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Eadings

As Maggie alighted from the carriage, her cousin-by-marriage emerged from the manor. “At last. You have arrived most fortuitously, Lady Symonds.” Her round-toned voice carried easily across the crunch of gravel. “My numbers for dinner this evening will not be off. We had almost given you up.”

Maggie hid her wince at the oblique rebuke for a circumstance she could not control. Nor did she remind Althea that she had agreed to attend the Bertrams’ late summer party only if Cousin Carlisle restored the money she had loaned him. She merely offered up the smile that had charmed the ton during her London debut sixteen years ago. “The host at the Crossed Keys Inn said the mail coach was not above two hours late.”

“Two hours late means that you missed an introduction at tea to the ladies who have come to my country party.” Althea, an Osgood to her bones, sniffed her disapproval. “I do not know why you must travel in that shabby way. A public coach, packed with the rabble.”

The grand entrance to Eadings was not the place to remind Althea that Maggie needed her cousin Carlisle to repay his debt so that she might afford to travel in better style. If she had arrived in a hired carriage, then Carlisle, Lord Bertram, would have the excuse to say that her need for the money was not desperate. Although her fingers clenched on her bandbox, Maggie brightened her smile. “I fear I would still be standing in the innyard had your coachman not transferred my trunk himself.” She glanced at the Bertram coach, but it had begun rolling to the carriage houses behind the stately manor. “I did intend to thank the man.”

“Nonsense.” Althea took her arm and propelled her inside.

The marbled entrance hall offered a cool respite from the late September sun. Portraits of her cousin Carlisle and his wife Althea faced each other from above the doors to either wing off the central hall. Cluttering the walls were smaller portraits of their children, intermingled with landscapes. More portraits of the Bertram lineage ascended the curving staircase that Althea ushered Maggie toward. She could see none of the redecorations that her cousin-by-marriage had been planning last Christmas. That news had prompted Maggie to closet herself with Carlisle. He had sworn to repay her loan before Easter. Easter had bloomed, summer had arrived, and autumn loomed, and still no money. But also no redecoration.

Maggie glanced around as she followed Althea, but she could see no changes. If Carlisle had given in to his wife, she had repeated the colors now stretching back to his grandmother’s day. No one since that worthy dame had dared risk her ghostly return by choosing other colors.

Her hostess paused halfway up the stairs. “Margaret,” Althea deigned to use the familiar when servants were not nearby, “did you bring evening attire? Nothing too passé, I hope?”

Her brown velvet and an equally outdated red wool had earned stares at Christmas. “Perhaps not new this season, Lady Bertram, but presentable.” Maggie knew better than to return the familiarity. She had dared so once, at her wedding breakfast sixteen years ago. Newly made Lady Symonds of Mallow Hill, she had considered her elevation to countess entitled her to address her cousin-by-marriage as an equal. Lady Bertram may have stooped to marry a mere baronet, but her Osgood lineage stretched back twice as far as the Bertrams. Althea’s chilling snub was not her only disappointment before June of 1795 ended.

“I knew you had not lost your eye for fashion, even buried in that small hamlet. If your gowns are too much crushed, you must borrow one of mine.” She ran an assessing eye over Maggie’s slimmer form. “Or one of my Ianthe’s. You are much of a size.”

No offer of more fashionable attire had occurred last Christmas. Althea obviously now hosted very important guests. A horrid suspicion awoke in Maggie. “Lady Bertram, how many other guests do you have? You mentioned only the Malburys and the Westovers.”

“Twenty-six. It is a country party.” She turned and continued her ascent. “You may expect my particular friends, Mrs. Goodridge and Mrs. Bainsborough and their husbands.”

Her heart sank as she climbed. Her Christmas visit had become increasingly uncomfortable. She had started a delightful flirtation with one Lord Chevington, only to break it off when he overstepped on a walk to the village. She had escaped his clutch only by slapping him. He responded with an oily comment: “I didn’t expect the kissable Maggie Bertram to become the prudish widow Symonds.” Maggie thereafter had involved herself with the children until the twelfth night when she could leave. Now she hoped Althea did not plan another matchmaking attempt. “Twenty-six guests? Lady Bertram, I only wished to speak with Cousin Carlisle. I could have delayed my visit—.”

At the top of the stair, Althea drew herself up and looked down her long Osgood nose. A half-dozen years older and management of the great house buttressed Althea with additional authority. “Bah! You must return to society, Margaret. Why, your mourning ended three years ago. You need not fear that you will meet complete strangers. You know several of our guests. You are to enjoy your time here and not worry yourself with Angelshold.”

“You chose to delay my visit to have an even table?”

“Your letter arrived with Lady Westover’s. She wrote of her intentions to bring a cousin, Sir Marcus Tremaine. One usually needs an extra man. How could I refuse her gracious offer, even if it did upset my table? Then Bertram informed me of your request. Just the extra lady I needed to round out my table.”

Even for Althea, a stickler for the forms of etiquette, this stretched too far to be credible. Maggie suspected more matchmaking and inwardly sighed. She did not know a Marcus Tremaine. Complete strangers were sometimes easier than people who had known her as Lady Margaret Symonds, wife of the late earl of Mallow Hill, or the wild debutante Maggie Bertram. For years she had suffered the ramifications of her only London season. At Angelshold she had hidden from both reputations. Christmas had proved she could not escape gossip from sixteen years ago. Lord Chevington had begun as a complete stranger and became too familiar too quickly. Someone at Eadings had shared her reckless past with him. 

“You do not need tea, do you? Did the host of the Crossed Keys give you a room to freshen in? I did order that for you.”

Maggie felt more overwhelmed than in need of a bolstering cup of tea. Althea would not share her reasons for adding a titled widow with a stained reputation. “He did. It was most kind of you to order it.”

“Good. He must know we butter his bread. Eadings is the chief house in the district.”

“Who are your other guests?” she asked, dreading the answer.

“I mentioned the Westovers and the Malburys, the Goodridges and the Bainsboroughs. Lady Susannah Carrington—you must remember her from Christmas.”

