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			The London Weekly 

			Fashionable Intelligence

			By A Lady of Distinction

			All of London is talking about one thing and one thing only: the arrival of the new Duke of Durham. His Grace, we are told, hails from America, of all places in the world, which begs the question of how this came to be.

			Older readers—­or younger readers who bother to visit their aged relatives and actually listen to them speak of scandals from days of yore—­will recollect the Great Scandal of 1784 in which the fifth duke’s brother, the Lord Harry Cavendish, beloved rake, absconded to America with the duke’s prize horse. This horse-­thieving younger brother had done a stint in the army, as second sons are wont to do, especially when they are so obviously unsuited to clergy. Whilst stationed in the colonies, he happened to fall in love with an American woman. It was a love so great that he would forsake family, country, membership at White’s, and a voucher for Almack’s.

			After extensive sleuthing this author has been able to determine that Lord Harry Cavendish established a farm in Maryland where he bred and trained racehorses, raised his family, including a son who followed in his footsteps, and refused to use his title.

			That is, until the fifth duke died without a son, making Lord Harry the next in line. When Her Grace, the duchess of Durham, finally tracked down that horse-­thieving younger brother, it was too late. Unbeknownst to anyone, the dukedom had been passed from one generation to another.

			So yes, dear readers, a horse farmer from the colonies now holds one of the loftiest titles in England. His arrival is expected any day now and this author has it on excellent authority that he is bringing three sisters of marriageable age. Let there be no conversations about a dull season, for this one is sure to be most entertaining . . .

		

	
		
			Prologue 

			Oceans crossed: 1

			Sisters who plagued me the entire journey: 2

			Brothers who suddenly became a duke: 1

			Fearsome duchesses: 1

			Lady Bridget’s Diary

			London, 1824

			Durham Residence

			The Ballroom

			One would think that having one’s brother inherit a dukedom was a stroke of good fortune that would transform their lives from ho-­hum to utterly fantastic. One would think that until one was on a reducing diet, stuffed into a tightly laced corset, and forced to practice walking backward.

			“Once again, Lady Bridget,” the duchess said crisply.

			She was Lady Bridget Cavendish now. Before she had just been Bridget Cavendish of Duncraven farm in Maryland. But then a letter had arrived one day, with the unexpected news that their late father, God rest his soul, had inherited the title and died without knowing it. James was now a duke and they were all to leave everything behind and travel to England, immediately.

			“Yes Lady Bridget, once more please,” Amelia said with a smirk.

			“Do shut up, Amelia,” Bridget said, under her breath. Younger sisters were quite annoying, on any continent.

			“It’s ‘Do shut up, Lady Amelia,’ ” Claire, the oldest sister, corrected. She found all the formality as ridiculous as the rest of their family, much to the despair of the duchess.

			Somewhere about the massive house—­probably in the stables, even though the duchess made it perfectly clear dukes were above mucking about in the stables—­was her brother, James. Or, as he was now to be known, His Grace, the Duke of Durham. Dukes had many responsibilities, it seemed, but walking backward in a gown with an excessively long train was not one of them.

			Before her, with sharp blue eyes and perfectly coiffed blond hair, was Josephine Marie Elizabeth Cavendish, Her Grace, the Duchess of Durham, widow of the fifth duke, and aunt to the Cavendish siblings.

			One did not call her Josie. Amelia had asked.

			“Remind me why we are learning to do something as ridiculous as walk backward?” Claire asked. From a young age, she had spent her free hours devoted to the study of mathematics, otherwise known as Important Work. Bridget’s head ached just to think about it.

			“It is for your presentation at court,” the duchess replied. “Which is necessary before your debut in society, which you must do in order to find a husband, which a lady must do, lest she become an impoverished spinster.”

			“What if we do not wish for a husband?” Amelia asked.

			“What a silly question,” the duchess replied. “Lady Bridget, once again.”

			At the duchess’s request, Bridget sank into a curtsy. They had practiced this extensively on Tuesday afternoon. Then, with as much grace as she could muster, Bridget rose and began to elegantly glide backward. Or so she tried; feats of grace did not come easily to her (a point upon which their dancing instructor would absolutely agree). Nothing about being a True Lady did. Bridget had daydreamt through lessons on the order of precedence amongst members of the haute ton, how to properly pour a cup of tea, and all the other lessons on etiquette and deportment they endured morning, noon, and night.

			“Now Lady Amelia, it is your turn.”

			While the duchess’s attention was focused on her sisters, Bridget took advantage of her distraction to continue walking backward until she had crossed the length of the ballroom, then she continued through the large double doors and halfway down the corridor, at which point she turned, lifted her skirts, and proceeded to the kitchens. Reducing diet, deportment lessons, and True Lady-­ness be damned.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 

			Tonight is our grand debut in society. I hope I don’t make an ass of myself. I hope that I conduct myself as befitting a lady of my station. (That sounds proper, right?)

