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CHAPTER ONE


Away to London Town


(Thalia)




To market, to market, one girl as a bride,


Home again, home again, lord by her side


To market to market, I’ll be no man’s wife


I’ll write poems instead and make my own life.


—Thalia Aubrey





Oxfordshire, late February 1817


Charis Elphinstone was missing.


To one unacquainted with Charis, this might be alarming, even shocking. But Thalia Aubrey, tasked with finding the cousin she had known since infancy, was neither alarmed nor shocked. She was, truth be told, rather put out. She settled her bonnet on her golden curls and set off toward the gardens in a huff, her half boots crunching across the gravel rather more loudly than was ladylike.


On an ordinary day, Charis’s disappearance would not be so remarkable. Charis quite often went missing, only to turn up hours later with dirt on her hem and a smudge on her nose, having heard the siren call of some rare bird. But it was beyond anything for Charis to disappear on this morning, which was to take Thalia, her sister Kalliope, and Charis to London, for the London Season that paralleled the sitting of Parliament, running from late winter until June. A Season that, for Thalia, had already been delayed a year due to Mama’s illness last spring.


“Charis, where are you?” Thalia muttered, more to herself than anything, leaving the road and crossing the dead lawn. Spring was still just a hopeful thought in Oxfordshire: Most of the bushes were dormant, and what few leaves clung brown and determined to their branches bore the hint of last night’s frost. The frost was a good sign: Uncle John said it would mean clear, hard roads and a quicker arrival at their destination.


But what good were frost and clear roads if Charis would not appear?


Thalia cleared the corner of the house and spotted the hedges that surrounded the garden. She didn’t think Charis would have picked this morning, of all mornings, to thread her way through the maze, but one never knew. Perhaps she’d spotted some new insect among the twisting paths. But surely it was too early in the year for bugs?


The windows of Elphinstone manor winked at Thalia in the morning light. Her aunt and uncle’s manor house had often proved a sanctuary for her, when her father’s crowded parsonage had become too much, though its vastness didn’t feel very sanctuary-like at the moment, since Charis might be hiding anywhere.


“Thalia!”


She turned to find Adam Hetherbridge bearing down on her. Though Thalia was uncommonly tall for a young lady, Adam was a few inches taller still than she, with sandy hair and blue eyes that were bright behind gold-rimmed spectacles.


Thalia returned his smile. “You’ve come to send us off?” Adam had begun as their neighbor, and then her brother Frederick’s friend, but something had shifted last spring, when Adam graduated from Oxford while Freddy continued to slog away at his studies. Adam intended to go into the church, but while he waited to become eligible for a suitable living, he continued his studies with Thalia’s father. His near-daily visits to the vicarage inevitably turned into near-daily visits with Thalia, where they argued amicably about history and books and philosophy and anything else that caught their interest.


“Yes. Good thing for me that Charis went missing, or I’d have missed you entirely!”


Thalia made a face and twitched a blond curl over her shoulder. “I’m glad her disappearance is lucky for someone.” She entered the maze, Adam at her side. “But you needn’t have bothered—you’ll join us yourself in a few days.”


Adam had not meant to come for the Season at all, but his father insisted he acquire some social polish before burying himself in a country parish. Even then Adam might have resisted, but Thalia overheard her own father telling Adam it would ease his mind to have a “stable influence” in town with his daughters (never mind that their aunt and uncle would accompany them). Perforce, Adam agreed to stay with a cousin in London once he had finished up some work for Thalia’s father. “True enough. But I told Frederick I’d see you off in his stead.”


“Did Freddy ask you to?” That seemed most unlike her brother, who could not reliably be depended upon to remember anything that did not closely concern himself. Thalia highly doubted he’d sent word from Oxford.


Adam hesitated for a minute, thwacking a loose branch out of their path. “Not exactly. But I’m sure he meant to.”


“What you mean is, you would have done so, had you any siblings. Because you are a prince among men.”


“That’s rating me rather too highly,” Adam said modestly. “Say rather . . . a marquis.”


As a marquis was still several degrees higher in the social order than a vicar’s daughter and an aspiring vicar, Thalia laughed, and led Adam into the center of the maze. She had walked it so frequently now that she might have traversed it with her eyes closed and come to no harm. She called out to Charis again when they reached the center, but without much hope of an answer.


“And what shall you do first, when you reach London, Miss Aubrey?” Adam asked.


“Oh, so I’m Miss Aubrey now? I was Thalia a moment ago.”


“I’m giving you practice in responding to your proper name,” Adam said. “I can call you Toodles, if you’d rather.”


Thalia made a face at the childhood nickname and turned a corner round a hedge. “Don’t you dare.”


“You’re avoiding my question.”


“I’m not avoiding it.” Thalia reflected for a moment. “First, I imagine we shall eat, then sleep. Then I shall find Hatchards bookstore, if Aunt Harmonia does not make me go shopping.”


“I’m glad to see you have your priorities in order,” Adam said. “I’m always skeptical of enterprises requiring new clothes.”


Thalia laughed. “Don’t tell Kalli that. She has her heart set on a new wardrobe.”


They emerged from the maze. No Charis.


“Has anyone checked the greenhouses?” Adam asked, indicating the glass structure some distance to their right.


“Uncle John was dispatched to look there,” Thalia said, starting across the broad stretch of grass reaching to a small, wooded area. “Though knowing Charis, she’s halfway through the wood by now, and once we find her, she’ll be covered in mud, and we’ll all have to wait while she changes clothes. Mama sent the children to look through the house with Aunt Harmonia, or we’d no doubt be looking for them too at this point.”


