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I am an Australian author, so the spelling of some words may differ from that of the American dialect. 

Thank you for joining me in telling the story of Layla and Beckett. I hope you liked their story as much as I enjoyed recounting it.

If you enjoyed the book and have a moment to spare, I would appreciate a brief review on the page or site where you purchased the book. Reviews from readers like you make a massive difference in helping new readers find stories like Layla’s Unwanted Spouse. Your help spreading the word is appreciated.

Thank you!

robyncrye.author@gmail.com
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Even though Layla had the upcoming season to look forward to, she missed her sisters, Maggie and Esme, who had completed their first season with her. Both her companions from last season were married: Maggie rather quickly to save her reputation, and Esme was in a love match with Lord Ben Reinholt. Layla shook her head; the way the evil Duke had blindsided her still rankled. Worse still, Maggie had tried to tell her he was not a good man, but his status and wealth convinced her that he was the man for her. This season, she would not let her Mother’s desire for an elevated position in society influence her or a man’s status and title. She wanted a good man to treat and care for her well.

Layla looked around the shop at the array of fabrics. Her wardrobe needed an update, although she could only wear pastel colours as a debutant. Would anybody but her maid know if she reused last year’s dresses? It was hard to get excited about new dresses when they looked the same as those in her wardrobe at home, but her Mother had insisted she update her gowns, so if she returned home empty-handed, she would be in a world of trouble. Tilly, her lady’s maid, lifted a bolt of fabric.

“What about this one, Miss Layla?”

Layla looked at the cloth Tilly held aloft and nodded.

“I like that one because while it is pastel, it has a dark red thread running through it.”

It took another hour for the girls to choose the material for the new gowns. Layla glanced out the window.  Jack, the bodyguard who had tried to keep Maggie safe during her early marriage, stood under the awning in front of the shop. Layla tapped on the window, and Jack looked back and blew a shrill whistle. Wherever the carriage had moved to after offloading her and Tilly, the whistle would recall it. With both girls carrying packages, they exited the shop to stand under the awning next to Jack as they watched for the carriage’s arrival.

“Miss Layla, if you hand me your packages, I will help Tilly into the carriage, and once she has placed the parcels on the seat, I can help you. Without the parcels, it will be quicker for you to enter the carriage, and you will stay drier.”

Layla nodded her agreement, and Jack and Tilly hurried from under the awning to the carriage door. Once Tilly was inside, Jack motioned for Layla to approach the coach. Layla rushed towards the vehicle with her head down to stop the rain in her eyes. One minute, she was moving swiftly; the next, she was flying through the air. Layla landed on the pavement with a thump, and her momentum smashed her head against the walkway. Tilly let out a shriek, and she and Jack rushed to the inert figure of their mistress.

“Tilly, see if the modiste has smelling salts.”

Jack rubbed Layla’s hands while waiting for Tilly to return, trying to rouse her. A glance over his shoulder revealed a tall gentleman who was cursing roundly. Once Tilly waved the salts under Layla’s nose, she awakened, and with assistance, she sat on the wet pavement, gathering her wits. The man who had bowled her over moved closer and said, “Damnation, woman, couldn’t you look where you’re going? I was late before this fiasco, and now I’m not only late but also wet.”

Jack, Tilly and Layla gaped at the man.

Gathering her composure, Layla held her hand out for Jack to help her to stand. She hung onto him in an unladylike way until her head stopped spinning, and she could stand alone.

Looking down her nose at the gentleman, Layla said, “You are a ruffian dressed in a gentleman’s attire. You were more to blame than I and haven’t even enquired about my well-being. Rush on to your dratted meeting, but beware of other pedestrians who might not be as easy to push over as me.”

The man met Layls’s put down with another string of curses, some of which included the words high and mighty and pampered princess.

Despite the rug Tilly wrapped around her mistress, Layla’s body shook; the cold and the incident combined made her edgy. When they arrived home, Layla sent Tilly to change out of her wet clothes and asked Cummings, the butler, to have the footmen set up a bath for her. As Layla relaxed in the tub, she reflected on the incident on the pavement. The man’s response was so furious that he took all of them by surprise. Never before had she encountered a man with so few manners and no concern for others. The pounding headache that thumped in her head pushed aside her recollections, and when Tilly helped her from the bath, Layla crawled into bed to nap before dinner.

It seemed only minutes later when Tilly woke her to dress for dinner. Layla’s headache had subsided, although a slight pain lingered. As she sat for dinner, Lady Buckingham scrutinised Layla.

“Goodness, my dear, you spent half the day in bed and still look under the weather. What ails you?”

As Layla recounted the incident outside the modiste’s shop, her Father frowned with concern.

“You say the blighter never introduced himself or enquired about your well-being?”

“No, I didn’t hear the first curses, which Tilly said were vile and numerous, but once Jack helped me to stand, the curses were about a pampered princess and being high and mighty. I concede I may have been careless in rushing for the carriage, but he knocked me unconscious and  tried to blame the entire incident on me.”

Lady Buckingham tutted. “There is no accounting for the type of riff-raff walking the streets these days. What is the world coming to if a lady can’t visit her modiste without being injured?”

“Should I accompany your Mother to the modiste’s to see if she recognised the man? I’m unsure what I can do if we identify the blighter, but surely even a belated apology would be better than nothing.”