“And Lord Chevington?”

“He declined, but the Russell Collinses also brought an extra man. Some sort of businessman. Bertram assures me he is wealthy. Not that it matters. He is a cit.” Althea walked briskly to the south wing. “I have you over here, my dear. We have quite filled the house. Let’s see, the John Davenports arrived two days ago.”

“I am well acquainted with them. Mrs. Davenport and I met in London before my marriage. Is Amelia’s brother here?”

“Yes. Owen Pettigrew, Lord Symonds.” She stopped abruptly. “Oh, bah! I did not think. That shall be awkward.”

“You mean when we are addressed as Lord Symonds and Lady Symonds? Not at all. I think the age disparity will make evident our lack of connection. My man of business tells me Symonds is currently at Cambridge. I suppose you have several young people here?”

“Of course. It is primarily for Ianthe that I arranged this country party.”

Maggie bit her tongue on a malicious question about Ianthe’s third season. She had not come to antagonize her cousin’s family; she needed her loan repaid. Were Carlisle to fork over the principle alone, she would forego the promised interest.

Halfway along the hall, Althea opened a door. One of the smaller guest rooms, it was still larger than the guest chambers at Angelshold. Faded curtains had seen far into the past century. A narrow bed dominated the space, but Maggie spied a table and a chair beside the sole window. Blue sky and green trees drew her to the window. Her room overlooked the maze and the carriage house beyond it.

“I notice you did not bring your maid.”

“No. I did not intend this as a pleasure trip.” She did not add that a personal maid was a needless expense.

“Ah, you have gained a tongue, cloistered on your farm with sheep and chickens. I am glad to see that, Margaret, although your late husband would not have approved.”

Althea had had little contact with Maggie’s late husband, but the older woman had managed to acquire had a good reading of Lord Ivor Symonds. “He approved of very little.”

The door opened to admit a footman with her trunk and a maid clattering behind him.

Over the noise of their arrival, Althea said, “I should tell you the other guests. Malbury’s son Richard and his friend Alex Westover. One of the Armitage sons, I cannot remember his Christian name. Georgette Carrington, well past her seasons. And the Wilton sisters.”

Her heart jolted. “The sisters are here without their parents?”

“Did I neglect to mention Derry and Silly? They are here. First to arrive.”

“Did the dowager Scotton come with them?”

“Oh, yes. I believe she is permanently attached to her daughter.”

Althea rattled on about her guests’ arrivals, but Maggie was heartily wishing she had remained home. The Wiltons had been Ivor’s chiefest friends. They had not liked her before the marriage, and they relished feeding Ivor’s bitterness after the disastrous honeymoon. Lady Scotton had sniped at her even before the wedding. Once her husband allowed his friends to know his bride had disappointed him, they had joined in his undermining ridicule.

Maggie had spent the past four years of widowhood overcoming the wilted wife that twelve years of marriage to Ivor Symonds that trodden her into. The Wiltons and Lady Scotton would not return her to that faded ghost.

Althea had continued with her most recent arrivals. “Mr. and Mrs. Collins. He is the younger son of the Earl of Thorston. They are accompanied by Mr. Lockhart.” She glanced at the maid unpacking Maggie’s trunk. In a conspirator’s voice she added, “My husband expects to have a particular business with him. I will tell you of it, but I must prepare for dinner. As you have no maid, I will send Rush to attend you as soon as she has dressed my hair. I daresay you can be a little forward with your attire before Rush arrives.”

“That will not be necessary, Lady Bertram.”

The mistress of Eadings looked appalled that a maidservant would not be needed for dressing. “You must have someone.”

“Bess can serve me.” Surprised at hearing her name, the maid stopped her work. Maggie smiled at her. “It is Bess, isn’t it? You helped me at Christmas.”

The girl curtsied. “Yes, m’lady.”

“If you must then,” Althea sniffed and left.

The little maid had stars in her eyes. “Oh, Lady Symonds, ya ‘membered me.”

“How could I not, when you took such good care of me?” She remembered another snippet. “Have you been elevated from the scullery?”

“Yes, m’lady, I be maid of all work, now.”

“Well, you shall be my dresser while I am here. If that doesn’t add too much to your already busy day.”

“Yes, m’lady. I mean no, m’lady. Lady Bertram, she did hire women from ta village fer daily work. Mrs. Casper thought ya might be needin’ a maid. I’ll have me other chores, but I can help ya first. Mrs. Casper says.”

The housekeeper Mrs. Casper was one of the holdovers from the old dowager’s day and as such loyal to anyone of Bertram blood, which included Maggie. She cast off her rosy traveling pelisse. “Lady Bertram said I am the last guest to arrive.”

“Oh, yes, m’lady. Which dress will ya be wantin’ for this evenin’?”

Althea would never forgive Maggie if she appeared on her first night in the black silk. She had planned to wear the pale periwinkle with its higher collar. She had not intended to arouse any complaints from her hostess. Yet the presence of the Wiltons and Lady Scotton demanded a gown that ruled the room. “The blue silk, Bess.”

The maid lifted it from the trunk. “Oh, m’lady, ‘tis a blue bluer than the sky be.”

“You like it? My first and only extravagance when I cast off my widow’s weeds. I’ve worn it only once. You don’t think it’s out of fashion?”

“Oh, no. Ya should call on Rush, m’lady. She has a right hand with Lady Bertram’s hair. She can put those Lunnon maids, the ones what came with t’other ladies, to shame.”

“We will manage, Bess. Do they still dine at eight o’clock? Did you find my Bible?”

“I put it by your bed, the way you had it at Christmastime.”

“Thank you, Bess.” She glanced around the room. “I think that is all for now. Come back to me at seven, please.”

The little maid curtsied and disappeared.

Maggie returned to the window. She had to speak with Carlisle, but her late arrival precluded any conversation this evening. Before Monday morning she must get her money back. Her cousin had used various excuses: an investment that tied up her funds, his son’s gambling debts, and then Ianthe’s third season. He would not put her off again.

