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About the Book


Alexander Kilbraith, Earl of Rossmore, keeps his heart guarded. Having lost his wife ten years ago, he vows never to marry again, meaning his reckless half-brother, Geoffrey, is in line to inherit his title.


Alex’s desire for love is reignited when he meets the beautiful country girl, Grace Matthews. Not long after being acquainted but unable to resist her charm, Alex sweeps Grace into a passionate whirlwind marriage.


But Grace is hurt when Alex’s affections soon become distant. Left alone at Solitaire House in Dorset, she develops a friendship with Norwegian sea captain, Hugo Olsen, against social propriety.


And with the prospect of a heir now threatening Geoffrey’s potential of becoming Earl of Rossmore, he is willing to go to all lengths to destroy Grace’s future. . .









Chapter One


April 1815


Alexander Kilbraith, fourth Earl of Rossmore, entered Lord Synclare’s home. He was late. Giving his cloak and hat to a footman he made his way to the ballroom. He paused in the doorway and was challenged by the babble of voices and high-pitched laughter that rose up to meet the chandeliers. In contrast, the kaleidoscopic colours, pastel and brilliant, made by the ladies’ gowns swirling in and out of their gentlemen’s dark attire was a pleasing sight.


The Season had started with the usual rush of invitations from hopeful mamas wishing to secure the best matrimonial match for their daughters. He was in their eyes the most eligible man in the room, offering both title and wealth, but had avoided all attempts to trap him. His reputation as determinedly single enabled him to come and enjoy these evenings without watching every word and gesture he made.


When the music stopped he noticed Lady Crowmarsh, or more specifically, the dark-haired woman standing next to her. She was not one of the London ton, her dress not to this Season’s fashion, but he was curious to know how such a beautiful woman had escaped his notice at any of the other balls he had been obliged to attend.


He walked towards them, nodding his acknowledgements as he threaded his way through the throng of guests. ‘Lady Crowmarsh.’ He raised the elder woman’s gloved hand to his lips, ‘Pray, introduce me to your new acquaintance.’


Fluttering her fan to cool the flush that had come to her cheeks, she replied, ‘Lord Rossmore, we are honoured. May I present my niece, Miss Matthews.’


Grey eyes fringed with dark lashes looked into his. ‘Lord Rossmore,’ and she dipped a curtsey.


Rossmore was aware of the tightness in his shoulders, a shyness he could not remember since a young man. ‘May I request a dance?’


‘I am about to be claimed for the next. Shall we say the one after?’


He bowed and stepped aside as a young dandy arrived at his elbow. A throb pounded in his temple and he had to admit to a touch of chagrin that he had to wait in line for her. He did not recognise the young buck, but it pleased him to see it was the cotillion, a dance that gave little personal contact. It did, however, give him time to see how she lowered her gaze when she honoured her partner, smile as she enjoyed the dance, and finally be escorted back to her aunt.


Now she was his and he led her forward to dance the waltz. He laid his gloved hand on the back of her satin gown and his pulse beat faster, his throat gone dry. To get his nerves under control he asked, ‘Your aunt has never spoken of you?’ that sounded as though she should have.


‘I live most of the year in the country. My father does not hold a residence in London. His last visit was for my coming-out season. I always stay with my aunt and Lord Crowmarsh when in Town. This hectic lifestyle does not go well with me, my lord.’


‘May I ask the purpose of this visit?’ What was wrong with him? That was an impertinent question to ask.


‘I needed a change of scenery. Aunt Matilda, as always, was kind enough to offer her hospitality for a few weeks.’


He decided to give up talking and let the music sweep them into the twirling dance and the pleasure of exploring his feelings. She was comfortable in his arms and her figure youthful, given she was well past her coming-out. And her scent was like a summer meadow. He pulled her a little closer. Then out of nowhere his next thought stunned him – he wanted to sweep her away to a place where no one would find them. When the music stopped he grasped her arm, towing her with unwarranted haste back to her aunt.


Rossmore could see confusion pass over her face. ‘Thank you, Miss Matthews.’ He nodded and bowed to Lady Crowmarsh. ‘Good-night.’


He did not slow his step until he reached his coach.


Rossmore entered his Grosvenor Square house in a state of agitation, thrusting his cloak and hat into his butler’s arms. ‘You may go to bed, Saunders, I shall not require anything else.’ He walked into his study, closing the door firmly, the sound echoing round the hall.


He walked directly to a small table and a decanter of brandy, pouring a full glass. He loosened his neck cloth, sat down in a winged chair by the fire and looked up at the portrait of his late wife, Liddy, hanging above the fireplace.


Life had been calm and orderly until a few hours ago. Yet one look at Miss Matthews, one waltz with her, he was now thinking only of how much he wanted her. Ten years he had been a widower and in all that time no woman had come near to making his heart hammer with such a wild erratic beat. He had vowed never to marry again. Never to have another wife, who could die in his arms after bearing him a son, an heir who had died within minutes of his birth. He never wanted to be left with that ravaging grief again.


So what was happening? What was making him even think about another woman? The implications of having feelings went against his vow.


With no heir, his half-brother Geoffrey would inherit the title, the estates and the wealth Rossmore had worked hard to increase since his father’s death. He and Geoffrey rarely saw each other, a mutual arrangement that suited them both, but of late, Geoffrey’s reputation and reckless lifestyle had become the gossip of every club in Town. His gambling habits were wild, and those jackals he called friends encouraged him to higher stakes for their own gain.


So where did it leave him? With the responsibility of seeing that the Kilbraith legacy did not get squandered or cheated away in the hell-hole taverns his brother had succumbed to.


His beautiful young wife filled his mind as she always did when he needed comfort. There had been so much joy when she told him she was with child; her sweet kisses as she lay in his arms as he touched her soft skin when her confinement restrained their passion. Liddy’s portrait had been his constant reminder of her death. But circumstances had changed and it was time to fulfil his duty. Miss Matthews was the lady who was prising open the corner of his heart.


Grace woke with her mind full of Lord Rossmore. His behaviour last night verged on an insult. He had appeared out of nowhere, asked for an introduction and requested she dance with him. Swept her into a waltz, poked his nose into her personal visit and then dragged her, yes, dragged her, back to Aunt Matilda and left. Her aunt smoothed over any embarrassment by sitting down next to her dear friend, Lady Gilmore, and asking a footman to fetch a glass of wine. Yet none of this could diminish how his hand had been firm on her back, guiding her expertly round the floor; never once did they falter.


