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CHAPTER ONE


THE SEDUCTION OF LIVIE




February 28, 1816


THE SHEFFIELD BALL


MISS OLIVE TYRON’S AND MISS DAISY WHARTON’S FIRST BALL, IN THEIR FIRST SEASON





“I saw you dancing with the Earl of Winchester,” Miss Olive Tyron said to her cousin as they entered the ladies’ retiring chamber to repair Daisy’s unraveling coiffure. “I can imagine you as a countess!”


“The title wouldn’t be worth it,” Daisy replied, digging a hairpin out of her reticule. “His lordship’s hair is as thick as mine and brushed straight up over his forehead. It waved back and forth like a grove of trees in a high breeze while we danced.”


“The ‘Brutus’ is supposed to look romantic,” Livie observed. “Do you have any more hairpins?” When Daisy shook her head, Livie pulled a few hairpins from her own topknot and started anchoring her cousin’s unruly curls in place.


“The earl’s valet must have spent hours pasting his hair into place,” Daisy told her. “He absolutely reeked of Pomade de Nerole.” She wrinkled her nose. “I would never want to marry a man who wears more hair product than I do.”


“There!” Livie turned her cousin to the large mirror hanging on the wall. “Just look how pretty you are, Daisy, without even a touch of pomade.”


“You are far prettier,” Daisy said loyally. “You should be a countess.”


Livie shook her head. “That’s not true. And as for being a countess, I think the earl looks more like a scallion than a tree, don’t you think? Slim as a green onion with fluff on top.”


Daisy choked with laughter. “A scallion in red heels?”


“Unusual for a vegetable,” Livie agreed.


Daisy flipped open her fan and minced a few steps. “Here I am, a scallion in the field, waving in the breeze.”


“No, you silly thing,” Livie said. “A scallion’s roots are—”


Her voice broke off. Out from behind the dressing screen that presumably concealed a chamber pot strolled a very beautiful lady with a very sour expression. She had golden hair, sky blue eyes, and a perfect nose (Livie was very observant of noses, wishing her own was more regal). She wore diamond bracelets on both of her upper arms and a diamond circlet on her forehead.


She was clearly a person of consequence, though Livie thought that wearing quite so many diamonds was rather vulgar. To be fair, her criticism likely stemmed from jealousy; as debutantes, Livie and Daisy were allowed to wear only pearl necklaces and muslin dresses.


“Good evening,” Livie and Daisy chorused, dropping into deep curtsies.


The lady surveyed them head to foot, then inclined her chin in an approximation of a nod. Daisy gave Livie a delighted pinch. She enjoyed nothing so much as imitating the haughtiest of haughty aristocrats.


“Miss Olive Tyron and Miss Daisy Wharton,” the woman drawled, in the bored tones assumed by elegant ladies. “Your first Season, I believe. Your first ball?”


“Yes, it is,” Livie said, nodding.


The lady turned to the mirror and repositioned the diamond ring she wore on her left hand, over her long glove. “I am Lady Regina Charlotte Haywood.”


Livie swallowed. Daisy’s mother had warned them to stay clear of Lady Regina, labeling the Duke of Lennox’s sister powerful and unpleasant.


“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Livie said, elbowing Daisy.


“A pleasure,” Daisy blurted out, bobbing a curtsy that caused several locks of hair to tumble to her shoulders.


“I can’t say the same,” Lady Regina said, turning away from the mirror, “since I gather that you—two young ladies of no particular distinction or beauty—think my fiancé resembles a vegetable.”


There was a horrible silence.


Livie gulped. “I truly apologize for that unkind description.”


Lady Regina focused on Livie with round eyes as hard as cobblestones. “Your insult was particularly noteworthy, given that you yourself are named after a vegetable.”


“Actually, olives are fruit,” Livie said, before she could stop herself.


“And you,” Lady Regina said, looking at Daisy, “are presumably named after a favorite parlor maid.”


“I was named after my grandmother,” Daisy whispered.


“The earl shan’t dance with either of you again. The real question is whether any eligible gentleman should dance with you.” The menace in Lady Regina’s voice was undisguised.


Livie could feel herself turning pale.


“I doubt anyone will be overcome by rapturous wonder glimpsing either of you across the ballroom. Oh wait, I forgot.” The lady’s lips curled in distaste. “You, Miss Tyron, find your cousin ‘pretty,’ do you not? Perhaps short and fat will be in style someday. Though it might be more accurate to say short, fat, and unkempt.”