She had to have the money. Last winter her steward’s request for a new bull to stud the cows had seemed a want rather than a need. Then the dairy barn burned in early March. When the manor’s roof began to leak in June, the return of the loan became a necessity. Carlisle had ignored several letters. Desperate, she asked to visit, and Althea had suggested this weekend. Three nights and a houseful of guests. She must find an opportunity to wrest her money back from him.

A roof, a barn, a bull. She would have to keep saying it to him.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Rafe Lockhart turned when someone tapped on his door. He bade the person enter and was not surprised when Russell Collins came in.

Collins gave his easy smile. “My wife has banished me from our room. She informs me that I am more hindrance than help with her gowning. I came to see your view. We overlook the weedy south garden.”

“I have the maze.”

“Ah, the famous Eadings maze.” He looked down over the boxwoods where gardeners busied themselves in the paths. “Still maintained, I see. Didn’t think Bertram would let that grow over. It’s one of the talking points of the house. They say Queen Elizabeth herself drew the plan for the maze.” He touched the curtains, frayed along the edge. “These need replacing.”

“More evidence of his need of money.”

“More and more evidence, beyond what he has told me. I am merely his man of business. Why should I be concerned with the finances of the estate?” Collins spoke facetiously. On several occasions he had discussed Lord Bertram’s financial troubles with Rafe. His solution had brought Rafe to Eadings for this country party.

The younger son of the Earl of Thurston, Russell Collins must make his own way in the world. Unsuccessful as a solicitor, he was drowning in bad investments until Rafe encountered him in a business deal. Rafe liked his honesty, his willingness to deal with a London cit who had re-created himself through hard-earned wealth. Collins often gave him valuable advice about the unspoken rules of the genteel class as the businessman moved into more exalted spheres.

He liked Collins, but he wasn’t sure the man’s advice this time would solve his problem.

Collins left the window with its shabby curtains and dropped into an upholstered chair.

“What does the most excellent Lord Bertram know of my visit here?” Rafe asked.

“Nothing. I don’t shoot my shot before I load it.”

“You would be one of the few gentlemen who does not.”

Collins grinned at the praise.

Rafe turned to look down upon the maze that offered up its secrets to him. He wandered in his own maze, with no clear view of his goal and uncertain of the right path. He had stepped in months ago, when his daughter Connie expressed her wish for a society debut. Her school friends were having theirs. On the fringes of genteel society, she was invited only to intimate teas or on shopping excursions, never to the evening excursions where a middle-class financier’s daughter would encounter the upper crust. Rafe knew that rejected feeling and dealt with it, but that was not a comforting answer for a seventeen-year-old with the world’s promise spread before her.

“Having second thoughts, Lockhart?”

“And third and fourth. On paper it’s a logical plan. I have a daughter who wants entrée to the best of society for her debut; the Bertrams are the best of society. They have a marriageable daughter, but debts hinder her chances; I have a fortune and the need of a wife to manage my daughter’s entrée.”

“You hesitate?”

“Meeting Lord Bertram at your party last May did not awaken my admiration. He enjoyed too much wine for his card-play. And the wife seems a battle-axe.”

“Ianthe’s no harridan, if that is why you are hesitating. The family’s finances are public knowledge. Arabella thinks it was Bertram’s insistence on a substantial marriage settlement that hurt the girl’s chances in her first season. She will be officially on the shelf if she’s not soon betrothed. Bertram’s a good name; goes back to the 1400s. Eadings has been the family seat since the eighth Henry. They have the rank and social status you want.”

“And their debts will force them to accept a cit as a son-by-marriage.”

At Rafe’s deprecating description of himself, Collins began a protest. “Lockhart—” only to stop when Rafe made a cutting gesture.

He dropped into the chair across from the gentleman lawyer. “Look, Collins, we discussed that the best choice for my wife would be a genteel lady already ‘on the shelf’ or widow with few funds remaining or even the poor relation of a high-ranking family. Someone who can open doors even as she gives my Connie the guidance she’ll need for a first season. A reasonable lady, not a flibbertigibbet; a woman who would understand that this marriage is a business arrangement.”

“You need someone who moves with assurance through the haut ton; that will not be a poor relation. Besides, fashionable widows of good repute are a little thin in the weeds right now.”

“How desperate is Bertram?”

“Pretty desperate. His creditors have been petitioning me since early spring. In my letter to inform him that you would accompany us, I did mention that I had a proposition that might successfully balance his finances.”

“If the man’s any wits, he’ll put that information together with my arrival and any interest I show to his daughter.” Rafe hid a grimace, for Collins had shot his shot in advance. “I don’t like showing my side of a merger before I can review the other side’s information, Collins. I bought a business in shambles once, only once, early on. Since then, I haven’t walked into a business deal not knowing what all sides have for negotiation.”

“Don’t worry, old man. Bertram’s wits don’t stretch that far.”

“His wife’s wits might.”

Collins considered. “True, true. Althea has the Osgood nose for sniffing out a chance.”

“How substantial a marriage settlement will be needed to make them accept a cit?”

For the first time his partner looked uncomfortable. “I wouldn’t hazard a guess.”

“What are his debts?”

Looking pained, he closed his eyes. Rafe waited. At length, Collins named a sum.

“Double that, then, as a marriage settlement, with good Papa keeping the bulk of it ‘in trust’ for his daughter.”

“Quite possibly.”

“That will put a substantial dent in my personal account.”

“Your businesses have more than enough to cover the cost.”

Rafe shook his head, firm on this point. “I won’t tap the business funds, Collins.”

“Then you’ll be stretched for a few years. Ianthe Bertram has another mark in her favor. She’s young enough to give you several children, sons to inherit the fortune you’ve built.”

Sons. Sons to inherit.

From Connie’s first toddling steps, he had taught her the hows and wherefores of business and finance, but he had to admit that a strong son at the helm had been his wish. Connie had the head to run the business, but a man as the public face would keep his competitors away. He had tapped Roger Denby to step into that position when age forced him out, but a son—.

