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CHAPTER ONE
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The Hon Miss Louisa Skeffington looked out across the dance floor of Almack’s Assembly Rooms, with the same frozen smile she’d worn all season, as she pretended to enjoy herself. The vouchers needed for admittance had been difficult to obtain and she should be grateful to her grandfather for bothering to get them.

She had every reason to be happy.

Almost every reason.

Over the course of the last few months, she had sat in this same chair, sipping her lemonade and watching other people’s love stories play out from introductions to their inevitable conclusions.

Privileged young ladies had arrived in a flock one Wednesday in November for the very first ball of the Season. She had arrived with them clutching her voucher tightly in her hand and sharing the same hopeful, nervous energy, sure that this would be the year that her life would change.

A fresh crowd of gentlemen had arrived in much the same state of enthusiasm and nerves. There were a few familiar faces from the previous Season and fewer still from the year before that. Even confirmed bachelors would not forego the chance to see and be seen in this most selective of gatherings. There was always a chance that there might be one special girl in the current crop that would change their minds on the subject of marriage.

Once the play had been cast, the players took to the stage and the farce began. Under the guidance of the patronesses, the characters assembled were paired off for a dance, reshuffled like cards and paired again.

Occasionally, a match would stick.

There might be an announcement in Thursday’s paper that Miss Such-and-Such had been pleased to accept the offer of Lord So-and-So and that nuptials were to follow at St Somebody’s after the banns had been read. Then, if the couple came to the following week’s ball, they would spend less time dancing and more time talking about their upcoming wedding with friends and family or looking devotedly into each other’s eyes.

The diminishing number of single people was not noticeable at first. But as the months passed, there were fewer girls, fewer gentlemen to partner them, less excitement and more desperation all round.

On this, the final ball of the Season, attendance was sparse. Though the music was merry, the mood was subdued. Many families had already left London for Bath, Brighton or their homes in the country. The patronesses looked as smug as cream-fed cats, secure in the knowledge that they’d accomplished their mission for the year. A large number of gently born ladies had either married, or would be marrying, titled and wealthy young men.

There were some disappointments, of course. A few wily gentlemen always escaped the snares set for them. Or perhaps it was just that the remaining girls lacked sufficient character to attract them. But the small number of failures were not a reason to worry. There was always next year.

For some of them, at least.

A girl in her third unsuccessful Season was more likely to be pulled aside by friends, family members or occasionally the patronesses themselves, and encouraged to accept defeat with grace. Though everyone was certain she’d done her best, it was time to focus on the skills she might offer to society that did not include marriage and childbearing.

Perhaps she could help a sister with a new family or take care of an invalid aunt. She might become active in her parish and raise funds for orphans, or volunteer at a hospital tending wounded soldiers. Far-flung countries needed missionaries to spread the faith. There was always a place somewhere in the world for a selfless volunteer.

If one did not wish to give one’s life away, finding a job as a companion or governess was a possibility, though a rather extreme solution. Taking a position for pay hinted that one’s family was not financially able to provide for one’s future. A nice young lady should not be an embarrassment. Especially since she had caused enough disappointment by failing at what all the other girls her age had no problem doing—attracting a man and bringing him up to scratch.

Above all, one should not mope. No one liked a spinster. They were burdens on their loved ones. But it was even worse to be bitter or unpleasant about it. If one had to rely on charity, the least one could do was to smile and be grateful for it.

Louisa had received no such speeches, yet. But that was probably because she had no female family members to give them. Her mother had died of consumption when Louisa was only eight and her father had followed not long after. Her older brother, Percy, had done his best to be her guardian, chaperone and bulwark as she’d tried and failed at navigating in society. But he did not seem to understand how grave her situation had become. The sunny, ‘better luck next time’ attitude that he’d maintained over the course of the last few years had showed no sign of fading, even as this, her final year, had ended in another ignominious failure.

Her grandfather, who had become the siblings’ legal guardian when they were orphaned, was not given to championing lost causes or offering gentle hints. When she was nineteen and old enough for a come-out, he’d refused to come to town with them, declaring the Season to be an extravagant nonsense. If she meant to marry, there were cheaper ways to manage it.

She’d pleaded with him and eventually he’d relented. But he’d warned her that he would not be so generous in the future.

When she’d returned home, still unmarried, he had not bothered with a lecture. He’d said nothing at all for several months. Not even a ‘please pass the marmalade’ at breakfast. When he’d finally begun speaking to her again, he had been more curt than usual and had remained so for the rest of the year.

