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Chapter One
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Pain spiked through my head as Miss Evans tried to drag the comb through my hair. The only way I kept from crying out was by biting on my lip. Growing up, I had thought that one day, eventually, I would become accustomed to the pain.

Such was not the case.

“Miss Burnham, please hold still, or I will never be able to do anything with your hair,” Miss Evans said, a note of impatience in her voice. She muttered something too low for me to hear, and I guessed it had something to do with the difficulty of my hair.

It wasn’t my fault I had thick hair, and I was sure I had kept as still as it was possible for someone to be when their hair felt as though it were being pulled from their head! 

In the mirror, I saw Mary cast a sympathetic glance in my direction as she put away the dress she’d helped me out of earlier. Since Evans was primarily Mama’s maid, I relied on Mary to assist me. She was not much better in managing my hair, but she didn’t blame me whenever she struggled, which made me prefer her over Evans.

Finally, my hair was arranged into what was a passable chignon at the back of my neck. Evans had muttered under her breath the entire time. A few rebellious locks were already escaping their confinement.

“Thank you. That will be all, Evans,” I said quickly, fearing the maid would want to make another attempt. 

Quite honestly, I didn’t believe it would make any difference. The other girls in society were all far prettier than I. What chance had I of competing with them when I was dull and uninteresting?

Evans gave my hair one last glare and then she hurried out. Mary scowled after her. “She won’t be lasting much longer here, Miss Eugenia,” she said with a certainty that worried me. “Mrs. Wilder says she sent off several letters.  Responding to advertisements, if I had to guess.”

“Oh, I hope not!”

Mama had gone through at least four lady’s maids in the last six months. Although Jane Evans could do nothing to help my hair troubles, I didn’t want to go through the stressful prospect of being without a maid while Mama found another one.

“I didn’t think it was possible for someone to put on more airs than that Lizette Dubre,” Mary said, shaking her head. “French, my foot! She was as French as my mother.”

As ever, Mary’s straightforward speech made me smile. I remembered the lady’s maid she referred to. Whenever Lizette had struggled with arranging my hair, she’d lost all trace of her French accent and had used language that had made my cheeks burn. She had lasted four weeks, which was the current record in our household.

“If I had straight, manageable hair, we wouldn’t have a problem keeping a maid here.” I frowned at my reflection. The rosettes that adorned my gown were plentiful, and I wasn’t sure it flattered me at all.

“That’s not true! If she were worth anything, she’d know what to do with your hair!” Mary said immediately. “I reckon I take better care of you than she ever does.”

I twisted around in the chair and forced a smile. “Of course.” It was no secret that Mary wished to become a lady’s maid. There were just too many rough spots for her to work on for it to be possible. “If Evans does leave us, maybe her replacement would be willing to train you so you can take care even better.”

Mary beamed with pride. “I wouldn’t ask Miss Evans to show me what’s what. She turns her nose up at me enough as it is.”

With a shake of my head, I rose and slipped my gloves onto my hands. Mary handed me a shawl, although I feared it would prove to have little effect with the air so cool. Still, I was as ready as I was ever going to be.

“Here I go,” I said, mostly to encourage myself.

“Have a lovely evening, miss.”

~*~
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MY MOTHER PULLED ME across the room and back, anxious to greet and speak to as many people as possible. I was thankful that every person she approached was someone she had spoken to before, even if a few of them didn’t recognize her. Nothing would be more humiliating than if she attempted to work her way into an acquaintance who had no desire for her company.

I understood it was expected for me to marry well. All young ladies had that expectation. With two younger sisters, though, my mother would expect me to be in a position to make sure they had a future. To that end, friendships must be forged with anyone and everyone.

Somehow, after an hour, I became separated from Mama, and I didn’t immediately see anyone with whom I was acquainted. Well, I recognized several people, but I was unable to recall the name that went with the face.

Dancing had not yet begun, and I had no interest in a game of cards. Just for something to do, I went in search of the punch. As I wove my way through the crowd, a burst of laughter rang out behind me and, a moment later, a body crashed into me.

Knocked off balance, I stumbled several steps and collided right into a gentleman’s back. “I’m so sorry!” I exclaimed, pulling back. I felt my cheeks heat up with embarrassment and I couldn’t bring myself to raise my gaze. “Please excuse me.”

