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CHAPTER ONE




April 14, 1814


PORTERHOUSE SQUARE, #38


LORD AND LADY SHEFFIELD’S BALL IN HONOR OF THEIR DAUGHTER’S DEBUT





It was astonishing how easy it was to predict the future.


In a mere five weeks, Miss Beatrice Valentine had discovered that she had no need to gaze at the stars or into a crystal ball. She could make accurate predictions merely by peering at the ballroom from the shelter of a large fern.


Query: Will the lady dangling tangerine ribbons from her topknot drop her fan in front of the young man with the violet waistcoat?


Prediction: A probability of nearly 100%. The lady in question had already dropped her fan three times in front of various men, as if she were sowing a field and hoping a husband would pop up—a version of that Greek myth about sowing dragon teeth and harvesting a crop of Spartan warriors.


The lady’s fan slipped from her gloved fingers at the same moment that Lady Sheffield’s butler bellowed the names of new arrivals. The smile instantly fell off Bea’s face and her heart started pounding in her ears so loudly that she couldn’t hear whatever else he said.


She had thought that it was too late for new arrivals. That she was free for tonight. She never would have positioned herself so perilously close to the ballroom door, if she’d known guests might arrive so late, let alone these guests.


Bea swallowed hard. She would not disgrace herself by vomiting or crying.


Words to live by.


Her fern was no longer sufficient; she needed solid walls. A door with a latch or even better, a lock.


Their hostess, Lady Sheffield, rushed toward the ballroom entrance, her hand wrapped around her daughter Marguerite’s forearm as she towed her across the floor.


When the lady slid to a halt, out of breath and full of apologies for dismissing the receiving line—though frankly, her guests were hours late—Lady Regina Charlotte Haywood, sister of the current Duke of Lennox, stepped forward and dropped a slight, if gracious, curtsy. Her fiancé, Lord Peregrine, bowed with the air of a man who didn’t quite remember whose house he was in, and didn’t give a damn.


In Bea’s cynical opinion, Marguerite likely brushed her knees on the floor during her curtsy before Lord Peregrine. Rather than drop a fan, she gave him a long look at her cleavage.


Lord Peregrine’s chiseled eyebrows twitched when presented with a pair of large breasts bolstered by short stays, but his expression didn’t change. A housekeeper would look more excited glancing over melons for sale.


He was known as a rake, so perhaps he was bored by ladies’ chests.


Still, Bea couldn’t help taking a shuddering breath of pure longing. His cravat was crumpled, and his chin was shadowed—a terrible faux pas for a gentleman. He couldn’t have made it clearer that he had no interest in the opinions of society madams.


Young ladies weren’t supposed to feel waves of heat at the mere sight of a man’s shoulders, especially those of bad men. Men with insolent eyes and a walk that wasn’t a swagger but …


Bea couldn’t quite explain it. When they’d first met, his eyes had skimmed over her as if she was invisible. A sensible woman would despise him merely for that. Still, she couldn’t help thinking that perhaps Lord Peregrine was so bored because no one ever made him laugh.


Not that she was any good at making men laugh. But in her head, she was very witty.


Just then Regina’s trilling laughter echoed around the ballroom. Bea’s legs tensed with an impulse to flee, but she forced herself to take a deep breath instead. That would be foolish. Flight might attract attention.


Query: Now that Lady Regina has entered the ballroom, what are the odds that Bea’s weight and unattractiveness will become a topic of conversation?


Prediction: Around 80%. Which meant there was hope, Bea told herself, fighting a wave of nausea. 20% was 1 in 5.


Her fern was leafy and tall, and she was tucked away at the edge of the room. What’s more, Regina might be waylaid by a suitor hopeful of cutting out Lord Peregrine. As the daughter of a duke, and exquisite in the bargain, most of the available gentlemen in London had been at her feet until the evening when Peregrine kissed her hand, danced with her once, and told a friend he meant to have her.


At least, that was the gossip that Bea had overheard while lurking in the women’s retiring room one night, confirmed by the fact their betrothal notice appeared in the papers the very next week.


Bea had felt sick with jealousy, but she understood. Regina was long-legged and thin, her body quivering with energy. She had a lovely face, if a rather predatory mouth. Yet to Bea’s mind, the real appeal was that Regina wasn’t docile and sweet, like most ladies tried to be. She was ferociously active, and “niceness” wasn’t a quality Regina admired.