She remembered how tall he was and his green eyes below that copper-coloured hair. He took her back to a time when she was young and full of expectations. Back to Simon, her gallant officer who had intended to make her his wife. Was this what attracted her? The same colour hair and eyes? Only partly – she found Rossmore’s arms made her feel safe, somewhere she would like to be again. Would he wish it too? Time would tell; perhaps he would visit today.


A light knock and her maid, Esther, came in carrying a tray. She put it on a table near the window and pulled back the curtains.


‘Good morning, miss.’


‘Good morning, Esther. I shall eat my breakfast by the window; it looks such a lovely day.’


‘Very well, miss.’ She curtsied and left.


Grace lay back and wondered what Lord Rossmore was doing. Did he breakfast in his bedchamber or was he an early riser who liked to read The Times before settling into his daily tasks?


Although tea was the choice of many ladies, she preferred coffee, and the enticing aroma made her throw back the counterpane and get up.


Last night’s music seeped into her memory and she raised her arms, placing her hand on the imaginary Rossmore’s shoulder, her other hand in his and waltzed with him, dipping to the one-two-three beat as her bare feet danced across the carpet. She remembered how his arm had tightened and drawn her closer as they circled the ballroom, her cheeks burning with the thrill of his daredevil disregard of propriety. The sound of the door opening caught her off guard and she stopped, not knowing quite what to do.


But Esther was too excited to notice any unusual behaviour. ‘Miss, I have a note from Lord Rossmore! His footman will wait for a reply.’


Grace took his lordship’s letter. She broke the seal, couldn’t believe her thoughts were coming true. ‘Esther, Lord Rossmore wants to visit at four o’clock. What am I to say?’ She sat down at her desk. ‘Please, pour me a cup of coffee, I need to fortify my nerves.’


Grace drank it without stopping. ‘Please, another.’


Then she took a deep breath and wrote a reply and agreed to four o’clock. ‘Please, take this to Reeves for his lordship’s footman.’


By the time Esther returned, Grace had abandoned any thought of eating. ‘I must go and tell Aunt Matilda. She may not like being disturbed before the noon hour, but she would never forgive me if I didn’t tell her at once.’


Grace pulled on a robe over her nightgown and left, hurrying along the landing to her aunt’s room. She knocked and a maid opened the door and let her in.


Matilda Crowmarsh was sitting in bed, a white nightcap askew on her grey hair, with her breakfast tray in front of her. ‘What is all the noise and fuss, Grace? The house sounded as if a coach and horses were on the loose.’


Grace sat on the edge of her aunt’s bed, not able to hold back her news. ‘I’ve received a note from Lord Rossmore, asking if he might visit this afternoon at four o’clock.’ Her throat suddenly went dry and butterflies fluttered in her belly. ‘I’m so nervous, it was all just a dream last night, but this morning . . . he wants to come and see me? A Miss Nobody from the country?’


Aunt Matilda’s round, plump face creased from forehead to chin with smiles. ‘You replied yes, Grace?’


‘Of course, Aunt, it would be the height of bad manners to refuse.’


‘We must have tea. Tell Cook to get the Wedgwood china out and to bake one of her best cakes. Grace, I had no idea you made such an impression on him. I must send notes to everyone, especially Lady Grant. She has been trying to offload that pudding of a daughter to any lord with sufficient income to keep her. This is her second season, you know.’


Grace was beginning to feel like a prized spaniel, to be shown off to every envious lady in the land. ‘Aunt, I would prefer it if we kept this to ourselves. He might not come and then what would you feel like?’


‘Not come! He has requested to come. But, perhaps you are right. We will still have the Wedgwood. Find your prettiest gown and have Esther dust extra powder on your face. Daylight is so much harsher than candlelight. That country air has put an unwanted tinge to your face. Oh, I can’t believe it, Lord Rossmore in my home.’


Grace watched the minute hand of the ornate urn-shaped mantle clock tick towards four o’clock.


Esther had dressed her hair leaving a trio of ringlets falling over her left shoulder, allowing her mother’s silver locket full glory above the scooped neckline of a white-and-pink, flower-patterned muslin afternoon gown. She hoped Lord Rossmore would not think her overly presented, sitting in a chair beside her aunt, who had chosen the sofa as her strategic position to conduct this ritual of afternoon visiting.


Grace clasped her hands together in her lap. ‘I’m trembling all over. How long do you think he will stay?’


‘The customary one half-hour. Grace, do not fret, I am quite able to serve tea and converse with him. Just follow my lead and keep smiling, dear, you look far too pensive.’


The clock chimed.


As if this were a signal, the door opened.


‘Lord Rossmore, m’lady.’ The butler stepped aside. Rossmore walked in and Grace’s heart skipped a beat. He was pure elegance. A white neck cloth emphasised his copper hair that touched the collar of his dark brown coat, and fawn-coloured trousers completed the aristocratic persona of Alexander Kilbraith.


He bowed to Lady Crowmarsh.


Turning, he bowed to Grace. ‘Good afternoon. It is delightful to be in the company of two beautiful ladies.’


‘We are honoured to have you visit us. Please, be seated. You will take tea?’ Matilda Crowmarsh was the height of politeness as she waved him to a chair placed opposite her niece.


Grace’s tongue froze in the presence of the earl. Nothing sensible came into her head of what to say to him. So she lowered her gaze and waited for Aunt Matilda to lead the conversation.


However, it was Rossmore who asked, ‘As you live mostly in the country, Miss Matthews, do you ride?’


At the mention of horses, Grace was on more familiar ground and answered, ‘Yes, I do. I have a chestnut mare and there is no happier moment in my life than riding her across the meadows, through the woods and along the cliff tops.’


‘And where is this wild race that you take?’


‘In the county of Dorset, I ride above Whitecliffs Bay.’ Grace suddenly found it almost an agony to be sitting in the drawing room encased by deep blue walls and heavy maroon velvet drapes, while outside the windows the fresh spring air beckoned to her. ‘London is very crowded, do you not think so?’


‘Indeed it is. But if I may be permitted, I should like to show you at least the greenery of Hyde Park along Rotten Row in my carriage.’


Lady Crowmarsh beamed, her gaze going from his lordship to her niece. ‘Oh, the parade on a warm afternoon is the greatest of pleasure, sir. In my young days it was the place to be. Everyone of note is there, especially in the Season.’ She offered his lordship a small tea plate and then Cook’s superb fruit cake.


Grace hid a smile behind her hand. Lord Rossmore did not seem the type of man who spent his time with the delicacies of afternoon tea. But she had to admire his deference to Aunt Matilda.


