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        March, 1805

        Grosvenor Square, London

      

      

      

      Sounds of the bustle of opening up a long-dormant residence erupted in all corners of the late Earl of Poole’s London house, most favorably situated on Grosvenor Square. Lady Dorothea Rowlandson, eldest sister to the next earl in line, sat at the Hepplewhite writing desk in a bedroom she’d only once had occasion to use and sifted through the stack of letters she had brought to London with her. Every one of them was addressed to The Right Honourable the Earl of Poole.

      Two letters were covered with the spidery handwriting of Lady Cowper and the more youthful scrawl of Lady Jersey, both of whom she had learned were London’s arbiters of the ton in their role as patronesses of Almack’s. It should be a natural thing that Dorothea and her sister be accepted into Society because of their father, but such a conclusion was not foregone since they had never been introduced to any of the patronesses—nor anyone else of consequence, really.

      Other letters sported more masculine scrawls—some names with which she was familiar, such as Lord Berkley, but most with whom she was not. More than one letter was written by the hand of a certain Archibald Stanley, but she could not tell from the contents of his letter if he was a gentleman or a merchant, and therefore could not be sure if he would be a useful person to know. Amidst the more usual correspondence were also scented letters from women with the names Mrs. Grace Plummet and Mrs. Rosalie Kavanaugh, but the letters dripped with more intimacy than was proper between a married earl and a woman betrothed to someone else. Dorothea had not troubled her mother with the task of looking through any of the correspondence from her late father and had certainly not made her privy to those letters.

      Once again, she sorted the correspondence into stacks, hesitating over certain names whose consequence in the ton she could not immediately divine. Then, smoothing her hand over those letters more pertinent to her quest—all of them softened with age and rereading—she allowed her gaze to roam around the unfamiliar room. Behind her, a fire crackled in the grate of the marble fireplace. On the opposite corner of the front-facing bedroom was a bookcase filled with books on history and agriculture she was unlikely to read, not a novel to be found among them. The four-poster bed was made up with a white and blue counterpane and pale blue bed curtains. And the dressing table held a mirror that seemed to have been recently replaced, as the glass had not yet blackened with age.

      She looked down at Mr. Stanley’s name again, puzzling over the contents of one letter, which mentioned investments but no gentlemen’s clubs. It included another one of his invitations to a “cozy evening’s entertainment at his house,” which left her none the wiser about his importance to her late father.

      But now was not the time to ruminate on things she had no answer to—or to wonder again at their father’s neglect in bringing them to Society’s notice. Time was running out before her first London event that evening, and she must learn as much as she could about its members so she might take her place among them without faltering.

      “Dorothea.”

      Her mother stood at the bedroom door, her hand on its post as though to prop herself up. Lady Poole was a faded version of her second-eldest daughter, Sophia, although very little of the beauty she had bequeathed her remained in evidence.

      She cast a pleading glance at her daughter. “I do believe we should send our regrets for this evening. We have only arrived in London this morning. It is all too much to contemplate going out again so soon.”

      “We shall not stay late, Mama,” Dorothea soothed, coming over to take her mother’s arm. “There are several hours yet in which you might rest. Let me take you to your room, and I’ll have Mrs. Platt bring you a tray with tea.”

      “I fear I shall need days and not hours to recover. I was already worn through from worry over Tilly.”

      Her frail mother fussed in that way back to her room but allowed herself to be persuaded of the necessity of attending the opening ball, adding only how regrettable it was that such a thing must be undertaken without the escort of their father, who had been most attentive to family duties up until his death.

      At such a fictitious tribute, Dorothea pinched her lips together to prevent a wayward retort and went over to tug on the bell pull, returning to settle her mother comfortably into a chair. After giving the orders to Mrs. Platt and reassuring her mother as well as she could, she strode back to her room.

      “Dorry!” Her third youngest sister popped her head out of her room when she passed it. “You forgot to tell Betty to pack my braided riding crop. You know ’tis the one I prefer. I should not like to use a borrowed crop. Perhaps you might send for it?”

      “You were to oversee your own trunk, Joanna,” she answered without pausing in her steps. “You are fifteen, for heaven’s sake. See if Miss Cross remembered to have it packed.”

      Miss Cross had served as governess to the three eldest daughters—and their brother before he went off to Eton—and now had charge of the youngest two. Contrary to her name, she was a sweet, plump woman who managed to teach the basic arts essential to any young lady, but without any real authority.

