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      London 1817

      A crowded, dirty riverside tavern

      

      “I’m getting married.”

      James Radley choked and spluttered on the large gulp of ale he had just taken into his mouth. Beer dripped down the front of his shirt and jacket.

      “What the devil?!”

      He wiped his lips with the back of his hand before looking dejectedly at the mess that was now his clothes.

      Guy Dannon, his old school friend from Eton, met James’s gaze. A wry grin sat on his face. It was obvious Guy knew exactly the sort of reaction his sudden announcement would provoke, and he was enjoying every moment of it. A friend he might be, but even James knew that Guy took particular delight in being a manipulative bastard when it suited him.

      “Thought it was time for me to make a run for parliament. Everyone knows that a chap needs a wife in order to secure preselection for a safe seat. A couple of weeks ago, I went and spoke to someone with strong political connections, who not only agreed to help me get preselected, but who conveniently has a highly eligible daughter,” replied Guy.

      James carefully set his tankard of beer down on the table, not wishing to risk choking on another mouthful. It was bad enough that he now stank of beer.

      He would put money on having never heard the words Guy and wife used in the same sentence before today.

      “Things are already that far in motion?” replied James.

      “Of course. Why do you think I went and bought a house and some land? It wasn’t from a sudden need to display my grand wealth.”

      “I was wondering why you had done that. It makes sense that you would want one so as to entice a wife,” said James.

      Guy gave him a look of disgust. “I settled on a property because I cannot run for parliament if I am not a landowner. I have never had to do any sort of enticing when it comes to women, and I don’t intend to start now. Especially not for a wife,” said Guy.

      James considered his ale.

      I wonder if someone has slipped something into my drink.

      Guy had always declared that marriage was for other men; it would never be for him.

      “While I understand your political ambitions, Guy, even you would have to admit to being nothing more than an unashamed rake. You only see women as a means to sate your lust. You use them, then toss them aside,” said James.

      “And what has that to do with me getting married?” replied Guy.  He seemed to find James’s less-than-enthusiastic reaction to the news of his impending nuptials a little perplexing.

      “How do you intend to be any sort of a decent husband and father when you think so little of the fairer sex?” said James.

      Guy sat back in his seat and studied James. Slowly he shook his head, picked up his tankard and held it high toward James. “I know your family holds with foolish notions about love and fidelity, but I am a practical man. I have chosen a young lady from a politically connected family as my future spouse. She understands how these things work. Securing a seat for myself in parliament is what’s important. Now drink up. We should be celebrating,” Guy finally replied.

      James didn’t touch his drink. He knew enough about women to know that most held firm opinions on the subject of marriage. Given half a chance, a woman would not marry purely for the sake of political connections. It was love or nothing for many of them, and especially for the women in his extended family.

      Instead of feeling elated over Guy’s sudden announcement, he was filled with sadness over the news that some poor girl was about to be condemned to a cold, political union.

      “So, who is this poor chit who is going to be saddled with you for the rest of her days?” he asked. If it was someone else the words might have been spoken in half jest, but when it came to Guy, James was deadly serious. His friend would make a terrible husband.

      “Her name is Leah Shepherd and from what she has said, I think your sister Claire knows her.”

      James frowned. He had a vague recollection of perhaps having been introduced to her at some point but couldn’t recall what Leah Shepherd actually looked like. He did, however, know of her father. Tobias Shepherd was a kingmaker in the lofty circles of English politics. “I can’t place her, but there are always lots of young women coming and going from home. When do you intend to introduce her to your friends?”

      “Tomorrow. You are going to meet Leah at a garden party in Richmond,” replied Guy.

      James leaned across the table and stared hard at his friend, unsure as to whether he had heard Guy correctly. Had he just said that they were going to a garden party? “I am not going to a bloody garden party. Those things are dangerous. Every unwed young miss in London will be in attendance, and they will all be on the hunt for one thing: a husband. Cupid will have his little sharp arrows trained on every bachelor’s arse. Hell will freeze over before I set foot inside a garden party.” James snorted.

      The whole notion was preposterous. Garden parties were full of lovestruck couples making doe eyes at one another. He shuddered at the thought. Guy may well have his plans, but for James, marriage was not anywhere on the horizon.

