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I am an Australian author, so the spelling of some words may differ from that used in American English. 

Thank you for joining me in telling the story of Maggie and Theo. I hope you liked their story as much as I enjoyed recounting it.

If you enjoyed the book and have a moment to spare, I would appreciate a brief review on the page or site where you purchased the book. Reviews from readers like you make a massive difference in helping new readers find stories like Lady Maggie’s Challenge. Your help in spreading the word is appreciated.

Thank you!

robyncrye.author@gmail.com
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“Maggie, hurry up, or we will be unfashionably late.”

“I can’t get this bow to sit right. I won’t let everyone laugh at me because my bow enters the room before me.”

Layla frowned at the bow in question, and with deft fingers, she untied it and redid it so it lay flat.

“There, now are you ready?”

Maggie didn’t think now was the right time to tell her sister that she was so nervous about their entry into society that she feared she might be sick. So many things could go wrong, and a shameful entry into society would doom the debutante forever. When the girls descended the stairs, they found their Mother pacing in the foyer.

“At last! The next time we receive an invitation to an event, I will send you two so you can begin dressing immediately after lunch. Come along; we daren’t be much later, or Lady Strickland will be annoyed.”

The carriage ride to their destination was primarily silent as the girls contemplated their first social event, and Lady Buckingham silently prayed that nothing should go wrong. Years of tutoring and instruction in how a lady presented herself to the ton would come to naught if either of the girls made a faux pas. Lady Buckingham fussed with the girls’ dresses as their carriage moved to the side of the driveway beside numerous other vehicles. Even though she dismissed Maggie’s nerves, she was anxious for the night to go well.

The mansion’s entry hall was jaw-droppingly large and ornate, and Lady Buckingham frowned at Maggie as she gaped at the splendour. As they moved from the entry hall into the ballroom, the reception line was long, and before the guests could enter, they had to greet their hosts and wait for the butler to announce them. Maggie had practised her curtsy before the mirror before leaving tonight, but feared she might trip and make a fool of herself. When the butler announced their group, and it was their turn to greet the host, Maggie’s fears were unfounded as she executed a faultless curtsy. The press of bodies in the ballroom heated the room, and the mixture of perfumes and colognes made the air oppressive. Lady Buckingham moved through the crowd, looking for friends and acquaintances to introduce to her daughters and fill in the girls’ dance cards. 

While Maggie loved to dance, it didn’t take long to categorise the men she danced with; they were either silent, blowhards, or condescending. Why did men think the debutantes could discuss nothing more bothersome than their new bonnets or the ribbons for their hair? Even though she hadn’t danced with one man who sparked her interest, the season had just started, and there were men out in the world she hadn’t met. As she danced, it became apparent that some girls stood along one wall, and no man approached to dance with them. What was wrong with these debutantes? She vowed to ask her Mother when they left.

When the bandmaster announced the supper waltz, Maggie and Layla watched as elegant men whirled around their partners. Debutantes couldn’t dance the waltz until the matrons, who ruled on everything from inappropriate dresses to inappropriate behaviour, gave permission. Debutantes attending their first event were not permitted to waltz, but neither Maggie nor Layla felt disappointed. In time, they would gain approval to dance this most daring of dances.

Hustled on by their Mother, Maggie and Layla passed the dance floor and walked towards the supper room. Maggie grinned; by not waltzing, the debutantes would have the best access to the premier tables and unlimited food. Maggie’s thoughts regarding the tables were accurate, but she looked at the morsels of food on her plate and inwardly groaned. She was famished. Her nerves before they arrived had meant that she only had a cup of tea before they left, and now she had to pretend to be a lady and eat barely anything. Why was it all right for the men to load their plates when the ladies had to eat like scarecrows? Maggie hoped her next partner would not have to listen to her grumbly stomach.

As the night wore on, Maggie began to feel tired and longed for a quiet place to rest, but with her dance card filled, she had no opportunity to sit. When her newest partner approached., Maggie pasted on her best smile, and as her partner held out his hand, Maggie placed her hand on his arm as he led her to the dance floor.

“Lady Margaret, I must tell you that even though I wanted to dance with you, I am not looking for a wife. My brother is the Duke of Windslow, and I am the spare, so should the need ever arise where I became the Duke, I would look to do my duty then.”

“Well, Lord Reinholt, I am not looking to marry the first man who shows an interest. I have a full season to meet prospective suitors and intend to enjoy myself.”

Lord Reinholt smiled at Maggie.

“Miss Margaret, maybe we can enjoy ourselves together without ruining our reputations or breaking hearts. What say you?”

Maggie gave Lord Reinholt a genuine smile. “I think your suggestion is splendid.”

For the remainder of the dance, Maggie and Lord Reinholt chatted, and she felt relaxed for the first time tonight. There was no pressure or need to pretend she was demure and shy to capture a gentleman’s interest. When Lord Reinholt delivered her to her Mother, Maggie smiled at the man as he took his leave.

