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She wasn’t berating him for tearing her heart out, nor was she throwing herself on his broad chest in joy that he’d come home safely. Her hands weren’t even shaking. Those twenty-three months had taught her something besides arithmetic, after all

How kind the years had been to her, Gray was thinking. He’d aged, a century it felt like, with scars and weathered wrinkle lines, but Daphne had ripened. Only her unruly blond curls remained of the hoyden who used to tag at his heels, but now the vibrant gold locks were cropped into a short fashionable do, with a ribbon threaded through to keep the curls off her perfect face. She looked like a wood nymph, innocent and seductive both.

When it came to fools, he’d take every prize…



Lady Whilton’s Wedding

By Barbara Metzger



To Ramona the Donor and all the other givers of this world.



Chapter One

It was an arranged marriage. Unlike most such marriages of convenience, this one was arranged by the bride-to-be herself. Miss Daphne Whilton of Woodhill Manor, Hampshire, left the crowded lawn of her birthday party and approached Lord Graydon Howell, heir to the Earl of Hollister, where he stood apart from the other guests under a shading elm tree. She kicked him on the shin to get his attention and said, “All of the other boys are toads. You’ll have to marry me, Gray.’’

Lord Graydon rubbed his leg and looked back toward the others. The boys were tearing around, trying to lift the girls’ skirts. The girls were shrieking or giggling or crying for their mamas, who were inside taking tea with Lady Whilton. At least Daffy never carried on like that. And she could bait her own hook. He nodded. “I s’pose,” he said, and they shook hands to seal the contract.

Their parents were delighted to join two ancient lineages and fortunes so pleasantly. Their children would be out of the reach of fortune hunters and adventurers and misalliances. Besides, the couples were lifelong friends and neighbors. The Hollisters preferred the politics and parties of London to the rural pleasures of their Hampshire seat, whereas the Whiltons chose to spend their days close to the land on their Woodhill barony, but the two families spent summers and the Christmas holidays in nearest and most welcome proximity. Their offspring had played together since they were in leading strings. Each being an only child in the house, and the only children of nobility in the region, they were natural playmates.

Since he was the elder by three years, and a boy besides, with the run of the neighborhood, young Lord Graydon ran tame at Woodhill Manor. He often stayed there overnight when his parents accepted a house party invitation elsewhere, rather than remaining in solitary, servant-surrounded splendor at Howell Hall. It was Graydon who taught Daphne to ride, albeit not in a style conducive to her mother’s mental ease, had Lady Whilton known. And ’was the handsome lad who taught Lady Whilton’s curly-haired blond cherub to climb trees, catch fish, and carry the hunting bag without complaining. Miss Whilton, on the other hand, caused her young Lancelot to learn how to repair dolls, how to sit through countless imaginary teas, and, most important, how to be gentle with small, fragile things.

Daphne thought the sun rose and set with Graydon’s company; Graydon supposed he liked Daphne better than his spaniel, who sometimes didn’t come when he called. Daffy always did.

If not made in Heaven or Almack’s sacred precincts, the proposed marriage still gladdened the hearts of the readers of both Debrett’s Peerage and purple-covered romance novels, and the couples’ fond parents. No announcement was made, of course, due to the tender ages of the pair, nor papers drawn, since neither father wanted to force his child’s hand if preferences changed with time. No formal notice would be taken, the earl and the baron decided, for ten years, until Miss Whilton turned eighteen and had a London Season. But the understanding was accepted, acknowledged, and toasted with champagne. And watered wine for the children.

Succeeding years did bring changes, as time usually does. First, the death of Daphne’s aunt Lillian brought her two new boys to dote upon, the little brothers she never had. Torrence and Eldart were just five and six when their mother took her own life, rather than suffer their father’s profligate ways. At twelve Daphne was too young to understand the servants’ gossip about Spanish whores, French pox, and Greek love, but she knew they didn’t mean Uncle Albert was well traveled. Her father’s brother was a mean-spirited, angry-tempered man who kicked dogs, shouted at children, and had hair growing out of his ears and nose. Daphne didn’t blame Aunt Lillian a bit, despite the scandal. She vowed to be even kinder to the quiet, timid little boys her father fetched home from London, rather than leave to Albert’s untender mercies. So she passed on Graydon’s teachings while he was away at school, the riding and fishing, skating and sledding. Her letters to him were full of her cousins’ achievements, how Dart could climb Gray’s favorite elm tree, how Torry loved the rope swing Gray had built for her.

