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Prologue
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Gregory Fletcher stared without seeing into his half-empty glass of brandy. As had been his habit of late, he slipped into deep thought over how to save his estate. The debts his father owed had piled up without his mother or Gregory being any the wiser. It was only at his father’s unexpected passing that the situation became known to him.

His musings on the last month were interrupted by his companion’s boot as it purposely kicked the table Gregory’s arm rested on. He glanced up at the man across from him: Edward Thompson, Earl of Ashburne. 

Edward’s long brown hair was tied at the nape of his neck with a small ribbon, his cravat long discarded. With his smiling chocolate eyes, Edward looked the absolute portrait of carefree. Gregory tried not to hate him for it. It wasn’t the young lord’s fault Gregory’s life was over before he’d truly begun it. 

“Fletcher, I did not ask you here to pout. Forgive the presumption,” Edward said with a sarcastic smile, “but I had hoped to at least converse.”

“Apologies, my lord, I have been a little distracted of late.”

“Enough with this ‘my lord’ business.” Edward waved a languid hand. “It’s Ashburne at worst, and Thompson if you still have any affection for me at all. Anyway, I asked you here this evening because of your distraction. I have a proposition for you.”

Gregory looked at his old friend over his glass and took a bracing sip before gesturing for him to continue.

“Well, as you pointed out, I am a lord now. I didn’t ask for the title, but you know very well how these things go. While I have been in this position for several years, I have yet to feel I’ve had any fun with it. I mean to change that, and I think you are the very engine of that change.”

Gregory eyed him skeptically, but did not interrupt.

“There is a certain publication—rather, there was—that was that was quite infamous in our circles. Unfortunately, due to the meddling of some pious sticks-in-the-mud, it has been out of circulation for nigh on fifteen years.” Edward smirked before adding, “And it has been sorely missed.”

Gregory cleared his throat. Alarming suspicions grew in his mind, but he simply said, in as unaffected a manner as he could muster, “I don’t believe I’m familiar with the publication in question.”

Edward laughed. “Oh, I doubt you, with your more refined sensibilities, ever purchased it yourself. However, I am certain it’s been waved under your nose before. At any rate, I want to sponsor the revival of the list and I am in need of an author.”

The list, Gregory thought with concern, in need of an author. I am certainly in a predicament, but am I willing to stoop so low? To buy time, he continued to feign ignorance. “I am sure I know a fellow or two with some talent. Is there a name for this list that I may tell them when I inquire for you?”

Edward guffawed loudly and picked up his brandy glass. He swirled its contents lazily while staring at his friend in scrutiny. After a moment, he said, “You always were a terrible bluff, Fletcher, but fine. The list in question is obviously Harris’s List, and the author I am in search of is you.”

Gregory’s thoughts spun like the liquid in Edward’s glass. Harris’s List was better known as a list of bawdy houses and prostitutes. Gregory had known for many years that Edward Thompson was an unserious first-born son of a wealthy earl, but this took the cake for absurd leisure activity. It did not matter what his friend promised, Gregory would not participate in this scheme. 

Edward, taking in the silence that followed, continued, “Of course, I plan to compensate you. I was thinking at least twenty entries, so I’m prepared to offer a sum of three thousand pounds, plus an additional thousand pounds if we go as high as thirty entries.”

Gregory, who had prepared to take his leave after upbraiding his friend for the very notion of his participation, slumped back into his chair upon hearing the exorbitant sum. Three thousand pounds would more than cover his debts. Four thousand would allow him to not only save the estate but still have something left set aside for the future. The question of whether his morals could allow it made his mouth go dry. 

Edward, seeing the look on his friend’s face, stood and said, “Well, I am certain you have some thinking to do. I’m not so heartless as to demand an answer tonight. We can talk arrangements tomorrow if you’re inclined to accept.” As Edward’s hand touched the brass knob, he turned over his shoulder, “I can always find another writer, Fletcher, but I don’t see another raft floating by for you. Give it some thought.”

The door clicked shut, and Gregory waited not a moment longer to stuff his hands in his hair in agitation. 

Three thousand pounds. The answer to his problems. And all he would have to do was sit with some prostitutes and write a little paragraph about their ‘charms’. The list was infamously provocative and frowned upon by anyone of good conscience. In fact, that was why it was outlawed under George III. It was true the Prince Regent did not share his father's puritan views and would likely welcome the return of such a lewd publishing, but did Gregory really want to be an instrument in that? 

Thinking once again of his failing estate, the question shifted in his mind. Could he really afford to decline?

Six Months Later
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Chapter One
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Henry stared out of the carriage window and sighed.