“What do you think Charis is after this time?” Adam asked.


“Heaven only knows. Perhaps she heard a birdsong she wished to identify. Or a gardener found some fox scat that she wished to inspect.” Though if that were the case, wouldn’t the gardener have reported seeing her?


“And she’s to make her debut with you? What on earth will Charis do in London?”


Thalia shrugged. “She’ll dance with young men, promptly forget their names, and wish the entire time that she was at some lecture at the Royal Academy of Sciences.” Aunt Harmonia had wanted Charis to debut last spring, when she and Thalia were both seventeen, but Charis had refused to do so without her cousins, and now they were all to come out to society together. Being “out” meant one was officially of marriageable age and allowed to attend balls and society events.


Thalia wondered if Charis was regretting her rash promise to debut with her cousins. Perhaps she was hiding. But Charis’s parents could afford to send her to any number of Seasons, so it was not likely to matter if Charis did not take this Season. Or any Season, for that matter.


It was different for Thalia and Kalli, whose straitened circumstances meant they needed to establish themselves. Mama hoped they would both find husbands, but—


“And you?” Adam asked.


“Well, I shan’t be wishing I was at a scientific lecture,” Thalia said, and Adam laughed. She liked his laugh, the way his eyes lit and his freckled cheeks crinkled. “I enjoy dancing, thank goodness for small favors. But I don’t mean to go to London to find myself a husband. I’m going to find the intellectual heart of the city, the salons with the brightest ideas, and soak it all in. It will be better even than a library. And then I’ll get a publisher for my poems, and I won’t need a man to support me.”


“Take care that you don’t become a bluestocking,” Adam teased. “Your family and friends have reputations to uphold.”


“If being a bluestocking is the worst that is said of me, Mama will be relieved. And it’s not like that reputation could harm you,” Thalia said. Adam had his own reputation for being “bookish,” though it was unfair that a penchant for scholarship was accounted an advantage in a man and a disadvantage in a woman.


As they neared the wood that edged Uncle John’s property, Thalia caught a glimpse of something blue.


“There she is,” she said, tugging Adam forward.


A moment later, Charis herself marched out of the wood, her hair hanging loose down her back, wearing an old blue dress that she reserved for field excursions. As Charis was rather ample and the dress several years old, the fabric strained at the bodice and hung short enough that Thalia could see the top of Charis’s old boots and a good few inches of wool stocking.


Charis had spotted them. “Hallo!” She gave a friendly wave. “What brings you both out this way? Isn’t it a glorious morning? There was a mandarin duck on the pond, floating snug as you please.”


Thalia took a deep breath. Charis had not been hiding—she had simply forgotten what day it was.


Charis drew closer and took in Thalia’s navy traveling dress. Guilt stole pinkly across her wide, freckled cheeks. “Oh no. London. Mama even sent a maid up to remind me, and I only meant to steal away for a few moments because I’d heard a call that I thought might be a hoopoe, but of course it wasn’t, and then the duck drove it entirely out of my head.” Her pink cheeks paled. “Is Mama very angry?”


Thalia considered this. “I’d say resigned, rather.” As Aunt Harmonia—Lady Elphinstone—had no other children to lavish her maternal ambitions on, Charis was the sole (if often disappointing) vehicle for her societal dreams. Her ambitions were not dimmed by Charis’s reluctance to share them, though they were frequently thwarted.


“Oh, worse and worse! I’d rather face her angry than despairing.” Charis picked up her skirts and began to run across the field, her sturdy legs pounding and her wavy auburn hair bouncing along her shoulders. Thalia and Adam followed more sedately.


Thalia’s parents were waiting for them in the courtyard, along with Thalia’s sister Kalli, who practically bounced with enthusiasm, her dark curls quivering about her face. The two youngest Aubrey children were darting about the carriages, but Antheia, who at fourteen was too young for a Season, was sulking beside their mother.


“Thank goodness Charis has been found,” Thalia’s mama said. “Have you everything you need for London?”


“Yes, Mama,” Thalia said, checking to see that her and Kalli’s trunks were securely lashed behind one of the carriages.


“I’ve brought you something,” her father said, handing her a neat leatherbound book. The pages inside were blank. “I hope you’ll fill it with poetry and keep me updated on your progress.”


“Be sure to attend church regularly and listen to your aunt. She knows all the eligible gentlemen,” her mama said. She pressed a quick, distracted kiss to Thalia’s cheek before dashing away to rescue her youngest son from one of the horses, calling back over her shoulder, “And write us every week!”


Thalia’s father tugged her to him in a firm hug. “I’m depending on you to be a help to your aunt and uncle. You’re my sensible child, and I trust you’ll watch over Kalliope in my absence and keep her from trouble.”


“Of course, Papa.” Thalia swallowed a tart response: I thought Adam was to be the “stable influence.” She would not say, even to her father, that she hoped London would allow her to be a little reckless and irresponsible for once.


“Come on, Thalia!” Kalli said, giving one last hug to their sister Antheia, who was now sniffing damply. “Aunt Harmonia has given us our own carriage. She says it’s because we won’t want to listen to our uncle snoring, but I think it’s because she means to sleep alongside Uncle John.”


Adam helped Kalli into the carriage, then held his hand out to Thalia. As she took his hand, Adam surprised her by brushing his lips against her cheek. “Safe journey, Toodles, and don’t forget me.”


