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CHAPTER ONE


IN WHICH WE MEET MISS ELLA ST. TREVELYON




TOWNHOUSE BELONGING TO VISCOUNT ST. TREVELYON


CHELSEA


THE GARDEN.


March 30, 1815





At 3 p.m., Miss Fenella Grey put down the storeroom inventory, donned an afternoon frock, and walked down the lawn to meet her aunt and cousin for tea. The Viscountess St. Trevelyon always asked her to join them, clinging to the idea that Ella was a cherished member of the family.


As opposed to an overworked housekeeper, who happened to be a relation.


The back lawn of the St. Trevelyon townhouse stretched to the Thames River. This afternoon was unseasonably sunny, and the lacy struts of the riverside pagoda shone white against beds of daffodils bending in a light wind. Years ago, Ella’s father—the current viscount’s brother—had built the pagoda for the delight of his wife and daughter.


To Ella, the memory felt like a storybook she had read but not experienced. Did her mother teach her to embroider there, laughingly complimenting her uneven stitches, or was that a dream? Did her father put her on his shoulders so that she could see into a robin’s nest, or was that an imaginary anecdote, spurred by loneliness?


The viscountess and Ella’s cousin Fulvia were already seated, looking like an illustration for La Belle Assemblée. Even at thirty-two, her aunt’s hair matched her daughter’s pale gold, and she looked young enough to be Fulvia’s elder sister. The family butler, Jarvis, was bending over them, offering a platter of scones. Ella smiled at him. “Did Cook manage to find currants, Jarvis?”


Jarvis bowed. “At the eleventh hour, my lady. The scones are still hot.” Like his mistress, Jarvis ignored Ella’s lowly position—except during those hours when a housekeeper and butler necessarily work in tandem.


At breakfast, for example, the viscount had announced that he would join the family for tea. Since his lordship’s scones must have currants—and since his tantrums dominated not a nursery, but an entire household—Ella and Jarvis had hurriedly dispatched a footman to purchase the desired fruit.


“Ella, darling, do sit down,” the viscountess said. She waved the plate of scones away. “Oh, no, I mustn’t eat a thing, Jarvis. My waistline is swelling in a most unbecoming fashion.”


“You had very little breakfast, my lady,” the butler murmured.


“Ella, I’ve seen that gown one hundred times at least,” Fulvia said, wrinkling her nose. “There’s no reason for you to wear rags. Mother, you must insist that my cousin accompany us to a modiste.”


“I scarcely go anywhere,” Ella pointed out, accepting a currant-studded scone and a piece of cake to boot. She had been working since five in the morning and had worked up a ravenous appetite.


“But you shall accompany us to the ball celebrating Fulvia’s debut, and those that follow during the Season,” her aunt said with a warm smile. “Your uncle remarked at dinner last night that your absence might cause people to question your virtue. More importantly, you, too, need to find a husband. So, you must order new gowns for the evening and yes, for morning calls as well. Fulvia is right, dear, you cannot receive gentlemen callers in that faded calico.”


Jarvis handed her a teacup, and their eyes met with an unspoken understanding: The viscountess was darling, but hopelessly impractical. How could Ella, who was given neither an allowance nor a salary, afford even one evening gown, let alone an entire wardrobe?


“His lordship is coming!” the viscountess exclaimed, putting down her teacup.


Sure enough, Viscount St. Trevelyon was striding down the lawn, frowning as he adjusted the frothing lace at his wrists. An imaginative person might think that a chilly wind accompanied him; Ella fancied that the grass withered beneath his feet.


Certainly, her aunt looked frost-bitten on a regular basis.


“Ella, mend your bearing!” the viscountess hissed. “And Fulvia, a more ladylike expression, if you please.”


Fulvia obediently put on a simpering smile. Ella crossed her legs at the ankle and folded her hands. Her uncle preferred that ladies be entangled in their own limbs, unable to run screaming from the room.