From the seat across came a small cough as the maid cleared her throat and said, “My Lady, you mustn’t slouch so, and sighing won’t be changing anything. You should be excited, anyhow. A young lady like yourself rattling around that big empty manor weren’t proper. A London season is just what you need.”

Henry, that is, Miss Henrietta Crofton, obligingly sat up, but ruined the performance by sighing even louder. “Oh Maggie, you and I both know I was happy in my country obscurity. London is not the place for me. I’ve agreed to go, but I cannot promise I’ll be happy.” Glancing out the window, Henry continued in a doleful tone, “I will dearly miss certain freedoms while I am away. My only comfort is that this should be a temporary prison. I will be back at Thorncroft manor as soon as the season concludes.”

Maggie looked at her young charge for a moment. With her long, black hair and pale blue eyes, Henry knew Maggie considered her to be a great beauty. She was tall and willowy, with strong brows and a proud bearing. While not a fluttering, effeminate debutante, Henrietta had an air of mystery about her that Maggie was convinced would take Londoners by storm. 

Shaking her head, Maggie said, “I know there will be some adjustment. And after having to remove those scandalous trousers from your trunk a good ten times, I’m well aware of your thoughts on the matter. But it simply isn’t right, a young lady such as yourself, masquerading around as a boy whenever it pleases you.”

Henry crossed her arms and scowled at Maggie, “You know very well I am not playing at being a boy. It’s more than that. But I do not wish to argue when you can’t storm away and throw up your hands shouting about how I’m a devil child.”

Maggie had the grace to look ashamed and reached a hand over the divide to pat Henry’s crossed arms apologetically. “My Lady, as someone who cares for you, all I’m saying is that in society’s eyes, you can’t be carrying on like that. If you must do as you say, keep it to your room, at least while you’re in London. If you’re caught, you’ll be shunned, at best. And your uncle, removed though he is, would suffer greatly. I know you don’t want that.”

Henry softened under the maid’s concern. Though hating the circumstances, she uncrossed her arms and nodded once. 

Maggie smiled a little and then changed the subject, “At any rate, I’m looking forward to seeing your aunt. Lady Thornhurst is always so pleasant to us staff, and I’ve always wanted to be in London for a season.”

Henry laughed. “Pleasant? Yes, Aunt Marjorie is very pleasant. As long as she remembers you exist. Honestly, I think a ghost would make a more substantial person. I have often wondered if I could just wander right through her.”

Maggie made a sour face, and opened her mouth to deny it before closing it again. 

Henry laughed again and continued, “Ah, Maggie! You see, even you can’t refute such a claim! Yes, I shall be moving from one haunted manor to another, it would seem. But I do hope at least something interesting will happen as I am forced to leave home anyway.”

Maggie shook her head in dismay but kept her own council for the rest of the ride.

––––––––
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SKULKING AROUND IN alleys was not Gregory’s definition of a pleasant evening, but it had become a frequent occurrence as of late. At the very least, he was grateful he avoided being spotted. Having begrudgingly taken Lord Ashburne up on his offer to become the new author for Harris’s List, he’d spent the last five months in seedy company, dashing from place to place and hiding at every turn. 

The only things keeping him sane were the following: the list had always been anonymous and Edward agreed to keep it that way, his deadline to print was before the season started so London was empty of most of his acquaintances, and—most importantly—he would be paid handsomely when it was complete and he could put it all behind him.

His current attempt to sneak away was due to his deadlines. He’d been having a hard time getting an audience with one particular woman in hours he considered decent and as a result of their conflicting schedules, she squeezed him in right before her clients started to file in for the night. And he had to make a quick escape out the back door.

She was actually a very nice person, and quite pretty. She requested he simply refer to her as Belle in the List, which she was honored to be included in. That was one more surprise that Edward had thrown his way; he had already picked out the original twenty paramours he wanted interviewed. The additional sum for ten more was due to Gregory needing to find them, in addition to interviewing them. 

It was proving to be a difficult decision for Gregory. These were not places he frequented. In fact, he’d gotten lost several times simply by ending up in parts of town he had never had reason to visit before. And, as nice and obliging as he found most of these women to be, they were more than a little reluctant to name a competitor to round out his count. 

And so, he found himself with one week left until the list had to be turned into the publisher, short six ladies. To top it off, the first events of the season were beginning, and while he managed to avoid many invitations, there were a handful of events the same week that he had to at least make an appearance at. It would be a waste to have already surpassed his goal by four and let an elusive six women prevent him from fully clearing his debts. 

