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  For those who know that the finest love stories

often begin with a very poor first impression.
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  A Brighton Arrival

  
  




The salt hit her before the rooftops did.

Sophia Ainsworth pressed her glove to the carriage window, the glass cool through the kid leather, and breathed in air that tasted of brine and distant kelp and something sharper underneath—coal smoke from the steam-packets, perhaps, or the particular tang of a town that lived half in the water and half on the promenade. The horses had slowed to navigate the crush of barouches and delivery carts clogging North Street, and she could hear, beneath the clatter of harness and the cries of oyster-sellers, the low grumble of surf working the shingle.

Brighton. After three days of jolting along the London road, past hedgerows thick with summer dust and coaching inns where the mutton was always grey, they had arrived.

Her mother sat opposite, a rigid column of dove-grey silk and ostrich feathers, her face arranged in the expression she wore whenever she was calculating something—household accounts, social advantage, the precise angle at which to incline her head to a viscountess. Lady Eleanor Ainsworth had not spoken for the last six miles. This was not unusual. Her silences were never empty; they were occupied, Sophia had learned, by lists.

“The house is farther along Marine Parade,” Lady Eleanor said, as though Sophia might have forgotten the address they had discussed seventeen times since leaving Derbyshire. “Mrs. Hargrave assures me the drawing-room has been aired, but I shall want to inspect the chimneys myself. The last tenants were not fastidious.”

“The last tenants were the Dowager Lady Tewkesbury and her twelve cats,” Sophia said. “I imagine the chimneys are lined with fur.”

Lady Eleanor’s mouth tightened. “You imagine a great many things, Sophia.”

More than you would credit me for. Sophia turned back to the window. A bathing-machine stood abandoned on the shingle below the promenade, its striped canvas flapping in the breeze, and beyond it the Channel stretched grey and restless to a horizon that blurred into cloud. Gulls wheeled above the fishing boats, their cries thin and querulous. It was not a pretty view—not in the manner of the Ainsworths’ Derbyshire parkland, with its placid oaks and its carefully managed vistas—but it was alive in a way that Greenly Hall had not been alive for years. The house in Derbyshire had grown quiet as a held breath, every corridor and drawing-room stiff with the effort of maintaining appearances on an income that no longer quite stretched to the required number of footmen.

That was why they were here, of course. Brighton in the Season. Where eligible young men congregated like gulls around a fishing catch, and where a girl with a respectable name and a tolerable face might—if she smiled at the right dinners and danced with the right partners—secure a future that would keep the roof on Greenly Hall for another generation.

Sophia had no objection to tolerable. She had, however, a very strong objection to being the roof-repair fund.

“The Cavendishes have taken a house on Marine Parade,” Lady Eleanor said, in the tone of someone remarking on an infestation of rats.

Sophia’s hand stilled on the window frame. “Already? I thought they preferred London.”

“Lady Beatrice Cavendish prefers wherever she can be most visible. Apparently the Regent’s patronage of Brighton has made it sufficiently fashionable for her tastes.” Her mother’s voice carried the particular acidity reserved for the Cavendish family, a vintage Sophia had been tasting since childhood. “We shall be obliged to acknowledge them, of course. In public. One cannot cut a family of their standing without provoking comment.”

“No,” Sophia murmured. “One cannot.”

The carriage lurched around a corner, and Marine Parade opened before them—a sweeping crescent of white-stuccoed terraces facing the sea, their bow windows glittering with the flat grey light of late afternoon. The Ainsworth residence stood at the eastern end, a house of five bays and three storeys, its paintwork fresh but its proportions just slightly narrower than its neighbours, as though the architect had been forced to economise at the last moment. Sophia understood the feeling.

They descended into a hall that smelled of beeswax and the faint, sweet must of a house that had been shut up for months. A fire had been lit in the grate—Mrs. Hargrave had been as good as her word—and the flames threw shivering shadows across the marble floor. The footmen were hauling trunks from the carriage; Lady Eleanor was already issuing instructions to the housekeeper in a low, rapid voice; and Sophia, seeing her moment, slipped up the stairs before anyone could assign her a task.

Her bedchamber faced the sea. She crossed to the window and stood for a moment, watching the light change over the water—grey to silver, silver to something paler, the colour of a pearl just before it clouds. Then she drew the curtains, lit the candle on the writing-desk, and reached into the valise she had refused to entrust to the servants.

The journal was bound in plain brown leather, unadorned, unmonogrammed. It had cost her sixpence at a stationer’s in St. Albans, and it contained the only version of herself she had never shown anyone.

She opened it to the page marked by a ribbon and read the last lines she had written, three days ago in a coaching inn near Epsom:

The debutante ball is a market dressed as a dance, and the girls are the livestock. They are paraded, appraised, and priced according to the quality of their breeding and the soundness of their teeth. The buyers, for let us not call them suitors when their interest is so purely transactional, circulate with the same expressions one sees on farmers at a cattle fair: calculating, comparative, faintly bored. And the girls smile, because they have been taught that smiling is the surest route to a ring on the finger and a house in the country. They smile until their cheeks ache and their souls shrink to the size of a wedding band.

