit then told her he was going to bring her something to drink.

      She tried not to glance at the group of people who had noticed her discomfort. A couple of them chuckled and shook their heads before they turned back to their conversation. Her cheeks grew hot with embarrassment.

      She shifted so she could no longer see them. The breeze coming in through the open window helped to cool the sting of humiliation. She was able to suppress the tears that wanted to slide down her cheeks. After she met Edward, she was going to ask her father to take her home. There was no saving this evening. All she could hope for right now was that she wouldn’t make a fool of herself in front of Edward.

      But how long could she hide the fact that she was a fool? Would it be long enough for him to care about her so he would overlook her flaws? That was, of course, if he ever did come to care for her. What if she spent her entire life with him and he never cared about her? If he was considerate to everyone, as her father claimed, then he would be considerate to her simply out of duty because that was how he’d been raised. His consideration wouldn’t necessarily mean he cared about her or that he might even learn to love her someday.

      She had to stop and take a deep breath before her thoughts kept going in the direction she most hated. Once more, she thought about Lady Diane. Without meaning to, she looked for her. Lady Diane was dancing with another gentleman. She had no trouble keeping up with the dance. She laughed at something the gentleman said, and he seemed flattered by her attention. If Marie guessed right, he was as smitten with her as the other gentleman had been. If only Marie could be like that. Charming and beautiful.

      Mr. Anderson returned to her with a glass of water. He sat beside her. “Are you feeling better?”

      She nodded. “Thank you.” She took a sip. Then she drank a little more. It did help.

      He didn’t hide his relief. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to faint or vomit while we danced.”

      Had she really seemed that out of sorts? It was no wonder he had been in a hurry to get her to a chair. “I apologize for scaring you.”

      “There’s no need to apologize. I’m just relieved you’re all right.”

      She caught sight of her father. He was talking to two gentlemen. She recognized Lord Palmere. The gentleman next to him was younger, and he bore a striking resemblance to him. That must be Edward. He was quite handsome. Dark hair, slender, a kind smile. Her stomach tensed. Just what was she supposed to say to him?

      “Is there anything else you need?” Mr. Anderson asked her.

      Turning her gaze back to him, she shook her head. “No, you have been more than helpful. My father is on his way over. He’ll see to my needs.”

      He gave her an encouraging smile then left.

      Since her mouth was dry, she drank the rest of the water in a hurry before her father, Edward, or Lord Palmere noticed her. She hurried to her feet. This was it. The moment she’d been waiting for—or rather agonizing over—was here. She cleared her throat and prayed no one noticed the trembling of her hands. She set the glass on the chair then clasped her hands together. With any luck, she appeared as if nothing was worrying her.

      Her father gestured to Edward. “My dear, this is your intended, Edward. Edward, this is my daughter, Marie.”

      Edward smiled, and she felt something akin to a spark travel all through her, but she couldn’t tell if the spark was from excitement or dread. Too many thoughts were going through her head. What did he think of her? Was he ever going to love her? Was she ever going to love him? Would they be a good match? Had she been too quick to rush into this arrangement? Should she have taken time to get to know him first? But if she did, what if he found her lacking and looked elsewhere for a wife? It wasn’t like ladies had most of their lives to find a husband. Gentlemen were desirable for marriage at any age. Her biggest asset was her youth. She was still in the prime of her life where she could have children, and children were what gentlemen most needed. Well, besides money. Given that her father couldn’t offer a significant dowry, all she could offer was children.

      Edward offered a slight bow. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Marie.”

      Did he mean that, or was he just saying it? She knew she had to respond in kind, even if she was afraid she was going to throw up. Mr. Anderson was right to be worried. She forced down her bile and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too, Edward.”

      Lord Palmere glanced between them and grinned. “You’re right, Archie. They do look good together.”

