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It had been many years since Sophronia Lattimore had used her fan as a means of flirtatious communication. As a poor relation of eight-and-twenty, she was now too firmly ensconced amongst the chaperones to try to attract a gentleman’s attention, but if one had noticed the frantic waving of her fan he could have no doubt of the message it was sending: Sophie was desperately overheated. And she was not the only lady so afflicted. Odors of perfume and perspiration mingled in the warm air, causing Sophie to feel so stifled she determined she must escape into the cool night if she were to maintain consciousness. Thankfully her cousin had just joined a set, so Sophie had some time before Cecilia would be looking for her.


She made her way around the perimeter of the overcrowded ballroom toward the French doors she’d espied across the room and went through them onto a narrow balcony. She walked to the opposite end, away from the light of the ballroom, and took in some brisk, refreshing breaths. Lost in quiet contemplation of the night sky, she was startled when a couple came out of the ballroom onto the balcony. Before she could make her presence known— as she still stood in the shadows and they had not noticed her—they hurried into speech.


“What exactly are you about, Priscilla?” the gentleman asked.


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“Do not play games with me. It’s quite obvious you’re encouraging Lord Fitzwalter’s suit. Do your promises mean nothing?”


“Of course they do. And you will always have my heart, Charles, you must believe that! But I was only taking my own feelings into account, and I’ve since come to understand my family must be considered as well.” She put out her hand in a pleading gesture. “Please, Charles, you cannot hold me to those promises. I was too young.”


“Or you’ve begun to envision yourself a countess.”


“You must realize I never expected, or even desired, to capture his notice, but now that I have, my mother— oh, what’s the use of speaking. You cannot possibly understand—”


“I think I understand all too clearly.”


The gentleman turned and left; the lady, whom Sophie had recognized as Miss Priscilla Hammond, followed a moment later.


Alone again on the balcony, Sophie reflected on what she’d unintentionally heard. Miss Hammond’s first London season had been an indubitable success, with Lord Fitzwalter at the forefront of the numerous gentlemen paying her court. That he was on the verge of a proposal was common knowledge, and the lady’s acceptance was also a foregone conclusion. After all, what young woman from an undistinguished family of moderate means would turn down the opportunity to become a wealthy countess? But apparently Charles thought that Miss Hammond might do so, in his favor.


Sophie returned to her seat in the corner, still preoccupied with what she’d discovered. She sympathized with all the parties in this tangled affair. There was even a fourth person she knew to be affected: her cousin’s friend, Lucy Barrett, had confided in Cecilia that she was enamored of Lord Fitzwalter, and was in despair over his attentions to Miss Hammond. Lucy Barrett, though an attractive young woman, hadn’t enjoyed the popularity that Miss Hammond had. A trifle shy, she tended to become overwhelmed in crowds and hesitated to put herself forward. She’d only come to know Lord Fitzwalter because he was a friend of her brother.


It was a complicated business, this making of matches. And it was none of Sophie’s affair if Lord Fitzwalter chose Miss Hammond over Miss Barrett. But would he really have decided upon Miss Hammond if he knew Miss Hammond and this “Charles” had made promises to each other? Was Miss Hammond merely acceding to the wishes, and perhaps the pressure, of her family?


Sophie watched Miss Hammond for the next half hour and found she did not seem like a young lady delighted by her beloved’s attentions. Though she smiled at Lord Fitzwalter frequently enough, that smile just as instantly faded, replaced by a frown, as soon as his head was turned. The person who looked most pleased by Lord Fitzwalter’s attentions was Mrs. Hammond, who positively gloated at the sight of her daughter with the earl.


Sophie was distracted from her thoughts by her cousin Cecilia’s appearance. “Sophie, Mr. Hartwell has offered to escort me to the refreshment room.”


“Would you like us to bring you a glass of punch, Miss Lattimore?” Mr. Hartwell asked.


“How kind of you. That would be lovely,” Sophie replied. She would have actually preferred to accompany them and escape her uncomfortable seat, but she had no wish to disturb their tête-à-tête, even though that was ostensibly one of her responsibilities. However, her aunt really only expected Sophie to insert her unwelcome presence upon unsuitable partis, which Mr. Hartwell was not.


