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A Perfect Gentleman

Barbara Metzger


In memory of Cousin Nancy


Chapter One

He was, regrettably, poor. Having inherited nothing but a pile of debts, an impoverished estate, and an improvident young stepmama along with his title, Aubrey, Viscount Wellstone, was a few pounds and a diamond stickpin away from debtors’ prison. He had few practical skills, no calling to the church, and no affinity for the army. He did have a gentleman’s education, of course, which meant he was equally as useless in Latin and Greek. So Stony, as he was called by his many friends, turned to the gaming tables.

He was, even more regrettably, a poor gambler.

He lost as often as he won, never getting ahead of his father’s debts enough to make the ancestral lands more profitable, or to make sounder investments. Before he turned twenty-six, the diamond stickpin was long gone, following his mother’s jewels, his grandfather’s art collection, and every bit of property or possession that was not entailed. The Wellstone fortunes were at low ebb, nearly foundering on the shoals of bad speculations, bad management, and sheer bad luck.

Then one night the tide turned. No hidden cache of gold was found behind the walls of Wellstone House in Mayfair, none of his stepmama’s suitors was suddenly found suitable, nor had Stony finally resigned himself to that age-old cure for poverty: finding an heiress to wed. Neither had the viscount’s skill with the pasteboards miraculously improved. In fact, he lost heavily to Lord Parkhurst that evening at the Middlethorpe ball.

“One more hand,” Stony requested as politely as he could without begging, as that middle-aged gentleman rose stiffly to his feet, gathering his winnings. “One more hand to recoup my losses.”

Lord Parkhurst shook his head. “I’d like to stay, my boy. Lud knows I’d play all night. But I promised my wife I’d look after her youngest sister. It’s the squinty one, but the last of the bunch, thank heaven. I swore I’d make sure the girl has a partner for dinner and all that, so she doesn’t look like a wallflower, you know. Not that dancing with her own brother-in-law will make her look like a belle, I swear, but my wife seems to think she’ll show to better advantage on a gentleman’s arm than perched on one of those spindly gilt chairs.”

Everyone knew Parkhurst danced to whatever tune his pretty young wife was calling, so Stony wasted no more time trying to convince the man to stay. He scrawled his initials on an IOU and handed it over. He’d be handing his fob watch to the cents-per-centers in the morning, right before he started packing for Wellstone Park in Norfolk. He shuddered at the thought of his stepmama’s tears when he informed her they would have to put the London town house up for rent. He was sincerely fond of Gwen, who was barely ten years his senior, but Lord, her tears would make the leaks in the Park’s roofs seem like a trickle. He shuddered again at the thought of Gwen never finding a gentleman to wed, not among the turnip-growers and sheepherders in the shires. He took a long swallow of brandy. At least the Middlethorpes’ wine was free. Maybe he’d ought to go fill his pockets with their chef’s lobster patties. Heaven knew his pockets were empty of everything else.

“Damn if I wouldn’t rather have you take my place,” Parkhurst was saying, holding up the voucher, “than take your money.”

Stony set down his glass and brushed back from his forehead a blond curl that needed trimming. “My lord?”

Parkhurst cast a longing look at the fresh decks of cards on the green baize-covered tables, the gray, smoke-shrouded room filled with like-minded gentlemen, the maroon-uniformed footmen with their decanters of brandy. Then he looked at the white scrap of paper he held. Stony held his breath.

“Why not?” Parkhurst said, a smile breaking across his lined face as he took his seat again. “My wife did not say I had to do the pretty with the girl myself, just that the chit wasn’t to be left sitting alone all night. A handsome young buck like you, Wellstone, could do a lot more for her popularity. Why, if such a top-of-the-trees beau pays her court, the other chaps are bound to sit up and take notice. At least they’ll ask for a dance, just to see what had you so interested.” He picked up the pack of cards and started shuffling. “The more I think about it, the better the idea sounds.”

It sounded too easy to Stony. “I won’t marry her, you know.”

“Humph. If I thought you had intentions of sniffing after her dowry, I’d have to call you out. What, let the gal run off with a pockets-to-let gamester with nothing but his pretty smile to recommend him? She might have a squint, but the gal’s still my sister-in-law.”

Stony was not smiling now. He stood to his full six foot height and looked down his slightly prominent nose at the older man. “If I had wished to repair my fortunes with a wealthy bride, sir, I could have done so any time these past few years.”

“Aye, and you’d have picked a female with a bigger dowry and better looks, I am sure. That’s why I made you the offer. Everyone knows you ain’t shopping at the marriage mart. I’m not saying that trying to repair your fortunes at the tables is any nobler than marrying a girl for her money, but at least you’ve got principles. And you’ve never been known as a womanizer, unlike so many other wastrels, trading one bit of muslin for another as fast as you change your waistcoat.”

Stony had never been able to afford to keep a mistress, much less a closetful of waistcoats. The occasional willing widow, now, that was another story, one he deemed irrelevant to the current conversation.

“By George,” Parkhurst was going on, “my wife would have my head if I handed the girl over to a rake. But you’re not one to ruin a gal’s reputation, I’d swear, not when you know you’d have to pay the preacher’s price. No, you’re a gentleman born and bred, one who can show an innocent girl a good time and keep the fortune-hunters and reprobates away without breaking her heart—or my wife’s.” He took up the slip of paper again and raised his brow in inquiry.

Stony fixed his blue eyes on that debt he could not pay. “One night?”

“That’s it. One ball that’s almost half over already, and you’ll escort the ladies home so I don’t have to leave the game in the middle. Agreed?”

Stony nodded. “Agreed.”

Parkhurst ripped up the voucher.

