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			Preface

			Wit and Prattles owes its inception to Jane Austen. The broad strokes of Charlotte Jennings and Thomas Palmer came from her pen. In Sense and Sensibility, the Palmers are mere minor characters who encounter the Dashwoods late in the novel. Ebullient Mrs. Palmer contrasts with sober, judgmental Elinor Dashwood, while dour Mr. Palmer is a foil for the overly romantic and impulsive Marianne. 

			So, dear reader, allow me some license. Charlotte and Thomas do not fit the mold of wallpaper historical romances. While she is plucky and skirts the edge of propriety, she is in no way a modern heroine. And while he fits the taciturn alpha male model, he’s much more. And both are firmly rooted in their time and place. 

			Their evolving relationship is the heart of this story.

			Austen herself describes the couple this way: “Mrs. Palmer was several years younger than Lady Middleton, and totally unlike her in every respect. She was short and plump, had a very pretty face, and the finest expression of good humour in it that could possibly be. Her manners were by no means so elegant as her sister’s, but they were much more prepossessing. She came in with a smile, smiled all the time of her visit, except when she laughed, and smiled when she went away. Her husband was a grave looking young man of five or six and twenty, with an air of more fashion and sense than his wife, but of less willingness to please or be pleased.” 

			I’m fascinated by odd couples who, against all odds, make a relationship work. Sense and Sensibility is essentially a novel about odd couples. As I reread the book a few years ago, I found myself speculating on the Palmers’ backstory and what their relationship was like behind closed doors. Austen offers hints at their depth. Despite his reticence, Mr. Palmer attends to his guests, loves his son, and protects his family. I suspect he also loves his wife. 

			Mrs. Palmer and her mother, Mrs. Jennings, are the kindest characters in the novel, a virtue I admire above all others. The Jennings women alone remain constant. As Kathleen Anderson and Jordan Kidd explain in “Mrs. Jennings and Mrs. Palmer: The Path to Self -Determination in Austen’s Sense and Sensibility” (Persuasions 30: 135-48), those two ladies are “the only characters to remain happy of their own accord throughout the novel” (147). 

			Happiness is a choice. In fact, that’s one of the major themes of Wit and Prattles. Mr. Palmer must learn that wit is no license for cruelty, and much sense hides in seeming prattles.

			Of all times, now is the age that needs this message.

			Thank you for reading.

			Nancy Martin-Young

			(writing in other genres as Nancy Young)

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			London’s Argyle Room offended Thomas Palmer on every level, from its presumptuous Corinthian pillars to its garish gilt lamps. The ground-floor rooms were particularly distasteful in their excess, with scarlet draperies in one and an out-of-place green trellis in the next. In the ballroom where he eventually found himself, he discovered more scarlet, more brass, and more pillars. He longed for the open simplicity of Cleveland and the cold cliffs of Somerset.

			Above the orchestra, a motto proclaimed, “Sollicitae jucunda oblivia vitae.” “Forgetting troubles,” as it ordered, was laughable in the stifling atmosphere. Sweat trickled down his neck and soaked his cravat, its intricate folds now limp. The ball was officially a crush, with barely space to squeeze from potted plant to punch bowl. 

			In such a crowd, he couldn’t distinguish one young miss from the next, much less arrange for introductions to those potential brides on his mother’s list. All the females before him were equally well groomed and fashionable: depressingly fresh from the schoolroom with their hair crimped, their gowns pressed and beribboned, and their dancing shoes unscuffed. Remembering his duty, he bowed and smiled as often as he could force himself to and, after introductions, partnered a succession of young misses, some pretty, some shy, all polite and predictable. And all deadly dull.

			His brother Henry had long ago abandoned him in favor of a cluster of young blades already dipping deep in drink. Thomas eyed them with envy. His mouth felt dry as sawdust. The struggle to keep up inane conversations made his head ache. He’d been hard put not to bolt on at least three occasions when the female jabbering became too much to bear. 

			Close quarters made his heart pound.

			Yet escape was out of the question. He needed funds. He had to forget his last unfortunate foray into the marriage mart. In the years since his humiliation, he’d armed himself with a thick skin. No young miss would slash his pride again. This time, he’d succeed in securing his future and the future of Cleveland. 

			Resolute, Thomas set about locating another marriage prospect in the melee, this one the niece of a baronet. As he escorted the well-connected but dour Miss Askew to the refreshment table, he cast about for something, anything, to say. “May I get you a glass of punch?” 

			“Please,” she answered, inclining her head. It was a surprisingly big head, he thought, especially since it balanced on a remarkably thin neck. 

			He downed a quick glass before returning with one for the lady. “Will you be staying in town after the season is over, Miss Askew?” Travel seemed a safe enough topic, unlikely to inspire uncomfortable confidences or batting eyelids.

			“My brother and I plan to stop at Bath. Is Cleveland far from there?” Her immense forehead wrinkled in a most unattractive way. 

			Thomas had a dark vision of the heavy-headed Miss Askew and her flinty-eyed brother dropping by his estate for tea. “Quite far. At least a day’s journey,” he lied. “Miserable this time of year, with the threat of rain.” He felt immense relief when Miss Askew coughed and excused herself, leaving Thomas momentarily freed from the ordeal of carrying on polite conversation. 

			But duty still had him shackled. He must press on. 