Rafe shrugged. Connie would continue his success. Her inexperience was with the world at large, with life itself, with youth—when people took foolish steps that had ramifications for years afterward.

He knew that because his own past sins still burdened him.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

London, Bedford Square

Connie Lockhart pretended not to care when her father left on his business trips, but she looked up eagerly when the door to the small withdrawing room opened. Roger Denby, her father’s chief clerk, appeared, looking handsome in a plain dark coat and breeches, attire that would not have caught her admiring eye were it on another young man. “Oh, it’s you.” She bent back to her stitchery so he wouldn’t realize how attractive she found him.

“Were you expecting some gallant to appear?”

“No gallants today. I should have expected you would check on me today. Papa has scarce been gone two days, and here you are, a dutiful clerk performing his sole duty.”

“You are not my sole duty, Miss Lockhart. I have many obligations to fulfill.”

She tossed her head, the loose waves of her dark hair slipping around her slim shoulders. “I would prefer to hear that I am not a duty or an obligation, Mr. Denby.”

“I have offended you.”

“How could the truth offend me?”

“I should leave.”

The thought of spending another evening alone spurred her to speech. “When you have barely arrived? Now that would offend me.” She narrowed her eyes. “Or go, if you wish. I will not tattle to Papa. If other obligations are more pressing, then you must fulfill them.”

“And risk your wrath?”

“Oh!” She cast aside her embroidery and jumped up. “I told you that I would not tattle to Papa, and I will not. I am not a child that must be entertained whenever it leaves the nursery. Nor do I wish to inconvenience you, Mr. Denby. Leave if you must.” She walked over to the spinet. She wanted to dig her fingernails into his flesh; instead, she ran her fingers over the painted lid.

“May I stay? Evans promised tea.”

She whirled around to catch his arch look. “You are teasing me!”

“Since I angered you, it seemed only right to balance it with a laugh.”

“I was not angry.”

“Miffed? Disquieted? Distressed? Milkwater words. You would have cheerfully boiled me in oil for calling you a duty.”

“I wouldn’t have boiled you.”

“No, only imagined it with great relish.”

“I do have a vivid imagination. Mrs. Bannerby despaired of my controlling it.”

They grinned at each other. She liked the way his brown eyes glittered when he smiled. They seemed to get a caramel light.

He swept her a bow then straightened, tall and lean and handsome. “My apologies, Miss Lockhart. I will not again call you a duty.”

“To my face. You forgot to add that you will not call me a duty to my face.”

“Ah, I will not again call you a duty to your face.”

“Much better,” she approved as the door opened. Gregory Footman bore in the china tea service she had purchased yesterday. “Mr. Denby, do join me for tea.”

“I shall gladly do so, Miss Lockhart. I missed tea at the office and hoped you would offer it to a poor starving clerk.”

“Hardly starving. Hardly poor. I know the wage my papa pays you. And I doubt you ‘missed’ tea. You skipped it and came here because our tea is vastly superior to what Mr. Weathersby provides. We have sandwiches and biscuits.”

“Guilty.”

He accepted the plate of sandwiches she handed over. He bit into an herbed cheese sandwich and closed his long-lashed eyes as if in bliss. Connie briefly forgot the pot in her hand as she watched him enjoy his first sandwich. The teapot’s weight quickly recalled her. She poured her own tea quickly. The last thing she wanted was for Roger Denby to catch her staring. She placed a sandwich and a macaroon on her own plate then sat back to enjoy Cook’s talents.

“How are you doing?”

“Fulfilling your duty?”

“No. I do care, Miss Lockhart. You have been at school and may not realize how often Mr. Lockhart travels.”

“He did not go many places this summer.”

“In early fall we will make circuits of our stations. He is often away for a fortnight.”

“Leaving you in charge of the office as Evans is in charge of the house. I shall be fine, Mr. Denby. I do not need other people to amuse me, and I have friends who reside in London.”

“The giggling Wilton sisters.”

“Yes, but they are not here this weekend. They are at the country party my father attends. The grand estate of Eadings in Kent with the baron Bertram and others.”

“You should have gone with your father.”

She shuddered in sympathy for the hostess who had to cope with an unexpected female. “No, indeed I should not have. He was a last addition. I would have thrown Lady Bertram’s numbers off. Some hostesses are sticklers for that. Besides, I would severely hamper his chief purpose in hobnobbing with aristocrats. He is on a wife-hunt.”

“He is truly going ahead with that plan?”

“Do you have reservations?”

“He’ll be distracted from business for a long time. He is very much a hands-on boss.”

“I suppose that will depend on how long it takes him to find a suitable candidate who meets his criteria: noble, of good reputation, and willing to lower herself to marry a cit whose daughter has pretensions of entering great society.”

“There will also be the distraction of your debut in the spring.”

“Yes, but all will be well, for he has you, Mr. Denby. More sandwiches?” He held his plate, and she re-loaded it, adding two macaroons. She looked longingly for another one of her own but refused to add it to her plate. “Do you hate his plan of marriage?”

He shrugged. “It matters little to me except as it affects my work and my duties—including you,” he added with a grin. “Have you no reservations?”

Sipping her tea, she considered his question. “Only that he will stick to his criteria and settle for someone rather than try to find a true match. He will be tied to this woman for years. I do not want him to be unhappy.”

“As long as you also have your society debut in the spring.”

“Of course.” She bit into a macaroon.
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Eadings

Collins droned on about the number of servants and gardeners and stable hands and tenants. “Bertram could economize there, but his wife refuses to make do with fewer servants than the late dowager had. I hoped the loan he received three years ago would remedy the situation, but he didn’t heed my advice.”

“Has he ever?”

“No—.” A barely perceptible knock interrupted him. He sprang up and opened the door. “At last. You look rather fetching, my sweet.”

Arabella Collins might be married three years, but she still blushed prettily at her husband’s compliments. Rafe had marked it before, and he thought it revealed the sweetness of her disposition. “I did not take an hour. You must pay up, Russell.”

“A shilling, wasn’t it?”

