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VALENTINES

A Trio of Regency Love Stories for Sweethearts’ Day

By Barbara Metzger




To Mr. and Mrs. Neal Pruzan in honor of their wedding.

I should have been there.

Congratulations and Happy Anniversary




Bald Lies




Chapter One

There was fog. There was the dark of night. There was smoke from candles and smudge from cigars. Mostly, however, there was a cloud of gloom hanging over the corner table at White’s Club that cold January evening.

Three friends sat slumped around the table, each too deep in despair to notice the card games going on around them, the wagering or the tongue-wagging. No acquaintances stopped by with offers of a hand of whist, or for opinions on a fine piece of horseflesh, or comments on the finer flesh of the new horseback rider at Astley’s. Only the silent waiters dared approach, with bottle after bottle of liquor. There was enough brandy splashed that night to flambé an entire cherry orchard. There was enough melancholy to produce Hamlet thrice over.

Other than the maudlin pall, the three gentlemen shared little in common at first glance. One was a veteran of the Peninsula campaign, a tanned and hardened Corinthian. One was a leading light in his party’s political future, solid and comfortable. One was a Tulip, with pomaded locks and yellow Cossack trousers. His shirt points were so high, he would have been blinded had he chosen to examine anything but the wet ring his glass was leaving on the table.

The gentlemen did share a dawning familiarity with three decades of life, and all were peers of the realm: an earl, a viscount, and a baron. And they were best of friends since schoolboy days, pulling each other through scrapes and Suetonius, sharing vacations, allowances, and confidences. Now they were well past adolescent pranks, but they still shared each other’s woes.

Gordon, Viscount Halbersham, was the first to speak. The young Whig reformer cleared his throat, almost as if he were about to address the House of Lords. Instead of his usual ringing Parliamentary tones, though, he uttered a pitiful whine: “I think Vi is having an affair.”

Neither of his friends disputed him. Neither pair of eyes could meet his. How could they deny his wife was cuckolding him, when it was the talk of London? There were wagers entered in White’s own betting book to that effect.

“And with Fitzroy-Hughes, of all men!” the viscount went on, more to himself than to his unresponsive table-mates. “A blasted Tory.”

“He dresses well,” put in Frances, Lord Podell, the fashionable but drooping baron.

“Now, that’s a fine lot of sympathy, Franny.” Viscount Halbersham rounded on his foppish friend. “Very helpful.” He swallowed another glass of brandy. “Damn, what’s a man to expect from such a fribble? Orange and purple butterflies on your waistcoat, by George. It’s a miracle you weren’t set upon by some wild-eyed lepidopterist.”

Franny ignored the slur, knowing Gordon only spoke from his own despondency—and poor taste. “Then run the dastard through and be done with it.”

“What, and have to flee the country? We’re at war with every place worth visiting. Of course, there are the Antipodes. A duel would put paid to my career anyway.”

Another silence ensued until Maxim, the Earl of Blanford, lifted his dark eyes from the contemplation of his own personal hell in the bottom of his brandy glass. “Come now, Gordie, things can’t be as bad as all that. You don’t know for sure Lady Viola is playing you false. Just because she made sure Fitzroy-Hughes was invited to that New Year’s house party is no reason to suspect the worst.”

“She did dance with him a lot,” Franny put in, earning glares from both men.

“But you don’t like to dance, Gordie,” Lord Blanford offered. “And Lady Vi does.”

“They both disappeared for an hour during the ball.”

The earl brushed that aside. “Coincidence only.”

“She kissed him at twelve o’clock.”

“You were across the room.”

“I caught him wandering down the wrong hall that night.”

“Have you considered Jamaica? I hear the scenery is nice, but the climate…”

They all had another drink.

“Deuce take it,” Blanford eventually said. “There has to be another way. Why the devil don’t you get the chit pregnant already? Motherhood will settle her down well enough. It works for broody mares. Get her mind off anything but filling her nursery. You’ve been married, what? Two years now since we stood up with you. What in blazes have you been doing?”

“I guess we all know what he hasn’t been doing,” Franny put in, “if Lady Vi’s making sheep’s eyes at Fitzroy-Hughes.”