Lady Buckingham escorted her daughters to the entry, waiting for their driver to arrive with their coach. She frowned as she recalled the familiarity between her daughter and the man who had danced with her last. If her memory served her well, the man was a second son with no prospects. Maggie should not waste her time with the man, whether he was a Lord or not. When they returned home, she would advise Maggie to dissuade the man. While she intended to speak to her daughter about her last dance partner, she knew the girls were tired, and if she made any suggestions now, they would forget them by morning. 
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When Maggie arose, the sun was high in the sky, and she shuddered to think how much of the morning she had wasted. With the assistance of her maid, Maggie dressed in a flowery day dress that would look well enough should the family have any callers. Their Father, Henry Buckingham, quizzed them about their night out. Layla gushed about the finery worn by the ladies and the gentlemen’s attire. While Maggie had reservations about the ostentatious display of wealth, considering so many people had little enough to provide for their families,  the question of the wallflowers was foremost in her mind.

“While we danced, about five or six debutantes sat in chairs along the wall. No gentleman approached them for a dance, which means they might as well have saved themselves the effort of dressing up. I checked for disfigurements, but there were none I could see, and most girls were attractive enough, so why are they ignored?”

Lady Buckingham tutted. “Those debutantes are girls with no dowries and faint connections to the aristocracy.”

Maggie pursed her lips. “So, while a drunken gambler looking to fill his coffers is acceptable enough to court debutantes, perfectly respectable ladies are shunned because they don’t have enough money. That is disgusting.”

Lord Buckingham nodded. “You’re right, Maggie, but that is how the ton has always worked, which is why fathers investigate prospective suitors if the men arrive at the door.”

“Speaking of which, Maggie, you need to dissuade Lord Reinholt. He is a second son with no prospects.”

“Lord Reinholt and I had a most interesting discussion during our dance. He told me he is the second son, but he is not looking for a wife. I have the entire season to find my prospective husband, so neither of us will ruin our reputations by dancing together, and when I find a suitor, neither of us will have a broken heart. The man is an amusing companion, so that no harm will occur.”

“If he continues to dance with you, other gentlemen might assume you have an understanding. I can see no good coming from you dancing and keeping company with the man.”

“Let me get this straight. If another gentleman asks to dance twice and spends time chatting, that would be acceptable, but if Lord Reinholt does, it gives the wrong idea. The ways of the ton confuse me; the rules seem convoluted and tedious.”

Layla grimaced, her face conveying concern. 
“Maggie, don’t mess it up for me because you are crusading to make the world fairer. If you can’t adhere to the rules, it might be best to separate when we arrive so that people don’t assume I am as radical as you.”
“Piffle! I am not radical. Just because you were impressed with the glitz and glitter doesn’t mean I can’t have a different view. I won’t share my disappointment at the system’s unfairness with anyone else, but why do I have to pretend in my home with my family?”

“That’s enough, girls. It must be time to move to the parlour in case we have callers.”

Three posies sat in vases along the mantlepiece when they reached the parlour. Maggie assumed they were for her sister because she didn’t think she had gendered the interest of any of her dance partners, so it shocked her to discover two of the floral arrangements were for her. The worrying thing about the arrival of the posies was that it generally meant the men would call during the morning session, and she didn’t remember either of them. She couldn’t sit here and pretend to know the men, so she gave herself an advantage by seeking the butler’s help.

“Cummings, if we have any gentlemen callers, will you say their names loudly and clearly? I have two posies from men I don’t remember, and I can’t imagine anything worse than having them visit while I still can’t remember their titles or names.” 

Maggie watched as the corners of the stalwart butler twitched, and then he said, “Certainly, Miss Maggie.”

Maggie grinned. “You are a peach, Cummings.”

She could have sworn the butler blushed, but as he turned to face the door, she wasn’t sure.

Lady Buckingham and her daughters sat in the parlour, chatting and waiting. When the first knock came, Lydia almost vibrated off her chair with excitement. Maggie paused for the butler’s introduction, and when it came, she had no recollection of the man, so when he approached Lydia after greeting the ladies, she sighed with relief. After the first visitor left, a steady stream of gentlemen arrived and departed. When the hour for visiting passed, Maggie felt relieved that she had not offended any visitors by forgetting names and titles.

Over a fresh pot of tea, Lady Buckingham quizzed the girls regarding their interest in the gentlemen callers. Maggie shook her head when Layla gushed about her callers, and Maggie could imagine that her sister might fall in love at least every month or two. Maggie was concerned that Layla didn’t think beyond the courtship and the large wedding. Had she considered whether the men she admired were kind and considerate or stubborn and set in their ways? After the glitz disappears, Layla must live with the man of her choice for the rest of her life. When her Mother quizzed her about her callers, Maggie was less effusive than Layla. While the men conducted themselves politely and courteously, none sparked Maggie's interest. They were all cut from the same cloth, and although this was their first week, she feared that she might have to accept the offer of one of these look-alike men. 

Maggie wanted to escape the confines that polite society placed on debutantes. If they were in the country, she would have had a groom saddle her horse so she could spend the afternoon roaming
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