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Can the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society ensure that two business rivals close the deal? 

Joshua Powell, Lord Wickford, enjoys being the dashing, popular and successful owner of Powell’s Club for Gentlemen. But when he is nearly killed while riding through the streets of London, he realizes that he needs to find a wife and beget an heir. Joshua knows that his intended wife needs to be a lady from a well-esteemed family. So why is he constantly distracted by his business adversary’s sparkling beauty, sharp tongue, and dazzling mind? 

Gwendolyn Sherman is fascinated with numbers and with figuring out the most efficient way to run her father’s business. So her father makes her a deal: he would allow her to anonymously start her own business – a club for ladies – only if she would stay in London and find a titled husband. But those Regency lords all seem to want her only for her dowry. All, of course, except for her biggest competitor, the annoyingly attractive Viscount Wickford.

It will be up to the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society to win their last trick, by setting Joshua straight on his priorities. After all, the ace of hearts trumps the king of clubs. 
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Dramatis Personae

 

*Member, the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society

 

A Hand for the Duke:

*Christianne Ayres (previously Lady Norman): Founding member 

Liam Ayres, Lord Ayres: Christianne’s husband and Tina’s father.

Tina Bronley, Duchess of Warwick, née Rowan: Christianne and Liam’s natural daughter. (A former modiste)

Robert Bronley, Duke of Warwick

 

Jack of Diamonds:

*Lydia Welles, Lady Welles, née Sheffield 

John Welles, Lord Welles

 

The Games She Played:

*Diana Crowther, Lady Colburne, née Hemshawe

Andrew Crowther, Lord Colburne: a physician

 

A Trick of Mirrors: 

* Claire Tyne, Lady Blakemore

Beatrice Adler, Lady St. Vincent, née Kendrick: Lady Blakemore’s niece. 

Paul Adler, Lord St. Vincent

Isabelle Pike, Lady Conway, née Kendrick: Lady Blakemore’s niece.

Edward Pike, Lord Conway

 

 

A Bid for Romance: 

*Alys, Lady Gorling (previously Duchess of Kendell)

Margaret Douglass, Lady Rossburk, née Bronley: Warwick’s sister. 

James Douglass, Marquess of Rossburk: School friend of Joshua Powell.

 

An Affair of Hearts:

*Penelope, Duchess Bolton (previously Mrs. Aldridge)

Duke of Bolton

Elizabeth Aldridge, née Adler: Lord St. Vincent’s step-mother.

Charles Aldridge: Duchess Bolton’s son, watchmaker, and businessman.

 

Love in Spades:

*Cynthia Montley, Lady Sorrell

Cassia Benton: Lady Sorrell’s sister

Archer Fitzwalter

 

A Token of Love:

*Ellen Aston, Lady Moreton

Christopher Pennyston, Lord Pennyston

Amelia Rutledge: Lord Moreton’s aunt who’s just come back from America

Harold Sherman: cloth manufacturer 

 

King of Clubs:

Joshua Powell, Lord Wickford: owner Powell’s Club for Gentlemen. 

Gwendolyn Sherman: Harold Sherman’s daughter
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~April 4, 1808~

 

Gwendolyn Sherman riffled through her wardrobe. She had brought about ten dresses with her from Lancashire, and they were all quite serviceable, but that was it. They were serviceable. Knowing that her father was expecting her to make a splash when she entered society this Season, serviceable was not good enough.

With a sigh, she closed the door to the cabinet. If she’d had her way, she would be back home in Lancashire going over the books or discussing how to improve efficiency in her father’s cloth factory. Her father, though, loved her deeply and had set his heart on her joining the ton. She didn’t even know if she could. If she would be accepted. But for her father, she would certainly try. And in order to even try, she needed a new wardrobe.

Her coachman dropped her and her maid off at Madam DuBois’s shop on Bond Street. She had been reliably informed that was the shop to go to for the latest fashions and the finest needlework. The moment Gwendolyn stepped inside, she knew it was absolutely true. Standing near a table covered with bolts of material were none other than her two closest friends from school, Bel and Bee Kendrick—as of this past summer, Lady Conway and Lady St. Vincent.

One of the twins glanced up at the sound of the bell ringing at the door and gave a screech. Within a moment, she had her arms thrown around Gwendolyn’s shoulders and was hugging the life out of her. Gwendolyn knew immediately that this was Bel—Bee would never behave so boldly.

Gwendolyn could only laugh and hug her dearest friend. “I can’t believe you’re here!” she said, pulling away to see Bel’s shining, hazel eyes. Her bright red hair was done up in an impressively complicated coiffure, and her deep green calico gown made her cheeks look flushed and healthy.

“You can’t believe I’m here! What are you doing in Town?” Bel asked.

