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        London, 1819

      

      

      Philippa Clavering removed her straw poke bonnet with red ribbons and handed the item to the butler, following it with her ivory cloak made of light wool. It had been two years since she’d laid eyes on the well-lit corridor of her brother’s townhouse, and she brightened at its familiarity. A sense of contentment lifted her spirits for the first time since she’d arrived in London.

      “Sir Lucius and Lady Clavering are in the nursery, miss.” Briggs gave a smile of welcome and draped Philippa’s cloak over his arm.

      Her maid untied her own bonnet as she moved forward. “I’ll be in the kitchen, miss, for when you need me.”

      “That will be fine. We won’t be staying long.” No mother of a newborn would appreciate an extended visit, and Philippa was not about to impose one on her sister-in-law. Besides that, her friend Susan had sent word that morning requesting Philippa to come to Carnaby Street as soon as she could do so.

      “I’ll announce myself.” With a nod to the butler, Philippa turned and climbed the stairs to the nursery and opened the door. Inside, an intrepid beam of early spring sun poked through the sheer curtains and traveled across the gold-accented white room, coming to rest on the face of an infant of some weeks, who was nestled in the protective arms of his proud and weary mother. Lucius was seated in a chair nearby.

      Philippa exchanged a wordless smile with Selena Clavering and came to her sister-in-law’s side, kneeling beside the sleeping baby, who jerked suddenly as if plagued by a bad dream.

      “How he does scowl at one,” Philippa observed, tucking her finger under her sleeping nephew’s limp hand. Adopting an innocent expression, she turned wide eyes upon her brother. “He is your very portrait, Lucius.”

      A chuckle escaped Selena, and she sent Philippa an amused glance before turning her gaze back to the object of her adoration. Selena had the ability to share in one’s humor, an unexpected and much-valued commodity in a sister-in-law, Philippa found.

      “He will need the scowl to keep his future sisters in their place,” Lucius replied, stifling a yawn. Philippa had never seen her brother like this. For Lucius to appear in company—even in the company of a younger sister—unshaven and wearing no cravat, slouched back in his chair with one arm thrown over its side, showed more clearly than all else how the arrival of his heir had overturned Lucius’s carefully planned existence. Not that falling for Selena hadn’t already done that, but at least with Selena’s addition to his life, Lucius had still managed to dress himself.

      Philippa pursed her lips, caressing the tiny fingers of her nephew. “I highly doubt any future niece of mine will be frightened away by a mere scowl.”

      “Not if I have any say in the matter,” Selena murmured, peeking at Lucius from the corner of her eye, her lips upturned. Philippa observed with satisfaction the unspoken affection that passed between the couple. Coming from a family that did not hold matrimonial—nor filial—bonds to be of great value, Lucius had done very well for himself in marrying Selena. The propensity to invest his heart in the well-being of his family, a hitherto dormant trait in Lucius, had been coaxed into being by the addition of a wife, and now son, to his life.

      Philippa tucked the blanket over the leg of the sleeping baby, who startled at the sound of carriage wheels over the cobblestones underneath the window. Though still asleep, the baby’s arms remained frozen in alarm midair, and Philippa laughed as Selena soothed him and gently pressed his hands back into place.

      “Fear not, Hugh,” his mother said. “It is just the sights and sounds of London. You will soon grow accustomed to it.”

      “That begs the question,” Philippa said. “Although I am vastly pleased to see you both here, why did you come to London so soon after Hugh’s arrival?” She swiveled to look at Lucius. “I had thought you would stay at Mardley. I could get nothing out of Maria.”

      “That is because I do not confide in Maria—which you know very well,” Lucius replied, turning his sardonic gaze on Philippa. There was no great love between Lucius and their oldest sister, Maria Holbeck. “I have some interest in a committee being drawn up in the Commons to discuss repealing a bill that—without leading into politics too complicated for you to understand—keeps the bread prices too high for the laborers to afford.”

      Ignoring his insinuation that she was too dull to grasp the rudimentary concepts of a parliamentary bill, Philippa peered at him in surprise. “Are you thinking of putting your name up for election?” It would be unthinkable for Lucius to stir himself in such a way.

      Her brother put the notion to rout with a withering look. “I get enough encouragement from Holbeck should I ever wish for such a thing—which I don’t. I am merely interested in this one committee, but I did not like to leave Selena behind.”