      Guy slowly smiled. “I’ll tell you what, James. Let me buy us a large bottle of whisky and then we can discuss what you will or won’t be doing tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” replied James.

      Guy could buy all the whisky he wished; James Radley was not going to a garden party. Absolutely not.
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      Richmond, London

      Hell has frozen over

      

      As the carriage bounced along the road to the garden party, James roused from his monstrous hangover and shot Guy the filthiest look he could muster. “You are a dirty, rotten blackguard, Dannon. That was a low thing you did last night,” he muttered, his voice rough.

      “Stop whining, Radley. I didn’t hear you complaining when I pressed any one of those ten glasses of whisky into your hand,” snorted Guy.

      “Ten? I thought it was only seven,” replied James.

      Guy chuckled. “Ten. It took that many before you finally agreed to come.”

      “As I recall, I was on my knees beside the River Thames at the time, and you refused to help me to my feet until I caved to your demands. Even then I didn’t think you were serious about me going,” said James.

      Guy raised an eyebrow. “That would explain why you were not ready when I arrived to collect you this morning. Trust me, James, I have never been more serious about anything in my life,” replied Guy.

      “But if you have already chosen this girl, why are we here?” asked James.

      “To help seal the deal. I might not believe in love or any of that sentimental claptrap, but the ton likes to think it does. If a chap wishes to get hitched, he has to go through the motions of courting a young lady. Society expects me to pay Leah special attention and lavish pretty compliments on her before I make an official offer of marriage,” replied Guy.

      James silently chided himself. As his friend, Guy would expect him to be supportive of his efforts to secure a suitable marriage. Yet his conscience pricked at him. The way Guy was going about getting himself a wife was all too cold and dispassionate for his taste.

      The stylish carriage pulled up at the end of a long line of similarly painted black ones outside an elegant country house. The younger adult members of London’s social elite were all gathering for a pleasant Saturday afternoon, while James just wanted to go home and climb back into his bed until he felt more human.

      With undisguised reluctance, he climbed out of the carriage after Guy. Then he stopped. He had been in a foul mood since Guy had appeared at his bedroom door earlier that morning and demanded that he promptly dress and make himself presentable. And as much as it had been Guy who had pressed glass after glass of whisky into his hand, James knew that he had no one to blame for his painful hangover than himself. A gentleman should learn to suffer for his sins in silence.

      “Go on ahead. I shall catch up with you momentarily. I need a minute to find my good humor,” said James.

      “Suit yourself. I shall see you inside.”

      Guy headed toward the garden gate which was gaily decorated with bright yellow ribbons. Footmen in black and yellow livery lined either side of the entrance. This was one of the most highly sought-after party invitations in the final days of autumn. Soon it would be too cold to host outdoor events.

      James glanced up at the sky. Fortunately, only small fluffy clouds dotted the blue heavens. Even the sun had made a welcome appearance. A man should be happy on such a fine day. But not James.

      He frowned as he watched his friend depart. The prospect of Guy and Leah both willingly entering into a loveless union weighed heavily on his mind. He knew it was not his place to judge the decisions of others, but a marriage for political gain went against all that he had been taught to value in a lifelong union.

      He pulled a cheroot out of his coat pocket and lit it. Leaning back against the side of Guy’s town carriage, he drew back on the petite cigar.

      Other carriages continued to make their way up the long drive and James watched with interest as various groups of young people and their chaperones alighted. There was laughter and smiles on everyone’s faces. All except his.

      He mustered a half-hearted wave to some new arrivals, then fixed a smile to his lips as an old university chum, Rupert Gill, began to make his way over to where James stood. Lots of his friends would be attending today and he knew he should make a better effort to be congenial.

      “Radley. Didn’t expect to see you here today,” said Rupert.

      James shrugged. “Guy Dannon got me drunk and made me come. He is courting a young lady who will be here today.”

      Rupert’s eyebrows reached for the sky. “Guy Dannon is courting someone. Well I’ll be damned. He is the last person I would expect to be hurrying into the arms of wedded bliss.”

      James took little comfort in the knowledge that he was not the only one to think that Guy and marriage were not suitable bedfellows.