“That’s a feather in your cousin’s hat,” an elderly lady sitting next to Sophie said in what she apparently thought was a lowered tone of voice, but which caused Sophie to look quickly toward the departing couple in hopes they had not heard. She was relieved to see they were too engrossed in their own conversation to have heard Mrs. Pratt.


“Yes, Mr. Hartwell seems like a pleasant young gentleman,” Sophie said vaguely.


“Pleasant-pheasant. He’s heir to an estate worth five thousand a year. Related to the Duke of Norfolk on the distaff side,” Mrs. Pratt replied.


Sophie was too accustomed to Mrs. Pratt to expect anything less than a recital of a young man’s income and ancestors, and little though Sophie might care about such matters, Cecilia’s mother very much did, so it behooved Sophie to pay attention. And then it occurred to her that she could perhaps use Mrs. Pratt’s encyclopedic knowledge of eligible gentlemen to satisfy her own curiosity. Sophie had seen Charles making his way across the ballroom and nodded her head in his direction.


“Mrs. Pratt, do you know that gentleman? I believe his Christian name is Charles.”


Mrs. Pratt peered myopically across the ballroom in the direction Sophie had indicated, before reaching for the lorgnette hanging from her neck and raising it to her eyes. Sophie instantly repented of her question when Charles turned and looked directly at Mrs. Pratt, who made no secret of the fact that she was not only staring at him but using an apparatus designed to help her get a better look. Sophie started to turn away, but it was too late; Charles had noticed her as well. He looked puzzled at the attention he was receiving from the wallflower contingent but gave both ladies a slight nod before leaving the room.


“Beswick. Youngest son of Baron Fane. He’s from the same parish in Devonshire as our belle of the ball, Miss Hammond,” Mrs. Pratt said finally.


“So, a decent match.”


“Respectable. Not the heir, of course, but he inherited a smallish estate.” Mrs. Pratt dropped the lorgnette to look at her companion. “Who are you asking for? You or your charge?”


“Obviously not myself,” Sophie said, attempting to evade the question.


“Why not? That aunt of yours has made you into a spinster before your time. You’re still young and handsome enough to make a match. And if I were your age I know exactly who I’d set my cap for.”


Now Sophie was regretting more than ever that she’d begun this conversation, because in Mrs. Pratt’s excitement her voice trumpeted even louder, and people were turning to look. One of those who did, a smile on his handsome lips, was the very man to whom Mrs. Pratt referred. And Sophie did not need Mrs. Pratt to point him out to her.


No, she was very aware of Sir Edmund Winslow, as were several other ladies. He was not to be found at every social event of the season, so when he did appear it was as if some rare species of bird had lit near a waddling of ducks. His presence was as invigorating as the fresh air she’d taken on the balcony earlier; but now, meeting his eyes directly, she felt the need to remind herself to breathe.


However, she didn’t cower or shyly bow her head, as she so frequently did when sitting amongst the chaperones, particularly if a gentleman looked her way. If this were her last opportunity to exchange charged glances with a personable gentleman, she decided to throw caution to the winds and take it. She sat up straighter and smiled slightly at him and was sure she saw a gleam of something—some interest, curiosity, even attraction—in his gaze. She forgot all about Mrs. Pratt, the vulture at the feast, who was observing their exchange with interest.


“See there, you’ve caught his eye,” Mrs. Pratt announced to all and sundry. It was exceedingly awkward, and very decisively nipped any feelings of mutual attraction in the bud. Sophie did drop her eyes, but not before seeing Sir Edmund turn his head away and quicken his step. Mrs. Pratt tuttutted. “Too bad, he’s gone. I would have introduced you if he’d lingered long enough.”