      “Had I known you would be here for the Season, I would have insisted you sponsor me,” Philippa said in a teasing tone. “You all but gave me your word to do so last year, after having left me to endure my first Season with Maria as guide. A mere honeymoon was your very poor excuse.”

      “Yes, minx. And you all but promised me you would be married after one Season, and consider, if you will, what came of that promise.” Lucius stood. “I must ready myself to go out. Selena, I insist you hand the baby off to Nurse for a few hours this afternoon so you may sleep. Give me your word.”

      “I’ll give you my hand, my dear, so you may kiss it.” Selena extended her hand, and Lucius took it in his own, kissing his wife on the lips, before walking off without another word spared for Philippa.

      Lucius’s reminder of Philippa’s failure to procure a husband in her first Season did not bother her. In truth, she was in no rush to be married. If anything, Philippa rather thought she might find her husband tucked away in some village, either at Lucius and Selena’s house in St. Albans or where her mother lived, newly remarried, in Watford. The sobering truth, however, was that as little as she relished the idea of rushing headlong into the married state, none of the alternatives that lay before her were ideal.

      She did not feel she could impose upon her brother in such a way as to take up permanent residence with him, although she suspected Selena would welcome her in their home. And living with Philippa’s mother did not inspire more enthusiasm than living with Maria. Their mother was just as self-centered and, unfortunately, a great deal less practical. Nor did Philippa have any strong attachment to her younger brother and sisters. This, she supposed, did not say anything very flattering about her sense of family obligations, but given that her siblings were still in the nursery and spent more time with their nurse than with Philippa, she could not claim to hold them in any real affection. As a whole, Philippa’s home life left much to be desired, but she was not foolish enough to think that marriage was the remedy.

      When the door closed behind Lucius, Selena met Philippa’s gaze. “All jesting aside, I am sorry we could not sponsor you this Season. It was the very thing I wished to do.”

      Philippa smiled and shook her head. “I was merely teasing Lucius. Of course you cannot host me when Master Hugh is in need of you. I will do very well with Maria and Charles, as I did last year. I must simply agree to everything she says and then do whatever I wish.”

      Selena laughed. “Does she never notice that you haven’t done precisely what she requests?”

      “‘Commands’ is what you mean to say. I’ll wager she does notice, but when she sees that her scolds fall on deaf ears, she convinces herself that what I’ve chosen to do is precisely what she’d had in mind. She persuades Mama to think the same thing, so all around, I am thought to be a very well-behaved girl.”

      “You are a very well-behaved girl,” Selena replied instantly and glanced down as Hugh made motions as though to wake. “You simply possess strong opinions for a young woman”—she raised her expressive eyes to Philippa’s—“which I happen to value, as you know. Perhaps you don’t so much need a guiding hand as you do a listening ear. And if it comes from someone who has spent more years in the ton and can navigate its gossip, all the better.”

      “Maria firmly believes I need a guiding hand, as does Lucius. But I assure you, I can manage the gossip and every other challenge a London Season might toss my way.” Philippa saw that Selena wished to sit up, and she stood to tuck the cushions more firmly behind her.

      “Well, I wouldn’t dream of offering an opinion my husband does not share,” Selena murmured, a smile hovering on her lips. “Is that not so, Master Hugh? Your father is right about everything.”

      “Do not think it, Hugh. That is a faradiddle if ever I heard one,” Philippa countered, wiggling her nephew’s foot under the blanket. “I must be off. Truly, I came only to see how Hugh had grown in the three weeks since I’ve seen him. You have grander things to attend to than my silly concerns.”

      “Where are you off to?” Selena lifted the baby so he was against her chest, his head tucked into her neck.

      “I have promised to visit Susan Blythefield. She sent a note around this morning, saying she is full of news and I must come at once.”

      Selena knit her brows. “Do you have someone accompanying you? Do not say you will go on your own, for it is one thing to visit your brother with no one in attendance, and it is quite another thing to go to a strange home unaccompanied.”

      Hugh began to squirm in Selena’s arms, making small grunts of dissatisfaction as Philippa picked up her cloth reticule. “Do not worry about me. I have Fernsby, who is enjoying a comfortable gossip in the kitchen with the other maids until I call for her. You must have Hugh fed before he begins to wail.”

      “Yes, my little man. You will be fed.” Selena laid him back down on her lap and began to untie the string that held the neckline of her shift closed. She glanced up at Philippa, who had paused on her way to the door. “Do not give me that shocked look, my dear. I did not wish for a wet nurse, and even were I to hand my baby over to someone else for his feeds, I still could not be brought into fashion. Give my regards to your sister.”