      “And what about yourself, James? Are you heading back to university soon?”

      He rolled his eyes and shook his head. Going back to Cambridge was the last thing he wanted to do. Ill health had seen him abandon his studies in the previous year and he had not yet returned. If James had his way, he would never go back.

      “At the moment, I am working as a clerk for my uncle, Charles Saunders, at his shipping office. A chap needs coin for beer and onion skins.”

      Rupert nodded. “Those are the important things in one’s life. So, will you go back next term?”

      “I don’t want to, but according to my father, I have little choice. He thinks it is beneath my station to take up a full-time career as a clerk. He says I lack purpose and what I need to do is to establish myself on a path of progress and respectability. Oh, and of course to stick to it.”

      Rupert screwed up his face. “My father said a similar thing to me, which is why I am now attending these garden party shindys. I figure that there is no point in arguing the toss anymore. I should simply get on with the business of establishing myself and finding a nice girl to settle down with and raise a family.”

      James sighed. At least he was not the only young man in London having to deal with parental expectations. But unlike his friend, he was determined not to yield. His father was, in the main, right. Right in that as the son of the Bishop of London he should be aiming for a higher position than a mere shipping clerk. And he was also right in saying that James’s life lacked purpose. But James baulked at the idea of setting out on the same path of respectability that his father had. If Hugh Radley had his way, James would soon be curate at one of London’s major churches before taking up the role of a church minister and eventually becoming a bishop. A nice, predictable stepping-stone career. That had been Hugh’s dream for himself, and he was living it.

      And James knew that as far as his father was concerned, it was a foregone conclusion that James would be packing his travel trunk and heading back to university after Christmas. It wasn’t the worst fate James could think of, but it didn’t fill him with joy.

      James could just imagine how his father would take the news that Guy Dannon had decided on a wife. Another lecture loomed.

      “Well good luck with your future, James. I hope you and your father can come to an agreement which suits you both. I had better go inside,” said Rupert.

      They shook hands, and while Rupert headed toward the garden gate, James went back to leaning against the carriage and smoking his cheroot.

      A short while later, another carriage drew up behind his and he glanced over. It bore the Saunders family crest. “Thank God,” he muttered. His cousins were here. Caroline and Francis Saunders could be relied upon to display the right amount of disdain and utter disgust that this sort of event deserved. His day was saved.

      “James!” cried Francis as he caught his eye. Caroline, wearing one of her trademark tight smiles, followed close behind as Francis jauntily headed over to join James.

      Francis quickly slapped James on the arm with one hand, while at the same time, he reached out and stole the cheroot from James’s fingers. It was a deft move which had Caroline laughing.

      “James, darling, what heinous crime did you commit to be sentenced to an afternoon at a garden party?” she asked.

      “Nothing and everything. But it is still better than staying at home on a Saturday afternoon while Papa polishes off his Sunday sermon. If he knows I am about the house he is likely to seek me out and start asking questions,” he replied.

      With the tense way things were between himself and his father, much as he hated to admit it, the party was the safer place for him to be. He was not, however, going to tell Guy that any time soon.

      “Oh, you poor thing. We all know how much of a tyrant your father is,” said Caroline.

      Francis smiled. Everyone knew that Hugh Radley was a sweet and kindhearted man who only wanted the best for his children.

      Fair-haired Caroline bent and gave her immaculately pressed skirts a brief once-over. They, of course, were impeccable. Her matching bonnet sat perfect on her head. Francis, meanwhile, removed his hat and ruffled his shock of pure white hair; he then drew back on the stolen cheroot. James resigned himself to the fact that he would not be getting his smoke back.

      “Just remember the joy of the garden party when my father has you up to your eyeballs in shipping ledgers on Monday. Or worse, in the foul-stinking hold of one of the recently arrived ships, checking on cargo. There is one thing that a chap learns when he works for a living, and that is to treasure his Saturday afternoons,” said Francis.

      “So, why are the two of you here wasting your precious Saturday? I thought you didn’t particularly like these sorts of events,” James replied.

      Caroline and Francis shared a pained look.

      “Our parents made us come. Mama says I have been moping about the house ever since Eve and Freddie eloped. Which, of course, is true, but I still wasn’t keen on attending,” said Caroline.