			Lady Bridget’s Diary

			The Americans had arrived. In fact, they had arrived in London a fortnight earlier but the Duchess of Durham had kept them hidden from the prying eyes of society. Tonight, at Lady Tunbridge’s ball, they made their debut.

			A hush had fallen over the ballroom as the Duchess of Durham appeared for the first time in public with the new Duke of Durham and his sisters, three dark-­haired young ladies of marriageable age. The ton craned their necks for a glimpse of them, eager to see what the newspapers had been speculating about for weeks.

			The haute ton immediately commenced with clamoring for introductions to the new duke—­the ton had already taken to calling him that—­and gossiping about the sisters. The duchess and her collection of Americans began to circulate the ballroom. Introductions were made. Polite conversations were had. Some fawning ensued.

			Three gentlemen preferred to watch the mayhem from a distance.

			“Well, this should liven up the season,” Rupert remarked. “Or at the very least, will inspire conversations about how they shall liven up an otherwise dull season.”

			Beside him, Lord Fox, a good friend, simply said, “They’re pretty.”

			Lord Darcy resisted the urge to roll his eyes and said nothing. That one of England’s oldest, most venerated titles was now possessed by a horse breeder from the colonies was surely a harbinger of the downfall of English society. It mattered little if his sisters were pretty when civilization as they knew it was over. It went without saying that as a wealthy, respected, powerful peer of the realm, he was quite fond of civilization just as it was.

			“It’s a pity the Durham title is going to an American,” Darcy said, simply repeating sentiments widely shared by the haute ton and printed repeatedly in a majority of the city’s newspapers.

			“You’re such a snob,” Rupert said, laughing at his older brother. He was the only one who dared to speak to him that way.

			Somehow, Lord Burbrooke had managed to infiltrate their conversation. Darcy noted the man’s red cheeks (from an excess of alcohol, surely) and bright green waistcoat (from a dearth of taste).

			“Can’t say I didn’t thumb through Debrett’s to see if there was a chance I’d inherit,” he said jovially. “I heard that if the duchess hadn’t tracked down this fellow, the title would have gone to some distant relation. Pity that.”

			“Spare us all from distant relations,” Fox said.

			“Yes, it would have gone to a Mr. Collins.” He was one of those distant, imbecilic relations one despaired of. As the head of his own estate, and raised to ensure that it was successfully passed to the next generation, Darcy understood why the duchess had plundered the colonies in search of an heir. Anyone was better than Mr. Collins.

			“Say, how do you know that, Darcy?” Burbrooke asked, awed.

			“Darcy knows everything,” Rupert said, smirking.

			“But Darcy,” Fox drawled, “did you know they were pretty?”

			“Says the man who is betrothed to one of the ton’s most sought after young ladies,” Darcy remarked, reminding his friend of his impending wedding.

			“And who has also landed London’s most sought after mistress,” Rupert added.

			“Right.” Fox straightened and looked around, presumably in search of his intended. Spotting her, he strolled away in her direction.

			“Half a mind to marry one of them myself,” Burbrooke said. “I bet they have very fine . . . dowries.” There was no mistaking the direction of his gaze, which was not precisely on their . . . dowries.

			“There would be some advantages to wedding one of the American girls,” Rupert said, a little too thoughtfully for Darcy’s taste.

			“Don’t get any ideas. I won’t welcome any recalcitrant colonists into the family.”

			“Oh look, one of them seems lost,” said Rupert.

			Burbrooke wandered off to lose money in the card room while Darcy and his brother stayed to watch the wayward American girl. She had certainly become disconnected from her group. Apparently she had not been informed that ladies did not wander about the ballroom unaccompanied, gawking at this and that. Or perhaps she simply had no regard for etiquette and protocol—­a thought that gave Darcy anxiety. Or perhaps—­

			“Oh dear God.” Rupert started forward when he saw what had just happened.

			Even Darcy was shocked.

			“Did she just . . . ?”

			“She did,” Darcy confirmed, mouth set in a grim line.

			“Well, we had better go rescue her,” Rupert said. Darcy protested: “I am not in the habit of rescuing young women.”

			

			When they stepped into the ballroom and a hush fell over the crowd, Bridget finally began to understand what the duchess had been trying to prepare them for.

			But what could possibly prepare her for this? The ballroom itself was downright palatial (or so she had imagined, not having many palaces lying around in Maryland). And the people within the ballroom . . . a room full of earls and viscounts and countesses, all dressed in the finest, most beautiful clothes, all wearing heaps of glittering diamonds and other jewels, all of them so refined and elegant and . . . staring at the Cavendishes. As if they were some novelty item or the evening’s entertainment.

			“We’re not in America anymore,” Amelia murmured.

			“Definitely not,” Claire murmured in agreement.

			“Remember what I taught you,” the duchess murmured. I don’t remember anything, Bridget thought in a panic. Not true: she remembered sipping chocolate in bed and sneaking into the kitchens at midnight. Not helpful now!

