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For Catherine Coulter—thanks, babe, for all the good advice.


Chapter One

Believe me, it is a definite shock to discover that one’s father was a blackmailer.

This happened to me one rainy Friday afternoon, about ten days after my father’s death. The rain was beating heavily against the library windows and the room smelled strongly of the coal burning fire and of old leather book bindings. I was going through the drawers of Papa’s desk to clean them out when I found the documentation.

When at first I realized what I was holding, I was horrified. There were five victims identified on Papa’s list, four of whom he had caught cheating at cards and one of whom he had found cheating on his wife (an heiress). There was a file of the evidence he had accumulated against each victim and an accounting of the amount of money that Papa had succeeded in squeezing from each of them as well.

It amounted to quite a substantial sum.

I sat back on my heels and stared at the papers I had heaped on the old red Turkish carpet in front of me. I had never harbored any great illusions about my father, but I must admit that I had not thought him capable of this.

Next I wondered where all the money had gone to.

If he had put some of it aside for his daughters, I thought bitterly, then Anna and I would not find ourselves in the dreadful situation in which we now stood.

I got to my feet and went to the windows to look out at the rain-drenched garden, my mind once more running over that situation, like a child lost in a maze, hoping that somehow the next turn would be the one that would lead her out.

My father had been Lord Weldon, of Weldon Hall in Sussex. As he had no sons, the title and the estate were entailed upon a cousin of his, whom I had met twice and whom I disliked intensely. Now that my father was dead, the victim of a bludgeoning by a London thief, my sister and I found ourselves almost totally dependent upon the new Lord Weldon (who had a mouth like a fish and who had once tried to kiss me with it) for our welfare.

It was not a situation that I liked.

As I stared out at the rain, a scheme began to form in the back of my mind. I turned back into the room, and before I quite knew what I was doing, I had scooped up the blackmail evidence, stuffed it back into its folder, and fled up the stairs to the privacy of my own room.

*

I didn’t get a chance to look at the folder again until after dinner, which Anna and I took by ourselves in the dining room, as we had ever since my mother had died five years before. Papa had rarely been home, preferring to spend his time in London, where the gambling was more easily come by.

After Anna had gone to bed, I went upstairs myself, spread all the incriminating papers out on my bed, and read through everything carefully. My father had collected quite an impressive file on each of the men he was squeezing, including newspaper clippings about the various activities of his victims. I suppose this helped him to know when it would be most profitable to ask for money. The files made for interesting, if sordid, reading.

In every case the evidence against each man was fairly solid. If it hadn’t been, I suppose the victims would never have paid up.

I dragged an old oak chair across to my bed, made five neat piles of the papers spread out upon my ancient tapestry bedspread, and began to read through everything again.

Mr. George Asherton was the first candidate I looked at. Papa had caught him playing with a deck of shaved cards at Brooks’s, one of the premier clubs for gentlemen in London. I read on and discovered that Mr. Asherton was an elderly bachelor who lived with his mother.

Next came Sir Henry Farringdon. Sir Henry was the man who had married an heiress from the city. Evidently her father had tied her money up well enough to keep Sir Henry on leading strings and he couldn’t afford to let his wife find out about the pretty little dancer he was keeping on the side.

As soon as I saw that Sir Henry was married to a Cit, I lost interest in him. A wife with no social connections was useless to me.

My father’s next victim was the Earl of Marsh. In many ways he fit my needs. He was married. His wife was impeccably aristocratic and moved in the best social circles. But reading between the lines of the Morning Post articles my father had clipped, I could see that his reputation was extremely unsavory. Seriously unsavory. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to trust myself to a man like that.

Next came Mr. Charles Howard. About eight months ago my papa had caught Mr. Howard using a strategically placed mirror to cheat at cards. Mr. Howard was young, though, with young children. I didn’t think he would be of much use to me.

Then there was the Earl of Winterdale. In many ways he seemed to be the perfect choice. One thing struck me as odd about him, however. Unlike the other victims, he had not made a payment to Papa for over a year.

Then a piece of information from the Post struck me like a bolt of lightning from the sky. This season, the Winterdales were presenting their daughter, Lady Catherine Mansfield, to the ton.

Perfect! I thought. If Winterdale was already presenting his daughter, I saw no reason why I couldn’t easily blackmail him into presenting me as well.

I had no idea why Lord Winterdale, who from all of the information Papa had gathered seemed to be an extremely wealthy man, had found it necessary to cheat at faro, but evidently he had. Perhaps some men just did it for the excitement, I thought. Anyway, my papa had caught him and had been squeezing him for quite a while.

I narrowed my eyes thoughtfully, went through the file again, and decided that Lord Winterdale was my man.

*

If you are thinking “like father like daughter,” I cannot blame you. It is a small excuse, I suppose, that I was only going to blackmail one man instead of five, but that I had every intention of blackmailing that man there was no doubt.

I bundled all the papers back into the folder before one of the housemaids came to help me undress for the night. After she had left I got into the bed that had been mine since I had been old enough to leave the nursery, but I didn’t sleep. Instead I pulled the coverlet up over my shoulders and settled down to spend the rest of the night listening to the rain tap against the window while the following thoughts chased round and round in my brain:

How much money did I have at my immediate disposal?

What conveyance would I use to get to London?

Where would I stay when I got there?

Would Anna be safe while I was gone?

And finally, what would I do if the Earl of Winterdale refused to be blackmailed and threw me out of his house?

The rain came down and my thoughts churned around and around in my sleepless mind.