If Graydon felt the merest twinge of jealousy when he read his old playmate’s letters, it was more for her carefree days than for the affection she was showering on her little cousins. Why, Daffy spent a scant few hours a day with her governess, then some minutes practicing her scales and perfecting her needlework, while Graydon was hard at work at his studies and his sports. He hardly had time to learn the ways of the world, which, for a teenaged boy, meant women, wine, and wagering. Those happened, in fact, to be the vices Daphne believed Uncle Albert indulged in, and which she therefore, for her cousins’ sakes, deplored.

Uncle Albert couldn’t have cared less about the opinion of his brother’s girl-child. He could hardly remember the chit’s name. Nor was he jealous of her attention to his sons either, no more than Graydon. Albert was only glad someone had relieved him of the burden of the brats’ upkeep. For certain he was not about to offer his brother any recompense for taking in the motherless boys.

Then Daphne’s father died in a hunting accident and Uncle Albert became baron. He got so castaway, celebrating his succession to the title and estates, that he missed the funeral altogether, to no one’s regret.

Graydon stood by Daphne’s side during the service, while his parents supported her mother. He didn’t complain when Daffy’s tears made his neckcloth go limp, although it was the first creditable Waterfall he’d managed to tie, nor that she wadded up his monogrammed handkerchief and stuffed it in her pocket. She was his to comfort and protect, especially now that she had no father. She was his even if, at fifteen, she was as graceful as a broomstick, with a figure to match. His father nodded approvingly.

Graydon returned to his books and burgeoning manhood. Daphne washed and ironed his handkerchief and slept with it under her pillow. With foresight, Graydon’s parents stayed on in Hampshire to assist Lady Whilton. Despite having more funds at his disposal than he ever hoped or dreamed of, Uncle Albert would have tossed all of his relatives, his own sons included, out on their ears and sold off the property to finance his gambling, if not for the entail. Even then he would have emptied the coffers and beggared the estate, except for the power and influence of Lord Hollister, who was watching out for his friend’s widow’s interest. The earl threatened to take Albert to court if he mishandled Dart’s inheritance; he threatened to see him blackballed from every club and gaming den in London if he misused the widow or the children.

Lady Whilton could have taken her handsome jointure and her well-dowered daughter and set up a comfortable household of her own, but she stayed on at Woodhill Manor for the sake of the boys and the tenants. The new Lord Whilton stayed away for the most part, except when he came to see what monies he could bleed from the Manor acres, what costly repairs he could refuse to make, which servant he could dismiss to save the price of his wages. But Lady Whilton stood firm, the bailiff and her loyal butler beside her. Daphne was always nearby, too, which only served to infuriate her raddled uncle further, since he believed the earl would have kept his long nose out of Whilton business if the chit weren’t to be Lord John Hollister’s future daughter-in-law.

“And a good thing you made a cradle-match, too,” Uncle Albert sniped at his ungainly young niece whose unruly curls refused to stay in ribbons or braids, whose skirts were muddied from playing with the barn cat, and whose face tended to break out in spots. “For you’d never snabble such an eligible parti as Hollister’s whelp on your own, no matter how large your dowry.’’

Daphne stuck her tongue out at him from behind her mother’s back. If Graydon were here, she told herself, he’d call the old mawworm out. But Graydon wasn’t there. He was at university, practicing profligacy, or in London being introduced to his parents’ world, which amounted to the same thing. Veering between the ton’s debs and the demimondaines, he might have agreed with Uncle Albert’s assessment of the betrothal, if he thought of it at all. Marriage and the future and Hampshire seemed an eternity away.

Barely a year later, Graydon’s mother contracted an inflammation of the lungs at a boating party and passed on between the ball at Devonshire House and one of Catalani’s solo performances. Her last comment was that she’d be sorry to miss the fireworks at Vauxhall.

Distraught, Lord Hollister could not bear being alone at Howell Hall in the country with so much extra time on his hands, since even the local assemblies and card parties were denied his mourning state. The earl leased the Hall to an India-trade nabob and returned to his life in London, throwing himself deeper into politics and errands for the Foreign Office. He did maintain a warm correspondence with Lady Whilton, and he did make sure Albert knew he kept his interest there. Lord Hollister’s presence in London kept in check Albert’s greed, if not his gambling and affinity for low company.