      “Found it!” Joanna shouted a moment later. “It was at the bottom of my trunk.”

      Miss Cross hurried by, her sewing kit in hand. “Oh dear, is anything amiss? I was quite sure we’d thought of everything.”

      Dorothea reentered her room, her brows constricted. They most assuredly did not have everything. As the eldest daughter, she was embarking upon her season an entire year after she was supposed to have done so. And rather than being in a position to help Sophia establish her place in Society as her older married sister, Dorothea was to come out at the same time as her. Besides that, the two gentlemen she had decided were an interesting catch last year had both found a bride in that same season. There might not be such eligible options again this year.

      Alas, her coming out last year had had to be pushed off. The Fourth Earl of Poole fell off his horse after imbibing too much at a country party, and a letter with the news of such arrived at the manor two days later. Dorothea ordered new black gowns for every one of them, mourning attire for the servants, and a black coat for young Everard, her brother of twelve, who was now the Fifth Earl of Poole. She had the servants drape the windows in black crepe and set a hatchment upon the front door. Then, in the weeks that followed, she received any number of callers with the support of her sisters Sophia and Camilla, since her mother found the effort beyond what must be asked of a woman prostrate with grief. Dorothea had carefully wrapped every one of her newly made gowns in silver paper—and with those, her hopes—to be thought of only the following year. And now the season was once again upon them.

      Her eyes fell on the discarded stack of correspondence on the desk. From it, she pulled a letter from the hand of a Mr. Plummet, less than friendly in nature, and attempted to see through what was written and discern if this was indeed the Plummet of the scented letter.

      “I know I am not to attend any of the parties this year,” her second youngest sister announced, entering Dorothea’s bedroom without ceremony. “But I am convinced I do not have enough gowns even for the occasions I am to be part of. I must have grown a full head since last year and none of my silk gowns fit.”

      Dorothea set down the letter and raised her eyes to her sister, releasing a silent breath. As her sister’s words registered, she pursed her lips and refrained from stating the less-than-flattering truth. Camilla had not just grown in height.

      “You cannot have grown a full head. Besides,” Dorothea assured her, “I have taken care of the matter, just as I promised I would. Pen is letting out the seams of my old gowns that have enough fabric to allow it. I’ve written ahead to secure an appointment with a modiste as soon as one might be arranged, and your gowns will go to Joanna.”

      Camilla gave an unladylike snort. “She will not wear them.”

      “To Tilly, then,” Dorothea said, striving for patience with the sister who held the unfortunate place of middle child, and who combatted a lack of confidence with a grating bluster that must be refined out of her before she was to come out next year. “But do give me some time alone to think, dear. I have much to see to before we leave tonight.”

      Camilla made a face and left the room, sparing Dorothea a few minutes of peace before it would be stolen from her. It always was. She carried the letters over to the armchair, placed near the warmth of the fireplace, and dropped half of them when she went to tug her shawl back over one shoulder. With a hiss of frustration, she bent down to collect the letters.

      “Let me help.” Sophia hurried into the room and collected the letters that Dorothea had not yet reached, handing them to her without a word. Her sister was aware of her preoccupation with the letters, although she had expressed her opinion that such preparedness was unnecessary.

      As Dorothea resumed her seat, Sophia sat on the edge of the bed. She folded her hands and met Dorothea’s regard with a wistful smile she interpreted to mean her sister had nothing else to occupy her at the moment.

      “I have asked Margery to lay my evening gown out on the bed.” Sophia wrapped one slender arm around the bedpost and leaned against it. “Are you certain we must attend tonight, Dorry? We have only just arrived this day. It all seems so hurried, and it worries Mama to be rushed like this.”

      Dorothea had thought nothing remained in the way of preparation, but at Sophia’s reminder, she went over to the wardrobe and pulled out the gown she had planned to wear that evening. It had been carefully hung and was not wrinkled, but that might change with a couple of hours stuffed amongst her other gowns.

      “Of course, we must attend. Lady Berkley’s ball opens the season, and it’s the only one we have been sent an invitation to so far. It was unfortunate that Tilly should have taken ill and delayed our arrival in London, but we must not miss tonight.”

      When their youngest sister Matilda had fallen ill the day before their scheduled departure, their mother refused to leave the manor until she was quite certain she had not caught the vicious cold from her daughter. It would be unbearable to travel from Surrey to London with a head cold, she’d affirmed.