Ella considered her uncle akin to a wolf: carnivorous and prone to howling. Everyone in the household had learned to read the apex predator’s moods. As his lordship was manifestly unimaginative, he dressed in black when angry, and in colors when merely piqued. Today the viscount was wearing a bronze-colored velvet coat lined with striped, green silk. His neckcloth was olive and tied in the Mathematical.


So: a good mood, scowl notwithstanding.


When the viscount reached them, his wife and daughter sprang to their feet and dropped into deep curtsies, heads bowed. Ella stood up but didn’t bother to bow her head; her curtsy barely escaped being disrespectful.


As a penniless relation literally relegated to the attic, she had to take her pleasures where she could find them.


“Viscountess,” Lord St. Trevelyon said, bowing his head. “Daughter.” He paused as he eyed Ella.


“Good afternoon, Uncle,” Ella trilled, smiling with full awareness that he knew her low opinion of his character.


Her aunt seated herself, flipping open a fan that she could hide behind. “Good afternoon, Lord St. Trevelyon. How are you this fine afternoon?”


The viscount ignored her question, preoccupied by nudging the woolen pad tied to his right calf into position. Ella had noticed that her uncle had begun stuffing his stockings to enhance the appearance of his thin legs, but the pads had an unfortunate habit of migrating to the front.


She amused herself by imagining her teacup flying through the air, a tide of brown liquid splattering her uncle’s immaculate neck cloth and his chin as well. Her eyes lingered there for a moment; that round chin resembled nothing so much as a speckled egg, no matter how often he shaved.


Drat! That was Unkind Thought #3. Ella was trying to limit herself to four unkind thoughts a day, a mission to ensure that she didn’t become an embittered spinster.


Old maid she would certainly be, since no matter how her aunt talked of marriage, her only prospects were serving as an unpaid housekeeper or becoming a governess. Still, she refused to curdle like sour milk. Her parents would have expected more from her.


Actually, her mother and father would have expected her to debut with Fulvia as her companion. But that was life. After her parents perished six years ago, she and her cousin had promptly switched places in the world.


With a wave of his slender hand, the viscount sent Jarvis back to the house. “I bring good tidings of great joy.”


Ella caught back a laugh at her uncle’s quotation of the biblical announcement of the baby Jesus’s birth. Her uncle was no angel. That did not count as Unkind Thought #4, because it was an evident truth.


He cast her a dark look, apparently catching the amusement in her eyes.


“How wonderful,” her aunt chirped. “May I pour you a cup of tea, my lord? It is a custom blend of Pekoe and Imperial.”


“I scarcely think that a custom blended tea is required when the viscountess is not entertaining guests.”


His wife flinched and started nervously stirring her tea.


“Au contraire,” Ella exclaimed. “Ladies drink it in order to control their appetites, Uncle. You, of all people, understand the importance of a slender figure.” She beamed at his scowl. Her uncle was fanatical on the subject of women’s figures and regularly put his wife on slimming diets.


Luckily, Ella and Jarvis conspired to supply buttered toast so that her aunt didn’t faint from privation.


“Gluttony may be curbed in other ways,” the viscount said bitingly. “No sugar, for instance.”


The viscountess guiltily put down her spoon.


Fulvia sighed. “This subject is distasteful. I, for one, would like to hear the good news. I trust yours has to do with my debut? We are perilously close to the ball to celebrate the celebratory ball, with scarcely a new garment on hand.”


The viscount surveyed his daughter from head to foot. Fulvia smirked back at him with complete confidence, tossing her curls behind her shoulder. Ella had to admit that her cousin was a match for her bullying father. His most withering comments flowed past her like water through a sieve: she simply did not hear them.


“Thank God, you inherited your mother’s beauty,” his lordship pronounced, with acid emphasis. “That gown, Daughter, is unrefined.” The bodice of Fulvia’s gown was trimmed in inexpensive white satin ruffles that took on a yellow tint in the sunshine.


“True, it lacks a diamond bracelet,” his daughter replied, demonstrating her nimble ability to ignore censure. “La Belle Assemblée said last month that a string of pearls or diamonds should accent a lady’s upper arm.”


