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The Designing Debutantes have arrived, and they’re taking the ton by storm. . .


Self-made man Geoffrey Brookhouse has unexpectedly inherited the dukedom of Grenwood, but he’s hiding a secret that could ruin his family. With the Season approaching, Geoffrey is desperate to find his sister a respectable husband who can protect her if the worst should happen, but he needs help to orchestrate her debut.


Enter Lady Diana Harper, spirited fashion expert, party planner to the ton, and rather more than Geoffrey bargained for. Finding him overwhelmed by the social requirements, she begins transforming him into something he never thought he’d be: a presentable duke.


Diana doesn’t know what to make of the dishevelled and bedevilled duke. He’s stubborn and completely unaware of his many faux pas, but there’s something rather endearing about his reactions to her teasing.


The real question is: can a man who hates the ton ever fall for a woman whose life revolves around it?









For my writer friends, Rexanne Becnel
and the late Claudia Dain—
thanks for teaching me everything I know about fashion
and how to make it work
for one’s body type or coloring.
And thanks for the many years of fun times together.









Prologue


London


Spring 1807


Hours into London’s most poorly attended ball, not a single gentleman had asked Lady Diana Harper to dance. That didn’t surprise her. Once one became a pariah in high society, one was sentenced to holding up the wall at all social engagements. Hence the term “wallflower.” Except that she and her younger sister, Verity, were more like “wall-weeds,” to be rooted out and stomped upon.


Still, they refused to give anyone the satisfaction of driving them home to hide. Who cared if Mama had scandalized everyone by running off with Major-General Tobias Ord? Who cared if Papa, the mighty Earl of Holtbury, was divorcing Mama for that selfsame act? It wasn’t Diana or Verity’s fault, and they refused to act as if it was. Instead, they went to every society affair they were invited to attend.


There weren’t many.


Fortunately, their oldest sister, Mrs. Eliza Pierce, who had already wed by the time their mother made her mad dash for freedom, hadn’t suffered quite as much. Whenever someone was cruel to Eliza, she could retreat to Mr. Pierce’s strong arms. Diana and Verity could only put a good face on matters and dare the ton to torment them for what was not their fault!


Diana sighed. Perhaps if she said it often enough, she’d believe it. Perhaps then society might finally allow them to dance instead of forcing them to sit to the side watching their youth slip away.


Good Lord, but she was morose tonight, and the overpowering orchestra was giving her a headache that worsened matters. At this rate, she might as well go home where she could hear herself think.


Thank heavens the music ended with a flourish just then. Their good friend, Miss Isolde Crowder, approached them, her ash-brown curls bouncing. “I’m delighted you came. Mama wanted so badly for this to be a crush, but I knew it was unlikely.”


Isolde and Diana were both twenty, their friendship forged when they’d embarked on their first Season together. This was their second, and, judging from how things were going, they might need a third. And a fourth and a fifth and—


Diana didn’t want to think about that. Isolde hadn’t “taken” during their first Season, not because of scandal but because she was a Cit. Marrying a Cit, even a wealthy one, wasn’t au courant in society these days. Diana hadn’t “taken” during her own first Season because of the rumors about her parents’ flagrant infidelities.


Then Verity had only just been presented to the queen and had her début ball before the dance floor had been knocked out from under her, too, so to speak, by Mama’s running off. At nineteen, Verity was now doomed to be an outcast in society. It simply wasn’t fair.


Verity lifted one brow. “I’m surprised your mother even wanted us here, given our notoriety.” The hint of bitterness in her voice reminded Diana that her sister had good reason to be bitter, given that she’d lost a serious suitor because of their parents’ behavior.


“She didn’t, but I told her I wouldn’t attend if she didn’t invite the three of you,” Isolde said hotly.


“You’re a good friend, and we appreciate that,” Diana told Isolde. “I’m afraid everyone else thinks us as tainted by Mama’s sin as if we’d jumped into the carriage with her.”


“I hope it’s not as bad as all that,” Isolde remarked, ever the optimist.


Diana gave her an arch smile. “We both know Verity’s and my Seasons have not borne the appropriate fruit so far.”


Nearby, a lady chuckled, prompting Diana to look over. This was the second time tonight Diana had seen the woman eavesdropping on their conversations. Diana didn’t recognize her, but no one else was standing close by, so the lady had to be laughing at their conversation.


Diana couldn’t imagine why. “I believe a change of subject is in order.” Putting her back deliberately to the lady, she swept her hand down to indicate Isolde’s attire, a sheath of French gray silk with a silver net overlay and darling little bishop sleeves with ribbon bands. “Your gown turned out very well. It suits you.”


Isolde beamed at her. “Thank you for designing it. I know that your help is why I’ve had so many more dances tonight. If I’d left matters to Mama, I’d be dressed in jonquil satin with large pink tambour-work blossoms over my . . . embonpoint.”


“Good God,” Verity said. “That sounds awful!”


The lady nearby laughed outright, reminding Diana that she and her sisters were under heavy scrutiny these days.


“Verity,” Diana said in a low voice. “That’s hardly appropriate language for a young lady.”


“‘Large pink tambour-work blossoms’ over a woman’s ‘embonpoint’ are hardly appropriate for a young lady either,” Verity said grimly. “Thank heavens you intervened. Even I know Isolde would look abysmal in that shade of yellow. The color is perfect for my skin, but—” She flashed their friend an apologetic smile. “It would turn your lovely alabaster skin sallow.”


“Surely the dressmaker would have discouraged your mother from that choice,” Diana pointed out.


“I doubt it,” Isolde said. “Mama patronizes Mrs. Ludgate’s shop more than any other woman of the ton, so the dressmaker dares not gainsay Mama. I can barely gainsay her. She’s stubborn to a fault.” Isolde touched her necklace of jet beads. “And speaking of Mama, I couldn’t ask her about this because I don’t trust her taste.”


“With good reason,” Verity mumbled.