And it could be said he was helping these women. Regardless of how or why they came to the profession, their choices out of it were slim to none, and they had to earn a living as surely as he. Why shouldn’t he see this as a mutually beneficial arrangement? Perhaps it would’ve been easier to do so if he didn’t see Edward saying those words with a mocking smile every time he thought of them.
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Chapter Two
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As the carriage rolled to a stop outside Lady Thornhust’s London townhouse, Henry took a steadying breath. He chafed against it, but he knew what was expected of him. He was to descend the steps of the carriage to the cold pavement and then ascend the marble steps of the manor into feminine hell. 

There would be agonizing trips to the modiste, endless balls, gowns, decorum, expectations, and worst of all, no time to just be Henry should he feel it. The only way out was through, and there was no sense in delaying. So, he braced himself and did as was expected of him.

While unhappy to be there, Henry was struck with just how well appointed his aunt’s townhouse was. As such a mousy nobody, Henry was surprised Aunt Marjorie didn’t live in an empty shell of a house. Not only was it furnished with exquisite taste, it was staffed with far more people than Henry’s uncle would ever dream of keeping. The staff was lined up in the foyer for introductions, and as soon as the butler motioned a footman to take the luggage from the hired coachman, Aunt Marjorie herself bustled into the room. 

She was a woman around the age of fifty, with elegantly styled, mostly gray hair. She wore a demure pale green day dress with silver pinstripes and delicate lace trim around the neckline and the modest puffs of her sleeves. While she seemed vivacious and in charge when she entered the room, upon seeing Henrietta accompanied by Maggie, she cast her eyes down and slowed, walking stiffly towards them before mumbling out a greeting and curtseying slightly. 

Henry returned the curtsey, expecting his aunt to address him. Seeing that his aunt still had her eyes fixed on the floor, Henry sneaked a look at Maggie, and then the staff. While Maggie’s eyes were wide with confusion, the staff seemed to find nothing out of the ordinary. 

Despite his aunt’s continued silence, the woman on the end introduced herself as Mrs. Grubins, the housekeeper She then walked briskly over and lead him down the line of servants, introducing them as they walked. At the end of the line was the butler, Bilson, who bowed. He then clapped his hands and the whole line dispersed as they all scurried back to their duties. Mrs. Grubins then offered to show them to Henrietta’s rooms so he could freshen up, and then escort Maggie to her quarters. 

As they started up the stairs, Henry glanced back and saw Aunt Marjorie was not behind them. Mrs. Grubins saw him looking but said nothing, just continued to talk about the art lining the staircase. When they reached the top, Mrs. Grubins turned left and gestured to a door halfway down the hall. Inside were rooms far more appealing than Henry had expected. Aunt Marjorie, according to Mrs. Grubins, had the rooms redone under her direction in anticipation of Henry’s arrival. But rather than being a frilly nightmare as Henry had expected, the rooms were a more stylish version of Thorncroft manor. 

All the furniture was a warm chocolate brown, and the cushions were a rich burgundy velvet. Silky cream-colored drapes let in more light than all the dusty windows in Thorncroft combined. A triangular stained-glass pane crowned the top of each window and threw rosy shadows from their floral design onto bookshelves crammed with leather bound volumes. A sturdy leather chair sat expectantly on the hearth, complete with a side table already boasting a few books. 

Off in a corner sat a small vanity with delicate glass bottles, no doubt containing creams and perfumes. They were accompanied by a painted porcelain brush and comb set in front of a mirror. A small, tufted bench was tucked under the vanity. Directly next to it was a large wooden wardrobe with double doors and brass hardware shaped like birds. And up against the far wall was a large four poster bed, ornately carved and boasting a deep red coverlet and pillows. 

Maggie, after taking a good look around, elbowed Henry. “Pretty nice for a prison, isn’t it, my lady?”

Henry shot her a quelling look before turning to Mrs. Grubins. “This room is beautiful. Please give my aunt my thanks. I will be having a lie down before dinner, if that’s all right. The travel has tired me.”

Maggie looked like she was going to protest, but Mrs. Grubins interrupted by saying, “Of course, my lady. I will show your lady’s maid to her quarters, and I’ll send her to help you dress before dinner. Rest well, and welcome.”

They shut the door and Henry was finally, blissfully, alone. He shut the curtains and immediately began undoing the fastening of his dress. He kicked it off his shoes with a sense of immense relief. Sitting on the bed in just smallclothes and his stays, he glanced at himself in the mirror across the room. 

Not for the first time, he thanked his younger self for keeping his mother’s old stays for dressing up when he was little. They certainly didn’t resemble stays from 1790 anymore, but that was because he’d worked hard to modify them for his purpose. For one thing, he wore them upside down. The section that was meant to smooth out the stomach was perfect for flattening his chest on days like today and he had painstakingly modified them to not show with modern necklines.