“A crown!”

Collins laughed at her cry. “Shall I pay up now or later?”

“Later. I do not want to be late.”

Rafe joined them. “Not even fashionably late, Mrs. Collins?”

“Not even that, Mr. Lockhart.” She surveyed him up and down and gave a decided nod approving of his darkly simple attire, which amused him. He approved her simple rose silk. Most women would have dressed to match the opulence of Eadings. Such a gown would have detracted from her petite beauty. She placed a gloved hand on her husband’s arm and let him lead her to the stairs. “How do you find your accommodations, Mr. Lockhart?”

“Comfortable.”

“He has the maze, my sweet. I daresay he has already unlocked the path to the center and will leave us stranded in a blind allée when we venture into the garden tomorrow.”

“I promise not to strand you tomorrow if you do not strand me tonight.”

Collins started down the stairs but stopped when his wife remained on the landing. Her big eyes fastened on Rafe. “You are apprehensive about this evening, Mr. Lockhart?”

“I find the closer I come to the sticking point, the more apprehensive I become.”

“You need not worry at the age disparity, Mr. Lockhart. You do not look your age—.”

“I thank you.”

She smiled. “Ianthe is past her first blush. She just completed her third season.”

“And the reason she didn’t take?”

The couple exchanged a glance. Her husband said, “I understand Miss Bertram piqued quite a bit of interest in her first season.”

“She is attractive, especially now that her mother is allowing her to wear colors,” Arabella reassured him. “I would not have you think we are guiding you down a garden path only to encounter a harpy.”

“Not a beauty,” Russell added, “but certainly more than passable.”

“And her personality?”

Again they looked at each other. Mrs. Collins glanced down and fidgeted with her glove. “I am not personally acquainted with Miss Bertram.”

Ah,there’s the rub, he remembered the quotation. “I shall have to be careful with my first impression of her, shan’t I?”

The couple agreed and continued their descent.

Rafe followed, walking toward this second marriage with his eyes open and his heart cool. He knew the damage lust could do; he didn’t expect love from this marriage. Just a blue-blood for Connie and a complacent wife for himself. He hoped the Honorable Ianthe Bertram would expect the same. Collins had assured him that nobility married by contract and that the baron’s daughter would have no romantic expectations. How different from his marriage to Rosalind! That had started with love. She was taken from him too quickly to discover if their love would have grown or died. Certainly she had had no chance to hate him for his weakness during her last months of pregnancy. Would their love have lasted through that revelation?

After Connie’s dreamed-of season, he had no particular plan for this marriage. If his wife wanted to live apart from him, he could easily support a second household. For his daughter he would give this nameless blueblood the house and lifestyle she wanted.

He preferred a woman who wanted a lasting marriage. He preferred not having another mistress, with her attendant dramas and scheming to become respectable. He could hope.

“Mr. Lockhart,” Mrs. Collins began hesitantly as they started the last turning, “Lady Bertram kindly listed her expected guests in her response to my letter. If you cannot make a match with Miss Bertram, a few unattached ladies are present. Lady Susannah Carrington and her daughter Georgette are here. The mother is close to your age, I believe, widowed for two years. Her late husband was an officer with Wellington. And Georgette Carrington has been out several years. No money to speak of, but Lady Susannah is the youngest daughter of the Duke of Chedwick. And the Wilton girls, of course. The oldest came out this year. And there is another lady. I am not acquainted with her.”

“The widow Symonds,” her husband said. “Cousin of Lord Bertram. Lady Margaret Symonds, formerly of Mallow Hill. I am not acquainted with her life after her husband’s death four years ago.”

“I have only to go down another garden path if the first one reveals a harpy.” He twinkled at Mrs. Collins as he repeated her words.

She blushed. “Mr. Lockhart, for shame! I said she was not a harpy!”

“You did.” Rafe smiled to remove any sting. “Forgive me if I reserve judgment.”

He followed them to the grand saloon at the back of the house. He liked the younger couple. Over the past decade, as Collins entered the accounting trade then set up his own establishment and now branched into other venues, he gradually revealed his range and limitations. He had not married until he was financially established. That bespoke a reasonable head—but Rafe doubted logic had dictated his selection of a wife. Collins had found a jewel.

Rafe had not met Collins’ wife until last spring. Her dinner party had mingled friends with business associates. He had sensed her nervousness when Collins introduced them. The evening was far from being her first hosted party, but it had most definitely been the first with the men outnumbering the women and the talk of the evening straying between business and politics with only occasional forays into the arts. A difficult party to host. The evening had not gone as smoothly as Mrs. Collins might have hoped, but no major contretemps made it noteworthy.

Like her husband, Arabella Collins was nobility, not of a great family but with a long lineage and an upbringing of privilege. If she were like most women of her class, that party and his subsequent dinners at the house would have been unendurable. He discovered her a sweet woman with the best manners. He should have expected the wife to be as amiable as the husband. They were a good match, and their care for each other was a joy to see. He envied them.

At the door to the saloon, he felt like Daniel entering the lions’ den. He was plain Rafe Lockhart. His father had worked on a mill floor. His mother had taken in piecework. One grandfather had herded sheep for a great estate while the other was best not mentioned inside the walls of a great house. If his hosts knew his background, they would show him the boot.

Years ago, when he had first broken the reins of obedience to a master, he had vowed never again to be subservient to the ruling classes. Yet now, in the heart of Eadings, he had to obey the regimens of the house, acquiesce to the suggestions of his host and hostess, and even bow to the dictates of his valet. He had no decisions to make. The pivotal decision had happened months ago, in London, when he had heard Connie crying, her heart breaking that the promised invitation to a friend’s soirée had not arrived. Wealth opened some doors, but not all of them, not the best of them. His daughter deserved the best.

A quarter-hour later he found himself wincing as Ianthe Bertram giggled yet again. Three years older than his daughter, she reminded him of Connie with her friends. She even seemed younger. Not a harpy, although he might classify her managing mother as such. Not what he called pretty. Attractive enough, with pretty brown hair. The Osgood nose dwarfed her pale round eyes. Her ready smile helped her looks, for her face in repose seemed lifeless. But she did not impress him.