Daphne and Graydon met occasionally when his father sent him to Hampshire to confer with the Hall’s steward. He came between university terms and house parties and walking tours and hunts in Scotland. They still roamed the countryside together, Daphne sopping up the tales of his experiences, expurgated, of course, like a thirsty seedling. And like a tender flower, she turned to his warmth as to the sun. Like the sun, he smiled down, accepting her worship as his due.

He taught her to shoot and to use a bow and arrow, and to retrieve his practice cricket shots. He also instructed her in what ladies of fashion were wearing and reading and thinking. In turn Daphne taught him not to laugh at a girl’s first attempts to bat her eyelashes or flutter her fan. His knuckles were raw from that lesson, but he learned, the same as she learned the latest dance steps. They were the best of friends. She still thought he was Romeo and Adonis and the hero of every one of Maria Edgeworth’s novels combined; he thought she was all right, for a dab of a chick.

Then the little boy cousins went away to school, Daphne and her mother agreeing they required more than petticoat governance. After all, Eldart was going to be baron one day, and not that far off either, if the wages of sin took their usual toll. Dart needed a broader education and a stable male influence to offset his father’s reprehensible example.

Lady Whilton also felt that her daughter should get a shade of town bronze before being thrust into the London whirl next year. Daphne was too much the hoyden still, with her open, countrified ways, to find acceptance among the haute monde. She was too innocent and trusting to survive there, besides. So Lady Whilton took a house in Brighton for the boys’ summer vacation, where Lord Hollister happened to be in attendance on the prince.

Daphne adored the sea bathing in the morning with her cousins, then visiting the shops and the tearooms in the afternoons with the crowds of young people her own age. There were picnics and dancing parties and amateur theatrics, just for those too young to take part in the doings among Prinny’s crowd. Daphne didn’t even mind being left alone evenings with her books and the fashion magazines while her mother went about to the concerts and fetes and banquets at the Regent’s onion-domed pleasure palace, escorted by Lord Hollister. Daphne played at jackstraws and speculation with the boys. Then she played piquet with her mother’s cousin Harriet, an impoverished, opinionated spinster who was thrilled to act as companion to Lady Whilton and occasional chaperone to Daphne, especially since Dart and Torry had a tutor of their own. Not even schoolboys were exempt from Cousin Harriet’s dislike of the male species. In Lady Whilton’s eyes, this made Harriet the perfect chaperone for Daphne on those afternoons when the baroness was preparing for the night’s festivities ahead or resting after an early morning return from the previous evening’s entertainment. Lord Hollister was insisting she deserved such gaiety, after being buried in the country so long. Cleo Whilton was finding that she agreed with him.

Daphne thrived. She grew an inch and gained a few pounds—some even in the right places—and her complexion cleared, to her mother’s relief. She made friends, and her bow to royalty, and she even made her way through the snakepit of petty jealousies among adolescent females. She didn’t need to compete with the other well-born daughters for the lordlings’ regard; she had Gray. Her calm and composure won her approval among the hostesses, and her unthreatening friendliness made her a favorite among the boys, when Cousin Harriet let them approach at all. If Daphne wasn’t quite blossoming, she was at least a bud ready to be unfurled. In London, for Graydon Howell.



Chapter Two

Hair up, hems down. Remember your governess’s etiquette lessons, forget the stablehands’ vocabularies. Curtsy at the drop of a title, but never run, laugh out loud, or dance with the same man more than twice, even if he is your almost-betrothed.

Daphne’s head would have been spinning, if not for her early forays into society at Brighton. Lady Whilton congratulated herself that her daughter had done so well: She was well behaved, well informed, well dressed, and well endowed. Welcome to London, Miss Whilton.

Daphne was presented at the Queen’s drawing room, then at a ball in her honor at Howell House, where she and her mother were staying, at the earl’s insistence. They couldn’t very well take up residence with Uncle Albert, not when he’d turned Whilton House into a sinkhole of depravity no respectable member of the ton would enter. Besides, he hadn’t invited them. The earl had, citing the absurd expense of renting a suitable location for the Season, and the acres of empty rooms at his Grosvenor Square mansion. It would do his heart good, he said, to see the ballroom in use again, to hear the sounds of music and laughter. And there could be no hint of impropriety attached, not with the earl’s widowed sister and the baroness’s misanthropic spinster cousin in residence, and his son not. Graydon had bachelor quarters at the Albany, but he was there to lead Daphne out for the first dance at her come-out ball.