“I don’t care why you’re in Town,” her sister interrupted with a laugh as she came to give Gwendolyn a hug as well. “I’m just so very happy to see you.” Bee looked as lovely as her sister only her hair was in a simple chignon, and her gown was a demure peach muslin.

Gwendolyn laughed again, hardly wanted to let go of her friend’s hand she was so thrilled. “I’m happy to see you too.”

“Cassia! Cassia! See who’s here! You will not believe it,” Bel said, rushing to toward the back of the shop. She pulled the third of Gwendolyn’s closest friends from behind a curtain, Cassia Benton. A seamstress was still buttoning the back of the girl’s dress, following along in an attempt to finish what she’d been doing. She finally gave up when Cassia gave a little gasp. “Gwendolyn!”

Gwendolyn turned and engulfed Cassie in a big hug, squeezing her tight. “Oh, it’s so good to see you!” She pulled back and looked Cassie over from head to foot. “Something’s different.”

She let go and walked around the girl, taking her in from all sides. “What…” Gwen snapped her fingers. “I know what it is. You’re not covered in dirt!” She grabbed Cassie’s hand and looked at her nails. “Clean!”

In all their years together at school, Cassie had always been covered in dirt from all the time she spent digging in the garden. She’d been dismissed from dinner more than once because her nails hadn’t been perfectly cleaned.

Cassie laughed and pulled her hand back from her friend. “It’s Cynthia’s fault. Can you believe? She forced me to bathe and clean under my nails?”

“Oh, good,” Gwendolyn breathed a sigh of relief. “So, this is not normal? Please tell me it’s not.”

With a giggle, Cassie shook her head. “I promise, it’s not! But you are looking fabulous as always.”

Gwendolyn had always done her best to be well dressed at school for fear of being looked down upon by all the girls from noble families. There were too few girls like her, and she’d never wanted to seem out of place or give anyone the opportunity to think her any less than everyone else.

“Oh, thank you, but actually I’m here to get a new wardrobe,” Gwendolyn said. But even as the words were out of her mouth, realization suddenly dawned on her. Cassie was here in London, clean, and with her sister. That could only mean one thing. “Don’t tell me… are you making your come-out this Season?”

Cassie laughed. “I am. And you?”

“Yes!” Gwendolyn said. “You two convinced me at your wedding that it absolutely had to be this year for me,” she told the twins.

“I am so glad you listened to us!” Bel said.

“But who is sponsoring you?” Bee asked.

Gwendolyn gave a negligent shrug. “No one. I don’t need a sponsor, I’m sure.” In truth, she didn’t know anyone who she could possibly ask.

The twins looked at each other and then back at her with identical worried expressions. “You do, Gwendolyn. I know you think your wealth will open all doors to you—” Bel started.

“And it might, but—” Bee interjected.

“But you do need a sponsor. We would do so, but we’re still too young and not very well established ourselves,” Bel finished.

“Maybe Cynthia…” Cassie started, turning toward her sister, Lady Sorrell, who had joined them.

“I don’t know, Cassie. I’m going to have my hands full with you,” the lady said apologetically. “You understand, Gwendolyn?”

“Of course! Don’t give it a second thought,” Gwendolyn said, with a wave of her hand, forcing her smile to stay firmly in place, despite the small prick of pain that was starting in her stomach.

“Maybe our aunt who brought me out last Season can help,” Bel said.

“Yes! She was expecting to have me to sponsor this Season, but since I was here last year—” Bee started.

“And are now married,” Gwendolyn said, giving Bee’s arm a friendly squeeze.

Bee’s smile broadened. “And am now married,” she agreed. “I’ll ask her.”

“But I don’t want to inconvenience anyone, and I don’t even know your aunt.” If this conversation had been held with anyone other than her dearest, closest friends, she would have been mortified by now and probably running for the door.

“Well, why don’t you come over tomorrow, and I’ll introduce you,” Bee said.

“Do you think…?” Gwendolyn started to ask. The knot in her stomach grew.

“I’m sure she wouldn’t mind at all. And if she’s not available, I wonder if Mrs… I mean, the Duchess of Bolton wouldn’t mind,” Lady Sorrell said. “She’s a good friend of mine and would probably love to sponsor a young lady such as yourself.”

“A duchess?” Gwendolyn breathed. She couldn’t imagine being sponsored by a duchess.

“She just recently became a duchess. Before that, she was plain old Mrs. Aldridge, widow, whose husband was a watchmaker,” Bel explained.

“A watchmaker?” Gwendolyn turned to her friend with raised eyebrows. The knot eased a little.

“Yes! So, maybe she would be the perfect person to sponsor you. That’s an excellent idea, Lady Sorrell,” Bee agreed.