Viscount Wellstone turned the female’s squint to a sparkle.

A career was born.

*

A great many gentlemen of the ton, it appeared, would rather entrust their daughters and sisters and second cousins to a confirmed bachelor like Stony than give up their nights with the cards, their cronies, or their amours cheris. Lord Parkhurst confided to a friend or two how his wife’s sister had had the time of her life, dancing, laughing, blushing at the viscount’s attentions. Lady Middlethorpe and her dowager set noted that the young woman had shown more animation than ever before, catching the eye—slightly crossed, admittedly—of a widowed gentleman of means.

Stony suddenly had more offers and invitations than he could accept. No one was so crass as to mention terms or conditions, naturally, not in that most polite of societies. Oh, no. None of their spoiled sons had to work for a living. None of their ugly duckling daughters had to have paid male companions. No, these were favors, in the spirit of friendship and kindness, to young females finding themselves among strangers. Viscount Wellstone was the best of good fellows; that was all. And in the same spirit of goodwill, Stony found his tailor’s bill paid. His account at Tattersall’s was settled, his club dues discharged. Vouchers were returned, marked Canceled, and banknotes mysteriously found their way into his pockets. Quantities of wine were delivered to his doorstep, along with a new valet whose salary was paid for the year. A few of his family heirlooms eventually found their way home.

In return, the young ladies found the perfect escort. Viscount Wellstone was handsome and well built, with blond hair and blue eyes and a dimple to enhance his ready smile. He was polite and attentive, a superlative dancer, a practiced flirt, a knowledgeable conversationalist. He was also, the girls were warned, a sworn bachelor, so no expectations were raised. At least, they were not raised too high, for that dimple was definitely tempting. To make sure his intentions were never misunderstood by the girls or their guardians, Stony showed no female undue preference, charming the chaperones as well as his charges. So gallant was he in his new role that no one but the informed ever suspected his presence was bought and paid for. 

Oh, no. It was: “Why, here is Lord Wellstone, poppet, come to beg a dance. You’d much rather take a turn with him, I am sure, than your fusty old father. He’ll be able to introduce you to all his chums while I talk politics.”

Or: “My friend Stony here accompanied his stepmama to the ball, but she’s gossiping with the matrons, and he needs a female at his side to fend off the matchmaking mamas. Won’t you take pity on him, Cousin?”

Or: “I owe the viscount a favor, Sis, so I lent him the opera box. He would be pleased if such a knowing music lover as you attended with him and Lady Wellstone.”

Or even: “Don’t tell anyone, Aunt Louisa, but Wellstone confided in me that he is interested in growing roses. I told him no one knew more about the plaguey—ah, precious blossoms than you.”

The women, young and old, were delighted. The gentlemen, bored or busy, were relieved. And Stony? Viscount Wellstone was having fun. To his own amazement, he was enjoying himself. He liked to dance, to attend the theater, to go for drives, all the things he could not do while leaning over a dice table in some dark corner of a gaming parlor. If he never had to see a deck of cards again, he’d escort Medusa to the art museum.

Most of all, he found, he liked women, and he liked making them happy. A few of his new companions were silly or spoiled or just soured old spinsters, but he tried to find something to enjoy about them too. If he looked hard enough—and for some he needed his new magnifying glass—he could find admirable qualities to cultivate and encourage.

The fat, ugly, or stupid females offered a greater challenge than any game of chance ever had. If he could make them shine in society’s light, then he was a winner, indeed. Here his stepmama rose to the challenge, fussing over his motley brood like a hen with no chicks of her own. Gwen might not make them into swans, but her fashion sense was unequaled. So was her knowledge of the latest skin treatments, the newest cosmetics, and which fat, ugly, or stupid gentlemen could not afford to be so choosy in their dance partners.

Stony’s favorites were the shy, uncertain girls, the ones who bloomed under the sunlight of attention, who flowered into attractive, assured maidens. He started to take pride in all his girls, and in himself, without suffering too many regrets that he was making his living in a somewhat underhanded manner. Taking money—gifts, to put a more polite cast on his income—for saving unwilling gentlemen from Almack’s and waltz parties and amateur musicales was no more, he told himself, than being treated to dinner after exercising an absent friend’s horse. He chose to think of his new occupation as shadowed, rather than shady, for although he was receiving compensation for playing the courtier to unknowing females, he was also making them better women, better future wives and mothers.

Some he actually made wives and mothers. With his guidance, and his stepmama’s enthusiastic assistance, introductions bore fruit, engagements were announced, marriages took place. Viscount Wellstone always received invitations to the receptions—and handsome wedding gifts for himself.

The only flies in the ointment, the ants at his picnic, the dogs in the manger, were those selfsame wives and mothers. Gentlemen trusted him to usher their proper spouses to proper functions, so they were free to conduct thoroughly improper affairs. The gentlemen should not, perhaps, have trusted their wives. Too often Stony found himself expected to accompany a bored young bride straight to her boudoir. Neglected matrons thought he should continue the dance long after the ball was ended. Even the occasional old maid sought a better bed warmer than a hot brick. A few of the more knowing ones hinted at recompense.

Stony resigned those commissions. He might be a paid companion, and the devil take him for it, but he was not a whore. His services were definitely not all for hire.

Despite these few setbacks, or maybe because he showed such scruples, the viscount received more and more requests for his company. His bank account grew, and his fame, if one could consider a knowing wink and a slap on the back to be fame. After the first Season, his club was more of an interviewing office. After the first betrothal, his new appointment calendar saw more entries than White’s betting book.

Business was so good, and the male aversion to watered wine, harp recitals, and untouchable virgins so bad, that the following year Stony had to enlist two of his friends as assistants in his endeavor.