“I can see I’m going to have to look to my laurels,” he told her as they took the lead spot for the cotillion.

Daphne was too lost in her own dreamworld to pay attention. Here she was, eighteen and finally Out, in the arms of the most attractive man in the ballroom, and he was her own dear Graydon. Soon their betrothal would be formally announced, then the wedding, and her life would be started at last. She floated on a cloud of joy, his hand in hers, his spicy cologne scenting the air, his flowers in her hair, his locket at her neck. His. Life was so intoxicating, she had no need for champagne.

“I say, success gone to your head already, that you don’t even listen to another compliment?”

She looked up at him, into teasing brown eyes she knew so well. “Oh, I’m sorry, Gray. I was woolgathering, I suppose, just thinking how happy I am right now. The room looks so lovely, and everyone has been so kind. What were you saying?”

“I was trying to pour the butter-boat over your head, brat, by telling you what a success you’ll be by morning. You’ll have every beau in town at your feet by week’s end, unless I miss my guess. They’ll be writing poems to your eyebrows or your elbows, or whatever poppycock is in fashion this sennight. Just see that your head doesn’t get turned by all the praise.”

“Gammon,” she said with a laugh, flashing her dimples at him. Trust Gray to try to make her feel comfortable when all eyes in the room were on them, as if she cared what anyone else thought of her. He’d already complimented her with a wide grin before the family supper earlier. His father had said she was almost as pretty as her mother at that age, high praise indeed, but Gray had whispered, “Fustian, no one can hold a candle to my Daffy.”

It wasn’t just Spanish coin he was handing her either, Graydon reflected. His little tagalong chum had improved no end. She almost reached his shoulder now, for one thing, especially if you counted the blond curls piled high on top of her head. They were threaded through with blue ribbons that matched her eyes, and the white roses he’d sent, on his aunt’s advice. Daphne was dressed all in white, of course, but with a gauzy overskirt embroidered with tiny blue flowers that made her seem a fairy sprite. That fall of lace at the neckline was a clever touch, too—Lady Whilton’s fine hand, no doubt—adding a hint of mystery where he knew very well there wasn’t much of a secret, or anything else. Still, she was the comeliest deb of this season, he thought with pride, but perhaps too comely. Those dimples were deuced appealing.

Gray frowned over Daphne’s head at the young bucks on the sidelines who were ogling his partner as if she were a tempting morsel. “You’re no lobster patty,” he fumed out loud, causing her to miss a step.

She giggled. “If that’s a sample of the handsome compliments I can expect to receive, you needn’t worry my head will swell.”

“Not what I meant at all, brat, and you know it. I just don’t like the way those chaps are looking at you, like cats about to pounce. Stop showing those dimples, blast it!”

She laughed the harder. Dear, dear Gray.

“I’m serious, Daffy, you have to be careful. You’ll be all the crack, a regular Toast. Add a dowry rich enough to set the poorest makebait up on Easy Street, and they’ll be after you like flies on honey. And those whose dibs are already in tune are looking for a pretty, well-born chit to be mother to their sons. Deuce take it, you’re the daughter of a baron, with an earl sponsoring you.”

“Do you think that’s enough to make people forget about Uncle Albert?”

The current baron had arrived that evening at Howell House, uninvited. Luckily he came before most of the invited guests, for he stood in the entryway ranting that Daphne was way too young and gauche to be presented, much less engaged. She wasn’t betrothed, not formally, but Uncle Albert never asked, too concerned with losing the interest on her dowry. He was also too castaway to put up much of a fuss when Graydon and two footmen bundled him into a hackney and sent him home before he could ruin Daphne’s big night.

Remembering how the man stank of stale whiskey and staler linen, Graydon brightened. “Right, no one would want that dirty dish in the family. I cannot imagine how he and your father came from the same parents.”

“Neither could Papa. He used to call him Awful Albie, you know, and wondered if Grandmother had played her husband false.”

“Nice talk, Daffy. Don’t let the old tabbies hear you or they’ll label you fast. You’ll never get vouchers to Almack’s.”

“Sally Jersey already promised them. So did Princess Lieven, I’ll have you know.”

“Lud, when you show up at the Marriage Mart, every basket-scrambler in Town will be sniffing at your skirts.”