      Poor Francis, as a dutiful brother, had no doubt had been compelled by their parents to squire his sister. None of them wanted to be here. What a fun threesome they made.

      “Misery does love company,” replied James.

      “Speaking of which, I don’t see either Claire or Maggie here today. Did you abandon your sisters?” asked Caroline.

      James pushed away from the side of the carriage. While Guy had dragged him from his bed, it was to James’s personal shame that he hadn’t asked either of his sisters if they wished to attend. Claire at least would be angry with him when she found out. Maggie would likely have declined any invitation made. James made a silent promise to offer them both an apology once he got home. “No, I didn’t bring them. I came with Guy Dannon. He has in mind to take up a career in politics and has decided he needs a wife. Apparently, he has found some poor chit who is prepared to accept him and all his failings,” he said.

      “Chit? James, that is not the way to describe a young woman.” Caroline rolled her eyes at the use of the condescending word. Lord help the man who was foolish enough to describe Caroline as being a chit and dared to say it in her presence. He would soon learn just how razor sharp her tongue was as she cut him swiftly down to size. “Yes, Claire mentioned that he had set his marital sights on a friend of hers, Leah Shepherd. Do you know the girl well?”

      James shook his head. “I barely know any of Claire’s friends beyond a quick hello and goodbye. She tends to smuggle them in and out the house to avoid our father. He always wants to ask visitors their opinions of his most recent Sunday sermon.”

      Caroline and Francis exchanged a knowing look. All the Radley extended family had been the target of Hugh’s friendly, but in-depth questioning of his Sunday sermons at some point or another. It was never a comfortable conversation.

      Francis finished the last of James’s cheroot and crushed the remains out with his boot. He straightened his jacket and turned to Caroline, who gave him a quick look-over before nodding her approval. She straightened his already immaculate cravat, then teased his hair so that it sat just right. James simply raked his fingers through his hair and left it at that.

      Francis offered his sister his arm and turned to James. “Come on, dear cousin. Time, we went inside and faced the hordes. You cannot stay out here all afternoon skulking about.”

      With a resigned sigh, James followed his cousins into the garden party. He licked his lips. Hangover or no, he would kill for a glass of whisky right now.
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      The moment he stepped into the party James was quickly reminded why he avoided them. As expected, the place was a sea of besotted couples. Passing through the crowd, he soon lost count of the number of ‘darlings’, ‘sweethearts,’ and ‘dearests’ that he heard young men offer up to their female companions. When one nearby gentleman told his lady friend that her smile was brighter than the sun, he was tempted to turn on his heel and head for the garden gate.

      “James! Over here.”

      He turned and saw Guy waving to him.

      His friend was standing in a section of the lawn which had been set up for a game of bowls. Beside him, but at an odd distance, stood a young woman dressed all in pink. From the proprietary way that Guy kept looking back to her, James deduced she must be Leah Shepherd.

      “Here goes,” he muttered.

      At first glance, Leah Shepherd cast an attractive silhouette. Not that he would have expected Guy to have chosen a frumpy young woman for his future bride. With her pale golden hair tied up in a loose chignon, and partially hidden by a pink bonnet, she appeared to be much like any other young woman of London society. Her matching pink gown, which was offset with white gloves, made for an attractive enough outfit.

      James knew how the inner workings of the ton operated. Miss Shepherd’s outfit would have been put together with military precision. The right amount of innocence in the pink color of her gown, along with the fashionable cut of the bonnet, sent an exact message to all young men. She was in the market for a husband, but he had to be one who had enough blunt to be able to support a fashion-conscious young wife. Men without deep pockets need not apply.

      Guy leaned in and spoke to her; the bonnet bobbed a touch. James made his way over, then waited for Guy to make formal introductions.

      “Miss Leah Shepherd, may I introduce my closest friend, Mister James Radley. James is the son of the Bishop of London,” said Guy.

      Leah lifted her head just enough for James to catch a glimpse of her face before she looked down again. “Thank you, Mister Dannon. As I have mentioned before, I know Mister Radley’s sister Claire. So, he and I have already met.”