The second son of a demanding duke, Lord Charles Hammett was kept on a tight rein. One misstep and his allowance was reduced. Two and he’d be sent to inspect the family holdings in the Americas. Lord Charles suffered both mal de mer and a fear of his domineering parent, so at four and twenty he was a pattern card of respectability. Eventually he would be wed to a girl of his father’s choosing, one who could advance the dukedom, of course. Meantime, Charlie was borrowing money from friends to pay his artiste of a tailor. Viscount Wellstone rescued him.

Capt. Daniel Brisbane had been a schoolmate of Stony’s. Now he was returned from the army with a permanent limp, no career, and no hope but the salvation found in a bottle. Stony rescued him, too.

What female would not be thrilled with the attentions of a duke’s offspring, a retired hero, and a handsome viscount? So what if Captain Brisbane could not dance and was not much for small talk or flattery? So what if Lord Charles was a mere second son with a weak chin and weaker fashion sense? So what if Lord Wellstone was below hatches, and a confirmed bachelor besides? Together they meant a girl always had a presentable partner for supper, an attractive, attentive afternoon caller, an enviable companion to whichever event her father’s gout prevented him from attending.

She had an escort.

She was a success.

So was Stony.

Soon he would have Wellstone Park restored to its self-sufficient, income-producing prosperity. Soon he would have enough funds to establish a horse-breeding program, or a small shipyard on the Norfolk coast. Soon he could give Gwen the widow’s portion she was due, and pray she used it for a dowry. After one more spring Season, he calculated, he’d be done with debutantes, finished with wallflowers, out of the escort business once and for all. When he reached the age of thirty, he would leave London with no regrets. But first….

*

“What do you mean, you have compromised Earl Patten’s daughter?”

Neckcloth untied, coat unbuttoned, Stony was in his study going over the account books one last time before heading to bed and pleasant dreams. Then this nightmare walked in. Captain Brisbane’s hand was shaking too much to pour the wine from the decanter on the viscount’s desk. Stony took the bottle and filled the glass—then drank it down himself. “Damnation,” he said, “you were supposed to dance with the girl, by Zeus, not destroy her reputation!”

The half-pay officer sank into the facing chair without waiting for an invitation. “She said she felt ill. I led her toward an empty room, thinking to go fetch her mother, our hostess, or a maid. Anyone. What did I know about women’s ailments? But somehow when we reached the room and I steered her toward the couch, she fell against me. And my bad leg, you know.” 

“No, I do not know how your bad leg could have ripped her gown, dash it!”

“Well, it collapsed, and we fell to the couch. I tried to grab for the table, only I seem to have caught the lace at her bodice on the button of my coat and there was this awful sound and she screamed, and then her mother and half the guests ran in, and her father, Earl Patten, started shouting. And—”

“And you are betrothed. I wish you well. The lady might be a bit vaporish, but her handsome dowry ought to provide proper medical—”

“No.”

Stony shook his head. The brandy could not have addled his wits so quickly. “No…what?”

Brisbane studied his shoes. “No, I will not marry the earl’s daughter.”

“But you’re a gentleman, by all that’s holy!”

“Who is going to marry the woman I love, on my honor.”

“On your honor? Honor demands you marry— What is her name anyway?”

“Lady Valentina Pattendale. That is the family name.”

“Right. Well, you have ruined the girl. She’ll likely want to be wed on St. Valentine’s Day, so you have nearly a year to grow fond of her.”

“You do not understand. I love another. I am promised to her.”

Stony poured another glass. This time he remembered to pour one for his guest. “And you never thought to mention the young lady to me?”

“What for? I cannot afford to marry her yet, so nothing is official. Her guardian disapproves.”

The viscount let out a sigh of relief. “Well, there you have it. No notice in the papers, no ring on her finger. No, you are Lady Valentina’s, all right and tight.”

“No.” 

“Deuce take it, someone has to marry the cursed female!” Stony slammed his glass down on the desk.

The captain did not meet Stony’s gaze. Silence fell like a shroud. Finally Brisbane said, “The earl is calling on you here in the morning. Or his seconds are.”

“Oh, Lord. You’ll have to meet him, you know.”

“No.”

“Gads, man, you cannot keep saying no! Everything that makes us gentlemen demands giving the earl a son-in-law or satisfaction. He is entitled to one or the other, by Harry.”

Brisbane stood. He wobbled a bit on his bad leg, but held himself erect with a soldier’s discipline. “War taught me how little the gentlemen’s code of conduct matters. It taught me the value of life, my own included, and the horror of taking another’s. Besides, I do not think the lady was taken ill at all. No, I will not meet Patten on the dueling field. Or the church steps. I am leaving London tonight. I merely came by to warn you, and to offer my regrets.”

Regrets? Stony already had enough regrets to last a lifetime—or the few days he had left before Earl Patten put a pistol ball through his heart.


Chapter Two

The earl was apoplectic, understandably. Not only was his daughter ruined by a poor soldier, but Earl Patten had been paying the crippled bastard to keep her safe from fortune-hunters and libertines! To add insult to injury, the penniless, landless, untitled ex-officer refused to marry the girl!

“I don’t care if the blackguard is betrothed or back at the front lines. I’ll have a husband for my daughter or I’ll have my pound of flesh.”

The earl’s face was turning redder with each pound of his fist on Viscount Wellstone’s desk. Luckily the brandy decanter had been emptied long ago, so it could not splash wine on Stony’s suddenly empty appointment book. The earl, it seemed, had been at his clubs shouting his displeasure all night. Canceled invitations had been arriving at Wellstone House all morning. Who would trust his womenfolk to such a reprobate? What woman wanted to be seen with a man whose services and smiles were strictly for hire?