“Could I possibly meet her?” Gwendolyn asked hesitantly.

“I would be happy to introduce you,” Lady Sorrell said.

“Thank you.” She would not want to put the lady into an awkward situation of having to accept if she truly didn’t want the responsibility. In person, Gwendolyn was sure they could discuss it properly. More than anything, though, Gwendolyn wanted to change the topic. She turned to Cassie. “Have you finished choosing your gowns, Cassia, or are you just getting started?”

“We’re just finishing, but we could probably stay and help you,” Cassie suggested.

My goodness, but it was good to have friends! There was nothing worse than shopping alone. “I would like that above all else!”

~*~

Joshua Powell, Viscount Wickford, reached out a hand to caress the blaze down the nose of the beautiful roan mare he’d just arranged to purchase. The horse, however, shied away from him, dancing backward as far as the rope being held by her handler would allow.

“Now, now, it’s all right,” the man cooed to the frightened horse. He turned back to Joshua. “Just a little skittish, is all. Not used to bein’ in the city.”

Joshua nodded and smiled. He’d come prepared to make friends should he find a horse to his liking. He pulled a sugar cube from his pocket and held it out on his open palm.

The horse’s nostrils flared, scenting the treat. Ever so gently, she lipped the sweet from his hand as Joshua reached up and stroked her nose. “That’s a good girl. We’re going to become great friends,” he told her. He turned to her handler. “What is her name, again?”

“Sally. Sally Forth.” He gave Joshua an approving nod.

“Sally. An excellent name. We’ll get along just fine. I’ve got my saddle with my groom. I’ll send him over while I take care of the sale.”

Just half an hour later, he mounted his new horse and gently led her out of Tattersalls stables and onto the bustling street of Piccadilly with his phaeton being driven by his groom just behind. She was clearly nervous, but Joshua guided her with a firm hand.

He’d just passed Green Park when a cart piled high with tree trunks passed him on his left. It was going much too fast, so Joshua slowed down and moved toward the center of the street to allow it to pass, hoping Sally wouldn’t spook. Unfortunately, just at that moment, a coach came barreling out of St. James to his right and tried to cut across Piccadilly, heading to Bond Street.

Sally reared just as Joshua had turned his attention to the oncoming vehicle. With a shout, he lost his seat.

~*~

“Is your carriage nearby, Gwendolyn?” Lady Sorrell asked as they stood out on the walkway after finally having finished at the modiste’s. Bel and Bee had already left, but Cassie and her sister had insisted on staying with Gwendolyn.

“It should be.” Gwendolyn looked left and right along the busy street but didn’t see her coachman anywhere.

“Should we drop you?” Cassie asked.

She was so sweet. Gwendolyn gave her a reassuring smile. “No, I’m sure my coach will be here any moment.”

“It would be no trouble,” Lady Sorrell started.

“Thank you, but truly, I’ll just wait a few minutes. I’m sure he’ll be back momentarily.” It was an awkward ten minutes, but finally her coachman came running up on foot. He was completely out of breath, and they had to give him a moment until he could explain.

“I’m so sorry, Miss, there was an accident,” he began.

“What? Where? Was anyone hurt?” Gwendolyn asked immediately.

He nodded. “A gentleman, but there was a lady, er, Lady Colburne? Said she would take care of him. Somethin’ ‘bout her husband bein’ a doctor?” He shook his head. “Sure I got that wrong. There ain’t no lords who are physicians, but anyway, she took ‘im. But I’m awful sorry, Miss, the carriage horse is spooked good, and I need to make sure he ain’t hurt. I’ve got a hackney for ye to take home.”

“Oh, no!” Gwendolyn lowered her hand from where it had flown to her mouth upon hearing the news.

“If Lady Colburne has taken charge of him, I’m certain he’s in good hands. Lord Colburne is indeed a physician,” Lady Sorrell said, reassuring her.

“Do you know him, my lady?” Gwendolyn asked.

“I do. They are friends of mine. You should have no worries that they will see to the gentleman properly.”

Gwendolyn could only nod. “Do you know her direction? I’ll go myself and see—”

“I completely agree that you should do so, Gwendolyn, but perhaps tomorrow would be a better time. Give Lord Colburne a little time to see to him,” Lady Sorrell suggested.

“Yes, yes, I suppose you’re right. All right. Tomorrow, then.” Gwendolyn gave Cassie a quick hug before allowing her coachman to escort her into the waiting hackney cab. Her stomach had become one huge knot once again. She didn’t know why, but she was horribly worried for this poor gentleman, whoever he was.

~*~

Pain knifed through Joshua’s head before he could even open his eyes. If his head hurt this much, he wasn’t even sure he wanted to open them. On the other hand, he had the distinct feeling he was lying in a bed, and how he got there, he couldn’t imagine. And then there was the smell of rosewater that was almost too strong to ignore.