“I do not believe it was your fault, Miss Burnham.”

Recognizing the kind, deep voice, I lifted my eyes. Mr. Gerard Landon looked over my head, a disapproving expression in his blue eyes. “Larke, apologize to the lady,” he said, a note of firm determination in his voice.

Twisting around, I faced the gentleman who had knocked into me. I had a vague notion that I’d met him at some point. He was tall, well dressed, and now looked bored with the whole situation. “My apologies, miss,” he said, offering a slight bow. “I did not see you there.”

How would he have, since I’d been behind him? It would have been churlish not to, so I gave a brief nod of forgiveness. The corner of his mouth quirked up in a smirk, and then he turned back to his conversation.

“You are unharmed, are you not, Miss Burnham?” Landon asked, his eyes focusing on me.

“Completely,” I said quickly, glancing around. Though a few had taken notice of the incident, it appeared all were otherwise occupied now. “Again, I am so sorry I collided with you as I did.”

He shook his head with a light laugh. “I believe we established that it was not your fault. Allow me to find you a seat and then some refreshment,” he said as he held his arm out to me.

Nothing seemed better than to put the entire thing behind me. I put my hand at the crook of his elbow. “Thank you, Mr. Landon.”

Before I knew it, I was seated along the wall, and Mr. Landon had vanished from sight in search of the punch. To cool my still burning cheeks, I unfurled my fan and waved it in front of my face. Mama would have a great deal to say once she heard about what had happened.

No doubt she would blame me for not watching where I had been going.

I tried to spot my mother amidst the crowd, but it was a vain effort. Seated as I was, I had no good view.

“I hope this is to your liking, Miss Burnham,” Mr. Landon said as he approached. He handed me the glass of punch. “What has surprised you?”

Were my emotions written on my face? Once again, I felt the heat of my embarrassed blush on my cheeks. Careful not to spill the punch on his white gloves as I took the glass from him, I said, “To be honest, it would not have been the first time a gentleman became distracted while fetching me something to drink.”

“Such men were not true gentlemen then.” He glanced at the seat next to me.

Shocked by his apparent desire to remain beside me and appalled at my own lapse of manners, I gestured to the chair. “Please, do be seated, sir.”

As he did so, I sipped the liquid he had brought me, not tasting a thing. Attempting not to panic, I tried to think of a new topic of conversation as he didn’t seem inclined to leave me right away. “Do you come to London for every Season?” I asked, recalling that his primary dwelling was in the country.

His nose wrinkled slightly. “Indeed. My mother demands my presence as she cannot convince my older brother to do so.”

“You do not enjoy your time here?”

“I would not say that. However, I do believe there are important matters that could use my attention on my estate. I have an excellent agent, of course, but I prefer to keep a close eye on things.” Mr. Landon lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “What can I say? I am unfashionable.”

“Oh, no, I don’t think anyone could say that!” I resisted the urge to reach out and lay my hand on his arm. He would only say such a thing if someone—his own mother, perhaps?— had said it to him before. “It is admirable that you are concerned about your tenants and the state of your holdings.”

Mr. Landon laughed. “Holdings? I am not so fortunate to have that, Miss Burnham. It is a small, inconsequential estate that keeps me as you see me. Greater men would hardly bother with it.”

“Then, I would not think of them as ‘great’ men.” My goodness, why had I said such a thing? Mama would disapprove of this conversation. “Forgive me. I can hardly be relied upon for an expert opinion on such things. I have only left London a few times.”

My companion watched with what could only be interest. “And where have you visited?”

“My father had a close friend in the country. We visited the family several summers in a row, though after Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair died the visits stopped.” I hadn’t thought about the Sinclairs in ages. “I always looked forward to the times we were in the country.”

“I had the privilege of meeting Mr. Sinclair some six years ago. He was an amiable man, much like his son.”

My thoughts traveled backward. I vaguely remember Mr. Jonathan Sinclair, someone who’d been old enough to intimidate me. What had become of the Sinclair daughter? She’d been kind, and I had fond memories of our times running free outside.