			The stuffiness of the room led him to ask the lovely but limpid Miss Anne Ludford if she’d care to step into the lobby. She perked up quite astonishingly at the suggestion. He grew increasingly uncomfortable as she batted her pale brown eyes at him and tossed her brown ringlets, and hung on his words as if everything he said bore the wisdom of Solomon. Thomas doubted she’d have demurred if he’d suggested slicing a baby in two. 

			For several embarrassing minutes, he deflected her attempts at further intimacy by leaning away as she leaned forward. After an interminable period, her clinging arm nearly threatened to restrict his blood flow. With a grimace, he finally scraped her off and returned her to her chaperone. Miss Ludford’s name fell to the bottom of the list. 

			No clinging vines for him.

			As he tried to recall the next name on the list of potential life partners, his attention flickered to the dance floor, where, besides the pool of hopefuls, a few more mature ladies of stature danced with their husbands. 

			It was no wonder his eyes sought and found her, taller than most of the ingénues whirling about, her perfect head held up, a coronet of gold hair coiled high, and an unmistakable air of poise and grace wrapped like a mantle about her. Mary Jennings, now Lady Middleton, and out of his reach forever.

			When the set ended, a muscle twitched in his jaw as he watched Sir John Middleton escort his lady through the crowd. Mary floated like a goddess in her blue gown, like Venus on a cloud, while her husband trod upon the polished floor like a crude, aging Vulcan. 

			Thomas allowed himself to be carried by the tide of guests away from the refreshments table and through the crowd, his focus entirely on Lady Middleton’s retreating back. Even her spine was elegant—straight, unbending, and untouchable. Unable to look away, he shadowed the couple, who finally paused at the edge of the ballroom to chat with a group seated there. Thomas hadn’t drawn within a dozen feet of them before a voice screeched, “Why, look who’s here, upon my word! If it isn’t Mr. Palmer, as distinguished as ever!” 

			He stiffened, recognizing that grating voice and braying laugh. Mrs. Jennings waved vigorously in his direction, her squat figure joggling. Thomas would have veered away, but Lady Middleton turned to stand by her mother’s side, flanked by her thickset husband. A young woman of perhaps eighteen sat next to Mrs. Jennings, whose laughter grew louder as he approached. 

			He bowed to her, cringing all the while and bracing himself for the assault he knew to expect. “How do you do, Mrs. Jennings?” 

			“Exceedingly well, Mr. Palmer. Delightful to see you again! Don’t often come across you in town these days. Been much too long since you graced our drawing room. Why, you used to call every day! It’s high time you showed yourself at one of these to-dos and gave the young ladies something to swoon about. Don’t you agree, Mary, dear?” 

			When he bowed over Lady Middleton’s hand, the pallor of her perfect complexion grew whiter still, though the impression was fleeting. She looked up, and he noted her eyes exactly matched the color of her gown. “A pleasure,” he murmured, proud his firm voice revealed nothing, though his knees felt unsteady. 

			Her voice was equally neutral and steady in response. 

			Sir John, however, bellowed his welcome as he reached out his hand. “Palmer, isn’t it? Believe we met years back. Duck hunting, I think. Good to see you.” 

			“You also remember my sister, Mr. Palmer?” Mary asked with, he thought, a hint of trepidation. “This is Charlotte.” 

			Little Lottie. She’d been a plump and giggly girl, all bouncy curls and non-stop chatter, frisking about the house like a roly-poly puppy. Seven years later, she was still plump and bouncy, her yellow ringlets barely checked by fluttering pink ribbons, and her giggles not suppressed at all. Charlotte. He bowed. 

			“Do you dance, Mr. Palmer?” Mrs. Jennings asked as she fanned herself. “Much too hot for me. I fear my dancing days are over. But you young people have more energy. And dancing’s the very best way for couples to get to know each other. My Lottie dearly loves to dance, don’t you, my dear?” 

			Her Lottie, rather than blush with embarrassment at so bold a hint, laughed merrily and nodded. Then she turned the full force of her round blue eyes on Thomas, widened her smile, and said, “Yes, I do so love to dance, Mama. If I could, I think I’d dance until my slippers were worn through.” The girl continued to look directly into his eyes until Thomas was forced to look away. His gaze inevitably drifted to Lady Middleton, whose expression altered minutely as she spoke. “I cannot imagine exerting oneself to such an extent, Charlotte. I much prefer to dance in moderation.” 

			“Mr. Palmer,” her sister said, with what he thought might be a teasing twinkle, “we haven’t yet heard your opinion of dancing.” Her extraordinary eyes widened.

			Thomas knew he was left with no choice whatsoever. He would not shirk a gentleman’s duty. If he didn’t ask her to dance, the minx might ask him.

			While he hesitated, the girl took a step closer, subjecting him to more of her unsettling stare. “In case you wondered, I happen to have this dance open.” 

			Struck speechless for a moment at her forwardness, he eventually managed to reply, “May I have the pleasure, Miss Jennings?” 

			“Of course!” 

			Her laugh trilled for a full five seconds. Thomas knew it was five because he counted the duration beneath his breath. As he led her to her place for the country dance, he noticed her hands were small, and the skin above her glove was soft; indeed, he soon discovered, all of Miss Charlotte Jennings was soft: her hair when it brushed against his chin, her arm, her body beneath the white silk and excessive ruffles of her gown.

			“Tell me the truth, sir. Did you truly want to dance, or were you tricked?” Her question drew all eyes to her as they progressed down the line. “Not that I mind either way,” she continued. “I really do love to dance. How vexing it is to wait for the chance.” 