As Henry sat there, staring at himself, his mind began the familiar circuit. Why was he he some days? Why, ever since he was little, did he wake up some days and just fully reject women’s clothes while other days it felt perfectly natural? 

Sometimes he would be Henry for an hour, and sometimes he would be Henrietta for weeks. Sometimes Maggie calling him ‘my lady’ was as normal as breathing, and sometimes it made him want to crawl out of his skin and never be seen by another living person again. And how would these things affect him while he was trapped here for the season? 

He knew his aunt and uncle wanted to take care of him. His uncle turned a blind eye to his antics in the country, even calling him ‘my boy’ on occasion, but here, in London, with his aunt, he wouldn’t be allowed. 

Despite his trepidation and dread, he knew his aunt would shepherd him to several gatherings this week. Tests, she called them in the letter that informed him his life was being turned upside down. Testing his limits was more likely.

––––––––
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GREGORY ABHORRED CARD parties. They were always dim and smokey, and while that was bad enough, he’d truly lost his stomach for gambling when he discovered what his father had done to him and his mother. Yet, there he was, in the drawing room of Lord Hamish, whiling away what little time he had before his deadline, making inane conversation with people he barely knew.

As soon as the hand was done, he excused himself from his whist table and got up. As he began to make his way through the crowd, a sudden exclamation went up from the table behind him at the conclusion of a contentious hand. Turning to look towards the sound, he failed to see someone approaching from in front of him and walked straight into them.

He reflexively caught the arms that flailed as their momentum was turned against them by Gregory’s push. As Gregory began to apologize, he realized he was fairly certain he knew this person.

“Henry?” Gregory asked in astonishment, “Is that you?”

Pale blue eyes flashed up to his so fast he felt as though he’d been struck by lightning. Sure enough, the person he’d caught was none other than his childhood friend. Gregory quickly released his hold and took a small step back, saying, “I truly am sorry to have collided with you, but I am pleased to see you, Hen- that is, Miss Crofton. At least, I assume...?”

Henrietta nodded and dropped a small curtsey before responding, “Yes, Greg- I mean Mr. Fletcher. It is certainly a surprise to see you. I didn’t know you were in London. I have only just arrived myself.”

A thousand questions swirled in Gregory’s head as he beheld Henrietta. The dim lighting made it difficult to get a good look at her, and he hadn’t seen her since he had been shipped off to school. She had grown quite tall and looked, to him at least, to have grown into quite a beauty. She still had the same piercing blue eyes that seemed to strip him down to his soul. 

But as several questions popped to the tip of his tongue, he remembered their surroundings and that they were standing at the elbows of others. So instead, he simply said, “Well, I must be off actually, but may I call on you tomorrow? I would love to hear what you and your uncle have been up to all these years.”

Henrietta blinked in surprise, but smiled and said, “Of course, Mr. Fletcher. I’m staying with my aunt, Lady Thornhurst.”

Gregory bowed and fled back the way he came. Once he escaped the smoke to the damp outside air, he finally paused to breathe and ponder. Henrietta in London, what good fortune for him! He had dearly missed his little companion, though clearly not so little any longer. They used to get up to all kinds of antics in the country, until Gregory was sent away. 

Henrietta had always been very smart, but when they had first met, she was very somber. It wasn’t until they were spending time together under some unusual circumstances that he saw the more playful side he enjoyed so much. If he recalled correctly, her aunt was always something of a wallflower and didn’t speak much. Hopefully, that meant that he would be able to ask all his questions. 

However, he had a larger problem now. Gregory had attended the card party to eavesdrop on a few of the more notorious gentlemen to try and get a lead on who else he should be interviewing, but instead, he ran from the party like a scared puppy. Well, he didn’t run from the party, exactly.

––––––––
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HENRIETTA BARELY NOTICED her surroundings for the rest of the evening. He had been here. However brief their encounter had been, however fleeting and unromantic the contact, Gregory had held her in his arms. He’d left her with the promise of talking tomorrow. Maybe London would be worth the effort after all.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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Henrietta tried not to fidget as she sat near a window in the parlor. Her aunt had been mostly silent at breakfast, only whispering that she hoped Henrietta liked her rooms and that they were engaged at Lord Whitley's ball that evening. Now, Aunt Marjorie was seated in a corner, resolutely working on a delicate looking piece of embroidery. She didn’t even look up when Bilson stepped into the room and announced a Mr. Fletcher, just stood to drop him a curtsey and immediately sat again. 

