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Chapter One 

“The Birthday Gift”
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“WHAT A GOOD ‘UN ‘YE are, Nealie girl,” said Miss Neala Abercorn’s grandmother, as Neala helped Grandma O’Grady into a comfortable chair near the fire. Grandma, close on seventy years of age had just traveled by stage from Ireland to London, and Neala was certain she must be feeling quite fatigued from the long journey.

“There, now,” said Grandma, sinking into the cushions with a sigh, then glancing toward sixteen-year-old Lilibet, who had followed her older sister and grandmother into the small parlor. With her blond curls and blue eyes, Lilibet did not look the least like her older sister, brown-haired Neala. “And here’s me other gran’daughter, the birthday girl.”

“Did you bring my present, Grandma?” Lilibet asked, her blue eyes round as she perched prettily on the faded mulberry silk sofa across from the elderly woman. “I declare I cannot wait another minute to see what it is!”

“Lilibet,” Neala scolded, “Grandma O’Grady only just got here. We must see to her comfort first. Are you warm enough, Grandma? Perhaps I could fetch your shawl?”

“T’would be lovely of you, Nealie girl. What a good ‘un ‘ye are,” she murmured again.

Neala managed a feeble smile. It had been five years since she had seen Grandma O’Grady and she was delighted to see her, but constantly being referred to as the ‘good ‘un’ already felt a bit wearying. Though she supposed she should be accustomed to it by now. Mama had called her the ‘good ‘un’ almost since birth, just above two decades ago.

Neala headed across the tiny parlor which the girl’s mother, Lady Abercorn, persisted in calling the ‘drawing room’. Passing Lilibet, she caught sight of the mocking gaze in her younger sister’s bright blue eyes.

“Fetch my present, too, Nealie,” Lilibet ordered, then turned again to Grandma. “Mama says you were bringing me a wonderful surprise. Grandma!”

“Sure, ‘an I am. Miss Lilibet. ‘Ye may as well bring the girl her package, Nealie, dear,” Grandma called after Neala, the musical sound of her Irish lilt stirring something deep inside Nealie. “ ‘Ye’ll find it nestled just inside me trunk. A pretty parcel, it is, too,” she said to Lilibet, “all tied up with a pink satin ribbon.”

On her way down the bare corridor toward the small guest bedchamber at the back of the house, Neala wondered why she was feeling so downcast today? Since Grandma had just arrived and since it was Lilibet’s birthday, she should be feeling quite the thing. But she wasn’t.

Perhaps it was because this was the first special occasion the Abercorns had celebrated since Papa died. Not that they were doing this one up proper, not by a long chalk. Sure, she and Mama had managed small gifts for Lilibet, but linen handkerchiefs and a new bonnet were a far cry from the manner in which Papa used to shower them all with finery; and not just on birthdays, but at Christmas and sometimes for no reason at all.

When Neala’s lower lip began to tremble, she bit it to keep from crying. How very much she missed Papa, though she knew Mama didn’t. She pushed down a pang of irritation. Papa was a good father and a very generous man. True, he may have enjoyed his drink a bit too much, and he might have lingered at the gaming table a trifle too long, but he was a good man none the less, and he did not deserve to be...  She could not finish the thought.

Reaching the darkish little bedchamber at the back of the apartment, which Neala had tried to brighten up earlier with a bouquet of yellow daisies and purple sweet William, she sank to her knees to open Grandma O’Grady’s leather trunk. After pulling out the knitted green woolen shawl and the birthday gift, a rather large parcel, she thought, she also took the liberty of laying out a few of Grandma’s things, her warm nightrail, a wooly robe and a thick eiderdown quilt.

On her way back to the parlor, Neala heard the front door of the tiny flat open and close. Mama was home. A part of Nealie’s mind wondered if Mama had been successful this afternoon in selling Lady Feathergill the design Nealie had sketched last evening for Lady Feathergill’s new ball gown. If Mama had secured the commission to fashion the gown, it would mean food on the table for another month.

Hearing the joyful cries of Lady Abercorn’s reunion with her mother, Neala smiled ruefully. She hadn’t heard Mama laugh since the day news reached them of Papa’s death. But Mama’s delight then had been short-lived, for in less than a fortnight Mama had learned that her husband had gone through every last penny of the vast Abercorn fortune he had inherited upon reaching his majority.