When the next Season arrived, she’d begged for another chance and he’d grudgingly agreed, swearing it was only out of a wish to be rid of her.

When it had ended in a second failure, he had jeered about ape leaders needing to earn their keep in the family, while suggesting that she move her bed to the servant’s quarters and find something useful to do in the kitchen.

Percy had assured her that it would never come to that. She would be welcome in his house once he got the money to set one up. But he was almost as financially dependent on their grandfather as she was. Percy survived on the modest allowance provided to him and would not come into his full inheritance until the old man died.

That was not likely to happen any time soon. Their grandfather might complain that gout and various other small ailments prevented him from travelling to London, but he was surprisingly robust for a man of eighty-two.

Perhaps it was spite that kept him alive. Grandfather had always been a cruel man. Louisa did her best to stay out of his way but she would be returning home in less than a week. She dreaded what he would say, now that her third Season had also ended in failure.

On the other side of the room, the orchestra was playing the last dance of this last ball and she was one step closer to doom.

Among the people who had not already given up and gone home, friends were saying goodbye to each other, promising to exchange letters and planning visits to their homes outside of the city.

But, exactly as she had been at the end of the last two years, Louisa was sitting here once again, alone and ignored. She had been no more successful at making female friends than she’d been at attracting a husband. It seemed she was always saying the wrong thing at the wrong time or saying nothing at all when an answer was imperative.

She really was much better with animals than people. Grandfather did not permit pets in the common rooms, but there had been a grey cat in the kitchen that she’d often visited and she always had a few nuts to share with the squirrels that came to her garden.

They did not care if she would rather read a book than dance, or upbraid her for being ignorant of social graces that no one had bothered to teach her. If she wished to share a secret, she needn’t worry that they would laugh and call her foolish.

She liked animals and they adored her in return. If the room had been filled with dogs and cats, she would have been the most popular girl in London.

Her mind wandered, imagining. The footmen at the door would be bulldogs, good for keeping out strays. The girls around her? Short-haired cats, many of them solid white to match their dresses and show off jewelled collars to good advantage.

The gentlemen would be a mix of breeds. Hunting dogs for the sporting set. A few elderly bloodhounds watching over their daughters. Terriers and spaniels for the rest.

To rule over them all, the patronesses would be an assortment of Pomeranians and Persian cats. Haughty and disapproving, sitting on velvet cushions and barking or hissing at the other animals.

‘I do not wish to spoil your evening, when you look so happy, Louisa, but it is time to go home.’

‘What?’ She backed hastily out of her daydream to find her brother standing in front of her, grinning at her obvious lack of attention. ‘Percy. Oh.’

‘You were wool-gathering again, weren’t you?’ he said, his smile turning fond.

‘A little,’ she admitted.

‘It is late,’ he said gently. ‘I’ve called for the carriage. I hope you don’t mind but we will be giving Bonham a ride home. He sent his coachman home early. Apparently the fellow’s wife was in childbed.’

‘How kind of him,’ she said automatically, because it was. Not many men of such august rank knew their coachman’s name, much less that his wife was about to give birth. Of course, Thomas Carew, Duke of Bonham, was exceptional in so many ways.

Percy had met him at school, two years before their parents had died. And though they’d all known he would inherit a dukedom, he had insisted that they treat him no differently than they did their other friends. He’d been a gawky boy, all elbows and knees, with a ready smile and an open heart.

The years had not changed his manner. But as for the rest?

She hurried to compose herself before rising and allowing Percy to lead her from the ballroom and out to where the Duke of Bonham was waiting for them.

He lounged against the carriage, his broad shoulders against the door, arms crossed and long legs stretched out in front of him. Another man would look impatient. But Bonham exuded casual grace, his athletic form displayed to perfection as he turned his head and smiled in welcome.

It was too dark to see the single dimple that made the grin ever so slightly mischievous. But she knew it was there and her heart gave a tiny flutter in response.

‘Louisa,’ he said, straightening so he could turn that smile on her and bow.

‘Your Grace,’ she said, curtseying.

He gave the smallest shake of his head, as if the formality embarrassed him, then handed her up into her seat before climbing in and taking a place opposite her.

She wished he hadn’t. It was harder not to stare at him when he did things like that. She did not need to look to recall that face. In the years she’d known him, she’d memorised each feature. His eyes were emerald-green. His hair, soft and dark brown, would be falling in his eyes after a night of dancing, as it always did. As they rode, he would sweep it out of his face with a smooth gesture and a little shake of his head that reminded her of a chestnut thoroughbred scenting the air.