      Sophia swiveled in place to watch Dorothea lift her gown high and examine it for any signs of imperfection. “Still, I fear it will be uncomfortable for Mama. And I don’t know why you insisted I come out the same year as you. I would have been perfectly content to have waited until next year. Camilla and I could have had our season together.”

      Dorothea paused in her actions to stare. “You cannot mean that. While last year you might have stayed behind in the schoolroom, though that’s hardly usual for a young woman of seventeen, you simply cannot delay your being out again. Not at your age. You shall have every opportunity I have to make an eligible match.”

      She raised an eyebrow, adding with the glimmer of a smile, “I believe you’ll need it, too. It will take time for any gentleman, much less the right one, to win your regard.”

      As the words left her lips, Dorothea fell prey to a hitherto unthought-of dread. It was true, her sister was shy and would not give her heart to the first suitor who presented himself. This was one of the reasons Dorothea wished for her to have as long as she needed to win a gentleman’s heart before her sister could be considered on the shelf. But what if it did not all go according to plan? What if her sister was the toast of the town and she, Dorothea, was cast into the shade? It would be the height of unfairness, when she was the eldest and deserved to secure her husband first.

      Unaware of these jealous and fearful intrusions upon Dorothea’s mind, Sophia regarded her openly.

      “In truth, I am in no hurry to be married. I shall not consider a match if I am not motivated by love.” She cast her eyes down to her lap and leaned back on one hand before lifting them again to Dorothea. “I could not tie my lot to someone who must be nothing more to me than a stranger.”

      “I would expect no less of you,” Dorothea replied, fighting back her fears over all that was at stake with efficient movements to ready her attire. Satisfied that her evening gown was flawless, she laid it over the bed and went to the jewelry box to choose something to go with it. It served to remind her, and she turned to Sophia with a crease in her brow. “What accessories have you chosen for tonight?”

      “I had not thought of it. I have the longer strand of pearls from Mama. I suppose it must be that.”

      Dorothea was already shaking her head. “No, that will be too long for the bodice of your gown, and the pearls have an ivory cast to them. I think you should wear my triple strand of miniature pearls. Their rosy hue will go well with your gown and complexion, and they are of a perfect length. Those will suit you admirably.”

      Sophia stood and came to hug her. “You are always thinking of others. I hope you will also make a love match this season. You deserve as much.”

      Uncomfortable with praise that she knew to be unwarranted, Dorothea gave a short laugh.

      “A love match—I? No, sister, I do not seek a love match. I seek an advantageous match—a brilliant match. Only with that will I be content.”

      “Well, I think you shall miss out with such low expectations of happiness.” Sophia’s scrutiny was too sharp for Dorothea’s comfort. “Think of having a marriage like Mama and Papa, may God rest his soul. It is not to be borne.”

      “I do think of it.” Dorothea slipped out of her sister’s embrace. “Our mother married very well. And, although I wish to observe every filial consideration to our dear mama, unlike her, I have been raised the daughter of an earl. I shall be an asset to any peer who chooses me for a wife. I am not overly given to tears or fainting spells, and it would take much to overset me. No, I believe none but my choice to marry for position will suit me, and it is what I am determined to do.”

      Sophia looked unconvinced, but she let the matter drop.
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        * * *

      

      At precisely nine o’clock that evening, Dorothea was tugging on her gloves as Sophia pulled her cloak around her gown. Their mother had yet to come down, but her lady’s maid assured them that Lady Poole would be ready at any moment. The surprising sound of someone knocking at the front door caused Dorothea to pause in her movements. Her sister returned her stare, perplexed, then moved toward the door to the drawing room. When it opened, she threw up her hands in surprise.

      “Evo! Whatever are you doing here?”

      Their brother, in London? Dorothea went stock-still. This was not what she had planned. She had specifically arranged for Everard to arrive the day after the Berkleys’ ball so they need focus only on one event at a time. There must have been an error in communication for Evo to have arrived today. When their younger brother walked in and gave her a jaunty bow accompanied by a grin, she put her hands on her hips and sent him a dark look.

      “Everard, why are you here a day early? Where is Mr. Sands?”

      “Surprised, are ya? I knew you would be.” Everard looked around the drawing room. “By gad, I’d forgotten what this place looked like.”

      “Surprised—and also in expectation that you will answer my question,” Dorothea replied.

      Her brother still had the look of a boy, even at the age of thirteen. He was on the short side and had not hit any noticeable markers that would lead one to believe he was on the cusp of manhood. He marched into the room and flung himself down in one of the chairs as both Sophia and she sat to hear his story.