      Philippa smiled. Her nephew would grow into a happy, robust boy with such parents as Lucius and Selena. “I am sure Maria would have me extend her regards as well.”

      At the door, she recalled just how little regard her sister actually had for Selena, and she turned back to find Selena looking at her in amusement. Philippa curled her lips into a wicked smirk. “Most civilly.”
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      The ride from her brother’s townhouse to that of her friend took a full half hour. Two carriages had crossed paths in front of hers, locking wheels on the road and causing one of the carriage wheels to come loose. Philippa, traveling behind the unfortunate vehicle, had no trouble hearing the disdainful shouts that included the words cow-handed and cod’s head and the embarrassed defense that volleyed back. She laid one gloved hand over the other in the carriage and waited.

      It was not as though she were in any rush. After visiting Susan, Philippa would simply return to the Holbecks’ house, where she was spending her second London Season. Once she entered those hallowed doors, she would resume the mantle of dutiful little sister who was too innocent to know her own mind and should therefore trust her brother-in-law on the subject of marriage—especially where it concerned the undesirable attentions of Theodore Thackery. Presumptuous, arrogant man with no heart.

      However, Philippa did know her own mind—and had a pretty fair idea of how the minds of others worked, too. That was precisely what lent such satisfaction to helping her friends with their matches instead of being led meekly into a trap set for her own. At least her intentions were pure.

      Susan scarcely permitted the butler to admit Philippa and Fernsby before flying out of the drawing room and taking her friend by the hands. Susan’s eyes were brimming with excitement, and Philippa allowed herself to be led into the somber drawing room, only extricating her hands from Susan’s to remove her bonnet once the door was closed. Although Susan could at times be silly, Philippa was unlikely to find someone more loyal or sweet.

      “My dear Susan,” she said, laughing. “What can be so exciting? The Season has only just begun. Surely you have not received a proposal already!”

      She had meant it as a jest, but Susan’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

      Philippa paused in the act of removing her gloves. It was awfully sudden but perhaps not impossible? “Could it be … Mr. Evans?”

      A look of confusion crossed Susan’s features, and she shook her head. “I know Mr. Evans is a friend of yours, but he has not shown any marked interest in me.”

      Philippa refrained from uttering a protest. Matthew had not shown interest in Susan because he was paralyzed by shyness. Furthermore, he had not yet come to London to pursue Susan in earnest, which he would need to do if he wanted his suit to prosper. Susan could not find one more worthy than Matthew Evans—a man Philippa had known since she was a girl.

      She knit her brows. Who else could have proposed? “Not Mr. Browne, I should hope.” Susan’s letters since last Season had been filled with the better-to-be-forgotten Ambrose Browne, who had raised all Susan’s hopes with a determined pursuit before turning his attentions elsewhere—and without a word of explanation.

      When Susan shook her head again, Philippa breathed a quiet sigh of relief. She was, however, no closer to being enlightened as to who this mystery man could be.

      “But you have been in London a mere week before me. Surely a man could not have engaged your affections in so short a time. How did this come about?”

      “It was love at first sight.” Susan plopped herself on the sofa and pulled Philippa down next to her. “Christopher told me it could only be that or Mr. Merrick wouldn’t have made such a cake out of himself.” Her dreamy gaze moved to the ceiling.

      “Christopher? Do you mean your brother Christopher?” Philippa prompted, squeezing Susan’s hands to draw her attention. This was flighty behavior, even for Susan.

      “Yes. Christopher knows Mr. Merrick from White’s.” Susan sighed and brought her gaze back to Philippa. “I was coming out of Hookham’s when Mr. Merrick crossed paths with me. He just stopped and put his hand on his heart like so…” She demonstrated, her pale face serious.

      “A speaking gesture to be sure,” Philippa offered when she saw that her friend expected a reaction. Susan had drifted again in her reverie, so Philippa summoned her patience and nudged Susan’s knee. “You must tell me more. Had you met him last Season? Mr. Merrick’s name is not familiar. What look has he?”

      “He has the look of an angel,” Susan breathed.

      “A paragon, then,” Philippa replied dryly, rapidly losing patience at the dearth of information that was actually useful. She would never be so foolish as to fall for a man over a mere gesture. It would have to be a man she could respect—and one who respected her in return. “In one week, he has had time to secure your affection and speak to your father for your hand? He must be determined indeed.”