The viscount’s eyes slid, snakelike, to his wife. “I consider it your failure that our daughter looks as overdone as a butcher’s wife on Sunday.”


Ella hastily intervened. “My aunt did suggest that the gown was over-trimmed.”


“Her opinion is irrelevant!” Fulvia retorted. “I understand fashion better than either of you. You must admit, Mother, that your ideas are hopelessly out of date. Your sleeves are too long, and the fullness of your skirt emphasizes your belly, to call a spade a spade.”


“Fulvia,” Ella said, “ ‘belly’ is not a word that a young lady should utter. Nor should she be impertinent to her mother.”


“I apologize, Mother,” Fulvia said with a shrug.


“How interesting.” Her uncle’s eyes narrowed. “I see.”


“Just what do you see?” Fulvia demanded. “I ought to be about London ordering clothing, Father. Have you forgotten the ball?”


“I see that it’s a good thing I have arranged your marriage,” her father answered.


Fulvia squeaked and clapped her hands. “Marvelous! To who, Father?”


“To whom,” Ella amended.


“Lord Peregrine.”


“The man who used to be betrothed to Lady Regina, the sister of the Duke of Lennox?” Fulvia asked. She was an assiduous reader of the gossip columns.


“Don’t worry about competition. You’re as beautiful as she,” her father said, “and certainly more chaste, since I kept you in the country, and she spent last year racketing about Town.”


“Lady Regina is the daughter of a duke,” the viscountess said, blinking rapidly. “One must hope she doesn’t take Fulvia in dislike.”


Ella’s aunt actively feared social events, a condition driven, to Ella’s mind, by the viscount’s constant disparagement.


“You need to keep the man on a leash,” the viscount said to Fulvia, ignoring his wife again. “The betrothal papers will be signed the morning following your debut ball, after he’s met you. Not that a contract guarantees the marriage. By all accounts, he’d already signed papers when he dropped Lady Regina.”


“Lord Peregrine doesn’t wish to meet Fulvia until the ball?” the viscountess asked, her brow knitting.


“He’s too busy counting his mountains of sovereigns,” her husband replied with a snort. “More to the point, better he meets her infrequently so he can’t squeak out of the engagement.” He turned to Ella. “It’s up to you to make certain this goes off.”


Ella blinked at him. She was used to responsibility, but ensuring that Fulvia married a man who had discarded a duke’s daughter—a lady whose gowns were surely made by a French modiste rather than the village seamstress?


“Lady St. Trevelyon,” the viscount said waspishly to his wife, “I must ask you to attempt to look less hangdog. Your drooping shoulders put one forcibly in mind of a lame donkey.”


Her ladyship instantly straightened. Ella reached over and gave her aunt’s hand a squeeze.


“I shall make up my own mind about whether to marry Lord Peregrine,” Fulvia mused. “It is a lady’s prerogative to reject a gentleman, after all.”


“You will marry the man I chose,” the viscount thundered. He resembled a bull pawing the ground, but his daughter didn’t even glance at him.


Instead, she tapped her chin with a finger. “I shall decide only after the first few weeks of the Season. I must ascertain how well Lord Peregrine dances. Given he is of lesser status, merely a baron, it might determine our future standing in society.”


“A pile of gold trumps a title!” the viscount exclaimed. Then, turning to Ella. “Shake some sense into her before you take her to a modiste—and make sure you watch for quality. No cheap satin trim. I told Peregrine that my daughter was exquisite, elegant, and eloquent.”


Even Fulvia was startled by the last. “But Father, you said last week that my head was as empty as a skull.”


“No one expects a woman to be intelligent. Peregrine knows as well as I do that he was asking for the impossible. He does, however, have the right to expect his future wife to be tastefully gowned. Let simplicity and elegance be your guide, Ella.”


“How am I to pay for Fulvia’s gowns?” Ella inquired.


Her uncle glared, but she raised an eyebrow, noting the red veins in his eyes and the start of a jowl. “Dear me,” she said sweetly. “You seem quite tired, Uncle. Perhaps you should have fewer snifters of brandy tonight.”