			Then, arm in arm with His Grace, the Duke of Durham, the duchess led the way forward.

			And so began the endless round of introductions and conversations with what seemed like every lord, lady, and right honorable person God ever made and stuffed into one hot, crowded ballroom. Bridget didn’t quite seem to understand why everything they said was subject to murmurs and laughter. Was it her accent? Well, these stuffy English folks ought to hear themselves, with their Loooord this and thawghts about that.

			Or was it because they weren’t born and raised in a world of privilege? She overheard more than a few snide remarks about the scent of the stables around them, a snub to James’s (former) occupation rather than how they smelled. She hoped. More than once she wanted to turn around and say, I can hear you.

			It couldn’t be because of their attire; the duchess had certainly ensured they were turned out in the most beautiful, sumptuous dresses and she’d even dipped into the Cavendish family jewels to find something sparkly for each of the girls. They certainly looked the part. And yet . . .

			Whatever it was, Bridget was having a devil of a time keeping up and keeping a smile on her face. And then she fell behind. Literally. In the throng of guests, she became separated and cut off from the duchess and her sisters. And then she got lost. Bridget found herself alone in the ballroom, fighting to keep a smile on her face as if she meant to be strolling by herself, all while craning her neck looking for the duchess’s towering hairstyle.

			And then, oh God, then.

			While Bridget admittedly hadn’t been the most diligent student of Josephine’s lessons on deportment and such, she was certain that one was not supposed to find herself flat on her back, gasping for breath, in a ballroom.

			Yet there she was, having slipped and fallen, the wind knocked from her lungs, staring up at the intricately painted ceiling of Lord and Lady Something or Other’s ballroom. There were big, fluffy clouds swarmed by an army of fat babies, armed to the teeth with bows and arrows. Cupid.

			Perhaps if she just squinted a bit and looked very pensive she could pass this off simply as a uniquely American method of art appreciation. In a moment, when she’d caught her breath, she would stand up and declare that the brushstrokes in the clouds were evocative of a wild spirit in the artist, or some other nonsense statement.

			Or not. Perhaps she might just lie here and wait for the floorboards to open up. Perhaps the haute ton would just trample her underfoot with their silk and satin slippers.

			She imagined her tombstone: Here lies Lady Bridget Cavendish. She has fallen to her death.

			It would technically be true.

			Bridget ought to get up. Really. A lady couldn’t just lie there forever, wishing the floorboards would open and shut and whisk her away to a place where corsets didn’t dig into one’s skin, and reducing diets were unnecessary, and people didn’t gawk at her like she was on display at the circus.

			And then a head popped into view.

			Oh. Hello.

			A head with a handsome face. And, most importantly of all, a friendly face.

			“Admiring the view, are you?” the handsome man inquired, peering down at her.

			“You really cannot appreciate the artwork on the ceiling from any other position.”

			Handsome Man smiled. It was like sunshine. And fireworks.

			She accepted his outstretched hand; he helped lift her to her feet as if she were light as a feather. Once standing, she saw someone with him. Tall, dark-­haired, a bored expression, and one fleeting, dismissive glance at her.

			Well then.

			“I’ve always wondered why cherubs were so plump,” Handsome Man said, and Bridget turned to give him her full attention.

			“No reducing diets for them. I was just wondering why they are always naked,” she added, even though she was quite sure the duchess would frown upon mentioning nudity in mixed company.

			“And is it really the wisest course of action to arm small children with weaponry?” he mused, staring up at the ceiling.

			“It doesn’t seem advisable, does it?” Bridget said, laughing.

			“A disaster, waiting to happen.” Handsome Man demonstrated his possession of the sort of gorgeous smile that made a girl forget her wits.

			His bored, disapproving friend coughed in that discreet way that everyone knows isn’t actually a cough but a gentle, oh-­so-­polite request to cease speaking immediately and quit the scene.

			Bridget spared him a brief glance and saw just enough: he was another stuffy, boorish Englishman. This place was infested with them. He could hardly compete with his handsome, charming, and nice companion for her company.

			“How remiss of me,” Handsome Man said. “We must find someone to introduce us.”

			Bridget and he looked around at all the finely dressed guests around them. He probably wouldn’t find anyone to do the deed. Though the duchess had been introducing them all evening, there was no one she recognized. There had been too many names and faces to keep track of.

			Not wanting to find herself left alone with his dark and brooding companion while he sought a mutual acquaintance, Bridget decided to just introduce herself. She stuck out her hand and said, “Bridget Cavendish, of the American Cavendishes.”

			“I know.”

			“I suppose everybody knows.”

			“Mr. Rupert Wright, at your service,” he said with a bow. She grinned because his name was actually Mr. Wright. It had to be some sort of sign. “And this is my brother, Darcy. He is a stickler for propriety and probably having an apoplexy that we have violated the most basic etiquette by conversing before being introduced by a mutual acquaintance.”

			“Well aren’t we living dangerously,” she murmured. Rupert’s eyes flashed and a smile teased at his lips.