Could a twenty-year-old lead a debutante through a first season, with its attendant worries and fears and temptations?

He listened to Mrs. Collins describe a recent party to Miss Bertram. Among the first down for dinner, they had fallen into conversation.

“I attended that evening,” Sir Marcus Tremaine inserted. “Miss Bertram, your new cousin-by-marriage Lady Osgood appeared quite happy until her husband stole away before an hour had passed. Not quite supportive of his wife, was he, Mrs. Collins?”

“Do you say so?” Ianthe asked. “They are cousins on Mama’s side. I did not know this. Did Osgood truly leave so early, Mrs. Collins?”

“I am not certain when he left.”

“It was quite early,” Sir Marcus assured her. “The bloom has quite left that marriage, and the heir not yet conceived. I understand Lord Garland kissed the bride a bit too much.”

“I don’t think we should discuss—.”

“She is from Manchester,” Ianthe shared in a loud whisper. “She quite sounds of it still, even though Mama has said Osgood paid for voice lessons for several months before the marriage.” She giggled, and Sir Marcus added his version of a genteel laugh.

Rafe said nothing. He was heartened by the Collinses’ refusal to join in polite laughter. A whiff of snobbery he had expected, but the comment about a north England accent gave him pause. If he married the Bertram girl, would Connie encounter ridicule in her own home?

He glanced around the room and spied Lady Susannah Carrington sitting by their hostess. The youngest daughter of a duke, she had smiled prettily when they were introduced. She might be the best of society, but her pale and willow-thin appearance did not pique his interest.

“What do you do?” she had asked in a thready voice he had strained to hear. He mentioned his freight cartage and property management, and her soft eyes had glazed. Rafe limited his explanation. She had turned then to Sir Marcus and asked the same question with the same tremulous smile. The glaze returned as the nonpareil described his weeks at Brighton in the Prince Regent’s company.

Wondering what Lady Carrington would find of interest, Rafe had tried a series of topics: country gardens, the theatre and museums of London, the latest novels—that conversation had drawn in Miss Bertram but not the lady’s daughter. When he excused himself to rejoin Collins, young Miss Bertram had trotted beside him. “For I must ask Mrs. Collins where she acquired such a fetching fan.”

Yes, on paper the proposition seemed logical. He had money; his bride needed money. He wanted entrée to the houses of nobility; there was not a woman here who did not have some connection to a peer of the realm.

From across the room Bertram’s braying laugh resounded. He clapped Mr. Bainsborough on the shoulder. “Hope you found a better hunter for the next season.”

Bainsborough seemed to shrink. His answer was lost as the hubbub resumed.

Rafe’s gaze drifted to the younger members of the party. Edmund Bertram stood near the one beauty in the room, staring at the girl yet talking to no one. The Westover’s son leaned over the arm of the young lady’s seat while Malbury’s heir shared the upholstered bench. The beauty was the younger of the two Wilton sisters, “not out yet,” Lady Bertram had said sternly at tea, when she had introduced him and the Collinses to the ladies of the party. The older Wilton girl he judged to be Connie’s age. She hovered on the edge of the group, chattering determinedly to Georgina Carrington.

The Bertram heir downed his wine, and a footman stepped forward. His third glass, Rafe counted. Perhaps here was another reason not to ally himself with the Bertram family.

“And what do you think of love, Mr. Lockhart?”

He glanced at Mrs. Collins. She was earnestly trying to draw him into the conversation. He wondered how they had passed from Lady Osgood’s accent and affaire to this topic.

“Yes, do oblige us with your opinion, sir.” Tremaine sniffed. “Your name suggests you have a great understanding of love. Do you lock away women’s hearts?”

Ianthe watched him. He addressed himself to Mrs. Collins. “I have perhaps locked away my own heart. I sometimes think I am too old for love.”

Tremaine shook his head. “Before my last dalliance I might have agreed with you. But given a lovely face and a welcoming smile and—shall we say a certain enticing look?—and I found myself quite overcome.”

“Ah, but that was a dalliance,” Russell Collins countered. He smiled at his wife. “Not an enduring love. And love is our topic. Would you marry for love?”

“Did you?” the London wit countered.

“I fell for a lovely face and a welcoming smile and a pretty disposition. I find myself still quite enchanted by my good fortune.”

Mrs. Collins blushed. Ianthe cried out, “That is not an answer! Did you marry for love?”

“When does gentry marry for love? It is more often for advantage, for property or wealth or rank. As a younger son, I had to marry for advantage. I find myself quite bettered by the arrangement. Would you agree, my dear?”

“Oh, yes. We liked each other. Once married,” her blush deepened, “we suited each other. That common ground is, I think, very necessary. Love grows from that.”

“You were not in love,” Rafe clarified, “but you came to love each other?”

“Yes, Mr. Lockhart. I think you describe it very well. Did that happen with you and your late wife?”

“You’re widowed?” Ianthe seized on the information. “When did your wife die?”

“Fifteen years ago, when my daughter was barely three.”

“And did you love your wife?” the girl persisted.

“I fell in love with her, with her kindness and sweetness. In the early years of our marriage, I was often away, building up my business. She was taken from me before we discovered the higher emotions.” He did not mention that he was visiting his mistress when he received word of her death. That sin remained a private hurt.

“Ah, I think your argument, Mrs. Collins, is that love is higher than being in love.” Tremaine’s ironic tone slighted her view. “What can be better than being in love? The passionate need for the object of your desire is the greatest emotion of all.”

“That is the problem,” Mrs. Collins retorted. “The one you want is the object of your desire. A thing, not a person. A beauty or the talk of the ton or an enticing flirt. One more thing to have. Love isn’t like that. It is caring more for the loved one than you care for yourself.”

“Here, here,” her husband seconded.

“Oh, Mrs. Collins,” Ianthe breathed, “that sounds so wonderful.”