The clock ticked, the minutes passing much quicker than Grace expected as they partook of their refreshments. Then her aunt returned to the subject of horses.


‘I hear that Lord Newton has bought a matching pair of greys. What is your opinion of them, my lord?’


‘A good pair, madam, but a little too young, as yet. They will need a great deal of training before they are ready for a race against mine.’


‘Horses seem to be something you admire, as does my niece.’ She gave a wave of her hand. ‘It is quite comforting to know you have a common interest.’


Grace swallowed hard. Goodness, what was her aunt doing, match-making? Lord Rossmore had the reputation of being the most unattainable lord in England.


‘Oh, I shall not be staying much longer, Aunt.’ Grace’s cheeks were red with embarrassment as Lord Rossmore raised his brows. ‘I have a need to go home, my father—’


‘Then you will accompany me tomorrow afternoon in my carriage. We seem to have a settled spell of good weather. I will call at three o’clock.’


He was not asking. It was a statement which expected no refusal.


Lady Crowmarsh puffed up her ample bosom and nodded her agreement. ‘Until tomorrow, my lord, Miss Matthews will accept, of course.’ She rang a small hand bell, an indication that the visit was at an end, and the butler immediately opened the door.


‘Will you show his lordship out, Reeves.’


Grace fumed. She had been a pawn in a chess game, a game that both her aunt, and Lord Rossmore, knew how to play. As she calmed down, the contradiction was she really didn’t object.


The following morning, Grace was in a state of panic.


‘We need to select a gown for my outing. I will bathe first, then you must help me, Esther, it has to be absolutely the right one. Hurry now.’


By mid-morning, Grace had pulled nearly every walking-out gown from her wardrobe and cast it aside.


‘I can’t decide.’ She sat on the bed. ‘What do you think, Esther?’


Her maid pulled a pale green gown embroidered with white daisies and matching cape from the discarded pile. ‘I think this one. The colour suits you well, and I can ringlet your hair for that little feathered hat you bought last week.’


‘Um, you could be right. I don’t want to look like a girl newly out in Society. It’s no good giving him the wrong impression. I’m well past frivolous frills and ribbons in my hair.’


Esther raised her eyebrows. ‘Not a dowager lady, either,’ she muttered as she hurried away to prepare the gown.


With the outfit settled upon, Grace went down to her lonely lunch. Aunt Matilda did not usually leave her suite until the early afternoon. But today she was in the dining room and bubbling with pride.


‘Rossmore’s invitation is extraordinary, Grace. I cannot believe he has finally come out of hiding. We shall be invited to every Society ball for the rest of the Season, and may have to turn some down. This is wonderful. I will have to order new gowns, so will you.’


Grace, sitting down at the table, replied, ‘Really, Aunt, it is just a drive in his carriage. Surely, Society is not going to have the vapours.’ She took a small piece of pie and started to eat.


‘I despair of you, Grace. This country living of yours is addling your brain. It is Rossmore we are speaking of, not some lowly lord. He’s an earl. Oh, I am all of a flutter.’ And she drank deeply of a glass of wine by her plate.


Grace continued eating and let Aunt Matilda talk away, who was so thrilled she didn’t even notice when Grace made no replies. And when she tasted a blackberry preserve tart her voice rose to almost a panic. ‘I cannot eat another morsel. Madame Du Val will tut-tut if I have widened but an inch.’


Matilda waved to the footman, signalling she was ready to leave the room and he opened the door. ‘I will see you after your drive, Grace. Oh! I cannot wait for your return.’ She left the dining room in a flurry of excitement.


Grace sighed, wishing she were anywhere else but in London; gossip was the last thing she wanted. But she would present herself as perfect as was possible. It was a small repayment to Aunt Matilda for offering her home and hospitality.


Five minutes to three o’clock, Grace waited by the window in the small salon off the hall. She was still not sure about her choice of dress. When she had put it on and seen her reflection in the long mirror, she couldn’t make up her mind if she looked like an overdressed governess or not. But there hadn’t been time to reconsider.


The clock chimed three.


Within the minute an open carriage pulled up in front of the house. Suddenly she was full of trepidation as she watched Lord Rossmore step out and then heard the front door open. She was tempted to go out into the hall and forestall having him announced, but while she was debating the option, the door opened and Reeves showed his lordship in.


He bowed. ‘Good afternoon, Miss Matthews. I see you are ready.’


Grace curtsied. ‘Good afternoon, sir. One of my peculiarities, I am always punctual.’


‘Then let us depart.’ He came forward and held out his arm. ‘To the park, madam.’


Grace placed her hand on the sleeve of his dark blue coat; their colour matching was excellent. She hoped this would apply to their characters.


Rossmore’s coachman drove with ease and manoeuvred around the hustle and bustle on the roads. When they entered the park he slowed the pair of greys to a walk.


‘On such a lovely day we shall enjoy the sunshine, Miss Matthews. You are looking exquisite, that colour suits you.’


Grace sighed; was it a habit of his to make such personal remarks? ‘Thank you, sir. I must admit I was a little unsure. London society demands such high standards.’ And she silently thanked Esther.


‘Would you prefer to ride?’ The carriage slowed to a stop in the shade. ‘It is far easier to see the sights of the park from the saddle.’


Grace looked about her. It had become almost a nose-to-tail procession, and those on horseback were much better equipped. ‘Yes, I would. I love to be free and able to ride across the countryside. That is why I spend most of my time there. London has a restricting atmosphere.’


‘Then tomorrow I will bring you a mount and we shall find the countryside for you.’


Yesterday she had been nervous, in awe of him. But today her natural feelings of being in control of her own life surfaced. His commanding attitude made her bristle. ‘You are assuming quite a lot, sir. For one, I might decide that I do not wish to ride with you, and two, perhaps I have another engagement.’


‘Ah. A little peculiarity of mine, I’m afraid. I’m used to commanding and getting my way.’ His smile took away any rudeness and he leaned over and took her hand. ‘Will you please ride with me tomorrow, Miss Matthews?’


Grace looked down at his gloved hand and although she could not feel the warmth of his fingers, his touch was firm and strong. She had no engagements and she did not want any other. They were only recently acquainted, but she sensed that he was a man she could relate to. He smiled, and she accepted that being a widower for such a long time he had drifted into a pattern of set ways. As she had, and there, at least, was something else they had in common.


‘Thank you. I would like to join you.’


‘Shall we say two o’clock? Our ride will be longer than today.’


The greys responded to the coachman’s tap of the reins and he coaxed them smoothly through a gap.