Sophie was very conscious of the eyes and ears still turned in her direction. London society was like a fox hunt, with every member poised to start chasing at the first whiff of humiliation. Sophie was generally ignored, but if a nonentity such as she dared to aspire to a match above her station, this was a tidbit that could enliven an evening when no meatier prize was in sight. So she was relieved to see Cecilia and her escort returning with her glass of punch, which effectively ended her conversation with Mrs. Pratt.
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Sophie would perhaps have forgotten the scene on the balcony, or at least disregarded it, if she hadn’t been thrown into company with three of the principal players in the drama very soon thereafter. Her cousin Cecilia and Lucy Barrett were bosom friends already, and as Miss Hammond was of a similar age and circumstance to the two young ladies, the girls often found themselves invited to the same gatherings, along with Miss Hammond’s suitor, Lord Fitzwalter. Of Charles Beswick, Sophie saw nothing more. She surmised he had left London rather than remain to see the object of his affections courted by another. When Sophie found herself sitting next to Priscilla Hammond at a concert a week later, she sought to assuage her curiosity.


“I wonder, Miss Hammond, if you could tell me about a neighbor of yours, a Mr. Charles Beswick. Is he still in town?”


Priscilla’s eyes widened and her breath caught. “Charles? I mean … Mr. Beswick? He is an acquaintance of yours?”


“Not of mine, but of another lady, Mrs. Pratt. She was asking after him and mentioned that you were from the same parish.”


“Oh, I see,” Priscilla said, though she looked understandably confused by Sophie’s interest. Sophie would not have blamed Priscilla for refusing to answer such an impertinent question, but after a moment Priscilla continued: “Mr. Beswick has returned home. I do not expect to see him again.” As Priscilla’s tone and expression was that of a mourner at a funeral, Sophie could only surmise that Priscilla was greatly saddened by this fact. And when she observed Lord Fitzwalter in conversation with Lucy and noticed how much happier he seemed than during his superficial exchanges with Priscilla Hammond (which consisted mostly of compliments on her appearance), she really felt that he was making a grievous mistake. This was confirmed by Cecilia, who ranted about Mrs. Hammond’s manipulations, which were separating her friend Lucy from Lord Fitzwalter and blighting her future.


While Sophie realized that the situation might have been exaggerated by her younger and far more dramatic cousin, the more she observed them the more she grew to believe that Lucy was genuine in her affection for Lord Fitzwalter and that the two had already established a warm friendship, something that Sophie considered, with her limited experience, would provide a sound foundation for marriage. Lucy was of a more serious and quiet nature and did not shine in public like Priscilla Hammond, instead tending to withdraw whenever the other girl flirted with Lord Fitzwalter, so it was not surprising that Priscilla was more successful in gaining and keeping his attention. And since it appeared that Priscilla’s heart was not given to Lord Fitzwalter but to someone else entirely, Sophie did feel that this was an occasion when plain speaking could perhaps avert a sad mistake. However, she really did not feel it was her place to approach Lord Fitzwalter, with whom she’d never exchanged more than pleasantries. How could she inform him that his pursuit of Miss Hammond was an error in judgment? He would rightly tell her that it was none of her affair, and she could find herself repudiated by London society. She could even lose her place with her aunt.


But what if Lord Fitzwalter was unaware of the identity of his adviser? What if she passed him a word of warning anonymously, without him discovering from whence it came? Her conscience would be clear and he would be free to act or not, relying on his own best judgment.


And so Miss Lattimore wrote a letter.
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It was the talk of the town a little over a month later when Lord Fitzwalter, whom everyone expected to offer for Miss Hammond, announced his betrothal to Miss Barrett instead. No one could accuse him of ungentlemanly behavior, however, because his engagement followed the news of Miss Hammond’s own betrothal to a Mr. Beswick of Devon.


Cecilia, who was sitting out a dance by her cousin’s side, asked wonderingly, “Who in the world is Mr. Beswick?”


Before Sophie could respond, Mrs. Pratt piped up. “What a coincidence. Your cousin asked about that same gentleman just last month.”


Cecilia looked at her cousin in surprise. “Really? What brought him to your notice, Sophie?”


Sophie found herself at a loss for words. She had never anticipated anyone asking her such a question and had no idea how to respond. She was not very skilled at dissembling, and it became fairly obvious to her audience that they’d stumbled upon some mystery when her eyes grew large before she averted her gaze entirely. “Idle curiosity,” she finally replied.