			“A gentleman has the advantage,” he agreed cautiously. “He is at liberty to choose a partner, while a lady may choose only to accept or decline.” 

			His comment earned yet another laugh from the girl. “What, pray, is the difference? The lady still holds the power of yes or no.” 

			Thomas couldn’t think of a polite answer, but no matter, since Miss Jennings had more to say on the subject. 

			“A lady may choose to be noticed or hide herself if she wants to avoid a partner. If she can’t hide, she can claim a cramp, or thirst, or weariness, or simply give up on all dancing for the evening. But a man has an obligation to dance, especially when there are fewer men than ladies present.” 

			Thomas was overly acquainted with obligation. He was distracted from his own because the hops required by the country dance made the parts of her exposed by her square-cut bodice jiggle to an alarming extent, riveting him to the possibility her softest curves might escape their confines. Since they’d only just begun the first dance of two in the set, he faced a suspenseful half-hour.

			“Is this not a wonderful ball, Mr. Palmer?” she asked when the form reunited them. “Have you ever seen such a refined company?” Further observations proved Miss Jennings liked everybody effusively. She also liked the music, the refreshments, the flowers, and the fine weather, finding every possible opportunity to share her opinions when she wasn’t laughing or dancing away from him.

			Mr. Palmer made no comment.

			“I do so love the plumes some ladies are wearing. Don’t you agree? I saw a feather palatine earlier. The fashion makes them look like exotic birds, don’t you think?” Charlotte looked down at her silk gown. “Ruffles flutter nicely too. They make me feel like a bird taking wing. Do you like them? Madame Roussard assures me that three rows are even better than the two rows I saw in a design in Ackermann’s. My sister disagrees. She always cautions me not to overdo.” She frowned at the thought. “It’s true that no one was wearing more than one row of ruffles at the last ball.” 

			Thomas sensed the beginning of another headache as he struggled to keep up with her twittering. “Will a blanket response suffice, Miss Jennings, or should I answer each question in order?” 

			He was spared her answer when the steps of the dance drew him away from her. It was some minutes before he was brought face to face with her again. She raised one eyebrow as he took her hand. “You are so droll, Mr. Palmer. I do believe I have never met a man so amusing.” 

			The pounding in his head now exceeded the pounding of the dancers’ feet. “You should expand your acquaintance,” he replied, then regretted it since his remark elicited a peal of laughter. Nothing he said seemed to quench her humor. It was really quite remarkable.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Charlotte had not forgotten how gloriously tall he was, nor had she forgotten the lean handsomeness of his face. And now he had appeared at the perfect moment. The London season might be drawing to a close, but not her options. All thoughts of other suitors faded. Mr. Thomas Palmer was exactly the kind of man she dreamed of; in fact, he was the man she had dreamed of since she’d been in the schoolroom and he’d been courting her sister.

			She used to watch him arrive at their townhouse on Berkeley Street, his height and his aristocratic bearing unmistakable. She’d peer down from an upstairs window and admire the thick waves of his brown hair. And if she hurried, she could skid into the entrance hall in time to admire his eyes, a fascinating color somewhere between brown and green. The intensity of his stare as he looked down at her made her heart beat even faster. Everything about Mr. Palmer, from his impeccably tailored coat to the mirror shine of his Hessian boots, was fashionable and immaculate, then and now. He represented the epitome of gentlemanliness. Or perhaps not the epitome, since Mr. Brummell was rumored to be in attendance this evening, but near-epitome.

			And here was the near-epitome leading her through the country dance, his head bent over her, his warm hand at her back eliciting the most delicious of shivers. She could bask in happiness at this very moment—if only he would stop glancing at the seats where her mother and sister conversed. Charlotte’s brow puckered. By all accounts, he’d been terribly disappointed when her sister married another. That was in the past. Now was her chance. She must make an effort to draw him out. If she could keep him talking, his attention would remain on her.

			“Have you been hiding yourself, sir?” she asked when the steps brought him close again. “I am sure I would have seen you at the balls or card parties or concerts if you had been in the vicinity.” 

			“I’ve only recently arrived in town.” 

			Six words this time. An improvement of sorts. His last answer had included only five and had bordered on rudeness. “What brought you here so late in the season? Surely it can’t be for the entertainment. This ball is the last big event of the year. Several families have already left town for their country houses. Are you here for business, perhaps? Business goes on regardless, does it not?” 

			“Do you require an answer, or would you prefer to supply your own, Miss Jennings?” 

			Her eyes widened at the curtness of his response. A retort nearly escaped her lips, but she bit down on it. Far better to deflect his string of negatives with her own positives. Honey sweetened vinegar. She must keep him talking. “Oh, you are being witty! I had forgotten that about you.” 

			“You remember me from all those years ago?” At last, Mr. Palmer’s full attention was on her. 

			Charlotte nodded, relishing his unwavering regard. He was so very handsome. Sometimes a gentleman seen at a distance did not have the same charm at arm’s length. With Mr. Palmer, proximity only increased his appeal. And that appeal had not diminished with time. He was a man in his prime now, with the most distinguished crease between his brows, as if he pondered great matters of state. 

			“I remember everything about your visits,” she blurted out. His gaze sharpened, causing Charlotte to misstep briefly. What was she thinking? She sounded like a ninny. His closeness drove all caution from her and made her so nervous that she giggled far too often. He probably didn’t remember her, after all. He hadn’t actually said he did when Mary had introduced him. 