Daisy visibly wilted as a wave of anger ripped through Livie. Daisy may not be as polished as Lady Regina, but then, who was? The lady was as flawless as a China statue, but Daisy had her own kind of beauty. Now Livie’s most darling friend in the world looked stricken, stripped of her joyful sparkle.


“My cousin is beautiful,” Livie declared.


Lady Regina smirked. “Taste is so telling, is it not? I have always found that those of inferior rank are disposed to upstart claims of beauty.”


“Yet everyone finds unkindness ugly,” Livie retorted. She found Daisy’s hand and turned to go. “Goodbye, Lady Regina.”


She had just pushed Daisy through the door when she heard a hiss.


“You dare.”


Reluctantly, Livie turned around.









CHAPTER TWO


MEAN GIRLS … OR TOADS?


Livie made sure the door swung shut behind Daisy before she replied. “Did you speak, Lady Regina?”


The lady shifted her diamond ring again. “I was considering how wearisome it is to see young women fluffing their feathers and shaking their tails at men who would never consider them for marriage. Your father, I believe, makes a living on a boat?”


“My father, Captain Sir Franklin Tyron, is the commander of His Majesty’s Royal Oak,” Livie said proudly.


“As I said, he makes his living on a boat.” Lady Regina walked past Livie, pushing open the door and leaving without another word.


Livie pressed her hands to her burning cheeks. Society dictated that everyone must display fawning obsequiousness to that horrid woman. Her aunt, Lady Wharton, would be mortified by the fact that Livie had made an enemy of Lady Regina—but she would understand once Livie described the exchange.


Made his living on a boat?


Her father was not only a member of the aristocracy—albeit a third son—but he had also received a commendation for service. Under her father’s command, the Royal Oak had become one of His Majesty’s most prized vessels, instrumental in fighting off the French.


Lady Regina was a toad.


Livie absolutely refused to respect such an insolent person. She shook off her embarrassment, straightened her backbone, and returned to the ballroom where she found her aunt waiting.


“Livie, you must stay within my view,” Lady Wharton hissed, as she drew forward a gentleman. “Lord Devin, I am happy to introduce you to my niece, Miss Olive Tyron.”


Livie curtsied, then accepted the gentleman’s hand. He had an open, cheerful face, as dissimilar to Lady Regina’s as could be imagined.


“Are you enjoying the Season so far?” he inquired, as they waited their turn to process through the steps of a quadrille.


“Most of it,” Livie confided.


“I have four sisters,” Lord Devin said. “Did some fellow give you a pinch? I’ll have him thrown out, since your father isn’t here to do it for you. Commander of the Royal Oak, isn’t he? You must be terrifically proud.”


Livie beamed at him. Suddenly the evening didn’t seem so dire. “I am!”


“So, tell me which rakehell made an improper advance,” Lord Devin said. He had the kindest expression in the world, but suddenly Livie glimpsed a steely interior.


“Oh, it wasn’t that,” she said. “It’s just that not everyone is welcoming.”


Lord Devin grinned. “Jealous, are they? Well, you are frightfully pretty, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


Livie felt herself turning pink again.


“They say that yellow hair is the fashion, but I prefer a darker hue.”


“You are very handsome as well,” she said, twinkling at him. “So are your four sisters my age or closer to yours?”


He winced. “That’s put me in my place, hasn’t it?”


“I didn’t mean it that way!” Livie cried. “You … of course, you are most handsome, and age doesn’t matter to a man, does it? Ladies love a cleft chin!”


Lord Devin broke out laughing. “Do you always say just what you’re thinking?”


“Far too often,” she confessed. “My aunt is most displeased by my rashness. I’m afraid that earlier I was snubbed and I … well, I responded with unkindness.” She felt a flash of shame. “I ought not to have been so forthright.”


“So, you were insulted not by a rakehell, but by a lady,” Lord Devin said thoughtfully. He raised one eyebrow. “May I have the details?”


He looked like the older brother that Livie had always longed for, so she told him the truth. “I compared her fiancé to a scallion, so of course she had the right to be angry with me. But she wasn’t meant to overhear, and she was so nasty about it!”


Lord Devin burst into laughter again. “A scallion? As in a green onion?” he said, glancing around them. “Who is wearing green today?”


“It was really the Brutus hairstyle,” Livie confessed.