Everywhere she looked, ladies were dressed for the spring weather. Parasols shaded fair complexions and colourful gowns. Riding-habits vied for dominance over the jackets and hats of the gentlemen. She glanced at Rossmore again, his copper hair in the sunshine gleamed, and she approved of the way it curled just below his ear. His profile was lean, strong and capable. He should be a military man, but an earl had many responsibilities to manage and that would be his first call of duty.


Grace was brought out of her thoughts as a rider came alongside. A strikingly beautiful woman, in a flamboyant red riding-habit, fair hair under a perky hat, smiled at Lord Rossmore.


‘Alex, it’s wonderful to see you out in the park. Willy is behind talking to some stuffy old duke, but I was sure it was you.’


‘Isabelle. One can always depend on your sharp eyesight. May I present Miss Matthews.’ He turned to Grace. ‘This is Lady Wainwright, my cousin’s adorable wife. Our drive will be all over town by midnight.’


‘Really, Alex, that’s not fair. I can see a dozen heads turning in your direction. That you are out is enough to set their tongues wagging.’ Her horse snorted and she laughed. ‘Even Crispen agrees. My apologies, Miss Matthews, but you will be the only topic worth talking about tonight.’


Grace didn’t know what to say to such a comment – her name on everyone’s lips by tonight? Heat flared in her cheeks, spread over her face.


Fortunately, Rossmore came to her rescue. ‘Shame on you, Isabelle, for that outrageous remark. To make up for giving Miss Matthews such a frightening expectation, you may invite us to visit the day after tomorrow.’


Isabelle nodded. ‘Done.’ She leaned forward and held out her hand to Grace. ‘We will be the best of friends, Miss Matthews, and I shall make sure my husband stays home to meet you.’


‘Thank you, Lady Wainwright.’


With a light tap of her whip, the lady turned her horse and rode away.


Good grief, was there no end to this man’s assumption: a carriage ride today, horse riding tomorrow and a visit the next day! Society would be holding its breath expecting an announcement.


‘Sir, I must remind you that making arrangements for me are somewhat unorthodox. We have no connections . . . no . . .’ Grace swallowed, frustration swept through her and she ended with, ‘I would like to be asked.’


Lord Rossmore smiled. ‘Will you come?’


She found him irresistible and her discomfort vanished. Surely there was no harm in visiting Lady Wainwright? At least they would be chaperoned within her home. ‘Oh, very well, I should like to see this cousin of yours. If he is more polite, perhaps I shall ask him to take you in hand.’


Laughing, he replied, ‘Willy has been trying for years with little success. The carriages are leaving. I think it time I returned you to your aunt.’


‘Yes, it is becoming a little chilly now.’ And Grace settled back to enjoy the homeward ride.


The greys slowed as they turned into Berkeley Square and stopped outside the terraced town house.


Grace waited for Rossmore to help her from the carriage and escort her into the hall. ‘Thank you for this afternoon. It is my first outing in the park since coming to stay with my aunt.’


‘I hope, then, that I can be the one to show you all of your first sightings of the Season. I will bring a horse for you tomorrow at two o’clock.’


Her immediate thought was: come at dawn, sir, I need the fresh air and open space. She said, ‘Thank you. I shall be punctual, of course.’


He bowed and a smile curved his lips. ‘Then until tomorrow, Miss Matthews.’


He left, leaving Grace unsure of what she had let herself in for. She would think about it later. Right now, Aunt Matilda was waiting for her in the drawing room full of anticipation.









Chapter Two


Lord Rossmore inspected the two horses saddled in his mews yard. ‘A good pair, indeed. But I think the chestnut would suit my lady better.’ He took hold of the reins and patted the mare’s neck. ‘You look to have the same spirit. You’ll make her a worthy mount.’


‘There’s no better this side of Westminster, my lord.’


‘I have the fullest confidence in you, Burns. And should the mare please my lady, keep her brushed and ready.’


Rossmore gave over the horse to his groom and mounted his own stallion. If he was to get to Berkeley Square at two o’clock he must leave now. He wanted to test her peculiarity – a woman on time two days running? Hah!


The clock was chiming as he entered the hall and Grace was coming down the stairs, pulling on a pair of gloves. She was aptly named, her grace and manner encompassing a beauty any man would want to possess. With each step her plum-coloured riding habit showed every curve and he knew she could compete with any of the ton.


‘Good afternoon, Miss Matthews.’


‘Good afternoon, Lord Rossmore. Do I detect a note of surprise? No matter, I am so glad we are riding, I couldn’t abide sitting in a carriage on such a glorious day.’


She reached him and Alex took her hand and lifted it to his lips. He could smell her floral scent and his pulse pounded a little harder. Hell, he was acting like some beau in his first flutter of love.


‘And I have the perfect mount for you. Come, let us be off.’


Outside the groom that would accompany them handed him the chestnut’s reins.


‘Will she do, Miss Matthews?’


‘Sir, she is beautiful and so similar to my own mare, who is named Chestnut. It is a great reminder to me of Whitecliffs. You have an excellent eye for a horse. Oh, do let us get going. I can’t wait to see how she handles.’


Yes, he knew his horses and it seemed, this woman.


Alex cupped his hands and tossed Grace up onto the saddle. The groom placed a mounting box for Alex and within a few minutes they were riding out of the square.


Alex directed Grace along the roads that took them past homes of the growing nouveau riche, many of whom were traders and had made their fortunes from the steam-powered factories or sailing ships bringing tea from China.


He watched her gently steer the mare without jerking the bit and command by voice rather than the whip. She could handle the horse well and he relaxed. He had feared it a rash offer yesterday promising her an out-of-town tour. He stayed silent, content to let Grace concentrate on both the road and horse.


When they reached the less-populated area she commented, ‘I must commend you on your knowledge of Town, my lord. Do you travel this way often? What is this part called?’


‘This is called Kensington. There are times when I travel this way and on to Chelsea for business.’


‘What a strange name, Chelsea. One would expect that village to be near the sea. Is there any significance to it?’


Rossmore didn’t want to explain why he visited this part of town. Prize boxing bouts were not suitable conversation for a lady’s ears. Instead he answered, ‘It’s Old English for “landing place on a river for chalk or limestone”.’


‘I cannot see any connection. But I do not wish to delve too deeply. I want nothing to spoil my afternoon.’


‘That is my intention. Soon we will turn onto open common land and you will be able to ride to your heart’s desire, and let your horse fly.’ Each spurred their mounts into a trot and Alex steered them onto the open heathland beyond.