“It’s unlikely she recognised the man because he was a stranger, not someone likely to visit a modiste, although his suit looked well-made. I will be well again in a few days, and the incident will make me more cautious on the walkways in future.”
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Layla was nervous about tonight’s event. It was her first outing since the disaster, which marked the beginning of her first season. Would others shun her after all that went on last season? She had ended her engagement to Lord Windsor, so there could be no backlash from that, but after Maggie’s kidnapping and the death of the evil cad, there was plenty for the ton to gossip about. She knew her Mother was also anxious about the night, so the silence in the carriage on the way to the venue was not unexpected.

Once Layla greeted their hostess for the night, Lady Buckingham weaved through the crowd, greeting people and encouraging gentlemen they knew to enter their names onto Layla’s dance card. It seemed that people were willing to forgive last season’s missteps, and for that, Layla was grateful. For the most part, the gentlemen chatted about inconsequential topics, although a few tried to encourage her to discuss the abduction of Maggie and the subsequent death of the Duke. Layla was firm about refusing to discuss the kidnapping because she knew the men enquiring wanted a previously undisclosed detail to wow the ton with. Gossip was currency in the ton, and Layla did not intend to fuel the gossip mill. She did, however, remember the men who sought gossip and vowed not to dance with those men again, although, as they had not come away with extra gossip, she doubted they would ask.

When supper time arrived, Layla and her Mother visited the retiring room and returned to the supper room once most people were seated. The tables were full, and Lady Buckingham asked an acquaintance if they could join her and her partner. Layla ate slowly; her Mother insisted that Layla dish a minuscule meal, and she tried to make it last until supper finished. Layla considered the practice of serving tiny meals to the ladies to be an absurd tradition. Unquestionably, the men here didn’t believe healthy young women could survive on such small amounts of food. Layla shook her head and looked at the couple leaving the tables. Perhaps she would need to reevaluate her opinion of the men of the ton; she feared that most of them believed a woman could survive on a few lettuce leaves and a couple of carrots. She smirked; what a shock the husbands must get when their new bride loaded her plate at their first shared meal.

After supper, Layla’s dance card was almost complete, but even though she smiled prettily and feigned interest in the boring conversation, not one of the men sparked her interest. Were the men last season as dull and staid as this, or had her imagination played tricks on her, making them seem more interesting than they were? Heaven forbid if Maggie and Esme were to marry the only two exciting bachelors. Lady Buckingham smiled at an acquaintance and said, “We are fortunate, Layla. Most of the guests seem willing to overlook last season’s troubles. Have you danced with any men who caught your interest? Unfortunately, as this season is your second, you might have to aim lower than before we met the Duke.”

“I have not danced with anyone interesting; however, this is the first event of the season, so I needn’t get too overcome by my lack of enthusiasm for the men here. I have the time to find the right man, and after last year’s mistakes, I will not let status or wealth sway me. I want a good man, and as long as he can support me, I will be happy.”

Lady Buckingham huffed, and Layla knew that, despite last year’s disaster, allowing the Duke to court her, her Mother would still look for a man with a title to marry Layla. For the time being, Layla let her Mother dream of titles, but when the time came, Layla would decide about the man she married. Esme and Maggie had made love matches, and while Layla doubted that was on the card for her, she wouldn’t rule it out.

As they travelled home that night, Layla remembered how tedious the last season had been with the constant round of social events and the endless morning calls on people that her mother aimed to cultivate. Layla wondered why her Mother cared about the opinion of the snobby, aristocratic women who would cut you down as quick as a flash if they deemed you had done something wrong. The women never disbelieved a rumour, and with malicious delight, they spread the latest on dit, whether truthful or not. 

Layla remembered how glad Maggie was when she and Theo left for the country shortly after their marriage. She had said that in the country, there was no need to associate with people you didn’t like in the hope that they would invite you to social occasions. Did her sister have the right idea? Layla’s confusion regarding her place in life was something she couldn’t discuss with her mother; without Esme and Maggie close by, she had no friends with whom to discuss her concerns. Layla’s preoccupation with society and the ton generally took a back seat after her Father made a stunning revelation.

The night started the same as usual, and nothing suggested that her Father had some news that might be of concern to her Mother and herself.

“Phyllis, dear, I would like you and Layla to join me in the library with our drinks. I need to discuss something with you, and I feel it would be better to keep it private for now.”

Layla was intrigued by her Father’s announcement, and the remainder of dinner seemed to take a long time as they went through the numerous courses and declined dessert. 

When dinner finished, and the servants removed themselves from the library, Henry Buckingham steepled his fingers together before speaking.

“I have been thinking about our affairs and what happens to you, my dear, if I pass before you do.”

Lady Buckingham looked stunned, and Layla inhaled sharply. Did her Father have an incurable disease or a life-threatening condition? Her Father chuckled. 

“I see you have drawn incorrect conclusions from my opening statement. I am fit and hearty, but I believe it is foolish to leave things to chance. I don’t want you, Phyllis, to be at the mercy of whoever inherits our estate. With no male heir, the nearest relative the courts can find will become the Earl, and another person or family will own all the entailed properties. I can set aside the funds, but it seems petty to allow someone else to inherit the estate and be unable to maintain it. Not only would the new Earl suffer, but our tenants would also suffer. That being the case, I have decided to purchase unentailed properties and accumulate extra funds.”

A moment’s silence followed Lord Buckingham’s statement, and then Layla and her Mother seemed to regain their voices simultaneously. The following conversation was jumbled, and Lord Buckingham held up a hand to indicate they should stop talking.

“One at a time would be easier for me to answer your questions. You go first, Phyllis.”

“Henry, dear, it is heartening to hear that I will not be destitute should you die before me. Pray, tell, how you intend to fund unentailed estates and accumulate money? What is your plan?”

“Ah
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