“Presumably slender,” Lord Devin said. “I must say, surveying the ballroom, I feel that beets are more in evidence. Red coats must be in fashion.”


“The lady was justly angry. Unfortunately, she announced that she will ensure no eligible gentlemen will dance with me.”


“We’ll see about that,” Lord Devin said.









CHAPTER THREE


SUCCESS IS THE GREATEST REVENGE


The quadrille was ending, and by all rights, Livie’s dance partner, Lord Devin, ought to return her to Lady Wharton. Her aunt would be waiting to introduce her to another possible suitor.


Instead, he nodded at a tall, thin gentleman. “Is that the scallion?”


“No,” Livie whispered.


“A beansprout, but the nicest fellow,” Lord Devin said. “Since you won’t consider the older set—in short, me—I don’t mind introducing you. He’s a future baron, by the way.”


Before Livie could apologize again, or tell him that she didn’t care about titles, Lord Devin introduced her to Mr. Robert de Lacy Evans. After swirling around the ballroom with Mr. de Lacy Evans, Livie was introduced to Lord Argyle, who had sweet blue eyes and an obsession with timepieces.


Lord Argyle took her to supper, where they were joined by Daisy, escorted by Lord Fencibles. The four had just seated themselves when Lord Devin approached their table and introduced his sister Clementine, escorted by Mr. Peter Caron. Mr. Caron turned out to be a friend of Mr. de Lacy Evans, who used that as an excuse to join them. The seven of them sat around the table talking and laughing; when the music began again, they paid it no attention until Lady Wharton came and whisked away the three girls, taking them back to the ballroom.


By the time the event drew to a close, Livie had had so much fun that she didn’t think twice about Lady Regina. When Daisy told her mother on the carriage ride home that the lady had been quite rude, Lady Wharton brushed it off; she was positively giddy after being assured by the other dowagers that Livie and Daisy were certain to make excellent matches.


“Lord Devin laughed repeatedly while dancing with you, Livie,” Lady Wharton crowed. “Everyone noticed. He is the richest man in London.”


“I wouldn’t want to marry him,” Livie objected. “I don’t care how rich he is, Aunt Wharton. I’d rather marry someone without a title. A title seems to give people the excuse to act in an extremely ill-bred fashion.”


Daisy nodded. “I agree. Lady Regina has appalling manners. True, we did compare her fiancé to a scallion, but how were we to know she was lurking behind a screen?”


“A scallion?” Lady Wharton sighed. “Never, ever say disparaging things about another person without considering first whether you would wish them to learn of your comment. Pretend they are in the room. They, and those who love them.”


“I don’t believe that Lady Regina loves the Earl of Winchester,” Livie observed. “She didn’t defend his looks.”


“It’s her second betrothal, so love doesn’t come into it,” Lady Wharton said, stripping off her gloves. “I dislike gossip, but the consensus is that her former fiancé fled on closer acquaintance. Lady Regina is unfortunately getting somewhat long in the tooth, given that she debuted later than most. She’s lucky to have secured an earl.”


“Who was her previous fiancé?” Daisy asked.


“Lady Regina was betrothed to Mr. Peregrine. Her brother, by the way, is the Duke of Lennox, a great admirer of Livie’s father. The Duchess of Lennox is in a delicate condition and has retired to the country, or I would have introduced you.”


“Lady Regina was engaged to a mere mister,” Daisy commented, raising an eyebrow.


“The man is rich as Croesus,” Lady Wharton stated.


“Who is that?” Livie asked.


“A king,” Lady Wharton said vaguely. “Or perhaps someone in the Bible. It’s just something one says, Livie. You mustn’t always be asking for clarification.”


“But darling Liv is like that,” Daisy pointed out, winding an arm around Livie’s waist. “She is our encyclopedia.”


“What is an encyclopedia?” Lady Wharton asked, and then waved her hands before they could answer. “Don’t tell me! My head is crammed with information about eligible gentlemen. Oh girls, I am so happy. I shall write to your mama this very night, Livie. Perhaps the news will give her the strength to rise from her bed.”


Livie doubted that. Her mother was at the mercy of a weak set of nerves. She spent her days cycling between a bed and a daybed, a handkerchief soaked in violet perfume clutched in her hand. It was due to her mother’s poor health that Livie had joined Daisy in the Wharton nursery over a decade ago.