Henrietta, on the other hand, remained standing, gesturing for Gregory to make himself comfortable. To her pleasure, he took the seat at the end of the couch she had been sitting on. She resumed her place and turned to him. She wanted to speak but found she didn’t know where to begin. After a moment’s pause, Gregory said, “So, I’ve been wondering, Miss Crofton, what brought you to London?”

Henrietta glanced at her aunt for a moment, and seeing that she was absorbed in her work, she turned back to face Gregory. “Oh, please, let’s not be so formal. While you certainly have grown up since I saw you last, I can’t think of you as anything other than Gregory. Call me Henrietta, if you would be so kind”

Gregory smiled. “It would be my pleasure. I agree, after all this time, it sounds so stiff and unnatural to call you that.”

Henrietta returned the smile. “To answer your question, Uncle Robert insisted I come spend a season with Aunt Marjorie. Something about how I needed to spend some time with people who knew how to socialize before I emulated him anymore and turned into a full-fledged hermit.” Gregory laughed. Henrietta continued sheepishly. “I suppose he has a point though, as I think I could list more book titles than names of acquaintances.”

“I don’t think that is such a bad thing. In fact, I rather see it as an accomplishment.” Gregory said, still chuckling.

“Well, speaking of accomplishments, what of you, Gregory? Are you still writing?”

A guilty look flashed across his face, and he shrugged. “Here and there, but nothing of substance. There is a little too much going on these days for my hobbies, unfortunately.”

Henrietta rushed to correct her oversight. “Oh, yes, of course, my condolences. I was sorry to hear about your father’s passing. How is your mother holding up?”

Gregory made a noise in his throat that almost sounded like a laugh. “Oh, well, these days all she’s holding up is a glass. Mother might have taken the news of his passing better if he hadn’t taken our financial stability with him.”

Henrietta gasped softly and, without thinking, reached across to pat Gregory’s hand. His eyes flashed up to hers at the contact. She swiftly withdrew it, and said, “That’s terrible. I can’t imagine what kind of burden that puts on you. Is there anything I can do?”

Gregory shook his head and stood, eyeing the timepiece on the mantle. “No, thank you. And I will tell her you inquired after her. But I’m afraid I must take my leave. This conversation has reminded me I have some business to attend to and I could sit and chat away all day if I don’t get going.”

Henrietta stood and curtseyed. 

“Of course. I appreciate your visit,” she replied. “Perhaps our paths will cross again soon.”

Gregory walked towards drawing room door pausing to say, “I certainly hope they do. Good day.”

Henrietta took one look at her aunt whose head was still bent over her work and headed upstairs, seeking refuge in her room. 

––––––––
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SAFE IN HIS CARRIAGE, Gregory leaned back against the faded damask and closed his eyes. Much to his chagrin, the dingy curtains only blocked out the light and not the cacophony of thoughts that pushed into his overcrowded brain. Henrietta was quite striking to him as a child. That dark, almost black hair blowing around a pale, serious face was enchanting. And those clear, blue eyes, they were simply mesmerizing. Age had been more than kind; she would be seen as a beauty by even a casual observer. 

That look of concern, when asking about his parents, was touching. Thinking back, Gregory felt that Henrietta was likely the first person to offer real compassion on his state of affairs. He regretted even bringing it up, but he felt terrible about exposing his mother like that. It certainly didn’t make it any less true, but he should’ve kept it to himself. He’d always found himself confiding in Henrietta when they were children. It felt natural.

There were a thousand reasons for him to cut the conversation short, but the one that bothered him most was that he didn’t want to continue lying to her. It didn’t matter whether or not she approved of his current occupation, telling her would involve broaching several subjects not fit for the ears of ladies—or at least, not according to convention. Gregory had heard several accounts in just the last few weeks about what keeping women in the dark about such matters can lead to. No less than four of the women he had interviewed were once ladies of good society before they were irredeemably ruined due to their own ignorance. 

That line of thought reminded him, once again, that he was still short three ladies. He had two leads to follow up on this afternoon, and then there was the dratted ball he’d accepted an invitation to this evening. Hopefully he would fare better than the card party. After all, he only needed one more name and then all his troubles would be behind him. 

He rapped on the roof and the carriage pulled away.
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Chapter Four
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Thank God I'm having a Henrietta day, she thought to herself as she was pinched and prodded by Maggie. She was actually a touch excited, truth be told. She had never been to a ball before, and while she had been terrified of being uncomfortable all evening, the gown resting in her wardrobe was calling her name. 

The dress had been a surprise gift from Aunt Marjorie, brought in yesterday by Mrs. Grubins. Henrietta was overwhelmed, first by the gesture, but upon inspection of the gown, by the sheer amount of detail. The dress was of light blue silk, the skirt plain with a simple ruffled hem. The ruffle was trimmed in pale green tulle, giving the impression of seafoam. But the true genius of the gown was the bodice, featuring pleats painstakingly starched, dyed, and stitched in curves that looked for all the world like waves in the ocean. 

