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        The Barlow Home

        near Charlbury, Oxfordshire

        23 December 1813

      

      

      

      “It’s so kind of you to call, Lord Bexley. The flowers you sent are simply lovely, are they not, Lucy?”

      Unable to miss the warning tone in her mother’s voice, Lucy sat up straight in her chair and smiled sweetly at their caller.

      “Oh yes indeed. They are undoubtedly the most beautiful I’ve ever received, my lord.”

      Of course, she did not mention that they were the first flowers she’d ever been sent by a gentleman. And considering that there were few opportunities to meet eligible gentlemen in the quiet little neck of the woods where the Barlows resided, the arrangement was quite likely to remain the only floral tribute to come her way.

      Her caller beamed with pleasure. “They were the best I could find at the florist, but of course they cannot hold a candle to your beauty and sweetness, Miss Barlow.”

      Lucy swallowed and forced herself to reply. “You embarrass me with your flattery, my lord.”

      “Not at all,” he insisted. “You were quite the belle of the Christmas Ball last evening, Miss Barlow. I was much envied to be allowed the honor of two dances with you when so many gentlemen had to be turned away.”

      The “Christmas Ball” was merely a small celebration at the local assembly rooms. Her mother had encouraged her to favor Lord Bexley, but in truth, Lucy herself had not found him objectionable. He was an accomplished dancer and quite distinguished-looking, in spite of the fact that he had at least twenty years over her. At eighteen, she was of an age to be out in society, and Lord Bexley, a wealthy widower from Warwickshire, was undoubtedly the most eligible gentleman in the county. Recently out of mourning, he was seeking a new wife and a mother to his three children, and as Mrs. Barlow kept telling her, Lucy should be flattered that he seemed to be favoring her for the role.

      Well, she was flattered. Wasn’t she? The number of young ladies far exceeded that of eligible gentlemen, and she didn’t wish to be left on the shelf. With her family in financial difficulties and four younger sisters to be married off, Lucy knew she owed it to them to marry well and do what she could to find her sisters suitable matches as well.

      She was prepared to do her duty and make the best of it, but somehow, when she thought of marriage and children, it was not the kindly Lord Bexley who came to mind. It was the face of the strapping, dark-haired Adonis with laughing gray eyes who lived on an adjoining estate with his younger sister—her bosom friend Jane—who had teased her unmercifully from the time she learned to walk. She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been in love with Andrew Livingston—she’d even asked him to marry her at the age of five when he’d been twelve and about to leave for Eton. He’d laughed and quipped that it would be like marrying his sister, and she’d nursed a broken heart ever since.

      She sighed as she frequently did when she thought of Andrew and his affianced wife, and her mother glared at her. Fortunately, Phillips wheeled in the tea trolley and Mrs. Barlow’s attention was mercifully diverted.

      “Please do the honors, Lucy. An excellent opportunity to practice your housewifely skills.”

      Lucy flushed. Could her mother’s intentions be more obvious? But Lord Bexley did not seem to notice. He smiled kindly at her somewhat shaky inquiry as to his preferences, and thanked her graciously when she brought him his tea and a plate of cherry tarts.

      “Quite charming,” he commented as he regarded her with obvious approval. It was unclear whether he was speaking to her or to her mother, and Lucy wasn’t sure how to respond.

      Fortunately, there was a shriek followed by the sound of fierce arguing from the back rooms of the house. Lucy turned instinctively to the door, which was promptly thrust open and filled by the figure of her sister Lydia, who was breathing hard and wringing her hands in agitation.

      “Do come, Lucy! Lila and Louisa are having one of their rows again, in the kitchen of all places. Lila broke one of Cook’s mixing bowls, and Cook swears she’ll leave if someone doesn’t stop them and you know you’re the only one who can, Lucy!” She flushed when she saw Lord Bexley and her mother’s angry face. “Oh… pardon me, I didn’t realize we had a guest.” She backed out into the hall, shooting Lucy a pleading look as she did so.

      Relieved for an excuse to terminate the social call, Lucy muttered her excuses and scrambled out of the room. But not before she heard her mother’s mortified apology and Lord Bexley’s soothing reply that he found it quite agreeable to discover a young lady so accomplished in the maternal skills.

      Goodness, he really was intent on courting her! She should be flattered. She was a sensible girl, and it was pointless to set her cap at Andrew Livingston, in any case. Lord Bexley would be an excellent match for her. His three daughters could not possibly be as troublesome as her two youngest sisters, after all.

      She gritted her teeth and hurried to the kitchen, the ineffectual Lydia as usual trailing behind her. The second eldest Barlow daughter was as helpless as their mother at controlling the two youngest children. When Lucy married and left the house, as she would in time, her bookish middle sister Laura was going to have to take up the reins.
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      “Did you wish to see me, Mama?”

      Lucy had been heading out the door in her gray wool pelisse and white rabbit-fur muff when Phillips, the Barlows’ only remaining maid, advised her that her mother wished to see her in the morning room.

      Mrs. Barlow was seated at her writing table, the household accounts book open in front of her. She turned toward the door and raised her eyebrows at Lucy’s apparel.

      “Goodness! Are you off to visit the Livingstons again, Lucy? That makes three times this week!” She shuddered. “It’s so dreadfully cold and your father says it’s like to snow by Christmas Day too.”

      Lucy fidgeted in her too-warm apparel and backed away from the fireplace. “Papa’s rheumatism again, Mama? He’s as likely to be wrong as right in his predictions, you know. And you know that Jane and I are in charge of organizing the local Twelfth Night celebration.”