Sophia read the passage twice. It was too sharp. The satire was true, she knew it was true, but the tone verged on bitter, and bitterness was not persuasive. Bitterness was what people expected from a woman who had failed to secure a match. She was not yet in that position, and she did not intend to be. What she needed was a voice that cut without drawing blood, that made people laugh and then, a moment later, made them uncomfortable about what they had laughed at.

She dipped her pen in the inkwell and began to revise.

An hour passed. The light outside faded from pearl to pewter. Sophia wrote, crossed out, wrote again. She was deep in a passage about the particular absurdity of the quadrille—“a dance in which four people perform elaborate geometrical patterns while strenuously avoiding any conversation of substance”—when the door opened without a knock.

She closed the journal in a single motion, sliding it beneath a sheet of blotting paper.

“Still scribbling,” Lady Eleanor said from the doorway. It was not a question.

“Letters,” Sophia said. “To Eliza.”

Her mother’s gaze moved to the desk, then back to Sophia’s face. “You write a great many letters to your cousin.”

“She writes a great many back. It is the nature of correspondence.”

Lady Eleanor did not pursue it. She had larger concerns. “The Hargraves are holding a reception tomorrow evening. A general affair, all of Brighton society will be there. It will be your first appearance.” She paused, and her voice softened, which was how Sophia knew the next part would be difficult. “I have had Mrs. Bellamy send over the rose silk. It will need to be taken in at the bodice, you have grown thinner since Easter.”

“I have grown exactly the same since Easter.”

“The rose silk,” Lady Eleanor repeated, “and the pearl combs. You will look very well.”

You will look very well. Not you will be happy, or you will find someone who deserves you, or you will have an interesting evening. You will look very well. Because looking well was the point. Looking well was the entire enterprise.

“I am sure I shall,” Sophia said.

Her mother hesitated in the doorway, one hand on the jamb. In the candlelight, the lines around her mouth looked deeper than they had in Derbyshire. “Sophia. I know you find all this”—she gestured vaguely at the room, the house, the Season waiting outside—“trying. But we have not the luxury of being fastidious. Your father’s investments have not recovered, and Benedict’s commission cost more than we anticipated. A good match is not merely desirable. It is necessary.”

Sophia had known this, in the abstract, for years. Hearing it stated plainly was different. It made the walls of the room feel closer.

“I understand,” she said.

“Do you?”

She met her mother’s eyes. “I understand the situation. I am not certain I accept the conclusion.”

Lady Eleanor’s expression flickered, something between exasperation and a tenderness she did not know how to express. “Accept it or not, my dear. The world will not arrange itself around your preferences.”

She left. The door clicked shut. Sophia sat motionless for a long moment, her hand resting on the blotting paper that concealed her journal, feeling the faint vibration of footsteps in the corridor below and the distant, rhythmic wash of the sea against the shingle.

Then she pulled the journal out and wrote, without stopping to edit:

My mother believes the world is a fixed arrangement of obligations and consequences. She is not wrong, precisely. The world she describes does exist, a world of ledgers and settlements and marriages conducted like business mergers. But there is another world, too. A world in which a woman might write her way out of the cage, sentence by sentence, until the bars are wide enough to slip through. I have seen it. I have felt it. I have held the pen in my hand and known, for the space of a paragraph, what freedom tastes like.

It tastes like salt.

She set the pen down. The candle flame shivered in a draft she could not feel, and outside the window, the last light was draining from the sky.

Dinner was a quiet affair, cold meats and pickled vegetables laid out in the small dining parlour, Lady Eleanor too fatigued from the journey to insist on a full service. Sophia ate quickly, answered her mother’s questions about her wardrobe with the minimum of words, and excused herself before the cheese was brought in. She was tired, she said. The journey had been long.

It was not precisely a lie. She was tired. But she was also restless in a way that sleep would not cure, and she knew from long experience that the only remedy was movement.

The house had a small walled garden at the back, accessible through a door off the morning room. Sophia found it by instinct, following the smell of damp earth and night-blooming jasmine. The garden was no larger than a drawing-room, paved in York stone and bordered by rose bushes that had been allowed to grow leggy and wild. A bench stood against the far wall, and she sat down, tilting her head back to look at the sky.

The clouds had cleared. The stars were coming out, one by one, pricking through the deep blue like pins through velvet. She could hear the sea more clearly here, not the polite murmur she had heard from her bedchamber, but the full, breathing weight of it, the draw and release of waves on stone.

Voices drifted from the morning room window, which had been left ajar. Her mother, and the housekeeper, Mrs. Hargrave.