Isolde went on as if she hadn’t heard Verity. “But I was hoping you could tell me if my jewelry matches my gown well enough.”


“It matches beautifully,” Diana assured her. “And your reticule is perfect—the simple gray silk and black ribbon ties contrast well with the sparkling net. As always, you have far better taste than you give yourself credit for.”


“Thank you,” Isolde said with a faint blush. “What a relief.” She turned to Verity. “I did try to implement your ideas about the décor, but Mama—” Her eyes went wide. “Oh, dear, she has spotted me. I’d best go mingle or I’ll never hear the end of it.”


Once Isolde was gone, Verity blew her droopy, golden-brown curls from her brow. “It’s so hot in here.” Verity snatched Diana’s fan and started fluttering it over her unfreckled bosom.


Diana shook her head. “I warned you not to wear velvet in spring. This time of year, the weather is highly unpredictable.”


“But I like velvet.”


“I like parents who aren’t engaged in a public war, but we don’t always get to have what we like.” Diana stared straight ahead, ignoring the matron who passed by while giving them the cut direct.


Her sister’s brow darkened. “All the same, I’m determined to do as I please now that I’m rid of Lord Minton. He hated velvet, so I never wore it. I won’t do that for a man ever again. Look what it got me! I’ll wear what I like and to the devil with it.”


“And you shouldn’t curse either.”


“I’ll curse if I please. You should do a bit more cursing. Trust me, it is wonderfully freeing.” Verity sneezed, then pointed Diana’s fan at the massive arrangements of lilies, wisteria, and roses set at intervals of three yards apart. “Isolde’s mother got to do and have what she pleased. Why can’t I? Honestly, who would cobble those three flowers together? The scents are overpowering.”


“Perhaps she was hoping to counteract the slightly off smell of the salmon cakes.”


“You didn’t eat any, did you?” Verity asked in alarm. “One sniff and I left them alone.”


“I went nowhere near them. I confess I was disappointed in the biscuits, too. They were cloyingly sweet. Although the almond ones weren’t bad. Isolde told me she’d chosen those personally because they were her favorite.”


“Don’t tell Isolde, but aside from her almond biscuits, I found most of the dishes lacking. The roast partridges were too dry, the crab patties too wet, and despite its pretty mold of a basket of fruit, the blancmange had a garlicky flavor. I shudder to think what ingredient was in it.”


“Garlic, perhaps?” Diana quipped. “Trust me, Isolde tried to counsel her mother on everything involving this ball, but the woman wouldn’t listen. Poor Isolde, to have such a mother.”


“Not poor Isolde.” Verity shook her head. “She lets it happen. She should stand up to the woman.”


“The way we stand up to our father?”


“That’s different. He’s a man.”


“True.” A man they were utterly dependent on. Diana loved Papa, but sometimes he was so autocratic she wanted to scream. Still, she didn’t dare. He could turn life in the house into constant misery if he was trying to make a point, namely that his way was best.


He was making that point now by pursuing a divorce. He’d tried shaming Mama into coming back, but she had known what half the ton did—that Papa hadn’t been the marrying kind even after he’d wed her. Meanwhile, some said one of Mama’s early amours had given Diana her brown eyes, dreadful red hair, and freckles. She was the only one with that coloring in her family.


Still, the rumor had to be false. She hoped it was false anyway. If it were true, Papa had never given a hint of it. His harsh words fell equally on all of them. And Mama had certainly never said a word about it. Sometimes Diana wondered, though. . . .


Verity stared out over the dance floor. “I’m just saying that Isolde should trust her own opinions more. The woman is smart and beautiful and has exquisite taste in clothing when she’s not listening to her mother. If her mother wasn’t always trying to steer her wrong—and Isolde wasn’t always giving in—I daresay she’d be married by now.”


Eliza joined them. “I agree. Dear Isolde would be a treasure for any man.”


“You’re not just saying that because she heeded your advice on the subject of hair, are you?” Verity asked.


“No, indeed.” Eliza smiled. “I truly enjoyed helping her with her coiffure. And I am pleased she chose my idea for the ribbon arrangement over a turban. She’s far too young to be wearing a turban to a ball.” The music started again, even louder than before. Eliza gestured to them to join her outside on the balcony.


“Oh, that is so much better,” Diana said as they moved to the far end of the balcony from the door. “I swear, my ears were bleeding.”


Eliza nodded. “Anyone who hires a twenty-piece orchestra to play music for dancing when three players would do shouldn’t be allowed to throw a ball.” She sighed. “Isolde deserves better. Mrs. Crowder is a perfect example of the rule that just because you can have something doesn’t mean you should.”


“Mama is another example of that, I’m afraid,” Verity said. “Why couldn’t she simply wait until we were all married before running off with the major-general and forcing Papa’s hand?”


“I’m sure she’d say she was in love,” Diana said. “Although I suspect it was as much because he was a handsome widower and she feared somebody else would snatch him up before she could.”


Someone cleared her throat. Startled, they turned to find that the eavesdropping lady had followed them outside. “I know it’s not proper etiquette,” she said in an accent that Diana couldn’t quite place, “but I should like to introduce myself. I’m the Earl of Sinclair’s new wife. I gather that you three are Lady Holtbury’s daughters?”


Although wary of the woman’s reason for asking, Diana made the introductions.


“I’m so pleased to meet you all,” the countess said, flashing them a genuine smile. “I assure you, not everyone is against you. I personally think it a shame you should be tarred with the same brush as your mother. In any case, I couldn’t help overhearing your assessment of this affair and I should like to know how you would have improved upon it.” She winked at Eliza. “Other than hiring fewer musicians, that is.”


When scarlet suffused Eliza’s cheeks, Diana said hastily, “I’m sure we must sound terribly rude, criticizing an event we were charitably invited to attend—”


“Not a bit. I agree with everything you said. And more.” Lady Sinclair shut the door to the ballroom. “Indeed, I would be most grateful if you would bear with me a moment and answer my questions. You see, I’m expected to throw a ball myself soon, and I’m American, so I’ve never done anything of the sort in London. I could use advice. For example, Lady Diana, what attire would you choose for me as hostess?”