Neither did Lord Peregrine, obviously. They were well-matched, like eagles that would woo each other by dropping small dead animals in each other’s path. Lord Peregrine clearly had no fear of competition. Bea had noticed his propensity to hand over his fiancée to any man who approached.


Regina had no need to drop her fan at the feet of another man should she wish for a different fiancé. If she showed the slightest interest, a suitor would likely drop to his knees.


But she never did.


Bea had discovered any number of parallels between ballrooms and barnyards, and Regina’s behavior had a precedent in the hencoop. Regina had no interest in the rooster, so she was devoting her time to trying to plucking Bea’s feathers, with the occasional sharp peck at other women in the vicinity.


From behind the shelter of a particularly large frond, Bea watched as a man she didn’t recognize entered, joining Regina. She could only see him from the rear, but she didn’t think she’d seen him before.


Lady Sheffield and Marguerite sank into synchronized, frenzied curtsies before him. What’s more, Regina’s closest friend, Lady Martha Telton-Sacks, burst from the crowd and sank into a curtsy, Misses Prudence and Petunia Massinger on her heels.


Bea shrank even further back behind the fern, cursing her bad luck. The depth of Martha’s dip suggested that the stranger was Regina’s older brother, the duke.


He was one of those eligible gentlemen whom her chaperone had warbled about introducing her to, which would frankly be a fate worse than death. Dukes were better than anyone at putting on a faintly contemptuous look that reminded an undesirable woman just how undesirable she was.


His Grace had just returned from somewhere. War? No, it couldn’t be war. They never let titled men go to war, did they?


Prudence and Petunia were curtsying before him. The light of a chandelier directly above them made the twin’s yellow curls look stiff and metallic. In fact, their heads looked like matching brass bed knobs.


Query: What are the odds that Prudence, Petunia, or Martha would marry Regina’s brother, the duke?


Prediction: 70%.


Unless he was promised to another lady when he was in the cradle. Perhaps he was in love with a barmaid. Perhaps he planned to run away to sea.


Perhaps he was enamored of a footman (Bea’s younger brother had returned from Eton with interesting facts that no lady was supposed to know). Perhaps he would be mowed down by a runaway horse before reaching the church.


In stark contrast to Regina’s flashy elegance, her brother’s tumble of hair was mahogany dark with a few lighter streaks, as if he had spent a good deal of time outdoors. Bea couldn’t see his face, but even from here, she could see Prudence simpering and twitching her shoulders in a manner that suggested she found His Grace attractive.


Equally likely, she found his title attractive.


Query: What conclusion could be drawn about the Duke of Lennox, given his sister’s character and his position in society?


Prediction: There was a 90% chance that he would be thoroughly despicable. To be avoided at all costs. Although the dowager duchess—


Bea let out a little shriek as acid peppermint-scented breath washed over her, and a fan sharply rapped her on the shoulder.


“I found you!” Her chaperone, Lady Alcon, was in a rage, not an unusual condition. She was a tall, lean woman who seemed constitutionally prone to either a twitter of nerves or a storm of bad temper.


“Straighten up, Beatrice,” she barked. “It is extremely rude of you to make me poke around the ballroom, peering in the corners as if I were inspecting for dust. Lord only knows what our hostess thinks of me.”


Bea dropped into a curtsy that was as deep as Martha’s before the duke. “I apologize, Lady Alcon,” she murmured, keeping her eyes on the floor. She had proved unable to disguise an ironic gaze around her chaperone.


Lady Alcon was not one to appreciate irony, and in a black mood, she tended to employ her fan until Bea’s collarbone and shoulder were covered with little blue marks.


“I can’t believe that you are hiding behind a plant like a lazy housemaid!” Lady Alcon went on. “It’s quite intolerable that I keep having to search you out. Why, last Season—”


She broke off, likely because last Season didn’t present happy memories. She had been given charge of Miss Leodoldina Cottons, who had danced with princes, flirted with dukes—before running away with a thirty-seven-year-old rake whose fortune failed to compensate for he twenty-year difference between their ages.


Miss Cottons’ father had publicly blamed Lady Alcon for allowing his daughter anywhere near an aging roué, particularly a French one.