Earl Patten had been quite thorough in his castigations. And in his violation of confidentiality. Along with the cancellations, Lord Wellstone had received two of his bouquets tossed on his doorstep, and one slap in the face. Then there were Gwen’s tears. A duel was sounding more appealing.

Pistols at dawn were not harsh enough penalty for Stony’s sins, it appeared. Patten shook his fist inches from the viscount’s nose this time. “You! Why, you are not much better than that lily-livered soldier.” 

His own honor notwithstanding, Stony had to stand up for his friend. “If you are speaking of Captain Brisbane, he is one of the bravest men I know, following a higher code of honor than either of us will understand. He nearly lost his leg, almost his life, fighting for our country. How can you call him a coward?”

“He ain’t here, is he?”

Stony sat down again, farther from Patten’s fist and the shower that accompanied the earl’s diatribe.

“Pshaw,” Patten spit out. Stony reached for his handkerchief, but he’d handed his last one to Gwen. “Be damned if you are any more what I had in mind for a son-in-law than that craven was. A paid paramour, a Fancy Fred, by Jove.”

Stony would have protested the epithets—hell, he would have called out any other man using those terms—except he was too relieved to be offended. “You mean I don’t have to—”

Too soon.

“Good grief, my daughter will never be able to hold her head up in society. I suppose I can ship the two of you off to India. Or the East Indies. It will break her mother’s heart, but better than seeing the gal a laughingstock for the rest of her life. Damn you to hell, Wellstone.”

Which marriage to Lady Valentina Pattendale would certainly be. Stony took a deep breath. In contrast to the earl’s furious blustering, he spoke in low, even tones. “My, ah, wife and I shall reside at Wellstone Park in Norfolk. The house is in some disrepair, having been standing empty these past years, so I hope your daughter is handy with a needle. And a mop. I’ll be busy with the sheep, so I’ll expect her to look after the chickens.”

Now the blood drained from the earl’s face and his mouth hung open. “What? My daughter? A mop?” he sputtered. “Chickens? But her dowry….”

“Oh, I would not live off my wife’s fortune. It is a matter of honor with me, despite what you might think of my morals. I’d set any of the lady’s income aside for our children. We’ll want a whole parcel of them, to help on the farm, you know. But do not worry, I hope to come about in a year or two of hard work. Maybe five at the most. Then we can afford to hire more help. If we can get any of the locals to accept employment at the Park, that is. My uncle hanged himself there, if you don’t recall the scandal. They say he swings from the chandelier still, but I always thought the motion was caused by the drafts in the hall. I suppose I’ll have to see about fixing the windows. Or should repairing the leaking roof come first?” Stony scratched his head, deliberating.

“But…but this house…?”

“As you said, London will be less than comfortable for your daughter, now that you have told everyone and his cousin about my, ah, vocation. Besides, I shall have to leave the London house to Gwen, my father’s second wife, you know. Unless your daughter would feel more comfortable having her mother-in-law reside with us? I know my stepmama would adore having a daughter to bathe her forehead when she suffers the megrims, as the poor dear does so often.”

When Patten started to wheeze and gasp, Stony took pity on the older man. He didn’t want the earl expiring on his Aubusson, either. “Perhaps there is another solution to our little dilemma. If you are willing to sit and listen…?”

At this point, Patten would have listened to a castrato chorus singing sea chanteys. He sank onto the seat facing the viscount’s and mopped his forehead with his sleeve. The old fool must have given his clean linen to his weeping women, too, Stony thought.

In the end, the matter was resolved peacefully, to everyone’s satisfaction, like the gentlemen they were. Lady Valentina’s reputation was restored by an enviable betrothal; Earl Patten’s honor was redeemed by a respectable alliance; Stony’s freedom was secured…by sacrificing his other associate in the escort business, Lord Charles Hammett.

Charlie thought it a great joke, wedding a female even his father could approve, without being ordered to do it. If he waited for the duke’s choice, he could do a lot worse than Lady Valentina Pattendale. The gal was pretty and lively and well dowered. What more could a second son ask?

The earl was content. So what if the young cub had no chin? His neckcloth was high enough to hide the lack, and who knew how healthy that older brother of his was, after all?

Lady Valentina was delighted. Anyone was better than the Member of Parliament her father was threatening her with if she did not settle on a match this Season. She only wished she’d thought of Lord Charles before setting her sights on that broad-shouldered wounded hero. She could have been spared an uncomfortable night and gone straight to planning her betrothal ball.

Stony told himself he was the happiest of them all, even if his future was the most in doubt. For a brief while he thought he might have to return to the card tables, and low dives at that, after such a disgrace. But he was not exiled from the beau monde, as Gwen had feared, not after accomplishing such a matrimonial coup. On the other hand, with his means of income made public, no young lady trusted his compliments or accepted his invitations. Even the plainest, shyest, doomed-to-spinsterhood misses would rather remain on the sidelines than dance with a man suspected of being paid to do so. 

No one was paying him to do anything, anymore. The only ones hinting of doing so were women of a certain age or disposition whose conversations were rife with innuendo, whose bodies brushed against his too often to be accidental encounters. After one such overly familiar contact, Stony discovered a pound note tucked down his waistcoat. He found a handsome footman to return it to the lady, with his compliments. Then he cursed, kicked at a footstool, forgetting he was wearing flimsy dancing slippers, then limped home in the dark, forgetting he was supposed to drive Gwen on to another party.

Hell and damnation, he could not erase the image in his mind of some country bumpkin with food stains on his linen, slipping a coin between the sagging breasts of a sweaty barmaid in a low-cut, faded gown. That was how cheap he felt, how degraded.