“…arrived this morning, my lady. Lady Beatrice and Lord Alistair have arrived with half their household. They have taken Number Twelve, the one with the iron balconies.”

“Lady Beatrice will be holding court within the week,” Lady Eleanor said. “She always does. And the son, Lord Alistair, is he still unmarried?”

“Quite unmarried, my lady. And quite determined to remain so, if the gossip is to be believed. They say he has refused every eligible girl in London.”

“They say a great many things about Lord Alistair Cavendish.” Lady Eleanor’s voice was dry. “Most of them unsuitable for repetition. Keep Sophia away from him, Mrs. Hargrave. The Cavendishes are not to be trusted, and that particular Cavendish is the worst of the lot.”

“Of course, my lady.”

The voices moved away, deeper into the house. Sophia remained on the bench, her hands folded in her lap, the cold of the stone seeping through her muslin skirts.

Lord Alistair Cavendish. She had heard the name all her life, always in the same tone, the tone her mother used for bad investments and spoiled meat. The Cavendishes had cheated the Ainsworths out of a piece of land in Derbyshire, or the Ainsworths had cheated the Cavendishes; the details shifted depending on who was telling the story, but the hatred had fossilised into something that no longer required facts to sustain it. It was simply there, a piece of family furniture as immovable as the dining-table.

And now he was here, in Brighton, in a house with iron balconies, presumably attending the same receptions and balls and promenade-concerts that Sophia would be attending. The Season, which had seemed merely tedious an hour ago, suddenly acquired the texture of a problem she had not anticipated.

She did not know Lord Alistair. She knew only what she had heard: that he was handsome in a dissolute way, that he had a reputation for witty cruelty, that he had broken at least two hearts and possibly three, that he was his mother’s favourite and therefore doubly dangerous. None of this was useful. Gossip was not intelligence; it was a form of social theatre, and the actors were not reliable narrators.

Still. She would need to be careful.

She rose from the bench, brushing the damp from her skirts, and went back into the house. The corridors were quiet now; the servants had banked the fires, and Lady Eleanor had retired to her room. Sophia climbed the stairs slowly, her hand trailing along the banister, feeling the grain of the wood beneath her fingers.

In her bedchamber, she undressed without ringing for her maid, she wanted no company tonight, and put on her nightgown and wrapper. Then she sat down at the writing-desk and opened the journal one more time.

The essay on debutante balls was nearly finished. She read it through from the beginning, making small corrections in the margins, and when she reached the end she added a final paragraph:

Let us be honest, for once, about what these occasions truly are. They are not celebrations of youth or beauty or even of marriage, which is a state that might, in theory, contain happiness. They are auctions. The goods are displayed, the bids are made, and the hammer falls. The only question is whether the lot in question will be sold to the highest bidder or withdrawn from sale. I, for one, have no intention of being knocked down.

She closed the journal. The candle was burning low now, the wax pooling in the holder, and her eyes ached from writing in bad light. She should sleep. Tomorrow would be long, calls to make, dresses to be fitted, the reception in the evening, and she would need her wits about her.

But she did not move from the desk. She sat with her hand resting on the leather cover of the journal, feeling the faint warmth of her own palm through the binding, and thought about the sea.

It was still out there, in the darkness beyond the window. It did not care about the Ainsworths or the Cavendishes or the price of land in Derbyshire. It did not care about dowries or settlements or the precise shade of rose silk. It rose and fell, rose and fell, indifferent and immense, and something in Sophia rose and fell with it.

She had come to Brighton to be sold. She knew that. Her mother knew that. Every matron with an unmarried son would know it by the end of the week.

But she had also come with a pen, and a voice, and a mind that refused to be quiet. And those, she thought, were weapons of a kind. Not the kind that society recognised, not the kind that appeared on a marriage settlement or a bank draft, but weapons nonetheless.

She lifted her head and caught her reflection in the dark window-glass: a pale oval face, dark curls escaping from their ribbon, eyes that held something sharper than the moment seemed to warrant. She looked, she realised, like someone who had already made a decision and was only waiting for the world to catch up.

Sophia Ainsworth smiled at her reflection. It was not a debutante’s smile. It was the smile of a woman who had just finished an essay that would make a great many people uncomfortable, and who was already planning the next one.

She blew out the candle. In the darkness, the sound of the sea grew louder, filling the room like a promise she had not yet learned to name.
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The carriage had deposited them at the entrance to the Brighton Assembly Rooms a quarter-hour past, and already Alistair Cavendish found himself cataloguing the exits. A habit, not a plan. The chandeliers threw too much light across too many faces arranged in the same expressions they had worn last Season and the Season before that. He accepted a glass of indifferent claret from a passing footman and let the current of arrivals carry him toward the main hall.