      She pulled back to examine Susan, who’d cast her gaze downward. Although she and Susan had grown close, their friendship was not of long date. They’d met at the end of last year’s Season when Matthew Evans begged Philippa to make the young woman’s acquaintance. Matthew was the shyest of all her brother George’s friends, and Philippa liked him best—enough to call him by his Christian name as she would a brother.

      So when quiet, steady Matthew Evans was struck at last by Cupid’s arrow, Philippa became determined to help him with his suit. The only problem was that he had been too tongue-tied to do more than request Susan’s hand for two dances and had not disclosed to anyone that he was suffering from the pangs of unspoken love until nearly the entire ton had left London. It had almost been too late.

      After Susan’s initial euphoric outburst, she fell unnaturally silent, and Philippa studied her more closely. Susan’s look of rapture had been replaced by one of worry. “What is it, Susan?”

      “Mr. Merrick has not yet approached my father,” Susan confessed. “But Christopher believes Mr. Merrick to possess a respectable fortune and said that any man who could wear such a well-fitted coat could not be half bad. He thinks Father cannot disapprove.”

      The wheels in Philippa’s mind were turning. She could not bear to think that poor Matthew could lose his heart’s desire before he’d even had time to win Susan over. “How did your brother know of Mr. Merrick’s interest? Did Mr. Merrick speak to him?”

      Susan shook her head. “I don’t think so. At least, Christopher didn’t tell me if Mr. Merrick has particularly spoken of me. You see, Christopher had been detained inside Hookham’s, and he came upon us on the street before Mr. Merrick took his leave. He said he shouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Merrick were to attend the Yardmouth ball tomorrow night. And my mother has positively promised that she will accompany me this time.”

      Philippa had met Susan’s mother briefly on her way to another social cause before their respective families had left town for the summer. An older version of Susan, with a pale complexion and large blue eyes set in the soft folds of her face, Mrs. Blythefield had rather absently approved of Philippa as a correspondent for her daughter. It behooved Philippa, she’d thought at the time, to continue the friendship for Matthew’s sake—to make mention of him in her letters and see whether his suit might flourish. And she had rather thought it might, for although she could not rate Susan’s intelligence as particularly high, much as she held her in affection, nothing in Susan’s letters had led her to believe her friend’s heart could be so easily won by a stranger.

      The footman brought in the tea service and set it on the table in front of them. Abandoning her dramatic posture for the more serious business of preparing tea, Susan picked up one of the saucers and examined it with a frown. “Tell Mrs. Hart to begin using the red-and-gold set when we have company. This set is too worn to be used outside the family.”

      She crossed the room to take the tea leaves and sugar out of the broad mahogany cabinet near the wall. Weak beams of sunlight coming through the windows trespassed on the dark wall hangings in the drawing room and fell on Susan as she crossed its path. The rays lit her creamy complexion, translucent eyelids, and rose-tinted lips that gave her an uncommon beauty when paired with her thick amber hair.

      Philippa reflected on this new suitor and had to concede that Susan—left prey, as she’d been, to any chancer-by—was not a girl to go unnoticed for long. With a naturally timid disposition and a willingness to defer to those with a stronger nature, Susan would be many men’s ideal. Philippa could well believe that the mysterious Mr. Merrick might come up flush against such a creature and have fallen irrevocably head over heels in love. And if Susan’s brother were in support of the match, Matthew stood in danger of losing his conquest, which would be a shame since Matthew Evans, plain as he was, would make a devoted husband. What were the chances that the same might be said of Mr. Merrick?

      It would not do to abandon the cause too soon.

      “He has not approached your father, then,” Philippa mused when Susan resumed her seat. So no proposal yet. The case was far from bleak, as she had at first feared. In fact, it appeared the entire match was a fancy on Susan’s part and a suggestion on the part of her brother. “Do you think your father will agree?”

      Philippa had met the elder Mr. Blythefield once, and he did not appear to be a man overly scrupulous about whom his daughter married, as long as he was not disturbed by an excess of female emotions. At least that was what Philippa gathered by their passing introduction when he’d hurried into the drawing room to fetch paper and had fled just as quickly.

      “Christopher said he will speak to our father if the need arises. But if Jack is opposed to the match, my father may listen to him instead.” Susan gave a little pout. “It makes no sense that my father would, really, considering Christopher is my father’s heir. But Jack generally gets what he wants.”