What would Frank say when he learned what I was doing? I had already told him that I could not marry him, that a soldier’s life would never be suitable for Anna, but I knew he hadn’t believed me.

If he learned that I had gone to London, he would go berserk.

Well, I would worry about that when it happened.

I turned restlessly onto my other side and my thoughts veered off in another direction. I could probably marry old fishmouth, I thought. The big advantage of that course of action would be that Anna and I would be able to remain at Weldon Hall. The even bigger disadvantage, of course, was that I would have to let old fishmouth do more than kiss me.

The thought of that was so repugnant that the dangers of a trip to London seemed positively pleasant in comparison.

As the light began to creep into my room, and the rain to slow outside my window, I rolled onto my back and flung my arm across my forehead.

I thought firmly: This is the only legacy Papa has left to me and it would be fainthearted of me not to use it. If I fail, then I will simply come home, and Anna and I will be no worse off than we were before I left.

I quoted to myself the lines of the Marquis of Montrose that I always summoned up when I needed to find courage:

He either fears his fate too much 

Or his deserts are small 

That puts it not unto the touch 

To win or lose it all.

Tomorrow, I thought resolutely, I would see what I had to do in order to get myself to London.

*

After breakfast I had my chestnut mare saddled and rode over to see Frank’s father, Sir Charles Stanton, our local squire. After Weldon Hall, Allenby Park was the second most important house in the neighborhood, and I had been in and out of it all my life. It was a typical gentleman’s home, built of yellowish brick and standing in small but pretty grounds, which were blooming now with early-April flowers: daffodils, alyssum, cowslip, and violets.

When I rode up the graveled drive, Lady Stanton was standing at the foot of the shallow front stairs. She told me that Sir Charles was in the stable, then mounted into the gig that was waiting for her and drove smartly off. I followed her directions and rode around to the back of the house, where I found Sir Charles admiring a new litter of spaniel puppies that were nested amidst the straw in one of the stalls.

“Ah, Georgie,” he said in greeting. “Ain’t these a pretty sight?”

‘They’re adorable,” I said with a smile, going down on my knees next to him. We fussed over the puppies for a while, exchanging some of our favorite dog stories, and then I asked if I might talk to him. He invited me to accompany him back to the house, where we walked in the side door and went into his office, a male bastion of chestnut paneled walls and ancient oak furniture. It was Sir Charles’s favorite room, the one place where his wife did not care how much mud he tracked in on his boots.

I sat in the chair that faced his desk, and he regarded me with the steady gray eyes that he had given to Frank. “How may I be of service to you, Georgie?” he asked.

I trotted out the lie I had prepared. “I received a letter yesterday from a firm of solicitors in London, Sir Charles. Evidently Papa had done some business with them in the past and they have asked to see me. It is necessary, therefore, that I go to London and I was hoping that you might recommend a respectable place where I might stay.”

He said immediately, “Nonsense. If these solicitors wish to see you, then tell them they must come to Weldon Hall. There is no reason for you to have to go to London.”

“They write that I must come, Sir Charles,” I insisted. “Considering my circumstances, I do not think that I can afford to neglect any possibility that might mean an improvement in Anna’s and my situation.”

He contemplated me in silence for a moment, his gray eyes thoughtful. Then he said, “I know you have been left in an awkward position, my dear, but surely the solution to that must be as clear to you as it is to me. It was obvious that your cousin was much taken with you when he visited here last Christmas. A marriage between the two of you would have the eminently desirable effect of giving both you and Anna a home. And not just any home, but the home you have known for all your lives. Now I ask you, what could be better than that?”

“Sir Charles,” I said pleasantly, “I would rather spend the rest of my life spinning wool in a factory than marry my cousin. He has a mouth like a fish.”

Sir Charles’s level brows, also like Frank’s, drew together. “Now, Georgie, I know that you and Frank are fond of each other, but…”

I interrupted him. “This has nothing to do with Frank. I have told Frank that I will not marry him and I mean it. It is not possible for me to attach myself to a military man as long as I have the responsibility of Anna.”

Sir Charles looked relieved. He liked me, but he did not want his younger son to marry a girl with no money. I didn’t blame him at all.

Because he liked me, however, he felt guilty about that relief, and so he told me about Grillon’s Hotel.

*

I went to Anna’s room after dinner the following evening, when I knew that Nanny would be there, and broke the news that I would be leaving for a while. Anna was upset.

“I won’t be gone for long, dearest,” I said to her, “and Nanny will be here with you, you know.”

“But I want you, Georgie,” she wept. Anna’s weeping always broke my heart. I knew that what I was doing was for the best, however, and I steeled myself and soothed her as well as I could.

Nanny didn’t help.

“I don’t know what this nonsense is about London, Miss Georgiana,” she said crossly. “What do you need to do in London that can’t be done here?”

Find someone to marry me, I thought, but the words remained unspoken. I smiled. “I have business to attend to, Nanny. Don’t worry, I will be staying at Grillon’s, which is a perfectly respectable hotel. It was recommended to me by the squire himself. I will write to you the moment that I get there so that you will know that I have arrived safely. Do not fret yourself about me. All will be well.”

Nanny’s sour look was not precisely a vote of confidence, but she did not wish to upset Anna any more and so refrained from further comment.

“As always, you will do what you wish to do, Miss Georgiana,” she said tartly. “What is new about that?”

*

I must admit that the stagecoach ride to London was excessively uncomfortable. Sir Charles had wanted me to take the mail, but the coach was cheaper, and saving money was definitely an object with me, so I had booked seats on the coach for myself and Maria, one of the Weldon maids. It was going to look odd enough for me to arrive at Grillon’s unattended by a gentleman; it would never do to be unattended by a maid.