And Rafe looked at the young lady. Having heard the Collinses’ view, his idea of a mutual arrangement seemed cold.

When going into an arranged marriage, a marriage for an advantage, would a young lady expect love? How would she react when she found her husband’s heart locked away?

“How very touching,” Sir Marcus sneered, “but unrealistic, do you not think, Lockhart? Unless you are among the fortunate few, as Collins seems to be.”

Rafe hardly heard him. A widow close to his age sounded better and better. Someone not expecting the throes of love. And no marriage settlement that would cut into his personal worth.

He would give it the weekend. Patience was wisdom. Twenty years in business had taught him that. Many opportunities abounded; only one was the right fit.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

With a swish of silk, Maggie turned to the cheval mirror.

“Oh, m’lady, we mayn’t be in here. What if we’re caught?”

“Nonsense, Bess. Rush said we could use her ladyship’s mirror.”

She studied herself carefully. Her pale skin glowed against the blue silk. Bess had dressed her hair simply, with one shining tress of her red hair curling over her left shoulder. Diamond eardrops, the little bit of inheritance from her late mother, echoed the sparkles in her eyes. She wore no other jewels and did not need them. A reckless gown, the blue silk was designed to attract attention and highlight her beauty.

“Ya do look a proper Lunnon lady.”

“Yes. My housekeeper Mrs. Buckner disapproved of this gown, Bess.”

“Why, m’lady? Why, yer like a queen, like a—like a—.” Words failed the little maid.

“I think I shall make a statement, don’t you?” Carlisle might think he could take advantage of her; no one would dare take advantage of the woman who wore this dress. Not even the Wiltons and Lady Scotton could oppress her.

She should have worn it at Christmas. Perhaps then Lord Chevington would not have attempted to take advantage of her. He had disappointed her. He was attractive, having a lean face set off with its Roman nose, pale green eyes and shining hair. An urbane man whose polished witticisms soon had her giggling. She had not giggled in years.

He might be easier to remember if she could laugh at one of his foibles—the way she had secretly laughed at Mr. Bainsborough’s habit of turning every conversation to hunting or Derry Wilton’s constant checking of his watch fob. Lord Chevington seemed to have no foibles—only an illusory suaveness that had quickly turned to ugliness when she had foiled his attempt at more than a kiss. Had he thought that a four years’ widow would be desperate for a man’s attentions? Or had he merely acted on her wild reputation before her marriage?

She did not often think of her long-ago season. Her stepmother had gowned her then ignored her, seeming to think her only duty was to procure invitations to exclusive parties. Her father said what a pretty thing she had turned out then headed off to his club or the card room or a gaming hell. Had their neglect driven her into a desperate bid for attention? Had their neglect blinded her to the dangers of Sir Edward Garland’s attentions?

She shook herself. The past would not haunt her tonight. She was here for the repayment of the loan. Perhaps she should haunt Cousin Carlisle until he repaid it. She could haunt him with a litany of ‘a roof, a barn, a bull.’

The door opened to re-admit Rush. Maggie turned to face Althea’s maid. The woman scowled at their presence then ran a critical eye over Maggie’s attire. She gave a curt nod. “A transformation, Lady Symonds. You shall surprise them.”

“Thank you, Rush, I believe I shall. I feel ready to beard the lions in their den. Bring me the black gloves, Bess.”

As she smoothed the black silk gloves over her arms, Maggie recalled Bess’ chatter about the other guests, from their connections to their hosts to their rooms, carefully selected to reveal their ascendancy. Maggie, childless widow of a peer, with a small property and limited funds, was bundled into a tiny room while Mr. Rafe Lockhart, lacking title but having great wealth, had the large green room across from Viscount Westover.

“Who is this Rafe Lockhart?” she had asked, remembering Althea’s promise to share Carlisle’s particular business with the cit.

“I don’t know, m’lady. His valet don’t say much. He don’t put on no airs, though.”

“Lady Bertram must think highly of him.”

“That’s what Mrs. Caspar says.”

“They are all gathered, Lady Symonds.”

“Yes, Rush.” Maggie looked one last time in the cheval mirror. Never before had she felt so armored against the world. She practiced a smile.

Her late husband Ivor would not recognize that hard glint in her eyes.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

The footman opened the door to the saloon. A battery of eyes turned on her. Glad for the blue gown’s armor, Maggie lifted her chin a fraction and entered with a whispering of silk.

Her cousin Carlisle came forward to greet her and to regret that he had missed her arrival. “I was out shooting. You look in high bloom, Cousin.”

He often tossed out compliments, but the words bolstered her as he drew her into the room. Maggie flashed a glance around and realized the other women were dressed to the nines. The blue silk was the right choice. Her neck felt seriously bare. Lady Westover dripped a full set of diamonds, including a tiara, as befitted a cousin of royalty. Lady Scotton wore her usual doubled rope of pearls while her daughter wore sapphires with her white satin. Amelia Davenport had dark garnets. The other ladies, even the young ones, wore pearls or a simple chain with jeweled pendants. She smiled at Althea, regal in purple silk, a striped turban with feathers, and a sparking amethysts.

Carlisle steered her to the Wiltons, “old friends of Lord Symonds, I remember.” She did not know if his selection of company was intended to repress her or if he were just too obtuse to notice the constraint whenever she and the Wiltons met. He then abandoned her for Lord Westover and a tall stern gentleman whose name she hadn’t caught.

The awful moment was upon her. The Wiltons had never tried to like her. They had relished her errors, smiling while Ivor delivered one of his tirades about her failure as chatelaine of Mallow Hill: serving a burnt roast or dealing with an insolent chambermaid or choosing the wrong fabric for curtains. How would they treat her tonight, armored as she was in the blue silk, with her head high instead of drooping under the weight of her late husband’s verbal abuse?

Derry Wilton, her husband’s confidante, turned his back. His wife Sylvia opened her fan and used it to block her view of Maggie. Lady Scotton lifted her lorgnette and grimaced.

From down the long room, Amelia Davenport waved. She appeared caught in conversation with a sickly-looking lady.

