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As a reader, you may wonder why some words seem misspelt, but as an Australian writer, I use English spellings rather than American ones. I have used the spell check, but with an Australian slant.

I loved recounting the story of Audrey and Lucien, and I hope you enjoyed the unfolding tale of their trials and successes.

If you enjoyed the book and have a moment, I would appreciate a brief review on the page or site where you purchased it. Your help in spreading the word is appreciated. Reviews from readers like you make a massive difference in helping new readers find stories like 
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Audrey returned from her walk and noticed the invitations stacked on the hall table. Before the beginning of the season, Audrey was excited about her opportunity to mix with others 

of her age and station, and the faint hope that she might snare a suitor. Her Mother insisted that the practised skills were to prepare Audrey to mingle in society. Sometimes, she silently moaned at the foolish strictures she had to follow. Adhering to the rules would be worthwhile if she could mingle with other debutantes at society’s events. Audrey didn’t need to look in the looking glass to know that she was plain, and as she was heavier than most of the reed-thin debutants, she was at a disadvantage without making a spectacle of herself by flouting the rules.

Considering the number of invitations on the table, Audrey wondered how her mother chose which events to attend and which to miss. She wished her mother had talked to her about the social gatherings. She realised her mother was there to guide her and selected the most advantageous events to let the ton see her, but Audrey wished her mother hadn’t chosen events that were just crushes. Where was the enjoyment in being crammed into a room with a hundred or more guests, all eager to be seen?

At the first few events Audrey attended, she was nervous; her palms sweated in her lace gloves, and her stomach churned. She had the unfortunate ability to blush, but there was nothing delicate about the vibrant red she went when a prospective suitor chatted to her. Her Mother had taken to giving Audrey a snifter of rum before each event, and while this helped settle her nerves, it was too late to appease the men drawn to Audrey because of her sizeable dowry, who had discounted her as a prospective wife.

While her Mother chivied Audrey to smile more and use her fan flirtatiously, nothing drew the suitors who had abandoned her. For the first time since the season started, Audrey felt disheartened. All the fairy tales about handsome suitors and dancing all night were lies. Each event was more disappointing than the last, and while Audrey understood her Mother’s despair, she didn’t know how to fix the situation. All those days of learning how to curtsy and flick her fan were for naught; the dancing lessons may as well not have happened, and Audrey might just as well have worn a sack because the pastel dresses the other Debs wore looked demure on them, but with her added weight, Audrey looked like a poorly wrapped package.

As Audrey walked into the ballroom, the sheer grandeur of the space took her breath away. Each event her Mother accompanied Audrey to was grander than the last, as though the hostess was trying to be the biggest and the best, which was true. Despite spending hours preparing for tonight, she knew she would again be seated with the wallflowers once the dancing began. Her Father believed her healthy dowry would encourage men to consider her as a wife, but the only men it attracted were the fortune hunters, and after one dance, they even abandoned her. Audrey wished her family would stop trying so hard to find her a husband. Couldn’t her Mother see the lack of interest the men of the ton showed her?

“Smile,” her Mother hissed as they passed a group of old biddies standing together. Obediently, Audrey pasted a smile on her face, but it didn’t stop the women from tutting and gossiping. Her Mother pretended she didn’t hear the women’s conversation, but the cruel words stuck in Audrey’s mind. The conversations were always the same; she was too fat and plain. Why were the ugly, fat men accepted by the ton, but the plain girls, the fat girls, were not?

Audrey trailed after her Mother, who introduced her to single men, but the introductions, while politely accepted, never led to dance invitations. Event after event, Audrey begged to be allowed to stay at home, but her Mother wouldn’t hear of it, so Audrey was paraded around every venue the ton frequented without interest from the single men. She wondered when her Mother might concede defeat and allow her to remain at home.

Once the dancing started, Audrey’s Mother sighed. 

“You need to flirt with the men we come across. Men don’t want to dance with girls who are too timid to chat.” The conversation was always the same, and Audrey did not comment before leaving her Mother’s side and joining the wallflowers. Audrey knew them all because the same girls were always wallflowers. Being paraded around and not catching the eye or interest of any single man was depressing, and she felt the girls’ desperation beside her.

Audrey knew that she and the other wallflowers spent as much time on their preparations, but to no avail. As a man walked towards her, Audrey watched with fascination. A man approaching the wallflowers was unheard of, and Audrey was as stunned as her friends when he stopped to talk. Hadn’t she seen him with a woman earlier? Why would he waste his time with her and her friends when, if she correctly remembered, the woman he had escorted was beautiful? With a bow, he said,

“Good evening. I am Charles Campbell. Because the ton dislikes shows of affection, my wife and I can only dance together twice before it becomes a scandal. I would be pleased to share a dance with you and your friends.”

Audrey smiled. “My friends and I will surely accept your offer. Please thank your wife for her generous offer to share your time with us tonight.”

Each of the girls danced with Charles Campbell during the evening, and Lady Earnshaw caught Audrey’s eye with a smile. Explaining to her mother that the man was married and doing community service was not something Audrey wished to do, but she knew she would need to tackle that task as they travelled home. One positive aspect of the offer to dance with the girls was that other men saw them on the dance floor and approached them to ask them to dance. Due to Charles Campbell’s kindness, or that of his wife, the wallflowers had the most enjoyable evening since the season started.

When Lord Lucien Beauchamp approached the girls, Audrey held her breath. Was he going to ask someone to dance? She wanted to close her eyes so she didn’t see who he chose because she knew that while the other girls were attractive, men ignored them, not because they were unattractive, but because they had insubstantial dowries. But she differed; men ignored her because she was unappealing.