Cecilia was palpably skeptical. Forgetting they were not alone, she incautiously said, “Lucy told me that someone wrote a letter to Lord Fitzwalter—”


“Cecilia, I do believe Mr. Hartwell is approaching,” Sophie interrupted.


“Nonsense, he’s dancing a reel with Miss Tibbits,” Mrs. Pratt said shortly. “Continue, young lady. What is this about a letter to Lord Fitzwalter?”


Cecilia suddenly realized the danger of revealing her bosom friend’s confidences in the presence of a notorious gossip. “Oh, it was nothing of interest. Merely a note of congratulations on their engagement.” Cecilia, who was much more skilled at prevaricating than her older cousin and, though a decade younger, had far more practice, refused to succumb to Mrs. Pratt’s probing and was happy to escape for a set with the most undistinguished gentleman she’d danced with yet.
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Later, in the carriage, Cecilia turned to her cousin. “It was you who wrote the letter, was it not?”


Sophie, who could not tell a lie— or at least not very believably— nodded. “But please, Cecilia, do not tell anyone.”


“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Sophie. Lucy and Lord Fitzwalter consider you did them a great favor.”


Sophie could not but feel heartened that her decision to take action had been the right one and that she was receiving commendation for it. It had been so long since anyone had listened to, or even sought, her opinion. She had felt almost invisible these last six years she’d lived with her aunt after the death of her father. Cecilia was the only one who had granted her the least bit of notice or affection, but it was of the careless sort, as Cecilia was not all that interested in an older spinster cousin.


But now Cecilia was looking at Sophie with grudging respect and approval, as if some heretofore unknown talent she possessed had been revealed.


“I suppose it would do no harm for you to tell Lucy I wrote the letter,” Sophie said, after a short time spent contemplating the matter.


Cecilia looked surprised that Sophie would think it was even open for debate. “But of course I shall tell her. She has been positively beside herself with curiosity since Lord Fitzwalter told her of it. And really, she has every reason to be grateful. If you had not written to him, Lord Fitzwalter would have been lost to her forever. But Cousin, people are saying you wrote in your letter that Priscilla Hammond was in love with a different gentleman. How did you know about Miss Hammond and Mr. Beswick?”
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Sir Edmund sipped his weak punch and wondered why he’d come. He always felt uncomfortable at these affairs. He was careful to smile at none of the ladies who peered at him hopefully over their fans, and finally decided to get more of the flavorless punch, as it would at least remove him from the dancing.


Not that Sir Edmund didn’t enjoy dancing. It had been a favorite diversion, once upon a time.


Lord Fitzwalter hailed him as he entered the refreshment room, and Sir Edmund walked over to speak to him, pleased to see someone he knew.


“I hear congratulations are in order,” Sir Edmund said, once greetings had been exchanged.


“Indeed they are. You see before you the most fortunate of men.”


Fitz certainly looked happy, but the last time Sir Edmund had seen him Fitz was paying court to Miss Hammond, so Sir Edmund was justifiably confused at his friend’s engagement to an entirely different woman. “I don’t believe I’m acquainted with your betrothed,” Sir Edmund said, hoping this would prompt Fitz to offer an explanation for the change, as he had to realize Sir Edmund was acquainted with Miss Hammond, as Fitz was the one who had introduced them.


“That must be remedied, though you will have to meet her later. She’s dancing at the moment. With Ludlow,” Fitz said, nodding in that direction. Sir Edmund followed his gaze, curious to see the femme fatale who had stolen his friend’s heart. He saw a very demure-looking girl who, while pretty enough, couldn’t hold a candle to Priscilla Hammond. But then Miss Barrett seemed to sense their attention and glanced over at Fitz. And she smiled so sweetly and lovingly at him that Sir Edmund immediately realized how wrong he was in thinking Priscilla Hammond the more attractive choice.


Fitz shook his head in amazement. “I still cannot believe how things worked out.”


“Since you’ve raised the subject, I find myself curious as to how this engagement did come about. Rumor had it you were courting an entirely different young lady.”