			“I’m flattered,” he said, his words flavored with irony. “I seem to recall as a child, you were often underfoot.” 

			A child? Was that how he saw her still? She strained to stand taller. “So you do remember me. I’m glad. I think to be forgotten would be the very worst, don’t you agree?” 

			“To be forgotten would be preferable than to be remembered with disdain,” he answered as he led her down the line in a promenade.

			His remark stung. Though the effort cost her, Charlotte’s smile didn’t waver. She still had his attention. She resolved to keep the upper hand. “I shan’t forget this dance,” she said. “I can’t remember when I have laughed at anyone so much.” Laughter was better than tears, she knew. Laughter held power. 

			“Is that a compliment, Miss Jennings? If so, again, I’m flattered.” 

			“As you should be, sir,” she said as the dance carried her away from him. The very wide smile remained on her face as she held her hands out to the next man in the line, causing him to stumble a bit before taking up the steps. An hour before, Charlotte had danced the second set with this gentleman, a younger son of some minor peer, and while his dancing skills were not the best, he had been an excellent listener. If he had not held up his half of their conversation, perhaps he was overheated. It had been a vigorous dance. 

			Not every gentleman could keep up with her.

			Mr. Palmer’s new partner in the set seemed quite subdued, hardly a rival. Why, the Ludford girl barely said more than a sentence at a time! And her steps, while correct, lacked liveliness. Her coiled brown hair didn’t bounce even during the turns. Her profile, however, was flawless. Charlotte bit her lip.

			When the form returned her to Mr. Palmer’s side, Charlotte cast about for anything to draw his attention back. “I do believe I have never been to such a well-attended ball, Mr. Palmer. I see Lord Alvanley and Mr. Pierrepont, and there’s Lady Worcester. All of London must be here!” 

			“Surely not. I see no sign of my solicitor, for instance,” he said, looking about the room. 

			“Perhaps not all,” she agreed, ignoring his attempt to undercut her. “I also see no sign of the urchins who were begging coins outside, poor things.” At that, she did not smile.

			“Town is full of rabble,” Mr. Palmer replied. “I much prefer the country. There are far fewer people to trip over there.” 

			She had to laugh. Really, Mr. Palmer worked hard at being contrary. He truly was the most amusing man. And when she stood this close, she could appreciate the cleft in his chin, the breadth of his shoulders, and the power of his thighs, details that had escaped her notice when she was a girl. 

			His manners, though, did not live up to his appearance. Curt manners were indeed a flaw. But she would not give up on him. He was young, single, fit, a man of means, and obviously in the market. Since this was the end of her last season, she had few options. She could overlook a few flaws. If she concentrated, Charlotte could surmise any number of explanations for Mr. Palmer’s boorish behavior. Perhaps he was unused to company, after so long an absence from society? Following Mary’s engagement, Mr. Palmer had fled town. His father had died as well, hadn’t he? The period of mourning and the demands of an estate must have kept him away.

			Shyness might explain his reluctance to join in the conversation for the rest of the set. Shyness would also explain why he persisted in looking over her head to scan the assembly. That was certainly a better reason than the one she suspected might be true. She resolved to double her efforts to put him at his ease.

			“Tell me about your home, Mr. Palmer,” she said when they were again face to face. “It’s in Somerset, is it not? Not so very far from Bath. Mama and I visited Bath last year. It was immensely diverting. Have you seen the Assembly Rooms there? They’re magnificent.” It was a testament to her health that she could keep talking while executing a series of complicated movements. 

			“I visit Bath as infrequently as possible.” 

			“Oh. You did say you prefer the country. Is your home by the sea? I don’t believe Mary ever mentioned it. I’ve never been to the sea. Is it quite overwhelming? It’s so very vast, after all.” 

			“And so very wet.” 

			She would not rise to his bait. “Do describe it, Mr. Palmer. Please.” And willed him to answer.

			“Yes, Cleveland is near the sea. The north wind blows ocean spray across the lea, and from the hill on the estate, one can hear the waves crash and smell the salt air. It is invariably damp and cold.” For an eternity, he pinned her eyes with his. “The seaside is an unforgiving landscape, Miss Jennings, all rocks and stunted trees. Nothing whatsoever like the refinement of Bath.” 

			“Such a place would transport the senses to a higher plane. How perfectly invigorating it must be!” Remembering a sublime painting she’d seen of a storm-dashed sea and rocky coast, she took a deep breath, imagining her lungs filling with fresh salt air. When her bodice consequently dipped lower, she was gratified at having secured Mr. Palmer’s complete attention at last. She pressed home her advantage. “To see the coast, Mr. Palmer! To feel the surge of the waves and be stroked by the potent force of a sea wind. How exhilarating! How I should love to experience it!” Charlotte grew quite warm at the idea of experiencing such a place with him; she could feel a blush rising from her bosom and up her neck to heat her cheeks. Mr. Palmer’s gaze remained steadily on her, and she thought she detected a rise in his temperature too. 

			She pondered the renewed possibility of making his home hers.

			But the dance drew all too soon to its end, and Mr. Palmer led her back to her seat. How she wished he would reserve the supper dance with her, which no one had yet claimed. Then they could share a table, and she could command his full attention and quiz him further about the seaside and his home there. She would even be content to watch him eat. His teeth were so very white, and his mouth both firm and well-shaped. As a girl, she had hoped her first kiss might be from his mouth instead of the rather slobbery one she’d endured from the youngest son of a viscount. He’d tasted of brandy.