      The tea leaves were now steeping, and Susan placed the lid on the teapot as Philippa tried to follow this ambulatory discourse.

      “Who is Jack?”

      Susan laughed and leaned back, adopting a lounging posture on the settee that Philippa’s sister Maria would have pronounced very ill-bred. “Silly. Jack is my older brother. I have written of him. I am certain of it.”

      “You have written of Christopher, to be sure, but I did not know you had another brother. He is your second oldest brother, then?” Philippa had rarely crossed another name in Susan’s letters other than Mr. Browne. She would have remembered a Jack.

      “Oh.” Lips puckered, Susan breathed out the word. “Yes. He is my older brother, but the second son. I must have forgotten to mention him. Christopher was with me in the country, you see. He was on a repairing lease, and I must say I was not surprised. Christopher is frightfully expensive. Jack was tending to his other property, so I did not see him at all this summer. Then he spent the winter in London, which must be why I made no mention of him.”

      “I see.” Philippa was mildly surprised that Susan would have neglected to mention a second brother at least once in their conversations or in all her letters. But then, he was a second son. She dismissed Jack as a person of interest. Surely his influence with their father must be exaggerated, since what weight could a second son carry to approve or deny his sister’s suit?

      Philippa accepted a cup of tea and set it in front of her, then selected a small cake to put on her plate. “Present Mr. Merrick to me, then, if you will. I shall be glad to make his acquaintance for your sake.” And perhaps divert it for Matthew’s, if this Mr. Merrick should prove an ill choice. She sipped her tea and smiled. “Let us speak of what you will wear.”

      “Oh!” The exclamation was somewhat mumbled since Susan had taken a large bite of cake, but she swallowed and proceeded to describe her dress, which would likely be a flattering color but with more bows than Philippa would have permitted on one of her own.

      Philippa smiled over her cup, half-listening and mulling over this development in her friend’s career. Even if she’d had no interest in the matter for Matthew’s sake, Philippa feared Susan would be taken in because of her sweet, trusting nature. She would have to see if this second brother did indeed have any say against a match with Mr. Merrick—a man who apparently claimed a woman’s affections without seeking an audience with the young woman’s father. Philippa would have to be the voice of reason to keep Susan from doing anything hasty.

      She took another sip of tea and nodded to show she was listening. It was a good thing she was able to manage her own affairs. Her brother George was entertaining but flighty, and Lucius and Selena were preoccupied. Maria was overbearing, and her mother could not be relied upon. Among Philippa’s own family, she could not think of one upon whom she could depend.
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      Jack Blythefield stepped out of the House of Commons following an afternoon of speeches that had gone on at least two hours longer than expected, due to Robert Laine’s love of his own voice. On most occasions, Jack left Parliament flanked by other Members looking to be heard on various issues—hardly surprising for a man whom the senior Whigs were considering for the role of Leader of the Opposition.

      Today, however, Jack was alone and eager to make his way home quickly. Having accepted an invitation to attend an informal party that evening, hosted by the mother of a handsome woman of sense Jack had set his sights on, he was left with little time. He crossed Parliament Street, dodging both a salt vendor and a phaeton pulled by matched bays, when a familiar—and not entirely welcome—sight met his eyes. Reluctantly, he came to a stop.

      “Christopher! I do not suppose you are waiting for me?” Jack could not imagine what could bring his indolent brother so far from his usual haunts, be they the clubs, the gaming hells, or the racetrack.

      Christopher turned, stiff in his shirt points, his face revealing the usual mix of irony and laziness. “Why, no, dear brother. I had a friendly game at Cecil’s, while you spent hours listening to speeches, trying your best not to fall asleep lest you be caught drooling. And now, let me guess—you are on your way to the Yardmouth ball?”

      “Some of us are not content to fribble the day away, gambling each night—or wearing such abominable waistcoats. Are those yellow things … ducks?” Jack directed his gaze ahead to the busy street, hoping to spot an unoccupied hackney even at this hour. “I have an engagement to dine at Mrs. Sommers, and I must flag a hack. Do you accompany me?” A hackney driver saw Jack’s lifted hand and pulled over, and Jack negotiated the fare before climbing in.

      Christopher climbed in after him. “Why are you not going to Yardmouth’s?” He leaned back on the squabs and pressed his boots against the forward-facing seat. “Ah, I see. No need to dance attendance on your political friends and foes. Repealed the Corn Laws, did you?”