In the last five weeks, Beatrice had come to quite dislike Leopoldina without ever meeting her. In the normal course of events, Lady Alcon would have been shepherding about an aristocrat’s daughter. But in the aftermath of Leopoldina’s elopement, the lady had found herself available to chaperone a mere miss from the country, albeit one with a large dowry.


If Leopoldina hadn’t made a cake of herself, Beatrice wouldn’t be disappointing Lady Alcon on a daily basis.


Bea’s father had been ecstatic when he managed to hire her ladyship. “I did inform her,” he had announced, “that you were not to dance with any Frenchmen. Perhaps a German, but only if he had the best possible credentials.”


Too bad that no one asked Bea to dance, French, German, or otherwise.


“I told you to keep walking,” Lady Alcon snarled, pulling on Bea’s arm. “If you insist on eating a meal before the ball, you must keep moving. Sit down for even for a moment, and you must ask yourself: ‘Do I have the right to go into the dinner?’ ”


“I quite see your point, Lady Alcon,” Bea said, planting her feet and staying precisely where she was, shadowed by the fern. Regina was turned away, which was a blessing, but if Martha glanced in this direction …


Martha was almost as unpleasant as her closest friend.


“My maid reported that you ate a large meal in the afternoon. Enough for two, and certainly not what any lady should partake in when she needs to look her very best.”


Query: What is the likelihood that Lady Regina ate a meal before coming to the ball?


Prediction: Zero. Absolutely none.


Lady Regina was as lean and hungry as a whippet. Not a greyhound, because they were nervous but gracious. Whippets liked to bark.


“Although we both know the outcome of this Season,” Lady Alcon said, “I shall still do my duty and introduce you to more gentlemen. If you would stop hanging back like a sinner at the altar rail!”


Query: What were the odds of Bea finding a husband during the Season?


Prediction: Again, zero.


This evening, for example, approximately forty young ladies were contending for twelve eligible gentlemen, although she might have overlooked an elderly widower or two, and she should add in the lame duke.


Even had she been as beautiful as Lady Regina, the odds were nil.


Fat ladies from the country weren’t in fashion.









CHAPTER TWO


When a person is discovered in a corner—hiding behind a fern, no less—that person should be left in peace.


At least, that’s what Miss Beatrice Valentine thought, although clearly her chaperone, Lady Alcon, did not agree. “I can’t think what you’re doing here. I mean to introduce you to the Duke of Lennox, who just entered the ballroom.”


“I’d rather remain in this corner,” Bea said. Then, hoping for a reprieve, she appealed to Lady Alcon’s encyclopedic knowledge of society. “Why would the daughter of a duke marry a mere lord?”


“To whom are you referring?” Lady Alcon asked, with an aggressive emphasis on grammar.


“Lady Regina and Lord Peregrine,” Bea said. “He is not a member of the nobility, and obviously not an arbiter of society, as he doesn’t care for his appearance, does he? So why did Lady Regina’s brother accept his proposal?”


“Lord Peregrine is at the very top of society,” the lady said acidly. “His dress is always comme il faut. His tailoring is exquisite, and the better for not being vulgarly colorful, like some fools.”


“I see,” Bea said, taken aback.


“What’s more, his fortune is said to approach that of the Golden Ball,” Lady Alcon added.


No wonder Regina didn’t care about her fiancé’s slightly contemptuous air.


“His fiancée has an excellent dowry,” Lady Alcon continued. “She behaves just as a lady should. They are an excellent match. Her clothing, schooling, and manners are a credit to her parents, and were naturally rewarded by a match that equals hers in every way.”


“Yes, I see,” Bea murmured.


“You, on the other hand, are wasting your father’s money,” the lady said. “You are also wasting my time, but I am reconciled to that. You owe it to your father to try not to eat him out of house and home!”


“We could go into the far room,” Bea suggested. “And please, Lady Alcon, could you keep your voice down?”


“I promised your father that I would introduce you to every eligible man in London, and that is just what I shall do. I do not shirk my duty, no matter how unpleasant. Come along!”


To Bea’s utter horror, her chaperone jerked her from behind the fern and headed directly toward Regina and her friends—or more to the point, toward the Duke of Lennox. Bea’s heart began beating fast in the base of her throat.