“Invitations will pour in through the door tomorrow morning,” her aunt rejoiced. “Now that hostesses realize the most eligible young men enjoy supping with you two, they shan’t dare put on a party unless you’re there, for fear your suitors will try to find you elsewhere.”


Daisy squeezed Livie’s hand.


“The best of it is that you didn’t put on any airs or dampen your petticoats,” her mother continued. “You were yourselves: natural and unspoiled—more than a few chaperones mentioned that to me. Lady Castlereign confirmed your Almack’s vouchers will arrive tomorrow.”


Lady Wharton sat back against her seat, smiling into empty space.


“Lady Regina can stuff herself,” Daisy whispered in Livie’s ear.


“She can keep the green onion,” Livie whispered back. “Is that too mean? I don’t want to turn into someone like her.”


“I shan’t let you,” Daisy said. “If you marry a titled man, and begin thinking too much of yourself, I shall spank you. Clementine overheard Lady Regina tell Abigail Dwyer that she was to be grievously pitied for her shape.”


Livie frowned, trying to remember the lady.


“Miss Dwyer is delightfully curved,” Daisy explained.


“That wasn’t nice,” Livie agreed. “We should avoid Lady Regina because she brings out all my worst instincts. I oughtn’t to have said she was unkind, given that I was being the same.”


“Oh, well,” Daisy said. “You know how scallions are sold in a bunch, all the fluffy roots together?”


Livie started laughing.


“Lady Regina, the earl, an heir, and a spare,” Daisy said triumphantly. “Her hair rose higher than his!”









CHAPTER FOUR


THE RECIPE FOR DISASTER


Livie had never worried much about the world’s opinion of her—until the world despised her.


After all, she was the darling daughter of a high-ranking officer in the Royal Navy, Captain Sir Tyron, commander of the HMS Royal Oak. Both of her parents came from noble stock, and she had a fair-to-middling dowry. Moreover, her hair curled naturally, and her lips had been described as “sultry” by her first beau, the local squire’s son.


The news arrived while Livie was circling the dance floor at Almack’s Assembly Hall. One moment, the world was smiling at her—to be precise, Robert de Lacy Evans was eagerly telling her about his plans to alter his country estate once he inherited the barony, which she interpreted as something close to a proposal.


But after he deposited her back at her aunt’s side?


The world changed. Lady Wharton’s normally cheerful face had turned faintly green. She caught Livie’s arm. “We’re leaving.”


“Why?” Livie asked. Past her aunt’s shoulder, the Countess of Silverton whispered something in Lady Regina’s ear. As the countess drew back, Lady Regina’s lips curled, her eyes glinting with disdain. She looked Livie up and down with a terrible look of enjoyment on her face, like a cat that has cornered a mouse.


What on earth had happened?


Livie gazed back, keeping her face calm. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She certainly hadn’t enticed Lady Regina’s fiancé into the bushes, behavior that according to rumor had led to the demise of the lady’s first betrothal.


Daisy popped up at Livie’s shoulder. “Mama, the most peculiar thing just happened. I was to dance with Lord Marcellus, but he said that under the circumstances—”


“Follow me,” Lady Wharton snapped. She didn’t walk around the ballroom; she cut straight through all the clusters of people waiting for the next dance to be called. Livie had always known that her father’s older sister was a formidable person …


But now?


When the same people who normally bowed and scraped before her drew back, whispering behind their fans, looking away? Lady Wharton swept forward like a ship in full sail without regard for anyone in the room.


Lady Castlereigh was standing in the hallway with Mr. Paine, the Master of Ceremonies at Almack’s. “Lady Wharton, I shall have to withdraw your vouchers,” she said in a pained voice.


“This is a travesty, Amelia, and you know it.” Livie’s aunt snapped.


“In the event there has been a miscarriage of justice, all will be forgotten, as you know,” Lady Castlereigh stated. Her face was placid and expressionless, like a pond without a breath of wind.


Normally, Lady Wharton would curtsy before the Almack’s patroness; instead, she snatched her pelisse from a waiting footman and flew through the door, Livie and Daisy hurrying after her.


“Mama!” Daisy cried, the moment she entered the carriage. “What—”


“Be quiet,” her mother commanded. “I feel distraught. I am never distraught.” She sat upright, staring into space.


When Daisy opened her mouth anyway, Livie squeezed her hand and whispered, “Hush.” Her cousin habitually sent her mother into a fury, as when Daisy ran out to visit a bookseller without a maid in attendance. But this felt different. This, whatever this was, was of a different magnitude altogether.