Not for the first time he wondered about the lives of prostitutes, women whose only options were to sell their bodies or starve. He should have given that hot-blooded baroness’s money to one of those unfortunates. Then the whore might have a choice, at least for a night or a week, or however long it lasted, if she did not spend it all on Blue Ruin, to forget.

Stony put down the fresh bottle of brandy he found on his desk. No, he would not go that tempting route. He had a choice. He’d go to Norfolk, as he’d told Patten. The house was no longer in as bad repair as he’d indicated, nor was it haunted by anything but bad memories of his parents’ arguments, his father’s drunken carousing. If he could not afford to set up a stud farm, by heaven, he’d learn to shear the bleating sheep himself. He’d learn to knit their blasted wool into tea cozies, if that was what it took. He was his own man, body and soul.

Then he remembered Gwen.

Sweet, silly Gwen deserved better, especially after all the support she had given Stony and his escort service. She loved filled calendars and crowded ballrooms, the latest gossip and the newest fashions. She’d hate the country. But he could not afford to maintain two establishments, much less keep her in the silks and furs and jewels Gwen had every right to, considering that Stony’s father had frittered away her marriage settlements. Coming to him as a pretty young bride, she had kept the old man content for his last ten years, and kept him from falling into worse depravities. She was still a pretty female, but now she was nudging forty, about which she lied so effectively that she’d be younger than Stony in a few years. What was to become of her if Stony took up farming?

For that matter, what was to become of her if he was not in attendance at that next party? She had enough friends that she could find her own way to the ball, but what if some aged roué thought Lady Wellstone’s services were for hire now, too?

Blast. Before he left to fetch his stepmama home, Stony checked the hall looking glass to make sure his neckcloth was not creased and his hair was not tousled. He’d be damned if he’d go to a dance looking like he was ready for his bed—or fresh from someone else’s. He also checked the tray where the mail was placed, hoping against hope for an offer of honest employment, if one could call playing the cavalier for coins an honest occupation. Stony no longer knew if he was any better than an organ grinder’s monkey dancing for pennies.

One letter caught his eye from among the bills and Gwen’s correspondence. For a moment… No, his name and address were written in a feminine script. He tossed the letter back on the pile so fast it almost skidded off the table. With any luck the cursed invitation, or assignation or whatever it was, would fall behind the furniture, never to be seen again.

His luck holding true to form, the letter appeared at the breakfast table, along with the eggs and toast and bills.

Gwen was opening her own mail, exclaiming over Lady Walsh’s first grandchild, Mrs. Mallory’s husband’s gout, and the come-out ball for Miss Nathania Fisk-Hamilton. Stony was not listening. He was reading. And calculating how much dancing a monkey had to do for one hundred pounds.

“Gwen, do you know a Miss Ellianne Kane?” Gwen was trying to decipher another of her letters, this one written both down the page, then up, reversed, to save postage. She could barely make out the salutation without resorting to her detested spectacles. “I don’t think so, dear. Should I?”

The viscount silently passed her his quizzing glass. “Thank you, Aubrey, dear. Oh, my. Lady Farnham’s daughter has given birth to twin daughters. I thought her husband has been serving with the army on the Peninsula this past year. Or was he the one in the navy? Of course, he may have had leave that no one told me about.….”

Stony took back the magnifying lens. “Gwen.”

“Yes, dear? What was that you were saying?”

“A Miss Kane has written to request my escort about Town for her and her aunt.” The reassuring, respectable reference to an aunt had kept Stony reading.

Gwen rotated the page of her own correspondence, trying to make out another line. Frustrated, she set it aside until she was in her own chamber, with no one to see her wearing glasses. She started to butter a slice of toast sparingly, ever mindful of her figure. “I don’t suppose the woman heard about… But she must have, to write to you so openly. Although no one in polite society would have put it so boldly.” Gwen set the knife down, her forehead creased by a frown that she quickly erased lest it leave a permanent line. “Oh, dear. She must be a dowdy, rag-mannered, provincial miss thinking you can find her an eligible parti. With our own credibility somewhat diminished, we might not… That is, perhaps you should not accept such a forward, encroaching kind of girl, although you have been worried about—”

Stony interrupted, as he had learned to do when his stepmama was thinking aloud. “She sent me a bank draft for a hundred pounds, in advance.”

“Why, how lovely. I am quite looking forward to meeting dear Miss Crane. I am certain we can do something for the poor girl, unless she is terribly ineligible. But how ineligible could she be if she has a hundred pounds to hire a… Um. And I suppose I must not refer to her as poor, if she—”

“That is Miss Ellianne Kane, not Crane, and the hundred-pound check is drawn on Kane Bank, in Devon.”

Gwen forgot all about her figure in light of the figure Stony named. She reached for a sweet roll instead of the dry toast. “That Miss Kane! Why did you not say so! Oh, my. She has to be one of the wealthiest heiresses in all of England, if she is Ellis Kane’s elder daughter. She must be, if she is named Ellianne, wouldn’t you think? Such a pretty name; she must be quite attractive. Whoever heard of an ugly heiress, anyway? I swear I never have, although that Lady Frederica Sniddon who came out the year I wed your father did bear an unfortunate resemblance to her own lapdog, but—”

“But you do not truly know anything about her? Miss Kane, that is, not that other female.”

Gwen looked affronted. She knew something about everyone who was anyone. Miss Ellianne Kane was someone. “Now that I think of it, there was another Kane girl in town not so long ago. Isabelle, I think her name was. Or Annabelle? No, Annabelle was the mother, Lady Annabelle Chansford she had been, the daughter of the Marquess of Chaston. I do believe that to be so, although she was before my time, of course.”