      Her face flushed, and she dotted her forehead with her gloved hand. Her father seemed equally pleased. Edward was still smiling, but was it because of her or because of their fathers’ approval? This wasn’t good. She was going to drive herself mad with all of the doubts that kept circling in her mind.

      “Marie enjoys taking strolls at Hyde Park in the mornings,” her father said, his attention going to Edward. “She says it’s the best time to hear the birds sing.”

      “You like to listen to the birds sing?” Edward asked her.

      She couldn’t tell if Edward thought that was nice or silly, but since her father had mentioned it, she had to admit to it. With a nod, she forced out, “Their music is pretty.” She hid the urge to wince. That sounded like a ridiculous answer. It might have been better if she had used some musical term to describe the ways birds sang. But what term would best fit? Melody? Pitch? Tempo? Surely, she could offer something better than “pretty”!

      “Marie has enjoyed listening to birds ever since she was a little girl,” her father said. “I remember she used to ask the maid to open the window so she could listen to them while we ate.”

      “Edward likes to eat by the window at the country estate so he can look out at the land,” Lord Palmere inserted. “I think he also enjoys the fresh air.”

      “There is plenty of fresh air at Hyde Park,” her father added. “The two might enjoy taking morning strolls there.”

      “Or, perhaps, evening ones. Both are good times to listen to birds.”

      She glanced Edward’s way and noted the hint of pink on his cheeks. Did that mean he liked the idea of taking a stroll with her, or was he going to be embarrassed to be seen with her? Perhaps he might desire someone more beautiful.

      Her father paused and turned to her. “This would be a good time for you to have your first dance with him.”

      She felt a flicker of panic rise up within her. She’d barely survived the dance she had with Mr. Anderson, and she wasn’t going to marry him. Just how was she supposed to get through a dance with Edward? She started to shake her head—to let him know she wasn’t ready, but her father had already turned his attention back to Lord Palmere.

      She forced herself to make eye contact with Edward. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking, though she sensed an unease coming from him. Was that unease because of her? Or was it because he felt as awkward as she did?

      She had to force down her frustration. She was overthinking everything. All of these thoughts that kept circling around in her mind were confusing her. She knew she should stop questioning everything. Only then would she get a better idea of what was happening. But no matter how hard she tried to quiet her mind, her fears kept pressing in on her.

      She was barely aware of Edward’s hand as he escorted her to the other couples who were getting ready for the next dance.

      “I knew our fathers got along, but I had no idea they got along that well,” he said before he winced.

      Why was he wincing? She hadn’t even said anything.

      He cleared his throat. “I think they’ve known each other since they were children. They’re not close friends, but they’re friends well enough.”

      She had to think about it. She had recalled her father mentioning Lord Palmere from time to time, and she had seen Lord Palmere at her townhouse in the past, though she’d never paid him mind since he hadn’t been there to visit her.

      “I believe they are both members of White’s,” she finally said when she was certain this was correct. Saying the wrong thing would only make her look stupid, and that was not the impression she wanted to give a gentleman she was about to marry.

      “My father spends a good deal of time at White’s. Does yours?”

      She nodded, but the rest of the conversation came to an abrupt end when the music started. She didn’t mind that at all. In fact, it came as a relief. She knew nothing about White’s. There was nothing she could contribute to that specific topic, except to ask him the most obvious question there could possibly be. And since he didn’t say anything as the dance began, she figured she’d better ask it or risk boring him.

      “Are you a member of White’s?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “No. They had a vote, but it didn’t go in my favor.”

      All right. That was something to go on. “How many votes did you need?”

      “I’m not sure. I wasn’t privy to the details.”

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get into the club.”

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be in it or not. There are a lot of gentlemen there, and I doubt I have many things in common with them. I spend too much time with my nose in a book.”

      “Oh.”