For one thing, their vouchers had been withdrawn.


Livie had never heard of such a thing. Of course, young ladies, even those from good families, didn’t always receive a voucher. One of the patronesses had to personally vouch for you, your family, and, it was rumored, your dowry.


Her mother would be devastated.


With Livie’s eventual debut and need for vouchers in mind, Lady Tyron had carefully tended her childhood friendship with Lady Castlereigh with years of monthly letters, even though she confessed to finding the exchanges dull.


And now those vouchers had been withdrawn?


Livie’s heart sank to her toes. Beside her, Daisy managed to hold her tongue, though she was clearly simmering like a pot on the boil.


Finally, Lady Wharton drew in a breath. “I can’t see any way to soften the truth.”


“What?” Daisy burst out. “Mama, I didn’t do—”


“Livie, your father has been arrested for crimes of high treason.”









CHAPTER FIVE


SOCIAL RUIN IS CERTAIN


The news of her father’s arrest struck Livie like a blow to the head. One minute she was confused, and the next she was seized by rage and horror. “Father is not a traitor!” she cried.


“A crime of high treason? Uncle would never do such a thing!” Daisy chimed in, her hand tightening around Livie’s. “As you said, Mama, it’s a travesty. What do they say he supposedly did?”


“No one at Almack’s knew the details,” Lady Wharton said grimly. “When the HMS Royal Oak docked this afternoon, the Secretary of the Navy was waiting for my brother, and they took him into custody. The news only leaked this evening.”


“Do you … Do you mean my father is in prison?” Livie gasped.


“I’m afraid so.” Her aunt was twisting a handkerchief in her hands. “They must have evidence, or they wouldn’t have taken such a drastic step.”


“Nonsense,” Livie said sharply. “There can be no evidence, as my father is innocent. Isn’t treason an attempt on the life of the King or his heir? Father is a loyal Englishman.”


“Other crimes fall under the same definition,” Lady Wharton said. “Aiding and abetting the enemy, for example.”


“What enemy? Napoleon? He’s immured on Saint Helena, and Father despises him!” Livie pressed the hand Daisy wasn’t clutching against her stomach. “I feel ill.”


“I don’t,” Daisy said. “I feel like killing someone. Do you think they put Uncle in a prison cell with criminals?”


Lady Wharton shook her head. “You needn’t worry about that. My brother will be housed in relative comfort. He’s been taken to Beauchamp Tower.”


“The Tower of London!” Livie gasped. Her mind boggled, thinking of the fates of famous noblemen who had lived—and died—within the Tower’s walls. “This is a nightmare.”


“Beauchamp has housed royal prisoners, Livie. Your father will have his own room; I’ll send fresh bedding and clothing over tomorrow morning. Surely, they will allow his valet to attend him. I’ll dispatch a groom to my husband. Unfortunately, Lord Wharton is in Scotland so the message will take weeks to reach him.”


“Mother couldn’t arrive for at least three weeks,” Livie said, thinking of the long trip to Lancashire. “If she comes.” The truth was, the news would give her mother spasms, and Livie couldn’t imagine her rising from the couch under those circumstances.


“Your father’s aid and comfort rest on our shoulders,” her aunt stated, tacitly agreeing that his wife likely wouldn’t travel to London. “I’ll write to our family solicitor. Hopefully he will be allowed to visit the captain. Certainly, he should be able to receive a copy of the charges against him.”


“May I visit Father?” Livie asked, her voice breaking.


Her aunt shook her head. “I’m afraid not, dear. I doubt they admit family in cases of treason.”


“Surely he can write to me. He writes me every day!” Tears started sliding down Livie’s face. “He hasn’t missed a day since I learned to read.”


“Of course, he will write to you,” her aunt said, leaning forward to hand Livie a handkerchief.


“This has to be a mistake!” Daisy protested. “They must have him mixed up with someone else.”


“Father received a commendation for the Battle of the Dardanelles,” Livie said miserably. “How can this be happening?”


“We will fight it, Livie, with everything we have.” Lady Wharton took a deep breath and looked at her daughter. “We must, because the aftermath of my brother’s arraignment will not fall on Livie alone.”


“I don’t want a voucher to Almack’s if they don’t welcome my cousin,” Daisy said immediately, winding her arm around Livie’s waist. “I’ll happily never enter that door again!”