“How much before?” Stony was trying to gauge the woman’s age, and thus the daughter’s. 

Gwen waved her hand in the air. “Oh, ages.”

Which meant, Stony understood, that Lady Annabelle could not be all that many years older than his stepmama. The daughter must still be a young woman.

Gwen hurried on before he could ask her to be more specific. “They say it caused quite a stir when Lady Annabelle ran off with a banker’s son. The families became estranged. The younger Kane daughter—I am fairly certain it was Isabelle—was staying this winter with Lady Augusta Chansford, however. Lady Augusta was Lady Annabelle’s spinster sister, so they must have reconciled, don’t you think?”

She did not wait to hear Stony’s opinion. “They must have, for Lady Augusta was not one to take in strays, you know. A squeezecrab,” she added, whispering as if watching one’s pennies were a sin. “Your young lady must be another of the nieces, so you need not worry on that score. About her being a social-climbing mushroom, that is.”

Toadstools were the least of Stony’s worries. What he had to do to earn that hundred pounds was of far more concern.

“Lady Augusta might have been a nipfarthing,” Gwen went on after taking a nibble of her roll, despite Stony’s impatience, “but she was good ton. Kane was nothing but a Cit, of course. Except he was knighted. Not that it would matter, with all his—”

“‘Was’?”

While Stony tapped his fingers on the table, Gwen had to take a sip of her sugared tea. And another bite of a sweet roll that was not half as sweet as the smile she wore, thinking of Ellis Kane’s fortune.

“He was?” Stony repeated, interrupting her daydreams.

“What’s that, Aubrey? Oh, yes. Ellis Kane. He was knighted some years ago for his service to the Crown. He must have paid some of Prinny’s debts or something. That’s the only way a man of his upbringing could be elevated, I suppose, if he wasn’t a war hero. Money works miracles,” she added, as if Stony did not know.

He sighed. “I meant, you said Ellis Kane was a Cit, that Miss Kane was an heiress, Lady Augusta was good ton. Sir Ellis Kane is dead, then?”

“Oh, yes, he died some years ago. And the mother well before that, too. Lady Augusta passed on just last month. It was the same week as that little difficulty with Lady Valentina, so I did not pay her final departure much mind. She had been ailing for some months, now that I recall, which might explain why we never saw the younger Kane girl about. The funeral must have been in the country, for I do not remember mention of it in the newspapers, although they hardly mentioned anything but the Pattendale problem. Do you remember it?”

Stony did not make a habit of reading the obituaries. Or the on dits columns. He shrugged and picked up the letter once more.

Gwen was all smiles again, as if they were not speaking of a whole family’s demise. “Just think, those poor dear girls are all alone in the world. Except for us, of course.”

“The letter did not mention anything about a sister.”

“Perhaps Miss Isabelle stayed in the country after the funeral, grief-stricken, although I cannot imagine who could mourn that old… Hmm, I wonder if the girls inherited Lady Augusta’s town house. I cannot recall any other relations visiting with her. The rest of the Chansfords, the current marquess and his family, never come to Town. Yorkshire, I believe. Or perhaps Berkshire? Unless it is part of the marquess’s holdings. Now that would be a shame. For Miss Kane, of course.”

Stony reread the few brief, neatly inscribed lines of the page in his hand. “Miss Kane requests that I call on her at Number Ten Sloane Street.” It sounded more like an order to him, couched in terms of minimal courtesy.

Gwen clapped her hands. “That is Lady Augusta’s direction. I was invited there once for tea. The most meager spread you can imagine. Why, I had to stop at Gunter’s on the way home, I was so hungry.”

Stony cleared his throat.

“What? Are you waiting for me to pass the— Oh, you want to know more about Miss Kane. Well, if she did inherit the house, which she might have done, being the eldest niece, it is a very neat residence indeed. Very nicely kept, too, despite all the tales of Lady Augusta’s miserliness. If she is taking up residence in the house, your Miss Kane must have inherited Lady Augusta’s fortune, too, which should be considerable, since the woman kept every cent she ever came by. Unless she found a way to take it with—”

“She is not my Miss Kane.”

Gwen anxiously added another lump of sugar to her tea. “But you will call on her as she requested?” And another lump. “Won’t you?”

“Then you think I should consider accepting Miss Kane’s check? Fending off the fortune-hunters might prove difficult if what you say is true, but if the chit is at all presentable, it should not be too hard a piece of work to get her fired off.”

Gwen took a sip of her tea, then set it aside with a grimace. Stony started to pour her a fresh cup as she answered, “No, dear, I do not think you should become Miss Kane’s paid escort. I think you should marry her.”

The tea landed in his lap.


Chapter Three

“Thunderation!” the viscount yelled, jumping up and grabbing for an extra napkin. “That is not funny, Gwen.”

“I am not joking. That letter and the Kane heiress just might be opportunity knocking.”

“Opportunity has knocked many times, and I have never yet opened that particular door. I see no reason to do so now, no matter how much gold waits on the other side.”

“Well, I see a great many reasons not to let Miss Kane slip through your fingers. You are nearly thirty and not getting any younger, for one thing.”

“That is two things. I am barely nine and twenty, and only you seem to have discovered the knack of subtracting years from your age instead of adding them.”

“We are not discussing my age, thank you. Not at the breakfast table. But you…you have to marry eventually anyway.”

“I do?”

“Of course, as you well know, dearest. You have not been working so hard to restore Wellstone Park just so the Crown might claim it when you die with no male heirs. Why, you do not even have a distant cousin with any kind of claim. Not a prolific lot, the Wellstone ancestors, were they? At any rate, the only way to beget those heirs—legitimate ones, I will have you know—is by marrying a proper young woman. Of course, there was that lord who claimed his dead brother’s son as his heir when everyone knew the boy was his, but that is another story.”