Neala forced a bright smile to her lips as she reentered the parlor. “Here you are, Grandma,” she said, as she handed the elderly woman the warm shawl.

“Thank ‘ye, girl. What a good ‘un, ‘ye are.”

“Nealie,” her mother glanced up, impatience in her voice, “where’s the tea? And the lemon cake? I declare,” she exclaimed to Grandma O’Grady, “I cannot think what has got into Nealie today, she’s always such a good ‘un!”

“Never mind scolding her, Fiona, it was meself who sent the gel fetchin’.” Grandma draped the shawl around her shoulders, then turned to Lilibet. “Now, let’s have a look at Miss Lilibet’s birthday present.” Her watery grey eyes indicated the package Nealie still carried under one arm.

“Oh, Mama, can I open it now?” Lilibet snatched the parcel from Nealie and pressed it to her bosom.

“Not yet, dear. Nealie, get the tea things, will you?” Lady Abercorn pulled up a chair and sat down while Neala headed obediently for the kitchen.

Though it had been a twelvemonth since they had moved from their lovely home in Mayfair; it still seemed odd not to ring for the servants when they desired tea, or when they desired anything, for that matter. All they could afford now was old Mrs. Montcreif, the elderly lady who lived in the next building. Twice a week, Mrs. Montcreif came in and did the cleaning and the shopping, since Mama’s pride still refused to let her set foot in any of the shops. “Wouldn’t do to let the servants of my dearest friends see me at the market buying potatoes and fish, now would it?” she had said.

Mrs. Montcreif also did the baking. She had come in this morning, and consequently the larder was now full of meat, fresh produce, delicious smelling bread and two pans of Lilibet’s favorite lemon cake.

As soon as Neala had brought in the tea things and everyone had been handed steaming hot cups of it and a slice of the iced lemon cake, Lady Abercorn gazed fondly round at the small gathering.

“This is indeed a special occasion,” she said solemnly. Neala glanced up from her plate, detecting a hint of something odd in Mama’s tone. “Not only are we honored to have Grandma O’Grady here with us,” Lady Abercorn went on, “but I’ve something of great import to share with you girls.”

Neala’s curiosity was fully aroused now.

Lilibet had also looked up. “Have we inherited another fortune?” she asked. “Because if we have, I should like to . . .”

“Hush, Lilibet!” Lady Abercorn said, her tone sounding more like it usually did. Stern. “What I have to say is very important. It is not to be repeated to anyone. Anyone, do you understand?” Fierce Irish eyes pinned both her daughters in turn. When they had both nodded obediently. Lady Abercorn continued. “Now then. As you girls know, my life with your Papa was. . .less than amicable; but, now that your Grandma O’Grady is here . . .” Lady Abercorn’s voice trailed off. “W-Why don’t you tell them. Mother.”

“Nonsense, Fiona! The Faire spell is meant to be handed down from mother to daughter. Though I do recall it once went to a cousin, and it worked equally as well. But, ‘tisn’t my place to tell them. You must.”

What on earth was Mama trying to say, Neala wondered. 

“Oh, do tell us. Mama!” Lilibet cried impatiently. “I want to open my present!” She reached again for the package, which Lady Abercorn had insisted she put aside while they had tea and cake.

“Do be still, Lilibet!” Lilibet fell silent and Lady Abercorn began afresh. “What I have to say concerns something that happened a long time ago, but now it affects all of us, especially you, Lilibet.” A nervous smile flitted across Lady Abercorn’s face and again she glanced toward her own mother.

“For pity’s sake, Fiona,” the elderly woman sputtered, “let the child open the gift! Sure, an’ she sees what i’tis, it will be that much easier to explain.”

“Very well,” Lady Abercorn said. “You may open your present now, Lilibet.”

With a squeal of delight, Lilibet tore into the wrapping, flinging aside the pretty pink ribbon and sending tissue paper wafting to the floor.

“Do be careful, Lilibet,” her mother admonished, “Tis . . . quite old.”

When Lilibet turned back the last layer of tissue paper, her brows drew together in a frown. As she held the soft folds of ivory fabric up before her, a dejected sounding, “Oh-h,” escaped her pink rosebud lips.

Having vacated her chair. Lady Abercorn was now hovering over her golden-haired daughter. “Tis more beautiful than I remembered,” she breathed.

Lilibet turned a blank stare upon her mother. “But, what is it, Mama?”

“Why, it’s your wedding gown, my darling.”