Grace’s delight fuelled an enthusiasm in him he had not thought possible for years and was inflaming a new energy in him. Life had become stale and controlled. He had drifted from year to year, following the seasons like a puppet, ruled by social customs. Should he point a finger at Geoffrey for what was happening to him? Could he really make a new start? Become a whole man again? Marry Grace?


He followed her, the ground firm under his horse’s hooves, and the lush green of the common a backdrop to both horse and her flowing riding habit as she let the mare increase its speed. Her laughter carried back to him on the breeze, and although she sat side-saddle she jumped over a fallen tree with ease. He urged his horse to go faster, wanting to be beside her. In that moment of exhilaration his years of loneliness were pushed into the past. There were no ifs and buts; he yearned to feel young again, live again a full life with Grace. It was madness – he had known her one evening and two days – but it didn’t matter. He wanted her with him, beside him when he lay in bed. Dance with her at every ball they were invited to. No matter what had started his fever, he would not throw away this chance to break out of the prison he had created from the moment Liddy died.


Finally, she stopped in the shade of a tree. He dismounted and held his arms out to help her down.


Her cheeks were flushed. ‘Sir, that was almost as good as riding the cliff tops. I would like to come again.’


Rossmore put his hands on her waist. He could feel her panting from the ride. As he lifted her down, he felt her heartbeat. It matched his own thunderous drumming and he pulled her close. ‘I will bring you every day, if that is your wish.’


He watched, unsure of how she would react, but her grey eyes, full of excitement, looked steadily into his. Nothing could stop his desire to kiss her and he held her gaze, touched her lips with an exploration of taste and wonder. Then he drew her even closer and parted her lips, deepening his kiss.


She didn’t move when he let her go. ‘Should I apologise for that?’


‘No. It is what we both wanted. Needed, I think. My life has been lonely of late.’ She laughed softly. ‘I think I am beginning to see myself as the old maid past her prime.’


Alex could have shouted hallelujah. Instead, he pulled her further under the tree’s leafy foliage and its darker shadow, shielding them from the groom and kissed her again.


Grace stepped away and shivered. ‘This is all happening a little fast, sir. I am considered by many as left on the shelf, but there are standards to be observed. I cannot allow any scandal that would bring my aunt and Lord Crowmarsh into disrepute. We should not do this again.’


Alex knew she was right. But she had thrown him into a state of impatience. ‘Grace, there is a new energy in me. A desire I have denied since losing my wife. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life without you. What I’m saying is that you are weaving a path to my heart, a love that could grow strong between us. A few moments ago your lips told me that is so.’ He studied her face, saw the uncertainty in her eyes, but she did not look away.


‘Aunt Matilda has spoken to me of your tragic loss. I do not think I want to fight your late wife’s memory for your affections—’


‘No, this is not what I meant. Liddy and I were young, and yes, very much in love. We had only a year together and her death was the darkest moment of my life. But I want to live again and I want it to be with you.’ He took her hands and raised them to his lips and kissed each gloved palm. ‘I have never been surer about anything. Perhaps my years alone have meant I was waiting to find you?’


Alex pulled her close. ‘Will you marry me, Grace?’ The words tumbled out so unexpectedly he couldn’t believe he had said them.


Grace pulled away, her hands pressing on his chest. ‘Marry you? Sir, I think you have gone a little mad.’


But there was determination in his eyes. This was no flippant gesture.


Her pulse hammered. What he asked seemed unthinkable, yet the memory of how pleasing his hold had been when they danced, how her heart teased her senses. Could she love this man? His kiss, the taste of him, his arms holding her close, was she brave enough to take the risk?


The answer came without hesitation, ‘Yes!’ She wanted to share her dreams with him. ‘My lord, are we both mad?’


‘Mad, maybe. We have a life to live, Grace, and many years to make up. We could wait a month. The banns need to be read in church. You need that time to have a wedding gown made. And I want the most beautiful bride of the Season standing beside me when we make our vows.’


‘Lord Rossmore, please, a moment, you rush me too fast . . . we seem compatible, could be—’


He cut in, ‘Could be man and wife. Then no one can gossip.’


He was rolling her along on a wave of optimism. And it could work, if they both locked away the past, opened their hearts to accept a new life.


‘Very well, I accept,’ she said in a low tone, almost a whisper.


Rossmore pulled her close. She lowered her gaze, suddenly shy as he said, ‘Thank you, my dear. We shall do well together.’


Grace went to her bedchamber immediately Lord Rossmore returned her to Berkeley Square. She paced the room. Within the hour, his note requesting an audience with Lord Crowmarsh would arrive. Then his request of formally asking for her hand in marriage. What had she been thinking? She hadn’t, that was obvious. A marriage in four weeks! She would send a letter now and say it was all a mistake and that they needed time to acquaint themselves with each other.


One of her dislikes was morning visits. She preferred reading on a rainy day or riding with the sun warming her face, the wind touching her hair. What did he do? By his own admission he avoided social events as much as possible. That would suit her well. He also had a vast knowledge of horses. And riding was her greatest pleasure.


Grace stopped at the window. The daylight was fading and in Berkeley Square’s communal garden the Plane trees, which in the morning were individual beauties, would soon become dark silhouettes. Rossmore’s strong features came to her mind. Could she, over time, nurture a deep and enduring love for him? She would have a home to manage, God willing become a mother to their children. They both had a chance of a new life. It all rested on her decision now, on this moment. A letter could end it all. She closed her eyes: a dance, a carriage ride and an exhilarating race across a common – could one know a person in so short a time? No, of course not, but did she want a future with only loneliness and sorrow dogging her days? Her answer had been pledged on a warm afternoon under the shade of a tree. He was willing. Then so was she.


Her uncle could start the negotiations on behalf of her father. It was little more than a formality.


Grace had never been close to her father. He was a man who had kept his family at a distance. A cold and austere master and since her mother’s death she stayed with him only occasionally. She spent her time at Solitaire House, at Whitecliffs Bay, interspersed with visiting relatives and friends. The last time she had seen her father was at Christmas. She had been faced with the news that he had taken to his bed with the rheumatics. In fact, he was a recluse inside Woodford Hall who hadn’t ventured beyond Dorchester in years. He had complained about every meal put before him, or the fires were too hot or he was abandoned and left to freeze. And the estate manager was an incompetent fool, even though she had seen reports to the contrary. She wondered why the house staff stayed, but they were all aging themselves; new work would not be easy to find.