      “Well, it was a stroke of pure luck, I tell you, but I ran into Harv who was also heading into London. Only he was traveling with his cousin in a chaise and four and was making double the time on what we were doing with that rental pair of bone-setters. So when he invited me along yesterday at breakfast, I told him I’d come. I ditched Mr. Sands, who was sleeping still.”

      “You didn’t,” Sophia said, looking at him in wounded reproach.

      “Evo, did it occur to you that Mr. Sands might be distressed at having lost his charge?” Dorothea asked him in a voice of awful quiet. “Or that it was a shameful thing for you to have left him without a by-your-leave?”

      “Not a bit,” he replied, cheerfully unaffected. He stood as their mother entered the room. “For you see, I left him a note.”

      “How nice that you are here, Evo,” Lady Poole said, tilting her cheek so he could come to kiss it. “I am ready, Dorothea.”

      Her mother’s response was so placid, so unsurprised, that it caused a wave of irritation to rise up in Dorothea. But then again, it fell to her to handle everything untoward or surprising, so why should her mother worry about anything unforeseen?

      In the next instant, to her dismay, her irritation turned and she was blinking back a surge of tears. Her carefully laid plans now tumbled about like Friday’s washing—or so it felt to Dorothea. She sent instructions to the butler to have Mrs. Platt see to Everard’s room and adjured him to behave himself until they could talk the next morning. And they would talk, she’d assured him.

      She was soon seated on the rear-facing seat for the short distance to the ball, then standing in the receiving line before she could realize what was happening. Sophia stood behind her, one arm around her mother to offer protection from the cold March air that drifted in with each new arrival. Dorothea attempted to recall everything she needed to ensure that evening’s success.

      Her prospective husband must have a title; he must be wealthy; he must be respected in Society; there could be nothing in him to disgust… It was a simple list, really, and anyone who did not meet the requirements must quickly be dispensed with.

      Ahead of them, several people waited, and as Lady Berkley was in no hurry to rush the guests into the ballroom, Dorothea had time to look around at her first London ball. The glimpse at the elegant decor caused her nerves to fray in dreadful anticipation, although it was beautiful.

      The Berkley house was known for its ballroom of an impressive size, and indeed, one wall was lined with six tall windows, and its opposite wall had a matching number of columns. The room was lavishly decorated with hothouse flowers, candles, and white silk cloth draped artistically. It was easy to take in the room at a glance as the crowds were yet sparse, and Dorothea made a mental note to arrive a little later at the next ball. It would not do to appear as though they were desperate.

      She peeked around the gentleman in front of her to the couple who was now standing before Lady Berkley and exchanging greetings. Her eyes drifted back to the gentleman, and she took a moment to appreciate the fine cut of his black coat and the broad shoulders that filled it. The agreeable height, thick head of curly dark hair, and athletic build from his slippered feet upward hinted at a fine specimen of the male race. She wondered if his features were as handsome as the back of him seemed to promise.

      Perhaps it was because she was admiring him that her ears were unnaturally attuned to the audible whispers that came from behind her sister and mother.

      “The gentleman just there in the black coat has the appearance of Mr. Shaw, your brother’s friend. Is that he?”

      She stilled, straining to hear what the response would be and wondering if he had heard them, too. She didn’t think so, for he was now greeting Lord Berkley.

      “Yes, it is he. I haven’t seen him in London before. I shall have to tell Robert that he has come if he doesn’t know already,” the second voice murmured.

      “He is a handsome devil. Perhaps he will ask me to dance.” This came out in a playful giggle that made Dorothea long to turn and see who was speaking. She resisted the urge.

      “Perhaps he will, but have a care. His estate is heavily encumbered from what my brother says⁠—”

      The rest of her words were lost as Dorothea greeted Lord Berkley, smiling at his compliment and conveying her gratitude for the invitation. In truth, it was his kindly wife who’d sent it, expressing her desire to help any daughter of the deceased Lord Poole have a successful début in London.