Beside her, her aunt gave a faint sigh. Ella immediately regretted her comment. The viscount took out his temper on his wife. Hours of irascible male shouting often echoed from his lady’s bedchamber.


“You shall inform them that I will settle the bill when I choose to do so,” he snapped.


“Surely it would be better to know how much you would like us to spend,” Lady St. Trevelyon said nervously. “Ella will need a wardrobe as well.”


“As will my aunt,” Ella pointed out. “I shall require several hundred guineas, not to mention funds for Fulvia’s debut ball.”


“Every modiste in London would consider it an honor to outfit the only daughter of Viscount St. Trevelyon,” her uncle said, with complete confidence. That was typical: St. Trevelyon squandered whatever money entered the household, expecting everyone from the baker to the tailor to ignore unpaid bills due to the privilege of serving a nobleman.


“They will not consider it an honor,” Ella said flatly. “Any more than does the butcher. As a result of which, dinner will include fish tonight, without a meat course.”


“My daughter is marrying Lord Peregrine, one of the richest men in the country,” his lordship countered. “Given your parsimonious housekeeping, I shall dine at my club tonight.”


Ella managed not to roll her eyes. Apparently, her uncle hoped that Peregrine would pay off his wife’s wardrobe as part of the marriage settlement. “Modistes will expect Fulvia’s father, not her fiancé, to pay her bills. You yourself said that Lord Peregrine is notorious for breaking a betrothal.”


Her uncle shrugged. “Your father left this estate in appalling disorder, and you’ve only made it worse. I rue the day I allowed you to take over the accounts.”


As if he had been doing her a favor when he fired the previous housekeeper and told Ella—at the age of fourteen—that she had to earn her keep? Outrage swelled in Ella’s chest.


The viscountess’s eyebrows knit. “What on earth do you mean, Lord St. Trevelyon?” Her fan was visibly trembling.


“The baker is unpaid,” Ella said bluntly. “As is the wainwright, the brewer, my uncle’s tailor, and his perfumer.” She met the viscount’s eyes squarely. “I cannot acquire garments befitting your daughter’s betrothal to one of the richest men in London without funds.”


Her aunt drew in a startled breath, and even Fulvia gaped at her father.


His lordship showed no sign of shame. “Blame my feckless brother, who didn’t leave provision for his own offspring, let alone the estate. Close your mouth, Fulvia! You look like an oyster-wife bawling her wares.”


“No money for the debut,” the viscountess gasped. She had dropped her fan and was wringing her hands. “But, Lord St. Trevelyon, that costly portrait of myself and Fulvia—”


“You don’t think I paid the man, do you? Sir Thomas Lawrence had the honor of presenting a portrait of the two most beautiful women in England at the Royal Academy. That portrait led to Fulvia’s betrothal to Lord Peregrine, by the way. He’d seen it.”


“We didn’t need a new carriage …” his wife said in a weak voice.


He rearranged his cuffs. “As viscount, I must maintain my station.”


“You must outfit your daughter if you wish this wedding to go through,” Ella stated.


“No, I mustn’t,” he retorted, dark humor in his voice. “You must, Niece. You manage the finances for this household. Either you outfit your cousin and your aunt, and I suppose yourself, or Fulvia doesn’t marry. Ever. You three can go back to the country and molder there, for all I care.”


Fulvia began to wail, but he raised his voice.


“God knows, the marriage will be off if Lord Peregrine catches sight of those grotesque ruffles.”









CHAPTER TWO


LORD PEREGRINE ARRANGES TO MARRY … A WOMAN HE’S NEVER MET




THE SAVOY CLUB


THE GAME ROOM





“You are not planning to meet your future wife until her debut ball?”


Fiennes Lawrence Peregrine shrugged at Lord Devin’s incredulous expression. “Would it make you feel better about the fact that I bought a woman sight unseen if I told you that I just did the same with a pair of matched grays?”


Devin was a cheerful fellow with a bouquet of sisters and a romantic temperament. From his glowering expression, that information did not make him feel better. “You plan to have children with this lady. To live with her. What if she’s buck-toothed or worse?”