Grace turned away from the window and her thoughts returned to Solitaire House. Although it was part of her father’s holdings, he rarely went there and never would now. He had given her mother an allowance to maintain the property and allowed them to stay there whenever they chose. When her mother died, her father had extended the arrangement to her.


She rang the bell and when Esther arrived said, ‘I’m ready to change for this evening. We are staying at home, so perhaps a less formal gown.’


Bathed and dressed, Grace studied her reflection in the long mirror. Outwardly she appeared serene in a lavender silk dinner gown. Inwardly her thoughts were like a see-saw; she was balanced on the pivot, one step either way could result in disaster or happiness. It wasn’t too late to send him a letter if she wrote it now telling him to cancel any plans of a betrothal. She went to her writing desk and sitting down pulled a sheet of paper from the drawer. The blank page stared back at her.


After all her deliberation earlier, why was she still torturing herself with doubt?


She had left it too long to attract a virile bachelor – he would want a young beauty walking beside him. That left a widower with young children. The future was mapped clear – spinster or a marriage of convenience. At least, she had chosen Rossmore. She picked up the sheet of paper and put it back in the drawer.


Grace was startled by a knock on her door and Aunt Matilda came in. She was triumphant.


‘Grace, I have heard from Crowmarsh that Lord Rossmore has asked to speak with him this evening. I am so very pleased for you, my dear. Who would have thought such a match would be made this Season? We are to have an earl in the family. Your father will be relieved. Maybe this news will help him endure his rheumatics more tolerably.’ She sat down in the chair by the fireplace. ‘How do you feel?’


‘I’m stunned, frightened and jubilant. I want to cry, laugh, and, most certainly, hide away from the gossiping ton, who will tittle-tattle morn till night. I can hardly believe it. I don’t think I will until Lord Rossmore arrives later.’


‘He is coming after dinner. We will wait in the drawing room. Everything will be dealt with according to custom. Come, let us go and have a sherry. I think we both need some form of stimulant.’


Grace wiped away a tear slipping down her cheek. She was happy, really she was. So why was she crying?


Lord Rossmore arrived at nine o’clock and he was immediately taken into her uncle’s study.


Grace waited with Aunt Matilda in the drawing room, each twisting their handkerchiefs and listening to the clock tick. Grace couldn’t stand the tension any longer. She got up from the sofa and walked round the room. ‘What are they talking about?’


‘Oh, there is much to discuss, things that need not bother us. I know my father kept Crowmarsh in his study three hours. But, of course, I was the eldest of four daughters, so I expect by the time it was little Elsie’s turn, it only took an hour.’


‘Yes. You only had sons. He hasn’t had any practice.’


‘Perhaps we should have another glass of sherry. It is after all a special occasion.’


The sherry came and they sipped it and then continued to sit and twist their handkerchiefs.


The clock chimed eleven.


Grace studied her aunt. All her visits in the past had given her many happy memories. For all her grandeur, her aunt was homely and pleasing to be with. She appeared to be reading a book, yet she didn’t turn any pages. How could she calmly sit there not knowing what was going on?


‘Aunt, can we play a hand or two of whist? This waiting is intolerable.’


‘If you think that would help, of course.’


After twenty minutes, Grace put her cards on the table. ‘I think twisting handkerchiefs is easier. Shall we return to our seats?’


‘Yes, my dear. Staring at pages is less stressful.’


Five minutes to midnight the door opened. Lord Crowmarsh walked in with a light step considering his ample girth. And despite his age he still had a head of blond curls. Rossmore followed, looking as though he had won the biggest prize of his life.


Lady Crowmarsh beamed and let out a sigh.


Grace stood up. So much had happened on this day – she had wakened a spinster, had a proposal of marriage in the afternoon and was betrothed before midnight. It was all too much and for a moment she thought she would disgrace herself by fainting.


‘Grace, my dear, Rossmore and I have made a settlement. I will have my solicitor prepare the papers and go to see your father for his signature. He will, I know, be delighted. He has expressed on past occasions his desire to see you wed before he dies. The announcement will be made tomorrow.’ He held out his hands and she went to him. He kissed her cheek.


‘Thank you, Uncle, for everything.’


Rossmore stepped forward and bowed to Lady Crowmarsh. ‘You have been very patient, my lady. From tomorrow the ton will enjoy every moment until Grace and I are wed.’


‘And I shall enjoy all the attention they devote to me. This is my first wedding in this house. A moment to be cherished, sir, three sons do not require much planning.’


Crowmarsh turned to Rossmore. ‘Take Grace into the morning room, man. I expect you have a few words to say.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ He offered his arm to Grace and escorted her out of the room.


So this is how it was done – she had no say in anything. A bargain struck as though she were a sack of potatoes to be sold off.


In the morning room there were a few candles alight, just enough to see by. Grace waited, trying to sort her emotions into order.


‘Well, my dear, we are officially betrothed.’ He stepped towards her. ‘I think we are now entitled to kiss, formally.’ There was a light tone to his voice and he tipped her chin up with his finger. ‘Halfway there.’ He touched her lips with his and kissed her with a tenderness that broke the anxiety that engulfed her. Her mind cleared, there were no more doubts, she was ready to take the step of marriage.









Chapter Three


The following afternoon Lord Rossmore escorted Grace into Lord Wainwright’s house in Portman Square. A door opened off the spacious marble-floored hall and Willy came out.


He bowed. ‘Welcome to our home, Miss Matthews.’


Grace curtsied and Rossmore removed his hat and gave it to the footman.


‘Willy, Isabelle has trained you well, thank you for being here this afternoon.’


‘Now would I dare displease my lady of the house?’


Rossmore shook his head. ‘Not if you value your life.’


As the banter subsided, they entered the room Willy had come from.


‘Good afternoon, Miss Matthews.’ Isabelle waited beside a rose-coloured, brocade sofa. ‘And to you, Alex, it has been a long time since you last visited me. But Willy keeps me well informed, especially after you and he have been at White’s on those gentlemen-only gossip nights.’


‘Shame on you, Isabelle, Miss Matthews will think I am a gambling, drinking rogue.’ Rossmore turned to Grace. ‘Such words are overly exaggerated. Those days belong to my youth. Willy, I need your support.’


Isabelle waved her hand towards the two men. ‘Gentlemen, please, enough of this frivolity. Come, Miss Matthews, please be seated and let us get back to normality.’


Grace sat down in the chair offered. The three relatives were so at ease with each other, she was not sure what was expected of her. But it did give her the opportunity to take in the beautiful cherry-wood tables, ivory brocade walls and the chandelier that was reflecting the sun’s rays through one of the two French windows.