“Rumor was correct in this instance. If it were not for the unselfish benevolence of an anonymous lady, I would have probably found myself betrothed to the wrong person altogether.” Fitz hurried to add, “Of course, Miss Hammond is a lovely young woman and Beswick is to be congratulated, but Lucy …”


Fitz sighed and smiled in a manner Sir Edmund felt was a trifle inane, but then chided himself for being uncharitable. He probably only felt that way because he was envious of his friend’s good fortune.


“An anonymous lady?” he prompted Fitzwalter.


“Well, her letter was anonymous, but she is not any longer.” As even Fitz, in his deliriously happy state, realized this speech was annoyingly incoherent, he began at the beginning, telling his friend the details of Miss Lattimore’s letter.


Sir Edmund listened with rapt attention, only interrupting his friend once to ask if he might be permitted to call on him and read the letter for himself. Fitz surprised him by saying he was carrying it on his person and removed it from his waistcoat pocket, handing it to his friend.


It was not a long letter, and Sir Edmund read it fairly quickly, before reading it a second time, more slowly. Fitz, who was impatient to sing the praises of his fiancée, bided his time while Sir Edmund examined the letter, but as soon as Sir Edmund handed it back to him Fitz began eagerly recounting how correct Miss Lattimore was in her assessment of Lucy’s “pure and tender heart.” He also told Sir Edmund how surprised he’d been to learn of Lucy’s feelings for him, as he’d always been fond of her but thought she viewed him as an older brother. And while Sir Edmund listened politely as Fitz gushed about Lucy, he soon displayed where his real interest lay.


“Who is Miss Lattimore?” he asked.
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That was the question of the evening, though it took Sophie a few hours to realize her name was on nearly everyone’s lips. She was holding up a wall, watching the dancing and tapping her feet under her skirts, when she began to notice more and more glances in her direction. Still, she was too modest to assume she was their object of attention, and kept looking to either side of her, expecting to find someone or something of interest. The only thing she found, and it was not the least bit interesting, was that the ubiquitous Mrs. Pratt was napping and had begun to snore.


And then Mr. Dodd asked her to dance, a request she politely refused. She had to admit to herself that for once she was happy to be sitting amongst the wallflowers, as Mr. Dodd smelled unpleasantly of garlic and his teeth reminded her of a neighbor’s donkey that had bitten her when she was a child.


But then another gentleman stepped forward, and another, and eventually Mrs. Pratt was awakened by the unusual activity and began making impertinent remarks and encouraging Sophie to accept various invitations. Sophie, who could bear no more, told the most recent gentleman who had requested a dance that she must find her cousin and left her seat to scurry across the room to where Cecilia stood speaking with her friends.


But when Sophie drew near to the group she felt extremely awkward and ill at ease, as they all stopped talking and turned to look at her upon her approach.


“I beg your pardon; I’ve interrupted your conversation. Pray continue,” she said to Lord Fitzwalter, who had paused mid-sentence.


“Miss Lattimore! We are well met,” Lord Fitzwalter said, his tone of voice expressing nothing but delight. Lucy Barrett was at his side, and she, too, looked pleased to see Sophie. And then the gentleman at Lord Fitzwalter’s other side looked her way.


“Sir Edmund Winslow, may I present Miss Lattimore,” Lord Fitzwalter said, and Sir Edmund bowed to her.


Sophie quickly debated whether she should curtsy or merely bob her head before she did drop into a curtsy, while telling herself not to dip too low as if Sir Edmund were royalty. Really, her thoughts were in such a whirl she barely knew what she was doing, but she recovered somewhat when she made herself turn her gaze from Sir Edmund and focus on Lord Fitzwalter instead.


“Sir Edmund had just expressed a wish to make your acquaintance, Miss Lattimore, so your arrival is quite timely,” Lord Fitzwalter said.


Sir Edmund frowned at Lord Fitzwalter before turning back to Sophie and forcing a tight-lipped smile. “Indeed, I am pleased to meet someone so highly regarded by my friend,” he said.


Sophie tentatively smiled back, and Sir Edmund’s expression relaxed somewhat. Sophie thought perhaps he was annoyed to have Lord Fitzwalter proclaim him eager to meet her, but she was fully aware if he had expressed such a wish it had to have been an offhand remark, made from politeness or curiosity. She knew better than to imagine he had more than a fleeting interest in her, unfortunately.