Maggie, after a careful study of the gown this afternoon, had teased Henrietta’s dark hair into a waterfall of curls, cresting from her coiffure. She then wove seafoam colored ribbon throughout, highlighting its delicate movement. After adding the late Mrs. Crofton’s pearl necklace and earrings, Henrietta was pronounced ready.

Henrietta had never felt more feminine and was relieved that it felt right in this moment. Staring in the small mirror on the vanity, she moved back and forth, relishing the way the candlelight made the folded silk appear to be flowing down her bodice, to fall in a splash at her feet.

A knock at the door revealed Aunt Marjorie. She was wearing a velvet gown in such a deep red it appeared black unless it caught the light. The only ornamentation was a delicate black lace trim studded with tiny jet beads. In her hands, Aunt Marjorie held a small box tied with a blue ribbon, and her reticule was dangling from her wrist. She stepped into the room hesitantly. Henrietta smiled at her, and her aunt seemed to relax a little, reaching forward with the box. 

Taking it, Henrietta said, “Thank you, Aunt. I don’t know if I should accept anything further after seeing this gorgeous dress you have given me. I have never felt more beautiful, and you look lovely, as well.”

Aunt Marjorie blushed and a small smile broke across her face. She mumbled something Henrietta didn’t catch. Then said she would be waiting for her in the carriage, leaving the room as quickly as she had appeared. 

Henrietta glanced at Maggie who shrugged, indicating she hadn’t heard it either. Then gestured for Henrietta to open the box. 

Inside, folded between sheets of tissue, were buttery-soft satin gloves in a color that reminded Henrietta of mother of pearl. And, beneath the gloves, was a reticule beaded with tiny seed pearls. As much as she wanted to stand there and admire them, her aunt was waiting for her, and she was loath to repay her kindness by making her wait. She said a quick goodbye to Maggie and rushed out the door.

The carriage ride was mostly silent, aside from Henrietta thanking her aunt again for her generosity. This was answered with another small smile before Aunt Marjorie returned her eyes to her lap for the rest of the ride. 

Henrietta was nervous, twisting her gloved fingers in her lap as she considered what the evening promised. She had lessons in dancing as a child, one of the only facets of her education not mastered by Uncle Robert. One of the first introductions she had been forced to endure in her scant time in London was with the patronesses of Almack’s in order to secure her permission to waltz. But Henrietta was unsure if she wished to experience that. Would she acquit herself well?

Lord Whitley’s ball would likely not be referred to as a crush, but it could boast of being one of the first real events of the season. The receiving line was unexpectedly painful, as Aunt Marjorie spoke not a word to the host, just curtsied and moved away, leaving Henrietta to pick up the slack in the conversation. Afterwards, Aunt Marjorie floated over to the chairs on the edge of the dance floor, indicated with a gesture that Henrietta should sit, and then walked away. 

Mystified, Henrietta watched her walk to what she suspected was a card room. Strange, she thought to herself, I would never have thought Aunt Marjorie one for gambling. Although, she did seem to be looking forward to the card party last evening. Perhaps there is a little more to her than I originally thought. She certainly put much effort into my gown for this evening. Maybe I should pay a little more attention at home.

So focused was Henrietta on these thoughts, she nearly ignored the pair of women who had materialized in front of her. 

“I say, that dress is incredibly striking, young lady. I would ask for a proper introduction, but you appear to be unaccompanied.” 

Henrietta looked up to see what she assumed was a mother and daughter, the matron of which was wearing a rather ostentatious turquoise gown with a plumed turban to match. Her hair had started to gray, a few streaks in the warm brown peeping under the feathers. Her eyebrows, while arched accusingly, gave way to a kindness in her face that was unexpected given her tone. 

At her elbow was a girl who looked to be a few years Henrietta’s junior. Her blush dress with tiny fluttering rosettes indicated that this was likely her second season, and it flattered her golden hair that was studded with wild roses in pale yellows and pinks. 

Seeing Henrietta’s surprised expression, the girl spoke up, “Oh, pay no mind to Mama, she’s jesting. Well, not about your gown, that truly is stunning. Tell me, what is your name?”

Henrietta rose and introduced herself with a curtsey. “I am Miss Henrietta Crofton; my chaperone is Lady Marjorie Thornhurst. She has retired elsewhere it would seem, but I am honored to make your acquaintance.” 