			She wondered what a kiss from Mr. Palmer would taste like. And when she considered his wit, she wondered about the sharpness of his teeth. 

			~*~

			“Ah, here you are, back again,” Mrs. Jennings greeted them as Mr. Palmer returned Charlotte to her side with a bow. “You were without a doubt the most attractive couple on the floor. Don’t you agree, Mary?” 

			Lady Middleton’s expression might have put off a more reticent sister, but Charlotte was made of sterner stuff than most fishwives. “Mr. Palmer’s a divine dancer, Mama. You already knew that, Mary, having danced with him during your own season all those years ago.” Before her sister could object, Charlotte continued. “We had the most delightful chat. Mr. Palmer was telling me about the wonders of the seaside, a sight not to be missed, I’m sure. The scenery must be breathtaking.” And she took another deep breath at the thought, hoping to again draw Mr. Palmer’s eyes her way. 

			Lady Middleton’s eyebrows rose two notches. “Indeed. I never heard Somerset offered much in the way of natural beauty.” 

			Mr. Palmer smiled slowly. “Somerset is no London,” he agreed. “Here, beauty is everywhere I look.” 

			Charlotte smiled back, but when she gauged that the gentleman’s attention was still on her sister, her smile drooped. “But I thought you preferred the country to the town. I’m sure I heard you say so.” 

			“I was thinking of a much more cultured beauty, one which doesn’t fade with the seasons,” Mr. Palmer replied, still looking at Lady Middleton. “Such beauty is more often found in town.” 

			“What pretty words!” Mrs. Jennings said. “Though I think you mean more than just the beauty of our parks, don’t you, Mr. Palmer?” A delicate flush painted Lady Middleton’s cheeks, and Charlotte’s smile faded further. Surely Mr. Palmer wasn’t flirting. After all, Mary was a married woman and a mother!

			Charlotte stepped closer, putting herself between him and Mary. “Mama and I love to walk in the park. And the gardens there are so lovely in spring and summer. The view of the Serpentine is especially nice. Do you ever walk there, Mr. Palmer?” 

			“No.” 

			She was not to be put off by a single syllable. “Why ever not? I could understand if the weather had been unpleasant, but it’s been quite cool this summer, don’t you think? And one sees everybody at the park. Even Mary walks there on occasion when she is in town. Her house is in Conduit Street, you know, very close.” 

			Lady Middleton acknowledged that was so. “As a matter of fact, I plan to take the children for an outing on the morrow if the weather is fair,” she admitted. “The fresh air will do them good. Too much time indoors isn’t healthy for them.” 

			Charlotte’s spirits rebounded at the prospect of an afternoon stroll on Mr. Palmer’s arm with all of London society watching and noting what a lovely couple they made. “Oh, yes, please! We must make an outing of it! Do join us, Mr. Palmer! You simply must.” 

			“Perhaps I will,” he said, his eyes on Mary. “Good evening, ladies.” 

			With a slight bow, Mr. Palmer took his leave. As Charlotte watched his back disappear into the throng, her perpetual smile faded entirely away as she plotted. It’s only a matter of time and good planning. I’ll bring him up to snuff by the end of the year. Thomas Palmer is my best chance at future happiness.

			~*~

			“Wondered where you’d got to, Tom,” Henry said as he elbowed his way past a prodigious palm. “The carriage has been brought ‘round.” 

			Henry’s eyes were bloodshot, and he listed heavily to the left, but Thomas was too weary to call him out over it. “The best news I’ve heard all evening,” he said instead. Given his intense dislike of closed carriages, that said much about the evening. If he had to lead one more vacuous partner out onto the crowded dance floor, he might start to howl, which would undoubtedly disrupt the merriment around him and ruin his chances forever of finding a suitable wife. Never had the quiet of his solitary room in Hanover Square held more appeal.

			“Saw you dancing with at least four very acceptable-looking ladies,” Henry continued. “Mother would be proud.” 

			“I managed introductions to six on her list. And one who was not, thankfully.” 

			“Any who might suit?” 

			“Almost all.” Thomas grimaced at the thought.

			“Shouldn’t you be pleased, then?” 

			“How do you know I’m not pleased?” 

			“You hardly look like a man on the brink of matrimonial bliss.” Henry gestured to the room. “There are any number of possibilities here besides those on Mother’s infernal list of ‘suitable young ladies of good family.’ Some of them must appeal to you.” 

			“I’ll allow most are tolerable until they open their mouths. Then they either simper or mumble in monosyllables.” 

			Henry leaned against the wall, smirking. “Being pleasant and sociable for an entire evening must have exhausted you.” 

			Thomas smiled slightly. “You know me too well.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “I admit I’m out of my depth. I thought it would just be a matter of picking one from the fold.” 

			Henry laughed. “Like spring lambs? How were their teeth?” 

			“Only one smiled enough for me to determine, and she is totally unsuitable.” 

			“Not fluffy, sweet, and amiable?” Henry teased.

			“Extremely,” his brother said. After a pause, he added, “I spoke to Lady Middleton.” 

			Henry stopped leaning against the wall. “Did you, now? Is she as graceful and refined as ever?” 