“After the first two years of marriage, my parents never lived together again,” Fiennes said. “I won’t martyr myself if we’re incompatible. As far as looks, Lawrence painted her and her mother for the Academy exhibit. You must have seen the St. Trevelyon portrait—both of them flaxen-haired, dewy-eyed, dimpled.”


“There’s more to marriage than dimples,” Lord Devin retorted. “Your parents were reckless to have an heir and no spare. The barony might have gone to a cousin.”


Fiennes leaned over the snooker table and pocketed a red ball. “My mother refused to see my father ever again after she overheard an insult. As you can imagine, that precluded further offspring.”


Devin raised an eyebrow. “What did your father say about her, if you don’t mind my asking?”


“Family lore—that is, the butler—has it that Father informed a friend that his mistress ‘gabbled like a goose,’ but his wife ‘chattered like a whole flock of daws.’ He had a vivid turn of phrase, and unfortunately, he didn’t like women very much.”


“Yet he had a wife and a mistress. I gather your mother had no idea?” Devin asked, leaning one hip against the snooker table.


“If you remember, my mother created a scandal by running away with my father. She considered it a true love match, guaranteeing fidelity, I suppose. Once she realized her feelings were not reciprocated, she retired to the country. When my father was in residence, she stayed in the dower house.” Two more red balls followed the first.


“Didn’t he die there?” Devin asked with clear fascination. “She wouldn’t see him even on his deathbed?”


“No, but I was there, and I need to marry a nobleman’s daughter in order to fulfill my father’s dying wish. My father thought well of St. Trevelyon’s brother, the late viscount, and said he’d like me to marry the viscount’s daughter. He met her when she was a girl.”


“Your father met the daughter of the late viscount or the current one?”


Fiennes walked around the table, bent over, and pocketed another ball. “Current. His lordship recalled my father being introduced to his daughter Fulvia.”


“I suppose that’s something,” Devin said.


“St. Trevelyon assured me that his daughter is a quiet girl who’s been raised entirely in the country. I’d rather my future wife didn’t have Lady Regina’s ambitions to rule society, since I have developed a strong distaste for fashionable activities.”


“That’s not a good enough reason to betroth yourself to the woman sight unseen.”


“I will see her. I told St. Trevelyon I’ll sign the papers the morning after her debut ball. Lawrence’s portraits are notoriously flattering, after all. Red balls are gone. Yellow nominated.”


“Isn’t it my turn now?”


“No.”


“I heard a story about St. Trevelyon,” Devin mused. “A friend of Prinny’s, isn’t he?”


Fiennes had no fondness for the Prince of Wales. “I’ve no idea.” He began rapidly potting the remaining balls.


Devin snapped his fingers. “That’s right! I remember now. St. Trevelyon bet 500 guineas on Napoleon escaping from Elba.”


“Won that one,” Fiennes commented, rounding the table again.


“Actually, he lost, since he bet that the Italians would keep the Emperor penned up,” Devin said. “Rumor has it that he’s run off his legs. Are you certain of the dowry?”


“Stocks and bonds,” Devin said. “We didn’t get into the specifics.”


“It isn’t much fun to watch you gambol around the table, sinking all the balls.”


Fiennes drilled another ball into its pocket.


Devin sighed and folded his arms. “So, you’re going to marry a supposedly intelligent girl whom your father met a decade ago? For heaven’s sake, man, I’d have thought you’d learned better after the debacle with Lady Regina. You didn’t know what she was like behind closed doors, and it didn’t turn out well, did it?”


“It hardly matters, as I’ve never met a woman I’d like to marry. No, that’s not true. I might have married Miss Valentine, now the Duchess of Lennox.”


“Who wouldn’t have?” Devin said, a palpable edge of regret in his voice. “I scarcely got to dance with her before Lennox scooped her up. Turns out she was an heiress, did you know that?”


Fiennes didn’t need an heiress. His father had made a fortune, and he had doubled it.