      Did that mean he liked to stay holed up in a room reading all the time? In that case, he would likely have little interaction with the world, wouldn’t he? That was, of course, when he wasn’t conducting his duties as headmaster. Or was he letting her know that he wouldn’t be engaging very much with her after they married? Perhaps he was warning her that this marriage was simply for the sake of having children. Maybe he didn’t desire a companionship with her. She wasn’t naïve enough to think that all husbands and wives were friends. This was why she fretted so much over her own fate as a married lady.

      She tried to think of something she could say or ask. She dare not ask him what his intentions for the marriage were. She might not want to hear the answer. As she contemplated an assortment of other, much safer, topics, she stepped on his boot. Her face warmed from embarrassment. That’s what she got for taking her mind off of her steps!

      “I’m sorry,” she hurried to apologize.

      “It’s all right. This isn’t the easiest dance to do.” He laughed.

      Was he laughing because she was clumsy? Or was he laughing to help ease her mind?

      More bile rose up in her throat, and she had to force it down. Focus. She needed to focus on the dance. She knew the steps. She knew the steps to every dance. All she had to do was concentrate.

      She made an attempt to do the next step correctly, but she caught the smile—or was it a smirk?—on his face and stepped on his boot again. She couldn’t fight back the humiliation that rose up within her. Despite her father’s many lessons, she was so clumsy. As a result, she was making a terrible impression. If only she could have the same grace as Lady Diane. Lady Diane never stepped on anyone’s feet. It was no wonder everyone wanted to dance with her.

      The room started to spin a bit.

      Edward put his hand under her elbow. “Do you want to stop? We can take a seat. I don’t mind.”

      Was he concerned for her sake, or was he afraid she was going to embarrass him? He seemed genuinely concerned for her, but it was impossible to tell. Even so, she might be better off taking a seat.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but she ended up having to swallow the bout of nausea that rose up in her throat instead. She teetered again, and he had to steady her. This time others noticed. A couple of them even laughed.

      She shouldn’t have agreed to the dance. She should have asked to just sit and talk. But talk about what? She had nothing of interest to say. She never had anything of interest to say. She supposed she could have gotten her father to do most of the talking for her. If she had done that, however, Edward would have realized how boring she was. Then what? Would he try to get out of the marriage? Could he get out of it? Was it too late for him to change his mind?

      She couldn’t sit now. She had to continue with the dance. If she didn’t finish it, all of the chuckling around them would get worse.

      “I’m all right,” she insisted. Then she put enough distance between them to ensure she would not step on his foot again. “I’m just a bit nervous. I really can do better.”

      “This is the first time we’re meeting. I’m nervous, too.”

      Was he? He certainly didn’t seem like he was nervous. He was holding himself very well. He was smiling and dancing like everyone else around them.

      “Do you want to go to Lord Edon’s ball on All Hallows’ Eve?” he asked as they continued dancing.

      The mention of the future ball startled her. But it also told her something important. He was going to go through with the marriage. He was not going to try to get out of it. But why? Certainly, it couldn’t be because of her. She was saying and doing all of the wrong things.

      “Um, yes. I-I suppose. A masquerade ball is nice,” she managed to get out. When she wore a mask, no one knew it was her when she did something stupid. She could fully relax when she was in disguise. But she couldn’t tell him this. He would think she was daft. Or worse, pathetic. Who else struggled the way she did in social situations? No one. It was just her. She was the only one in London who was awkward.

      She missed the next step and bumped into him. This time, she not only saw others laughing but she heard them, too. This whole evening was turning into a nightmare. She had only dreamt of things like this happening. To have this be real only meant that the only ball she could go to in the future was a masquerade one because she’d never live down this humiliation.

      The room tilted around her. She should have accepted Edward’s help to the chair. Mr. Anderson had been right to force her off the dance floor. She tried to gather her bearings. She managed to suppress the bile in her throat, but she couldn’t do that and remain steady at the same time. So, in the end, she gave in to the swirling sensation, and the world around her went black. Then, she was blissfully unaware of the commotion that transpired next.
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