Her skin tingling where his lips had been, Thalia tried to ignore the heat rising in her face—and Kalli hooting in most unladylike fashion inside the carriage. She pretended she did not see the significant look her mother gave her father. Adam was like a brother to her—the oldest friend she had, outside of Kalli and Charis. She struggled for a quip, something to make the moment light. “I doubt I am in danger of forgetting you in less than a se’nnight.”


Adam laughed, and Thalia settled herself beside Kalli.


Within minutes, Charis presented herself meekly in the courtyard. Her cheeks bore the bright red of the freshly scrubbed. Adam helped her into the carriage as well. “Go take London by storm.”


“If by storm you mean hurricane,” Charis said gloomily, “then I rather think I shall.”


Thalia had a sudden image of an auburn-haired whirlwind wreaking havoc on the unsuspecting city. A line of poetry began to take shape in her head: The whirling wind that wrecked the world was merely woman, scorned. Hmm. No. Charis was hardly scornful.


Adam laughed again. “Have a little faith in yourself, Charis.” He shut the carriage door and stepped back, waving at them.


The youngest Aubrey children shouted, banging on the carriage until Thalia’s mother pulled them back.


The carriage lurched forward. Kalli’s fingers closed around Thalia’s, cold despite the blanket she’d pulled over them both. “London,” Kalli breathed.


Charis, sitting on the seat facing the Aubrey sisters, peered through the window and waved. Thalia kept her face forward, toward the road that would carry them away from the only world she’d ever known.


“London,” Thalia agreed, echoing her sister.


And she meant to make the most of it.









CHAPTER TWO


On the Joy of Parties


(Kalli)




One cannot have too large a party. A large party secures its own amusement.


—the author of Emma, found in Kalliope Aubrey’s commonplace book





As the last of her siblings’ voices faded away behind them, Kalliope Aubrey pressed her hand against a curious fluttering in her stomach. She could not tell if she wanted to laugh—or to cry. She was on her way to London, as she’d dreamed since she discovered that going to London was a thing that young women did when they were deemed grown-up.


Kalli had been away from home before. She’d gone to Bath at fifteen with a great-aunt, but they’d only taken the waters, as her aunt had believed her too young for any of the famous balls and assemblies. And she had been to Oxford, and to Warwick Castle. She’d even been as far as Banbury for market day.


But to London, to the center of the social universe? All seventeen years of her life seemed to be building toward this. Miss Kalliope Aubrey loved her family more than she loved anything, but parties were a close second. Certainly she loved parties more than she loved the church her father served, though she tried not to think of this often, as it made her feel rather guilty. But then, even the Bible had descriptions of parties, so it could not be too wicked of her.


And what was London—more particularly the London Season—but a party on such scale as Kalli had only dreamed of?


Yet as her sister Thalia faced firmly ahead and her cousin Charis waved wildly behind them, Kalli was not filled with the bounding enthusiasm she’d expected. She wanted to turn the carriage around and snatch up her mother and father—and yes, even the children—and bring them with her. If only she didn’t have to leave parts of her heart behind her, then London would be perfect.


Kalli sniffed once, and when Charis handed over a clean, if wrinkled, handkerchief, told herself she was being ridiculous. London would be delightful, she was sure of it, and she meant to enjoy every minute of it, from the clothes to the concerts to the eligible suitors. She watched the familiar fields flick past them and listened to the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves on the packed-dirt roads, determinedly shoring up her spirits. When the head groom blew his horn as they approached the toll road, she did not even have to force herself to smile.


“Do you think we shall have beaux right away?” Kalli asked, cutting into Charis’s observations about the mating habits of the trumpeter swan, to Thalia’s obvious relief. Kalli sent her sister a covert smile. Though the two sisters looked nothing alike—Thalia was tall and fair, with nearly black eyes, while Kalli was short and dark-haired, with blue eyes and skin that tanned easily in the sun—they were only thirteen months apart and had been best friends for Kalli’s entire life. If Kalli did not always understand Thalia’s love of ideas, and Thalia did not always understand Kalli’s love of people, they did, at least, genuinely love each other.


“I predict that you shall,” Charis said. “You love everyone and so everyone, as a result, cannot help but love you in return. And Thalia is so lovely, I’m sure she will have suitors too.” She sighed. “As for me, if Mama can scare up anyone to court me, it will only be for my money and that I will not like at all.” She brightened. “I mean to approach the Season as a kind of experiment, make careful observations about the rituals of high society, and draw my own conclusions to amuse myself.”


“Only if you share them with us,” Thalia said.


Privately, Kalli was less interested in Charis’s observations of the haut ton than in her own experiences, but she added comforting murmurs to Thalia’s. After a moment, the conversation veered off into a discussion of the scientific and artistic luminaries Charis and Thalia hoped to meet, most of whom Kalli had never heard of, reinforcing her secret conviction that smart people did not necessarily make up the smart set she hoped to join. Which was just as well, because intelligent people were often so earnest that they failed to be any fun. Kalli ignored their conversation and turned to her own speculations instead. Did the Prince Regent’s corsets creak as they were said to? And would Aunt Harmonia be able to acquire invitations to Almack’s Assembly Rooms, as she had promised?