“If you’re so worried about other men paying their addresses,” Daphne told him in what she thought was a reasonable tone, instead of the breathless yearning she really felt, “why don’t we announce the betrothal tonight?”

Graydon had to reach up to loosen a neckcloth that was suddenly too tight. “Tonight? No, no, there’s no reason to rush the blast—ah, blessed thing. I only meant you shouldn’t go putting on airs like every other belle who makes a splash.”

Daphne looked away and bit her lip. Graydon misinterpreted her disappointment. “I’m not saying you will, Daff, just that it’ll be hard to resist all the lures cast your way. But then that’s what this Season is for, isn’t it? To give you time to meet other chaps, to know your own mind.”

To know her own mind? She’d known what she wanted since she was six! She wasn’t about to change it now. But that was just like Gray to be so fair and considerate. Of course, the thought of her falling top over tail for another man was too silly to mention, so she just danced on happily.

Graydon wondered at her silence and the knowing smile that softly curled at the edges of her mouth. Deuce take it, when had little Daphne turned into such a charmer? And why, for heaven’s sake? He looked around to see if anyone else noticed that beguiling grin. “Everyone who’s anyone is here tonight,” he said, caught between pride and chagrin.

“Everyone who matters to me was here for dinner.”

Since they’d dined en famille, Graydon’s chest swelled and he relaxed. She was still his sweet little Daffy. This first dance together should put his mark on her for anyone unaware of the understanding between them. A few words here and there should refresh a few other memories, so he really didn’t have to worry about the hordes of admirers waiting next to Lady Whilton hoping to sign Daphne’s dance card. He couldn’t have another set with her until the end of the evening, he knew, but would have to do his duty by every wallflower in the room, under his aunt’s gimlet stare. He kissed Daphne’s hand when he left, purposely lingering over her fingers so everyone noticed, and said, “Enjoy yourself, brat, but don’t forget about me.”

Forget about him? Forget to breathe, more like. Smiling, Daphne fingered the gold locket he’d given her. She was the luckiest girl alive! Graydon was the kindest, most handsome man in the world—and he was jealous!

Daphne was the success Graydon had predicted. Word of their almost-betrothal was circulated all over, but that simply made her more appealing to the bucks who liked a challenge, or the Tulips who liked to worship at some goddess’s shrine without paying the ultimate sacrifice, marriage. She was a safe flirtation, and she was delighted to play this new game.

There were Venetian breakfasts and balloon ascensions, rides to Richmond and ridottos. Sightseeing and being seen in Hyde Park at the fashionable hour. Musicales, masquerades, and military parades. Morning calls, afternoon at-homes, three balls a night. Sometimes Graydon escorted the ladies; more often Lord Hollister did when the entertainments were too tame for his son. Daphne understood: Gray was letting her spread her wings. She was soaring.

Then came the night at the opera when she looked across the vast concert hall to see him, her almost-fiancé, Graydon Howell, in a private box with a lady no lady would recognize. Thud. Her plummeting spirits fell so hard, she was surprised the sound didn’t drown out the tenor.

“Ignore it,” Cousin Harriet hissed in her ear. “It’s the way of the world.”

“Not my world,” Daphne protested.

“Of course not, you ninny. It’s a man’s world, and they’re all alike.” Cousin Harriet had never married, and had never met the man who could make her regret that fact. She pointed out Lord Oglethorpe with his hands all over Lady Armbruster, while Lady Oglethorpe was being ogled by Sir Gervase Ashton. Lord Armbruster, across the aisle, had his arm across some demirep’s shoulder, and on and on.

But not Gray. Those old court-cards, that reckless here-and-thereian, but not her idol, her Lochinvar, her best friend.

Her knight’s shining armor took a severe dent when Graydon nibbled on the woman’s ear, and a bad case of tarnish when one of Daphne’s new “friends’’ was quick to inform her at the first intermission that Lord Howell’s “friend” was an actress from Drury Lane. It seemed that friendship meant something different here in London.

“Mama, I have the headache. May we go home early?”

*

“That was not well done of you,” the Earl of Hollister lectured his son the next morning, having called at the Albany for the express purpose of ruining Gray’s day, since Lord John’s own pleasant evening had been cut short with weeping and recriminations. Four women—Daphne, her mother, that man-hating cousin, and his own sister Sondra, b’gad—could get up a deal of caterwauling.