“The consequences are far graver than a voucher,” her mother stated. “We must prove your uncle’s innocence, Daisy, or your chance of a good marriage will be very slim indeed.” Lady Wharton turned to Livie. “As will be yours, Livie.” The grimness of her tone left no room for doubt.


“Marriage into the family of a traitor,” Lady Wharton continued, “is unheard of. A convicted man’s personal possessions are forfeited to the Crown, which means Livie will be left without a dowry. While we will always care for you and your mother, Livie, we must face the fact that your personal circumstances would be much changed should your father be found guilty. Moreover, this won’t be settled immediately. Months will pass before a date for the tribunal is set.”


Daisy startled. “Our ball!”


“I shall cancel the ball in the morning,” Lady Wharton said. “No one will show their face in our home while Captain Sir Tyron is in custody. I was just saying how tiresome morning calls had grown, was I not? Far too many young men traipsing through our drawing room on the slightest of pretexts, leaving our tables crowded with odious flowers.”


Her aunt had indeed complained, but Livie knew Lady Wharton had been proud of Daisy’s and Livie’s herds of suitors.


“I should never have thought of the ball. What a despicable comment, when our every thought should be with Uncle,” Daisy declared. “Please forgive me.”


Her mother patted Daisy’s knee. “There’s the daughter I know and love. We shall face this as a family, and surmount it as a family, dears. Your father is not alone, Livie. I have powerful friends, and so does my husband.”


“The Duke of Lennox!” Livie exclaimed. “You said that he had great respect for Father.”


“Indeed,” Lady Wharton agreed. “They know each other by way of His Grace’s military service, though, of course, the duke did not serve in the Navy.” She frowned. “It’s unfortunate that the duchess is in a delicate condition once again, or they would be in London. Perhaps I shall travel to Cheshire and speak to him myself.”


“I haven’t met anyone I wanted to marry, anyway,” Daisy declared. “Have you, Livie?”


Livie shook her head. “What happens to traitors who are convicted?”


Her aunt didn’t answer.









CHAPTER SIX


THE RIGHT HAT BRINGS ATTITUDE WITH IT


By the time they arrived home, Livie was wracked with sorrow and fear. She sobbed on and off through the night and woke in the morning with her face wet.


Lady Wharton greeted Livie and Daisy at luncheon with the news that Captain Sir Tyron had been accused of “adhering to the King’s enemies”—a charge tantamount to plotting an armed insurrection against the government. She squawked with derisive laughter. “My brother is a decorated naval commander! This is nonsense, utter nonsense. It will be resolved.”


“What does the charge mean?” Livie asked.


“I don’t have the details yet,” her aunt said. “Take a slice of beef, if you please. We must keep up our strength. I intend to go out directly after breakfast and begin marshaling the troops.”


Livie thought, not for the first time, that Lady Wharton would have made an excellent commander in the Navy. All the same, she couldn’t eat a bite. Thankfully, a somber, yet cheering letter from her father arrived an hour or so later—along with a large packet of all the daily letters he’d written since the last time the Royal Oak docked.


“Father’s solicitor visited last night,” Livie exclaimed. “He writes that it will take some time to clear up these erroneous allegations, but the outcome is assured. Men are being sent to France to bring back witnesses.”


She frowned. “Apparently, his arrest stems from an event two years ago! Back when Father received a fraudulent message saying that an Englishman needed rescue from France. Do you remember that, Aunt?”


“Only vaguely,” Lady Wharton answered. “Your father will supervise the investigation from his confinement. I shall undertake the equally important task of rousing the most important people in the land to rally to his aid.”


“If anyone can do it, you can, Mama,” Daisy declared.


“I shall demand an apology from Lady Castlereign,” Lady Wharton said broodingly. “We will simply wait this out, my dears. Luckily, you are both young. Hopefully your mother will feel well enough to join us during the next Season, Livie.”


Livie’s aunt might be a bit dictatorial at times, but she was always kind. The fiction that Lady Tyron would someday feel well enough to spend time with her daughter had been endlessly repeated since Livie first joined the Wharton household at the age of five.


“Mother and I am so grateful for your help,” Livie said. “I know that Father will feel safer with you supporting him.”


Lady Wharton squared her shoulders. “I fancy there are few women with as much power as I have in society. I have never enjoyed my consequence, but now it will be of use.”


“I do wish we could ride in the park,” Daisy said, bouncing a little in her chair. “We cannot remain indoors for a whole year, Mama.”