For once Stony did not mind Gwen’s digressions. She could have repeated every tale of every bastard born, with his blessings. Damn if she did not get straight back on course, though.

“And since you need to marry sooner or later,” she persisted, “why not sooner, as Lord Charles decided to do?”

“Charlie had other reasons for his betrothal, spiting his father being first among them. I have no such compunctions to wed for the sake of convenience.”

“No such compunctions? What do you call a broken-down estate and all of those who depend on it for their livelihoods? Or that shipyard you speak of building, to make jobs? Or that home for unwed mothers I know you support, even while you preach economy to me? Why, we have not opened the guest rooms here in ages. I am still mortified to think of my cousin and his wife putting up at a hotel when we have—”

“I shall not marry a woman for her money. Not ever.”

“Fine, then you will marry for love, although I never supposed you to have a romantic bent like one of those poets. But, Aubrey, dearest, you have been squiring females of all types and temperaments for the past three years at least. Beautiful, intelligent, and talented girls among them…to say nothing of their dowries, which any sane man has to consider. Not even you could be such a nodcock as to ignore a bride’s portion. Could you? No, do not answer that.”

He did not, pretending to inspect his trousers for tea stains. Gwen went on: “Not a one of those females has caught your fancy. If you do not choose a bride soon you are liable to settle into a lonely old bachelorhood. Or else you’ll wait till you are quite old, then marry a girl barely out of the schoolroom, as your father did the second time, making a May game of his dignity.”

“Marrying you was the best thing my father ever did, and no one ever teased him over his beautiful young bride. All his friends were too envious.”

Gwen blushed and said, “Thank you. You always know just what to say, dear. Except for now. Say you will consider Miss Kane.”

“I am considering her. And her offer of employment.”

“Bah! Haven’t you been listening? You need to marry, not be matchmaking for another desperate miss.”

“What, is Miss Kane such an antidote, then, that she has to purchase a husband?”

“Of course not! For all we know she might already be betrothed, or promised to one of her father’s wealthy partners. Or she might be waiting to fall in love with the perfect gentleman. You.”

Stony made a rude noise. “Oh, I am fairly certain she is not on the lookout for a pockets-to-let peer.”

“Oh? And if you are so certain you know what Miss Kane is seeking, perhaps you might tell me just what the…the devil you are looking for in a wife?” 

Stony was walking from the sideboard—without making a selection from the covered dishes—to the window, without noticing the sun breaking through the morning clouds and fog. “I do not know, but I will recognize it when I see it.”

“Rubbish. That is like your father saying he could recognize a winner from the horses in the paddock. He never could, you know. Of course you know, having been paying off his debts for years. And do stop pacing, dear. You are making me lose my appetite.” 

His was long gone. “I am not pacing. I am drying my trousers. By the way, don’t you have anything better to do this morning? A dress fitting or a book to return to the lending library? Perhaps you need to consult with your maid about a new wrinkle cream. I thought I saw a—”

“Oh, no! Where?” She tried to see her reflection in the silver teapot.

“I was merely teasing, Gwen. You are as beautiful as ever.”

She sighed in relief. “Wrinkles or not, nothing is as important to me as seeing to the future of my late husband’s son. I vowed that I would.”

“What, you promised my father to look after me?” He had to laugh. “The old rip made me swear to take care of you.”

“As you have.” Gwen nodded regally, or as regally as she could with her hair still tied in curl papers. “And now I am trying to do my part to ensure your happiness.”

“Do you really think that Miss Kane, a woman neither of us has ever met, will ensure my happiness?”

“Why not? You wouldn’t have to fret over money, and you could have that horse farm at last. You could travel or collect paintings or fund a hundred charity homes. Anything you want, and you would not have to do what you do not want.”

That last sounded the most tempting: no more harp recitals, no more bowing to the bitches who ruled Almack’s, no more juggling the household accounts between candles and coal. Still, he could not. He shook his head. “I will not live off my wife’s money.”

Gwen was losing patience—and politeness. “Well, living off your wits has not filled your coffers, and living off your charm seems to have reached its limits.” She gasped when she saw the white line around his mouth. “Oh, I am sorry, Aubrey. I never should have said such hateful things, especially when you have worked so hard to keep this roof over our heads. And I am sure I have not helped, with my expensive dresser and that new bonnet I simply had to have. And the—”

“Dash it, Gwen, I have never begrudged you your fripperies. And I am well aware how an advantageous alliance could brighten my life and yours. But, by Jupiter, I do not want a marriage like my parents’. They could barely tolerate each other in their perfectly suitable union.”

“Yes, but their match was arranged. Yours will be by your own choice. And Miss Kane’s, of course. You would know long before the betrothal whether you could rub along well together. You might even find that you like her.”

“Next you will be recounting how much we have in common. Nonsense! Miss Kane is a provincial heiress, a financier’s daughter with no social graces, as evidenced by her letter and the fact that she needs to hire a gentleman companion. And I? I am a scattergood viscount’s wastrel son, a Town beau with nothing to recommend him except what you call a degree of charm, and his prowess on the dance floor.”

“Nothing but the most handsome visage in all the ton.”

“You forgot your spectacles again, goose.”

“I do not forget your gentle kindness, and your lovely blue eyes, and that devastating dimple. Why, I doubt any female could resist your smile. Miss Kane will fall in love with you in an instant, with the least encouragement.”