      “That’s as may be, child, but I really must insist that you remove your outer clothing and tarry a moment so that we may have a mother-daughter chat.”

      A mother-daughter chat? In Lucy’s experience, such “chats” were likely to be exceedingly uncomfortable. She racked her brain for a hint of anything she might have done to make her mother uneasy, but came up with nothing. On the contrary, she was the peacemaker in the family.

      Reluctantly she removed her pelisse, folded it neatly and placed it on the settee before settling herself next to it.

      “Of course, Mama. What is it you wish to discuss with me?”

      Mrs. Barlow rose from the desk, smoothed the skirts of her topaz-colored morning gown and sat in the armchair next to her.

      Other than a streak or two of gray in her dark hair and a tendency toward plumpness, Mrs. Barlow was still an attractive woman not yet in her fifth decade. She had married at seventeen and promptly produced five daughters. It was one of those arranged marriages that had grown into an enduring love match, which, as she was fond of saying to her daughters, was a much more sensible way to go on than to rely on the unstable passions of youth.

      Her mother wrung her hands nervously.

      “My dear, I wish our circumstances were otherwise and we could bear the expense of a London presentation for you and the other girls, but unfortunately, that is not the case.”

      Lucy was perplexed. “Is that what is distressing you, Mama? Because I’ve known for ages that the estate is mortgaged due to Grandpapa’s… uh… affliction. I’ve never expected to be presented in London.”

      Her late paternal grandfather had been a well-known frequenter of the gaming hells, but it wasn’t until after his death that the extent of his debts had come to light. His heir, Lucy’s father, still struggled to make ends meet ten years later.

      Her mother heaved a sigh.

      “Of course, my dear, but now that you are of an age to marry, it is of vital importance that you marry well. For your sake and that of your sisters.”

      Lucy frowned. Did her mother really believe she wasn’t aware of the situation facing the Barlow family? She did not find it particularly pleasant to have the burden of her sisters’ future resting on her youthful shoulders.

      “You are the oldest,” her mother pointed out somewhat impatiently, “and if you were to marry well, say a titled man with a comfortable income, then it would be within your power to sponsor your sisters and assist them in finding suitable husbands.”

      “You speak of Lord Bexley, then, Mama.”

      Her mother threw up her hands.

      “Of course Lord Bexley! Who else is there? He was known to be a good husband to his first wife. He’s a viscount and the owner of several fine estates, not to mention a London home on the same street as Devonshire House. And he is quite obviously courting you, child!”

      Lucy swallowed. “Yes, I-I know, Mama.”

      Her mother frowned. “Why are you not encouraging him? I am certain he is within days of offering for you, if you would but show him some indication that you would welcome it.”

      “But Mama, I did dance twice with him at the ball last evening!”

      “And then this morning you dashed out of the room in the middle of his visit with scarcely an apology!”

      “But Lydia needed my help⁠—”

      “Lydia!” her mother spat out. “Be assured that I shall have a similar tête-à-tête with her. Her future is dependent on you, and she shall be apprised of the fact.”

      This wasn’t news to her, of course. But it wasn’t something she liked to think about either.

      Her discomfiture must have shown on her face, because her mother’s expression softened.

      “Of course, your father and I quite regret that we cannot sponsor you in London and give you more of a choice in your marriage partner, Lucy. We do wish you to be happily settled, you know.”

      “Yes, I know, Mama.”

      “I believe you would be quite happy with Lord Bexley. He would be an indulgent husband, I believe. What could you possibly have against him?”

      Lucy scrambled for something to say that wasn’t But he’s not Andrew!

      “Oh, nothing really, Mama. Except… well… he’s quite a bit older than I, isn’t he?”

      Her mother clucked her tongue.

      “I knew that was it! But Lucy, such marriages are made all the time. Why your father is a good eleven years older than I, and we have got on quite well, have we not?”

      Eleven years isn’t twenty! Lucy protested inwardly. Lord Bexley was several years older than her mother.

      “A girl as young as you needs an older man for guidance and protection,” her mother continued. “And you are young enough to give Lord Bexley the heir he still lacks.”

      “Yes Mama.” But her tone lacked enthusiasm.

      “Lord Bexley is still a fine figure of a man. In the prime of life, really. Do you not agree, Lucy?”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      He wasn’t fat, had all of his hair—with only a hint of gray at the temples—and his face was unobjectionable, neither ugly nor handsome. His biggest fault was… well… he wasn’t Andrew Livingston.

      Mrs. Barlow eyed her speculatively.

      “Have you formed an attachment to some young man, Lucy? I’m not aware of any other eligible gentlemen hanging about you.”

      Lucy reassured herself that her mother could not actually be reading her mind.

      “No Mama.”

      It wasn’t actually a lie. Andrew Livingston was not eligible, having been betrothed for nearly two years to Cecilia Ashburton, whose father was a younger son of an earl and a wealthy landowner besides.

      “Is it the ready-made family that concerns you, my dear? By all accounts, the three girls are quite well-behaved. Rebecca, the youngest, is not out of the nursery as yet. I’m sure that she, at least, will welcome a new mother. And you are good with children, Lucy.”

      “I do like children, Mama. It’s just that…Mary is only a few years younger than I am and will need to be brought out before too long, and you know I have no knowledge of society.” Lucy scrambled to find a legitimate reason for her reluctance, to prevent her mother from guessing the true one.
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