      James flinched at the curt remark, but Guy did not react. The brief peek of Leah’s face gave him no further clue as to whether he’d met her before or not.

      “Miss Shepherd.” James bowed. He noted she did not offer him her hand, which was just a little rude. In fact, she barely nodded her acknowledgement of him; it left James wondering how his normally rational sister had managed to make this unpleasant girl her friend.

      Oddly, Guy didn’t seem to either notice or care how Leah spoke to him or his friend. He appeared oblivious to his surroundings, almost as if he was an actor in a play just waiting for his cue to speak. He was going through the motions of courting Leah and nothing more.

      “I was telling Miss Shepherd how wonderfully well you played lawn bowls,” said Guy.

      James froze. He couldn’t recall the last time he had even picked up a lawn bowl let alone played the game. He frowned at Guy.

      “Was that Miss Caroline Saunders I saw arriving with you just now? Perhaps we could make up a party of four and play a game,” offered Guy.

      Caroline and Francis had cleverly, and somewhat opportunely, disappeared the moment Guy had waved his hand in James’s direction. James couldn’t blame them for having abandoned him. Both his cousins appeared to be as averse to spending time with other guests as he was.

      “Maybe a little later,” he replied. Caroline would not thank him for asking her to come and play at lawn games. She would make him pay for it; of that he was certain.

      “Well perhaps in the meantime I should get us some drinks. Miss Shepherd, would you like an orgeat?” said Guy.

      James stifled a snort; just hearing Guy say the word orgeat hurt his ears. He would bet a pound that Guy had practiced the word on the journey over to Richmond.

      “I would prefer a cup of tea, thank you, Mister Dannon,” replied Leah.

      Guy trotted off in the direction of the refreshment table, leaving James and Leah alone. James puffed out his cheeks. He knew that as a gentleman, it was up to him to make an effort at small talk. “I cannot recall exactly when you and I have met before, but we must have,” he said.

      She lifted her head, and he was graced with his first full look at her face. His gaze was immediately drawn to her blue eyes. Pale as the summer sky, they seemed to change to a darker hue as she moved her head in the sunlight. Gosh. A man could get lost in them.

      Beneath those eyes was a soft, full mouth. Not perfect, mind you. It had a slight drop on one side. But that imperfection somehow seemed to make her even more attractive. How on earth could he have met her at another time and forgotten that lovely face or those enticing lips?

      While those same lips were currently set in a straight, unimpressed line, he sensed that when the mood so took Leah, they would make for a heart-stopping smile.

      What will it take to make you smile, Miss Shepherd?

      Her mouth held the promise of tender kisses for the man who could find his way to her heart. James already had a sinking feeling that whoever that man was, it would never be Guy. Leah did not appear to be the least bit impressed with him, let alone behaving toward him in the manner expected of a future bride.

      “I visited your family at Fulham Palace last spring. Your sister Claire had been ill, and I came to see her. You were recently returned from university, as I recall. We met only briefly, in the hallway as I was leaving. You were sitting on the stone flagging, patting your dog,” Leah replied.

      Her recollection of a brief meeting many months ago took James by surprise. Claire had been ill for a number of weeks, during which time she had received only a handful of visitors. People tended to stay away from patients who were suffering from anything other than a minor cold, and with good reason. However, the mention of him sitting on the floor with the family dog gave James a clue as to why he could not remember Leah. He was more than likely still half-foxed from the night before and using King as a means to shield himself from his mother’s gaze.

      “I must apologize. I had forgotten. It is nice to meet you again,” he said.

      His being in a drunken stupor was the only explanation for not having registered his previous encounter with Leah Shepherd. If he had been sober, he would have remembered her. There was something about Leah that was unforgettable.

      She leaned in close and whispered, “I think you may have been under the weather at the time, so your brain might have been a little fuzzy.”

      A sharp whistle had them both turning and looking in the direction of the refreshment table. James frowned at the impolite way Guy had used to get his and Leah’s attention. Guy was pointing at a plate of cakes while other guests stared at him, disbelief written on their faces. Beside him stood Caroline and Francis. They were staring daggers in James’s direction.

      “I think he wishes to know if you would like a cake, Miss Shepherd?” asked James.