      “You need not sneer at our bills when you haven’t attended Parliament in I don’t know how long. That bill has not yet come up for vote.” Jack looked down and brushed the brim of his hat. “I’ve my own reasons for preferring Mrs. Sommers’s party.”

      “I suppose you might if Miss Sommers is your object. She’s a handsome gel, although a bit stiff for her sex. As for me, I have a previous engagement I cannot miss.” He peered at Jack under heavy eyebrows. “Or rather, I should say I will not miss. She’s a prime article.”

      Jack shook his head. “Do you think you will ever stop talking about women in such a boorish fashion and at last settle down? Father is right in saying it is time you produced⁠—”

      “No more lectures, if you please. I might ask the same of you, by the bye. Why do you not marry if you are such a proponent of the state?”

      “Considering how rarely our paths cross, I suppose now is as good a time to tell you as any. I have decided on such a path, as a matter of fact.” Jack pushed aside the curtain to peer out the window. They had not much longer to go, and he would need to dress in a hurry.

      Christopher turned in his seat to stare at Jack. “Oh ho! This is news. And who is the favored lady to take on the Blythefield name? Have you fixed upon Miss Sommers, then?”

      Jack crossed his arms on his chest. “Miss Sommers is certainly of interest, but I am not decided upon whom. However, now that I have determined upon this course, I will simply look for the handsomest, quietest, most biddable young woman”—his gaze dropped, and he added with soft cynicism—“with hips wide enough to bear a parcel of heirs without a problem.”

      “I recommend you lead with that line,” Christopher said dryly. “That ought to pique her interest.”

      Jack had an inclination to laugh, and goodness knew, the urge was rare enough. “Well, we are here, and I have not much time. I do not like to be late.” He climbed down from the carriage and handed the fare up to the driver, then headed up the steps with his older brother trailing behind.

      Christopher tapped his cane against the road as he strolled. “At times, Jack, I think your godmother’s bequest was the worst thing that could have happened to you.”

      That opinion was not one Jack had thought to hear expressed. His bequest at the death of his godmother two years prior had saved their family from ruin. His godmother could not have been chosen with any hope of material blessing, since she was still wife to a wealthy merchant and mother to two sons at Jack’s birth. But Jack had been attached to his godmother, especially after she’d lost her husband to illness and then two sons—one in the war and the other less nobly, as he was killed in a duel of vengeance by an unfaithful woman’s husband. With Mrs. Rutland’s fortune left to Jack, he was able to pay off most of the family’s debts and even set up his own estate near to where his family’s lands were.

      Jack stopped and looked back, resting his hand on the iron railing. “Why?”

      Christopher stopped, too, and pierced Jack with his gaze. “You’re in danger of becoming a dead bore.”

      Annoyance nipped at Jack. It was not as though he’d had any choice in behaving as he did, considering the family he had been blessed with. “And you—you've become so dissipated as to be wholly irresponsible.” They stepped through the front door, and Jack dropped his voice. “Between Father’s ‘investments’ and your⁠—”

      “Ah, lectures again.” Christopher pushed past Jack. “Cut line—I don't know why I said anything.”

      Susan appeared at the top of the bannister as the sounds of their voices echoed through the stairwell. “Christopher. You are here. What a divine stroke of luck.” She hurried down the stairs. “Do you go to the Yardmouth ball tonight? Do you think Mr. Merrick will indeed be there?”

      Jack stuffed his gloves in the pocket of his cloak. “Who is Mr. Merrick?” He crinkled his eyes in thought. If it was the Merrick he knew from the Commons, lackey to the Parliament-driver, Mr. Thackery, he wasn’t so sure he approved.

      His sister clasped her hands in a gesture that put Jack on his guard. Drama was likely to follow. She hurried down the stairs. “Mr. Merrick is a very respectable gentleman, who has fallen passionately in love with me. Christopher said he is a fine match.”

      Christopher turned on his heel as though he wished to escape before Jack could question him any further, but Jack would not let him off that easily. “And what makes Mr. Merrick such a worthy catch? Christopher, I had no idea you were so busy matchmaking.”

      Susan rested her hand on the bannister and, with a voice throbbing with passion, said, “Mr. Merrick has sustained a great coup de foudre from the very first time he laid eyes on me.”

      Christopher turned and met Jack’s gaze with an ironic smile. “And he has his coats made at Weston’s. What more does a man need to recommend him?”