Opting for caution with the woman, Diana said, “It appears you already have good taste in clothing, madam, because your muslin gown and plaid shawl are both fashionable and flattering to your figure.”


“That’s only because my lady’s maid picked most of my attire for tonight. But last week she chose an Elizabethan ruff for me to wear with one of my day gowns. Even I know I don’t have the neck for such a thing.”


Diana relaxed. “No one has the neck for an Elizabethan ruff, not even Elizabeth the First herself.” She glanced at Verity’s willowy figure and long neck. “Well, perhaps Verity. But no one else I’ve ever seen.”


“In any case,” the countess said, “I can’t trust my own judgment or that of my lady’s maid. She’s very new and very Scottish, and I’m still learning my way around the Scots. And the English, for that matter.”


“If you’re looking for someone to advise you on fashion,” Diana said, “I would certainly be happy to do so. It’s not as if I have a busy social calendar these days.” And Mrs. Ludgate could use the patronage of a woman of standing like Lady Sinclair.


“I should enjoy that,” the countess said. “But before we make our plans, I wish to ask your sister—Lady Verity, if you had control of the kitchen, what would you serve?”


Verity, having never lacked for self-confidence, answered boldly. “Mr. and Mrs. Crowder are wealthy enough to afford a variety of dishes, so my choices would be, among others, an assortment of sliced cold meats including roast venison and turkey, some lobster patties and minced lobster, Westphalia cakes, pickles of many sorts—”


“No roasted onions and anchovy toast, as Mrs. Crowder’s cook is serving?” the countess asked.


“Certainly not.” Verity leaned close to Lady Sinclair. “Who wants onions or anchovies on their breath while courting? Even if a lady knows to avoid them at a ball supper, gentlemen don’t always think in those terms. They stuff whatever suits them into their mouths without a care for how it makes them smell.”


The countess seemed to be fighting a smile. “True. What are Westphalia cakes?”


“Different recipes suggest different flavorings, but basically they’re made from mashed potatoes mixed with eggs, butter, and milk, then formed into little cakes and fried. Sometimes they have bits of bacon or cheese in them.”


“That sounds delicious,” Lady Sinclair said. “And for dessert? We must have desserts—Lord Sinclair has quite a sweet tooth. What would you suggest?”


“You may not realize this,” Verity said, “but for a fee, Gunter’s will cater events such as yours, supplying ices, ice creams, and pastries. They’re a very popular addition.”


“And very costly, I’m sure,” the countess said in an arch tone.


“I beg your pardon,” Verity said with concern. “Is that an issue? I can suggest other sweets if you prefer.”


Lady Sinclair laughed. “According to my new husband, it’s not an issue in the least. But you know men. They’d prefer to spend less if they can manage it.”


Or get the funds from someone else.


The part of the divorce trial going on right now was Papa’s attempt to force Major-General Ord to pay him a substantial amount of money for alienation of affection. It was Papa’s only way to get his revenge upon the man. But neither of the adulterous parties seemed to care what he did to retaliate. The major-general had a fortune, so Papa’s demands weren’t going to serve quite as well for revenge as he’d probably hoped.


“Well,” the countess said, seeming to notice Diana’s lapse into silence, “I do like a Gunter’s ice, especially in summer. Very refreshing.”


“Exactly.” Verity smiled. “I could meet with the proprietors on your behalf, Lady Sinclair, if you think you might wish to use them for your future event.”


“How odd that you should mention that. You see, while having the three of you ladies advise me would be helpful, I would much rather hire you to plan the whole thing.” She gave them a sheepish smile. “Particularly as it’s supposed to occur in two weeks.”


Eliza gasped, Verity grinned, and Diana gaped at the countess.


Diana was first to speak. “You do know that . . . well . . . it would be rather frowned upon for us to take payment for . . . helping you.”


Lady Sinclair blinked at them. “Oh! Of course. I forgot that such things aren’t accepted in English society. But the truth is, I have no one to turn to. My servants are either new or only used to running a bachelor household, and my husband has no female relatives. Neither do I—not here, anyway.”


Diana hastened to set her at ease. “I’m not saying we aren’t perfectly thrilled to advise you, but we can’t take payment for it. You understand.”


“Speak for yourself.” Verity handed Diana’s fan back to her as if she were going to set out right that minute to help Lady Sinclair. “I am happy to take payment of any kind, as long as I’m given free rein in the kitchen for the ball supper.”


“Verity!” Diana exclaimed. “Papa would . . . would never speak to us again.”


“And that would be a loss?” Verity shrugged. “He won’t notice anyway.” Her voice hardened. “He’s too busy trying to nail Major-General Ord to the wall.”


Diana winced at her sister’s cold—but accurate—perspective. “That’s enough.” She turned to the countess. “If you wouldn’t mind, we would prefer to discuss this among ourselves more privately before we do anything. We live in Hanover Square. If you could visit tomorrow, we will let you know our decision about payment. But I think I speak for Verity and myself both when I say we would be happy to help you, paid or not. We don’t exactly have men clamoring to dance with us or pay us calls or invite us to parties. And those that do have certain expectations . . .”


Verity arched a brow. “Let’s just say they assume we’re all like our mother—unacceptable as wives but suitable for a less respectable position. I’m sure you know what I mean.”


“Sadly, I do.” Lady Sinclair’s blue eyes flashed. “Some of those men are looking for that sort of position with any pretty woman . . . if they can get it.” She shot Eliza a pointed look. “But at least one of you has respectably married.”


“That happened before the Incident, yes.”


When the countess looked blank, Diana said hastily, “That’s what we call Mama’s elopement with a man other than our father. As a friend of mine said, Mama is ‘married but courting.’”


“I see.” Lady Sinclair faced Eliza. “Would you be willing to join them, too, Mrs. Pierce? I will definitely need your advice on music.”