Lord Fitzwalter spoke again, this time to mention a dinner party he was planning in honor of his engagement that he hoped Sophie would attend. Sophie accepted gratefully, as this was the first invitation directed specifically to her that she could remember since she had come to live with her aunt. Any social event she attended she did so only on sufferance, a necessary but unwanted presence, her cousin or aunt being the real recipient of the invitation.


However, Sophie soon found that things had changed.
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Invitations for Sophie flooded the small town house in Leicester Square, and with each one Sophie’s stature seemed to rise in the eyes of her aunt and cousin. Her aunt had never been cruel to her, but as Sophie was the daughter of her husband’s sister and no blood relation of her own, she had made it very plain that Sophie could never expect more than a roof over her head and a seat at her table. Sophie had a small allowance left to her by her father, but it was only enough to cover the barest of essentials, and without her aunt’s charity, grudging as it was, she’d be in sore straits indeed. So even though Sophie prayed for her aunt Foster each day, thanking God for her aunt’s generosity in taking her in, the words came much more readily and sincerely when her aunt looked at Sophie with a smile rather than a frown.


Sophie’s relationship with her cousin had also improved, but she was unsure if this was something to rejoice over or bemoan. Cecilia would now visit Sophie’s bedchamber almost every night before bed, desirous of knowing her opinion of her suitors. As it was Sophie’s opinion that Cecilia should wait a good deal longer before contemplating marriage, she found the conversations about each beau’s merits and deficits a trifle tedious, but she was grateful that her cousin at least sought her counsel. And she was even more grateful that Cecilia, who had heretofore left Sophie to dress herself, had offered her the services of her maid Betsy to assist with her hair.


Sophie gladly left off the alterations in her attire that she had made so as to appear as inconspicuous as possible and mute any natural attractions she possessed. She had begun doing so at the start of the London season when she’d taken on her role as chaperone, in an attempt to make her status more obvious. Though her aunt had not explicitly told her what to wear, she had told Sophie how imperative it was that she present a “mature appearance, in keeping with her age and position.” But now that her aunt was encouraging Sophie to accept invitations on her own behalf and not as Cecilia’s unacknowledged escort, Sophie put all of her caps in a drawer and stopped covering her shoulders and décolletage with shawls and lace fichus. Thus, her aunt and cousin began to wonder if she had always been as handsome as she now appeared and they had not noticed, or if her newfound popularity was causing a latent bloom.


Cecilia took after her mother, tall and fair-haired with blue eyes, while Sophie was slighter with dark hair and gray eyes. Cecilia had always thought her cousin, older and smaller as she was, to be the quintessential old maid, long past any prospect of attracting a gentleman’s notice. It was to Cecilia’s credit that she felt pleased rather than threatened by her belated discovery of Sophie’s attributes.


Of course, Cecilia and Mrs. Foster’s pleasure was not entirely, or even primarily, on Sophie’s behalf. Both could not help but reflect on how Sophie’s sudden social success could benefit them.


The Fosters occupied a position on the fringes of high society, and while they were solidly genteel and distantly related to more than half-a-dozen respectable and even noble families, their fortune was modest, something that both ladies planned to remedy by Cecilia’s imminent marriage to a gentleman of fortune. She had at least attracted one such suitor since her debut, Mr. Hartwell, but he was only a plain mister and it was early days yet. (And Cecilia considered him somewhat dull and unexciting.) It was her aunt Foster’s hope that through Sophie’s increased social activity Cecilia would be exposed to even more eligible gentlemen than her modest come-out had afforded her the opportunity to meet thus far. And if there was an aging widower or a respectable clergyman willing to marry Sophie, well, that would only be to the good, taking her off of her aunt’s hands.


Since there was not even the remotest possibility that Sophie would make a match superior to that of her younger cousin, it was just as well that this vexatious thought did not enter into her relations’ conjectures.
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Sophie, who had wondered why she had caught the fancy of London society, was not left to wonder long. Those who sought her company usually did not come to the point straightaway, pretending instead an interest in her friendship or company, but it was eventually made clear that they thought Sophie had some unique talent for matchmaking and wished to secure her services for themselves. She even discovered from her cousin that she’d earned the sobriquet “Lady Cupid.”