			“Indeed, it’s so very thrilling,” he murmured. Lord above, he was handsome. She would probably go home and write Rupert and Bridget in her diary. Repeatedly.

			“I was just saying that an American family infiltrating the English aristocracy will surely lead to the downfall of English society,” Darcy said smugly. “As usual, I am correct.”

			“Is that so?” Bridget inquired. “How exactly does that happen?”

			“First, it’s an occasional informality; perhaps a conversation without a proper introduction. Then the rules are regularly relaxed, which, over time, leads to a general mayhem. Then we are all no different from the beasts. Or savages. Or Americans.”

			“You sound like the Duchess of Durham,” she replied. “Or one of the conduct books on my bedside table. They are a remarkable remedy for insomnia.”

			Aha! A flicker of feeling in his features! He seemed shocked and maybe, perhaps, a bit wounded to have been compared to one of the dragons of the ton. She felt thrilled to have gotten a reaction out of him.

			Rupert burst out laughing. “Finally, Darcy, someone to stand up to you!”

			“So happy to oblige,” she replied, smiling, because she made Rupert laugh with her instead of at her.

			But her smile faded when she caught Darcy staring. Under his gaze, she became intensely aware of her dress, her hair, whether she was standing straight enough, and she involuntarily wondered if he liked what he saw or why she cared if he did. He made her skin feel hot.

			Why this man should have such an effect on her was not something she was inclined to dwell on. Not when she could banter with his handsome and friendly brother. Rupert and Bridget did have such a ring to it.

			“Oh, is that a waltz starting?” Rupert asked, groaning slightly. “I promised our hostess that I would dance with her daughter, and I live in fear of Lady Tunbridge’s wrath if I don’t comply. Lady Bridget, it has been lovely not officially making your acquaintance and discussing art. I hope to see you soon. Do take care for the rest of the evening.”

			And with that, Rupert flashed her a grin and ventured off in search of Lady Tunbridge and her daughter.

			She was left alone with his brother.

			His eyes were dark and intensely focused on her. His jaw was set. If his brother was sunshine and cupid, this man was dark clouds, thunderstorms, that feeling of electricity in the air before lightning strikes.

			They stood there, staring at each other, in an agonizing silence. In her opinion, extended silences were the worst. The longer they lasted, the harder it was to find something to say. And she often blurted out the first thing on her mind to avoid it. This moment was no exception.

			“Do you dance, Mr. Darcy?”

			“Lord Darcy,” he corrected. Of course. Everyone here was Lord or Lady or Your Grace or Your Lordship. Not only were there rankings, but also different forms of address, many of which changed depending on whether one was writing or speaking. Bridget remembered Josephine lecturing on this—­and she remembered not paying attention.

			She longed, intensely, for America, where everyone was either Mr., Mrs., or Miss, and that was that.

			“I’m ever so sorry, Loooord Darcy,” she said, drawing out the sound and imitating his accent. Her attempt at humor was met with more silence. Dreaded silence. “Do you?”

			“I do not.” Of course he didn’t. Because dancing was fun and she could already see that this man was where anything amusing and pleasant went to die.

			Most ladies would take the opportunity to flee from a man who obviously had no interest in them. But she was not most ladies.

			She accepted this Dreadful Darcy as a personal challenge. She would make him laugh, or at least crack a smile, if it was the last thing she did. Bridget leaned in closer, as if to whisper something scandalous. He stood still, like a statue. Barely breathing.

			“Are you not speaking to me because we haven’t been properly introduced?”

			“No.”

			“Tell me, Lord Darcy, do you find it amusing, this brooding and striking fear into the hearts of innocent young maidens?”

			Was that a twitch at his lips? Laughter? She wanted to crow in triumph. But it was too soon. She was emboldened to continue.

			“I wonder, Lord Darcy, if we have not been introduced, then has this conversation even happened?”

			She lifted one brow, questioning.

			He simply stared at her. Was he horrified by her outspokenness or was he actually considering the question? It was a good question, actually. One she would pose to Josephine tomorrow over breakfast. She was actually curious how this disapproving gentleman would answer.

			“I think you will agree that it’s best we proceed as if this conversation has never taken place. Excuse me,” he said, ever so politely. Then he turned and walked away, leaving her alone in a crowded room.

			“Have a good evening,” she muttered to his back. Then quietly under her breath, she added on one of the slang words she’d recently learned from a stable hand.

			

			“Did she just . . . fall?” Miss Mabel Mulberry said with a shake of her strawberry blond hair.

			“I think she just fell,” Miss Kitty Montague said, mouth agape.

			Lady Francesca DeVere just smiled. “She most certainly did.”

			When The London Weekly broke the news that the new Duke of Durham would be arriving from America with not one but three sisters in tow, most of the ton lamented the foreign invasion. A few enterprising mothers began to plot how they might land the duke for their daughters, with the hope that in time his title would trump his past occupation. But Lady Francesca DeVere was nervous about the arrival of three new young ladies.