“I could use the money,” Eliza said in a low voice, shocking Diana. When had Eliza and her husband begun having financial difficulties? “So yes, I would be delighted.”


The countess grinned at them, as if their compliance was a foregone conclusion. “I’m afraid it is long past time I got back to my husband. I shall see all of you in the morning.” And with that, she headed for the door.


Diana rounded on her sisters. “I can’t believe you two wish to take money for this.”


Verity narrowed her gaze. “Hasn’t it occurred to you that we shall never be able to marry anyway now that the Incident has occurred? Our only choices are to live with Papa or become governesses—what fun that would be,” she said acidly. “Or worse, we might end up working as companions to old matrons while they lecture us about morality and denigrate Mama.”


“Surely Papa could and would support us for as long as we need,” Diana said, determined not to think of the other two choices.


“Even after he marries? You know that as soon as he gets his divorce, he will wed another—he still needs an heir. He’ll find some buxom young creature to serve as his broodmare, and we’ll slowly become the spinsters who watch over his new wife’s children.”


“You have got to stop reading those gothic novels, Verity,” Diana said. “We do not live in a gloomy castle, and Papa is not the wicked villain who will treat us badly.”


“No, he’s worse,” Eliza put in. “He’s the father in the Beauty and the Beast fairy tale who accedes to the demand that his daughter take his place as the beast’s ‘guest.’ Looking the other way and not defending your family is the insidious act of a villain. And where is Papa when we need him? Going to court to spread the family’s dirty linen all over town. Who is suffering for it? The two of you. And me, in my own way. Lord knows Mama isn’t. She’s probably having the time of her life.”


Something in her sister’s despairing tone made Diana ache for her. To everyone else, Eliza looked the picture of the happily married wife. But Diana had noticed that Eliza’s smile was forced of late, her blue eyes troubled, and her words tinged with bitterness. Was Eliza having difficulties because of Mama’s bold act?


Diana would get to the bottom of it. Eliza deserved the best the world could offer. “By the way, I meant to tell you earlier that you look lovely tonight.”


Eliza’s lustrous hair was caught up in a delicate bandeau just the right shade of nut-brown to accentuate her blondness. Her gown of silk primrose skimmed her hourglass form with loving care, and her shoes gave her some much-needed height. Diana had picked out Eliza’s ensemble for her, of course—fashion was Diana’s passion. But Eliza’s gold jewelry seemed to come from her husband. Diana didn’t recognize the intricate work and was rather surprised he’d purchased such a romantic piece.


“I feel like a cow in sheep’s clothing,” Eliza grumbled.


Her sisters closed in on her. Verity was the first to ask, “Are you expecting?”


“Expecting whom?” Then Eliza groaned as she realized what Verity meant. “Oh. No. Nothing like that. I just . . .” She sighed. “I suppose I might as well tell you; you’ll find out soon enough. Apparently, my husband decided, without consulting me, that he should go off to war. To that end, he has bought himself an officer’s commission, and he means to join his new regiment in Portugal as soon as possible. He does not wish for me to accompany him, even if it were allowed.”


“That makes perfect sense.” Diana grabbed her sister’s hands. The very thought of sweet Eliza following the drum gave Diana heart failure. “It would be dangerous. He’s only thinking of you.”


“Is he? Three years married and he can’t wait to leave me.”


“To serve his country,” Verity pointed out. “It’s honorable, at least.”


“Perhaps. But he didn’t say that’s why. It makes no sense. He never had an interest in serving as an officer before. Given his rank, he could have. The only reason I can think of is that he hates the scandal and gossip swirling about us. He says that’s not why either, but—”


“You should listen to him.” Verity hugged her. “Besides, it doesn’t matter why. All that matters is we’re here to support you however you wish.”


“I appreciate that.” Eliza looked as if she were on the brink of tears. “The house will be very lonely without him. I don’t know how I will bear it.”


“If we continue helping ladies with the social events they host,” Diana said dryly, “we’ll have to move in with you just so we can keep it out of Papa’s view.”


Eliza brightened. “What a brilliant idea! It will be so much easier to coordinate plans if we’re all in the same abode.”


“I spoke in jest, Eliza,” Diana said.


“But we could do it, couldn’t we?” Verity said. “It would be easy to convince Papa that Eliza needed us, on account of Mr. Pierce going off to war.”


“Oh, yes,” Eliza said, “and ever since I married, I’ve learned a great deal about running a household and keeping accounts. It can’t be that much harder to manage a business. We could even charge high rates so that we’re only doing it for those we prefer or know personally.”


“Exactly!” Verity said. “Besides, the ton only respects something when they have to pay buckets of money for it. The higher our rates, the more they’ll clamor to hire us. And if Eliza is going to live on an officer’s salary, she can use the money.”


Diana scowled at them both. “Verity, you realize that once you and I do this, if we do this, we can’t go back. There will be no more Seasons, no chance of finding a respectable husband.”


Verity snorted. “As if we have any hope of that now. Besides, I’ve lost my desire to stand around at balls hoping for a few moments of conversation or perhaps a single dance with a man. I’d much rather feather my nest for my future as a grande dame in society, bestowing my advice on the ladies I deign to recognize.” She cast Diana a sly look. “You must admit it would be a fitting revenge on all the society matrons turning up their noses at us. Lady Sinclair offered to pay us—why not take it?”


Because Diana feared she would come to regret it. Still, the siren song of a chance at independence, at living her life as she saw fit, was a powerful temptation. “I suppose if we wanted to keep from losing our standing, such as it is, we could always give our profits to charity.”


“Exactly!” Eliza’s face filled with excitement. “I wouldn’t need much for myself, and the rest could go to charities we pick.”


Sometimes Diana understood why their mother had tired of being under Papa’s thumb and bolted; all of Mama’s household duties had fallen to her and Verity. If they left, too, they could escape Papa’s constant criticisms and incessant demands. This way, they would be in a different household, assuming that Samuel Pierce would even allow Eliza to move her sisters into their home.