He blinked his eyes open but was immediately sorry he did as pain went lancing through his head once again. He slammed them closed.

“Mary, go and fetch Lord Colburne. Tell him Lord Wickford has awoken,” a woman’s voice said from just next to him. “My lord, Lord Wickford,” her voice gentled as she said his name.

Reluctantly, he opened his eyes again. The blurry figure of Lady Colburne sat next to him. She reached forward and removed a cloth from his forehead.

“Lady Colburne,” he tried to say. It came out more like a croak. He blinked, but she didn’t become any clearer. His head pounded as he squinted, trying to focus.

“Shhh. It’s okay. You’re going to be just fine. Colburne will be here in a moment.”

“How… how did I get…” he tried again.
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“A very happy coincidence,” Lady Colburne told him. “I happened to be out on Piccadilly when I saw your accident. I was able to bring you home immediately and call for Colburne.”

Accident? Before he could even try to continue with that thought, a man’s voice distracted him.

“Ah, Wickford, how does that head feel?” Lord Colburne said, coming up by his wife’s side. Joshua could just make out his white-blond hair and tall, slender form.

“Like someone jabbed a knife into it,” Joshua told him truthfully.

“Hmm, yes, I can imagine it does. If you wouldn’t mind, my dear?” Colburne said to the lady. She immediately got up and moved away, leaving room for the physician to come closer. He picked up Joshua’s wrist and held onto it while he looked closely at his head.

“I don’t think anything’s wrong with my arm,” Joshua told him.

Colburne gave a little chuckle. “No? Good. I was checking your pulse. It feels much better. Stronger, I’m happy to say.”

“What happened? Why am I… where am I?”

Lord Colburne moved away slightly. “You’re in my home. Do you remember what happened?”

Joshua shook his head but immediately regretted the action.

“Hmm… I don’t think that’s uncommon. How is your vision?”

“Blurry.”

Joshua thought he nodded his head, but wasn’t entirely sure. Between his vision and his splitting headache, he could hardly keep his eyes open at all.

“Um-hmm. I believe you are suffering from a concussion. I do want to keep you under observation until tomorrow to make sure it isn’t anything more serious.”

“But how…?” Joshua tried again. His mind felt like a large blank slate. He was certain he was missing some vital pieces of information.

“From what Diana tells me, it was a combination of a cart laden with tree trunks and a carriage going much too quickly which caused your horse to rear. To put it simply, you’re damned lucky you’re alive and have only a splitting head to show for it. Pretty amazing you didn’t break anything, either. There was another equipage on your left which could have easily run you over, not to mention Diana’s carriage on your right, which could have done the same. Thank God, all the various drivers reacted as quickly as they did.”

“My God,” Joshua whispered. He’d nearly died. He’d nearly been run over. No, he couldn’t think. He couldn’t… pain lanced through his head again. He couldn’t think of this just now. He hurt entirely too much. He gave up and let his eyes close, as they were so desperate to do.

“Rest for now. I’m sure Diana will see to some broth for you, but for now, I wouldn’t have anything heavier than that.”

“Thank you,” he said, but truthfully, he wasn’t hungry. He just wanted to sleep.

~April 5 ~

Gwendolyn’s father had said nothing more than, “I’ll take care of it” after he’d been assured she hadn’t been in the carriage at the time of the accident. She was grateful to have such an understanding father. She’d also gotten from him a promise that he wouldn’t sack Bobby. She liked her coachman.

Her father had asked that she discover the gentleman’s name when she went to apologize and make sure he was doing all right and so, first thing in the morning—she hoped not too early—she’d set out for the Colburne’s residence. Lady Sorrell had assured her that they were very kind people, so she only felt a slight nervousness upon knocking on a stranger’s door.

“Miss Gwendolyn Sherman here to see Lady Colburne,” she informed the footman answering the door. She handed him her visiting card as she walked through the door. She was immediately shown into a very handsome drawing room on the first floor. It wasn’t as fashionable as her own, but it was certainly better than merely serviceable.

She was surprised, however, when the footman returned just a few minutes later to escort her upstairs to her ladyship’s private drawing room.

A very pretty, petite, brown-haired young woman greeted her. Gwendolyn was shocked to discover that this was Lady Colburne—she couldn’t be any older than Gwendolyn was herself. But the lady came forward saying, “Miss Sherman, how do you do? Lady Sorrell sent me a note last night, saying that you would be by today. I am very pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“She did? That was very kind of her,” Gwendolyn said as she rose from her curtsey. “I understand that you were at the scene of the accident yesterday and took charge of the gentleman who was injured.”