      When she replied. “No thank you,” James shook his head at Guy.

      He turned back to Leah and their gazes met. Her lips barely moved, but he could see that she was trying to force a smile. It looked painful, and the end result was that she held it for the barest of moments before her face went back to its previous neutral expression.

      “Guy has obviously taken an interest in you,” James said.

      “Yes. He and my father have become quite close in recent times,” she replied.

      They watched as Guy picked up two glasses and started back across the lawn toward them.

      The penny dropped for James. Guy wasn’t courting Leah; he was courting her father. And both she and Guy knew it.

      “Sorry, James, old chap, I couldn’t carry a third drink,” Guy said, upon his return.

      James took one look at the cloudy concoction in the glass and was immediately grateful for that fact. Why people considered orgeat anything other than vile was beyond him. Going without was the better option. “You two enjoy.”

      To James’s ongoing disquiet, Guy not only smiled but took a large sip of his drink. Leah took one look at the drink in her hand before setting it down untouched on a nearby garden table.

      A sour-faced Caroline and Francis now appeared at his shoulder. Francis scowled at him, while Caroline looked fit to do murder. Guy had somehow managed to hunt down the Saunders siblings; there would be no escape for any of them.

      “Miss Shepherd, may I introduce my cousins Caroline and Francis Saunders. Their mother, Lady Adelaide, is my paternal aunt,” said James.

      Caroline held out a hand in greeting. “A pleasure to meet you, Leah. I do so love your dress. You look stunning. You must tell me where you buy your gloves.”

      Francis gave a polite nod and added, “Charmed.”

      James watched with interest as Guy looked from Caroline to Leah and the expression on his face turned from bewildered to understanding.

      “Yes, Miss Shepherd, you do look most pleasing in your gown,” he said. His words sounded rehearsed and without care.

      Leah matched his efforts with the tiniest nod. One blink and he would have missed it.

      “Well since everyone is here, how about we set up for a game of bowls?” offered Guy.

      “I shall sit this out, so you have an even number of players,” said Francis. He headed over to one of the nearby garden chairs and took a seat.

      As Guy went and collected the bowls, Caroline leaned in close to James and whispered in his ear. “Guy tried to make me take a glass of orgeat, even after I told him I never drink the foul stuff; he was quite insistent. Francis had to get firm with him. He might be your friend, James, but he has appalling manners.”

      James’s gaze fell on Leah’s untouched drink, and he recalled her having asked for a cup of tea in preference to it. Guy had obviously ignored her wishes too. He pursed his lips. If Guy was prepared to ride roughshod over the simple matter of a lady’s request for refreshments, they could all be in for a very long afternoon.
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      Leah watched Guy out of the corner of her eye as he bent down and aimed his bowl at the jack. After tossing it, he trotted behind the bowl, urging it on, a soft smile on his lips. The man was a chameleon, shifting the look on his face from a smile to a frown and back again, depending on who was watching.

      At first glance, he appeared to be nice. He was handsome enough, especially when he smiled. His family were of a suitable social standing. Her father approved of him, which for most young women would have been an encouraging sign. But it was the fact that her father did approve of Guy Dannon that filled Leah with a deep sense of unease.

      On face value, he should have been everything a young woman would want in a husband. Every morning for the past two weeks she had got out of bed and tried to convince herself that she should be perfectly content with Guy courting her. That when Guy proposed, and she knew he eventually would, she would accept his hand in marriage. And every time she thought about it, she felt a dull ache in her heart. Because no matter how hard she tried, she could not bring herself to like Guy.

      She had counselled herself that this was not an unknown aspect of many marriages, that she should count her blessings and be content with him. But she just couldn’t do it. When she looked at Guy, she saw her father. And knowing the misery that was her mother’s lot, she knew if she married Guy, she too would be miserable for the rest of her days.

      Her mother had suggested she wear the bright pink and white ensemble today, telling her that she was certain Guy would think it pretty. Leah wasn’t so sure that men understood what the word pretty actually meant, but in the hope of avoiding yet another scolding from one of her parents, she’d gone along with it.