“My . . . wedding gown? But I am not to be married!”

Neala was staring at the rather ancient-looking garment. With its low waist, full skirt, and puffed and banded sleeves, it was definitely an outdated style.

“But, of course you are, my pet.” Gingerly, Lady Abercorn reached for the garment and pressed it to her own cheek. “Once upon a time, I was to wear this lovely gown,” her tone was near-reverent, “and now I am presenting it to you, Lilibet.”

“Sure, an’ I wore it, too,” chimed in Grandma O’Grady’s gravelly voice, pride evident in her thick Irish brogue.

Glancing Grandma’s way, Neala noted moisture welling up in that faded pair of grey eyes. She stole across the room to drop a kiss on the old woman’s weathered cheek. Unlike Mama and Papa, Grandma and Grandpa O’Grady had been very happily wed.

“I still don’t see why you want to give this old thing to me?” Lilibet whined. “I don’t want to be married. And if I do, I shall want a new gown. I hate old things!”

“Hush, Lilibet!” Her mother had slipped onto the sofa beside her willful daughter, the musty-smelling garment still clasped in her hands. “Neala, be a good ‘un and sit down,” she said absently.

At once, Neala obeyed, drawing up a low stool to sit near her grandmother’s feet.

A far-away look crept into Lady Abercorn’s eyes. “Many years ago,” she began, “before I was born, even before Grandma O’Grady was born, Great-Great-Grandmother Drummond was betrothed to a very wicked man. He was quite a wealthy man, a powerful Irish lord, but Great-Grandmother Drummond did not wish to marry him. She did not love him. In truth, she feared him. But, she had no choice. She had been betrothed to the man since birth and was destined to marry him.

“On the day of the wedding, the young bride put on this very gown,” one hand lovingly stroked the ivory silk, “but minutes before her parents were to carry her to the chapel, Great-Grandmother Drummond decided to go for one last walk in the beautiful meadow she loved. Hours passed, and when she did not return, her parents began to search for her. At length, they found her, sound asleep in a meadow, lying on a bed of soft ivory rose petals.”

Lady Abercorn glanced toward her own mother, as if for assurance that she had indeed got the facts right. When the old woman nodded, she went on. “There, forming a circle about the bride, watching over her while she slept, was a band of little people.”

Both Neala and Lilibet gasped.

“Tis true,” Lady Abercorn said. “The wee people were watching over Great-Grandmother Drummond. That night, her parents carried the sleeping girl back to her own bed and the next morning, they learned that the man she was set to marry had died in his bed.”

This brought another gasp from Neala and Lilibet.

“That same morning, the young bride told her parents that the fairies had done it and that they had cast a spell on her. She said they had sprinkled her wedding gown with fairy dust, and told her that the first man she met was the man she would marry. He would be very, very wealthy and he would love her forever and make all her dreams come true. They told her to pass the wedding gown down to her own daughter, and on and on, generation after generation. The spell would hold true for whomever owned the dress. And that, Lilibet, is why I am giving this lovely gown to you.”

Entranced, Neala moved to touch the bewitched gown. In places, she noted, the ivory silk did seem to sparkle. Was it true? Had the gown truly been sprinkled with fairy dust? Lilibet had also reached to touch the ancient silk but the look on her face said she was not quite as convinced as Neala.

“I still don’t see why are you giving the dress to me,” she whined. “Nealie should be the one to marry first.”

Neala glanced up. She was the eldest.

“I am presenting it to you,” Lady Abercorn replied matter-of-factly, “because it is already quite clear that Neala shall never marry at all. She is far too plain. You are our only hope for the future, Lilibet. With your golden hair and lovely blue eyes . . .”

“But I don’t want to be married!” Lilibet cried. “Here,” she tossed the dress to Nealie, “it’s yours. I don’t want it! I don’t want to be like Mama and Papa!”

“Lilibet!” Lady Abercorn scolded. “The spell has been cast. You will not end up like me and Papa.”

“But, you and Papa were not happy.”

“Because, my dear, I married against the spell. I did not marry the first man I met. Instead I married your Papa.” Her voice shook with bitterness. “Oh, I was taken in by the charming and handsome Sir Richard Abercorn, but if I’d had my wits about me, I’d have turned and fled the minute I laid eyes on the bounder. Instead, nothing would do but for me to marry the wastrel! And you see where that led me.”