“Yes. It was extremely lucky I was.” She indicated that Gwendolyn take a seat on the lovely, dark-blue, damask sofa while the lady sat across from her on a matching piece.

“Can you tell me what happened? I have my coachman’s version of the story, but I would appreciate hearing yours.”

“Of course. I was driving home, heading down Piccadilly when it happened. I have to admit, it all happened so quickly, it’s nearly impossible to tell how it occurred. There was a cart laden with tree trunks, heading toward Bond Street, and a barouche that I believe was trying to make that awkward jig from St. James to Bond—you have to turn right onto Piccadilly and then immediately left onto Bond Street. It’s almost straight but not quite and can be quite tricky if there’s a good deal of traffic, as there so frequently is. I believe Lord Wickford’s horse was spooked first by the cart and then by the carriage trying to cut in front. It reared up and threw poor Lord Wickford into the street where there was an oncoming phaeton! I was terrified, but the driver managed to avoid His Lordship. It turned out the phaeton was Lord Wickford’s as he was just coming back from Tattersall’s having purchased the horse he was riding. His man took care of the horse while I took His Lordship home to be cared for by my husband.” She let out a breath of relief.

Gwendolyn felt like doing the same but restrained herself. “How very complicated! So while my coachman was partially to blame—”

“Oh, no, I don’t think you could lay the entire thing on his shoulders, honestly. I’m sure the cart and the skittish horse were equally at fault,” the lady said quickly.

“That is very kind of you to say so. We will, of course, take care of any damage or expenses as a result of the accident. My father only needed to know the gentleman’s identity, and he said he would have his solicitor take care of everything.”

Lady Colburne waved a hand through the air. “I’m certain that won’t be necessary. There was no damage except to poor Lord Wickford’s head—and perhaps his ego—although because of the concussion he suffered, he doesn’t remember a thing.” She gave Gwendolyn a little smile.

“I’m afraid I don’t know Lord Wickford… I’m new to Town,” Gwendolyn explained.

“Of course! Lady Sorrell said in her note that you were a school friend of her sister’s and were going to be making your debut this Season.”

Gwendolyn gave her a tentative nod. That was all true, assuming she could convince the Duchess of Bolton to sponsor her as Cassie had suggested.

“Lord Wickford is a very kind man, truly. I’m certain he won’t cause any sort of a dustup, but will want to put this unfortunate incident behind him.”

“You don’t think I could meet His Lordship…?” Gwendolyn asked. The lady may think the gentleman was kind, but it would be best to find out for herself. She generally considered herself a good judge of character. She also was feeling horrible that the accident had happened at all.

“No, I’m afraid I don’t. Last I heard, he was still asleep, and from what Colburne says, it’s best that he try to get as much rest as possible in order to recover quickly and completely.”

“Of course! I just… I feel awful for what happened. I know I am responsible—”

“You truly shouldn’t give this another thought!” Lady Colburne interrupted.

“But I do want to apologize, at the very least,” Gwendolyn pointed out.

“Perhaps, you could write Lord Wickford a note. I’m sure he would appreciate it.”

There didn’t seem to be anything further she could do, so Gwendolyn just nodded and thanked the lady for her time. On her way home, she decided that the idea of writing a letter of apology, while not nearly enough to assuage her guilt, would at the very least be a good first step.

~*~

Joshua awoke with a pounding headache and a grumbling stomach. He was incredibly relieved to find his vision had cleared up. It showed him a maid working on some stitching as she sat next to his bed.

He cleared his throat. “Is there some water?” he asked.

The girl jumped as if she’d been struck by lightning.

He tried his best not to laugh. It wasn’t as if he’d come back from the dead—at least, he didn’t think so.

“Of course, my lord,” the girl said, getting up. She handed him a glass of water, then quickly packed up her sewing basket and scooted out of the room as quickly as she could. Joshua took advantage of her absence to use the chamber pot he found beneath the bed.

He was sitting at the edge of the bed when there was a brief knock before Lord Colburne came in. He stopped just inside the door. “I have to admit I’m a little shocked to see you attempting to get out of bed.”

“Nature forced me to make it this far. Dizziness has kept me from going any farther.”

Colburne gave a little laugh. “Do you need some assistance?”

“No, thank you. I’ve taken care of what I needed,” Joshua said, grateful now that his head had given him enough of a reprieve to do that much. “I’m not entirely certain I want to get back into bed, though. Comfortable as it is, I do feel that I should somehow make my way to my own.”

Colburne nodded, understanding immediately Joshua’s desire to be in his own home, in his own bed. “Let me do a quick exam first, then perhaps some breakfast if you’re up for it?”

His stomach growled loudly at the mention of food, causing Colburne to laugh and Joshua to cringe in embarrassment. “That’s a good sign, indeed!” Colburne said. He paused to call a footman to bring his breakfast and then, as promised, gave Joshua a quick look-over.