The air was a particular compound he had never encountered anywhere but here: salt-damp wool from the seaward windows, the sweet-sharp bite of too many perfumes competing for dominance, and beneath it all the mineral chalkiness of the building itself, as if the rooms were slowly reverting to the cliffs from which they had been carved. He breathed it in and felt, as he always did, the slight pressure behind his eyes that preceded an evening of performance.

“Alistair, you’re scowling.”

His mother materialised at his elbow with the silent efficiency of a woman who had spent three decades navigating rooms exactly like this one. Lady Beatrice Cavendish stood tall enough to meet his eye, her silver-threaded hair dressed in an arrangement that suggested architecture more than coiffure. She did not touch him. She rarely did.

“I am contemplating the chandeliers,” he said. “They’ve cleaned them. I preferred the dust.”

“You preferred nothing about them. You are simply determined to find fault before anyone finds it with you.” She scanned the room without appearing to move her head. “The Ainsworths are here.”

He did not ask which Ainsworths. The name landed with the particular weight his mother reserved for it, a syllable pronounced as if it were a verdict. He followed the faint inclination of her chin and saw them near the far windows: Lady Eleanor Ainsworth in a gown of pale grey silk, her posture a study in controlled anxiety, and beside her a young woman he did not recognise.

Dark hair. A great deal of it, arranged with less architectural ambition than his mother’s but considerably more life. The girl was not looking at the chandeliers or the company or the musicians tuning their instruments in the gallery. She was looking at the room as if she were reading it, her attention moving across faces and gestures with a focus that bordered on impolite.

“The daughter,” his mother said. “The one they’ve brought for the Season. Sophia, I’m told.”

“You are always told.”

“It is my business to be told.” She accepted a glass of wine from the same footman who had served Alistair, though Alistair had not seen her signal for it. “I trust you will remember that the Cavendish name does not benefit from proximity to that family, however charming the individual members may appear.”

“You haven’t met her.”

“I don’t need to.”

Across the room, the girl’s gaze reached their corner and stopped. She did not look away. Most people did, when they recognised him, a quick flick of the eyes toward safer territory. This one held his glance for three full seconds before returning her attention to her mother, and in that interval Alistair felt something shift in the texture of the evening. Not interest, precisely. More like the prickle of awareness that precedes a change in weather.

“I’m going to walk,” he said.

“Alistair.”

“I will be the soul of discretion. I am always the soul of discretion.”

“You are never that.” But she let him go, because she understood that holding him would draw more attention than releasing him, and Lady Beatrice Cavendish did not make tactical errors.

He circled the room slowly, exchanging nods with men he had known at Oxford and smiles with women whose names he had trained himself to remember. Lord and Lady Hargrave. Miss Cecilia Thorne, who had been disappointed in her expectations of him two Seasons ago and still looked at him with a blend of resentment and hope. Mr. Arthur Finch, whose earnestness was so complete that Alistair found it almost admirable, like a dog that persisted in retrieving sticks thrown into a frozen pond.

“Cavendish,” Finch said, intercepting him near the refreshment table. “I had not expected to see you here so early in the week.”

“I am full of surprises.”

“You are full of something.” Finch smiled, and the smile was genuine, which was why Alistair tolerated him. “Have you met the new arrivals? The Ainsworth party brought a daughter. Rather striking, in an unconventional way.”

“I have not had the pleasure.”

“No, I suppose you wouldn’t.” Finch’s expression flickered with the awareness of having stumbled into delicate territory. The Cavendish-Ainsworth cold war was old enough to have acquired its own etiquette, a set of conversational tripwires that everyone learned to avoid. “Well. I’m sure you’ll be introduced eventually. Brighton is only so large.”

“Tragically.”

Alistair extracted himself and continued his circuit. The musicians had begun a country dance, and the floor filled with couples arranging themselves into patterns. He watched without watching, his attention drifting back to the dark-haired girl by the windows. She had been claimed by a young man in regimentals, her hand resting on his sleeve with the careful lightness of a woman who had been taught exactly where to place her fingers and how much pressure to apply. Her mother stood nearby, nodding approval with the mechanical regularity of a metronome.

He found himself cataloguing her the way he catalogued paintings before deciding whether to acquire them. The line of her jaw. The way she held her shoulders, slightly back, as if bracing against an expected impact. The intelligence in her eyes, which was the first thing he had noticed and the thing he could not stop noticing. Most of the young women in this room had been trained to arrange their faces into expressions of pleasant vacancy. This one looked as though she were thinking something she had no intention of saying aloud, and the effort of not saying it was visible in the set of her mouth.

The dance ended. The soldier returned her to her mother. Alistair watched Lady Eleanor lean close to her daughter’s ear and speak words that made the girl’s expression tighten almost imperceptibly. Then Lady Eleanor’s gaze found him across the room, and her face went still in a way that was louder than a shout.

He raised his glass to her. A small gesture, barely a salute. She did not acknowledge it.