      As Dorothea moved ahead to greet Lady Berkley, the magnitude of the moment struck her, and a sudden surge of contentment leaked out in her smile. She was having her season at last, and she would find a husband befitting her station—a husband who would provide her security from poverty and spinsterhood. A husband who, by his distinguished title, would be at the head of the perfect family she was about to create. Then her real life would begin.
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      Miles Shaw was possessed of everything a fortune could not provide him. A glimpse at his smiling reflection in the mirror of his rented lodgings had told him as much. His coat molded to his broad shoulders as closely as a coat could without the help of a valet—a necessary economy. His neckcloth was crisp and folded in an elaborate knot that he himself had learned to tie. His eyes were an unusually brilliant blue that had encouraged more than one young lady to look his way twice, if the deep matching dimples in his smile hadn’t done the trick. Only his hair reflected the stubborn personality of its owner with a cowlick on the left side that sent his dark brown locks in two different directions, no matter what he attempted with a comb. But he must be satisfied with what he could not, after all, change.

      As he moved forward in the receiving line at Lady Berkley’s ball, Miles wondered if this evening would bring better luck than the past few weeks had afforded him. It was early in the season, that much was true. But he had yet to meet a single woman who had inspired in him the desire to begin a courtship in earnest. Every one thus far had either been too shy to respond to his flirtation with anything but crimson blushes, or was so bold he feared to charm them lest he be snared before he was certain.

      But his time was running out. He had received that very day a letter from his mother communicating that the black mold in some of the unused rooms of their ancestral home had grown at an alarming rate in the past weeks, and she feared the damp was causing her to be unwell. He had no choice but to find a wealthy wife and to woo her as quickly as his natural gifts would allow.

      He had a view past the receiving line into the ballroom, where strains of music filtered out. The musicians had not begun the livelier pieces that would invite guests to dance as it was early yet. Candles were lit in both grand chandeliers above the dance floor, and their flickering lights reflected on the glasses of champagne and other sweet drinks that servants carried on trays as they wove their way around the guests.

      It was a mood ripe for romance, Miles thought with a flicker of wry humor, knowing it would require every ounce of his skills in flirtation to direct a romantic courtship rather than a mercenary one. He had come to London to find a wife with a portion—one whose dowry would remove the necessity of further drudgery of the kind he had experienced for the last four years. One whose dowry would make his poor mother more comfortable.

      He required this, but he was not of a cold, avaricious mindset. Not he! Along with his determination to marry well, he would seek out a woman he truly had affection for. And what was more, he wished to find her before he had grown very much older. He had an unaccountable fancy to live long enough to see his grandchildren into adulthood.

      At the head of the receiving line, Lady Berkley turned from the couple in front of Miles and held out her hand to him.

      “Mr. Shaw, I must tell you how pleased I am to see you in London at long last. Your mother is well, I hope. Is she here?”

      He bowed over her hand and rose with an engaging smile that coaxed one from his hostess in return.

      “Most well, I thank you. Mother bid me give you her warmest greetings and regrets that her health did not permit her to journey to London at present. She promised that a letter was forthcoming.”

      Miles omitted the part about how his mother did not possess a wardrobe suitable for an entire season in London and would be coming for only one month later this spring.

      “Well, I do hope you enjoy your evening,” Lady Berkley said. “And come and visit me one of these mornings, for I am generally at home to friends.” She turned to meet the next guests, and the look of hesitation on her face led Miles to believe she did not know them.

      For the first time, he turned to look behind him and met the eyes of a tall woman with burnished curls, intelligent eyes, and the most flawless complexion he had ever seen. Her gaze was curious before she whisked it away and smiled at their hostess. It seemed she was explaining something, or presenting herself to Lady Berkley, whose face then lit up in comprehension. He paused to stare, unable to help himself, intrigued by both her situation and her beauty that was not in the common way.

      Although she drew herself up into what seemed like a posture of haughty condescension, her eyes sparkled with warmth as she spoke with Lady Berkley. Her thick brown hair framed a handsome face with elegant, mobile brows, and her chin, which leaned toward the obstinate, made him certain she could not be persuaded to do anything she did not like. A challenge if ever he saw one. Perhaps this might be a woman worth courting. From the look of her jewelry, she did not subsist on the edge of poverty.

      Lady Berkley caught sight of him still standing there and motioned for him to return.

      “Lady Dorothea, I must introduce you to Mr. Shaw, whose mother was a particular friend of mine in our youth. Mr. Shaw, this is Lady Dorothea Rowlandson, eldest sister to the Earl of Poole.”

      She paused her speech to wait for the older woman behind them, who was still talking to Lord Berkley, before concluding her introductions.

      “Lady Poole appears to be taken up in conversation with my husband, but this is Lady Dorothea’s sister, Lady Sophia.”

      Miles bowed deeply and smiled at both as he lifted his head, allowing his gaze to linger on the eldest. As an earl’s daughter, she must certainly have a dowry worth considering. And she was excessively fine to look upon. Perhaps his hunt might provide him with an early reward.