The ladies both curtsied as well. The younger responded. “Absolutely charmed. I am Miss Isabella Marshton, and this is my mama, the Lady Eleanor Marshton. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you in town before. I would, for certain, remember someone so tall and handsome. At the very least, I would remember to be jealous of you. I detest being so short.”

Henrietta laughed. “Oh, you flatter me. But no, you wouldn’t have seen me. This is my first season, and to be fair, Miss Marshton, I will certainly spend some time being jealous of you. Your hair is like spun gold while mine often resembles an ink spill.”

Isabella laughed and turned to her mother. “Oh, Mama, you are quite right, as always, I think she’ll do swimmingly. You may run away now if you so wish. I shall take a turn about the room if Miss Crofton would be so obliging.”

In response, Lady Marshton tipped her feathered head with a twinkle in her eye and glided towards the same door Aunt Marjorie had disappeared through.

As the card room door was opened, Henrietta swore she saw Aunt Marjorie laugh uproariously at something a woman wearing an ornate hat resembling Noah’s Ark had said. But Henrietta’s view was quickly obscured by people moving about the floor, so she could not be certain. Turning her attention back to her new companion, she held out her arm and they set off to make a full exploration of the room. 

As they walked, Miss Marshton kept up a steady stream of information, though not all of it necessarily ground in facts. Isabella was nineteen, and this was her second season. Therefore, Isabella had much wisdom to impart on her new apprentice. 

For example, the Lady Foxfold was a popular hostess among debutantes, but only because she never watered down her wine for her younger guests. As a result, all manner of unsavory males flocked to those events. Lord Whitley took the opposite approach, inviting every spinster, dowager, and well-meaning matron to ensure the safety of his innocent guests. As a result, many chaperones felt comfortable leaving their charges to the roosted hens surrounding the ballroom, which explained Aunt Marjorie’s disappearance. 

Isabella also informed Henrietta that Lord Combe’s wife was of an extraordinarily jealous nature and would find any way to break up a set involving him and a partner that was not she. The Lord in question found it uproariously funny and would go out of his way to dance every set. Lady Vanstone held the event of the season every year, but the guest list was always a subject of censure by someone. And Mrs. Fanthorpe’s company should be avoided at all costs as secrets were her currency and meanness her greatest expenditure.

As they rounded another corner, Isabella leaned conspiratorially towards her, and Henrietta obligingly leaned down so Isabella could reach her ear, whispering and subtly pointing with her fan as she pretended to simply adjust it. 

“That man over there—no don’t look—I’ll tell you first and you can look as we pass. That’s a gentleman whom I’ve heard has been ruined. I’m quite surprised to see him here. His father gambled away his fortune and hid it before dying suddenly, leaving son with an inconsolable mother and a mountain of debts. Word about town is that he will lose his estate by the end of the season. Perhaps he’s here this evening as sort of an au revoir to the ‘ton.”

As Isabella spoke, Henrietta had a sinking feeling she knew whom she was talking about. Sure enough, when she was permitted to look, a glance told her it was as she feared. Standing under the eaves of a column wound with vines painted to have the tips of their leaves gold, was none other than Gregory. 

Despite how briefly she tried to look, it was not quick enough to avoid making eye contact with him. She found herself blushing, which was only exacerbated by Isabella whispering in her ear. “Oh drat, I think he’s coming over here.”

Without enough time to explain to her new friend, there was nothing to do but try and keep her composure as Gregory came over and bowed to them both. 

“Miss Crofton,” Gregory said, “I am delighted to find you here this evening. May I ask to be introduced to your friend?”

Henrietta tried and failed. She stuttered out an introduction and then fell silent in embarrassment. 

Isabella, whether out of suspicion that she was interrupting, or just disinterest, excused herself to get a drink, leaving the two of them alone. 

Gregory cleared his throat after another moment of uncomfortable silence. “When I said I hoped our paths would cross again, I had no idea that it would be so soon. I cannot say that I am upset by this turn of events, however. You look absolutely enchanting. If it is not presumptuous of me, may I place my name on your dancing card?”

To say that Henrietta was pleased would be an understatement, but she tried not to show how pleased, demurely replying, “As you wish,” and held out her wrist for him to choose. When he was finished, she reached to check what he had picked, and heard the orchestra start a new song.

He chuckled and said, “Oh, just in time. I believe this is my dance.”

––––––––
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GREGORY FELT LIKE HE was drowning, and he had never been happier. Henrietta was without a doubt the most handsome woman he’d ever seen. Her cascading hair, the candlelight suggestively slipping down the ripples of her bodice as he spun her, it was pure bliss. A waltz had always been something he dreaded in the past. A chance for some aspiring young miss to get up close and personal when he would have much rather kept them at arm's length. But this, whirling around with a sea nymph, it was incomparable.