			She had only just vanquished her chief rival and best friend, Lady Katherine Abernathy, who had failed to snare the Duke of Ashbrooke after four seasons of trying. Instead she had married nobody and was now rusticating in the country.

			And now Lady Francesca was the reigning beauty of the ton.

			Unless those American girls were beautiful, amiable, and charming. They were pretty, but not beautiful. She’d heard they were nice enough. But now that girl had fallen in the middle of the ballroom and nothing else mattered.

			Francesca’s status as darling of the season would be secured. But wait . . . was that . . . ?

			“Is that Darcy and his brother with her?” Miss Mulberry asked.

			“Yes,” Lady Francesca admitted through gritted teeth.

			“Did he propose yet, Francesca?” Miss Montague asked.

			No, he had not. Which was fine. Truly. She was still on schedule—­the first season was for flirting, the second for entertaining suitors, and in the third she would marry her older brother’s best friend, Darcy. She was so certain of it that she’d even spent the earlier part of this season with her aunt and chaperone, Lady Wych Cross, taking the waters in Bath.

			She turned to face her silly friend.

			“If he had proposed, you wouldn’t have to ask. I would tell you.” And the whole bloody town.

			“Why is he spending so much time talking to the American girl?” Miss Montague asked.

			Francesca sighed. “The question is why is he talking to her at all? He is probably just being polite. You know Darcy, he is nothing if not perfectly polite.”

			But she wasn’t taking any chances. She would have to go flirt with him immediately. As much as one could flirt with Darcy, anyway.

			

			A short while later, having taken great care when walking through the ballroom, Bridget found her sisters and the duchess.

			“Where did you go? We lost you in the crowds,” Claire said.

			“I hope you didn’t get into any trouble,” the duchess said, giving her a once-­over as if she might detect what Bridget had done and with whom she had done it.

			“I took a turn about the room,” Bridget said. “In a manner of speaking. What did I miss?”

			“We were introduced. To people. A lot of very English people,” Amelia said, yawning.

			“They are the very best of high society.”

			“I’m so sorry to have missed that,” Bridget said dryly.

			“I said, ‘How do you do’ and ‘It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance’ approximately six and twenty times,” Amelia added.

			“And I thank the Lord that is all you said,” the duchess said with a glance heavenward.

			“And then we were asked about Indian attacks and bears,” Claire said, rolling her eyes, which made Josephine cringe. Apparently proper ladies did not roll their eyes. “Amelia, of course, encouraged them in believing the worst.”

			“I see I didn’t miss anything,” Bridget said. “Where is James?”

			It was important that they all stay together in this foreign land.

			“There.” Amelia pointed to the dance floor, and the duchess reminded her about pointing (it was yet another thing that was Not Done). Their brother was waltzing with a very long-­faced woman who seemed to smile as much as Loooord Darcy, which was to say, not at all.

			James didn’t look like he was having much fun either.

			“Oh dear,” Bridget murmured.

			“She looks like a horse,” Amelia murmured.

			“Lady Melinda Cowper would make an excellent duchess. Her bloodlines are perfect and her manners are exquisite.”

			“And she is described like a horse,” Claire said under her breath.

			“She probably never finds herself flat on her back in a ballroom and speaking with gentlemen to whom she has not been introduced,” Bridget remarked.

			Amelia burst out laughing.

			“Why am I not surprised?” Claire asked, sighing. Bridget scowled in annoyance at her older sister.

			“I certainly hope not,” the duchess said crisply. “And I shudder to think of how such horrific things even cross your mind, Lady Bridget.”

			“You don’t want to know, Josephine. You really don’t.”

			She was given A Look that managed to convey her displeasure with being referred to so informally, that she was above actually saying anything about it, and that she was well aware that Bridget knew better and ought to apologize.

			“I’m very sorry.”

			It was an amazing skill, that. One that Bridget would one day like to possess. Perhaps if she stayed with Josephine long enough, and actually paid attention to her lessons, she would pick up the skill by osmorisis or osmosis or whatever it was.

			“Come, there are more introductions to be made. Everyone is desperate to make your acquaintance.”

			And with that they continued their campaign to win over the haute ton. They paused to speak with Lord and Lady Something near the lemonade table. Bridget failed to pay strict attention to the conversation; instead she noticed Darcy. There was a woman on his arm—­the sort of tall, sleek, beautiful woman that made a regular woman in her best dress feel the most dowdy provincial spinster.

			Theirs was a conversation she strained to overhear and she was infuriated by what she overheard him say.

			

			Lord Darcy knew that there was only one thing to do when one’s equilibrium was disturbed, and that was to stand very still and patiently wait for the world to right itself. He stood alone on the terrace, sipping a fine brandy and enjoying a respite. As a precaution, he arranged his features into something that could be described as brooding, the better to ward off anyone who might even consider the foolish notion of trying to converse with him. It was better that everyone thought him in a dark mood, rather than the truth.