“I suppose you’re going to be as obstinate as a mule about it,” Lady Wharton said, eyeing her daughter.


“My cousin is not suited to being cooped up,” Livie said, trying to soften the truth.


“You and Livie will be given the cut direct by people who have professed themselves your friends,” Lady Wharton pointed out. “It will be most unpleasant.”


“I don’t care,” Daisy said. “We were prepared to be wallflowers, weren’t we, Livie?”


Livie nodded. Back in the nursery, Daisy had spun marvelous tales of what would happen when they debuted. Often they were wallflowers and then spinsters, left to find their way in a world full of rapacious squires.


“I suppose you may leave the house, though we certainly shall not attend any society events,” her aunt decreed. “Be it on your shoulders if you or your cousin are treated unkindly, Daisy. I told you that Mrs. Hedborough attempted to give me the cut direct this morning, did I not? I cooked her goose; I inquired about her son, and everyone knows he is a degenerate. She hurried away.”


“Yes, you did tell us, Mama,” Daisy said. “We shall ignore people like Mrs. Hedborough. I simply cannot stay in the house for eight months until my uncle has his trial. I shall wither and die.”


Lady Wharton rolled her eyes.


“If anyone is unkind to me because of my father’s circumstances, I shall not care about them, for they are quite unlikable,” Livie declared.


“And we shall have no hesitation in informing them just that!” Daisy added.


“Your generation is remarkably different from mine,” Lady Wharton commented. “At your age, my sister and I were crushed by the slightest insult.”


Daisy said what Livie wouldn’t have dared to. “I don’t believe you, Mama. Not for an instant. Most of the ladies in the ton are terrified of you. Even Lady Regina is polite to you, and she is horrid to everyone!”


As the month wore on, the household adjusted to its new circumstances. A letter arrived from the country announcing that on receipt of the terrible news, Livie’s mother had suffered a serious relapse, which surprised no one. Lord Wharton was presumably making his way from Scotland. Lady Wharton left the house nearly every day, often staying out into the evening, rousing support for her brother.


Livie’s father wrote her every day, as he had for as long as she could remember, which made the whole thing fantastically … mundane.


He had been assigned a spacious room in the Tower. His valet came and went, delivering excellent meals prepared by Lady Wharton’s cook. His first mate was in constant attendance. A tailor had been dispatched to the prison, ordered to create a magnificent uniform for the tribunal, with the best brass buttons down the front, gleaming epaulets on the shoulders, and Venetian lace at the throat.


When he wasn’t consulting with solicitors, her father had begun designing a better ship’s boat, combining a whaleboat and a jolly boat—whatever the latter was. He informed Livie that he found life tolerable, almost enjoyable.


Livie and Daisy rode daily in Hyde Park in the wee hours of the morning when paths were empty. Little by little, as the weeks passed, they started going farther afield, visiting bookstores and modistes.


Lady Wharton had been right: members of polite society acted extremely discourteously. Lord Devin was one of the few exceptions, always stopping to greet them and asking after their welfare.


One morning in early April, they ventured to a haberdashery after Lady Wharton declared their bonnets shamefully out of fashion. “It is our duty to look our best,” she had announced. “Any untidiness will be taken as an admission of guilt. Both of you must keep your curls under control.”


Once in the shop, Daisy tried on a small straw bonnet that tied under the chin with plaid ribbons, trimmed with three curled feathers. “Do you think this brim is too daring?” she asked. “I fear that Mama will say that it’s designed for the demimonde, not for an unmarried girl.”


Livie was trying to decide whether to try on an adorable bonnet with a rose over one ear. She hadn’t spent any of her pin money … but what if her father needed every penny to pay for solicitors? Yet Lady Wharton seemed to be so assured of her father’s release … Livie was admiring the silk rose when a sharp voice interrupted them.


“I can scarcely believe my eyes,” Lady Regina said. “Scarcely believe my eyes.”









CHAPTER SEVEN


A YOUNG TERMAGANT WITH IRRITATED NERVES


Livie was so startled by Lady Regina’s entrance into the shop that she just stared at her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Daisy raise an eyebrow.


“Are you shocked by this bonnet?” her cousin asked the lady. “The plumes are daring, but also darling, don’t you think?”


“Good morning, Lady Regina,” Livie said, curtsying. And turning to Regina’s friend, “Miss Massinger.”