Across the room, Grandma O’Grady was nodding wisely. “Tis true,” she said, “Fiona should have married Mr. Kennedy. Sure, ‘an he weren’t as handsome as Sir Richard, an’ he dinna’ have a title. But, that all changed. Today, Mr. Kennedy is one of the wealthiest men in all of Cork County. And last year was honored for service to the King, he was.”

Turning to gaze at her mother, Neala thought she saw the glitter of a tear in Lady Abercorn’s steel gray eyes. Yet the fiery Irish woman merely squared her shoulders and brushed the irritating moisture aside.

“If I had followed my destiny, Lilibet,” she said, “the three of us would not now be penniless in the world.”

Nealie considered that a moment, then said, “But if you had not married Papa, then Lilibet and I should not even be here.”

“Of course you would be here!” her mother snapped. “You would just have a different papa, that is all. Now, you will do as I say, Lilibet. You will marry the next man you meet and that is the end of it.”
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Chapter Two 

“He is Perfect and I Love Him!”
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TWO DAYS LATER, LILIBET was still in a sulk because her mother had said she could not leave the house or show her face in public until Saturday evening next.

“It would never do, Lilibet, for you to lay eyes on someone’s footman! Of course, in the end, he’d become rich and respected, but think of the bother while we waited,” she declared that third morning at breakfast. “You shall stay indoors until we all attend Lady Sefton’s musicale on Saturday evening.”

“Am I to be blindfolded along the way?” Lilibet replied angrily, drawing circles in her porridge with a spoon.

One of Lady Abercorn’s brows lifted. “I hadn’t considered that, Lilibet. Tis quite a good idea, now that I think on it.”

“Oh, Mama!” Lilibet cried. “What if the first man I meet is a . . . a rotter? Or worse, what if he is old and ugly?”

“There is no chance of that. According to the spell . . .”

“But what if he doesn’t want to marry me?”

Neala had wondered about that, as well.

“Of course, he shall want to marry you, Lilibet. What man would not want to marry you?”

Lowering her lashes, Neala tried to force down a mouthful of lumpy oatmeal. It was true. What man could resist Lilibet’s lovely face and full figure? Lilibet had inherited Papa’s golden good looks, while Nealie wasn’t sure where her own mousey coloring came from. Even Mama’s flaming auburn hair and snapping gray eyes had passed her by. Neala was simply plain, had plain honey-colored hair and plain brown eyes, though, unlike Lilibet, Neala was proud to be thought of as dainty and petite.

“Be a good ‘un this morning, Nealie,” her mother’s voice jarred her senses ‘round, “and set things to rights in the drawing room before my first sitting arrives today.”

“Yes, Mama.” Neala rose to clear away the breakfast dishes, then headed for the tiny parlor where her mother received her guests.

“Nealie,” Lady Abercorn called after her, “did you send a note to Lady Diana? If I am to fashion her wedding gown, I must take precise measurements before I order the fabric. I shouldn’t want any of it to go to waste.”

“Yes, Mama. Diana will be here promptly at three.” Lady Diana Brewster was Neala’s closest friend. The two had attended school together in Bath, and even though the Abercorn’s had fallen on hard times, Lady Diana had not deserted Neala. Several other school chums had not, as well. Emma Chetwith was married now, but on occasion she still came calling. Almost a year ago, Mama had made Emma’s wedding gown. It was the first one Mama had made, and after that, quite a number of Lady Abercorn’s ton acquaintances had hired her to design and make special gowns for them. Neala usually drew up the initial sketch, then both she and Mama did the stitching. Lilibet watched.

A dejected look now on her pretty face, Lilibet ambled into the parlor where Neala was fluffing the cushions. “Mama says I must keep Grandma O’Grady company again today,” Lilibet muttered. “I don’t see why I should. It’s not as if a gentleman will come to call.”

“Grandma enjoys having you nearby,” Nealie replied quietly. “She hasn’t been feeling well since she arrived.”

“All she does is sleep. I shall be obliged to sit about all day with nothing to do.”

“You could read to her,” Nealie suggested. “And there’s plenty of mending to keep you occupied while Grandma rests.”

“I don’t like to sew! And I don’t want to read. And I also don’t want to get married,” Lilibet added beneath her breath, but loud enough for Nealie to hear. “The wedding spell is silly. It can’t possibly come true.”

“Of course it will come true, Lilibet! Just look at Grandma and Grandpa O’Grady. They were very happy.”