      “Lady Dorothea, it is a pleasure. Lady Sophia,” he added, turning to her sister.

      Lady Sophia responded by averting her eyes as she curtsied, much like the shy women he had frequented since arriving in London. As for Lady Dorothea, all signs of curiosity had been replaced with cool assessment, as though she had decided he wasn’t worth her time. After a brief curtsy, she turned away when Lady Berkley spoke again.

      “Far be it from me to be overly managing, Mr. Shaw, but I would be remiss as a hostess if I did not encourage you to invite Lady Dorothea and Lady Sophia to dance. It is their first season in London, and it is an object of mine that my floor be packed with dancing couples from the very first set.”

      Miles lifted an inquisitive eyebrow in invitation, and Lady Dorothea’s icy mask grew more pronounced at the suggestion, which struck him with the urge to laugh. So, she did not think him an eligible parti? Briefly, he wondered if kissing her would thaw the ice—after he had worked his charm, of course. He did not kiss unwilling maidens.

      “I would be most delighted, Lady Dorothea, if you would dance the opening set with me?” he offered, after these thoughts had passed through his mind in rapid succession. “And if you, Lady Sophia, would accept an invitation for the second?”

      Lady Dorothea’s face revealed little of the warmth she had shown their hostess, but no fault could be found in her gracious acceptance. Lady Sophia murmured her consent as well, but in such shy tones her response could barely be heard. Miles brought his eyes back to the elder sister, speculating on whether she were truly as cold as she seemed. He suspected she could not be from his brief glimpse of her conversing with their hostess. It would be amusing to find out.

      “I shall seek you out then,” he said with another bow, then descended the three steps that led to the sunken floor where the guests congregated.

      A cursory glance around the room revealed only one set of familiar faces. His sister and her husband.

      “Mary,” he said when he reached her side, before turning to shake his brother-in-law’s hand. “Albert. I understood from Mother that you both would arrive next week. Something about your house still being rented out until then?”

      Albert Penworth was a gentleman with wealth enough to give him consequence and access to certain select circles where investments rather than titles were given prominence. A portion of his wealth had also been derived from such economic gestures as renting his house out when it was not needed. Miles was glad for his sister to have escaped a life of scrimping and saving, but sometimes wondered at her complacence in accepting a man who rarely had anything of interest to say.

      “Our tenant did not wish to stay once Parliament brought the London crowds back in droves, but as the contract stated they must pay through to the end of March, I am the one who benefits in this round.” He chuckled heartily and—spotting a gentleman of his acquaintance—left them abruptly to go shake his hand.

      Mary’s warning glance communicated clearly that while she knew he thought her husband obtuse, it was not a discussion she would enter into again. She then followed that look with the one subject upon which she and her brother were in common accord.

      “Did you leave Mother well?” she asked.

      He nodded, adding after a moment’s reflection, “I suspect she would have liked to come to London for the entire season, but…well, you know.”

      Mary sighed. “I attempted to prevail upon Albert to purchase some gowns and accessories for Mother, as you suggested. I’m afraid he thought it a shocking waste of money, considering we might one day have daughters of our own.”

      She leaned in and imitated Penworth in uncharacteristic reproach. “Why, Mary! Would you give away the fortune of your own unborn daughters, preventing them from making an eligible match, in order to clothe your mother in style—an old woman who is no longer on the hunt for a husband? Surely no wife of mine could conceive of such a thing!”

      Miles sent her a sympathetic smile, and she returned it before adding loyally, “But he means well. He is a good man. I think he truly does care about our daughters⁠—”

      “The daughters you have yet to bear him,” Miles clarified in a look heavy with irony. A chuckle escaped her, and she lifted a shoulder.

      His gaze drifted around the room, seeking acquaintances of his own and extending his search to Lady Dorothea. He found her with little effort as the room was not yet full. She was still near the entrance, standing with her mother and sister, and they did not appear to know a great many people—or, at least, not anyone who was present. Somehow, this reassured him. He might make progress with his suit before any other gentleman attempted to woo her. Of course, this might only be wishful thinking. She was, after all, the daughter of an earl, and if anyone knew how particular those of the peerage were about titles, it was he.

      Mary stepped away to speak to a woman in a jeweled turban as Albert returned to stand next to Miles. But by then, the musicians had picked up their instruments again. This was his cue.