      “You don’t owe him money, do you?”  Jack asked with sudden suspicion.

      “Of course not.” Christopher drew back, affronted. “If you must know, I met him at White’s. I don’t suppose even you could find fault with him. He actually sits in Parliament.”

      “If he meets at White’s, then he’s the Tory I was thinking of.” Jack would have to look into that affair to make sure his sister was not imposed upon.

      Shanks, their butler, advanced in shuffling steps down the corridor to where they stood. He had been in Jack’s grandfather’s employ, then his father’s, and Shanks did not wish to retire—nor could Jack’s father bear to pension him off. Jack had been accustomed to taking off his own cloak since his youth. He now handed the item to their butler and added, “I doubt Mr. Merrick and I will see eye to eye on anything.”

      Susan let out a squeak of protest but was interrupted from speech by the bustle of their mother coming down the corridor, dressed to go out.

      “Christopher, Jack, Susan. How delightful to find you all here at once.” Mrs. Blythefield had not retained her figure, nor had she aged well. What she possessed in abundance, however, was enthusiasm. “I most particularly wish to invite you to tonight’s event. Why, one might say it is providential that you are all here so that you do not miss out on this most extraordinary chance.”

      Jack and his brother turned to look at the end of the corridor as their father exited the library. With a quick glance at his wife, Mr. Blythefield scurried across into the billiard room. Christopher murmured, “I see Father has discovered a sudden urge to improve his game.”

      Jack brought his attention back to his mother, highly suspicious. “What extraordinary chance is that, Mother?”

      “It is what I am constantly telling your father,” Mrs. Blythefield said. “It’s a chance to make a real difference in this world. A meeting! I think it high time you saw to your responsibility as is befitting your station in life.” She tucked a healthy stack into her reticule of what Jack recognized as the Methodist tracts she had taken up distributing as of late.

      “A meeting. The parish orphans again?” Christopher asked, a hint of dread creeping into his voice.

      “No, dear. Not tonight. How silly to think we would be visiting orphans in the evening,” she replied, a benign smile lighting the wrinkled folds of her face. “I have discovered this charming gathering called The Society for the Suppression of Vice and have made it my objective to join them. Does it not sound thrilling? We are tackling the gin houses next.”

      “May God preserve us.” Christopher turned abruptly to head toward the study.

      “Mother, you have forgotten.” Susan shook her head at the tracts her mother attempted to hand her. “You are promised at the Yardmouth ball this evening. You are to escort me there.”

      Their mother lifted her gloved hand to Susan’s cheek and gave an affectionate pat. “And so I am. But I cannot go. Jack, you shall have to take her in my place.”

      Susan clasped her hands together and turned to him. “How splendid, Jack. You had better hurry. You have not long to dress, you know.”

      “I am otherwise engaged—” Jack began.

      His mother kissed him on the cheek. “You are a dear. Your sister cannot miss the opening ball, of course. Here.” She pulled a handful of tracts from her reticule. “While you are there, you may hand these out to anyone you please. I will supply you with more when you’ve run out. Well, I must be off.” Mrs. Blythefield waved her hand as she went out the door.

      Jack turned to Susan, gripped by a familiar sensation that his well-laid plans were about to be hindered and his evening stolen from him. “Christopher must take you.” He cried out after his brother, “Your plans are not fixed, whereas mine cannot be altered. Have the goodness to take Susan.”

      Christopher called over his shoulder as he entered the study. “Impossible. If I do go, I will not attend until much later. Jack, you will have to accompany Susan.”

      Susan grabbed Jack’s hands impulsively. “Oh, do say you will.”

      “Emphatically, no!” Jack replied.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the butler alerted Jack that the carriage had come around to the front, and Jack tapped his foot, waiting. Considering Susan had already been dressed for the Yardmouth ball when he arrived home, he could not imagine what was keeping her. At last, she appeared and smiled beatifically, not troubling to explain her tardiness. Jack helped Susan on with her pelisse before stepping outside and into the carriage.

      As they rolled over the packed road, Jack let his gaze wander to the townhouses they passed, some of which were lit with candles inside and others that had not yet been un-shuttered. He wondered if the Sommerses would notice his absence. Likely, since Miss Sommers had seemed to indicate he would be a favored guest. Jack had been looking forward to the chance to further their acquaintance. It was a shame that would have to be delayed. It really was high time he found himself a wife and set up his own establishment so he would not be stuck escorting his sister everywhere. That was something his wife could be doing.