			“Perhaps even more so, though I can’t say the same for her sister. Dancing with her was like being tethered to a whirligig.” Over Henry’s shoulder, Thomas watched Miss Charlotte Jennings skim about the room beside her mother, both of them twirling first this way and then that as they greeted acquaintances, nodded, and waved. They looked like spinning tops escaped from the toy box. The two stopped next to every widow and wallflower on their circuit, paying equal attention to all, whether they possessed title and property or not. It was really quite curious. Miss Jennings’ smile never faltered despite the smoking candles and stifling heat. Rather than wilting in company, she bloomed, eyes bright, cheeks rosy.

			When Thomas offered no further comment, Henry cleared his throat. “Since you’ve exhausted the supply of eligibles, we’re off then?” 

			Thomas nodded, still staring at Miss Jennings, then shook his head. The season may be over, but London still held possibilities, and Thomas Palmer, Esq., was a patient, determined man.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Charlotte Jennings was running out of patience. A day of fog and downpours had dampened her mood. All morning she’d waited for Mr. Palmer’s calling card. All afternoon, she’d willed the steady rain to relent. All season long, she had accepted every invitation and attended every ball, supper, card party, and musicale. Ahead of her stretched months of trailing after her mother, sitting with wilting dowagers over tea, visiting Barton Park, and perhaps taking the waters at Bath. In ten years, she’d be a confirmed spinster. In twenty, her dear mama might be gone, and then where would she be? Living with Mary, who would daily point out her shortcomings and never let her forget her dependence? Showering all the love she’d garnered for future children on her nieces and nephews? 

			She must do something.

			Yet here in the bedroom she’d slept in since she left the nursery, all she could do was fume. The rose silk walls felt more like a prison than a refuge. Memories of the night before trapped her further. Particularly, Mrs. Jennings’ comments at the close of the ball still rankled. As Charlotte readied herself for bed, she mulled over the exchange.

			“I don’t know what I’ll do if I can’t find a match for my Lottie,” her mother had said to her friend, raising her voice so she could be heard over the orchestra. “Lord knows I need someone to take the girl off my hands. Why, her sister was snatched up within weeks of her first season.” 

			Mrs. Tharrington had looked over her stooped shoulder to study Charlotte, who had pretended an intense interest in a potted fern. “She seems cheery enough. Pretty too. Can’t imagine why she didn’t take.” 

			“I’ve asked myself the same question. She filled her dance cards at the start, but now that we’re at the end, two seasons, mind you, only one or two prospects are still in the running.” 

			“Good possibilities?” 

			“I have great hopes for the one,” Mrs. Jennings had said. “A title. But I mustn’t say more.” She’d leaned closer to the hunched figure beside her before adding, “He may be a bit older, but I don’t count that as a drawback. Why, Sir John is a score older than my Mary, and look at them!” 

			Charlotte closed her eyes, trying in vain to shut out the galling memory.

			It was true. She had met dozens of suitors, many of whom she found amusing and some of whom she found attractive. It was not true that she had only two in the offing. Why, last week, she had met the very handsome Mr. Tierney, whose smooth manners were all that was agreeable. He’d been deliciously brazen in asking for an introduction to her at a card party and later had pursued her at the Courtnays’ ball. She felt certain he was interested in her. But Mama had pulled her away before she could learn much about him. She’d no chance to accept his pressing invitation to walk about the gardens in the dark, where she was sure to have learned more, especially the kind of knowledge that her mother least wanted her to have.

			Charlotte had had enough of propriety. Current circumstances called for drastic action if she were to avoid being put on a shelf.

			Sadly, most gentlemen wanted only to talk. Men’s topics were nothing like that of women’s circles, full of weddings and bonnets and births and billet-doux. With effort, though, she managed to discover something of interest in nearly all her potential partners. Two nights ago, a gentleman from Staffordshire had astounded her with his startling description of how a bolt of lightning had killed an entire herd of deer in his park. Then there was the bucktoothed gentleman who had been able to carry on a discussion of nothing but horses’ gait and breeding for over an hour. The breeding part, in particular, Charlotte found enlightening.

			Most eligible of the marriage prospects, according to her mother and sister, was the dapper Lord Dysart. Charlotte made an effort to recall his virtues. He was exactly her height, so she did not have to look up at all, saving her neck from strain. True, he had lacked the stamina to dance much, whether because of his age or his girth, she wasn’t sure, but he’d been generous in his compliments and had loaded her plate and his with every sort of delicacy from the refreshment table. He did not gamble or take snuff. A life with him would be comfortable. Undoubtedly, it would be preferable to hanging about her mother’s neck like a millstone.

			Last summer, she had held out hope for a taller prospect, a colonel from Devonshire—so rigid and formal he’d been! Since he lived at Delaford, quite near the Middleton estate, Charlotte had encountered him now and then at Barton Park. At assemblies, he’d danced as if he were out on a march. She suspected he was older—but not as old as Lord Dysart. The colonel’s dashing appearance in his uniform, with gold braid hung about the shoulders of his red coat and a line of medals decorating his chest, was all that was pleasing. She’d thought perhaps something might grow between them, but he had returned to his country estate without even an invitation to visit him there. 

			The colonel had been deliciously towering, nearly as tall as—.

			But Charlotte wouldn’t think of him. No, wishing for him was a path to disappointment. He had not called or left his card. So be it. She was determined to be happy with whoever she was paired with, no matter the circumstances.