“You are baiting her,” said a voice at his shoulder. Lord Henry Blackwood, an acquaintance of long standing and minimal substance, had appeared with two glasses of champagne and the air of a man who expected entertainment.

“I am standing still. If she chooses to interpret that as provocation, the fault lies in her imagination.”

“The fault lies in your family’s rather theatrical history with hers, and you know it.” Blackwood handed him the second glass.  “Some absurd boundary quarrel in Derbyshire, was it not? A surveyor, six feet of land, and two old men who preferred hatred to humility. Or something equally grand and ridiculous.”

“It was both. They ruined each other. It was the one thing they collaborated on.”

“And yet here you are, a generation later, staring at the granddaughter as if you’re considering whether to finish the job.”

Alistair drank. The champagne was too warm. “I am not staring. I am observing. There is a difference.”

“Is there?”

He did not answer, because the musicians had struck up a waltz and the floor was rearranging itself, and he had just seen Lady Eleanor steering her daughter toward a cluster of eligible men with the focused intensity of a general deploying troops. The girl’s face was composed, but her hands were clasped too tightly in front of her, and Alistair recognised the particular quality of her stillness. It was the stillness of someone who was counting the minutes until she could leave.

He knew that stillness. He had perfected it himself.

“Introduce me,” he said.

Blackwood blinked. “To whom?”

“The Ainsworth girl.”

“Are you mad? Your mother will have your head. Her mother will have your head. It will be a very crowded beheading.”

“I am not proposing to elope with her. I am proposing to dance with her. People dance. It is what these affairs are for.”

“People dance with people they are not actively feuding with.”

“The feud,” Alistair said, setting down his empty glass, “is between dead men. I have never exchanged a word with the girl. I am curious to discover whether she is worth the effort of avoiding.”

Blackwood looked at him for a long moment. Then he sighed, the sigh of a man who had known Alistair long enough to recognise the particular set of his jaw that meant argument was futile. “Fine. But when this goes badly, I am telling everyone I tried to stop you.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

They crossed the floor. Alistair was aware of his mother’s gaze following him, a cold pressure at the back of his neck, but he did not turn. Lady Eleanor saw them approaching and her expression shifted through three distinct phases: alarm, calculation, and a rigid courtesy that looked as though it had been nailed into place.

“Lady Eleanor,” Blackwood said, bowing. “May I present Lord Alistair Cavendish? I believe you are acquainted.”

“We are.” Lady Eleanor’s voice was ice wrapped in silk. “Lord Alistair. How unexpected.”

“I hope not unwelcome.” He bowed over her hand, which she withdrew as soon as decency permitted. “I wondered if I might request the honour of an introduction to your daughter. We have not met, and I dislike being the only person in a room who cannot claim acquaintance with someone so clearly destined to be talked about.”

The compliment was calculated. He watched it land, watched Lady Eleanor weigh the social cost of refusing against the personal cost of accepting. Beside her, the daughter stood very still, her eyes moving between her mother and Alistair with an expression he could not quite read.

“My daughter,” Lady Eleanor said finally, the words dragged out of her, “Miss Sophia Ainsworth. Sophia, Lord Alistair Cavendish.”

She curtsied. He bowed. When she straightened, her eyes met his, and he saw that she was not intimidated. Wary, yes. But not frightened. There was something else there, something that looked almost like anticipation.

“Miss Ainsworth. I believe the next dance is a waltz. Would you do me the honour?”

He saw Lady Eleanor’s mouth open, saw the refusal forming. But Sophia spoke first.

“I would be delighted, my lord.”

Her mother’s mouth closed. The girl placed her hand on Alistair’s arm, and he felt the slight tremor in her fingers before she steadied them. Not fear, he realised. Anger. She was furious at her mother for something, and this dance was her retaliation.

Interesting.

He led her onto the floor. The other couples were already arranging themselves, and they took their place in the pattern with the ease of people who had been trained to do this since childhood. His hand settled at her waist. Her hand rested on his shoulder. The contact was correct, proper, and entirely charged with something that felt like the moment before a thunderstorm.

“You have made your mother unhappy,” he said as they began to move. “I apologise for being the instrument.”

“You are not sorry at all.”

“No. But it seemed polite to pretend.”

She looked up at him. Her eyes were grey, he saw now, a clear cool grey like the sea in winter. “You sought this introduction deliberately. Why?”

“Curiosity.”

“About what?”

“About whether you would accept.”

“And if I had refused?”

“Then I would have learned something about you. As it is, I have learned something else.” He turned her through the corner of the pattern, and she followed without hesitation. “You are not afraid of your mother’s disapproval. Or mine. Or anyone’s, I suspect.”

“You suspect a great deal on very little evidence.”

“I am an excellent guesser.”

“Are you? Or do you simply make pronouncements and wait for people to confirm or deny them?”