Audrey thought she might swoon when the handsome man stood before her. He bowed, introduced himself and asked Audrey to dance. She could see the disappointment on the faces of the other girls as she accepted the outstretched hand while trying to contain her smile.

Lucien Beauchamp was a beautiful dancer, and even though Audrey had no beauty to flaunt, she was light on her feet. Moreover, she knew she wouldn’t disgrace herself on the rare chance she had to dance publicly. He chatted as they danced, and when the dance finished, all too soon for Audrey, he asked if she would like to join him for supper. It surprised Audrey that it was time for supper, but spending time with this attractive, handsome man was no hardship. As she sat with Lucien, Audrey ignored the shocked expressions on many men's faces and the hatred on the women’s faces. Audrey was not a fool; she knew she would not get to spend time with this man again and intended to make the most of their short time together. The ton could think what they liked; tonight was the best night she had experienced since the beginning of the season.

Lucien was not patronising; he listened to her comments when he asked her opinion, and they discovered they shared a sense of humour. At the end of supper, Lucien frowned. 

“Should I escort you to your chaperone instead of where the wallflowers are sitting? You must have other dance partners waiting for you.”

“My Lord, you are most generous, but I have no other dance partners, so if you would escort me to where the other ladies are sitting, that would be good.”

“Why do you have no dance partners?”

Audrey blushed. “Did you notice the reactions of people when we ate supper? The men were astounded that you would waste your time with me, and the woman said hateful things about how fat I am and how ugly I am. It is always the same.”

Lucien looked confused. “I am sorry I focused the ton’s ugliness on you.”

Audrey reached the other wallflowers and said, “It wasn’t dancing with you that caused the comments. Unfortunately, when a woman doesn’t fit society’s perception of beauty, they are very vocal when making comments. Thank you for the dance and supper. I enjoyed our time together very much.”

He nodded and left without a backward glance.

After fielding the questions of the other wallflowers, Audrey had to answer her Mother’s questions again on the way home. As the carriage made its way through the darkened streets, Lady Earnshaw badgered Audrey with question after question.

“Who was the man you danced with first? Do you think he is likely to call tomorrow? What about Lord Beauchamp? Should we expect him tomorrow?”

“Mother, calm down. The first man was Sir Charles Campbell, and his wife suggested he dance with us because they could only dance together twice without causing a scandal. I assume she didn’t want him dancing with any beautiful Debs who would undoubtedly flirt with him, and she considered the wallflowers safe. You know the second man was Lord Beauchamp, but he was being kind and is unlikely to call tomorrow.”

Once they arrived home, Lady Earnshaw continued to lament that Audrey had not beguiled Lord Beauchamp and had wasted her opportunity. Audrey decided to have a nightcap and followed her Mother into the sitting room. Seeing her Father there, she knew her Mother would begin complaining to her husband. Joseph Earnshaw listened to the first telling of the story but silenced his wife as she began to complain again.

“Audrey, you danced tonight?”

Audrey smiled at her Father. “Yes, it was an enjoyable night. It was the best night I’ve had. Sir Charles Campbell’s wife sent him to ask the wallflowers to dance; what a nice gesture. Then Lord Beauchamp asked me to dance, and we had supper together. Despite what Mother thinks, he wanted a reprieve from fluttering eyelashes and provocative fan play. We have no ongoing romance, and I don’t doubt he will marry a brainless ninny with stunning looks and a substantial dowry.”

“So you believe he danced with you to avoid the other debutants eager to impress him?”

“Yes, and he is interesting, so if he needs a reprieve again, I am more than willing to offer my assistance. It’s not as if my many suitors are aggrieved because I’m dancing with someone else.” Lord Earnshaw nodded.

“Rene, I can see that you want to have Audrey marry, but speculating on what happened during a perfectly innocent exchange is not helpful.”

“Thank you, Father. I am going to retire for the night.”

Despite what she said to her Father about Lucien Beauchamp’s reason for dancing with her, Audrey smiled as she remembered their conversation. If the man never looked at her again, at least she had the memory of their short time together. Her attraction to the Lord was both physical and mental. Lucien Beauchamp was a fine specimen, tall and handsome, with a physique that suggested he had no need for shoulder or arm padding in his jacket. His interest and acceptance of her opinion were something no other man had ever shown. Audrey knew that when she closed her eyes tonight, she would see his engaging smile and twinkling blue eyes. Audrey sighed; if only she were attractive enough to snare a man like Lucien Beauchamp.
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Audrey didn’t attract any suitors as the season progressed, but Lucien’s attention tempered the disappointment of her failed first season. To her delight, Lucien continued to dance with her when they attended the same events and to add to her enjoyment, he often spent the supper period with her. Audrey was not deaf to the comments about Lucien wasting time with the fat, plain girl, but she refused to let the comments ruin her enjoyment of the moment. Lucien was intelligent and appreciated a companion who could discuss more than the weather and their newest outfit. Audrey enjoyed Lucien’s company because he was irreverent and didn’t dismiss her opinion when they addressed a subject.

Lady Rene was in two minds as she watched Lord Beauchamp’s and her daughter’s friendship. She was concerned that Lord Beauchamp was stringing Audrey on, but she also hoped that more would develop between the two. Oblivious to her Mother’s concerns, Audrey’s affection for the man grew, and her greatest wish was that he might offer to court her. She knew she was the plainest debutant Lucien had spent time with, but he seemed to seek her out every night, and she hoped more would grow from their interactions.

One night, Beckett, Lucien’s best friend, pulled him aside and expressed concern.

“Luc, will you offer to court the Earnshaw girl?”

Lucien frowned.

“Of course not. Why do you ask?”

“Because the girl is smitten with you, and
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