“But Grandpa wasn’t handsome.”

“He probably was when he was a young man.”

“And Grandma’s not wealthy.”

“Perhaps not now. But they had a lovely home in Ireland, with plenty of servants and a fine carriage. If it weren’t for Grandma lending a hand now, we would all be in high thicket.”

“But Mama makes money with her sewing,” Lilibet persisted.

Neala shook her brown curls with dismay. “Lilibet, making a new ball gown every second fortnight does not earn nearly enough to keep us in food and lodging. That is why one of us must marry!”

“Well, it shan’t be me! I don’t want to be like Mama. I want to be like Papa. I want to be merry and enjoy my life. So far as I am concerned, the wedding gown is yours!” Her chin at a tilt, she pranced across the room to deliberately peer from the window. “Now you must marry the next man you meet!”

Striding briskly into the room. Lady Abercorn sputtered, “Lilibet! Come away from that window! Grandma O’Grady is already asking for you. Now, go along with you!”

Neala glanced up, then shook her head as she watched her willful younger sister take her own sweet time about minding Mama. She certainly hoped the wedding spell worked soon. Even on a good day, Lilibet was difficult to live with.

*****
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THAT SAME DAY ON THE other side of London, in the fashionable section, Trench Lambert, Viscount Winterton, was at loose ends. Lord Winterton had arrived in England less than a fortnight ago after serving a long and dangerous tenure of fifteen years in the army. Now, everyone in Town was of the opinion that the gentleman had sold his commission and had settled down to live the life of a proper English gentleman. Everywhere Lord Winterton went, Londoners heartily congratulated him on the brave deeds of valor he’d performed while serving under Wellington. Trench took the accolades in stride. He knew he was considered a war hero. But, unbeknownst to them, his work for England was not yet done.

On this particular morning, since Lord Winterton couldn’t seem to get the hang of staying in bed til past noon, he had risen early. He had enjoyed a hearty breakfast of eggs and kippers, perused the Times, called at his solicitor’s office and long before luncheon had even made some discreet inquiries regarding his secret military assignment, and stopped in at Weston’s to order several sets of fashionable new clothes. He had selected hats, gloves, seven pairs of evening pumps and two dozen lengths of the fine white linen, which his valet, Rigas, had insisted was all the crack.

Now, tooling down St. James in the spanking new racing curricle he had rushed out and bought the first day he arrived in town, it was still only three of the clock in the afternoon. Having lingered over luncheon at White’s, Winterton had finally got the idea to pop over to Tattersall’s and pretend to inspect some horseflesh, when just now, out of the blue, he heard a delightful sound that could only be described as music to the ears of a man who had not been privileged to hear such a mellifluous ripple on a daily basis in years.

“Trench! Trench Lambert! Is that you? Why, it is! Trench! Over here, on the flagway!”

Lord Winterton’s dark head jerked round and sure enough, hopping up and down on the flagway, hailing him with a scrap of linen, was a pretty young lady whom Winterton did not believe he had yet had the pleasure of meeting. But, the young lady seemed to know him, so who was he to quibble?

“Trench!” the little blond called again.

As quickly as he could manage, driving not being Winterton’s long suit, he headed his team and curricle alongside the curb where the attractive miss stood. A glance at the equipage already drawn up there, revealed the reason for the young lady’s distress. Her neat tilbury had suffered a broken axle.

Winterton swung his long legs to the ground, one hand touching the curly brim of his brand new black beaver hat. “Major Lambert at your service, ma’am. Though you seem to have me at a disadvantage.”

“Why, Trench!” She giggled. “Don’t you recognize me? But, how silly of me, of course you don’t, I am all grown up now!” As if to prove her point, she twirled prettily in front of him. “See?”

Winterton grinned rakishly. A shrewd military man never passed up the opportunity to inspect the opposition’s arsenal. “Indeed, you have, miss. But, I must confess I still do not know your name.”

She giggled again “It’s me, Diana!”

“Why, so it is,” he muttered. “Little Lady Diana Brewster; all grown up. And very nicely turned out, too, I see.”

“Why, Trench, you are as charming as ever.” Diana’s blue eyes danced. “And, I declare, even more handsome than I remembered!”

His lips twitching, Winterton sketched a polite bow, but at that instant, a crunching sound on the cobblestone street behind him caused him to turn that direction. Two of Lady Diana’s liveried footmen and her coachman were busy wrestling with the lame carriage. “Perhaps I might be of assistance, gentlemen,” he offered.