“A wealthy heiress, smitten by a smile? You have been reading far too many Minerva Press novels, Gwen. And even if she did happen to topple into love with my baby blue eyes”—not even Gwen could miss the scorn in his voice—“her trustees would never let Miss Kane throw herself and her fortune away on a ramshackle gentleman of little repute or regard.”

“Well, you are far out there. No one but Earl Patten ever had anything but the highest praise for you, and he came about. And do not dismiss the viscountcy as a mere bauble hanging off your waistcoat pocket. A girl with more than enough money but no entree to higher social circles just might wish to elevate her standing. I doubt there are any unattached earls half so handsome, nor any marquesses with your sense of honor. As for the royal dukes, the less said the better.”

“What, Miss Kane has gone from a silly chit whose head can be turned with a smile to a greedy, grasping social climber? Either way, she sounds unappealing.”

“She sounds like a practical woman to me!” Gwen insisted. “Females are raised to make good marriages, not find grand passions. A thrilling lover might make a girl’s toes curl, but she needs her feet firmly on the ground to find a responsible provider, a companion in her old age, a decent father to her children. My grandchildren.” Gwen’s eyes filled with tears. “You would be a good husband for Miss Kane. I know it. No one could not love you,” she added with a stepmother’s prejudice and a sniffle.

Lord, she wasn’t going to start crying, was she? Stony handed her his handkerchief and a new subject as quickly as he could. “What about you, Gwen? Why haven’t you found a new husband? I know any number of decent chaps would have been happy to take you off my—that is, to take you to wife, with or without any kind of dowry.”

Gwen stopped crying instantly. “There were quite a few, weren’t there?” she asked with pride in her voice.

“Yes, and you made me refuse all of the ones who approached me. Heaven knows how many asked you directly. Why?”

“I suppose because they thought you were too young to be head of the family, or I was too old to need a guardian’s permission.”

Stony rubbed at his aching temples. “No, I mean why have you refused so many respectable offers? Any of those men could have provided for you far better than I can. Lud knows, better than my father did. If, as you say, women are taught to be practical, you must have realized you could have had comfort and security and all the luxuries you deserve. Endless parties, summers in Brighton, a wardrobe full of new frocks. You might have had children of your own.”

“I did try with your father, you know,” she said with a blush. “We tried very hard, in fact.”

“Yes, but another man, a younger one… Never mind.” Some things he was not prepared to discuss with his stepmama, especially when she looked like a mere girl with her brown hair up in curl papers and pink ribbons flowing from her robe. She was more a sister to him—a younger sister, at that—than anything else. He would have wanted a better life for his sister, too. “You could have become a famous hostess, instead of having to tell your cousins to put up at a hotel.”

“Oh, but I could not leave you, Aubrey. You would have retired to the country with your horses and your sheep and your account books. You’d have become a hermit, forgetting how to be gay. Then one day you would realize you were all alone, and you would have married a milkmaid or a shepherdess. I could not let you do that, could I?”

Gwen wouldn’t accept another husband because she would not abandon Stony, and here he’d stayed in London because he couldn’t abandon his father’s wife. How absurd, Stony thought, and how typical of tenderhearted Gwen. But what if she had truly cared for one of her suitors but had remained a widow for his sake? Devil take it, he felt guilty enough not providing her with jewels and furs. Had he kept her from finding her heart’s content?

He stepped closer, took up her hand and squeezed it, then tilted her chin so she had to look up at him. “Tell me truly, Gwen, was there a gentleman you would have accepted if you were free to choose? One whom you regret turning down?” If the fellow wasn’t already married, Stony would have him on his knees in Gwen’s parlor before the gudgeon knew what happened to him. “One that you could love?”

She patted his cheek, then frowned, for he had not shaved yet. “Silly boy, you must know I would have seen you married by hook or by crook if I had found a gentleman I was that desperate to wed. But no, I never met a man I liked half as well as your father.”

“What, an old reprobate who gambled away your dowry, as well as my mother’s and his own inheritance, on horses and the Exchange and every mad scheme that came along? He left you with nothing.”

“He left me with you. And he was so good to me for the years we had together. I did not have to marry him, you know. My parents were not very well off, but they were not pushing me to make a match that Season. No, I chose your father for myself, and I never regretted that decision. I know we were irresponsible with the money that should have come to you, but we had such good times until….”

Stony reached for his handkerchief before he realized he’d already given it to her. He usually carried two, for such emergencies, but was not fully dressed yet.

“You are very much like him, you know,” Gwen said, dabbing at her eyes.

Stony leaped back, stung. “I am?”

“Yes, you have the same ability to make whatever woman you are with feel like the only woman you wish to be with, if that makes sense.”

It did, after a moment. “But he meant it. Father didn’t need a young bride. He already had an heir, and he had his wom— That is, he was not bored or lonely. He truly loved you.”

“I know. That’s why none of those other gentlemen measured up. And that is what I was always waiting for you to find with your next dance partner, the next pretty passenger in your curricle.”

“The next heiress?”

“Why not?” 

* * *

Why not? Because he already disliked the woman, sight unseen. Her manner was brusque and authoritative, as though she were used to having her every command obeyed on the instant. Arrogance, that was what Stony deduced from Miss Kane’s short note, and arrogance was his least favorite trait in a female. Why, the very brevity of the message was somehow condescending, as if she were too busy with matters of more serious concern to be bothered with a mere paid companion.

Lord Wellstone, it began, without a courtesy salutation. That lack alone spoke more than any words could have.

I wish to engage your services to escort my aunt and myself about London. Well, that was to the point. Trust a banker’s daughter to get to the bottom line in a hurry. The woman obviously did not believe in subtlety, veiling her request in pretenses of prior friendship or mutual acquaintanceship or some such to preserve his pride. Obviously his dignity held no place in her reckoning.
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