“Confound it, it ain’t my fault!” Lord Halbersham exploded. “She’s off at some ball or rout or theater party till dawn, then she’s asleep till midday, when I’ve got to be at the House. By the time I get home, she’s dressing for another blasted outing, and it’s ‘Oh no, Gordie, you’ll muss my gown,’ or ‘Sorry, Gordie, my maid has already done my hair.’ Women, bah!”

Max was studying his fingertips. “I don’t think it’s women as much as London. It sounds like the social rounds are your real competition. Lady Vi is a beautiful little baggage; that’s why you married her in the first place. But if not Fitzroy-Hughes—and I’m not saying he is poaching on your preserves—then you’ll be worrying over someone else soon enough. Best to get the minx out of Town altogether. Spend some time together at your country place, work on propagating the species and extending the line, all that rot. You’ve been talking about setting up a stud farm for years. Tell Viola you’re going to do it now, as an excuse for ruralizing.”

“Things are slow in Town now anyway. The real parties won’t start up again until the spring,” Franny added.

“And you said yourself things are quiet at Whitehall with so many members in the shires over the winter.”

The viscount’s brow cleared for a minute, then the frown lines returned. “Vi hates the country. She won’t go.”

“Confound it, man, she’s your wife. She doesn’t have a choice.”

“Spoken like a real bachelor,” Halbersham replied. “You believe all that legal argle-bargle of a wife being man’s chattel, and that oath stuff about her swearing to honor and obey. It’s a hum, all of it. Wives have ways of getting what they want, let me tell you. Cold meals, overstarched linen, exorbitant dressmakers’ bills. That’s just the start! Then there are the tears. No, Max, a wise man doesn’t start ordering his wife around like some kind of servant, making her do what she doesn’t want. Viola would make my life hell.”

“Seems to me,” pronounced Lord Blanford, watching his friend sink back into his dolorous stupor, “that she’s already got you halfway there.”

Viscount Halbersham took a deep swallow of oblivion, and another when the first wasn’t working.

It was Lord Podell who spoke next, after a few moments of reflection on his companion’s sorry state, and his own. “Seems to me it would be cheaper, too,” he said.

“What, a duel? Are you still of a mind to second me at dawn then? Deuce take a fellow if his own friends are so anxious for his blood.”

“No, I meant the country. Got to be a sight less costly than Town. Why, no one would care if a chap wore the same waistcoat to dinner twice in a week.”

“They would if it was one like yours,” Gordie muttered, but Max shook himself out of his own doldrums to take a careful look at his dandified friend. Between Podell’s intricate neckcloth and curling-tonged tresses were worry lines, sleepless shadows. “What, dipped again, Franny?” He started to reach for his purse. It was no secret the baron was punting on River Tick.

Franny held up a manicured hand. “Thanks, but it’s bellows to mend with me. A loan won’t cover it this time, and a fellow can’t keep borrowing from his friends, especially when he knows he’s got no way to pay them back. Mightn’t have a brass farthing, but I’ve got m’honor.”

“Don’t be a gudgeon, Fran. Surely a monkey will see you through. You’ll come about, old son, and Max will never notice the loss,” Gordie volunteered. “Rich as Golden Ball, our boy Blanford.” The viscount peered through a drunken haze at his somber friend. “I say, Max, you ain’t lost your fortune, too, have you? Mean to say, here you are, blue-deviled as the two of us, and you ain’t even got a wife.”

Max just shook his head, his hand still poised at his waistcoat pocket and one eyebrow raised in inquiry toward Podell.

Franny had to repeat, “It won’t fadge, Max. You might buy the duns away from my door today, but what about tomorrow? We all know the dibs are never going to be in tune.”

Gordon lifted his quizzing glass in an unsteady grip, but still managed to get a better look at Lord Podell’s ensemble. “Dash it, Franny, if you didn’t spend all your blunt on some Bedlamite tailor, you might have enough put by for the rent.”

Franny sniffed. “A fellow has to keep up appearances, don’t you know.”