			And the truth was that he found himself flummoxed.

			It went without saying that he was never unbalanced, remotely emotional, or disorganized. He was never flummoxed, confused, or any state other than perfectly calm and collected. He had spent his entire life cultivating the particular talent of suppressing every uncomfortable, wayward emotion.

			His father would be so proud. This he thought with a small trace of bitterness.

			So it was shocking that he found himself flummoxed, and it was unthinkable that the cause was an American woman sprawled on the floor of a ballroom.

			He didn’t know a world where that happened. Where women sprawled upon floors in ballrooms, then stood up and made jokes about it and proceeded to tease him.

			No one teased him.

			No one spoke to him the way she had done—­informally, as if they were old mates of the same rank. Did she not know that she was supposed to be afraid of him?

			Apparently not.

			No one ever left him with a tight feeling in his chest either. Like he couldn’t breathe. Like she took his breath away.

			But that was preposterous.

			Darcy sipped his drink and willed his world to rights. The tension in his chest eased and his breathing resumed. A young woman caught his eye and quickly averted her gaze—­ah, that was more like it.

			He hadn’t seen Rupert since the bounder abandoned him with Lady Bridget—­here he took a sharp intake of breath and refused to consider her further—­and he reluctantly returned to the ballroom in search of him.

			But then there was Fox, heading his way and grinning for having found him. His sister was with him, strolling along gracefully. Lady Francesca DeVere was beautiful, clever, and irreproachable. The perfect wife for a man of his station. He would probably marry her.

			“Have you seen my brother?” Darcy inquired.

			“I think I spotted him in the card room with Croft,” Fox said, referring to an old school friend of theirs. Darcy wasn’t surprised; his brother had recently begun racking up gaming debts. “But never mind that. I have made the acquaintance of the new duke,” Fox said, falling in step beside him. Francesca did as well. “He’s all right.”

			“Glad to hear it.” Darcy would pay call upon the new duke tomorrow—­they were neighbors in London after all—­because civility and manners demanded it. Therefore, he saw no reason to join the hordes seeking his acquaintance this evening.

			They had made it as far as the lemonade table when a crush prevented them from walking further. So the trio stood there and carried on their conversation.

			“And I saw you made the acquaintance of one of the sisters. The girl who fell,” Lady Francesca said, glancing at him under her thick black lashes.

			“Yes. Lady Bridget.”

			There was a flicker in her eyes; she was surprised he knew her name.

			“It’s all anyone is talking about tonight. Poor thing.”

			Darcy tensed, then muttered a vague response. It only occurred to him now that if everyone had seen Lady Bridget falling, then they had undoubtedly seen him conversing with her. He would be an object of gossip. Their names would be linked. How distasteful.

			Lady Francesca mercifully carried on. “I heard the other one is a bluestocking. And the third mentioned riding astride. Can you just imagine?”

			She laughed lightly.

			“They’re pretty,” Fox said. Again. He wasn’t known for the depth or variety of his thoughts. “Darcy, don’t you think so?”

			“They’re not handsome enough to tempt me to overlook their manners,” Darcy said flatly, while his gaze strayed to Lady Bridget in particular.

			He didn’t miss the smug smile on Francesca’s lips. And out of the corner of his eye he saw . . . the woman in question. Standing nearby, within earshot, with her family. Had she heard? What did he care if she did?

			“Well, I think they’re pretty,” Fox insisted.

			“You’re engaged,” his sister said.

			“So people keep telling me.”

			“Why can’t you be more refined and dignified, like Darcy?”

			Francesca gave him a coy smile as she linked her arm with his. He appreciated that they shared the same values. That was why he would marry her. That, and she would never flail about and fall down in a ballroom and ask him inane questions, such as If they were conversing without having been introduced, did the conversation even happen?

			He wanted to say no. It never happened. But it did. Because he was still thinking about it. And the wicked gleam of amusement in her eyes as she asked.

			“There aren’t many men like Darcy,” Fox said.

			“Isn’t that the truth,” Francesca cooed.

			“I would enjoy this topic of conversation more if I were less modest.”

			“The perfect gentleman, aren’t you?” Lady Francesca laughed and brushed a speck of lint from the lapel of his evening jacket. Except he was Darcy, and so never did something as mundane as having lint on his jacket.

			“Not always,” he replied, thinking about his conversation with Lady Bridget. He’d been aloof to the point of being rude. He’d practically given her the cut direct. And why? An Englishman is never rude by accident. But his wits and thoughts had been so tangled up by a woman who fell to the floor, then stood up and proceeded to make conversation and tease him as if no one had informed her that he was to be feared.

			“Not always a perfect gentleman?” Francesca laughed. “Pray tell.”

			“There’s nothing to tell.”

			“Too much of a gentleman, I suppose?”