Graydon didn’t require anything else to make him miserable; his aching head already took its toll. After dinner with Fancine at the Pulteney, and dessert, to put it nicely, at her place, Gray had gone on to White’s. Everyone there had wanted to know if his deliberate insult to Miss Whilton meant the understanding was off. Was the fair lady fair game? He might be able to whistle her fortune down the wind, but other chaps weren’t so fortunate. That’s when he’d heard his Daffy had left the Opera House near tears. Bets were running high against the odds of his winning the Toast’s hand. He had to cover the wagers, of course—his pride demanded no less—and drink to each entry in the betting book. Then he had to stay and drink to show he wasn’t really worried. Then he had a few more brandies at home, because he was really worried. He wasn’t concerned Daffy’d take up with one of those fops who followed her around, but be was deuced sorry he’d hurt her feelings.

His head was pounding and his position was indefensible, yet he answered his father’s sermon with: “Dash it, Daphne knows I’m not a monk.”

“She’s a sweet young thing, still new to the social rounds. It’s her innocence that makes her so appealing, and at the same time so vulnerable. Who knows what she thinks? You could have shown a little discretion, however.”

“Blister it, I have enough trouble keeping track of my own social calendar. Am I supposed to memorize hers, too?”

The earl studied his fingertips. “Perhaps it might be a good idea to move the wedding forward, to relieve her worries.”

“The wedding? We’re not even formally engaged! I’m not ready for leg shackles yet. By Jupiter, I’ve barely reached my majority. Most chaps wait till they’re thirty or so to set up their nurseries.”

“If you’re having second thoughts about Miss Whilton, you’d do better to bring them out now, when she can make another choice. I’d hate to see it, naturally.”

Graydon dragged his fingers through his already tousled hair. “Lud, that’s not it. I know my duty to the name and all. You’ve told me often enough that there are no other Howells to succeed me, and Daffy’s just what I’d want in a wife, if I wanted a wife now. Daffy’s a right ‘‘un. She’ll understand. After all, she sat next to that Fanshaw fop all night and I’m not complaining.”

“But she didn’t sit in his lap. And Fanshaw’s a viscount. He’d never go beyond the line.”

“And I would, you think?”

“I think you could break her heart.”

“Gammon, Daffy’s too downy for that. She knows it’s all in fun.”

*

“Fun? Seeing my promised husband making a cake of himself over a…a lightskirt in front of half the ton? No, I do not consider that fun, Lord Howell.”

“Cut line, Daffy, we aren’t even engaged yet, and it’s just your pride that’s hurt. I said I’m sorry, and I swear I won’t embarrass you that way again.”

“You won’t embarrass me by taking your fancy piece out in public, or you won’t take her out at all?” she wanted to know. “There is a big difference, my lord.”

They were dancing at Almack’s, not the most propitious place for such a conversation, but Daphne hadn’t been home the afternoon after the opera, not to Graydon, at any rate, and then he’d gone out of town to a mill planned ages ago. Almack’s was his first opportunity to smooth the waters, and her stormy look told him he’d better paddle hard and fast. His apology hadn’t worked, though. Daphne wanted her pound of flesh, too.

“You’re asking me if I’ll give up my, ah, outside interests before we’re even betrothed?”

“I’m asking if you intend to be faithful to your vows or not, Graydon Ambrose Hastings Howell, and you very well know it.”

He missed his step, causing the next couple in line to fumble. “The devil! We haven’t taken any vows, Daffy!”

“We’ve been pledged for ages, haven’t we?”

“That’s different. After we’re married, of course…”

“Oh, then I can take lovers now?”

He stopped dancing altogether, earning them frowns and mutters from the rest of the set. Gray pulled his partner to the side. “Don’t be a widgeon. It’s altogether different.”

Daphne stood her ground. “Why? If you don’t consider yourself promised, why should I?”

“It’s different, that’s why. Promised or not, you are supposed to stay pure and chaste for me—for your husband. It’s the man who needs the experience.”

Daphne stamped her foot, oblivious to the stares from those around them. “The deuce it is! Do you think I want a man like Uncle Albert? Is he experienced enough?”

Now Graydon was starting to lose his temper, too. “Blast it, are you comparing me to that old reprobate?”

“Why not? Everyone’s been quick to keep me informed about your drinking and your reckless wagers and the low company you’re keeping. What’s so different there?”