The sound of the musicians tuning their instruments reached my ears. Mr. Landon stood up and faced me. “Would you do me the honor of a dance, Miss Burnham?”

All thoughts of my old friend vanished as I put my hand in his. “The honor would be mine.”
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Chapter Two
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“I never thought I would see it! You were never in want of a partner!”

Mama, dressed in the pink she so adored, beamed at me from where she was seated in front of the fireplace. I resisted the urge to point out that I had sat out two dances. I’d mentioned it the evening before and been ignored, so it didn’t seem worth the effort to try again. 

“Yes, Mama,” I said, focusing my gaze on my embroidery. There was a similar piece of needlework at my mother’s hand, but I knew without looking that nothing had changed on it. In fact, it had remained the same for as long as I could remember. Mama would bring it out every time she was at home, but would almost never make a stitch.

“We must be sure to thank him for his kindness.”

This I had to protest. “You cannot believe that I would not have had a partner without him asking me first. It was kind of him to ask me to partner him for the first dance, but I am sure the other gentlemen did not ask me simply because they saw Mr. Landon stand up with me.”

And if that wasn’t a complicated idea to express, I didn’t know what was!

“You may not be willing to appreciate your good fortune, but I am. It is about time someone took notice of you. I had started to fear you would not take this Season.”

This time I did sigh. “Mama, he asked me to dance. Once. Nothing more. You cannot begin to plan my marriage to him.”

Never mind that I had enjoyed dancing with Mr. Landon more than any other gentleman all evening. 

“Who said anything about marriage?” Mama asked, her tone scandalized. “Goodness, Eugenia, I hope you will keep such speculations to yourself in front of our visitors today. We cannot have rumors spreading and ruining your reputation.”

I gave up on reasoning with her and, instead, turned my attention to my needlework. She was right; I would be a laughingstock if people believed I was holding out for an offer of marriage from Mr. Landon after a single dance.

My attention went to the door of the sitting room, which had opened. Our first visitors of the day, Mrs. Russell and her two daughters entered and sat down. They had been at the dance party the evening before, so we were able to exchange our observances and the conversations we’d had with other guests.

Soon after, more visitors arrived. For several hours, there was a steady flow of people coming in and out. I heard many of the same bits of gossip from several people, which grew tiring. It was while one of the other debutantes of the Season was relating one such tidbit that Mr. Gerard Landon arrived.

Immediately, I stopped listening. As was only proper, the man made his bow to my mother, who was extremely delighted to greet him. I watched as he acknowledged the other ladies. Soon, though, he was in front of me.

“Good day, Miss Burnham.”

I don’t believe I could have kept from smiling, even if it had meant my life. “Good afternoon, Mr. Landon. It is good to see you again.”

“I hope your exertions from last night have not left you tired,” he said with a smile.

Fortunately for me, the young lady who had been speaking with me had turned to the person next to her, so I was able to give Mr. Landon my full attention. “No, indeed. When the Season first began, I did often become fatigued, but I am accustomed to it now.”

“I am glad to hear it.”

It felt awkward to carry on a conversation with him standing over me. I gestured to the space next to me on the settee. “Won’t you sit down, Mr. Landon?”

With a smile, Mr. Landon accepted my invitation. “Thank you, Miss Burnham.”

For a moment, silence formed between us. “Tell me of your estate,” I said, anxious to learn more about his life.

“Oh, there’s not much to tell,” he said modestly. “As any other estate has, I have my tenants. They care for the crops and livestock. I was fortunate enough to inherit from my uncle, who took excellent care of the estate. I did not have to resolve any problems, merely ensure that everything continued to run smoothly.”

“What of your neighbors? Do they have the same crops and livestock as you do?”

Mr. Landon let out a laugh. “Indeed they do,” he said as I sought to work out what had amused him so much. “There are not many who would show such an interest in an estate they have never seen, Miss Burnham.”

Embarrassed, I turned my gaze away. “Forgive my impertinence. I’ve never had the opportunity to discuss such things and I find it fascinating.”

“Do you? I would imagine running an estate isn’t much different from what a lady must do to run a household.”

Why had I never thought of that before? “You’re correct, sir.  There really isn’t a difference.”
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