			Hardly, if his thoughts and behavior this evening were any indication. He again became aware of the Americans nearby . . . of Lady Bridget . . . and a disturbance to his equilibrium. Suddenly, he’d had enough of this ball and enough of this evening. Already he’d had enough of her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			Lessons in proper etiquette avoided: 27

			Lessons I should not have avoided: 27

			Reception in English society: dreadful

			Lady Bridget’s Diary

			The duchess sat at her dressing table, sipping a glass of sherry while her companion, Miss Green, painstakingly removed all the hairpins holding up her elegant coiffure. It was their evening ritual, ever since Miss Green had come to act as companion and occasional lady’s maid to the duchess, taking over the position her mother had filled before her.

			Josephine took one sip of sherry, then another, before she could bring herself to speak of the evening they had all barely survived. She’d been so certain of success; how wild could her American nieces and nephew be? Surely if anyone could turn them into darlings of the ton, it was she, the esteemed and feared Duchess of Durham.

			“How was the ball?” Miss Green asked.

			“It was a disaster.”

			“It could not have been that bad.”

			Josephine gave her A Look in the mirror, even though it was a requirement of Miss Green’s position to say things like that.

			“Lady Bridget fell and lay sprawled upon the floor. Lady Claire could not hide her boredom if her life depended on it, which it does, though I cannot seem to impress it upon her. She already has a reputation as a bluestocking, which will hardly serve her well. Lady Amelia mentioned riding astride on their farm, so now everyone thinks her a hoyden at best. That one will be the death of me, I am sure of it. And the duke . . .”

			“What about the duke?”

			The duchess watched Miss Green closely in the mirror. Had her breath hitched at the mention of the duke?

			“You’d think he was being led to the gallows, not waltzing with the finest young women in England.”

			“And how was the dancing?”

			Together they had watched the lessons Monsieur Bellini had been hired to provide. The sisters had eventually grasped the waltz, thank the Lord, with its three simple steps. The steps of the quadrille and other dances had eluded them thus far. Was it really too much to ask that one dance with a modicum of grace?

			The duchess took another sip of her sherry.

			“They were adequate. They were not ready for society, but if we delayed their debut, everyone would think the worst.” At least, that had been her rationale. It pained her to admit even privately to herself that she might have been mistaken. “Of course now they already know the worst.”

			“They still must be better than Mr. Collins.”

			“The less said about Mr. Collins, the better.”

			But the man was never far from her mind, for until James had a son or two, there was a chance that Durham could fall into the hands of a bumbling provincial clergyman who possessed neither wit, taste, nor self-­awareness. It was a ghastly combination.

			But more importantly, he lacked what it took to run an estate like Durham. And too many good people were dependent upon a duke with his wits about him and heart in the right place.

			Which was why she had searched high and low for her late husband’s younger brother, only to learn that he’d died in the Americas some years earlier. But he had a son—­an heir—­and she had, by the grace of God, managed to persuade him to leave the dirt and dust of the stables and assume his rightful place in England.

			Now she just needed to ensure that he stayed.

			“There is always tomorrow for more lessons with the girls. And there is always you to teach them.”

			“Thank you, Miss Green. If anyone can mold them into perfect lords and ladies, it is I. Though I fear for the future of the dukedom if even I cannot manage it. I have had one task in life and it was to secure the Durham dukedom for another generation. Failure is simply not an option I shall consider.”

			After this disastrous evening, I am resolved harder to become the Woman of Quality the duchess wishes me to be—­whom I wish to be. I shall adhere to my reducing diet, become an expert in the order of precedence, distinguish between all the forks at the dinner table, and learn how to waltz without stepping on my partner’s feet.

			Lady Bridget’s Diary

			After their debut in society, each Cavendish sibling quietly retired to his or her bedchamber in the monstrous Durham residence. But one by one, after the maids were dismissed for the evening, the sisters made their way to Claire’s bedroom and climbed onto her four-­poster bed. It was a habit of theirs from back home. Bridget needed to know that this, at least, had not changed. She had a feeling her sisters did, too.

			“Tonight was a disaster,” Bridget said flatly. She didn’t want to talk about it, but she could not not talk about it.

			“I wouldn’t say that—­” Claire began diplomatically.

			“Claire, I fell. On the floor.”

			“And apparently I am not supposed to refuse offers to dance,” Amelia said. “Even from decrepit old gentlemen with lecherous grins. That sort should not be allowed out near young ladies.”

			“Apparently I already have a reputation as a bluestocking,” Claire said flatly. “All because I wear spectacles. And possess a modicum of intelligence.”

			“You also asked a few ladies which subjects they liked to study and mentioned that you looked forward to meeting the Duke of Ashbrooke to discuss mathematical theories,” Amelia pointed out. “Apparently we are only supposed to discuss the weather.”

			“Well, at least you’re not known as the girl who fell.”

			Amelia giggled. Then Claire. Sisters.

			Bridget glared at them. She pretended she was Josephine—­no, that dreadful Darcy—­and gave them her best death-­to-­you-­insect look.

			“Are you ill, Bridget?”

			“No.”