      Guy’s sole mention of her attire so far this afternoon was to tell her that her gown looked pleasing, or something to that end. She was sure as certain that he had only made mention of her clothing because Caroline Saunders had paid her a compliment. From the expression on his face as he spoke, it was clear that he was reciting something he had practiced. The dull, glazed look in his eyes as he spoke informed her that she could have been wearing a sack cloth and he would have said the exact same thing. Who knew if he had given any real thought to what she was wearing?

      Their courtship thus far had seen him come to her family home on three separate occasions. He would then spend exactly one hour with her, during which he would tell her how lovely she was, sip some tea, and then leave. It was almost as if he didn’t know how to converse with a young lady but had convinced himself that he could manage an hour of one-sided conversation in his attempt to woo her. On each and every visit to the Shepherd family home, he had never bothered asking her anything beyond questions about her health and how much butter she liked with her bread and cake.

      She did, however, have her suspicions about Guy. She may be an innocent in the ways of love, but she was not a fool. Men such as Guy Dannon might behave as chameleons when it suited their purposes, but their reputations were not something they could change overnight. Leah was under no illusion about her potential husband; he was a rake. He was so much like her father, it made her feel ill.

      “Huzzah!” Guy’s victory cry stirred Leah from her thoughts. When she saw that his bowl had finally stopped within a foot or so of the jack, she politely applauded. Guy was cock-a-hoop with his efforts, proudly marching up and down between ends.

      “Well played,” said James. He turned to Leah and smiled. “Miss Shepherd, I believe it is your turn. Good luck.”

      She’d been immediately struck by James’s easy smile and warm nature. It was in sharp contrast to Guy, but her appreciation of him was tempered by the fact that he and Guy were close friends. It left her wary. She had a lifetime’s experience in dealing with duplicitous males; James Radley may just have been Guy Dannon in a different guise.

      And just because he was the brother of a friend of hers, did not mean she would be lowering her guard with him any time soon.

      She picked up her own bowl and walked to the front of the playing mat. Bending down, she delivered the bowl and let it run. She walked slowly behind it, remembering the lay of the green she had noted when they’d played from the other end. While the garden lawn appeared flat to the naked eye, it actually ran slightly downhill from left to right. It was a fraction of a slope, but it was enough to have Leah taking great care to not only ensure that the bowl landed in the right place, but that she put enough force into the throw.

      When her bowl finally came to a halt, it was past Guy’s and therefore closer to the jack.

      “Yes!” she cried, throwing her arms up in the air in unrestrained glee.

      James laughed, while Caroline applauded with a pleasing amount of vigor. When Leah lifted her gaze to where Guy stood, she caught sight of him glaring hard at her bowl. The soft smile he normally wore in her company was gone. In its place was a look of stony displeasure.

      A chill of premonition slid down her spine. She knew that look, had seen it a thousand times on her father’s face. It was the look of a man whom you did not cross. Lightness and humor were on display only when things were running their way, when it suited them. Silent, barely controlled rage was the order of the day when it was not. And when that fury was unleashed . . .

      She shuddered and tried to force the thought away, telling herself that she should not judge Guy on the basis of one small look. He had not been unkind. Yet.

      “Well played,” he said, an edge of ice in his voice.

      “Thank you. Luck, of course, played its part,” she replied, in an effort to placate him.

      He went to say something, but she saw him stop himself. A twitch in his jaw was the only sign that he was having to fight to bring his temper under control.

      Leah be careful.

      Guy walked from the bowling green to where the small party had left their belongings on a nearby garden table. The welcome autumn sun warmed the early afternoon air. She and Caroline had removed their bonnets, while the gentlemen had cast off their jackets. Beside Leah’s bonnet sat the glass of orgeat, still untouched.

      Guy picked up Leah’s bonnet and strode over to her. Offering it, he said. “You should put this on.”

      She waved a hand in his direction and refused to take the bonnet.

      He continued to hold it in front of her, giving it a little shake. “You wouldn’t want to get freckles now, would you?”

      Leah caught the tone of his voice and read the situation for what it really was, a power play. She already had a smattering of small freckles on her face courtesy of summers spent at her grandfather’s estate in Cornwall; one or two extra freckles would not make a difference. Besides, she actually liked them. They gave her face a warm, friendly look.