			Her resolve lasted less than a minute. The sun might yet shine on her. It was still possible that he might walk on the morrow. She would make sure that she would be out if she had to drag her mother all the way to Hyde Park. Charlotte plumped her pillow and smiled. She fell asleep imagining her arm tucked under Mr. Palmer’s as they strolled about.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			If a gentleman wanted to flaunt his high-stepping horse or his well-sprung phaeton, Hyde Park was the place to prance about. Thomas knew this, though he’d never been inclined to prance. He was even less inclined to stroll along crowded paths and exchange pleasantries with those who were so inclined. And yet, here he was, strolling along the grassy walkway and ruining the polish on his boots while fashionable London trotted by on Rotten Row. 

			Mary was nowhere in sight. 

			Underfoot, however, were two fair-haired imps racing around and producing enough noise for six. He guessed them to be young, certainly still in the nursery, which was where they should be instead of screaming and tearing about a public park. Where was their nurse? Idly he watched the children’s antics while taking care not to muddy himself. He’d dressed with care for this occasion, hoping to impress in a new, perfectly fitted blue coat. So far, his beige pantaloons remained uncreased. He’d like to keep them that way.

			Now the scamps—little boys—had darted toward the low fence at the edge of the wide carriage path. Any moment and their keeper would call them back. But as he scanned the green, Thomas saw no other adults in the immediate vicinity. Far to his right, Rotten Row curved around a grove of trees, and beyond it was only the shallow lake. Why were the little hellions untethered and unattended? Like romping pups, they circled and tumbled, their play taking them ever closer to the carriage path and danger. 

			Any minute now, someone must come running after them. Yes, any second. 

			The morning’s bleak drizzle had given way to a watery sun that cast weak shadows this late in the day. Thomas’s own shade looked solitary and stiff as he stared at the damp ground, wondering if he had somehow misinterpreted Lady Middleton’s invitation to walk if the weather suited. 

			Why did he seek her company? Nothing could come of their reacquaintance but a renewed reminder of what he’d lost. He should turn his attention elsewhere. Perhaps if he started toward Kensington Gardens, he might catch a glimpse of Mrs. Jennings and Miss Charlotte. Mary’s sister at least had the virtue of being unmarried. He crossed the green, carefully avoiding the slickest spots and steering away from the noisy boys, all the while scanning the area for a group of ladies, including Mary—yes, graceful Mary, strolling along the footpath, a parasol shading her perfect complexion, her eyes demurely cast down, her hand resting lightly on his arm as he’d escorted her through the park all those years ago.

			But Mary was nowhere in sight this afternoon. 

			Above the boys’ clamor, Thomas gradually became aware of the distant pounding of hooves, a clear signal for him to step far away. He looked back at the children. Young though they seemed, the boys must know the risk of running where sporting fellows routinely raced. The scamps would stop or change course. Their instincts for self-preservation would prevail. 

			But the boys continued to tumble about, intent upon their play.

			Rounding the curve by the trees about a hundred yards to his right, a curricle nearly pitched on its side, then righted, pulled by massive matched bays barely controlled by the idiot holding the reins. Thomas couldn’t hear his own voice shouting over the rattle of the carriage, the jangle of the harnesses, and the hammering of hooves. Onward the driver raced at top speed, heedless of what may lie ahead.

			The boys did not change course. They jumped over the wooden fence and kept running.

			“Damnation!” Thomas veered back toward the gravel path. 

			The oblivious driver flicked his whip, urging the horses on. Thomas picked up his pace, first loping, then slipping and sprinting through the grass and mud, not daring to look to the right, his focus on the little boys still running heedlessly toward those deadly hooves. His stomach churned at the thought.

			“Stop! Boys, stop!” They ignored him, recklessly running forward. Thomas knew in a matter of seconds he’d see their small bodies trampled and crushed beneath the flailing hooves and murderous wheels—unless he reached them in time. If he could reach them. Summoning powers he’d never called on, he ordered his thighs to pump, his arms to stretch, his back to brace. The horses were mere yards away, so close he could smell their sweat. With a groan, he lunged and grabbed, hauling a boy under each arm, then falling and rolling with them over and over on the sharp stones and bark while the yoked bays thundered past, hooves spitting gravel, wheels rumbling. The very ground beneath them shook.

			The driver never looked down. 

			Above Thomas, heavy clouds stalled. This time, the carriage had not tilted. No one had been crushed. History had not been repeated. Once his breathing slowed, and the thump of his heart quieted, he became acutely aware of the dampness seeping into his coat and the gravel digging into his backside. He was likewise aware of the small, squiggling bodies beside him. Alive, thank God. He sat up. “All right, are you?” He had no idea what he might do if they’d been injured in the fall. 

			But the boys were apparently unhurt. Two pairs of round blue eyes stared at him for a moment, time enough for him to notice their blond curls and round faces resembled those pictures of chubby cherubs hanging about so many London drawing rooms. But these boys were no angels. Even after their brush with death, they had the temerity to laugh. Ignoring him, they rolled away and over each other, tussling in the mud. Then, with nary a “thank you,” they bounded to their feet and ran across the path toward the wood.

			“You cork-brained little hellions!” Thomas shouted after them, hands still trembling slightly. “Your mother ought never to have let you out of leading strings!” After they disappeared into a thicket, he hoped never to see the miserable scamps again.

			Thomas stood slowly, straightened his coat, and frowned at his boots. He must return to his townhouse. Imagine meeting Mary now, with grass in his hair, mud smearing his wobbling knees, and a streak of blood running down one stinging cheek. Farley, his valet, would likely click his tongue when he saw the state of the new blue coat.