No, she did not have to look. She felt each breath, each blink, each effortlessly perfect movement. The other girls in the ballroom might stare and sigh over the handsome Duke of Bonham. But to Louisa he was just her brother’s old friend and she told herself firmly that she should be immune to his handsome face by now.

She should be.

After one quick glance, she turned her head and pretended that her attention was absorbed by something outside the window.

Percy took the seat beside her, then signalled to the coachman and they set off for the duke’s townhouse in Mayfair.

She kept her gaze averted for as long as she could, hoping to discourage the two men from trying to include her in their conversation. The tactic worked tonight, for Percy and Bonham talked for over half an hour about horses and boxing as if she was not even there.

But her luck could not last for ever. Eventually, Percy finished his final anecdote and rediscovered his manners, tapping her on the knee to get her attention. ‘So, what of your evening, Lou? Did you dance much?’

‘Not really,’ she admitted, not turning her head. ‘But it was a lovely evening, just the same.’

‘The last one of the Season,’ her brother reminded her.

‘Really?’ she said, refusing to be bothered. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’

‘Last ball?’ the duke said, surprised. ‘Have I missed my final opportunity to stand up with you, then?’

Final was such a final word. But he was right. It had been their last chance ever. She had hoped, perhaps just once, the night would end differently than it always did.

But that was silly. She was silly.

‘That’s all right,’ she said softly, smiling as if nothing was wrong. Really, it was better to be forgotten. It saved her wondering whether he’d only ever asked her to stand up at Percy’s request, or if he’d done it of his own accord.

‘Well, there is always next year,’ he said with his usual kind smile. ‘You must put me down for the first dance of the Season.’

‘I doubt I will have that pleasure,’ she said quietly, staring out into the darkness. ‘But thank you for thinking of me.’

An awkward silence followed. It was surprising, for her brother’s friend was normally so good at filling in gaps like that with a compliment or an encouraging word. Did he truly not understand what it meant for her to be still single after three years of trying?

‘This was Louisa’s last Season,’ her brother said gently. ‘It is a shame that it did not turn out as we’d hoped for her. But there is nothing to be done, now.’

‘Her last Season?’ the duke repeated, confused. ‘But she is barely old enough to marry.’

‘Two and twenty,’ Percy said in reply.

She set her jaw and resisted the urge to thank her brother for reminding his friend of her advancing age.

‘As I said,’ the duke replied, ‘barely of age.’

‘That is not the way our grandfather sees it, I’m afraid,’ Percy said. ‘He has control of the purse strings and has said this was to be her last trip to London.’

Now, the duke would probably say that he would miss her. It would be a polite lie, but she would treasure it all the same.

Instead all he said was, ‘Oh.’

‘It has been dashed difficult for her,’ Percy added. ‘Our father arranged for a settlement that was to come to her once she married. But nothing was said about what should be done if she decided not to marry.’

Decided.

That was one way to put it, she supposed. When no one offered for her, three years in a row, she’d decided to be an indigent spinster, instead.

‘Perhaps your grandfather will relent,’ the duke suggested.

‘He prides himself on his inflexibility,’ Percy replied with a grim smile and a shake of his head. ‘He only agreed to this year’s trip after we assured him it would be the last.’

‘There must be provision in the instructions your parents left for your care,’ the duke insisted. ‘An increase in her dowry, perhaps? I doubt they’d have wanted to give up so quickly.’

Louisa said nothing, though she thought he was being far too generous in the time he assumed it took an average girl to find a husband. All the other girls who had come out in her first Season were now married and so were most of those from the second. She was sure even her late mother would have despaired of her chances had she asked for a fourth trip to London.

‘We will never know,’ Percy said with a shrug. ‘Since Grandfather has not seen fit to share our father’s will with us, we have only his word for what they desired.’

‘Surely there is a family solicitor who could give you the details? You have been of age almost seven years, Percy. You have a right to know.’

Percy made a dismissive noise. ‘I asked the lawyers to show me the papers on the day I turned twenty-one. The oldest partner assured us that what money there is will come to each of us upon our marriages. The bulk to me, of course, but two thousand pounds was to be Louisa’s portion.’

‘That is not the most generous sum,’ the duke said with a frown. ‘But I suppose too much might tempt a fortune hunter. You would not want your sister to marry one of those.’