Bea couldn’t break free and run, because Regina had seen them, and she was watching, eyebrow raised.


Earlier Query as to Bea’s Weight as Subject of Conversation?


Probability: 100%.


Regina’s remarks about Bea’s body were like robins in spring: ubiquitous, flashy, and wholly impossible to ignore.


Lady Alcon thrust Bea in front of Regina’s brother with an introduction that sounded like an apology. Bea took a quick glance at His Grace’s eyes—they were the same color as Regina’s—and barely managed to turn her shudder into a curtsy that suggested respect.


“Your Grace,” she said, staring directly at the floor.


He briskly kissed her hand, bowed, and expressed something or other.


Lady Alcon had drawn Martha and the twins into a conversation, but Regina had attached herself to her brother’s arm and was amusing herself by looking down her nose at Bea. It wasn’t hard because Bea was, as her father used to put it, as small and round as an acorn.


The Season was only five weeks old, but she already knew what that smile on Regina’s lips foretold. No need for a query; certainties weren’t worth calculating odds.


“Goodness me,” Regina said, her lips curling sweetly. “I do believe that you’ve been on a reducing diet since I saw you last, Beatrice. Don’t you agree with me, Duke?”


Her brother, Bea saw with a fleeting glance, was glancing over the ballroom with the air of a man incapable of polite conversation.


Regina elbowed him, and Bea, watching the way the narrow point dug into the gentleman’s side, was rather surprised when he looked down at his sister without indignation and said something in a deep voice that might have been, “Whoa.”


In other words, the command one gave a horse when driving a buggy.


Regina’s jaw firmed, but then she laughed. “You’re such a charmer, Lennox.”


“No evidence of that,” her brother stated, obviously not giving a damn.


“Well,” Bea said brightly, thinking that perhaps she could escape in the midst of a sibling squabble, “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll—”


Regina’s hand whipped out, and she caught Bea’s arm. “Oh, no! I insist that you allow my brother to share in your triumph, Beatrice.”


Bea froze. What on earth was she talking about?


Regina turned to her brother. “Miss Valentine has put in so much effort to trim down all that flesh she carries around with her. You can see that she battles a morbid propensity to fatten, the poor girl.”


A sickening heat swept up from Bea’s chest into her face. “I don’t battle,” she croaked, which made absolutely no sense.


“It is so, so humiliating,” Regina cooed, “but you are among friends here, Beatrice. My brother is always kind to those who can’t help themselves. He’s quite a saint, in fact. Just this afternoon he chided me for refusing a beggar.” Her voice sharpened on the last word.


“It was less for refusing the boy than for kicking him,” the duke said flatly.


Regina shivered in a dramatic fashion. “The rat dared to touch me, though he was dressed in the most revolting rags. I am certain that he was infested with all different sorts of bugs.”


Query: What is the probability that a young beggar might transfer a flea?


Probability: Very low. Perhaps 5%?


One could always hope.


“You called me unkind, Lennox, but Beatrice can tell you that I have done my very best to help her from the moment she arrived in London.”


“Help” was one way of putting it, if making Bea’s life hell counted.


“I’m glad to hear it,” Regina’s brother replied.


Bea risked a look at the man. He was scanning the ballroom again, looking for a friend. Perhaps his mistress.


Having seen his expression, Bea predicted that even if Prudence curtsied so low that she plopped down to the floor on her bottom, this man had no interest in marriage or marriageable girls. The contours of his jaw were what one could expect from the aristocracy, but his eyes weren’t. They were remote, chilly, and completely detached.


“Since I saw you three days ago, Beatrice, I trust that you have eaten nothing but potatoes and soda water, as I advised?” Regina demanded.


“Of course,” Bea said, backing up a step and pulling her arm free. “I appreciate your advice.”


Regina leaned after her, as if to share a confidence and hissed, “You didn’t, did you? You look as fleshy as you did when I last saw you. Your face is as round as the moon.”


“I did,” Bea said.


A lie.


Regina saw it in her eyes. Bea had never been any good at lying.


“I think you need more convincing. Perhaps a touch of humiliation in front of the world will convince you.”


“No!” Bea squeaked, but Regina’s face twisted with disgust.