So it was that Maria and I found ourselves squashed inside the London stagecoach with two men who looked like merchants, a fat woman who took up far too much of her share of the seat, and a tall, skinny man whose knees kept hitting mine and who kept apologizing for the entire six hours it took us to make the journey. The coach felt as if it had no springs at all and we were jolted unmercifully, even though the road was good. The food we were offered at the two stops we made was inedible: mutton roasted to a cinder and gritty cabbage at one inn, and rare boiled beef and waxy potatoes at the other.

I was horribly nervous about what I was going to do, however, and the distractions of the ghastly journey were actually rather welcome. Inevitably, though, our destination was finally reached and at midafternoon we entered the outskirts of London.

Maria’s eyes were bugging out of her head as we drove deeper and deeper into the city. I thought ruefully that I probably didn’t look any less astonished. We were, after all, both country girls and neither of us had ever seen so many people or so many carts and carriages in one place in all of our lives.

Maria and I took a hackney from the coaching inn where the London stage ended its journey to No. 7 Albemarle Street, the address of Grillon’s Hotel. I had sent ahead to book my room, so I was expected.

The hall of the hotel was as grand as the ballroom of a nobleman, with great crystal chandeliers and polished green marble floors. The clerk behind the desk did not look happy to see me. Obviously he did not think that I fitted the elegance of the surroundings.

He flicked his eyes quickly up and down my person, taking in my old mulberry pelisse and hat. “Miss…Newbury?” he said haughtily.

I gave him a return look that was even haughtier. I do not like to be sneered at. “I am Miss Newbury,” I announced, “and I require to be shown to my room immediately, if you please. I have had an excessively tiring journey.”

We stared at each other for a few more moments, and then his eyes dropped away from mine. I had won.

I have always found that perseverance pays off.

“Of course, Miss Newbury,” the desk clerk said in a more conciliatory tone. “I will have someone show you up immediately.” He motioned to a white wigged lackey who was lurking close by. “Take Miss Newbury and her maid up to her room, Edward.” He twitched his lips in a semblance of a smile. “I hope your stay with us is a pleasant one, ma’am.”

I nodded graciously and swept off after the footman. Another lackey trailed after us, carrying my portmanteau.

*

I did not sleep very well that night. My whole body felt bruised and battered from the stagecoach ride, but I was so worried about my interview with the Earl of Winterdale that I felt wound tighter than a spring.

Over and over I rehearsed the coming scene in my mind.

He had to know that Papa was dead, and he must be wondering and worrying about what had happened to the evidence Papa had been holding against him. I thought that my appearance would not come as a complete shock to him.

I wondered what he looked like, this wealthy earl who was dishonest enough to cheat at faro. According to Papa’s file he was forty-eight years of age and he had one son and two daughters. The son was twenty-seven. The eldest daughter was twenty-three and married. The daughter who was being presented was my age, nineteen.

This was not the kind of man who wanted his world to know that he was a cheat. I thought that there was an excellent chance that he would agree to have me presented with his daughter.

But I would feel better when tomorrow’s interview was over.


Chapter Two

I awoke to the unaccustomed noise of traffic on the street. The day outside my hotel window looked as bright and as clear as I supposed the morning ever got in London. I breakfasted in my room at eight, then paced the floor for several hours, waiting for eleven o’clock, which I judged to be a decent hour to pay a call on a town gentleman.

Maria helped me to dress carefully in the outfit I had bought for Papa’s funeral, a black broadcloth walking dress with a cape. My brown hair is as straight as rain, and there is little to be done with it except wear it on top of my head in a coronet of braids. My black straw bonnet with its black ribbons fit over it neatly, however, and my boots were well polished and my leather gloves immaculate. I took Maria with me for propriety’s sake and gave the hackney driver the address in Grosvenor Square, in which I had discovered Mansfield House was located.

I was so sick with nervousness as we drove through the London streets that I scarcely noticed the bustle of the city that was going on around me. Over and over again I practiced what it was that I was going to say to the earl. Over and over again I imagined his reply, imagined the various responses I might make.

I tried very hard not to think about how sinful was the act I was planning to do.

Grosvenor Square was a square of mostly brown-brick buildings with red dressings and stone cornices and a formal garden in the middle. Number 10, Mansfield House, was a large Palladian style edifice, about twice as wide and consequently twice as imposing, as the other houses that surrounded it. I couldn’t help but wonder why someone who was wealthy enough to own such a house would cheat at cards.

Several steps led up to the front door, and my heart began to beat dangerously fast as I ascended the staircase and lifted the impressive brass knocker.

It was opened very quickly and a footman in green-velvet livery stood there, regarding me and Maria with obvious surprise. I supposed that in London, unknown ladies did not come calling at the home of a gentleman.

“Yes?” he said.

“I am here to see Lord Winterdale,” I said firmly.

The footman looked flustered. On the one hand, my obvious mourning made it pretty clear that I was neither a dancer nor an opera singer. On the other hand, what was a single young lady, accompanied only by a maid, doing on the doorstep of Lord Winterdale’s home?

A moment later another man in livery, who was clearly the butler, appeared behind the footman, ‘That will be all, Charles,” he said to his underling. The newcomer turned to me. “Lord Winterdale is not at home,” he said coldly, and began to close the door in my face.