She pulled a copy of La Belle Assemblée from her traveling bag and imagined what dresses she might order. She knew that most of this order would have to remain imaginary, as the daughter of a clergyman with a large family had to be moderate in her wishes, but this did not daunt her. At least, it did not daunt her much. Aunt Harmonia had offered to make a gift of her wardrobe, and perhaps she could be persuaded to indulge a favored niece more than Mama might judge suitable.


And a modish wardrobe was a necessity, if Kalli were to shine in society as she hoped. She meant to have friends and suitors—and perhaps, if she was very lucky, a husband at the end of it. Mama needed one of them to marry well, and Thalia was too caught up in her books to be practical.


But there was no reason practicality could not also be fun. After all, it was possible to marry for love and money.


They spent one night on the road at a small but tidy inn, and Kalli did not think about Mama and Papa and the children above half a dozen times. Then, before Kalli would have believed it possible, they were on the road again and pulling into the outskirts of London. The packed dirt gave way to cobblestones, the farms to close-crowded houses and shops. Kalli admired the increasingly fine buildings as they passed, the hawkers filling the air with advertisements for their wares. She even secretly enjoyed the crush of traffic that delayed their arrival at their new home, because it gave her more time to look at everything and offered indisputable evidence that they had arrived in London.


Kalli had hoped to attend a ball that very evening, but Aunt Harmonia forbade it. “We will not appear in public looking like country bumpkins, and we must refresh our wardrobes before we venture out,” she said. But then she rather spoiled the grand effect of her words by adding, “Besides, London is still rather thin of company, and it would not do to appear desperate.”


So Kalli cultivated patience as best she could. Over the next several days, they visited more shops than she could have imagined: the finest (and, she suspected, the most expensive) of milliners, haberdasheries, modistes, and more.


As soon as their new riding dresses arrived, the girls were allowed to ride sedately in Hyde Park with a groom. They ambled down Rotten Row and alongside the Serpentine, and Kalli eyed the young gentlemen who passed them and tipped their hats, and wished she had been introduced to someone, anyone, as it was not polite for a young lady to greet a young man with whom she was not yet acquainted.


A week after their arrival, Lady Elphinstone initiated morning calls to select members of the ton. She introduced the girls to her friends and their daughters, and then, when they had not disgraced themselves with their behavior, to select patronesses of Almack’s, whose approval was required before any Elphinstone or Aubrey could enter that elite dancing hall.


Kalli could hardly breathe as she curtsied before Lady Sally Jersey, a pretty brown-haired woman with a ready smile. As Lady Jersey began to talk, a nearly nonstop flow of words that betrayed the source of her teasing nickname, Silence, Kalli relaxed. The woman was not so intimidating as Kalli had feared. Thalia was her usual charming self, and even Charis appeared to advantage, confining her comments to short, unobjectionable remarks on the weather (and not, thankfully, the mating habits of any creature, swan or otherwise).


Another patroness of Almack’s, Princess Esterhazy, arrived at Lady Jersey’s just as the Elphinstone and Aubrey party were taking their leave and was everything gracious. She seized Kalli’s and Thalia’s hands and drew them together. “But you two are sisters? What a charming contrast you present. I predict that you shall set the ton on its ears.”


Kalli wished her mama could have heard the praise, but she stored it away to send to her in her next letter home. She ignored the pinch of homesickness at the thought of her mother and focused instead on what it meant that she and her sister were to have vouchers to Almack’s—one of the most exclusive events of the social season.


Kalli’s contentment with the day’s outing carried her through dinner and several hands of whist with the elder Elphinstones and Charis, while Thalia scribbled lines of poetry onto some scraps of paper. It wasn’t until she’d retired to her own room and was faithfully recounting the day’s activities in her diary, determined not to miss any of the joys of her first Season, that Kalli realized something dreadful: For all their visiting, she had not met a single eligible gentleman.
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The next morning brought another round of visits, the first to Mrs. Salisbury, an old schoolmate of Aunt Harmonia’s. A footman led them to a salon tastefully decorated in pale gold and green, and Mrs. Salisbury rose languidly from her seat to embrace her old friend. The two older women drew into a window embrasure and began chatting, leaving the young women to entertain Mrs. Salisbury’s two daughters, the eldest of whom was married to a Lord Stanthorpe and had brought a small child with her.


Charis and Thalia were drawn into conversation with the younger Miss Anne Salisbury, a pretty girl with Titian hair who was just embarking on her second Season. But Kalli saw the round, rosy cheeks of the little boy on the floor and could not resist sitting down beside him. She adored babies. Aunt Harmonia gave her a sharp look, but as no one was present beside the two families, she did not say anything.


Kalli held her hands over her eyes and then removed them, and just as her siblings had done as babies, the little boy giggled. His mama smiled down at Kalli.


“Do you like children, Miss Kalliope?” Lady Stanthorpe asked. Like her mother and sister, she had red-gold curls and bright blue eyes.


“Kalli, please—and yes, I love them! They’re such funny things, aren’t they? I help my mama with my younger siblings, and sometimes, when women in the parish have been quite sick, Mama and I have helped with their little ones.”


“And soon, perhaps, you’ll have your own?” Lady Stanthorpe raised her eyebrows slyly.


Kalli blushed. “Not too soon, I hope. I am in no rush to be wed—though I am eager for the Season!”


“Have you been to any parties yet?”


“No. Aunt Harmonia would not let us go until our clothes were ready, but we are to go to the Gardiners’ evening party tomorrow night.”


The baby crawled over to Kalli and patted her knee until she scooped him up. He was warm and smelled of milk. He tried to stand on her legs, and she grasped his fat hands and helped him upright.