“Maybe you should consider going to the country for a while after all,” Max suggested. “As you said, the pigs and sheep won’t care if your outfit is bang up to the mark.”

“Outrun the bailiffs, you mean.” Franny gave a dry laugh. “I would if I could. But the Hall is leased out, don’t you know. The rent money is the only thing paying the mortgage, else the cents-per-centers would have the ancestral heap, too. The rent’s not enough to cover improvements to the land, though, and without some major investment, new equipment, better conditions for the tenants, I can’t turn a profit.”

Gordon nodded. His wealth came from the land, too. “Surprised you managed to hold on to the place this long, in the condition you inherited it.”

Franny sat up a little straighter. “It’s been in the family for centuries.”

“It was your father’s family home, too. Forgive me for speaking ill of the dead, but he didn’t seem to give a groat about the place.”

Franny sank back into his chair, and into his misery. “Gambling fever. Fatal flaw, don’t you know.”

Gordon snorted. “Fatal is one thing, foolish is another. Spending your last shillings on silver buttons.”

Franny started to say that the buttons weren’t paid for when Max spoke up: “What you need, Franny, is a wife.”

“What, after Gordie’s tale of woe as recommendation? No, thank you. I’d rather go to debtors’ prison.”

“Stubble it, I don’t mean a wife like Gordie’s.”

Gordie was on his feet. “Now, wait a minute—”

Max waved him down. “No insult intended. Lady Halbersham is a diamond of the first water, a Toast since her come-out. But there’s no getting around that she’s an expensive piece of goods. That’s not what Franny needs. He needs an heiress.”

Franny managed a shaky laugh. “Then I’m safe. Heiresses are watched as carefully as eggs on a griddle. No rich papa’s going to let any down-at-heels baron within a mile of his precious daughter. ’Sides, I ain’t in the petticoat line.”

Max ignored the last, and continued his deliberations out loud while Gordon nodded sagely. “Not an heiress of the beau monde then—”

“Hold on, I ain’t about to buckle myself to some Cit’s platter-faced gal just so she can call herself baroness and try to drag her family into the ton on my coat-tails.”

“No, that’s not what you need. Gordie had to have a wife with elegance, social standing, a regular darling of the nobility to be his perfect political hostess.” He raised his glass in a toast to Halbersham’s absent, if erring, wife. “You need a wealthy chit from the gentry who’s used to the country and won’t mind staying there. You install her and her papa’s money at the Hall, give the old man a grandson to call heir to a barony, and you are free to take up your London life right where you left off.”

“Here, here,” Gordie seconded.

“But I ain’t in the petticoat line, I tell you,” Franny said in a near whimper.

Once again he was ignored. Max was staring at the ceiling through a smoke ring he’d blown. “In fact, you ought to go on home to Bedford with Gordie and Lady Vi. Get you away from your creditors for a time, and a chance to look at the crop of local beauties before they make their bows in Town and get spoiled by city ways.”

Gordie wasn’t sure if his wife had been insulted again. He was so far in his cups, he wasn’t sure of anything except that he might have a chance of convincing Viola to accompany him to the country if they made a house party out of it. “There’s nothing Vi likes better than matchmaking,” he said, toasting the earl’s brilliance with another glass. “We’ll do it!”

After a few more glasses, even Franny began to see the merits of the plan. What other choice did he have? He swallowed, and nodded.

Gordie slapped him on the back. “That’s the ticket. You’ll see, we’ll all come about.” He stood to leave, anxious to confront his wife while his enthusiasm—and courage—were high. Before he left, offering Franny a ride in his coach, he turned to the earl. “I say, Max, why don’t you come along? We can get in some shooting and you can help keep Vi from missing the pleasures of Town. Besides, I really do mean to set up the stud, and there’s no better judge of horseflesh than you.”

“And you know I’ll be bound to make mice feet of any courtship. Need your advice,” Franny declared firmly, more firm than his wavering stance, held up by his sturdier friend. “Not in the petticoat line.”

Max waved them on. “I’ll think about it.”