      “Albert, I beg you will excuse me. I am promised for the first dance.” He took a step, then as the thought occurred to him said, “You will perhaps wish to ask Mary to dance.”

      “Wouldn’t do, my boy,” Albert answered, though he was only five years’ Miles’s senior. “A man never dances with his wife in public.”

      Miles offered a polite smile and made the circuit of the room toward his first partner. He would certainly dance with his wife when he had one, though it was not a fashionable thing to do.

      If he had expected, upon arriving at Lady Dorothea’s side, to see a look of relief at being rescued from sitting the first dance out, he was doomed to disappointment. Upon bowing to Lady Poole, then extending his hand with the words that he believed this set to be his, Lady Dorothea merely graced him with that same bland smile and set her hand on his arm to join the couples congregating. He was not a man easily daunted by a little resistance, however, and he was determined to coax her out of her shell.

      One of the musicians seemed to be dealing with a broken string, so they took their places on the sidelines and waited.

      “Is this your first season in London, my lady?”

      “It is.” The soft blue eyes that turned his way were at odds with the decisiveness in her voice and the obstinacy of her chin. After a brief hesitation, she added, “It was intended that I come out last season, but my father died three weeks before we were set to leave. We naturally had to postpone it.”

      “My condolences,” he replied promptly, surprised and touched by her admission. It made her seem more human. “I was not attending to any news coming from London last year, otherwise I might have heard of it.”

      Then again, the news of an earl leaving this earth would not have made an impression on one who had not known any of the bereaved.

      When the conversation stalled, he seized on the one thing they had in common.

      “I, too, lost my father, although it is not of recent date. He fell ill of pneumonia four years ago and did not recover.”

      “My sympathies,” she answered in turn, then took a silent breath and let it out. He wondered if she were nervous, or reserved…or simply bored.

      He cudgeled his brain for something to say that wasn’t quite so morbid a topic as death. Usually the women he made an effort to charm thawed more easily than she did. But Lady Dorothea had offered him something more than commonplaces, and he would not give up in trying for more.

      “Your sister…am I right in assuming she is out at the same time as you?”

      “Yes.” Lady Dorothea looked as though she would say more, but the strains of the cotillion had begun, and her eyes lightened in anticipation. He hastened to lead her into the first circle that was forming before they lost their place.

      The music began, putting an end to their conversation. He bowed before her, with one arm behind his back and one extended in front, and she curtsied in return. Then they began to dance in a circle, clasping the hands of those around them as they moved, nodding and bowing to each partner in turn.

      As he rejoined Lady Dorothea, clasping her hands in his and advancing, side by side, he was filled with the pleasure of dancing with a woman who required little effort to lead. She might have an obstinate chin, but she was made for dancing. It caused him to direct an appreciative regard her way more than once, and he was given at least one truly authentic smile in return. Each time they drew near, her fresh scent muddled his senses, causing his admiration to increase. He bit his lip to keep from grinning. She was delightful!

      At last, the music to the first dance came to a close, and they stepped off to the side to wait for the next dance of their set. Miles held out his arm, and when she set her hand on it, he drew her near.

      “You dance elegantly, my lady. I’ve rarely danced with a partner who gave me more pleasure.”

      Her cheeks were rosy from effort and her eyes bright as she pulled away slightly to create more distance between them.

      “I take pleasure in dancing. It is the one time we are allowed to cast off restraint and enjoy the felicity of the moment.”

      She seemed to check herself, a furrow to her brow as though she had revealed more than she wished. It was exactly the sort of thing Miles desired to know about her, as it confirmed his suspicion of a warm heart that beat underneath the ice.

      “That is very true. I like it myself for that reason.”

      After a beat, she ventured, “You also make a fine partner, Mr. Shaw. You make dancing seem effortless. The gentlemen I’ve danced with in Surrey have not been so talented.”

      He responded with easy gallantry, although his smile was genuine. Despite the fact that it was not a high compliment to compare favorably to local country gentlemen, its authenticity had touched a chord in him.

      “You honor me. I am sure my feet will be even lighter now from your praise.”

      “And you, I hope, will not repeat my words,” she cautioned, lifting her brows almost playfully, “for I have cast aspersions on other gentlemen, although no names have been mentioned.” The warmth he had caught glimpses of reached her eyes for the first time since she had turned them his way, and he received it like a laurel wreath.