“Course, it doesn’t matter to you,” Devin muttered. “The papers claim the Golden Ball is the richest man in England, but I fancy you have him beat.”


“An uncouth subject,” Fiennes said, sinking the last ball. “Do you want to play again?”


“What’s the bloody point?” Devin asked. “I hardly put my hand on a cue before you beat me. I’ve never made it past three reds.” He put the cue down and fixed Fiennes with a stern look. “You’re making a mistake. A huge mistake.”


“I never knew you were such a romantic,” Fiennes said, grinning at his friend.


“I’m not a romantic. I’m practical. At the very least, you need a wife who is affable and well-behaved, wouldn’t you agree? You can’t tell that from a couple of dances.”


“My mother cannot be described as such,” Fiennes said, pulling up the red balls.


“Yes, and your father died with merely his son in attendance. I’m not suggesting that you should fall in love. Frankly, it’s not gentlemanly, and it leads to appalling manners. It’s had a terrible effect on Lennox. I traveled to his estate last summer, but he wouldn’t accompany me to the racetrack because his wife didn’t wish to go.”


“Happy, is he?”


“As a Sunday in Paris,” Devin confirmed. “I couldn’t round a corner without finding him kissing the duchess.”


“I’m in no danger of that,” Fiennes said. “I wouldn’t even know how to go about it.”


Devin hooted. “Kissing?”


“Don’t be an ass. Falling in love.” Fiennes started pulling out the red balls and arranging them in a tight triangle.


“The Lennoxes are an embarrassing pair,” Devin said. “But you should at least kiss this woman before you sign the betrothal papers. What if she has bad breath or a wooden tooth? Sanderson nearly choked to death on a strumpet’s wooden molar. She was furious and charged him double.”


“Would you like another game?”


“Only if we wager on it.”


Fiennes sighed. “In your own estimation, you’ve never sunk more than three red balls. I don’t take money from babes.”


“Not for money.”


“Then?”


“A kiss.”


“Given the opera-dancer on your knee last night, I’ve always assumed that you had no interest in kissing me,” Fiennes said wryly.


Devin laughed. “Were I so inclined, I wouldn’t choose anyone with such an insolent look. Not to mention the fact that you don’t shave more than once a day. No, I mean that you would have to kiss your would-be fiancée before you sign the betrothal papers.”


“You do realize that you’ve never won a game of snooker in my memory?”


“A kiss,” Devin insisted.


“Fine.” Fiennes handed over the cue. “You break, and I’ll give you ten points.”


“No need for handicaps,” Devin said blithely. “Cupid will be on my side.”


Twenty minutes later, the final ball disappeared into a pocket. Fiennes smiled and slapped Devin on the back. “Game over.”


“Assemble the balls,” Devin demanded. “We’ll play again—and Eros will have his tribute!”









CHAPTER THREE


SPINNING STRAW INTO GOLD WOULD BE A USEFUL SKILL


Ella stared at her uncle in disgust. “I can’t pay the butcher’s bill. How do you expect me to come up with a wardrobe for Fulvia’s debut?”


They both knew that he regularly overspent to the point of bankruptcy, though Ella tried to protect his wife and daughter from the truth. Managing bills was easier in the country where they ate their own vegetables and baked their own bread.


Her father, the late viscount, had run the household on the proceeds of his Northern estate of some two thousand acres; her uncle regularly spent the annual revenue within weeks, and spent the rest of the year racking up debt.


“That will do. Your tone edges into insolence, Niece. Beware my temper. If I decide not to extend my charity any further, you’ll be out the door.”


“No, no,” his wife clucked. “Ella is dear to us—my only niece.”


“More to the point, you can’t do without me,” Ella remarked. “Just think how much a housekeeper would cost, Uncle.”


“I disdain your meanness, the smallness of your mind. Almost, I would suspect that your mother played my late brother false.”


Furious, and about to clarify exactly what she thought of his meanness, Ella caught sight of her aunt’s face. The viscountess had beauty still, but the relentless battering of her husband’s temper had done its work. Now her delicate face looked drawn; her lips had turned white; she seemed on the point of a swoon.