“You do that.” Gordon turned to go again, half dragging Franny. He stopped at the edge of the table, temporarily propping his lordship against a passing footman, to whom Franny was confiding his anxieties about the female species, to the fellow’s disgust and horror. “Oh, by the by,” Gordon said, “never did get to ask what had you so moped. I mean, what are friends for, if not to listen to a chap’s troubles?”

Lord Blanford merely raised his glass again in acknowledgment. “Go on, get Franny home before he is arrested. It’s nothing worth mentioning anyway.”

Max poured himself another glassful, alone there in the corner. Nothing worth mentioning, right? His life was over, that was all, but no, it wasn’t worth mentioning. 




Chapter Two

Max could not have opened his budget to Gordon or Franny anyway. His problem was not something to discuss even with one’s best friends; they couldn’t understand, not having the same experience. Besides, it was so terrible, so personal, so blasted depressing, Max didn’t want to talk about it. Gordie’s marriage was in peril and poor Franny’s finances were at point non plus, earning them both his sympathy and compassion…but he, Maxim Blanding, Earl of Blanford, late of His Majesty’s Cavalry, was going bald.

Oh Lord, bald! His hair wasn’t just receding, it was retreating with the lightning speed of one of Wellesley’s tactical withdrawals. At this rate, he’d be—No, it didn’t bear contemplating.

Max told himself, not for the first time, that it wasn’t just vanity that made him wince with every hair left in the teeth of his comb. He never thought his looks were much of an asset in the first place, with a crooked nose from a long-forgotten cricket match and new scars from the more recent army days. Always dark-complexioned, he now had a weathered appearance, like an unpainted shutter.

The incipient resemblance to a hen’s offering didn’t even bother Max as a memento mori. He’d faced death on the battlefield often enough to accept his own mortality. No, he saw each fall of dark thread, each ebony remnant on his pillow slip, as a sign of betrayal. His body was playing him false by growing old. Old. Max Blanding, first cricketeer, Lieutenant Lord Blanford—growing old? How had that happened? He was only two and thirty. He couldn’t be old yet.

Max had studied his friends this evening, searching for signs of decay. Gordie was gaining some girth, but he was still the rosy-cheeked lad from school days. And Franny, despite his affectations in dress, was still a blond, blue-eyed cherub. They were all of an age, so how was Max the only one getting old?

He pondered the question while he waited for the footman to bring another bottle to the table. At this rate, he estimated, in less than a decade his teeth would be coming loose and his stomach would be straining toward his knees, no matter how hard he worked at Gentleman Jackson’s. He sucked in those muscles with a gasp.

“Are you all right, my lord?” the worried servant asked.

Max scowled the waiter away. He didn’t feel old, that was the rub. Gordie could settle into middle age with his career and his flighty wife; Max wasn’t ready. Perhaps because he’d given three years to Wellesley’s campaign, he felt cheated. There was too much he hadn’t done, like secure his own succession, for one. Here he was chiding Gordie, and he had naught but a chinless cousin to inherit. He’d thought to have plenty of time, at least until he was forty, before starting his nursery. Now who knew how soon before he lost that, too? Zeus, by the time he found a suitable bride, he’d likely be wearing whalebone corsets and ivory teeth. Held together by dead creatures, by George, he’d creak when he stooped to one knee to make his offer, and have to be helped up by some smirking chit who’d have to shout her acceptance into his ear trumpet.

Not that Max doubted she’d accept, whichever woman he chose to bear his sons. He was still an earl with deep pockets, no matter that he was nearing his dotage. Unfortunately, he was enough of the dreamer to regret being accepted for his title and wealth alone. Name, fortune, and an acceptable appearance made a much better bargain. A shiny pate was no more acceptable to Maxim than stains on his linen.

He sighed. Perhaps he should take the advice he’d so blithely offered to Franny and find himself a comfortable wife now, while there were still strands long enough to pull across his forehead. Hair today, groom tomorrow.

The glittering London belles held no appeal for him. He’d dread seeing his scalp reflected back in his fashionable wife’s cold, disapproving eyes. No, he’d think about going into the country with his friends to look over the provincial possibilities—tomorrow. For tonight he had to concentrate on getting home without looking like he couldn’t hold his liquor anymore, either.