“He will be at home to me,” I said grimly, and stuck my foot in the door. “Please have the goodness to inform his lordship that Miss Newbury, the daughter of Lord Weldon, wishes to speak to him.”

The absolute certainty in my voice, not to mention my foot in the door, shook the butler for a moment.

I took advantage of his indecision, and said haughtily, “I would prefer to wait indoors, and not on the doorstep, while you inform Lord Winterdale of my presence.”

After another moment, the butler opened the door a fraction wider. I stalked in, with Maria creeping after me.

Directly inside the door was a grand entrance hall, which opened up into a magnificent circular staircase. The butler did not take us farther into the house, however, but ushered us into a small anteroom set off by round columns that opened off the entrance hall to the right.

“Wait here, and I will see if his lordship desires to see you,” he said abruptly.

I watched as he moved in a stately fashion across the black and white marble tiles of the anteroom. Once he had left, I felt some of the tension drain out of me.

“Lor’,” Maria breathed, “this is certain a grand house, Miss Georgiana.” She looked around the room, with its huge portrait of an elegant eighteenth-century gentleman hung over the alabaster fireplace, its pale green walls, and its marble floor, and once more her eyes were bugging out of her head.

The only furniture in the room was a gilt table under the large front window. There were no chairs.

I took a long breath and went to stand beside the fireplace, which was not lit.

I waited for almost half an hour and I can tell you that my temper was quite hot enough to keep me warm by the time the butler returned and informed me that Lord Winterdale would see me. I didn’t say anything about the wait, however, just left Maria behind in the anteroom and followed the butler down the passageway, past the magnificent staircase. Another anteroom was directly at the end of the passageway, and I caught a glimpse of a huge glass portico opening off it to the back of the house. Before we reached the anteroom, however, we halted at a door to the right of the passage.

The butler pushed open the door and announced, “Miss Newbury, my lord,” and I walked into what was obviously the library.

A thin, black haired young man, standing next to a shelf with a book in his hand, half turned to glance at me. I looked around the room for the earl and saw no one. I looked again, but there was no one else present.

A dreadful suspicion rocked me. “Surely you can’t be the Earl of Winterdale!” I blurted. “The Earl of Winterdale is old!”

The black-haired young man came across to the big mahogany desk and put down his book.

“I assure you, Miss Newbury, that I am indeed the Earl of Winterdale,” he said in a cool, contained voice. “I have been the earl for the last fourteen months, ever since my uncle and my cousin were killed in a sailing accident off the coast of Scotland.”

“Oh no!” I wailed, not believing my bad luck.

“I apologize if my succession to the title has caused you any distress, but I assure you that it was quite out of my control,” this new earl said, finally lifting his head to look at me fully. I detected a tinge of amusement in his cool voice and I looked at him more closely, trying to see if it might be possible after all for me to salvage something from this unexpected development.

How blue his eyes were! It was the first thought that struck me as I looked into his face. Next I noticed his eyebrows. These were not level and steady like Frank’s, but arched and reckless.

This, I thought positively, was the face of a gambler.

How unfortunate that I didn’t have any evidence against him.

I did still have the evidence against his uncle, however. Perhaps, I thought, this new Lord Winterdale would have enough family feeling not to wish to see his name dragged through the mud that my revelations would inevitably produce.

I clasped my gloved hands tensely in front of me and decided that it was worth a try.

I straightened my shoulders, and said, “I have come to tell you, my lord, that upon going through my father’s papers after his death, I discovered that he had been blackmailing a number of gentleman of the ton whom he had discovered cheating at cards.”

As you can see, I believe in being blunt.

The reckless black eyebrows lifted slightly higher.

“As I have not been cheating at cards, Miss New-bury,” he said mildly, “of what possible interest can such a revelation be to me?”

I frowned. He was not making this any easier for me.

“One of the men Papa was blackmailing was your uncle,” I said baldly.

Lord Winterdale pulled out the chair behind his desk and sat down, regarding me steadily with those brilliant blue eyes of his. He did not invite me to take a chair, which I thought was excessively rude.

I scowled at him. “This is a very serious matter, my lord. Your uncle paid my father a great deal of money to keep his mouth shut about this matter.”

“What a delightful man your father must have been,” the earl said lightly. “However, I still fail to see what my uncle’s peccadilloes have to do with me.”

I was furious about his comments about Papa. “Your uncle wasn’t any better than my father!” I said hotly.

He shrugged as if the matter was of supreme disinterest to him.

I took a few steps toward the desk where he was so rudely sitting. “I have come to see you because I have read in the paper that Lady Winterdale is presenting her daughter Catherine this Season. When I read the notice I thought that Catherine was the earl’s daughter. Am I correct in assuming that Lady Winterdale is your aunt and that Catherine is your cousin?”

He nodded gravely. “You would be correct in assuming that, Miss Newbury.”

Really, it was outrageous of him to keep me standing here like this. As if I were a servant or something! I said nastily, “I do not think that either Lady Winterdale or Catherine would care for the ton to discover that Catherine’s father had been a cheat, particularly at a time when Lady Winterdale is trying to find a husband for her.”

His eyes narrowed, and for the first time I noticed how hard his mouth was. “Are you now threating to blackmail me. Miss Newbury?” he asked in a voice that was downright scary.

I thought of Anna and forced myself to meet that dangerous blue stare. I lifted my chin. “Yes,” I said. “I am.”

An exceedingly uncomfortable silence fell between us. I shifted from one foot to the other and tried to keep my chin in the air.

Finally he said silkily, “May I ask if you are squeezing the rest of your father’s victims or am I the only unfortunate soul to find myself the object of your attention?”