“Never mind Ella’s manners,” Fulvia said impatiently. “What are you saying, Father? How can there be no funds for my debut?”


“The fault of my improvident brother,” her father said. “The Northern estates scarcely produce a penny these days.”


“Because you have not authorized repairs or even seeding,” Ella pointed out. “You take and take, Uncle, and no land can thrive under those circumstances.”


“My needs are few,” the viscount said, brushing off her complaint with a wave of his hand. “I covet nothing other than those few necessities to support the rank to which I am entitled. I feel certain, Niece, that you could have done a far better job at housekeeping than you have done in these last years.”


“I have economized wherever possible,” Ella said stonily.


“Indeed, she has,” her aunt put in. “Just look at her gown, Viscount. It is five years old, if it is a day.”


“The line of it is marred by that ring of keys,” his lordship said coolly. “Other than that, I see nothing wrong. If ladies’ waistlines are higher these days, it scarcely matters to a dowry-less girl.”


Ella curled her fists. When her parents died, her uncle had announced that Ella’s father had left her nothing. She didn’t believe it; she had never believed it, and she never would. She clearly remembered her father signing the will that entailed his estate in Norfolk on her children.


“I’m not leaving the estate to you, dear girl, but to your children,” her father had said, smiling. “I don’t want fortune-hunters after you, more than they will be already.”


As soon as she was of age, Ella had written to the family solicitor, only to find that the late viscount had supposedly never written a will, and since as a woman she could not inherit, everything had gone to her uncle. She and Jarvis had searched the house for the will he witnessed, but never found it.


“Never mind that!” Fulvia cried. “My debut, Father. My fiancé! What of him? How am I to meet Lord Peregrine wearing rags?” Her voice rising: “What of the ball, already announced?”


That was true. Invitations to the St. Trevelyon Ball, themed “Starry, Starry Night,” had been dispatched two months ago.


“I pity your vulgarity, Daughter,” the viscount said dispassionately. “I did not come into this world merely for your support and enjoyment. I consider my responsibility to you finished when I secured you an excellent fiancé.”


“Since you informed the man in question that Fulvia is elegant, you will have to sell the new carriage to finance a wardrobe,” Ella told him.


“I cannot,” he replied. “It suffered an accident and is at the wheelwright, who mean-spiritedly refuses to release it until his bill is paid.”


“Oh, no,” his wife gasped. “There was an accident? You could have been injured!”


“Actually, no. I believed my horses capable of crossing London Bridge without a driver, but there it is. One is constantly disappointed in this world.”


“You placed a wager on a driverless carriage, without consideration of the consequences,” Ella stated.


A chill passed through his eyes. “If my wife had come to me with an adequate estate, I should not consider twice the loss of such a paltry thing, a few slats of wood.”


The viscountess was twisting her hands. “I shall … What shall I do? I could sell my ruby necklace!”


Her husband glanced at her.


“I suspect your rubies have been exchanged for glass,” Ella said.


“In a moment of perplexity,” the viscount said, without a flash of remorse.


The viscountess dashed away a tear. “I see.”


“I surely needn’t remind you that all your possessions are mine under law,” he told her.


“Certainly not,” she faltered.


“Shall I withdraw the invitations to the ball?” Ella asked.


“You may not!” Fulvia cried. “Father says you have responsibility for the household, and that means you must find the funds to buy me a wardrobe. Lord Peregrine isn’t signing papers until the day following. No nip-cheesing, either—we must have champagne and a luxurious supper. Everything befitting the only daughter of a viscount!”


Ella realized suddenly that she had lost track of the number of Unkind Thoughts of the day. But surely today was an exception? After all, she too was the only daughter of a viscount, and yet she carried a housekeeper’s rings.


“How shall I fulfill Fulvia’s demands, Uncle?” she inquired, managing to keep her voice even. “You know as well as I do that the household accounts are unpaid. We are lucky not to have bailiffs occupying the kitchen. Believe me, no modiste will extend us her custom, given the notoriety of your unpaid tailor’s debts. And no grocer will supply us with the necessary victuals for a ball. Champagne is out of the question.”