And why shouldn’t he? It would keep Eliza busy while he was away at war, and he could be sure she was looked after because her sisters were with her.


That was the main thing. Eliza needed them. How could they turn her down?


“Very well,” Diana said. “We can at least try to make this work.”


And on that night, Elegant Occasions was born.









Chapter One


London


Spring 1811


Geoffrey Brookhouse, the newly minted Duke of Grenwood, lowered the window of the Grenwood carriage and thrust his head out so he could better view the heavily trafficked Putney Bridge. Each time he’d traveled into the City from the Grenwood hunting lodge in Richmond Park, he’d crossed the Thames by a different bridge so he could examine its engineering. Regrettably, this would be his last crossing for a while. Today they were moving into Grenwood House in London.


Determined to see every bit of this particular bridge, he slid over to the other side of the carriage and looked out. Just as he was marveling at how admirably the wooden structure had held up for over eighty years, his timid sister, Rosabel, cleared her throat. Again.


Reluctantly, he stopped pondering why the engineers had used twenty-six arches in a river that had regular barge traffic. “Yes?” he asked, keeping his gaze out the window. “Do you need something, Rosy?”


The pet name seemed to give her pause. That was when their mother, also seated across the carriage from him, chose to intervene. “She needs your full attention, Son.”


Damn it all. “Fine.” He sat back to gaze at Rosabel.


At nineteen, she was a woman in every respect. But at eleven years his junior, she was still a child to him, the little girl with curly black hair and green eyes who’d giggled as he’d hauled her around the house in a miniature carriage. It didn’t help that she was wearing one of those white muslin dresses that never failed to remind him of christening gowns and innocence.


Although she’d been sheltered from birth, he’d been a bone of contention between his late father and late maternal grandfather—Josiah Stockdon, owner of the largest ironworks in England. Father and Grandfather had fought over his future until his grandfather had won.


Geoffrey didn’t regret having chosen his grandfather’s path—not one whit—but if he’d known then what he knew now . . .


No, it wouldn’t have made a difference. All it would have done was make him fight harder to protect his little sister from the catastrophe looming if anyone ever learned . . .


“I don’t want to go,” Rosy said in a small voice.


“Go where?” he asked.


“To this Elegant Occasions place.” Her fingers worried the white lace trim on her dress. “They’ll talk about me behind my back as everyone else does, and—”


“They won’t dare, and I won’t let them in any case. Your brother is a duke now, remember?”


“You were a duke at that musicale last week and it did no good, did it?”


He sighed, remembering the whispers and condescending looks. To London society he wasn’t really a duke. He certainly wasn’t one of them. So he understood how she felt, what it was like not to belong in one’s proper sphere, to be a river trout lost in an ocean of expectations and responsibilities that one wasn’t equipped to meet. Just yesterday—


This was not about him, blast it. It was about Rosy. And their mother, too, whether she knew it. Given how intently Mother watched the conversation, perhaps she did. Was she feeling the same about giving Rosy a Season in London?


It didn’t matter. He had to protect them, even if it meant kicking them out into the real world. Mother was still in mourning for Father, so her hiding could be excused for a while, but Rosabel had to find a husband now that her own mourning period was over. It was the only way Geoffrey could be sure she wouldn’t end up worse off than she was presently. In England, a titled husband would be the best kind of protection money could buy.


“You’re right,” he said. “That musicale was . . . difficult. But none of us were prepared, having never been to anything that grand in Newcastle. That’s precisely why we must hire people to help you . . . us.” He forced a smile. “So you don’t spend another social engagement hiding in a corner where no one can notice you. And you heard Mother’s friend—Mrs. Pierce’s company, Elegant Occasions, can ensure that.”


He hadn’t been in town long enough to do the research he customarily did with anyone whose business he meant to frequent, but even if he could have taken the time, it would have made no difference. London was a place all its own, where he had no friends except some engineers, and none of them moved in high society. But since Mrs. Pierce had surprised him by agreeing to his request that he meet with her and her staff today, he’d seized the chance to survey the company in person. At the last minute, he’d decided to bring his mother and sister along, which he probably should have planned to do in the first place.


Being an older brother began to wear on him.


Rosy stared down at her hands. “I don’t have to have a Season. I could stay at home the rest of my life with you and Mama. Or I could travel with you to anywhere you want to build tunnels and bridges and all that. I can keep house for you.”


That was out of the question. Unfortunately, he dared not tell her why. Rosy wasn’t the chatty sort, but if she slipped up and revealed the truth about Father to Mother or anyone else—


He shuddered at the thought. Realizing his mother had noticed his reaction, he reached out to clasp his sister’s hands. “And when I go to Belgium and stay there months at a time? What about Mother? Would you leave her alone when I can’t be with her?”


“Don’t drag me into this,” Mother said. “I’ve already tried—unsuccessfully—to win her over to the idea of having a Season.”


He squeezed Rosy’s hands. “In any case, you deserve a home of your own, poppet, with a husband and children you cherish. I firmly believe you will find someone who suits you if we can merely prepare you for a London Season. I daresay once you meet the staff of Elegant Occasions and feel comfortable with them, half the battle will be won.”


She lifted an eyebrow. “Have you ever known me to feel comfortable with strangers?”


“No,” he conceded, “but perhaps it’s time you learned.”


“So I can dance with a succession of gentlemen who are only interested in me for my fortune?”


“That’s nonsense. You’re a very pretty girl.”


She tugged her hands free. “You have to say that. You’re my brother. But I’m stout, and I can’t help noticing that gentlemen don’t like stout ladies.”


“I do.”


“You don’t count. Again, you’re my—”


“Brother. Right. I’m just pointing out that men like all sorts of ladies, including your sort.”


Their mother patted Rosy’s arm. “That nice Lord Winston Chalmers seemed to find you quite fetching at the musicale. Why else would he have called on you the next day?”