He made it across the floor without mishap, and waited with studied nonchalance for the doorman to hand over his hat and gloves.

“Best to bundle up, my lord,” the man offered with a smile. “It’s cold enough out there to freeze the whiskers off a rat.”

Hair jokes? Was he now to be the butt of hair jokes? Lord Blanford changed the doorman’s tip to a smaller coin, crammed his curly-brimmed beaver down over his ears, and stalked off into the night.

*

Gordon, Lord Halbersham, managed to convince his pretty young wife to leave the gaiety of the capital without too much effort. Viola was already contemplating a visit to Bedfordshire anyway, with London so thin of company. With all those starchy dowagers giving her gimlet looks, Viola thought she’d do well to let memories of that New Year’s party fade a bit lest she find certain doors closed to her at the start of the real Season.

So Gordie merely had to promise her a new set of diamonds, the refurbishment of Briarwoods, his country seat, in time for a lavish Valentine’s Day ball, and the management of Lord Podell’s love life.

“Let me see. There’s Lord Craymore’s daughter. Ten thousand a year. She’s been on the shelf so long, even Franny’s empty pockets should look good.” She chewed on the stub of her pencil, adding names to the list. “That awful Mr. Martin’s girl should be out by now. He’s in trade, rich as Croesus, but the mother was acceptable. And Pamela Feswick is always on the lookout for a husband.”

“Dash it, Vi, the Feswick woman is thirty if she’s a day, and a shrew. Think of poor Franny.”

“Exactly. Poor. And awkward around strange women.”

“That Feswick woman is as strange as they come. Remember we’ll have to entertain them now and again. Don’t mean to give up Franny’s friendship.”

Pamela Feswick was crossed off the list. “Too bad it’s not Blanford looking for a wife. There’d be no trouble there finding any number of acceptable girls.” And her house party would be the most notable success of the year, instead of being a humiliating repairing lease.

Gordie laughed. “There have been acceptable and not-so-acceptable females throwing themselves at Max’s head since he was out of short pants. He wouldn’t need us to find him a bride, were he looking to get legshackled. Which he ain’t, so don’t get that look in your eye. Max ain’t one to put up with anyone meddling in his personal life.”

“Still, if he came, we could attract more women for Franny to look over. Max is definitely a prize worth pursuing, even if he doesn’t permit himself to be caught.”

“Dash it, I hate having my friends put up as bait.”

“And I hate your making marriage out to be a fate worse than death,” she replied with a scowl.

Gordie cleared his throat and made a strategic retreat. “Not at all, my dear. Not at all. It’s just that Max will do what he wants to do. Always has. Went and joined the army, didn’t he, even though he was the old earl’s heir? No, you worry about Franny.” His lordship meandered about the sitting room between their bedchambers. “Ah, Vi, it’s late. You can fret about the party tomorrow. Why don’t you, ah, come along to bed now?”

Viola shooed him off with an absentminded wave of her beringed fingers. “You go on, Gordie. I’m going to write an invitation to Max begging him to come. For Franny’s sake.”

*

Viola’s note reached Max about noontime the next day, along with his morning coffee.

“Are we ready to arise, my lord?” his valet inquired.

“We are ready for the last rites, Thistlewaite,” Max groaned from the depths of a pounding headache. He was definitely too old for this.

Thistlewaite left to return with a potent, noxious-smelling brew calculated to cure hangovers, or kill the sufferer. “Drink up, my lord. We’ll feel more the thing after a shave.”

Only if he could hold the razor to Thistlewaite’s throat, Max thought, but he drank while the valet bustled about with hot water and lather. Thistlewaite had been in the family forever, like the suits of armor in the hall. The man was about as companionable as those clanking hulks, but Max could no more get rid of the servant than he could sell off the family plate. He’d tried. Thistlewaite wouldn’t go, looking after the Earls of Blanford being his God-given mission in life, according to Thistlewaite. At least he gave a good shave.