He laughed. The sound surprised him. He could not remember the last time he had laughed during a dance. “Both. It is a versatile strategy. You might try it.”

“I prefer to gather evidence before drawing conclusions.”

“How tedious.”

“How thorough.”

They turned again. The music swelled, and for a moment they were silent, moving together through the steps with a precision that felt less like cooperation and more like a contest neither was willing to lose. Her hand was warm through the fabric of his coat. She smelled of something green and sharp, rosemary perhaps, or the salt air of the cliffs.

“Your family does not approve of this,” she said. “Any of it. The introduction, the dance, the conversation.”

“No.”

“And yet you proceeded.”

“I am not my family.”

She considered this. “That is either a very principled statement or a very convenient one. I have not yet decided which.”

“Take your time. We have another two minutes of music.”

Her mouth twitched. It was not quite a smile, but it was close, and Alistair felt an absurd sense of victory. “You are not what I expected,” she said.

“What did you expect?”

“A rake. A cynic. A man who treats women as diversions and society as a game he has already won.”

“And what have you found instead?”

“A rake and a cynic who is self-aware enough to know it. That is marginally more interesting.”

“Marginally. I am devastated.”

“You are nothing of the kind. You are enjoying this.”

He was. He had not expected to enjoy anything this evening, and the discovery unsettled him. “You are not what I expected either,” he said.

“What did you expect?”

“A debutante. Anxious, eager to please, carefully trained to say nothing of substance.”

“And what have you found?”

“Someone who has been carefully trained to say a great deal of substance while appearing to say nothing at all. It is a different skill entirely.”

This time she did smile, a real one, quick and sharp. “You noticed that.”

“I notice everything. It is my only virtue.”

“I doubt that.”

“You should not. I have very few.”

The music was building toward its conclusion. He could feel the dance drawing to a close, the pattern tightening, the other couples beginning the final turn. He did not want it to end, which was a thought he had not had in years.

“Tell me something,” he said. “Do you believe in the feud?”

She missed a step. It was barely perceptible, a hesitation so brief that anyone watching would have attributed it to the music, but he felt it. “That is a very direct question.”

“I am a very direct person when I am interested.”

“And are you interested?”

“I asked the question.”

She was quiet for a moment. The dance carried them through the final measures, and he felt her hand tighten slightly on his shoulder. “I believe,” she said slowly, “that feuds are convenient. They provide a structure. A script. One does not have to think about whether one likes or dislikes a person if one’s family has already decided the matter. It saves a great deal of effort.”

“And you dislike being told what to think.”

“I dislike being told anything.”

The music stopped. They stood facing each other, his hand still at her waist, hers still on his shoulder, and for a moment neither of them moved. The room around them was a blur of colour and noise, but Alistair was aware only of the grey of her eyes and the slight flush on her cheeks and the fact that he had just met the first person in years who had managed to surprise him.

“Thank you for the dance, Miss Ainsworth.”

“Thank you for the interrogation, my lord.”

He released her. She stepped back, and the distance between them reasserted itself with an almost physical force. He bowed. She curtsied. The ritual was perfect, and perfectly empty.

“I hope,” he said, “that you will not find the rest of the evening too tedious by comparison.”

“I am sure I will manage.” She held his gaze for a moment longer. “Good evening, Lord Alistair.”

She turned and walked back toward her mother, who was watching with an expression that suggested Alistair had just committed an act of war. He watched her go, the dark hair, the straight shoulders, the careful composure that he now understood was a form of armour.

“Well,” Blackwood said, appearing at his elbow. “That was either the beginning of a beautiful friendship or a declaration of hostilities. I genuinely cannot tell which.”

“Neither can I.”

“Are you going to tell me what you talked about?”

“No.”

Alistair retrieved another glass of champagne and found a position near the wall where he could observe without being observed. Across the room, Miss Sophia Ainsworth was being claimed by another partner, a baronet’s son with more teeth than sense. She smiled at him, and the smile was perfectly pleasant and perfectly empty, and Alistair understood that he had been given something different. Something sharper, less comfortable, more real.

He watched her dance with the baronet’s son. He watched her laugh at something he said. He watched her perform the role of delighted debutante with a skill that was almost invisible, and he wondered how many people in this room would recognise the performance for what it was.

Then, in a pause between dances, her gaze found his across the room. She did not smile. She did not nod. She simply looked at him for a long moment, and in that look he read something that might have been a question or might have been a challenge or might have been something else entirely.

He raised his glass to her, the same small gesture he had made to her mother. This time, the corner of her mouth lifted. Barely. Then she turned away, and the moment passed, and Alistair was left standing against the wall with a glass of warm champagne and the unfamiliar sensation of having encountered someone who might, possibly, be worth the trouble.