“Because he and I both love Beethoven. All we talked about was music and poetry. Oh, and art.” She blushed. “He was very interested in my sketchbook.”


“I’ll wager he was,” Geoffrey muttered.


Rosy shrank down in her seat. “What do you mean?”


He had to bite his tongue to keep from pointing out that art, music, and poetry were generally well-loved by ladies, so the scoundrel had made sure he knew all about them, as any good fortune hunter would.


At his continued silence, she paled. “Now the truth comes out. You think no man of rank would want me for his wife unless it was for my dowry.” With desperation in her voice, she stared down at her gown. “Certainly I’m too dull and plump to hold the interest of a man like Lord Winston.”


“Forgive me, angel, I didn’t mean any such thing,” Geoffrey protested. “And if I thought you boring or ‘plump,’ why would I be willing to spend on Elegant Occasions what will probably amount to a fortune, just so you would feel more at ease for your damned Season?”


“Language, Geoffrey,” his mother murmured, as she did at least five times a day of late.


Rosy merely directed her gaze out the window.


Geoffrey gritted his teeth. If only he could direct his gaze there, too. No, there would be no point. They’d long ago crossed the bridge. He’d have to take a trip out to see it after they were settled into Grenwood House.


Forcing his attention back to the matter at hand, he said, “As for Lord Winston, you are far too good for the likes of him. I asked around about him. Don’t let his honorific sway you—he’s merely the fourth son of a marquess, so he has only an allowance, nothing more, and not a great one at that.” When she blanched and Mother looked surprised, he added, “Neither of you knew that, did you?”


“It doesn’t matter.” Rosy sniffed. “You warned him off, so I won’t be seeing him again anyway.” She nervously tugged at her tight gown, refusing to look at him.


That worried him. “I can’t keep him out of other people’s balls and parties. I merely wanted to caution you about him and others of his ilk.”


Rosy turned to Mother. “You understand, don’t you, Mama? Papa gave up everything to marry you. Not that Lord Winston would necessarily wish to marry me, and I wouldn’t expect it, but if he did—”


“I didn’t realize that Geoffrey had already investigated the man’s reputation,” Mother said, “but since he has, I agree with your brother. We should be careful around the fellow, around all the gentlemen, to be honest.”


Mother released a heavy breath. “As for your father . . . you can’t compare him to Lord Winston. Unlike you, I had no fortune. That was before my own papa became so rich. So there was nothing in it for your papa but me. Lord Winston, on the other hand . . . Why, you barely know the man. It can’t hurt for you to meet a few more gentlemen before you make any decisions.”


“That’s all I’m saying,” Geoffrey put in. “From everything I’ve heard, Lord Winston is best known for his skill at getting into women’s beds.”


“Geoffrey, good Lord!” their mother chided.


“Sorry,” he said, though he wasn’t. “Just being around the man is liable to tarnish your reputation, Rosy, and I’d hate to see that when you have a bright future ahead of you.”


Rosy shot him a sad look. “Admit it—you despise men like him because of Papa. You always say people in high society act as if they’re better than everyone else, the way Papa sometimes acted. But you’re just as bad, talking with Grandpapa about the ‘swells’ in London as if you weren’t born to be one, saying how they don’t have any idea what the world is like. It’s two sides of the same coin. You look down on them and they look down on you. Now that you’re a duke . . . you can look down on everyone, and they don’t dare look down on you.”


That stung, partly because some of it was true. He and his late grandfather had shared a fascination with civil engineering, which was why Geoffrey, and not his father, had ended up a partner in Stockdon and Son, even though his grandfather had left his father the company in his will. But who could have guessed that Father, a mere third son of a viscount, would have inherited the dukedom of Grenwood if not for his untimely death? That Geoffrey would himself end up inheriting the dukedom from his distant cousin?


Suddenly Geoffrey owned a ducal estate—Castle Grenwood in Yorkshire—and the hunting lodge in Richmond. There was also Grenwood House opposite Hyde Park that he’d been given to understand was for the Brookhouse bachelors. He hadn’t had the chance to look it over, too busy with meetings about the Teddington Lock to do so, although he intended to use Grenwood House as the family’s main residence while Mother and Rosy were enjoying the Season. The Richmond hunting lodge was too far from the city to be practical for Rosy’s début.


His traveling coach shuddered to a halt, and he looked out to see that they’d apparently reached their destination. He checked his pocket watch to find it was 10 a.m., not too early for a business call in the City, he’d been told. A groom ran out to take the horses, and one of his own footmen put down the step.


He asked the footman to wait. He had to finish this discussion with Rosy before going inside. “I tell you what, poppet. If you’ll agree to participate fully in your début this Season and put your best effort into it, then if you can’t find a husband you like or you don’t succeed at moving about in society, or even if you merely find yourself miserable at the end, I won’t push it anymore. One Season is all I ask. After that, you can do as you please. Just give it a go. For me. And Mother, of course.”


Her gaze narrowed on him. “What if I decide at the end that I want to marry Lord Winston, assuming he would even offer for me?”


It infuriated him to think of such a thing, but how else could he get her to put her best foot forward for her début? He only hoped that after meeting several other eligible gentlemen, she wouldn’t be as inclined to fix on Lord Winston for a husband. “That would be your choice,” he said, trying not to choke on the words. “But he still isn’t allowed to call on you until you’ve had a decent Season.”


She cocked her head, as if trying to make out if he meant it. Then she nodded, looking for all the world like a princess regally bestowing a gift on him.


“Swear it, Rosabel Marie Brookhouse,” Geoffrey said. “On Father’s grave.”


“Geoffrey!” their mother hissed. “She shouldn’t be swearing, and certainly not on Arthur’s grave. It’s not genteel.”


He snorted. As if his mother had any idea what genteel was, although he wouldn’t say that to her for all the world. Thanks to Father, gentility was important to her.


But Rosy said primly, “My word is my bond.”