While dabbing warm lather on the earl’s face, Thistlewaite asked, “Shall we be exercising at Gentleman Jackson’s Boxing Saloon this afternoon, my lord?”

“I shall be going a few rounds with the Gentleman himself. You shall start packing.” He indicated the invitation he’d set aside as the valet approached with the razor. “I am thinking of joining Lord and Lady Halbersham at their Bedfordshire property.”

Making firm, even strokes, Thistlewaite commented, “Very good, my lord. Lord Podell will be relieved. He called earlier this morning to discuss the invitation.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“That we hadn’t decided yet, but it was an excellent idea.”

“What, getting him out of Town?”

Thistlewaite was applying the damp towel now. “No, finding him a wealthy bride. When a gentleman reaches a certain age, he owes it to his lineage to—”

“Please, Thistlewaite, no lectures this morning.”

“Very good, my lord.” The valet replaced the towel and other equipment on the shaving stand. “Perhaps a bit of boot polish would do.”

Max sat up, too suddenly for his aching head. “What the devil…?”

“Here, this bare spot in the back. If we cover it with blacking, perhaps no one will notice.”

Max jumped up and craned his neck around toward the mirror. “The back? You mean there’s a bare spot on the back, too, not just the receding hairline?”

Thistlewaite silently held up a hand mirror so the earl could see his back’s reflection. “Oh Lud.” He sank back into his chair.

“The boot polish, my lord?”

“What, and have it drip down my back as soon as I break a sweat at Jackson’s? No, just comb it across as best you can,” Max said with resignation.

“Very good, my lord. I suppose we cannot consider some rice powder for the, ah, forehead then, to take away the shine?”

Max grabbed for the mirror again. “Shine? There’s no blasted shine. It’s the light, that’s all.”

Thistlewaite stared at the wall behind his employer. “When a gentleman reaches a certain age…”

“I know, I know! Dash it, I’ve already decided to look around at the available chits Lady Halbersham trots out for Franny. Better get the job done while I still have some grass in the meadow.”

“Excellent plan, my lord. There are some fine country families in Bedford.”

Max stood up to have his coat fitted across his broad shoulders. “I’m glad you approve. For a moment I was worried you’d hold out for a bride from the social columns, some starched-up aristocrat.”

Thistlewaite brushed at the sleeves. “Since a dowry is not the first consideration, although not to be disdained if one is available, character is more important in our countess. A kind heart, a loving nature.”

Those were more or less the requirements Max had arrived at, since he’d not yet stumbled across a woman who inspired eternal devotion. Of course, he couldn’t admit to his valet that he was willing to settle for comfort instead of passion. “Why, Thistlewaite, you old dog you, I didn’t know you had such a soft streak. I thought you’d have me make one of those dynastic arranged marriages of titles, lands, and money. Lud knows you’ve been nattering on about this debutante ball or that duke’s daughter for ages.”

“Exactly, my lord. And nothing came of it.”

“Oh, so now you are willing to accept a lesser mortal, to see me in parson’s mousetrap. Female, fertile and friendly, that’s all, eh? Well, I suppose a fellow could do worse.” Max gave one last swipe of the comb across his head, then looked longingly at the hairs left in the comb’s teeth. “A lot worse.”

Thistlewaite followed his eyes. “Perhaps it is time to consider a hairpiece, my lord.”

“What, a wig?” Max practically shouted. “Never!” 

“Not an old-fashioned full wig, just a subtle addition to your own hair. The ladies do it all the time, with false curls or added braids for height.”

“Good grief, I’m not that vain, man.”

“But we do have an appearance to maintain. It’s not like buckram wadding to broaden our shoulders, or, heaven forfend, sawdust to pad our calves. We have no need to resort to such subterfuges. But a discreet bit of hair…”

“Dash it, I’m not going to wear a dead rat on my head! I’d be the laughingstock of London.”

“In London, perhaps, but in Bedfordshire, where no one knows us? ’Twould make a better impression on the young ladies.”

Max thought of some sweet young female cringing at his looks, forced by her family to accept his suit. “So I make a better impression. What happens after the wedding night when my new little wife goes to run her fingers through my hair? Surprise, sweetheart, your husband is as bald as a baby’s behind?”