I could feel myself flush. “I am not blackmailing anyone else. I only chose you because I saw in the paper that you were presenting your daughter—at least, I thought she was your daughter—and I thought I might convince you to present me as well.”

He looked amazed. “Present you? I cannot present a young lady, Miss Newbury.”

“I know that,” I said crossly. “I was hoping you might persuade your wife—or rather your aunt—to present me along with your cousin. It wouldn’t be that onerous a task, after all. All she would have to do would be to include me in the schemes she has already arranged for Catherine.”

A little silence fell as he drummed his fingers on his desk and looked at me. The sun slanting in the window behind him fell on hair that was as black as a raven’s wing.

“Why do you wish to have a Season, Miss Newbury?” he said at last.

I replied with dignity, “For the usual reason, my lord. I need to find a husband.”

He leaned back in his chair. “And you have no female relative of your own who might be persuaded to perform this service for you?”

I said regretfully, “Every Newbury I know is poor, and it costs money to have a London Season. You see, Weldon Hall is entailed and Papa had only two daughters, so Anna and I have found ourselves without a home. Consequently, I need to marry, and it seemed to me that my best chance of doing that was to come to London and have a Season.”

He said, “In short, Miss Newbury, you are a fortune hunter,”

I corrected him. “I am a husband hunter, my lord. I don’t need a fortune; a respectable man with a respectable home will suit me very well.”

“Respectable men do not marry blackmailers,” he said.

I flinched.

He continued remorselessly, “Moreover, as I said before, I am not the one who is presenting my cousin. Her mother is doing that, and I rather doubt that my aunt will wish to bring you out alongside Catherine. The comparison between the two of you would not be to Catherine’s advantage.”

I bit my lip and wondered if I could possibly blackmail Lady Winterdale. She certainly would not like the truth about her late husband to come out at such a delicate time.

When I lifted my eyes again to Lord Winterdale, I was amazed to see that he had a completely different expression on his face. The hardness was gone and those reckless eyebrows were slightly drawn together. He got up from his chair and came over to stand in front of me. As he approached I had to restrain myself from backing up. He was not an exceptionally large man, but he was certainly intimidating.

‘Take off your hat,” he commanded me.

I stared up at him in bewilderment.

He lifted his hands as if he would do it himself, and I hastened to untie the ribbons and lift my bonnet from my head.

He lifted my chin and stared down into my face.

I looked back unwillingly, caught in the intense blue of his eyes.

“Hmmm,” he said. Then he grinned. Not pleasantly. He turned my face to the left and then to the right, his eyes narrowed with calculation.

All of my life I have been called a pretty girl, but believe me, mine was not the sort of face that would launch a thousand ships. It is heart-shaped, not oval, and my hair and eyes are brown. My sister is the one who is truly beautiful, not I.

Lord Winterdale said, “By George, I believe I’ll do it.”

By now his eyebrows were looking positively dangerous.

“Do what?” I asked in bewilderment. “Bring me out?”

“Make a push to have my aunt bring you out, at any rate,” he said.

I looked at him suspiciously. “What has changed your mind? A minute ago you were making nasty comments about my being a blackmailer and making me stand while you sat there like a sultan looking at a harem candidate.”

“My, my, my,” he murmured. “A blackmailer who wants to be treated politely. That is certainly something new.”

“Have you had much experience with blackmailers, my lord?” I asked sarcastically.

“Don’t be unpleasant, Miss Newbury,” he said. He tapped my cheek with his finger. “It doesn’t become you.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but a knock came on the library door and the butler opened it and looked in.

“Lady Winterdale has arrived and wishes to speak to you, my lord. I just thought I would let you know in case the young person was still with you.”

“Thank you, Mason.”

“Shall I ask Lady Winterdale to wait, my lord?”

“Not at all,” Lord Winterdale said blandly. “Show her along to the library.”

The butler’s face was impassive as he backed out of the room.

The earl put his hand on my arm. “Now, Miss Newbury, if you will come over here, I think we can successfully hide you behind this drapery,” he said.

I stared at him in amazement. “You want me to hide behind the drapery?”

“I think it will be very much to your advantage to do so,” he replied.

He looked as if he were enjoying himself enormously.

The drapery he was referring to was a gold-velvet affair that hung on either side of the tall, narrow window that was behind the library desk.

“Quickly!” he said, and his voice was so imperative that I scurried across the floor and slipped in behind the gold velvet. It tickled my nose and I tried to press back against the wall to get away from it. The earl arranged the folds so that they covered my feet.

Thirty seconds later I heard the library door open and a woman’s perfectly modulated, excessively well bred voice said, “There you are, Philip. I must speak to you.”

“Ah, Aunt Agatha. How lovely to see you this fine morning. How may I serve you?”

The exchange between the two people in the room on the other side of the velvet curtain was entirely pleasant and civilized, but I knew instantly that they didn’t like each other.

Lady Winterdale said, “I wish to discuss with you the date for Catherine’s come-out ball.”

“Sit down, Aunt Agatha,” Lord Winterdale said pleasantly.

I thought darkly that it was nice to see he didn’t keep every female standing while he sat and stared at them.

There was the rustle of silk skirts as his aunt presumably took one of the chairs in the room. Once she was seated, the earl said blandly, “I appreciate your seeking my advice, of course, but I hardly see what the date of Catherine’s come-out ball has to do with me.”

“Philip! Of course it has something to do with you! We are having it at Mansfield House, after all.”

Silence from Lord Winterdale.