			“Because you were making an odd face.”

			“It’s nothing,” she said, heaving a sigh and thinking back again to what she’d overheard the Despicable Darcy say. She is not handsome enough to tempt me to overlook her manners. He thought her ugly and ill-­mannered. A tragic peasant, trussed up in fancy clothes. And he was, in all likelihood, merely echoing the sentiments of everyone they’d met tonight. While Bridget didn’t care what he thought, as he was a dreadful human, she did care what the rest of the ton thought of her and her family.

			In that moment, it all became very real to her: chances were, this was their home now. This was where they would make friends, fall in love, start families of their own. If they weren’t laughed out of town.

			She supposed they could go back to America. But now that Bridget thought about it, could she really return to everyone whispering that she just couldn’t succeed in England? They would say that she wasn’t pretty enough or ladylike enough so the English sent her back to the horse farm from whence she came.

			She pictured a look of smug satisfaction on the face of Dreadful Darcy.

			“So much for the duchess’s plan for us to take the haute ton by storm,” Amelia said, lazily twisting one of her long brown curls around her finger. “I hope we have disabused her of that notion so we can cease all those tedious lessons. I couldn’t care less how to address the younger son of a viscount. Or whomever.”

			“Actually, I think I understand the point of all those lessons now,” Bridget said softly. They were to help her succeed rather than infringe upon her time spent perusing fashion periodicals in bed, sipping chocolate. They were to help her become a True Lady. “And now that I have already ruined my reputation, and made myself a laughingstock, I want to make them all forget.” She pictured Darcy, snidely dismissing her looks and her manners. She thought of that tall, beautiful woman being all tall, beautiful, and well mannered. She probably knew whether a baron outranked an earl. She probably never fell, not even when learning to walk as a baby.

			In that moment, Bridget was resolved. She would silence their laughter. She would earn their respect. She would faithfully attend to Josephine’s every lesson. “I will make everyone forget that I am the girl who fell,” she said, with a look of fierce determination. “I shall be known as Lady Bridget, diamond of the first water.”

			Amelia laughed.

			“Really?” Claire asked, skeptical. “I would much rather have some complex equations to solve. At least numbers make sense and are what they are, and opinions don’t matter at all.”

			“To you. They make sense to you,” Amelia pointed out.

			“If you would just apply yourself . . .” Claire replied.

			Bridget interrupted a frequently recurring argument. “If we would all just apply ourselves to the duchess’s teachings, then we wouldn’t be the laughingstocks of London.”

			“That has quite a ring to it,” Amelia said.

			“That is entirely beside the point, Amelia,” Bridget huffed.

			There was a knock on the door. James pushed it open slightly.

			“Are you all decent?”

			“Yes, do come in, Your Grace,” Claire called out.

			“Oooh, it’s the duke,” Amelia teased. “We’d better bow and curtsy.”

			Giggling, she and Bridget slid off the bed and Bridget was, well, Bridget. When she bowed and lifted her arm with a flourish, it smacked Amelia in the nose.

			“Ow!”

			“Good evening, Your Grace,” Bridget said in her most Dignified Lady voice. She might as well start practicing, for she had much catching up to do.

			“We are so honored to have you grace us with your presence, Your Grace.” Amelia tried to curtsy and hold her nose at the same time, which resulted in her tumbling to the floor.

			“Do shut up, all of you,” he muttered. Then he pulled up a chair next to the bed and took a seat, stretching his long legs out before him. He wore breeches, boots, and just a shirt. The duchess would undoubtedly be horrified by the informality.

			“We were just discussing what a disaster this evening has been,” Claire told him.

			“Living through it wasn’t enough? You have to discuss it, too?”

			“Was it so bad dancing with all those women?”

			“Aye.” James made A Face.

			“What is it with gentlemen who do not like dancing?” Bridget wondered.

			“It’s not so much the dancing as it is having everyone watch you do it,” James said with a shrug.

			“I cannot believe Father never mentioned any of this,” Amelia said. Their parents died, one after the other. First, their mother passed away after contracting a wasting disease. Their father followed a few days later. Everyone said his cause of death was a broken heart.

			“Sometimes he spoke of life in England before he came to America,” Claire said. She was the oldest and remembered more than the rest of them. “He spoke of foxhunting, cruel schoolmasters, and his time in the cavalry.”

			“He spoke about Messenger,” James added with a fond smile.

			They all smiled wistfully at the memory of the family’s prized horse, may he rest in peace. Legend had it that their father had absconded to America with the prize stallion—­owned by his brother, the duke, Josephine’s late husband. He’d fallen in love with an American woman his family forbade him to wed, so he left England and never looked back. When their father needed to find a way to support his new family, he bred Messenger and raised and trained a series of champion racehorses on their farm.

			They’d had an idyllic existence . . . loving parents, a beautiful farm to roam, and siblings to either play with or fight with or both.

			“But he never mentioned any of this, did he?” Bridget asked softly. She waved her hand at the bedroom
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