      His thoughts having gone in that direction, he turned to Susan and announced, “I have decided to take a wife.” He was not accustomed to speaking with such spontaneity, but having told Christopher, he might as well inform each of his family members. Perhaps they would give him a reprieve from their requests for once and the freedom to carry out his mission.

      “Excellent.” Susan clapped her gloved hands together.  “I know just the girl for you.”

      “Girl.” Jack shook his head decisively. It was not a girl he needed, but a woman of sense who could run a household and hold intelligent speech with his political allies but who knew when to step back in submission. “I do not want a girl with high flights and fancies and dreams of romance. I want a woman who is rational and quiet and can keep house.”

      “Oh.” Susan’s shoulders slumped, and she fingered the strings of her reticule.

      Jack had not expected such an easy capitulation. After a moment, his curiosity got the better of him. “And who is this girl?”

      Susan’s smile returned. “Philippa Clavering. My dearest friend.”

      Jack spun the black ribbon of his quizzing glass around his finger. “I've never heard of Miss Clavering before. How could she be your dearest friend?”

      “Well … we have not known each other prodigiously long, but we have been writing to each other ever since last Season, and we have become quite thick. She is my confidante and knows all about Mr. Browne⁠—”

      “I should hope you are not still thinking of Mr. Browne?” Jack turned and studied her with a frown.

      “—but I’ve informed her of my change in affections only this afternoon.” Susan went on as if he had not interrupted. “She has already visited me, having only just arrived in London this week. Philippa is an angel. You will see.”

      “Perhaps.” Jack did not see any point in elaborating, but the idea began to take root. If this Miss Clavering was anything like his sister in temperament, it might suit, should his interest in Miss Sommers prove unrewarding. Susan was generally a biddable girl. Although, if Miss Clavering were even half as silly, it would not do.

      Jack frowned. It was not that he wished to think of his future wife and sister in the same breath, but it would be a convenient thing if they were friends. Then, when he was spending his time in Parliament and at the club, his wife would have someone to talk to. A wife with female friends would not trouble him with an excess of sensibility. It was a matter worth looking into.

      “You may introduce her to me. I shall look her over.”

      “Jack, you say the funniest things,” Susan said. “She is not a horse.”

      He glanced sideways at his sister. Susan was showing unusual spirit, but he let the comment pass.

      They were late to the ball, and Jack led Susan to the host and hostess to pay their respects before assessing the other guests gathered around the room. There was no one he needed to speak to that couldn’t wait. Susan smoothed the front of her gown and opened and shut her fan until Jack could bear it no more. He leaned down to murmur, “Susan, you are fidgeting. You must not wear your heart on your sleeve, you know.”

      Susan inhaled sharply and grabbed his arm. “There is Philippa!” She stood on her toes and lifted her hand until the woman in question smiled in acknowledgment and turned to walk toward them.

      Jack was about to tell Susan not to make a cake of herself, but he stopped short at the sight of Miss Clavering, who did, in fact, resemble a celestial being. In terms of appearances, hers could certainly tempt a man to press his suit. Face like an angel, a halo of golden curls, smile as fresh as dew, her waist nipped in most appealingly, but hips ample enough to carry an heir—and even a spare. She was certainly eligible for the post he had in mind. Miss Clavering made her way across the room as Jack prepared himself to honor her with his attention.

      Susan spoke the introduction. “Jack, permit me to present you to my friend, Miss Philippa Clavering. Philippa, this is Mr. Jack Blythefield.”

      Jack bowed. “Your servant.” Although he was not a particular fan of dancing, he had decided to unbend enough to ask Miss Clavering to dance a set, as it would be difficult to engage in conversation otherwise. And he needed to assess whether she was as docile as she appeared. If she was, then she might answer very well. Miss Sommers was indeed a handsome woman, but Miss Clavering was nothing short of stunning—the kind of face a man could look at without it spoiling his breakfast.

      “Enchanted, Mr. Blythefield,” Miss Clavering replied. Her clear voice and answering nod revealed more character than he could perhaps wish for, but with her eyes assessing him, Jack had the bemused sensation of being the one enchanted.

      She turned from him and released Jack from her spell, linking her arm through Susan's. “I have been waiting for you for an age.” Miss Clavering led his sister away, their heads bent together, and did not spare him another glance.

      A surge of irritation welled up in Jack. This woman had missed her opportunity to tempt him to the altar, and she’d had no idea.
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