Geoffrey fought the urge to laugh. “You don’t even know what that means.”


That took some of the starch out of her spine. “Fine. Then I swear—on our father’s grave—that I will give my début a good chance. All right?”


He probably should take that for the olive branch she meant it to be. “That will do nicely, angel.” He would simply have to hope that some respectable fellow offered for her before the end of the Season.


After jumping down from the coach, he helped them both out. But when he turned to face the building, he realized that the offices of Elegant Occasions were apparently in an impressive town house on a grand-looking street in Grosvenor Square. How peculiar. Then again, the company was run by a woman, so perhaps she preferred a more “genteel” setting.


He escorted his mother and sister up the steps. When they reached the top and he knocked, the door remained firmly closed. He knocked again. Nothing. Only after the third knock was the door opened by a butler who looked decidedly unsociable, especially after he surveyed them all and apparently found them wanting.


“I’m Grenwood,” Geoffrey said, “here to consult with Mrs. Pierce of Elegant Occasions.”


That didn’t change the fellow’s expression one whit. “Wait here.”


When the butler started to close the door, Geoffrey thrust his foot forward to block it. “We are expected.”


The butler looked as if he might contest that. Then he sighed. “Very well.” Opening the door wide, he gestured to them to enter. “I shall still have to consult with my mistress. She and her sisters assumed you would arrive later, during the usual hours for paying calls.”


Sisters? Had he come to the wrong house? But no, given the butler’s surliness, the man would have sent him packing if Geoffrey had come to the wrong place. Instead, the butler pulled aside a footman and whispered something in the fellow’s ear that had the footman scurrying up the stairs.


Geoffrey stared the butler down. “You realize this isn’t a social call. These are the ‘usual hours’ for conducting business, are they not?”


“Of course, Your Grace.” The servant chilled him with one look. “But the ladies were out quite late last night at an important affair for a very important client.”


Before Geoffrey could ask what client’s importance trumped a duke’s, Mother said, “It’s fine, Geoffrey. I believe Gunter’s is nearby, and I’ve been wanting to try their ices and find out what all the fuss is about. We can return later in the day.”


He could hear the embarrassment in Mother’s voice and it fired up his temper. Continuing to hold the butler’s frigid gaze, he told her, “We are not leaving. Or if we are, we’re not coming back.”


“That’s fine by me,” Rosy said under her breath.


Damn it all. Through clenched teeth, he told the butler, “Is there somewhere we can wait?”


“If you must. I am sure the ladies will be down forthwith.” The high-and-mighty butler called for tea, then showed them into a nicely appointed drawing room more fashionable than anything Geoffrey had ever seen in Newcastle, filled with spindly furniture that would no more hold a man of his size than would a newspaper. Between that and the bright yellow taffeta curtains, he felt like a seagull lost over land. This was much too fancy for him.


Grandfather’s house and offices had been furnished in goods of solid English oak, Leeds leather, and burnished brass fittings—a man’s home and a man’s place of business. Perhaps it had been different in his grandmother’s day, but Geoffrey would never know, because his grandmother had died bearing Geoffrey’s mother. Perhaps she’d have furnished it like this room, but somehow he doubted it. She’d been a farmer’s daughter until she’d married an ironmaster.


In any case, Geoffrey found the whole place suspect. He roamed the Aubusson carpet, his annoyance exploding into anger the longer they waited. What kind of business did these ladies run anyway? He was a duke, for God’s sake. Dukes were supposed to be given entry anywhere, or so he’d been told, yet Mrs. Pierce’s butler treated him and his family as if they were imposing upon Elegant Occasions by attempting to give the company their business.


No man who ran a business would get away with such havey-cavey practices. Geoffrey had expected some sort of shop, not what was clearly someone’s home. Then he remembered the butler’s description of the ladies as sisters and conceded that the familial connection somewhat explained their working out of a town house.


A servant brought tea at last, but Geoffrey was still too irritated to have any. No doubt this shabby treatment of them had come about because Elegant Occasions had discovered he was one step away from being a commoner. Or worse yet, they’d learned he was in trade.


While Mother and Rosy had their tea, he paced over to the window, his temper further fueled by the sight of his carriage being held in front by a groom who seemed to be awaiting a signal from the butler before taking the carriage and horses around to the mews.


How dare they? Mrs. Pierce had agreed to this meeting, for God’s sake. It wasn’t his fault that she’d meant him to come later in the day.


He’d nearly decided to leave when his mother whispered, “Geoffrey.” He turned toward the doorway and lost all power of speech. Because there, framed by a ray of sunlight, stood the most beautiful creature he’d ever encountered.


Yes, her rich, auburn hair looked as if it had been hastily done up in its simple coiffure, and her frown at spotting him and his family marred the perfection of her wide, pearly brow. But still, all he could do was stare. Like an apprentice engineer confronted for the first time with a skew bridge, Geoffrey wanted to figure out how all her parts fit together to create such a magnificent whole.


Other than being statuesque, the lady had “parts” that weren’t particularly unique: warm, brown eyes, a fetching face with a delicate sprinkle of freckles across her nose, and the requisite curves for a woman, or as much of them as he could see. The very fact that he wanted to see more of them was unsettling. So was the way she ignited a pulsing heat in his temples that coursed straight down to his loins.


That had never happened to him, or at least not immediately upon meeting someone. But under the circumstances, it would be unwise, to say the very least, to acknowledge it or contemplate acting on it or anything of that nature.


She strolled into the room and held out her hand. “You must be Grenwood.”


“And you must be the proprietor of Elegant Occasions.” He took her hand and shook it for a fraction too long. He’d taken off his gloves and she wasn’t wearing any, so the skin-to-skin contact had his pulse racing. Which was absurd, of course. “Mrs. Pierce, is it?” he asked.


With a lift of one elegant brow, she tugged her hand free of his. “Wrong proprietor. I’m Lady Diana Harper.”


He tensed up. “You’re a lady of rank?” By God, he really should have spent more time learning about Elegant Occasions.