Sophie was able to politely put off most of those who desired her assistance, as they were usually too diffident to pursue the matter, but she was genuinely astounded when she found Sir Edmund was one of that number.


She had seen him at Lord Fitzwalter’s dinner party, though they had had no opportunity to converse beyond the barest civilities. But she found herself very shortly thereafter in company with him again on an excursion to Strawberry Hill.


The outing had been planned and executed by Lord Fitzwalter, who wanted everyone to share in his happiness and so was hosting more activities than he ever had before. The weather matched his mood, as it was a beautiful June day, sunny with a refreshing breeze. After a tour of the house, the party picnicked on the grounds on the banks of the Thames. Sophie had never visited Strawberry Hill, the house and gardens designed by Horace Walpole, the famous Gothic novelist, and she had never before been on a picnic, either. At least, not a picnic such as this, in the company of other ladies and gentlemen. After lunch she walked the paths lined by rosebushes full of buds and blooms and felt such joy, along with a conviction that this was to be the summer of her life, her season to blossom. Then she laughed inwardly at herself. She had felt this way once before when she was Cecilia’s age, and had discovered herself to be sadly mistaken. She should know better than to hope for too much, or to trust her own frequently self-delusory instincts.


She didn’t even trust herself as far as her attraction to Sir Edmund was concerned. She really knew nothing of him beyond his handsome appearance, and Sophie had learned the hard way that a man’s good looks, far from being a measure of his character, were indicative of nothing more than a happy accident of birth. And even if Sir Edmund were a man of sterling character, there was very little hope he would be interested in an impoverished spinster like herself.


Still, when he appeared at her side as she walked, she could not completely control her quiver of excitement at his presence. But when she discovered his true purpose in seeking her out, she tried to console herself with the knowledge that things had occurred precisely as she had foretold and that she had been a wise woman to temper her expectations.


The conversation was casual at first, Sir Edmund merely inquiring which part of the country she’d come from and asking about the length of her acquaintance with Lord Fitzwalter and Lucy Barrett. But then he introduced the subject he’d apparently approached her to discuss. “I have heard that you played a part in bringing about this engagement.”


“Perhaps a small part,” Sophie replied, not wanting to sound boastful but knowing it would look like false modesty if she denied it when Lord Fitzwalter apparently was telling any-and everyone.


“Have you always had a talent for this sort of thing? How did you know the two couples would suit?”


“I have no special talent; it was just based on observation. Indeed, I do not claim to be skilled at making matches. I very much doubt I’ll ever do so again.”


“Will you not? But you’ve made at least two people very happy.”


Sir Edmund gestured to where Lord Fitzwalter was sitting on a bench in conversation with Lucy. They did appear incandescently blissful, and Sophie had already noticed that they could not stop smiling or looking at each other. While Sophie and Sir Edmund watched, Lord Fitzwalter brought Lucy’s hand to his lips and tenderly kissed it. Sophie felt guilty to be observing them during such an intimate moment and looked away, quickening her pace until there was a turn in the path and she could no longer see the couple. Sir Edmund followed, adjusting his step to hers.


“I am more pleased than I can say that they are so happy,” Sophie said, once they were again strolling slowly. “I really did very little, and I was always conscious of the fact that I could unintentionally cause more harm than good.” She shook her head. “Truly, it is a responsibility I do not desire.”


“But do you not think, especially in genteel society where a couple go into marriage knowing very little of each other, that your assistance could be of great benefit? A gentleman cannot spend a great deal of time in observation or conversation with a prospective bride, lest he be accused of trifling with her affections and be forced into a marriage to suit convention, rather than himself.”


Sir Edmund had stopped walking and turned to face Sophie, and so she did likewise. She wondered that he did not recognize what he’d just said could also apply to their situation. They were separated from the rest of their party in a sheltered part of the gardens, in earnest conversation with each other. If anyone saw them, they risked censure and gossip. But perhaps Sir Edmund felt that Sophie’s age, lack of wealth, and role as chaperone excluded her from such considerations. How old was he? she asked herself. Surely he was at least her age, if not a few years older. She wondered that he had not married by now. And what it was he wanted from her.