			~*~

			“I was sure he’d be there today!” Charlotte wanted to stamp her foot in frustration. After all her prodding and planning—cajoling her mother, convincing her sister by expounding on the staleness of nursery air, retrimming her best bonnet for the occasion—Mr. Palmer had still not appeared. She was tempted to kick one of the Chinese urns Mary had set about the entryway of her London home. 

			“He did say ‘perhaps,’ Lottie,” her sister admonished. “That’s hardly a commitment. And it has been wet.” Despite her measured words, Mary looked disappointed. Charlotte was sure of it, and the possibility worried her further. 

			“Do you think he’s still in town, Mama?” 

			Mrs. Jennings cocked her head. “So that’s the way of it, is it, lovey? Well, if ye want to see the man, I think the best way is to invite him to the house.” 

			“Oh, Mama, could we? How soon?” The thought of Mr. Palmer seated next to her in their own drawing room, inches from her on the settee, his arm brushing hers, brought a blush and a smile to Charlotte’s face. “I suppose this evening’s out of the question, but tomorrow? Could we ask him for tomorrow? To tea?” 

			“Really, Lottie, restrain yourself, I beg you,” Mary said. “The invitation would be for tea, nothing more.” Charlotte thought her sister looked cross and secretly relished the fact.

			“Company for tea is always welcome,” their mother declared stoutly. “Goodness knows any decent company’s scarce this time of year. Mr. Palmer still cuts a fine figure. I miss seeing him about. You’ll come too, won’t you, Mary? And bring the children?” 

			Charlotte’s smile dimmed, but she resolved not to allow her sister’s presence or the distraction of her nieces and nephews to taint the pleasant expectation of Mr. Palmer’s visit.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Thomas read the note twice, at first in surprise and then in befuddlement. What had prompted the invitation? Certainly, nothing he’d done could have encouraged this level of interaction with the Jennings ladies. And after their failure to appear at the park, such an invitation was unexpected. Not a word of explanation? 

			Henry’s entrance into the drawing room disrupted Thomas’s brooding.

			“What has you in such a brown study? Or should I say black?” Henry’s voice was still blurred with sleep, though the hour was long past noon. Without answering, Thomas handed him the invitation, then waited for his brother’s eyes to focus. 

			“Don’t laugh,” Thomas warned. “If you laugh, I shall have to hit you.” 

			“I take it you plan to refuse?” Henry asked, failing to hide a grin. “Because of your dignity’s recent plunge in the mud?” 

			Thomas regretted anew telling Henry about the previous day’s disaster. He should have known the teasing would be unbearable. “I can’t imagine accepting.” The prospect of politely sipping tea while Mrs. Jennings violated every rule of etiquette and Charlotte discovered new ways to lower his comfort level made him blanch. An entire hour sitting thigh to thigh with the outrageous Miss Jennings would strain his limited tolerance for company. Come to think of it, though—not once in the time he’d spent close by her had he felt at all cramped or closed in. 

			“The family is well connected, you know. Besides the Middletons, I mean. They have friends in Parliament, which should interest you. And Mr. Jennings left a sizable fortune, even if he was a cit. Enough funds to bring a few titles sniffing about the daughters. The younger girl’s dowry is more than generous, I hear.” 

			“If the dowry exceeded ten thousand pounds, it wouldn’t equal the cost of spending a lifetime with Charlotte Jennings.” 

			Henry laughed. “It’s only tea, you know. No one expects you to do more than make polite conversation and drink out of a cup.” He paused before adding, “I wonder if Lady Middleton will be there.” 

			~*~

			Mr. Palmer had accepted the invitation, and at the appointed hour the next day, he arrived at the Jennings’ house near Portman Square. From her bedroom window, Charlotte watched him pause at the gate before mounting the front steps. With eager hands, she smoothed the sunny ribbons on her favorite sprigged muslin gown, delighting in the way the tiny yellow flowers twined about, making her feel like a walking garden. She hoped Mr. Palmer was fond of flowers. Surely he was. Who didn’t like flowers?

			Today, he would notice how very mature she’d become, no longer a silly young miss, but a lady. Instead of running down the stairs like a hoyden and skidding to a stop at his feet, Charlotte willed herself to descend the broad staircase slowly, elegantly, her head held high, her hand clammy on the polished railing. Her countenance was all that was reserved and dignified. But when she stole a glance down, Mr. Palmer wasn’t watching her regal descent with awe and admiration. Instead, he was peering into the drawing room, which he entered after leaving his hat and cane with the footman, never having noticed her at all. Neither did Mr. Palmer look at her as she hovered by the door, uncertain now, for he had already seated himself in an armchair, ruining her hope of sharing a seat with him.

			“How hale and hearty you look, Mr. Palmer,” Mrs. Jennings was saying. “So pleased you could join us for tea. Did you walk? Didn’t hear a carriage. Hanover Square’s not so very far, is it? And a fine afternoon for a walk, much better than earlier in the week, which was quite damp, I must say. I’m not surprised we didn’t see you at the park.” 

			“I am sorry I missed you and your daughters,” he replied.

			“Ah, here’s one of them now! Do come sit down, my dear. Expect my other daughter will be along shortly.” 

			Charlotte’s tentative smile froze when Mr. Palmer’s expression faded from eager to disappointed as she entered. He did rise but offered only the slightest bow. He must not think her worthy of a deeper one! Schooling her features into as much of a haughty expression as she could manage, Charlotte held her head higher as she greeted him
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