A scowl on his face, one of the footmen glanced up and at once, swept off his hat. “Why, Master Trench!” The man’s face broke into a wide grin. “Welcome home, your lordship. I done heard it was you what won the war for us!”

Winterton grinned sheepishly. “I fear the war’s not yet won,” he said, his gaze falling again to the damage. “But looks as if you could use a hand here. Perhaps I might . . .”

“Not on me life, your lordship!” the man cried. “Would spoil your slap-up new finery. Would be obliged if you’d carry her ladyship to her appointment this afternoon, though. I shouldn’t think Lord Brewster would object. Seeing as how it’s you and all.”

“Why, I’d be delighted.” Turning again toward the attractive little blond, Winterton put out an arm. “Where are you off to this afternoon, Lady Diana?”

When Diana had given him the direction. Lord Winterton gallantly handed his pretty charge into his curricle and climbed in after her. “And what is the nature of this important engagement?” he asked indulgently, taking up the ribbons and checking the traffic before carefully heading the team into it.

“I am to be fitted for my wedding gown,” Lady Diana replied archly.

“No!” Winterton replied. “You can’t possibly be old enough to marry!”

Tossing her golden curls. Lady Diana giggled. She looked so young and happy, Winterton suddenly felt far older than his three-and-thirty years.

“Of course, I am old enough, silly. I suppose you would rather I had waited on the shelf for you to offer for me?” she teased.

Lord Winterton laughed. “I clearly recall telling you when you were a mere child of eight that I do not rob cradles. Last year I believe it was.” His tone was playful. “So, who is the lucky chap?”

“Lord Edward Dunmore,” Diana replied proudly.

“The Marquis of Marchmont’s youngest? If I remember correctly the lad’s still in leading strings!”

Lady Diana giggled again. “We have all grown up since you went away, Trench. I myself was three years in school at Bath. And following university, my brother Harry . . .”

“Don’t tell me Harry is also married?” Winterton teased.

“Indeed, he is. Your best friend Harry was married ten years ago,” she said, her tone chiding. “And he never forgave you for not being here to congratulate him.”

“Was unavoidable, my dear. My commanding officer would never agree to me abandoning my post in order to attend a friend’s wedding. I seem to recall that Harry removed to the family seat in Hertfordshire, that correct?”

“Hmmm.” Diana nodded. “But Father is still living in Town.”

“Ah. And how is Lord Brewster getting on, now that the family has all but deserted him?”

“Well enough, I suppose. Though I do worry about Father. Now that I’m to be married, I fear there shall be no one about to keep him company.”

“Well then, I shall have to pop ‘round.”

“Oh, Trench, he would adore seeing you again. He always thought of you as a son. In fact, I believe he preferred you to Harry!” She laughed gaily. “At least, Harry used to accuse him of that.”

Winterton fell silent, then he said, “I shall always feel indebted to your father, Diana. It was he who bought my commission when my family turned me out.” A trace of bitterness had crept into his tone, but still he wore a smile. “I shall make a point to call on Lord Brewster tomorrow.”

“That would be lovely,” Lady Diana said. “Did I mention I’ve a plan up my sleeve where Father is concerned?”

Just then, Winterton was distracted by the press of traffic on the narrow cobblestone street they had wheeled into. He did not hear Lady Diana’s comment, so did not quiz her for details. “Must have taken a wrong turn,” he muttered, gazing about at the less than elegant buildings lining both sides of the thoroughfare here. “This can’t be . . .”

“Just there,” Lady Diana said, pointing a small gloved finger at a two-story red brick building sandwiched in between a row of similar looking ill-kept structures.

Lord Winterton pulled a face. “I say, does your father approve of you frequenting establishments in this sector of London, dear girl?”

“With two footmen and a driver, it is not as if I were not properly chaperoned!” Lady Diana protested.

“Nonetheless, I shall escort you safely inside and wait until your business here is concluded.”

When the rap finally sounded at the door of their second story flat, Nealie and her mother both exchanged relieved looks.

“Be a good ‘un and answer the door, Nealie dear,” Lady Abercorn said, “I shall just go and get the inch tape.”

