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“Kitty, could you please smile? You are going to frighten the other guests.” 

Katherine Woolard, widow of the late Lord Woolard looked at her dear friend Patrick Helms and was surprised to see how carefree he appeared. He wore a brightly colored vest with his traveling suit and an easy smile on his lips. She felt brittle with tension. The smallest tap and she might break into a million pieces. This was than what she used to feel before going on stage. 

“I’m a widow, still mourning my husband. They don’t expect me to be cheerful.” 

“It’s been almost six months since Ephram died.” There was a catch in Patrick’s throat. “Most wives would be approaching half mourning by now. You chose to come to a party, now act like it’s a party.” 

Kitty didn’t choose this event, but it was the only thing left for them to do. Thanks to her husband and his bad habits, this was the only thing left to save them both. She was forced to come to this elegant country home, filled with cultured members of London society, to earn their keep. 

“Lady Woolard, I’m so glad you decided to still attend.” Lady Andrews approached them in the crowded parlor, extending her hand warmly. “I told my husband that I thought it was wonderful you were going to be playing in your late husband’s spot.” 

“He had been looking forward to this tournament before he passed. I thought it might be a good way to honor his memory.”

“I had met him at other card games we hosted in London.”

“He enjoyed playing. He often told me about how talented you and your husband were.” Kitty didn’t want to comment on whether her husband was any good at it.

Lady Andrews laughed. “I’m afraid I won every time I played against him. I’m glad he harbored no ill will towards me.”

“My husband understood the risks in playing. He never let the losses hinder his enjoyment.” 

Kitty wished it would on the nights he would come home late and with empty pockets. When his luck was good he was cheerful and generous, but when his luck turned things would get depressing in their house. It’s hard to hold a marriage together when you had to sell the furniture to pay the servants. Still, it would be unfair to blame Lady Andrews for Ephram’s decisions.

“It is a pleasure to see you again, my lady.” Patrick had been quiet but now he gave the hostess a bow. 

“Mr. Helms, it’s always a pleasure to be in your company. My condolences on the loss of your friend.”

“It was highly unexpected but at least he went in his sleep.” 

The lady reached out and squeezed his hand. “I know the two of you were close and made a very formidable team at the table. I hope you find as much luck with your new partner.”

Then she looked at them with a warm and gracious smile. “I look forward to seeing you at the tables.” 

Lady Andrews had always been kind to Kitty when they met at parties or balls. She was a very beautiful woman, with her Spanish coloring and curvaceous figure. Women with that kind of advantage often used it to be cruel to others, but Lady Andrews never did. There was something about her and her mysterious past that Kitty understood. 

“I hope not to disappoint you.” 

Kitty gave the woman a smile, the first she had worn in a while and they parted ways. There were many other guests that needed to be greeted by the hostess. 

Kitty couldn’t help but notice the expensive decorations in every room of the house as the guests moved around in them. Growing up poor will make it a habit. Everything was done in dark woods and rich velvets, with various shades of red. That was Lady Andrews signature color. 

Kitty stood among the crowd, full of people she only knew in name, and tried not to fidget. She had to appear at ease or they would know she was lacked confidence. A player must always appear strong to opponents. That was one of the things Ephram used to say. 

“Thinking about going home?” Patrick whispered over her shoulder.

“Turn into a coward? Never. Ephram would be appalled by the idea.”

“Ironic considering her was too much of a coward to tell the truth to his own family.”

“Are you talking about the money?” 

“In part.” 

Ephram Woolard had lived life as an influential third son of an earl. No one questioned his wealth or his habit of gambling, it was assumed that he was like every other man. It wasn’t until after his death that the solicitor revealed he had lost all of his money and was heavily in debt. That drastically effected his wife and best friend who relied on him for everything financially. It wasn’t his only secret, but it was the only one Kitty resented him for.

“We can do this you know. We have spent months preparing for it.” Patrick took a glass of wine from one of the waiters circulating around the room and brought to his lips under the bushy white mustache. “Ephram taught me well and I taught you. We will be fine in the tournament.” 

Eight teams had traveled to the lavish country home of Viscount Andrews and his wife for a three-day house party and whist tournament. The grand prize was ten thousand pounds, enough money to live modestly for the rest of their lives. That meant they needed to win the rounds and interact with the players socially. Kitty was much better at one than the other. 

“How much longer do we need to stay down here and mingle with strangers?” 

Kitty felt trapped in the lavishly decorated room. The portraits on the wall felt like they were judging her and even the music from the single piano in the corner was too loud for her ears. 

“At least another hour. We want to make sure all the players get a good look at us.”

“I feel like everyone is looking at us.”

“That’s simply because you are beautiful.” 

She felt her cheeks getting red and looked away. The older man chuckled. Both he and Ephram always found it amusing that compliments embarrassed her. Not that she hadn’t been receiving them since childhood, but Kitty never trusted them. She never saw herself as being beautiful. 

“How did you handle the attention on the stage?” Patrick tipped her under the chin. “I know how much the audience adored you.”

“That wasn’t me, it was the character I played.” 

“Pretend you are playing the part of a confident and beautiful lady. You were made for the part.”

“Easy for a man who always had parts without lines to say.”

Patrick had found Kitty while touring with a small company outside of Bath. Kitty was in a tough spot, with no one to turn to and he offered her a new life. They had been inseparable since then.  

Something caught her attention from the corner of her eye. A man across the room was staring at her. Not with idle curiosity, but with an intensity that made her nerves prickle. 

He was a tall man, with broad shoulders and auburn hair, staring at her without any attempt to be subtle. Kitty looked away more than once but each time she turned back he was still staring at her. The woman next to him talked to a small group of people and didn’t notice she no longer held his attention. 

They didn’t appear to be a married couple, but must be partners in the tournament. The woman could only be seen from the back, but her gown showed she had expensive taste and knew how to show it. Kitty didn’t think she would be ready to face them in the first round of the tournament. 

Patrick didn’t notice the mysterious man and was happily waving at other gentlemen he knew in attendance. That meant most of the men in the room. 

“Patrick, I think someone here might recognize me.” Kitty hissed at him. 

“You mean from before you were married?” Patrick said, squinting at where Kitty pointed Unfortunately the man had vanished so there was nothing to see. 

“Yes.”

”Kitty, that was years ago. If we were going to bump into one of your former admirers it would have been in that first year, when Ephram showed you off to all of London.” 

Kitty had been terrified each night they went out that someone would remember her face and make a scene. That never happened. Wearing a title was better than wearing a costume for hiding her identity. She had relaxed and had stopped worrying, but she might need to be more vigilant about her reputation. 

Her appearance hadn’t changed greatly in the last four years, since her days on the stage, aside from a little more fullness to her petite frame. Not having to go to bed hungry will do that for a person. She still had the same tight blond girls that Ephram said he loved and the same sky-blue eyes he often complimented. She tried to remain as close to the girl he had first adored as she could, as thanks for him rescuing her from her former life. 

“Still, we should keep a careful eye on the other guests.” Kitty knew she would be.
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