“You don’t know what’s best for you,” she whispered, so sharply that spittle hit Bea’s cheek. “Brother.” Regina’s voice was suddenly as light and airy as could be. “I insist, I simply insist that you dance with Miss Valentine.”


Her brother turned back, looking down at his sister, one eyebrow raised. Bea shivered. If Regina’s fiancé was perpetually bored, her brother was … cold. Hard. Suddenly she did believe the rumor that he’d been to war.


“You know that it does remarkable things for a young lady’s reputation to be seen in your company,” Regina said, syrupy sweet.


The duke turned to Bea. “It would be my pleasure,” he said. He flashed a smile, but his eyes remained arctic.


“No, thank you,” Bea replied, keeping it simple. With an extreme exertion of will, she stopped herself from turning around and dashing into the crowd. When, oh when, had she become such a coward?


It was just that Regina was looming over her. Why did the woman have to be so confounded tall? If Regina wasn’t so big, Bea would be better at fighting back.


At least, that’s what she told herself.


Bea never realized before coming to London that she was such a craven, chicken-hearted fool. She dropped an awkward curtsy. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to—”


“No,” Regina stated. “Lennox, just look at what you’ve done! You’ve frightened poor Miss Valentine with your ghastly lack of courtesy. Shame on you, Brother. I insist that you take Miss Valentine onto the ballroom floor.”


“No, please!” Bea exclaimed, but Regina spoke over her.


“Dancing with a duke will cause all eyes to be on Beatrice. It might be just the thing to bring her into fashion. We’ve been trying to get people to stop saying such unkind things about … well, about her figure, but to no avail.”


The duke cast his sister a look that—surely that wasn’t dislike? No; there was no emotion at all in his eyes. He reached out and took Bea’s hand before she could snatch it away, bowed, and brought it to his lips. “I repeat that dancing with you would be a pleasure, Miss Valenthorn.”


“Valentine,” she said, rescuing her hand.


“Of course.”


“Thank you, Lennox,” Regina said, beaming. She turned to Bea. “You probably don’t realize this, having spent your life in the country, but my brother doesn’t dance with just anyone. You’ll want to be your most graceful, Beatrice.”


The duke caught that and frowned at his sister. “Of course Miss Valentines will be graceful.”


“Valentine,” Bea said, but she kept it low. Perhaps he was mispronouncing her name to make fun of her. That was precisely the sort of foolish quip that sent Regina into trills of laughter.


“You have no need to remind the lady to be poised,” His Grace finished.


Bea was graceless on the dance floor, and Regina knew it—which was precisely why she had pushed her brother into the dance.


Bea invariably turned the wrong direction and couldn’t seem to remember the pattern. Waltzing was a particular horror. The men were all so tall that she found herself being jerked along, like a marionette on strings.


“They’re calling a waltz!” Regina cried, clapping. “Now remember, Beatrice. Follow the duke, and don’t try to take control, the way you did with Lord Fettle. We all know that didn’t end well.”


Fettle had been drunk, tripped over Bea’s feet, and bumped into Regina. Regina had given Bea a shove that sent her sprawling on the floor.


That was the first time she came to Regina’s attention, five wearisome weeks ago. Fettle had capped the event by laughing hysterically when Regina had surveyed Bea and announced to all and sundry that Bea’s tumble was clearly due to the fact that her weight made her unsteady on her feet.


“Of course, Lady Regina,” Bea said woodenly. Her heart was beating so fast that she felt light-headed.


There was no escaping it. Naturally, Lady Regina’s brother was the size of a mountain. If she ever met a gentleman whom she could contemplate marrying, he would have to be a reasonable size.


Not outlandishly large, with shoulders to match.


Not that she would ever consider a duke. She had a precise understanding of her worth, thanks to the last five weeks. She would never set her sights as high as a duke.


In fact, Regina and her friends didn’t even think Bea was worthy of a gentleman. Martha had remarked that Bea would be best paired with a butcher or a baker, someone who could feed her appetites.


All she wanted was a reasonably-sized man with kind eyes.


She pushed the thought away. Dancing would get her away from Regina. All the way to the other side of the ballroom, in fact. She merely needed to think of it as an escape, rather than a humiliation. “Your Grace,” she said, curtsying before the mountain.


“Miss Valentines,” he said, bowing yet again.
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