The music began again. He did not dance. He stayed where he was, watching the room arrange itself into its familiar patterns, and he thought about grey eyes and rosemary and the particular quality of a silence that was not empty but full of things unsaid.
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“I tell you, Eleanor, it is the most impertinent thing I have read in thirty years of Brighton Seasons.”

Lady Beatrice Cavendish did not raise her voice. She never needed to. The words landed on the morning-room air with the weight of a silver tray set down on marble, and Lady Beatrice watched her guest absorb them with the same satisfaction she might have felt watching a chess piece move exactly where she had intended.

The morning room at Number Twelve Marine Parade faced the Channel, and at this hour the light came in flat and white across the water, bleaching the chintz to something paler than it had been when Lady Beatrice first ordered it reupholstered. She had positioned her chair to catch the best of the illumination, and she knew, without vanity but with the clear-eyed pragmatism of a woman who had managed three Seasons for two daughters and was now managing a fourth for a son, that it made her look like a portrait that had been hung in exactly the right gallery.

Lady Eleanor Ainsworth sat opposite, her teacup suspended halfway between saucer and lips. The cup was Wedgwood. Lady Beatrice had made certain of that before the maid brought it in. The Ainsworths had been renting on Marine Parade for less than a week, and one did not waste the good china on people whose social standing might not survive the month. But Eleanor Ainsworth was, at the very least, gently born, and even diminished gentility still required Wedgwood.

“Impertinent,” Lady Eleanor repeated. She set the cup down with a small clink. “You mean the essay.”

“I mean the essay. ‘The Folly of the Debutante’s Dance.’ Have you seen it?”

“I have heard it discussed.”

“Heard it discussed.” Lady Beatrice allowed herself a small, precise exhalation. “My dear Eleanor, half the Pump Room was discussing it yesterday morning, and the other half was pretending they had not read it while quoting it verbatim. Lady Hargrave had three copies circulating at her reception. Three. I counted them myself.”

Lady Eleanor’s expression did not change, but her fingers tightened on the handle of her cup. Lady Beatrice noted it. She noted everything. It was what made her formidable, and she had long since stopped pretending otherwise.

“Who is this Brighton Observer?” Lady Eleanor asked.

“That is precisely the question.” Lady Beatrice leaned back in her chair, and the silk of her morning dress whispered against the upholstery. She was dressed in dove grey, a colour she had chosen deliberately because it made her look both authoritative and slightly mournful, as though she were already in half-mourning for the standards of conduct that were being eroded by anonymous pamphleteers. “No one knows. The essays appear on side tables and in circulating libraries and tucked between the pages of the Morning Post. They are printed on good paper but not the best paper. The type is clean but not distinctive. Whoever this Observer is, they have taken pains to leave no trace.”

“And the content?”

“The content,” Lady Beatrice said, “is the work of someone who has watched our society very closely and decided that it is all a performance. Which it is, of course. But one does not say so. Not in print. Not where the servants might read it.”

She reached for the folded paper that sat on the small table beside her chair. It was not the original printing. The original had been passed from hand to hand until the creases threatened to tear, and Lady Beatrice had instructed her secretary to make a fair copy before the text became illegible. She unfolded it now with the care of a naturalist handling a specimen.

“Listen to this,” she said. “‘The debutante is presented to society as a mare is presented at Tattersalls: groomed, polished, and trained to step prettily while the buyers assess her breeding. The only difference is that the mare is not expected to simper while her teeth are examined.’”

Lady Eleanor made a small sound. It might have been shock. It might, Lady Beatrice thought, have been something closer to recognition.

“You see?” Lady Beatrice folded the paper again. “It is clever. That is the worst of it. If it were merely vulgar, one could dismiss it. But it is clever, and it is accurate, and half the mothers in Brighton are now looking at their daughters and wondering if everyone else is looking at them the same way.”

“That is unfortunate.”

“It is dangerous. The Season is a delicate mechanism, Eleanor. It requires everyone to agree on the rules. When someone points out that the rules are absurd, the mechanism begins to grind.”

A maid entered with fresh tea. Lady Beatrice waited until the girl had poured and withdrawn before she spoke again. The maid was new, and Lady Beatrice had not yet determined whether she was the sort who listened at doors. Most of them were. The trick was knowing which ones reported to whom.

“I am concerned,” Lady Beatrice said, “for the younger ladies. Your Sophia, for instance. This is her first Season, is it not?”

Lady Eleanor’s face did something complicated. “It is.”

“Then she is precisely the sort of girl who might be affected. A first Season is difficult enough without anonymous essayists making everyone feel like exhibits in a menagerie.”

“Sophia is resilient.”

“I am sure she is. But resilience is not the same as immunity. The Observer’s essays are spreading, Eleanor. The first one, the one about the livestock auction, that was merely a spark. This new one, the one about the masquerade, it is a flame. And flames, if one is not careful, become fires.”

Lady Eleanor picked up her teacup again. Her hand was steady, but Lady Beatrice noticed that she did not drink. “You have seen the new essay?”