He wanted to shake her, and would have, if not for Lady Drummond-Burrell’s throat-clearing. “I am not like your uncle Albert,” he ground out. “And you’re making a mountain out of a molehill, brat. It’s not like I’m even keeping a mistress or anything, just having a little fling here and there. It means nothing, Daffy.”

“Obviously it’s my feelings that mean nothing to you! You can’t even give me your word!”

“After we’re married, I swear!”

“After? If you loved me, you’d never look at another woman, before, during, or after!”

The music had stopped. Now everyone was staring at them, still on the sidelines of the dance area.

He tried to tug her farther out of the way, but she dug her feet in. He couldn’t very well pick her up and toss her over his shoulder the way he used to. Instead he turned his back, trying to shield them from prying eyes. “What the devil does love have to do with anything, Daffy?”

“If you don’t know that, Graydon Howell, then I don’t want to know you!” she shouted. So much for a bit of circumspection. When he was sure they had every eye in the place on them, Daphne ripped the locket off her neck, threw it to the floor, and stamped on it twice for good measure. “That’s what you’ve done to our understanding, you dastard!’’

Now there was nothing for it but for Graydon to grab her arm and pull her after him, willy-nilly, into the refreshment room. He shoved a glass of punch into her hands. “For heaven’s sake, Daffy, calm down. You’re making a scene.”

“I’ll make more than a scene if you don’t unhand me, sirrah. And stop calling me Daffy. I’m not that little girl who used to follow you around, happy just to be in your shadow. I’m a woman now, even if you haven’t noticed, with a woman’s feelings.”

“Then act like one and drink your punch instead of looking daggers at me for everyone to see. And what am I supposed to call you? Miss Whilton? After wiping your nose for you a hundred times? Listen, things will look different in the morning. We’ll go for a ride, talk this out.”

“We have nothing more to say. Good evening, Lord Howell.”

She made to leave him, but he grabbed her arm again and spun her around. “Dash it, Daffy, don’t make this any worse. You can’t stir up a bumble-broth at Almack’s.”

“Why not? Why can’t I complain about my fiancé’s lack of fidelity here, of all places? After all, everyone does it, they tell me. The best people, the highest sticklers, every one of them seems to cheat on their husbands and wives, if you listen to enough gossip. Why, even Sally Jersey is said to be having an affair with—”

He clamped his hand over her mouth, so she kicked him in the shin. Then she poured the contents of her punch glass over his head. “I don’t care if they never let me back in this dreadful place, and I don’t care if I never see you again either. I wouldn’t marry you, Graydon Howell, if you were the last man on earth.”



Chapter Three

As far as public notices went, Daphne’s went far indeed. And fast. By morning, everyone in London knew that her informal betrothal was infamously ended. What Rumor didn’t spread, the gossip columns did. Daphne couldn’t have put her nose outside even if she wanted to, even if it weren’t all red from weeping. What she wanted was to get out of this wicked city of shattered illusions, out of his father’s house of painful reminders. She wanted to go home to the country. The air was cleaner, the people were more honest, and one didn’t have to work so hard at having a good time. Besides, after that outré outburst, she might be invited to another London party in a year or two, if she was lucky.

Lady Whilton and Cousin Harriet were even now making travel arrangements and overseeing the packing, when they weren’t trading recriminations over the incident. Lady Whilton blamed her cousin for Daphne’s intractability; Cousin Harriet blamed Mama for raising her daughter with blinders on.

While her relations bickered, Daphne took care of some housecleaning. A bundle of letters, a box of fairings, a monogrammed handkerchief, and a recently pressed white rose all joined the broken locket in the dustbin. With them went the last of her childhood.

So many years, so many dreams. So very, very stupid. Gray didn’t love her and never had, except in an offhand, brotherly fashion. He was used to her, perhaps even fond of her, but he never loved her. He was prepared to do his duty by his family name and social standing eventually, that was all. He’d be comfortable married to his childhood pal. Daphne’d be miserable, even more miserable than she was now, if that were possible. She shredded those letters into bits so small, they could have been grains of rice, at a wedding that never took place.

*

Lady Whilton had a few broken dreams of her own, but she set them aside for her daughter’s sake and took up the loose threads of her country life again. She was a mother first, she told herself as she visited tenant farms instead of the theatre, and sat in on church-lady committees instead of literary salons. She could catch up on her resting, reading, and needlework, fiend seize them all—and that wretched, wretched boy.
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