“The evening party should be rather good: Mrs. Gardiner always has the best refreshments, and her daughters are both extraordinary on the pianoforte.” Lady Stanthorpe added, “I think my brother Henry might be sweet on the elder Miss Gardiner.”


As if her words were a summons, a young man entered the salon then, tapping a riding crop against glossy top boots. Though not above medium height, his curly ginger hair was arranged in a fashionable Brutus cut and his countenance was open and smiling.


“We were just speaking of you, Henry,” Lady Stanthorpe said, her smile deepening to reveal a shallow dimple. She patted the settee beside her.


The young man turned toward them just as the baby in Kalli’s lap erupted, milky white liquid spilling across the shoulder of her dress and dripping down her arm.


Kalli’s face ignited. Mr. Salisbury—if it was, indeed, Lady Stanthorpe’s brother—was quite possibly the handsomest man she had met in London. And here she was, sitting on the floor covered in baby vomit.


Lady Stanthorpe flew out of the settee and picked up her child, handing him off to a nearby nursemaid before following them both from the room.


“Oh, Kalliope.” Aunt Harmonia sighed, as if it was Kalli’s fault that babies often spit up.


Thalia stood, but Mr. Salisbury was faster, reaching Kalli’s side with an easy stride before bending to offer her a hand. His grip was firm, and he hauled her up as though she weighed nothing. Kalli might wish that she were more graceful, but there was nothing to criticize in Mr. Salisbury’s bow, or the handkerchief he handed her as she sank onto the settee Lady Stanthorpe had just vacated. She wiped off her arm and dabbed at her sleeve.


“That benighted child has done that to me more times than I can count,” Mr. Salisbury said, sitting beside Kalli and making the cushion beneath Kalli shift with his weight. “And always on my finest waistcoat, as if he has an unerring sense for what he might best spoil.”


She caught her breath, more conscious than she wanted to be of his immaculately clad thigh only inches from her own. Could he smell the sourness of the baby spit on her? But then, Mr. Salisbury seemed remarkably cheerful, and the fact that the baby had done the same to him more times than he could count suggested that he was much less put out than he pretended.


“So,” Mr. Salisbury said, a light that she mistrusted coming into his eyes, “you and my sister were speaking of me before my nephew so regrettably interrupted?”


Kalli flushed again. Though being caught speaking about a handsome young man was considerably less embarrassing than being covered in baby vomit, it was not precisely agreeable either. “We were talking of the Gardiner party tomorrow night, and your sister said that you—” Were fond of the oldest Gardiner girl. No. She could not say that to a man she’d just met. “That you were fond of dancing.”


From a neighboring couch, Miss Salisbury said, “Do you think there will be dancing? Mrs. Gardiner usually discourages her parties from becoming romps.”


Mr. Salisbury’s eyes—brown with flecks of green and gold around the pupils—still rested on Kalli’s face. “If they do,” he said, “I would be honored if you would dance with me, Miss Kalliope.”


“Oh! I was not . . .” She broke off in some confusion, realizing too late that he must have thought she was fishing for an invitation, but if she protested that she had not intended him to ask her to dance, she might seem ungracious.


Mr. Salisbury grinned, showing the same slight dimple his sister had, and turned to Thalia and Charis. “I’d be happy to dance with your sisters as well, once we’re introduced.”


Aunt Harmonia hastened over to make the introductions, and added, “Thalia and Kalliope are sisters. Charis is my daughter, their cousin.”


Mr. Salisbury turned back to Kalli. “Kalliope is not a common name. I believe it is Greek? Is your father a scholar then?”


This time, Kalli managed to return his smile. “Papa is a clergyman. He is a great reader, but I should not call him a scholar. The fault for our names lies at Mama’s door. Her father was a scholar. She is Sophronia, her sister Harmonia, and between the two of them they decided that they would continue the tradition of Greek virtues and graces in their daughters. Thalia and Charis you’ve met, and my younger sisters at home are Urania and Antheia.”


Thalia added, “Only our parents rather got our names mixed, as Kalli is our comic one and I am of a more poetic turn of mind.”


Kalli knew Thalia only meant to help her through the conversation, but she wondered if Thalia realized the small, sniping sting of her words. To imply that Thalia was serious and poetic, and Kalli was—a joke.


“Yes,” she said, trying to shrug off the sting. “I’m the witty one. I mean—not witty precisely, as it would be quite vain to claim that of myself, only I make people laugh . . .” Kalli trailed off in dismay. She was babbling again.


“One’s name can rather be a burden,” Henry said, kindly disregarding Kalli’s incoherence. “Only look at me—‘Henry’ is supposed to suggest a noble leader, and I, alas, am hardly that. Tragically misnamed.”


Like Charis, Kalli thought. Aunt Harmonia had named her after one of the Graces, as if anyone could live up to such a name.


“It might have been worse,” Mr. Salisbury continued. “You might have been Euterpe or Terpsichore.”


Kalli laughed. “A dire fate indeed! When I have children, they shall have plain, ordinary names that they can make their own, however they like.”


Mr. Salisbury’s grin deepened, and those wide, appealing eyes remained fixed on her face.


“Not that I think of having children, much, because of course I am not married yet, and one hopes to be married before having children—” Stop talking, Kalli told herself fiercely. Between her blunder about the dance and now this, Mr. Salisbury must think she was angling for a proposal. Which she was not. At least, not yet. She scarcely knew the man. All her fine-tuned social senses seemed to have deserted her.