Regardless, the amount set had not been enough to overcome her obvious flaws. Louisa was relieved that he did not complete the thought. She would hear far too much of that from her grandfather when she got home.

‘It would probably be sufficient for her to have some independence, should she wish,’ Percy said, easing the plans for her future into a more realistic direction. ‘We might find her a small cottage somewhere that she could share with a paid companion. But to do that, we would have to get our hands on the money and only Grandfather has access to it. The solicitor’s clerks could not find a will or documents of settlement in their files. It seems, when Grandfather took on our care and the handling of our finances, he kept all copies for himself. Now, we have only his word for how much there is and when the money is to be released.’

‘He is making that difficult?’ the duke asked.

‘He has kept me in the dark as well,’ Percy replied. ‘The old man claims my allowance is small because he has no ready money beyond the house he lives in and our rooms here in town. He claims that my father was largely in debt when he died and that he was forced to sell our childhood home to cover it. There was also some nonsense that happened a generation back that led our great-grandfather to break the entail on the house in which Grandfather lives. He said he could sell it out from under me if he chooses.’

‘I had no idea you were in such dire straits, old boy,’ the duke said thoughtfully.

Percy’s smile turned sad. ‘It is rather difficult to convince a girl’s father that I will make a decent husband when I have no idea what I’m worth. Since Louisa hasn’t made a match either, Grandfather will undoubtedly expect her to remain in Wiltshire to care for him in his dotage.’ He grimaced. ‘Until the old fellow dies, we are both at sixes and sevens.’

When the duke did not immediately reply, Louisa risked a look in his direction. He seemed annoyed, though she was not sure why.

‘You should have told me of this earlier, Percy,’ he continued. ‘I am your oldest friend, after all.’

Louisa was tempted to say that, as such, he could have noticed the situation for himself. But she was glad he hadn’t.

‘It is damned embarrassing,’ Percy muttered, echoing her thoughts. ‘I should be able to manage my own affairs and my sister’s as well.’

‘But there is an expression about a burden shared, is there not?’ the duke said quietly, as the carriage rolled to a stop in front of his townhouse. ‘It is a bit late to do anything tonight. But we will discuss the matter further in the morning.’ After thanking them both for the ride, the duke took his leave and she was left to ride home in silence with Percy.





Thomas Carew, Duke of Bonham, paused on the threshold to look back at the retreating carriage and frowned. He had known that Percy Skeffington was dependent on the goodwill of his grandfather, Lord Skeffington, but not to this extent. He’d assumed his friend had not found the right girl for him yet, not that he’d been blocked from a union by lack of funds or fears for the future.

And he had not thought of Louisa, at all. The knowledge stuck in his throat as if he’d swallowed a rock. She had been just as much a part of his life as Percy had. Why hadn’t he noticed her distress?

Perhaps it was because she never complained. But she shouldn’t have needed to. He should have paid greater attention.

He went into the house and handed his hat and gloves to the butler. Then, he went up the stairs to his bedroom and rang for his valet, who had already laid out his nightshirt and robe. The man appeared a moment later with a tray holding a hot toddy, which he set aside to help him take off his coat.

Had there ever been a time when he had not lived in such luxury? He wanted for nothing. It had been so for as long as he could remember. Even before his father had died and he’d come into the title, he’d always been the pampered heir of a duke.

The first time he’d visited Percy’s home, his parents had been alive and all had seemed well. The house had been large and modern with many servants and a well-set table. He had assumed their family was nearly as rich as his and their futures were assured.

But a man with debts could hide them for some time if he so wished. A father certainly wouldn’t tell his children if he had any choice in the matter. Once the Skeffington orphans had gone to live with their grandfather there had been no further invitations. Thomas had simply assumed the old man did not like children and had invited Percy to spend holidays at Bonham Court instead.

It seemed Percy had been putting on a brave front for years, waiting for his grandfather to die so he might gain the title and whatever money he had a right to. The plan was unjust but not unworkable. The old man could not live for ever. If the inheritance was substantial, a rich man could marry just as easily at thirty-five or forty as he might at eight and twenty. If not? It was wise of Percy not to start a family he could not support.

But what was to become of Louisa? Women were judged by their youth and beauty, commodities that were as fleeting as a spring morning. If the ton already thought her a failure in the marriage mart, they would call her a spinster in a year and a crone in ten.

It was none of his business, really. He was not family. Not exactly, anyway. He had known her brother since their Eton days, even before his own parents had died. And, though he’d seldom received mail from his own mother while she lived, he had lived vicariously through the letters Percy had received and viewed Louisa as his own little sister.