“What is it you are suggesting, Sir Edmund?” Sophie asked.


Sir Edmund smiled, a little wryly. “I’m not sure, really. I’m a hypocrite, I suppose. Here I am accusing you of keeping your talents to yourself and really all I desire is your help in securing my happiness.”


“You desire to marry?” Sophie asked, trying to appear as if his answer mattered little to her.


“Of course. I am a single gentleman in possession of a good fortune, so I must be in want of a wife.”


Sophie smiled at his reference to the popular novel written by “a lady” that she had also read and enjoyed. But she didn’t really feel like smiling. She felt like she was cursed, destined always to watch others pair off while she remained alone. And lonely.


“And do you have a particular lady in mind?” Sophie forced herself to ask, though she had absolutely no desire to hear Sir Edmund praise some other woman.


“No, I do not. Unfortunately, there are no Elizabeth Bennets to be found in my home parish.”


“Is Lizzy Bennet your ideal, then?” Sophie asked.


“Of course. A woman of wit and good sense, determined to marry not for advantage but for affection. She is precisely who I am looking for.”


Sophie shook her head in mock despair. “But Sir Edmund, therein lies your problem: she doesn’t exist.”


“There must surely be ladies like her, however. Look at you,” he said, gesturing vaguely at her. Sophie felt the weight of his gaze as he took in her appearance, and she hoped he found nothing to criticize. “I am certain, when you wrote Fitzwalter that letter, you had no thoughts of the size of his fortune when recommending Miss Barrett to his notice.”


“You are correct. I did, however, think of Mr. Beswick’s,” Sophie said with a smile.


“I do not understand.”


“I knew that Miss Hammond’s mother was swayed by material considerations, and I felt that she would not allow her daughter’s match if Mr. Beswick had no prospects at all. So I inquired into his circumstances before writing the letter.”


Sir Edmund smiled warmly at her. “A woman with her wits about her indeed. But we should probably return to the others,” he said, looking around him as if wondering how they’d ended up in so isolated a situation. “Your cousin will be looking for you.”


[image: image]


Cecilia was looking for her cousin, but not because she desired her company. No, she had seen her walking with Sir Edmund and had determined to join them. However, before she could do so, Mr. Hartwell had approached her, and in conversation with him she had lost sight of Sophie and Sir Edmund.


Cecilia felt Mr. Hartwell’s attentions were becoming a little irksome and thought perhaps it was because of him that she was unable to attract a more desirable suitor. Still, a bird in the hand was worth two in the bush, and she was hesitant to discourage him too much. It was rather gratifying to have a gentleman rush to one’s side to request a dance, offer to fetch a drink, or put his carriage at her and her cousin’s disposal, as he had this very day.


She just wished he were older and more sophisticated and less blond and cherubic. That instead of his honest, open, slightly bulbous blue-eyed gaze, he would look at her from glinting dark eyes. She wished he were … Sir Edmund Winslow.


But when Sophie and Sir Edmund returned from their walk, Sir Edmund merely nodded at Cecilia and said: “Here is your cousin, Miss Foster. I am sorry to have kept her from you.” He then turned to leave almost immediately, before Cecilia had time to do more than offer a smile and a “Thank you, Sir Edmund.”


She was excited to see him approach again just as she and Sophie were about to get into Mr. Hartwell’s carriage to leave. But Cecilia could not flatter herself that Sir Edmund even noticed her presence. He merely asked Sophie if she would drive with him the next day and, at Sophie’s surprised acceptance of his invitation, asked for her direction. He wished Cecilia a good day and left as quickly as he’d come.


Cecilia, noticing again how attractive Sophie appeared and that her cheeks were tinged with pink, had a moment’s regret she’d lent her Betsy to do her hair.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Titles by Suzanne Allain



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Acknowledgments













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/ch.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
PPPPPPP





OEBPS/images/cmn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780349427577.jpg