Isabelle sat on the sofa. Her pink-coloured muslin gown was of a shade that very much complemented her blonde hair and hazel-coloured eyes.


‘I am so glad that we arranged this informal tea party, Miss Matthews, it’s the only way to get Alex out in Society during the day. You are definitely a good tonic for him.’ She turned to face Alex. ‘Do you agree, sir?’


‘Yes, I do.’ He made a point of clearing his throat. ‘In fact, this has turned out to be a most opportune time to start the party off. Miss Matthews and I are to be married.’


Both host and hostess gaped.


Alex slapped his cousin on the back. ‘Surprised?’


‘Betrothed! But you can’t be, I mean, you’ve only just become acquainted . . . I mean, after all these years? Good God, man, at last!’ He gripped Alex’s hand and pumped it up and down. ‘I am mightily glad to hear it.’ He went to Grace and bowed. ‘A double dose of best wishes to you, Miss Matthews. When is the wedding day?’


Alex spoke before Grace could answer. ‘Four weeks from today.’


Shocked at his announcement her brain ceased to work. The only thing she did comprehend was that her face heated to boiling point and she was angry. How could he have declared their betrothal in such a bold manner? Did he think she was just a specimen to be paraded on show?


Taking a deep breath she spoke before he could do any more damage. ‘My lord is a little too assuming; in four weeks, yes, but we have not discussed the details.’


Isabelle, who was sitting speechless, got up and went over and joined Willy.


‘May I offer my felicitations, Miss Matthews. I am surprised, like Willy, but I do wish you much happiness for the future.’


Alex came and offered his hand and Grace stood up. At least she was now on a level footing with them all. ‘Thank you, Lady Wainwright. Lord Rossmore does not seem to understand that our betrothal has been an unexpected announcement to all. It has quite put my aunt, Lady Crowmarsh, into a state of nervous excitement and she calls for her salts every time she thinks of all the arrangements to be made.’


‘Will the wedding be in London or at your father’s estate or . . .?’


Grace could see Lady Wainwright was floundering. Rossmore had given no thought to the proprieties of their betrothal. ‘My father is very ill and unable to attend. My uncle, Lord Crowmarsh, will stand for him.’


Grace gave her over-zealous betrothed a meaningful look that said – you presume too much, sir; I want a say in this. But he chose to ignore her and said, ‘I think we will be wed in Berkshire at Rossmore Manor. The estate is at its best in the late spring.’


‘Sir! Please, no more.’ Grace waved her hand at him. ‘You are running too fast for me. Let us return to the purpose of our visit. It is not only my aunt who will be requiring the salts if we continue at this pace.’


‘Oh, I think this calls for champagne, don’t you, Alex?’


‘I certainly do, Willy. Perhaps the ladies would like to continue with their tea until you have organised the wine?’


‘We will. Miss Matthews has need of the stimulant as much as I do.’ Lady Wainwright held out her hand, inviting Grace to return to her seat.


Willy rang the bell and the butler came in. ‘A bottle of my best champagne, Lawson, Lord Rossmore and Miss Matthews are betrothed; make sure it is the best in the cellar.’


‘And will you serve tea now, before we celebrate.’ Isabelle’s tone indicated her requirement as mistress of the house took precedence.


‘Well, Willy, that is surely the most effective way to spread the news. Even Lawson will be hard pressed to keep quiet.’ Lady Wainwright shook her head in despair. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Matthews, are you going out this evening?’


Grace nodded, ‘Yes, we are going to Lord Maynard’s residence. I understand it is a petite boule, although my aunt has said that Lady Maynard rarely does anything on a small scale.’


‘Then be prepared for an evening of jealous mamas, nosey chaperones and wide-eyed young ladies, who will want to know how you achieved the impossible and captured the elusive Earl of Rossmore. You may even be suspected of witchcraft and magic.’


Isabelle’s light-hearted banter eased the awkward moment.


Grace sipped her tea that had been served. This afternoon was proving to show how single-minded Alex could be and she wondered what other embarrassments might occur before tomorrow’s dawn light rose over the horizon.


With a measured lapse of time Lawson reappeared with a tray of crystal glasses and a bottle of the celebratory wine.


Alex took her hand and she stood up next to him. Her heart beat like a drum, for she had not been the centre of attention for many, many years.


‘I hope this is not too overwhelming for you, my dear, but it’s how Society reacts to unexpected and exciting news.’ Rossmore tucked her hand through the crook of his arm and led her to a table where Willy was pouring the champagne into four glasses.


Isabelle handed her a glass and kissed her cheek. ‘I hope you are ready for a month of shopping, balls and exhaustion.’


Willy raised his glass, ‘To the Earl and future Countess of Rossmore. Our best wishes for your happiness together.’


Grace trembled and her hand wasn’t quite steady as she sipped the wine. The pale liquid fizzed and bubbles rose in her glass. She looked at Rossmore, and saw a strange look in his eyes that she couldn’t quite read. It disturbed her. Was he having second thoughts? Should she ask him if there was something wrong? But here in his cousin’s home was not the time for a discussion on betrothals.


‘Come on, Alex, a kiss for your bride-to-be.’


Instantly, his expression changed and she saw him smile. ‘Shall we indulge them?’ He took the glass from her hand and put both glasses on the table, drawing her towards him. ‘Willy is a stickler for romance.’ His lips touched hers for a brief moment and then he drew back.


‘There, Lord Wainwright, our betrothal is publicly sealed.’


Lady Wainwright touched Grace’s arm. ‘Come and sit down on the sofa and take a moment to revive your senses.’


Grace appreciated Isabelle Wainwright’s thoughtfulness and sensed Alex’s unorthodox manner had not entirely pleased his hostess.


‘If you and your aunt would not consider it an intrusion, I would so like to help. There is a mountain of organising to do.’


‘Thank you. I’m sure we will need all the help we can get. My aunt only had sons to deal with and although she is looking forward to this occasion, I would not wish her to become so exhausted she does not enjoy the day. As soon as we have the details, I will speak with you.’


Grace’s new found acquaintance clapped her hands with delight. ‘Oh, we will have a marvellous time.’


Grace wasn’t so sure. She had lain awake for hours last night worrying about her marriage, about what she should tell him, something he might not be able to forgive. Why hadn’t she refused his proposal until she had thought it through? Now his hasty words openly announcing they would wed in four weeks gave her little time to allow him the chance to reconsider. It was something she couldn’t even confide to Lady Wainwright.