“Aren’t we?” Lady Winterdale asked sharply.

“I was not aware of such a plan,” Lord Winterdale said.

“Of course we are having it here,” Lady Winterdale snapped. “Mansfield House is one of the few houses in London that has a ballroom. I had Eugenia’s come-out ball here, and I fully intend to have Catherine’s as well.”

“Ah, but when you had Eugenia’s come-out ball, my uncle was Lord Winterdale. Now I am. There is, you will admit, a difference.”

This time the silence was on Lady Winterdale’s part.

Finally she said, “Philip, are you telling me that you will not allow me to have Catherine’s come-out ball in this house?”

She sounded as if she might explode.

“I didn’t say that,” Lord Winterdale returned. “Precisely.”

“Then what did you say? Precisely?”

Lord Winterdale appeared to veer off in another direction. “I have just received a letter from an old friend of my father’s. He tells me that one of my father’s friends, Lord Weldon, has died recently and left his two daughters penniless. In his will, Lord Weldon unfortunately named me to be their guardian.”

“You!” Lady Winterdale said. I could hear the horror in her voice. “You are twenty-six years old. You are not fit to be anyone’s guardian, Philip. You can’t even govern yourself.”

Lord Winterdale said sarcastically, “Believe me, my dear aunt, compared to Lord Weldon, I am a paragon of virtue.”

I could hear silk rustle as Lady Winterdale shifted in her chair. “Well, what has all this to do with Catherine’s come-out ball, pray?”

“This is what it has to do with Catherine’s come-out ball,” said Lord Winterdale. “I want you to present Miss Newbury with Catherine, Aunt Agatha, and take her around with you during the Season.”

Lady Winterdale’s reply was crisp and immediate. “This is impossible. Utterly impossible. I know who Weldon was, and he was almost as disreputable as your late father. I want nothing to do with any daughter of his.”

I could feel my hands ball into fists. The fact that she was right about Papa did not make me feel any less inclined to hit her.

“That is unfortunate,” Lord Winterdale was saying regretfully. “If you would present Miss Newbury, I was thinking that you and Catherine might move into Mansfield House for the Season. That, of course, would save you the cost of renting a house. You would also have the use of the Winterdale town carriages as well, which would be another savings.”

I could almost hear Lady Winterdale toting up sums in her head. Then she said in a hard voice, “Let us get our facts straight, Philip. If I present this Miss—what is her name?”

“Miss Newbury. I do not yet know her first name.”

“If I present this Miss Newbury of yours, then you will allow Catherine and me to live, rent-free, in Mansfield House for the duration of the Season.”

“That is correct.”

“You will allow me to use the ballroom to introduce Catherine to the ton”

“That is correct.”

Another rustle of silk. Then, “Who will pay for the come-out ball?”

“I will,” said Lord Winterdale.

Lady Winterdale heaved a regretful sigh. “It just isn’t feasible, Philip. Weldon died quite recently, I believe, and the girl must be in mourning for at least six months. It is impossible for her to have a Season this year.”

“I realize that this would be true under normal circumstances,” Lord Winterdale said, “but the circumstances surrounding Miss Newbury’s situation are scarcely normal. She is virtually destitute, Aunt Agatha. If she does not find a husband, she will find herself thrown on the parish.”

Well, I didn’t think things were quite as bad as that, but it certainly didn’t hurt for Lord Winterdale to make my plight sound as pitiful as possible.

“I am certain that if you throw the mantle of your enormous consequence over her, that the ton will overlook her lack of mourning,” Winterdale said coaxingly.

“I don’t know about that,” Lady Winterdale said dubiously. “The rules for mourning are very strict.”

“As you said earlier, everyone knows the worthlessness of Weldon. Surely there will be some pity for his daughter. Particularly if you sponsor her, my dear aunt.”

“Hmmm,” said Lady Winterdale. It sounded to me as if she were beginning to come around. “What does she look like? Is she presentable?”

“I believe she will be reasonably presentable once her wardrobe is spruced up a little,” Lord Winterdale returned blandly.

Reasonably presentable indeed!

I heard Lady Winterdale get up and begin to walk around the room. From what I had heard during the course of this interview, I didn’t care for her any more than Lord Winterdale appeared to, but I began to pray that she would accede to this scheme of his. I wouldn’t mind posing as his ward if it would get me what I wanted.

At last Lady Winterdale said, “What a mercy it is that I did not put a deposit down on that house in Park Lane.”

“It must have been meant,” Lord Winterdale said smoothly.

“Well then,” Lady Winterdale said briskly, “as the Season opens in a few weeks, Philip, I think it will be important for Catherine and me to move into Mansfield House as soon as possible. We have a great deal of shopping to do.”

“By all means, Aunt Agatha. You will let me know the date, and I will arrange to have Miss Newbury move in at about the same time. I am certain that she and Catherine will get along splendidly.”

“I suppose I shall have to take her shopping with us,” Lady Winterdale said sourly.

“If you don’t wish to be ashamed of her, certainly you will have to take her shopping.”

I was irate. I thought the dress I was wearing was perfectly acceptable. Certainly it was in style in Sussex.

“Who is going to foot the bill for these clothes, Philip."

“You may have the bills sent to me,” came the easy reply.

“What about Catherine’s new clothes?” Lady Winterdale said tentatively. “You know how slender is my widow’s portion.”

“My dear aunt, my uncle left you very well provided for, as well you know. However, I will be happy to foot the bill for Catherine’s clothes as well.”