And she did still smell strongly of sour milk.


As Aunt Harmonia walked past her toward the window, Kalli tugged at her sleeve. “May we leave soon?” she whispered, gesturing at her soiled arm. She knew she was being rude, but the combination of her spoiled gown and Mr. Salisbury’s proximity was nearly unbearable.


“In a moment, my dear. I must say goodbye to Mrs. Salisbury first.”


While Kalli’s aunt talked to her friend, Mr. Salisbury made one last attempt to engage her in conversation. “How are you liking London, Miss Kalliope?”


Good heavens, why was the man trying so hard? Could he not see that she wished to leave? Or barring that, to be politely ignored?


“It’s very fine.” There, that was unobjectionable.


Mr. Salisbury waited a long moment, clearly expecting her to elaborate. When she did not, he said, “And what do you find so fine about London?”


You, darted into Kalli’s head. No, that would never do. She grasped for something else to say. “Lady’s hats. And . . . er, sunshine.”


Confusion deepened the furrow on Mr. Salisbury’s brow, and Kalli shrank into her seat. Likely he now thought her stupid as well as unpolished. Lady’s hats? Sunshine? Kalli’s fourteen-year-old sister Antheia could have answered more elegantly than that.


From her seat near the settee, Thalia pressed her lips together. Kalli recognized that expression: Her sister was trying desperately not to laugh. At her.


Could they not leave already?


At last, Aunt Harmonia finished speaking with Mrs. Salisbury. Kalli had never been so grateful to leave new acquaintances. She sprang to her feet, curtsied to her hostess, and was making a dash toward the door when someone caught her hand.


It was Mr. Salisbury. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Kalliope.”


“The pleasure was all yours,” Kalli said.


At Thalia’s snorted laugh, Kalli reviewed her words. Her face burned. “I mean mine. The pleasure was all mine.” Then she grasped what was left of her shredded dignity and shot through the doorway of the salon and down the stairs to the front door. She pulled her spencer on over her wet sleeve and went out to wait by the carriage.


As they settled into the vehicle, Thalia said, “You seemed quite struck by Mr. Salisbury, Kalli.”


Aunt Harmonia brightened. “Oh, he is a lovely young man! He would do very well for you, Kalliope.”


Mr. Salisbury would not touch me with a ten-foot pole, Kalli thought. She had to dissuade her aunt before she tried to engineer any more uncomfortable encounters. “Oh, please, do not go matchmaking, Aunt. I’ve only just arrived. Mr. Salisbury is well enough, I suppose, but I do not believe we should suit.”


Thalia watched her with a widening smile, as though she knew Kalli was lying. Kalli looked away, fixing her gaze out the window, and folded her arms across her chest, though the tight stitching of her spencer made this difficult. She wished she were not too old to scratch her sister. Or to indulge in a good childish sulk.


Start the way you mean to finish, Mama always said.


Kalli sighed. If that were true, her conquest of the ton was off to a lamentable start.









CHAPTER THREE


Everyone (but Me) Loves a Rake


(Charis)




It is now very generally known to astronomers, that, for several years past, Dr. Brinkley, with the eight feet circle of the Observatory at Dublin, has constantly observed a periodical deviation of several fixed stars from their mean places; which strongly indicates the existence of an annual parallax in those stars.


—John Pond, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society [Charis’s note: The London Season, aka the annual societal parallax, where everyone’s role seems to shift because of a change in vantage point.]





From her vantage point in the Gardiners’ entrance hall, Charis watched her papa disappear into the cloakroom, half buried under a mountain of cloaks. Charis wished she could go with him: She’d rather like to disappear into a room lined with coats, to smell the wool and ermine and wrap herself in warmth and quiet instead of standing, exposed, beneath the well-lit chandelier in the midst of the other guests slowly streaming up the stairs to greet the hosts before crowding into the great salon.


Her mama leaned over and gently pinched her upper arm. “Stand straight, Charis, you’re slouching.”


How one could slouch with a wooden busk down the front of one’s stays, Charis couldn’t fathom. Nevertheless, she tried to straighten further and rubbed the spot her mama had pinched, scrubbing at the few inches of skin revealed between her short sleeves and the long gloves she wore. Kalli and Thalia were similarly attired, but neither seemed cold or self-conscious. Charis’s more ample bust, pushed up by the stays she usually tried to avoid, spilled out over the top of her gown. Though Mama insisted the décolletage was perfectly appropriate for a young lady, Charis was showing far more freckled skin than she was comfortable with. She tugged her neckline up, but Mama caught her at it and shook her head.


This was why she preferred scientific study to social appearances. At least she knew she had nothing to apologize for when it came to her brain. But she lacked the social graces Mama expected of her, and there were far too many ruffles on this confounded skirt.


Charis’s glance fell on Kalli again. With her hands clasped and her lips slightly parted, Kalli looked like a child on Christmas morning. Charis squared her shoulders. Well. She wouldn’t be the one to ruin Kalli’s enjoyment of her first party of the Season. Charis would suffer through the evening without uttering a single complaint and would entertain herself by planning the research she would conduct when the Season was over.


Far too soon, Papa returned, and they mounted the stairs. Charis curtsied to Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner and followed her mother and cousins into the crowded salon. Kalli gripped her hand.