“It’s in your hands,” the viscount said. “I actually envy you, Niece. You have an ability that I have not. The time has come to repay the kindness of this family to you, a penniless orphan.”


“What are you talking about?” Ella asked in exasperation.


“Your mother’s diadem.”


“My mother’s diadem?” She had no idea what her uncle was talking about.


He sighed. “A circlet of diamonds, as I understand it. The family solicitors have reserved it for you.”


Ella knew instantly what had happened. “You tried to sell it and were refused?”


“I have supported you since your improvident parents left this world. I considered it my right. But now I admit that in retrospect its withholding was useful. It presents a solution to our current complication.”


“Sell it,” Fulvia said, turning to Ella. Her eyes were shining with determination. “Sell it, and I shall repay you once I marry Lord Peregrine.”


“I applaud your spirit,” her father said, taking out a handkerchief lined in Valenciennes lace and handing it to his wife, who was shaking with silent sobs.


“I didn’t know that my mother had left me anything,” Ella said, dumbfounded.


“The solicitors will sell it for you,” her uncle said. “I shall bring you the funds—”


“No, you will not,” she interrupted. “If I am to sell my mother’s gift to support the debut of your daughter, Uncle, I shall visit the solicitors and handle the funds myself.”


“You certainly are a practical woman of business,” he said, with extreme distaste.


“Thanks to you,” she retorted.


“It’s not fair,” the viscountess said, her voice breaking, blotting her eyes. “Surely you could sell your diamond cufflinks, Husband?”


“Glass,” he said promptly. “No, if our niece wishes to play any role in polite society, she’ll have to fund the Season, including the ball. I would guess the tiara will garner two hundred sovereigns, more than enough to clothe Fulvia and her mother, with a gown or two left over for you. You may wish to reserve a few pounds for the baker, although given the state of my wife’s waistline, it would be better to avoid starchy foods.”


He rose to his feet. “I expect you will be grateful to me for giving you the opportunity to enjoy the pleasures of generosity, Niece. I shall hope to see a renewed respect in your attitude.”


He apparently read Ella’s expression.


“If not, I may well leave you at home when we go to balls,” he continued. “After all, your name does not appear on any invitation. Only my liberality would allow you to accompany us as a member of my family.”


He left before Ella could assure him that respect was the last thing she would ever feel for him.


It was at least an hour before she could return to the house. Her aunt lapsed into hysterics and finally tottered back to her bedchamber on the butler’s arm. Halfway up the lawn, she must have grown faint, because when Ella glanced in that direction, Jarvis was carrying her up the slope. Luckily, their butler had strong arms.


Rather surprisingly, Fulvia did not become hysterical.


After her initial shock, she showed little surprise at the news that her father was improvident and (to Ella’s mind) a conniving criminal. Instead, Fulvia focused on what needed to be done, showing a practical side that she’d never revealed before.


“I don’t have a dowry, do I?” Fulvia asked.


“I doubt it,” Ella admitted.


“No wonder he never allowed us to visit London or Bath, nor even go to a local assembly,” her cousin spat. “No wonder we are never invited to pay calls on the neighbors. And that explains why we’ve been sitting at home since arriving in London!”


“To be fair, your mother does not enjoy going into company.”


“I’ve long known that I had no respect for my father, but I am shocked by the depths to which he’s fallen,” Fulvia said grimly. “I may have grown up in the country, but I shall overcome it. I intend to become one of the most fashionable ladies in London. Did you see how my father curled his lip at this gown?”


“Yes,” Ella said.


“I rarely pay much attention to his comments, because he is so unkind,” her cousin said.


“I thought you didn’t notice!”


“Of course I notice. I decided long ago that I could become a downtrodden mouse like my mother, or I could pretend not to listen. I find the latter policy to be highly successful. You spend far too much energy sparring with him.”


“I shall take that under advisement,” Ella said, stunned.


“I gather two hundred sovereigns will not pay for three wardrobes and the ball?”
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