“Well, you seem to be doing much better,” he said just as Joshua’s breakfast was brought in. “I see no reason why you can’t go home. You do need to promise me, however, to continue to rest for at least another three or four days. That means no going to your club, no going over books, or doing whatever it is you might need to do to keep your business running. I’m sure the place won’t fall down if you take a few days off.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure,” Joshua hedged. Indeed, he hadn’t left his club for even a day since he’d started it four years ago. He didn’t know what would happen if he didn’t show up for work for nearly a week.

Colburne gave him a stern look. “Either I get an assurance from you that you’ll stay away, or I’ll keep you here and ensure that you do myself.”

Joshua held up his hands in surrender. “I promise, I will stay away for as long as I can. No guarantee as to how long—”

“At least four days. Wickford, you have a concussion. They don’t just go away in a day or two. Surely, the pounding in your head will confirm this?”

Joshua couldn’t argue, and in the end, he agreed to stay away from his club for as long as he could.

Colburne was kind enough to personally see Joshua home a few hours later, although Joshua thought it a little much when he nearly insisted on seeing him straight into bed.

“Honestly, Colburne, I swear to you, it is all I can do to stay on my feet to argue with you,” Joshua assured him.

“I can well believe that, but I also think I know you. You are a driven man, and right now I am going to emulate you. I am driven to see you ensconced in your bed with some laudanum by your side should you need it.”

“No. That I will most definitely not need.”

Joshua’s man interrupted them. “I beg your pardon, my lord, but Lord Ross—”

“Joshua, what is this,” Joshua’s closest friend came in on the man’s heels. “Why am I being told you’re indisposed? You’re never—” He stopped and looked from Joshua to Colburne and back again. “You look like hell. Colburne, is he all right?”

“It’s great to see you too, Jamie,” Joshua said, managing to pull up a little smile, despite the fact that his head had begun pounding so loud his ears were ringing with it, and the dizziness was returning.

“I beg your pardon, but for someone who is naturally brown-skinned, you look horridly pale,” Jamie said. He’d never been one to mince words—it was one thing Joshua had always liked about him.

“Wickford was in an accident yesterday. He has a concussion and needs to get to bed immediately.” His last word was punctuated with a quick movement to steady Joshua, who had suddenly felt the world begin to tilt and turn. Thank God for Colburne’s quick reflexes and strong arm.

Jamie was on his other side a moment later, and the two of them helped him into his room and into bed.

“I don’t think I’m going to be arguing with you about staying here for a while at least,” Joshua quipped. He allowed Jamie to pull off his coat and waistcoat in one action after Colburne had helped him with his boots.

Colburne laughed. “Well, that’s a relief. I will, however, be back tomorrow to check in on you. You had better be right here,” he warned.

“I promise, I will be.” A groan escaped him as he settled his aching head back on his soft pillows.

“I’ll look after him,” Jamie offered.

“Thank you, Rossburke. I know I can rely on you,” Colburne said.

“No, Jamie, you’ve got a new wife to look after,” Joshua managed.

“Does he ever stop arguing?” Colburne asked Jamie.

“Not when he’s feeling unwell. When he’s in top shape, he’s as witty and charming as one can get,” Jamie answered. “But when he’s sick? No, you’ve never met a more surly fellow, ever.”

“It’s true,” Joshua agreed. He couldn’t help it.

Colburne just sighed. “Well, good luck with him.”


Chapter Three
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“I’m surprised Colburne stayed so long. He must have the patience of a saint—or the experience of a physician,” Joshua said with a little laugh after Colburne had left.

“I think it’s the latter,” Jamie said, sitting on the edge of Joshua’s bed. “How did this happen, Wickford?”

“I couldn’t begin to tell you, truthfully. Colburne said my memory of the accident might come back—but then again it might not. All I know is that I’m lucky to be alive.” That thought made him pause. “I’m lucky to be alive,” he said it again, out loud because he had to. It was the most disturbing thought he’d had in… well, in a very, very long time. He looked up at his friend.

Jamie placed a hand on top of his. “I’m grateful that you are.”

“As am I, but… what if I hadn’t…”

“Hadn’t what?”

“Hadn’t lived? What if I’d died?” He sat up higher as unpleasant thoughts began circulating around his mind. When Jamie shook his head, he said, “I could have, easily. A lot of people die upon being thrown from a horse. Colburne’s brother broke his neck that way.”

Jamie nodded. “It’s true. It happens a lot more frequently than we want to think about, but it didn’t. You’re alive.”

“I know, but what would happen if I died? My title, it would go to God-only-knows who. My club…”

“Wickford,” Jamie started.