Charis saw that beneath her eagerness, Kalli was also nervous, her skin a shade paler than usual. Behind them, another family had just come into the room—that young man who had so rattled Kalli the other day, accompanied by his sisters. What was their name again? San . . . no, Salisbury. That was it. Mr. Salisbury’s eyes landed on Kalli and his face lit up. In return, Kalli smiled tremulously—and clutched Charis’s arm tighter than ever.


The Salisburys approached, made small talk, and passed on. Kalli’s grip on Charis loosened.


“You’ve never been so discomposed by a man before,” Charis observed.


Kalli sighed. “I know. Pray, let us not speak of this anymore. It’s demoralizing.”


Mama and Thalia had been drawn into a conversation with an acquaintance, but Charis was determined not to be drawn in as well. Mama had impressed upon Charis that she must not move around social events without an escort, but surely she and Kalli could chaperone each other? Charis edged toward the refreshment table, tugging Kalli in her wake. Food never judged her for feeling awkward in company, and it would give her something to do with her hands and her time.


Papa stepped in front of her, followed by a dark-haired man. The stranger was dressed rather severely, in a white shirt and matching waistcoat, and a black jacket that set off his tanned skin. None of the color that the pinks of the ton seemed to adore, but Charis had some vague memory of Kalli explaining that truly sophisticated men eschewed color in their clothes.


Papa said, “Mr. Leveson, may I present my daughter and her cousin? Charis Elphinstone and Kalliope Aubrey.”


Kalli made an odd, constricted noise. When Charis glanced at her, Kalli’s eyes were wide. She must have recognized the name, but as it was not a name that appeared regularly in any of the scientific journals Charis followed, Charis had no idea why.


Mr. Leveson inclined his head while Kalli and Charis curtsied.


Papa continued, “Mr. Leveson’s father was an acquaintance of mine before he passed some years back. A regular nabob, they say—found his fortune and his wife in India.”


Mr. Leveson pressed his lips together and his glance drifted off over Charis’s head. He clearly wished her father at perdition, though whether that was because he was bored with the company or disliked having his business told to strangers, she could not tell. Either way, she could feel herself pokering up. How dare this man be so dismissive of her father? He knew nothing of them and seemed utterly uninterested in learning.


“Are you very rich, Mr. Leveson? Like your father?” she asked, widening her eyes and hoping she looked innocent rather than possessed. “That must be very pleasant for you, if it absolves you from having to be polite.”


Kalli gasped, and Papa’s brows drew together. But her words had the gratifying effect of bringing Mr. Leveson’s eyes snapping back to her face.


“And why should I make the effort to be polite,” he asked, “when your father introduces me by telling you where I am from and my father’s income?”


“Is it not common, when introducing company, to explain something of their context—where they are from, what their occupation is? An introduction presumes the possibility of a longer acquaintance, and in such cases, it may be helpful to know something of the person one is introduced to. In this case, I am glad of the context, and your response, because it tells me that this is not an acquaintance I wish to pursue. Good day, Mr. Leveson.”


She started to turn away, when his voice slapped across her. “How very convenient for you, Miss Elphinstone.”


Frowning, she turned back. “I’m afraid I don’t follow.”


“Using your moral high ground as a shield for your prejudice. Quite convenient.”


“My what?” She stepped toward him, dimly aware of Kalli making an aborted grab for her arm. “You, sir, are the one who dismissed us as uninteresting as soon as you’d met us. No doubt because my father is not important or wealthy enough for you, and I am no diamond of the first water.”


The smile that flickered across his lips was distinctly unpleasant. “Was it not upon meeting me and learning that I am Anglo-Indian that you decided you were offended? Far better to profess disdain for my behavior than confess yourself prejudiced by my race. You would not be the first Englishwoman to make such claims.”


Charis took a deep breath and selected her words with care. “I do not object to your race, which no one can choose, but to your manners, which you do choose. And since this conversation is giving neither of us pleasure, I choose to end it. Good day, Mr. Leveson.”


With a steadiness she did not entirely feel, Charis slid her arm through her father’s and took Kalli’s hand and dragged them both away from Mr. Leveson.


“Charis!” her father said, when they were out of earshot. “How could you speak so to Mr. Leveson?”


“He was rude,” Charis said, beginning to feel embarrassed now that her outrage was fading. She never had been able to hold on to her anger long. Mr. Leveson had been rude, but her own behavior scarce bore examination, and that vexed her more than his rudeness. Had she been prejudiced against him upon learning that his mother was Indian? She did not think so, but as a scientist, she would have to examine her reaction more closely.


“Charis, do you know who that is?” Kalli asked. “Mr. Leveson is a nonpareil. He is young, but already his taste in fashion is admired everywhere. The new Beau Brummell, they call him. Even the Prince Regent speaks highly of him. Offend him, and you might as well not show your face in society.”


Guilt poked her in the stomach. After all Mama’s efforts, she would not be pleased if Charis had ruined her prospects on their first evening in public. On the other hand . . . “Good,” Charis said. “If I am ruined, then Mama cannot expect me to make meaningless polite conversation, and I can go back home.”


Papa patted her hand. “I am sure it will not come to that. I will speak to Mr. Leveson and apologize for my own words and explain that you were only defending me.”


“I wish you would not, Papa. He should apologize, not you.”


But Papa would not listen. He wove back through the crowd, directly to Mr. Leveson, and began speaking. However, Mr. Leveson did not appear to attend to her father. His eyes were fixed on Charis, and the expression on his face sent shivers all through her.


She turned away. Detestable man. Let him ruin her, if he could. She would not care a whit for him, or his actions, or anything he might say.