      “I give you my word as a gentleman,” he replied, easily matching her lighthearted tone and exalting in having pierced her façade. “But then, I have forgotten to ask if you are thirsty. Next I shall hear it said that a certain gentleman pays all the most proper observances, such as fetching a drink for the lady in between sets, unlike other gentlemen she has danced with.”

      This time she laughed outright, and the suspicion she did not give up her laughter easily sent him another flush of triumph. A grin tugged at his lips. By George, he did like her! A woman with character, who was beautiful, and whose fortune must not be despised.

      “Let not that be said,” she replied, mercifully unaware of his thoughts. “And I would be most grateful for a cup of lemonade—cold if it could be had.”

      “If I have to go down to the kitchens myself to find it, I will do so.” Miles began to walk off to fetch the glass but then turned back. “Shall we go together? I should not like to leave you unattended, even for the minute it would take to fetch one.”

      By way of answer, she set her hand on his arm, and he led her forward, dodging a couple as the ballroom had begun to fill.

      “Are there just the three children of the late Lord Poole? You, your sister, and your brother, the young earl?”

      She shook her head, slowing as they reached the table that held the refreshments. “You are missing the three sisters who are still in the schoolroom. Or should I say, two are in the schoolroom. Camilla is old enough to be out, but we all thought that three Rowlandson ladies making their débuts at once would not be quite the thing.”

      Miles spoke a few words to the servant standing near the refreshment table and procured two glasses of cold lemonade for them both.

      “Camilla, you say? With the Ladies Dorothea and Sophia…dare I guess that each one of the daughters has a name that ends with an a?”

      “You might guess, and you would be right,” Lady Dorothea said before lifting her cup to her lips, her smile revealed only in her eyes. “My father must have given way to my mother’s insistence on that score, for he was not at all sentimental. There are still Joanna and Matilda to bring out at some distant date.”

      “And the Earl of Poole? Does his name end in an a as well?” Miles teased. “Roberta? Fredericka?”

      “It does not,” she replied primly. The twitch of her lips convinced him that for all her chin’s signs of stubbornness, she did not lack humor. “His name is Everard.”

      He accepted this with a nod and let a natural silence fall. He watched her drink and look around the room. She seemed to take naïve pleasure in the sights. It was refreshing.

      This time she turned to him to ask, “Do you have… Where is your estate located?”

      The question caught him off guard, and he fought the natural wariness that rose up in response. He’d always maintained he would be completely honest about his financial situation. He might go about wooing like a hunter with his sights on the prey, but no one would be deceived. The woman he chose would know what she was getting into when she accepted him. That was what he had told himself.

      “My estate is located in Lancashire, near Manchester,” he replied. “It is not immense, which I must suppose to be a blessing at the moment, for I am in the process of restoring it to solvency.”

      The look in her eyes led him to suspect she already knew it. Miles had not thought his situation to be so generally known.

      He gave an involuntary laugh and said the first thing that came into his mind. “You must not worry, however. I am not on the hunt for a wealthy wife. I plan to restore it without the help of a dowry.”

      As soon as the words were out, his insides froze. He had just dissembled to the point of dishonesty. But before he could modify his claim, she visibly relaxed as though her mind was relieved of one worry—that he would not go on the hunt for her—and he found he could not utter the words to correct what he had just said. His guilty conscience tapped at him. Had he not decided he would be open about his situation?

      But then, he actually liked this woman. How could a man openly admit he was on the hunt for a wealthy wife if he was in the early process of trying to charm her? He could not, and must hope that her feelings developed naturally in a way that would forgive any pecuniary considerations that accompanied his pursuit.

      Lady Dorothea’s reaction made him aware of his situation’s precariousness as a man whose estate did not pull in any income to speak of. He could not let it circulate that he was hanging about for a rich wife. Besides losing his chances with her, such a thing would be the death of his social prosperity in London. And without invitations, there would be little chance of crossing paths with her or any other eligible lady.

      He struggled with how to turn the conversation from there and was thankful that, after his last disclosure, it was she who opened her lips next.

      “It is noble of you to attempt to restore your situation without resorting to the age-old ways of men and women.” She smiled at him kindly, expounding, “To try to better your situation by attempting a favorable alliance.”

      Miles had lifted his glass to his lips and was in the process of swallowing when her words caused him to breathe in the liquid. It was therefore through bouts of coughing that he managed his reply.

      “You are very kind, my lady.”

      He looked away and attempted to marshal his thoughts. It was not well done of him to intentionally mislead her. Perhaps this was something he ought to remedy.

      But that was something to think about at another time.
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