      “Thank you, Mister Dannon, but I am fine without the bonnet. It impedes my playing,” she replied.

      His countenance set hard, and she was certain she saw something pop in his jaw as he ground his teeth. A battle of wills ensued. Guy held out the bonnet, while Leah held his gaze and refused to take it.

      “It’s fine, Guy. I am not wearing a bonnet either. The sun is not that hot,” said Caroline, coming to Leah’s aid.

      Guy kept his gaze fixed on Leah. She ventured a smile, but all the while her heart was beating hard in her chest. She knew this game well. Her focus was solely fixed on drawing the real Guy Dannon out. She wanted to see the man behind the polite façade of courtship. That version of Guy might be the one she woke beside every morning for the rest of her life, who would father her children. There was too much at stake for her to back down now.

      He finally gave in, slapping the bonnet hard against his leg, after which he marched back over to the pile of belongings and threw it down. Silence hung in the air for a moment.

      When Guy turned back to her, the angry look on his face was gone. He had managed to school his features into something socially acceptable. But his right hand was held in a tight fist, the whites of his knuckles clear from where she stood.

      Leah blinked and looked to Caroline. “Your turn, I believe, Caroline,” she said.

      Caroline stepped past to take her place on the bowling mat. “Well done, Leah. You held your ground,” she whispered.

      I wonder how long my victory will last.

      Caroline swung her arm back and the bowl flew out of her hand. It tore along the green and knocked Guy’s bowl clear out of the way. Hers also went careening off the green and disappeared under a bush. She turned and gave a shrug, then gifted Guy with a beaming smile. “Oh dear. Sorry about that. I think I might have put a little too much into the throw.”

      Leah knew she should have held back on applauding Caroline’s overzealous efforts, but the look of outrage and frustration which now shone on Guy’s face was simply too much for her to resist. “Well done, Caroline! You killed Guy and yourself all in one foul swoop. We may need to mount a search party for your bowls.”

      James now stood at the end of the green and looked down at the bowl in his hand. Leah placed a silent bet with herself. She had her money on him putting too much into the delivery and having his bowl join both Caroline and Guy’s past the jack and out of bounds. It would mean he lost, but it would placate Guy and his obviously bruised pride. James had said nothing while the battle of wills over the bonnet had taken place and Leah had him pegged as a people pleaser.

      He bent, and taking what appeared to be careful aim, dropped the bowl into a smooth, clean delivery. It wasn’t running fast and for a moment Leah worried that he had not put enough on the throw. But as James slowly walked behind his bowl, faint hope began to build in her heart.

      The bowl kept rolling, closer and closer to the jack. Closer to where Leah’s shot had stopped. She dared not look at Guy, fearing that her growing sense of joy would show on her face. James was playing the game exactly as he should and was not pandering to Guy and his ill temper.

      So, you do have a spine. Well done, Mister Radley.

      A hush fell over the small group as the bowl inched its way nearer to the jack. When it finally came to a stop, it was almost touching Leah’s bowl. For a moment, everyone froze.

      James turned and, to Leah’s surprise, cast a smile in her direction. When she caught the glint of mischief in his eye, her earlier opinion of him changed. Guy might think he was in charge of the day, but to her relief it seemed that James Radley was his own man.

      “Well played, James,” said Francis, who got to his feet and ambled over to where the two bowls lay on the green. He stood with his head tilted, studying them for a moment. “I can see we have a close game and as an impartial spectator, I am claiming the right to declare the winner.”

      James looked to Leah. “Are you happy for Mister Saunders to call the winner? I must, remind you of course, that as he is my cousin he may not be as impartial as he claims to be.”

      Francis gave Leah a cheeky wink. “Impartial, but not impeccable. I am open to all forms of bribes, including but not limited to money.”

      Caroline, James, and Leah all laughed at the outrageous remark. Guy, she noted, was too busy fiddling with his jacket to be paying much attention to the outcome of the match. It was clear that he had decided since he no longer had any skin in the game, he was not interested in its outcome.

      James put a hand into the small pocket of his waistcoat and pulled out a single coin. With a grin and a flourish of his hand, he attempted to slip the coin into Francis’s jacket pocket. Francis, meanwhile, kept his gaze fixed in the
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