He had seen her briefly on his visit to Percy’s home, but she’d been ill and confined to her room. He had not really had a chance to speak with her properly until her first Season, over ten years after that. He’d been eager for the acquaintance and had hoped that his friendship with her might be as deep as the one he enjoyed with her brother.

In some ways, it was. She had always been a willing ear when he’d spoken with her. She entertained graciously, when she played hostess to Percy’s friends, always in the background of gatherings and seemingly never without a smile. She had been a regular feature of his life for the last three years.

He frowned. In that amount of time, he should have known her far better than he did. He’d got into the bad habit of considering her a pleasant addition to the time spent with his best friend. But she was so much more than that. She was a girl as lovely as any of the ones he’d danced with at Almack’s. Even if he did not want to court her, he should have been treating her as a person, not an afterthought.

She must think him terribly rude. He could remember speaking to her on many occasions. But he realised now that he’d seldom spoken with her. She rarely contributed to their conversations, so he’d learned very little about her life or her interests outside of what Percy had told him. It had not even occurred to him, until Percy had pointed it out, that three Seasons was indeed a long time for a lady to go without receiving an offer.

A true friend might have asked her feelings on the matter. He might have tried to help. The stone of guilt shifted inside him, pressing against his heart.

In his defence, his participation in the matchings and marryings of the Season was lackadaisical at best. He had not yet found the woman worth sacrificing his freedom for. But the papers were full of engagements and weddings to girls not nearly as bright or pretty as Percy’s sister. Why had no one chosen her?

Had she ever mentioned having a preference for any gentleman? He did not think so. But neither could he remember any man remarking on her many good qualities. Or her bad ones, for that matter. In fact, no one seemed to have noticed her at all.

She had gone to all the same parties he had. She had been at Almack’s each Wednesday, regular as clockwork. He had made sure to dance with her if he’d noticed her sitting out. But only once per evening. He hadn’t wanted to give anyone the wrong impression about his intentions, which were totally innocent. He’d especially not wanted Percy to think he was leading Louisa astray or toying with her affections.

Louisa had a tender heart and it should be handled with care. But if he truly cared, he could have done more. He had wanted her as a sister. But surely, even a pretend brother should have noticed how alone she was.

Tonight, she had spoken as if she might never see him again. But that also meant that he would never see her. He had never considered a world without Louisa in it. But tonight, he’d become keenly aware of this potential change in his life and he did not think he liked it at all.

She would be left at home with her grandfather when Percy came to London next year. Dinners would not be the same without her. Wiltshire was miles away from his own property. He could think of no reason to casually drop by for a short visit to ease this sense of loss. Louisa would think him mad if he suddenly expressed a desire to see her, after doing nothing to foster a deeper connection in all the time they’d spent together.

But it was selfish to focus on his own feelings. Louisa was the one who would suffer most by this banishment. Being forced to play nursemaid to a bitter, old man was no life for a beautiful, young woman like her. She would wither in the country, like a flower without the sun.

Something should be done.

No. He should do something. He had more money and power than he knew what to do with and a reasonable amount of intelligence. If he truly viewed Percy as a brother, he should use the gifts he’d been given to break the hold their grandfather had on Louisa and her dowry.

He would take the night to think on it. Tomorrow, he would go to them with a plan that would change Louisa’s future.




CHAPTER TWO
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The next day, Louisa was sitting in the window seat of the little room that served as a combination morning room, library and private sitting room for the Skeffingtons when they were in town. Technically, the modest townhouse belonged to their grandfather, as did the horses and the carriage and all the other comforts of her life, but it had been nearly a decade since he’d come to London and she was used to thinking of it as her own home.

That had probably been a mistake. Spinsters were not destined to have comfortable lives. They were dependent on the charity of others as unwanted guests. She had a quiet moment of panic, thinking about her future in Wiltshire with Grandfather, before she pushed it out of her mind again. Right now, she had a book in her lap and another on the table beside her, along with a warming glass of lemonade, ready for the moment she finished the volume she was reading.

Some people might say that when confronted with troubles one needed to face them. One must either change the outcome or accept the inevitable. Louisa took an entirely different view. In times of stress, it was best to retreat into fiction and prolong dealing with the problem as long as possible.

There would be time to accept spinsterhood tomorrow and every day after that for the rest of her life. They were not leaving for the manor until the week’s end. She did not
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