“Actually, Miss Massinger is my older sister, Prudence. I am Miss Petunia,” the companion said, offering a vacuous smile. “We’re twins, but she arrived before me.”


“Do not curtsy to either of these women, for obvious reasons,” Regina snapped.


Petunia had already dropped into a curtsy, but she jerked upright like a puppet on a string.


“You’ve stopped curtsying, Lady Regina?” Daisy’s voice had a dangerous edge. “You are a maverick in society, aren’t you?”


Lady Regina picked up a straw bonnet and turned it over disdainfully, eyeing the hat Daisy wore. “Plaid ribbons are not in style. Moreover, La Belle Assemblée’s most recent issue depicted only pleated silk headpieces.”


“What a pity that flaxen hair goes so poorly with straw,” Livie said, her eyes drifting over Regina’s head. “A different bonnet that might suit you better—something black, perhaps.”


Next to her, Daisy made a sound, like a choked-off laugh.


Lady Regina swelled up like a turkey-cock and turned an alarming red. “I am not interested in bonnets from this establishment. Not now that I realize who their customers are. I do not parlay with the criminal classes.”


“Oh, so you mistook your way. Where were you meaning to shop?” Daisy inquired. “I hear one often gets lost as one grows older.”


Miss Petunia coughed, which might have disguised a chuckle.


“You!” Lady Regina called to the store clerk. “Fetch the owner of this establishment, if you please.”


The girl dashed into the rear.


Daisy reached over and picked up a petty bonnet. “You must try this on, Miss Petunia. The rose is just right for a girl in the bloom of youth. Your dark hair will suit it so.”


“Yes, I think I will try that bonnet,” Petunia replied, pulling out the hatpins that anchored her headpiece.


Daisy smilingly handed the bonnet to her.


A stout woman swathed in a white apron bustled out of the back of the store. “My name is Mrs. Mogbetty, and I am the milliner. What can I help you with?” she asked. “Ah, I see you’re trying on my newest Parisian bonnet,” she said to Daisy.


“I should have known it was French. Pleated silk is already out of style, isn’t it? I believe I shall have it. My friend is considering the one with the rose,” Daisy said, beaming at the shopkeeper.


Petunia had put her own bonnet to the side; now she plopped Mrs. Mogbetty’s creation on her head.


“Actually, we shall take our custom elsewhere,” Regina announced in a threatening voice. Her narrow nose rose in the air.


“I do like this bonnet,” Petunia said, ignoring her friend as she tied it firmly under her chin.


“The rose over your ear looks like a cauliflower,” Regina snapped.


“I disagree,” the milliner said with frigid emphasis.


“Do you know who I am?”


“I have no idea,” Mrs. Mogbetty said, “but I can tell that you’re suffering from irritated nerves, and if there’s one thing I can’t abide, it’s a young termagant with irritated nerves.”


“Regina is often agitated,” Petunia remarked.


She didn’t seem to notice the threatening glare she received from her friend. Instead, she adjusted the bonnet. “Do you think that perhaps I ought to have two pink roses, one over each ear? Or two over the same ear?”


“Two would overweigh the straw,” Mrs. Mogbetty said, coming over to adjust the headpiece.


“In all good conscience, I could not give my custom to a store that offers nurture and comfort to traitors to the Crown,” Regina proclaimed. “And neither should you, Petunia. Your mother would be horrified.”


Mrs. Mogbetty’s eyebrows flew up.


“My father has been wrongfully accused of treason,” Livie explained. “He’s supposed to have done something nefarious in France, but he’s innocent. He wasn’t even in the same place as the plotters.”


Regina sniffed. “The mastermind of a fiendish plot would never remain in its vicinity.”


“My father is no criminal mastermind!” Livie cried. “He is a war hero!”


“My father was a member of the aristocracy, very close to the royal family,” Regina retorted. “Your father is accused of plotting to overthrow the king.” She shuddered. “I feel this very store is tainted.”


“Coppers are prone to errors,” the milliner said. “I can tell you stories from my own family.”


Petunia was still paying no attention; she was twisting to the left and right, looking at herself in the glass. “This bonnet is very flattering.”


“I cannot believe that you would consider purchasing something from this horrendously vulgar person,” Regina said with acid emphasis.


Livie recognized the signs of a woman losing her composure; Daisy had better control these days, but when they were girls, her temper often led to objects flying around the room. She elbowed her cousin. “Good thing there’s no teacup within her reach,” she whispered.
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