“Well, well, well.” Lady Winterdale sounded excessively happy about all of this. “I should like the ball to be at the beginning of the Season, Philip, so that Catherine is immediately distinguished from the rest of the girls who will be crowding the marriage mart this year.”

“Choose the date, Aunt, and the ballroom will be at your service,” said Winterdale.

I could scarcely believe that I was hearing all of this. Things were proceeding beyond my wildest dreams.

After a little more discussion between aunt and nephew in regard to the come out, Lady Winterdale made her departure and I was allowed to step out from behind my drapery. I stood there in front of it and looked at him.

“You heard what transpired. Miss Newbury,” Lord Winterdale said blandly. “Are you satisfied?”

“I am very satisfied, my lord,” I said slowly. “What is it that you wish me to do now?”

“Where are you staying at the moment?” he asked.

“Grillon’s.”

“Well you can’t remain there alone. Nor can you come here until my aunt is installed to chaperone you. I suggest that you go home and wait until I write to tell you that it is proper for you to return to Mansfield House.”

I nodded.

“Where is Weldon Hall?”

“It is in Sussex, my lord.”

“You must give me the direction.” He moved to his desk, sat down and picked up a pen. I gave him the direction to Weldon Hall and he wrote it down.

“I don’t think that it will take very long for Aunt Agatha to move in,” he said ironically, “so I would be prepared to return quickly.”

I nodded.

He blotted his paper and looked up at me. “Well, I think that will be all. Miss Newbury,” he said. He did not get out of his chair. “By the way, what is your first name?”

“It is Georgiana, my lord.”

He nodded. “Miss Georgiana Newbury.”

He wrote it down, as if he would forget it if he did not do so.

I said coldly, “I have been wondering what caused you to change your mind so abruptly, my lord. You were ready to show me the door, and then all of a sudden I was hiding behind the drapery and discovering that I was your ward.”

“I did it to annoy my aunt, Miss Newbury,” he said with a devilish lift of those reckless eyebrows. “I confess that I expect to derive a good deal of pleasure from seeing her fury this Season as she is forced to escort you around with Catherine.”

I thought that Lady Winterdale was a woman who had lost both her husband and her son under tragic circumstances and surely deserved a little more consideration than was being shown her by her nephew. However, since I was the beneficiary of his heartlessness, I held my tongue.

I said instead, “It sounds to me as if you will be spending a great deal of money on this presentation. Is it worth it?”

“Oh yes, Miss Newbury,” he said. “Believe me, it is.”


Chapter Three

I returned to Grillon’s in a very peculiar frame of mind. I should have been delighted, I thought. After all, had I not achieved everything I had come to London to achieve? I was going to make my come out in society under the sponsorship of a lady of impeccable connections and reputation. I would have an opportunity to meet a great many eligible young men, and surely one of them would like me well enough to make me an offer, and surely I would like him well enough to feel that living with him would not be an eternal penance.

I was delighted, I told myself. But the truth was that I was also infuriated. I had never, in all my life, met anyone who had so instantly set up my back as the Earl of Winterdale.

Really, he was quite the rudest man I had ever met. Writing my name down as if otherwise he would forget it!

Why, he had not even inquired about how I had traveled to London. Doubtless I would have to return home on the stage, and then, when he deigned to write to inform me that the time was appropriate for me to return, I would be forced to travel back to Grosvenor Square on the stage as well. With all the clothes that he had insulted dragged along with me inside my portmanteau.

With one part of my mind I knew that I was being unreasonable, that it was unfair to expect a man whom one was blackmailing to behave toward one as if one were a lady. But the fact remained that I thought he was insufferable.

The rest of the afternoon stretched out before me emptily, and I decided that rather than kick my heels in a boring hotel room, Maria and I should see some of London. I particularly wanted to see Westminster Cathedral, but Maria was so eager to view Madame Tussaud’s wax collection, which was presently being exhibited in London, that I didn’t have the heart to deny her, and we went there. I, after all, would be returning to the city. Maria would probably never see London again in her life.

The full-sized wax figures of famous historical characters, displayed in lavish costumes, were utterly amazing. Maria and I had a grand time, oohing and aahing at the astonishingly lifelike representations, until an odiously intrusive man, with an oily, ungentlemanlike manner, began to talk to me and would not go away.

“Is this fellow bothering you, ma’am?” I heard a soft, masculine voice say from behind me.

I turned to find myself looking into the hazel eyes of a young gentleman dressed in the blue morning coat and buff pantaloons of the upper classes.

“I ain’t bothering the lady,” the odious man said. “I’m just pointing out some of the best parts of the exhibit to her.”

“I told you that I did not wish to speak to you, sir, and you would not go away,” I said coldly. “You most certainly are bothering me.”

‘Take yourself off, then, and leave the lady alone,” the newcomer said in a commanding, aristocratic accent.

After a moment’s hesitation, the odious one slunk off, and the gentlemanly young man turned to me with a very nice smile. “So young and lovely a lady should not be at a public exhibition without a gentleman escort, ma’am. If you have your carriage with you, I will undertake to escort you to it safely.”

It was very nice to hear oneself called a young and lovely lady, particularly when one had only just been called reasonably presentable by other obnoxious parties.

“I am afraid I did not come by carriage, sir,” I said regretfully. “My maid and I took a hackney cab.”

‘Then you must allow me to fetch a hackney for you now.” He must have seen the resistance on my face, because he added hastily, “That is, if you have seen the entire exhibition?”

“Well…I believe Maria wished to look at the figures of the Roman emperors,” I said.