Thistlewaite clucked his tongue. “We wear a nightcap for a month or two until she grows used to it.”

“Blast it, we’re not getting into bed with some silly chit who’s going to set up a screech when she finds she’s married a plucked goose. I am!” Max snatched up his gloves and headed toward the door. His last glimpse was of Thistlewaite pulling hairs out of his brush, shaking his head. “Deuce take it, I’ll think about it. But don’t go cutting off the tails of my horses.”




Chapter Three

Bachelors in the neighborhood! Bachelors in the neighborhood! It didn’t have quite the ring of “For God, King, and Country,” but as far as battle calls, it was an effective rally cry. Every proud mama in Bedford, every despairing papa, took note as soon as Lady Halbersham’s instructions were delivered to her housekeeper at Briarwoods, the Halbersham estate.

The housekeeper had a cousin, the butler had a crony at the Spotted Dog. A footman was walking out with a maid at Squire’s place, and the potboy went home to his mum in the village at night. Every servant in the county soon knew Lady Viola’s plans, and every cottager, local merchant, and so on, until word reached those most interested, the wellborn or well-to-do—and their daughters. In the country where every eligible parti was known since leading strings, strange gentlemen were noteworthy indeed, especially if they happened to be London swells.

From Lady Halbersham’s designations of the rooms to be aired, it was understood that Lord Halbersham’s boon companions were to attend. The usual sources—afternoon teas, whispered conferences at the lending library, hasty searches through the back issues of social columns—immediately ascertained that the higher-ranking Lord Blanford was a top-of-the-trees Corinthian, and a confirmed bachelor. No matter. No one is more hopeful than the mother of a pretty girl. That he was reputed to be something of a rake merely added spice. Lord Podell was said to be most unfortunately pockets-to-let, likely on the lookout for an heiress. The poorer girls sighed, for the baron was reportedly as handsome as he could stare. Still, there were bound to be parties and dinners, and even a ball to look forward to in the middle of winter.

Parents started praying, dressmakers started stitching. The local merchants and draymen all found cause to toast Lord Halbersham and his friends. The house party was a success before anyone arrived.

And to Miss Audrina Rowe, it was a godsend. She’d heard at the little vicarage where she called every day to wish her father good morning and make sure Mrs. Dodd had his breakfast eggs cooked just the way he wished. Mrs. Dodd knew all about the house party, from her nevvy who was groom at Briarwoods Manor. Jem Cochlin, delivering the bread, added his bits of information, and even young Master Timothy from Squire’s come for his Latin lesson was bursting with the news.

While Audrina was helping Vicar Rowe with his sermon, they even discussed if he should write in a welcome to the strangers to the congregation, for he was liable to forget without his notes.

“I’m not sure such fine London gentlemen will attend our tiny village chapel, Papa. From what I hear, they are not precisely the devout types.” Her mind was already full of scraps about gambling, drinking, womanizing, horse-racing. “No, I do not expect to see them in St. Margaret’s.”

The vicar patted his beloved daughter on the hand. “Now, Audrina, we mustn’t listen to gossip, you know, or prejudge guests to our community. I’m sure our Lord Halbersham only knows fine, upstanding gentlemen.”

Since anyone, even his eighteen-year-old daughter who’d never been farther afield than an assembly in Upper Throckton, was more worldly than Vicar Rowe, his opinion was suspect. Dree wanted to disagree, but she knew better than to argue with her father, who’d find some good in Lucifer himself. She merely kissed the vicar good-bye.

“Yes, hurry along, Audrina. I’m sure your cousin Carinne will be needing you.”

No, Carinne didn’t need Dree, except to hand over fresh handkerchiefs to mop up her tears. What Carrie needed was a miracle, and Dree might just have found it—or him. Audrina didn’t care if those London toffs were pagan fire-worshipers or peep-o’-day boys. They were young and titled. Either one had to make Carinne a better husband than Lord Prendergast. Now all she had to do was convince Carinne’s father, Uncle Augustus Martin, of the fact.
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