“No, Jamie, I’m serious. I don’t have an heir. I don’t have a wife. I don’t even have any prospects of either. The same thing would happen to me as happened to my great-grand uncle from whom my father inherited this title. It would go to some unknown distant relation. I benefited from my uncle’s lack of an heir, but I don’t want the same thing happening to me!”

“Well, then do something about it,” Jamie suggested with a laugh.

“Yes! Yes, I need to. I need to marry.”

“Honestly, Joshua, I don’t think you’re going to have any trouble finding a willing girl.”

“That’s very kind of you to say, but I don’t want to marry just anyone.”

“No, of course not. You need someone kind, beautiful…”

“I need someone noble,” Joshua said, thinking about it. “I need someone from a well-established family.”

“What? Why?”

Joshua just tilted his head. “Just look at me, my friend. I am the furthest thing from purebred. I am the son of an African princess and an Englishman. I need to marry a girl from an impeccable family so that my children are not looked at as I have always been—with skepticism.”

Jamie was silent for a moment before he slowly nodded his head. He knew first-hand how Joshua had been treated by the other boys at school. It wasn’t just his skin color that was the problem, but the fact he hadn’t been born in England. He’d worked hard to develop a proper British accent, but his native West Indian way of speaking sometimes had a way of creeping in. His own son would never suffer through what Joshua had at school. He might not have as good a friend as Joshua had had in Jamie—who had saved him from a beating on more than one occasion.

“Well, I’m sure it won’t be a problem. You are handsome, wealthy, and no girl was ever immune to your charm,” his friend said with a little lift of his lips.

Joshua nodded slowly, mainly because it hurt to make any sudden movement. “This Season. I need a wife by the end of the Season.”

“And you shall have one.”

“Speaking of wives,” Joshua said as something occurred to him. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d left for Scotland with your bride to see to your estate.”

Jamie smiled. “I did. The repairs to the house are so extensive we were driven out,” he said with a little laugh. “And I think Margaret was secretly missing all of her friends here, so we’ve come for the Season.”

“Ah. Well, I’m glad. You can go and fetch Thomas and tell him that after luncheon you are going to leave, and I am not to be disturbed for anything. I plan on eating and then going to sleep for the next twenty-four hours, at least.” Joshua settled even more comfortably against his pillows and closed his eyes against the pounding in his head.

He heard Jamie chuckle and then felt his friend’s weight lift from the bed. “It is good to see you, too, Joshua,” he said quietly before leaving the room.

~*~

Later that afternoon, Gwendolyn ventured out once again to meet the Duchess of Bolton. The lady was kind enough to grant her an audience much more quickly than Gwendolyn had anticipated. It was a good thing, though, considering that the Season was already beginning, and she needed to be a part of it.

The duchess handed Gwendolyn a cup of tea. “Lady Sorrell tells me that you are a close friend of her sister’s.”

“Yes, Your Grace. We went to school together,” Gwendolyn told her. The biscuits on the plate in front of her looked delicious, but she didn’t know if she dared be so forward as to help herself to one. Honestly, she had never been in the presence of a duchess before. It was a little unnerving.

The lady’s jowls wobbled as she nodded and smiled. She reached forward and took one of the biscuits. She broke a smaller piece off and fed it to the adorable little floppy-eared dog who sat next to her on the sofa. “And you are from Lancashire?” the lady asked.

“Yes, Your Grace. My father owns a cloth manufacturing company there.”

“But you went to a school for young ladies of the nobility?”

“Yes.” She gave the lady a slightly embarrassed smile. “It’s wonderful what money can buy. In this case, admission to an excellent school.”

“You are very lucky, Miss Sherman.” The lady shook her head ruefully. “I was never sent to such a school and now find myself in the awkward situation of having to learn how to be a duchess—at my age!” The woman began to laugh as if this were the funniest joke.

Gwendolyn just smiled, not quite knowing what the lady meant. “I don’t know that we were taught how to be a duchess, Your Grace. Just all that would be expected of a proper young lady of society—something my father has always hoped I would become someday.”

“Of course,” the duchess said. She tilted her head to one side and squinted a little at Gwendolyn. “Lady Sorrell didn’t tell you who I was before I became a duchess, did she?”

Gwendolyn shook her head. “She mentioned something about a watchmaker, but I must have misheard her.”

The duchess chuckled again. “No, you did not. I was married to a watchmaker for over 25 years. My father was landed gentry but not noble. He didn’t hold a title, but like your father he wanted only the best for his girls—I have a sister. He arranged for me to have a season here in London, and then I dashed all of his hopes and dreams by falling in love with a watchmaker.”

“Really?” Gwendolyn was shocked that the duchess’s father allowed her to follow her heart and marry the man she loved rather than someone who would give her a better life.