She looked over at the two men, sensed their close friendship as they studied a report in The Times. She looked around the pleasantly furnished room and knew this was how she wanted her home to be, full of life and happy memories.


There was plenty of time to talk to him before any formal plans were made.


Rossmore was escorting Grace to their first Society evening as a betrothed couple, and she did not know what to wear. She dithered, discarding each gown as unsuitable. What would the ton be expecting? If what Lady Wainwright said was true, she would be the centre of their scrutiny and gossip.


‘Oh, Esther, you must think me quite impossible to deal with, but I can’t choose, will you?’


Esther took a pale lemon, watered silk gown from amongst those scattered on the bed and held it up. ‘This one, it’s just right for you, youthful and mature. Isn’t that what you want to be?’


She wondered if that was how Rossmore saw her. Which made her further wonder what he really wanted from their marriage? What was it that had made him ask her, when all those first-Season beauties would be more pliable than she would ever be? But she answered, ‘Yes, it is. I don’t know how you put up with me, Esther. The next month is going to be hectic. I shall see you have a present; would you like a new dress?’


‘Oh, you know I wouldn’t leave you. But a new Sunday dress! That would be lovely. Thank you.’


‘That is very reassuring, Esther. And you are going to start earning it now, because I have it on good authority that every pair of eyes will be on me tonight. I put my curly strands into your capable hands. Polite Society will be reporting on every dark ringlet you twist.’ Grace sat down at her dressing table and looked in the mirror. Her complexion was fair, if a little coloured from the country air, her nose was average and high cheekbones gave good structure to an oval face. Acceptable, she concluded, for a spinster of twenty-eight years. Whatever the comments, she would have to do. Anyway, his lordship had chosen her from all the others.


‘Well, Esther, you have three hours to make me the envy of Society.’


Rossmore waited in the drawing room for Grace to come down. He was about to do what he had been avoiding for years, be called the Catch of the Season. But he was old enough to handle any witty remarks, or snide ones which would come from some of the young bucks.


The door opened and Grace came in. He had thought her beautiful when they first met, but now she brought a lump to his throat. The dress was cut low and her full breasts in the high fitting bodice allowed the skirt to fall to her satin shoes.


The desire to pull her to him was almost a pain, but instead, he gave a deep bow. ‘My lady, you look delightful. I shall have no chance of a dance on your card, except the privilege of the first waltz.’


‘Thank you, my lord. It is going to be a long night.’


‘Before we go I have something for you.’ He took a small box from his pocket and opened it. A ring, with an emerald central stone and small diamonds embedded into the gold band, sparkled on a black velvet cushion. ‘This has been the Rossmore gift since my great-grandfather set the family tradition three generations ago, that each countess should be given this circle of precious stones in her betrothal ring. I hope I have judged your finger correctly.’


He lifted Grace’s left hand onto his palm and slipped her long glove off and placed the ring on her third finger. ‘A perfect fit, and our half-way step to marriage.’ She was trembling and he realised he had ignited a moment of surprise in her. It thrilled him to think that he could make her so aware of what lay ahead for them. He continued to hold her hand, waiting for her reply.


‘My lord, I don’t know what to say. I have never seen such a beautiful ring. It is truly a gift I shall treasure forever. But how did you have it crafted in such a short time?’


‘Our jewellers have one deposited in their vaults in readiness for the next Countess Rossmore. My ancestors proved as impatient as I, and I am happy to continue the tradition.’ He drew her into his arms. ‘There is something we need to address. Stop calling me sir, my lord or Lord Rossmore, when we are private. My name is Alexander, but my family call me Alex. Grace, is there anything wrong? I detect uncertainty in your eyes.’


‘No. I have called you Alex in my mind, but to speak it aloud?’


‘Is it so difficult?’


She took a deep breath then said, ‘Alexander Kilbraith, my husband-to-be.’


‘Perfect. Now we can truly seal our betrothal.’ He touched her lips gently with his. ‘Now any fears you have will melt away.’


Outside the entrance to Lord Maynard’s house the burning flares presented a touch of grandeur. Inside the hall, footmen waited to take cloaks and hats. Lord and Lady Maynard waited beyond.


‘Lord and Lady Crowmarsh, we are delighted to welcome you this evening.’


‘It is a pleasure as always, Maynard. You are aware my niece and Lord Rossmore are recently betrothed and I have invited him to join us this evening.’


Lady Maynard immediately dipped a curtsey and said, ‘It is an honour, Lord Rossmore, and our felicitations to you and Miss Matthews.’


‘Thank you. We will not linger, Lady Maynard, you have guests still arriving.’


The Crowmarsh party passed on to the room prepared for the evening. It was not huge but sufficiently large enough for a petite boule. As if a ripple of awareness spread across the guests present, talking stopped and each turned to the doorway. The silence was profound. Rossmore held out his arm and Grace placed her gloved fingers on his sleeve.


‘Smile, Grace, it will only be this one occasion that our entrance to a ballroom will be so daunting. By tomorrow they will have another unsuspecting soul to gossip about.’


‘I will hold you to that declaration, Alex. May we please walk on and break this absurdity that verges on bad manners.’


The moment broke as Alex led Grace into the crowd. She thought of Isabelle’s words earlier that afternoon, witchcraft and magic. If only she had such power, she and Alex could disappear in a puff of smoke.


Lord Crowmarsh took the lead to where two unoccupied chairs were placed near the dancing area.


‘Be seated, my dear, I foresee that a glass of wine will calm your nerves. And you also, Grace?’ Two heads nodded in unison.


Grace looked at Alex. She had thought when they first met he had the stance of a military man, and at the moment he could well be compared with a general, his authority apparent when a young buck approached from the side towards her.


‘The answer is no, Mr Blackburn, my betrothed is about to take refreshment. And the answer remains no for the rest of this evening.’


The young man’s face reddened from fringe to chin. ‘But my lord, this is a celebratory evening. Miss Matthews is the belle of the ball.’


‘Quite so. And her first dance will be with me.’


Accepting defeat, Blackburn retreated to a group of other young hopefuls.


Crowmarsh returned and Grace accepted her glass of wine. ‘Thank you, Uncle. After this stimulant I shall be ready to dance the night away.’


‘Then I leave you in Rossmore’s protection. Matilda, I am pleased to say, is far more experienced in dealing with these social intrigues. And when I disappear to the gaming room, her friends will swarm like bees around her.’


‘Do not listen to his chatter, Grace. We will be triumphant this evening and the ton will have plenty to gossip about in their drawing rooms tomorrow.’ She raised her glass in a salute.
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