Nealie moved toward the foyer, but when she swung open the door, was not the least prepared for the sight that greeted her. Raising her soft brown eyes to those of the tall, dark-haired gentleman hovering behind Lady Diana in the hallway, the oddest sensation, as if she were about to faint, beset her. Who was he? Not Diana’s intended, Lord Edward. This man, with his powerful physique and ruggedly handsome face, in no way resembled the usual sallow-faced Englishman who whiled away his days in a gentleman’s club or a stuffy drawing room. This gentleman was a...man.

“Do forgive me for being late, Nealie,” Lady Diana said, sailing past Neala into the flat, “but my carriage lost a wheel and Lord Winterton was good enough to come to my rescue. Trench is my almost brother,” she said with a laugh. “Actually he is an old friend of my brother Harry’s,” she clarified. “This is Miss Abercorn, Trench. Nealie and I were at school together,” she told Trench.

“A pleasure to meet you. Miss Abercorn,” Winterton said, smiling down into Nealie’s upturned face as he entered the small flat, his large frame serving to make the tiny foyer seem a good bit smaller.

“Oh,” Nealie murmured. “Lord Winterton. I-I have read about you in the newspapers,” she said, fighting to regain some control over her breathing.

A grin on his handsome face, Lord Winterton shrugged massive shoulders. “Mustn’t believe everything you read, Miss Abercorn. I find newspapers often take liberties with the truth.”

“Oh, pooh. Don’t listen to him, Nealie. Everything they say about Trench is true and he knows it. It’s what they don’t say that we need worry about.” Lady Diana playfully poked the tall man’s ribs with a finger. “For instance, the Times would never report that the famous Major Lambert is also a frightful flirt. Or that he’s left a trail of broken hearts all across the Continent.”

“Why, you little minx!” Winterton said, encircling her shoulders in an affectionate hug.

Lady Diana squealed with delight and Nealie joined in the laughter. Indeed, it was not difficult to imagine this handsome man as a heartbreaker.

Neala led the way to the parlor. She had just offered her guests glasses of lemonade when her mother entered the room, a quizzical look on her face. “Why, I thought I heard a gentleman’s voice,” she said, eyeing Lord Winterton. “Lady Diana, do introduce me to your betrothed.”

“Oh, this is not Edward, Lady Abercorn, this is an old friend of the family, Viscount, Lord Winterton.”

“Ah. Well, he doesn’t look so very . . . old to me.” She favored the gentleman with a bright smile, the same time pushing a stray lock of fiery auburn hair off her forehead.

Nealie winced. She knew exactly what Mama was thinking.

“I don’t recall ever meeting a Lady Winterton,” Lady Abercorn added, a sweeping gaze taking in the gentleman’s impeccably-tailored clothes: the smart blue superfine coat, snug fitting beige breeches and pair of highly polished Hessians.

In the half-second of strained silence that followed, Neala said, “I shall just go and fetch Lilibet for you, Mama.”

“What a good ‘un, ‘ye are, Nealie girl. I was about to suggest that very thing.”

Odd indeed, mused Lord Winterton, as he surveyed the circle of women in the small drawing room that afternoon. Quite suddenly, as if he’d been struck by a thunderbolt, he knew exactly what he wanted to do with the rest of his life.

Perhaps the revelation was due in part to Lady Diana’s incessant babbling about her forthcoming marriage. Or, perhaps it was due to Lady Abercorn’s transparent ploy to interest him in her younger daughter, the lovely Miss Lilibet. But, regardless what prompted it, Trench Lambert suddenly knew that the time had come to get himself leg-shackled, something that until now he had avoided like the plague.

A grin softened his chiseled features as his eyes strayed to the pretty face of the young lady whose soft brown eyes made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Another oddity, that. Miss Neala Abercorn, with her sweet heart-shaped face and honey-blonde curls, was not the least in his style. He usually gravitated to the more . . . worldly woman, voluptuous figure, that sort of thing. At first glance, Miss Abercorn was  . . . well, just a bit plain, actually. She was trim, of an indiscriminate height, yet she had an appealing air of vulnerability about her that made the war hero in him want to protect her from harm. Trouble was, so far this afternoon, he was having the devil of a time getting the young lady to look at him, let alone engage in conversation.

“Lady Diana tells me the two of you attended school together, Miss Abercorn,” he tried again.

As if stung, he watched Miss Abercorn’s soft brown eyes fly to his, then flit nervously away. “Y-Yes,” she murmured, lowering her long dark lashes, denying him the pleasure of drowning in those lovely brown orbs, “in Bath.”