As they glided up and down the floor, he cast around for something to say, but every time he looked into her eyes, he simply found himself smiling like a loon. 

She, at least, seemed to have kept her head better, saying, “I must thank you, sir. This is a wonderful introduction to a London dance floor.”

He looked at her in surprise, managing to speak at last. “You mean to say no one here had the fortune of partnering you already? I knew I was lucky to have caught this opportunity, but I can assure you, this shall not be your last turn about the floor this evening.” He paused, gauging her reaction before adding, “I do not think I over speak when I say that you are the most captivating person here, and to be a stranger to so many of them. In all honesty I must assume they were simply intimidated.”

Henrietta laughed loudly at that, a bright, clear sound that cut through the music, and to Gregory’s regret, he saw many an interested look from bachelors prowling the outskirts of the floor. He had no doubt Henrietta would be swarmed by young bucks and dandies alike once he no longer held her in his arms. 

All too soon, the song ended, and they bowed to each other. As he escorted her off the floor, an even more unwelcome sight met his eye. Lord Ashburne stood in the doorway of what looked to be a gentleman’s smoking room, subtly beckoning to him, a large smile plastered on his face. Gregory spotted Miss Marshton around the edge of the floor and steered Henrietta towards her. 

As he returned Henrietta to her friend, he made his excuses, but regretted doing so even more when he saw a flash of disappointment in Henrietta’s eyes. He hoped Thompson had something important to say, or at least, a lot of drink to share.

––––––––
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HENRIETTA LOOKED AT Gregory’s retreating back in confusion. Had she done something wrong? It felt to her like they were floating across the dance floor. She was already thinking that dancing with anyone else could not possibly live up to the standard of that waltz. But as soon as it was over, he simply scurried away, looking almost guilty. 

Before she could devote more time to that train of thought, Isabella grabbed her hand and pulled her back towards a shadowy corner of the room. “I am certain there is many a gentleman wishing to look at your dance card now, but I simply must insist that you first tell me what all that was about! How could you let me carry on so when you knew the man in question? I’m so terribly embarrassed. Please forgive me. If I had any idea he was an acquaintance of yours, I would have held my tongue. Or at least I would have said some of the good things I’ve heard. Like that he takes excellent care of his insolvent mother, even though everyone says if you hold her near a candle her breath could ignite.” She dramatically put a hand to her brow. “Ah! There! I’ve done it again. Perhaps I am just a wretched creature. Can you forgive a wicked girl?”

Henrietta was laughing long before Isabella started referring to herself as wretched, but by the end of her new friend's passionate speech, she was brought nearly to tears with mirth. Trying to be serious Henrietta replied, “Miss Marshton, please, you are forgiven. You never needed forgiveness. I find you to be an invaluable source of information, and I appreciate your candor more than you know. Take pity on yourself, you were only doing what I encouraged you to do. If there is fault, it is in me.”

Isabella took both of Henrietta's hands and said, “You must call me Isabella. I insist. I cannot imagine not being close friends. I feel as though you are the first person I have met who sees the world as I do. And may I call you Henrietta?”

Henrietta laughed and nodded. Before they could conspire any further, Gregory’s prediction came true, and a score of gentlemen came over to introduce themselves and place their names on Henrietta’s dance card. In true service to her friend Henrietta loudly said, “Ah, yes of course, here I am hogging this charming young lady. Surely you are all here to attempt to secure a dance with the beautiful Miss Marshton. Allow me to give you some room to fight it out amongst yourselves.”

And so, thanks to her ministrations, neither she nor Isabella went unpartnered for any dance they chose.

––––––––
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“I SAY FLETCHER, I ADMIRE your enthusiasm, but I hope our little project hasn’t been affecting you enough to cause this change.”

Gregory set his glass down and refilled it for the third time in a row. He grimaced and said, “No, I just- Well, think of it as a celebration. Deadline is tonight, and you will have your full complement of thirty if I have to crawl around town on my hands and knees to finish it.”

Edward laughed and thumped his friend on the back, causing him to choke a little on his most recent glass. “That would be one way to see if their skirts are a little shorter, eh?”

Gregory nodded without really hearing, staring out the open door at the dance floor where he saw Henrietta spinning around in the arms of a leering gentleman. 

Edward, not noticing, poured Gregory another glass and continued, “Well, to our anonymous success!”

Gregory drained it in one gulp, the burn of the alcohol a candle to his burning jealousy.

––––––––
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HENRIETTA FELT A SMALL tap on her shoulder and turned to find Aunt Marjorie, looking like she
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