The lady nodded, sending her jowls quivering. “He was consoled by my sister who did everything he’d hoped for. She even married a nobleman. I was a sad disappointment to him.”

“And look at you now,” Gwendolyn said, indicating the beautiful, fashionable drawing room in which they were sitting.

The duchess laughed. “Yes! This was all pure happenstance, and it would never have happened but for my sweet little Duchess here,” she said, stroking her hand down the dog’s head.

“I beg your pardon?” Now Gwendolyn was really confused.

The lady giggled. “My dog’s name is Duchess. She was given to me by my husband—the watchmaker—before he passed. He named her. And it was while I was out walking with her in the park that I met my current husband, the Duke of Bolton. He was out walking his three dogs who are the same breed as my little Duchess. Well, it was magic from that moment forward.”

“How romantic!” Gwendolyn exclaimed.

“I cannot disagree. It was and is still absolutely wonderful. So, while you may call me ‘Your Grace’ and think of me as some grand duchess, I can guarantee to you that I am nothing better or worse than you. I come from ordinary beginnings and now find myself at the pinnacle of society. And I think it would be very appropriate for me to sponsor you as you attempt to make your way into this sometimes very closed-minded, aristocratic society we call the ton. Now, mind you, it will not be easy.”

She paused and narrowed her eyes at Gwendolyn once again. “I will warn you now and plainly, you will be called a great number of unpleasant names. There are many in the ton who will look down their noses at you, and not a few who will give you the cut direct and have absolutely nothing to do with you.”

“Yes, Your Grace. I understand this,” Gwendolyn said when the lady paused. “I have been through it already at school, I’m sorry to say.”

The duchess nodded. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised. I spent my first year in society being looked down upon, and even as recently as last year, I was called a mushroom who didn’t know her place. Well, I knew my place then, and I know it now, and it doesn’t make one whit of difference. I am still the same person. So don’t let them browbeat you into thinking you are anything less than you are.”

Gwendolyn smiled. She was beginning to like this lady a great deal. “Yes, Your Grace. I shall remember.”

“See that you do because they will try to cut you down, and you, in turn, must smile and be polite. If you haven’t already, you will soon develop a skin as thick as an elephant’s.”

Gwendolyn nodded.

“Good. Now then, I assume you have an appropriate wardrobe? Clothes are everything, you know.”

“I have some gowns that were recently made for me in Lancashire. They are passable. And yesterday, I ordered a number more with Lady Sorrell’s assistance.”

“Excellent. Do you have something you might wear to a ball tomorrow night, or do we need to wait for your new gowns to arrive?” the lady asked.

“I have an evening gown I can wear. It’s a fine white muslin with—” The duchess’s hand waved away her description.

“You are the daughter of a cloth manufacturer. I trust that you know and have the best materials and very finest gowns.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” Gwendolyn couldn’t help the broad smile on her lips.

“Good enough,” she nodded. “I shall pick you up tomorrow night, and we shall venture out to Lady Kershaw’s ball and see how you do.”

~April 6~

Gwendolyn was especially careful not to make the duchess wait when she came to pick Gwendolyn up the following evening. The older lady was standing in the foyer when Gwendolyn rushed down the stairs.

“Miss Sherman, a lady does not run down the stairs. Surely you were taught this at school?” the woman scolded her gently.

Gwendolyn immediately slowed down. “Yes, Your Grace, I only did not wish for you to have to wait.”

“It’s quite all right. I’m capable of standing on my feet for an additional two minutes.” Her blue eyes twinkled with good humor, making Gwendolyn relax.

She returned the lady’s smile. “Of course you can.”

“Very good, now turn,” the duchess said the moment Gwendolyn stepped off the last tread.

She did as she was asked, showing off the dress she had had made in Lancashire. Even though it wasn’t in the latest style, it was of the finest muslin one could manufacture in England and covered with exceptional white embroidery. The duchess approved. “Very nice, my dear. Quite nice.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.” Gwendolyn gave her a little curtsey and then accepted her shawl from her maid who was standing waiting.

Her father came out of his study as the duchess was giving her pronouncement. He cleared his throat to make his presence known.

“I beg your pardon, Your Grace. May I present my father, Mr. Harold Sherman?” Gwendolyn asked, introducing them.

The duchess gave him a nod as he bowed low to her. “So pleased to meet you,” she said.

“And you. Heard your late husband was a watchmaker? Fine occupation. Almost more of an artist or, I suppose, a craftsman?”

The lady’s smile broadened. “Indeed, sir. He took his craft very seriously and made some absolutely beautiful pieces.”

“I’m sure. Well, if you wouldn’t mind, I might just join you this evening, ladies,” Gwendolyn’s father said with a grin.

“Oh, no
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