“I have. ‘On the Art of the Social Masquerade.’ It appeared this morning. My secretary brought it to me before breakfast.” Lady Beatrice did not mention that she had read it twice, or that a particular passage had lodged itself in her mind like a splinter. We do not wear masks at a masquerade, for masks are honest in their deception. We wear masks at breakfast, at tea, at dinner, and we call them smiles. “It is sharper than the first. More assured. The Observer is growing bolder.”

“What does it say?”

“It says that we are all actors in a play we did not write, performing for an audience that is also performing. It says that the only difference between a ballroom and a theatre is that in a theatre, the audience pays for the privilege of being deceived, while in a ballroom, the deception is the price of admission.” Lady Beatrice paused. “It is very well written.”

She did not add what she truly thought: that the essay had unsettled her in a way she had not been unsettled since she was a girl of nineteen, reading Mary Wollstonecraft in secret and feeling the floor of her world shift beneath her feet. Lady Beatrice Cavendish had spent three decades building a life on that floor, and she did not appreciate having it shifted again by an anonymous scribbler with a gift for metaphor.

“Someone will discover the author,” Lady Eleanor said. “They always do.”

“Perhaps. But until then, the Observer is a ghost. And ghosts, my dear Eleanor, are very difficult to reason with.”

Lady Beatrice rose and walked to the window. The Channel was grey this morning, the water choppy with a wind that had not yet decided whether to become a storm. Below, on the promenade, a few figures were already walking despite the chill. She could see the bright splash of a pelisse, the dark shape of a top hat. Brighton in the early Season, when everyone was still arriving and the real games had not yet begun.

“I have been thinking,” she said, without turning around, “about the Cavendish ball.”

Behind her, she heard Lady Eleanor set down her cup. “The Cavendish ball?”

“It is in three weeks. I host it every year at the Brighton Grand Ballrooms. It is, if I may say so, the event of the Brighton Season.” Now she turned. The light was behind her, and she knew it made her silhouette imposing. “I should like you and your family to attend.”

Lady Eleanor’s face went very still. “That is generous of you, Beatrice. But I am not certain—”

“I know what you are not certain of. The Derbyshire matter. It began long before either of us had any say in it, Eleanor. Two stubborn old men quarrelled over a parcel of land neither family needed, and both households have been paying for their pride ever since.”

“The quarrel was never only about land.”

“No. It was about pride. It is always about pride.” Lady Beatrice returned to her chair and sat, arranging her skirts with the precision of a woman who had never made an uncalculated gesture in her life. “I am not proposing that we become intimates. I am proposing that we demonstrate to Brighton society that the Ainsworths and the Cavendishes can occupy the same room without bloodshed. It will do wonders for your standing, and it will do no harm to mine.”

Lady Eleanor was silent for a moment. Lady Beatrice watched her think. It was interesting, watching Eleanor Ainsworth think. The woman had a mind, that much was clear, but she had spent so many years hiding it behind deference and anxiety that the machinery had grown stiff from disuse.

“I shall consider it,” Lady Eleanor said at last.

“Do. The invitation will arrive tomorrow. I shall expect your reply by the end of the week.”

It was a dismissal, and Lady Eleanor recognised it as such. She rose, and Lady Beatrice rose with her, and they exchanged the small rituals of departure with the ease of women who had been performing them for decades.

At the door, Lady Eleanor paused. “Beatrice. The Observer. Do you think it is a man or a woman?”

Lady Beatrice considered the question. “A man would write with more condescension. A woman would write with more bitterness. This Observer writes with neither. They write as though they are standing outside the room, looking in through the glass, and finding the whole spectacle amusing. That suggests someone who is inside the room and has learned to see it from a distance.” She paused. “I think it is a woman. But not a spinster, as some are saying. A spinster would be angrier. This is the work of someone who is still young enough to hope that things might be different, and still old enough to know that they will not.”

Lady Eleanor nodded slowly. “That is a very precise description.”

“I am a very precise woman.”

After Lady Eleanor had gone, Lady Beatrice stood at the window for a long time. The grey water churned. The figures on the promenade had multiplied. Somewhere out there, in one of the white-stuccoed houses that lined the Marine Parade, the Brighton Observer was sitting down to write another essay, or reading the one that had appeared this morning, or listening to someone discuss it over tea and pretending to know nothing about it.

Lady Beatrice did not like puzzles she could not solve. She had built her life on understanding the machinery of society, on knowing which lever to pull and which string to pluck, and the Observer was a gear she could not see, turning somewhere in the dark.

She turned from the window and rang for her secretary.

“Find out everything you can about the printer who produced these essays,” she said, when the man appeared. “I want to know the paper, the typeface, the press. Someone in Brighton is printing these things, and printers talk. Find the one who is not talking, and you will find the Observer.”

The
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