Judging from how she stiffened, she agreed with him. “I’m not sure why you’re here if you didn’t know that.”


Though her name sounded familiar for some reason, he couldn’t place where he’d heard it.


His mother stepped in. “Forgive us. We’re a bit out of sorts. I’m Mrs. Arthur Brookhouse. My son asked for this meeting after my good friend recommended you. I believe she’s related to someone who used your services previously? Anyway, she only knew the name ‘Mrs. Pierce’ when telling us how to find you in Mayfair. I assume that Mrs. Pierce works for you?”


“Not exactly. Eliza Pierce is my widowed sister, and this is her home. My other sister is Lady Verity Harper. We three run the business together, but my sisters are still dressing, I’m afraid. You took us all by surprise. We expected you later.”


“So we were told,” Geoffrey clipped out. “I assumed that because businesses usually start early in the day, you would all be available.”


Her frozen expression showed he’d put her on her guard. That gave him a certain churlish satisfaction.


“Our company is unique,” Lady Diana said in a brittle tone. “Most of what we do requires us to be at social engagements well into the wee hours of the morning. So I hope you can understand why we do not operate during the hours of a typical business concern while the Season is going on.”


“Of course,” Mother said, shooting him a warning look. “How could you? And we are very pleased you could see us today.”


Lady Diana smiled at Mother. Apparently, he was the only person she didn’t smile at, for she turned an even brighter smile on Rosy. Every ounce of her seemed to soften, as if she could tell his sister was uncomfortable. “You must be the duchess,” she said kindly.


Before he could correct the woman, Rosy blinked, then gave a nervous laugh. “Perish the thought! Geoffrey—the duke—is my brother. He’s hoping you can help me with my début.”


Lady Diana looked mortified. “Please forgive me, but my sister didn’t say exactly whom we were to help.”


“It’s an honest mistake,” Geoffrey said. “No harm done.”


She gazed at him as if trying to figure him out. “So that’s why you and your mother came here with your sister?”


He nodded. “I should explain. We . . . that is, Rosy . . . Rosabel—”


“My daughter is shy, Lady Diana,” Mother said, looking at him in bemusement. “She’s not used to high society—indeed, none of us are. My late husband was the third son of Viscount Brookhouse, but we were never . . . part of that world. So we went on in Newcastle in our own merry way until my husband died. Shortly afterward, some duke—a very distant cousin of his—died, too, and Geoffrey inherited the dukedom out of the blue. So now we’re in this situation.” She looked at Geoffrey. “Yes?”


“That about sums it up,” he said, relieved to have his mother do the explaining. Lady Diana was unnerving him with her beauty and her perfect manners and her hard-won smiles.


Lady Diana stared at him. “Oh, you’re that duke.”


He tensed. “What do you mean?”


“There was talk of an heir to the Duke of Grenwood last year, but I’d completely forgotten about it, mostly because rumors about who the heir was were rather wild. Some said he was an American, which was why no one had ever met him, and others claimed that the Brookhouse family disinherited him for being a blackguard, leaving him only the title of duke, because they couldn’t take that away from him. The most outrageous one was that he’d been under everyone’s noses all this time, working as an engineer in Newcastle.”


“That last one is true,” Rosy said cheerfully. When they all stared at her, she added, “And a bit of the middle one, too. Well, Geoffrey isn’t a blackguard, and it was really Papa who was disinherited, but that happened before I was even born.” She must have realized they were still staring at her, for she said, “What?”


Lady Diana chuckled. “So, definitely not an American, then? I’m just making sure.”


Rosy blinked, then shook her head, pulling into herself the way she always did when strangers focused on her.


Lady Diana shifted her gaze to Mother. “And she’s shy, you say?”


“Not always, apparently,” Geoffrey said dryly. “Or at least not with you.”


“That will certainly make matters easier,” Lady Diana said. “Assuming you agree to engage our services.” Before he could answer, she added, “Ah, here are my sisters at last.”


As she performed the introductions, he noticed that, in his own opinion, neither of the two was as attractive as Lady Diana. Granted, Mrs. Pierce had blond hair, blue eyes, and a curvy figure, a combination he sometimes found appealing, but she was too short—given his height, he would tower over her. As for Lady Verity, her hair was a slightly darker shade than Mrs. Pierce’s, and she had green eyes, but while every bit as tall as Lady Diana, she was too thin.


He liked some meat on a woman’s bones, especially in bed. He didn’t want to feel he might crush a chit every time he lay atop her. And despite Lady Diana’s elegance—something he’d always associated with fragility—she did seem well capable of bearing his weight.


He groaned. Already he was thinking like a duke, auditioning prospective wives to bear his heir and winnowing them down to the one he found most compelling. But none of these women were remotely acceptable, even if he did plan to marry, which he didn’t. Or not anytime soon anyway. He might be a duke, but they were far above him in manners, breeding, and all the other things that mattered to their sort. They wouldn’t give him a second glance, even if they planned to marry, which it appeared they didn’t or they wouldn’t have started this business in the first place.


A pity, then, that he found Lady Diana so fetching. Indeed, if the trio of sisters hadn’t come so highly recommended, he would turn around and leave right now. But he could tell from the excited chatter of Rosy and Mother that they liked the ladies, which counted for something with him.


After several minutes of discussion, Lady Diana whispered to her sisters. Then Mrs. Pierce asked his mother if she’d like a tour of the town house, and Mother readily assented. As those two walked off, Lady Verity asked Rosy if she’d like to go sample some of the pastries left from the previous night’s event. Never one to refuse pastry, Rosy gave a quick nod and those two headed off, too.


He and Lady Diana were now left alone, obviously by design. So when she gestured to the settee, apparently expecting him to sit on it, he did so, albeit reluctantly. The damned thing felt as flimsy as it looked.


Lady Diana perched on the chair opposite him as gracefully as a swan. “Shall I call for more tea, Your Grace?”
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