Charis stalked to the refreshment table, forgetting her intention to stay with Kalli. She spent a few pleasurable minutes surveying her options, before selecting a delicately molded chocolate. As the sweet dissolved on her tongue, she felt marginally more cheerful. She stole a second chocolate.


“Miss Elphinstone?”


She nearly choked on her chocolate in surprise. Turning around, she felt heat stealing up her face, all the way to her ears and the crown of her head.


Mr. Leveson stood before her, holding out a glass of lemonade, and smiling. Charis’s heart fluttered oddly. It was decidedly unfair for him to be so good-looking. If life were just, one’s face would reflect one’s heart, and a girl would know which men were to be avoided only by looking at them. After all, animals often signaled venom through colors or rattles or other means. Why not people?


Charis looked past Mr. Leveson, searching for Kalli or her father—someone to rescue her from this conversation. But Kalli was talking to Mr. Salisbury, and her father only smiled encouragingly at her from several feet away.


Charis took the proffered lemonade. She wanted desperately to drain it, to avoid having to speak with Mr. Leveson, but she was rather afraid that if she tried, Mr. Leveson would say something reprehensible, and shock would make her snort the lemonade through her nose and spend the rest of the evening in a cloud of humiliation, her nose burning. (She wished that her knowledge of both the humiliation and burning nose were purely theoretical, but alas, they were not.)


Mr. Leveson stood for a moment, inspecting her. His eyes trailed from the crown of her head (was her hair out of place already?) to the pale pink dress Mama had insisted she wear. A slight moue of distaste twisted his lips, and temper curled its fists in her stomach. She wondered what he objected to more—the dress’s excessive frills, or her. How dare this man try to make her feel small?


After a long silence, Mr. Leveson said, “Your father said you had something you wished to say to me?”


Charis pressed her lips together. Papa wished her to apologize, no doubt. Well, she would not do it. She would die first. “I have already said everything I wish to say to you, sir.” She sipped very cautiously at her lemonade and propriety forced her to add, “Thank you for the refreshment.”


“Most properly done,” he said approvingly. “But tell me, did you set out to insult me deliberately? If not for my race, perhaps for my status? There are some who deem it their moral duty to snub men and women of fashion, as though the fineness of our dress connotes a poverty of soul.”


Charis opened her eyes innocently. “Are you a man of fashion? I confess, I had never heard of you before tonight.”


He gave a shout of laughter. The sound fizzed all through her body in a delightful rush, though Charis ruthlessly suppressed her urge to smile.


“Oh, very good, Miss Elphinstone,” he said. “Will you accept my apology for my earlier rudeness, and let us begin our acquaintanceship anew?”


Charis hesitated. There was something rather appealing about Mr. Leveson, when he was not being rude, and she was rather lacking for friends in London. But there was also the not-insignificant fact that he had brought out the very worst in her within minutes of their meeting.


Mr. Leveson smiled at her. “Come now. Most people find me unobjectionable. I’m told my friendship can even lend a certain cachet to one’s reputation.”


That settled it. If there was one thing Charis could not abide—well, actually, there were many things she found irritating, but unalloyed conceit was high on her list. “I’m afraid that is impossible, sir.”


A distinct coolness slid down his face, wiping away any softness. “No? Pray tell, why?”


“I dislike wealthy, handsome men on principle.” Charis regretted the words almost as soon as they’d escaped her lips. She needed to end this conversation and get far, far away from Mr. Leveson.


“Oh, so you do find me handsome? Very generous of you.” His eyes glinted. “Curious principles you have—many in the ton set appearance and wealth as their highest priorities.”


Charis had meant to end the conversation. But she couldn’t help responding, “Then those people are fools. Why should one set good looks—something attributable to luck and inheritance as much as any actual effort—at such a high premium? Looks fade, money might be lost, but an amiable character can be relied upon for life.” She forced herself to meet his mocking gaze. “And unfortunately, you, and others like you, have become so accustomed to being fawned upon for attributes to which you can claim no credit that you have neglected that which might bring you and your future wife most happiness—cultivating your character.” It occurred to her that he might already be married, in which case she had just insulted him and his wife. Ah, well. She had set out to trim his pride and she would not back down now.


Gasps sounded around her. They had drawn an audience. She could not bring herself to look at her father, to see his disapproving face among the ranks of their auditors.


But Mr. Leveson did not seem furious, or even offended. Indeed, a tiny curl played around the edges of his lips (rather finely shaped—not that Charis meant to take notice of them). “You have favored me with a blunt assessment of my character. Allow me to return the favor. You pride yourself on being a woman of sense, of character, even. Perhaps because you have not been favored with both wits and beauty, you believe it is not possible for anyone to be so gifted. But trust me, Miss Elphinstone, that many of those in the ton are more than their pretty faces, and you would be wise not to make assumptions on so shallow a basis.”


Then, casually, as though he had not just eviscerated her with his words, Mr. Leveson selected a chocolate, popped it in his mouth, inclined his head at Charis, and walked off. The gasps around them turned into snickers, their audience laughing at her comeuppance. At her.


Charis blinked again. Mr. Leveson’s response was no more than she had invited with her own bluntness, but it sent shame waving through her. The room felt at once too hot and too close. She needed air. Her vision blurring, Charis set down her glass and blundered to the French doors that opened onto a garden. She would not give Mr. Leveson—or anyone else—the satisfaction of seeing her cry.
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