“Ah. And what did you study there?”

Miss Abercorn’s nervous gaze now cut to her mother’s face, as if seeking permission to speak. That such permission was not granted did not surprise Trench. Still, the young lady did manage, “Hmm . . . the usual, geography, languages, music.”

“Ah, music? Do you play then? Or sing?”

“Lilibet has a lovely voice,” Lady Abercorn cut in shrilly. “I expect you will be attending Lady Sefton’s musicale on Saturday night, will you not Lord Winterton? Lilibet is to sing, you know.”

“Edward and I shall be there,” Lady Diana interjected. “Perhaps you would accompany us, Trench? Would give you and father an opportunity to visit.”

“I’d be delighted, my dear. You will be there, will you not, Miss Abercorn?”

Again, Miss Abercorn looked startled. “M-Me?”

Lord Winterton nodded, his gaze expectant.

“We shall all be there,” Lady Abercorn said. “Though Neala is not the least bit musical. Not nearly so talented as Lilibet. Lilibet, play a piece for us now, won’t you, dear?” Her eyes indicated the small pianoforte tucked neatly in a corner of the crowded room.

“Of course, Mama! What shall I play?”

“Excuse me, Lady Abercorn,” Lady Diana cut in, an edge of annoyance to her tone, “I have another engagement this afternoon and I expect Lord Winterton has pressing business, as well. Perhaps we could attend to my fitting now.”

“Very well, Lady Diana.” Reluctantly, Lady Abercorn rose to her feet. “If you will please excuse us, Lord Winterton? Neala, be a good ‘un and chaperone Lilibet for me.”

Springing to his feet as the ladies departed, Lord Winterton moved across the room to take the seat vacated by Lady Abercorn near her eldest daughter. “Now, Miss Abercorn,” he began, the very nearness of her making him feel like the young pup he wasn’t, “perhaps you will oblige by telling me . . .”

“I shall play now, Lord Winterton,” Lilibet said, from her position on the piano bench.

A half hour later, his ears still ringing, Lord Winterton was quite relieved to see both Diana and Lady Abercorn reappear. At the door, as they were all saying their farewells, he reached for Miss Abercorn’s hand.

“Allow me to say how very much I enjoyed meeting you, Miss Abercorn,” he said, aware of the delicate feel of her small hand in his large one. When the merest hint of a shy smile appeared on her face, he decided it was time to take a bolder step, alert the opposition to his intentions, as it were. Still holding her small hand in his, he exerted the veriest bit of pressure on her slender fingertips. “I assure you, we shall meet again, Miss Abercorn.”

“Well, of course, we shall, silly!” Lady Diana interjected with a giggle. “We are all to be at Lady Sefton’s musicale on Saturday evening.” Shaking her head, she ushered Trench out the door, tossing a “Good bye, Nealie; thank you, Lady Abercorn,” over her shoulder.

Beneath her long dark skirt, Nealie’s knees felt weak. What did it mean? Why had the gentleman squeezed her fingertips? Was it true? Was he, as Diana had said, an unconscionable flirt? A libertine? Or was this simply the way his sort made a young lady feel? She had never met a man like Lord Winterton before. A war hero. He was so very handsome, so very dangerous, so . . .

“He is so wonderful, Mama!” sang Lilibet, dancing about the foyer. “How long must I wait to marry him? Oh, I cannot wait! I am already top over tail in love!”

“Do be still, Lilibet!” Lady Abercorn was tapping a forefinger to her cheek. “I must think.”

“What is it, Mama? Is something wrong? Did I say something wrong? I didn’t, did I? Nealie?”

Neala slowly shook her head. “N-No. N-Not that I could see.” Should she warn her Mama and sister about the man? Tell them that he had squeezed her fingertips?

Lady Abercorn’s eyes narrowed. “You felt it too, did you not, Nealie?”

“F-Felt what, Mama?” Had the man also squeezed Mama’s fingertips?

“Oh, Mama, don’t spoil it for me,” wailed Lilibet. “He is perfect and I love him. I must tell Grandma O’Grady! Does this mean our troubles are over, Mama?”

Neala cast a worried glance at her mother. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but surely Mama would know.

Lady Abercorn still seemed deep in thought, but after a pause, she smiled. “Our troubles are, indeed, over,” she called after Lilibet. “Come along, Nealie, we must begin at once on Lady Diana’s wedding
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