“Then allow me to escort you,” my rescuer said immediately. “My name is Sloan, ma’am. Lord Henry Sloan.”

I held out my hand. “How do you do, Lord Henry,” I said graciously. “I am Miss Georgiana Newbury.”

“Miss Newbury,” he returned with a charming smile. “I am honored to make your acquaintance.”

The rest of the afternoon was extremely agreeable. Lord Henry was a very pleasant young man, and he had many interesting and amusing tales to tell of the historical figures featured by Madame Tussaud in her collection.

He seemed to be delighted when I told him that I would be making my come out this Season.

“That means I will be seeing you again,” he said. “I reside at my father’s house during the Season and we shall be forever running into each other at balls and things.”

I wasn’t quite sure who Lord Henry’s father was, but I didn’t like to betray my ignorance. Fortunately, he clarified the matter for me almost immediately.

“My father is the Duke of Faircastle, you know.”

“Oh,” I said faintly. “Of course.”

“And who will be presenting you. Miss Newbury?” he asked in the nicest possible way.

We were standing waiting for the hackney Lord Henry had summoned to cross the street to us, and I looked down to smooth an imaginary wrinkle from my skirt.

“Lady Winterdale,” I mumbled.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Lady Winterdale,” I said more clearly.

“Good God,” he said.

I looked up. I met his nice, ordinary hazel eyes, and said, “I am Lord Winterdale’s ward, you see, and he has asked Lady Winterdale to present me along with her daughter, Lady Catherine.”

Lord Henry stared at me. “You are Winterdale’s ward?”

“Yes,” I said stonily.

“And he has actually inveigled Lady Winterdale into presenting you?”

“Yes,” I said again. “You see, my father left my sister and me virtually penniless, Lord Henry, and consequently I must marry. Lord Winterdale was very kind, and he persuaded his aunt to present me, even though I should technically be in mourning for at least six months.”

“I wonder how the devil Winterdale managed to do that?” Lord Henry murmured. He answered himself almost immediately. “He must have offered to foot all the bills.”

I could feel the color flush into my cheeks. “As a matter of fact, he did.”

Lord Henry grinned. It was a pleasant smile, not wicked, like the smile of another person I could name.

“I can foresee that we can look forward to a very interesting Season this year,” Lord Henry said lightly. “Ah, Miss Newbury, here is your hackney now. Allow me to assist you inside.”

Maria went first, and I followed. When once we were established inside, Lord Henry lifted his hand to close the door. Before he did, however, he leaned inside and said, “Allow me to give you a piece of advice, Miss Newbury. Or perhaps I might instead call it a warning. Lord Winterdale is never kind.”

He withdrew his shoulders from the carriage and closed the door. “Grillon’s,” I heard him tell the driver, and the cab moved off.

Lord Henry raised his hat to me as the cab went by.

*

When I walked into the front hall of Grillon’s the desk clerk told me that a message had arrived for me two hours earlier. I took it up to my room and unfolded it there. It read:

My carriage will call for you tomorrow morning at eight o ‘clock to take you back to Sussex. Winterdale.

When I had left Mansfield House this morning I had been vastly annoyed that he had not made any arrangements for my travel. Now I was annoyed that he had made arrangements without consulting me.

I am usually a very reasonable person. I didn’t know why this man had managed to have such an irritating effect on me, but I told myself that I was going to have to learn to curb my feelings. If I was going to live under the same roof with Lord Winterdale during the two months that the Season lasted, I was going to have to learn to ignore him.

Unfortunately, he did not seem to be the sort of man it was easy to ignore.

My return journey to Sussex was far more pleasant than my original journey had been. Lord Winterdale’s coach was well sprung and the velvet squabs inside were deliciously comfortable. The food when we stopped was very different as well: a good soup and fresh fish at one inn and perfectly cooked roast lamb at another. We even had time to finish our meals before we had to get back on the road.

I had two weeks at home before the letter arrived from Lord Winterdale informing me that his chaise would be arriving in two days’ time to bring me back to Mansfield House in London. Rather to my own surprise, I was relieved to receive the summons. It was becoming increasingly difficult to answer the questions of my friends about Lady Winterdale’s sudden desire to give me a Season.

Nanny had been shocked because I was not mourning my father.

Anna was miserable because I was going away again.

Sir Charles and Lady Stanton were very worried that I was going to be taken advantage of by Lord Winterdale.

“I will tell you bluntly, Georgie, that he does not have a good reputation,” Sir Charles had told me when I had gone to visit them to impart my news. “He inherited the title a year or so ago after his uncle and his cousin were unexpectedly killed. His own father was a dissolute bounder who dragged him around the cesspots of Europe all the while the boy was growing up. He’s respectable now, of course. Any man with the Winterdale wealth and title would be respectable. But I would not like to see any daughter of mine living under his roof.”

We were sitting in the parlor at Allenby Park, having tea. At least, Lady Stanton and I were having tea. Sir Charles was having something stronger.

“What about Lord Winterdale’s mother?” I asked Sir Charles. “Did she travel around Europe with him as well?”

Sir Charles poured himself a little more hock. “His mother died when he was quite young, I believe. I don’t know why his father didn’t give the boy to some female relative to look after, but apparently he didn’t.”

Lady Stanton offered me another piece of bread and butter. “I remember that there was some scandal attached to the marriage,” she offered. “His mother was only the daughter of a country clergyman or something.” She frowned. “I seem to recall that there was an elopement.” She folded her lips. “Suffice it to say, Georgiana, that I do not think it is a wise move for you to put yourself under the power of a man like that.”
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