A young man loomed up. “Excuse me.”

Maggie recognized Owen Pettigrew. She quickly curtsied. “Lord Symonds, how wonderful to see you again.”

His grin widened. “Lady Symonds.” He gave a more polished bow than their last meeting, after her husband’s death, when the solicitor had gathered the extended family around the dining table at Mallow Hill.

She laughed. “Awkward, isn’t it? ‘Lord and Lady Symonds’, when we are not married.”

He agreed, “but a lovelier lady as my wife I could not find.”

“And on whom have you been practicing such compliments, sir?”

His ears reddened.

“Is she sweet and lovely?”

He recovered his aplomb. “And intelligent. I will be thrice blessed if she accepts me.”

“Good. Mallow Hill needs such a mistress.”

“You could have remained there, Lady Symonds. Even though my cousin’s death was sudden, I do not intend to take up residence until my marriage. That is still some years away.”

Maggie could not prevent a cutting gesture. Her life at Mallow Hill was over. “The marriage portion returned to me meant that I did not have to be your burden. Quite a lot of responsibility landed on your shoulders, and you no more than—fourteen? Thirteen?”

“Thirteen. You would have been no burden, Lady Symonds.”

“Mr. Cosgrove would have apprised you of my every question and deed. You did not need to know those. You needed to continue your studies and go up to—Mr. Cosgrove said you are at Cambridge?”

“Yes. You still have contact with him?”

“He continues as my man of business. He is an objective man who gives reasoned advice. I am, however, currently in his red ledger, for I went against his advice in loaning money to—to someone. I shall heed his advice the next time. Tell me of your studies at Cambridge.”

The answer occupied Owen in the few minutes before the butler announced dinner. As the others began to leave for the dining room, he returned to his first concern. “Lady Symonds, you did not have to leave your home so quickly. I understand from Lady Bertram that you are quite immured at your country manor.”

Maggie felt like a benevolent matron as she patted his hand reassuringly. “Believe me, Lord Symonds, returning to my Angelshold was not a trial. I love it there. Mallow Hill is yours, as it was never mine.”

Good fortune continued to favor her at dinner. Althea followed a strict etiquette for her table, and in the past Maggie had suffered through several boring dinners. Eadings’ hostess arranged her guests according to rank and social standing, which placed the childless widow in the table’s center while the Wiltons were closer to their hosts.

The rules of Althea’s table also alternated the guests by gender. On her right sat Sir Marcus Tremaine, who had met her introduction with a stiff bow. Mr. Lockhart, on her left, was no less stiff, but he allowed himself a quirk of his mouth, and she looked forward to the second course, when she could begin a conversation with him.

The servants brought the first course. Maggie stared at the glazed figs with cream and realized Althea had planned a heavy meal. She accepted a couple of figs then explained her connection to the Bertrams to Sir Marcus Tremaine. He chose to describe Brighton.

“A relief to have a quiet visit in the country, Lady Symonds,” he added in a voice as creamy as the dollop smothering his figs. “Lady Westover’s invitation was most opportune.”

“Are you related to the Westovers, sir?”

His starched shirt-points were so stiff that he had to shift his upper body to look her way. “Only a grateful acquaintance. Her son is a friend to Mr. Malbury, who is a great friend of M’sieur Robert LeBrun and Madame Celeste Sourantine. You know them, I trust?”

“I must say that I do not, sir. In recent years my trips to London have only been to visit my man of business. I did occasionally accompany my late husband, but we never ventured there during the season. Would you tell me of this Madame Sourantine and M’sieur LeBrun?”

His answer occupied the rest of the course.

As the first plate was removed and the soup served, Lady Bertram announced the picnic planned for Saturday, at the old ruins. “The old cathedral is quite picturesque, Mrs. Collins. I believe you are a great painter.”

“Only a few watercolors, Lady Bertram, but I did not bring my paints.”

“You can do a sketch for me, can you not?”

The next course was served, a vegetable puree that Maggie would have saved for a late autumn repast. Althea picked up her spoon and turned with relief to the grey-eyed Mr. Lockhart of the quirked smile.
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Chapter 3 ~ Friday, 13 September

[image: ]


Maggie gave her most winning smile and prepared to discover if Rafe Lockhart was as intriguing as anticipated. “Mr. Lockhart, did you enjoy today’s shooting?”

His grey eyes glinted. “I arrived only this afternoon, too late to disappoint my host.”

“Too late to disappoint him? How is that, sir?”

“I would not have wished to fire my weapon. I am certain the other gentlemen were only too capable of supplying our table.”

“Then I admire you for not adding to the abundance of game taken. I warn you, however; my cousin Carlisle thinks a fine day is lost if he cannot slay something. Shall you disappoint him tomorrow?”

“I am assured by Mr. Bainsborough that enough game was taken today to be sufficient for tomorrow’s table as well.”

“Then you have escaped a second opportunity to disappoint my cousin.”

“You reassure me, Lady Symonds.” They shared a smile. He stared at the thick soup in his bowl but did not lift the spoon. “Lord Bertram is your cousin?”

She also had not taken a bite. “Second cousin. Our grandfathers were brothers. The title and great house devolved to him; my grandfather married the heiress to a small manor near Cambridge. It is called Angelshold. My home now.”

“A pretty name.”

“A pretty place. I love it. My concern for it brings me to see Cousin Carlisle.”

Too soon the courses changed. Trout on a bed of sliced lemons and greens was set before her. She ate a few bites while Sir Marcus talked of playing cards with the Prince Regent.

On the next course, Mr. Lockhart resumed their conversation as if there had been no intervening fish course. “I understood that Lord Symonds also has a great house in Kent.”

She paused, her spoon of lemon sorbet almost to her mouth. Slowly she lowered it. “My husband died without issue, sir. The title and estate passed to young Owen Pettigrew. He is Mrs. John Davenport’s brother.”

“Ah, that explains his place at our hostess’ right hand. How long ago—?”

She knew his question and answered it simply. “Four years.”

He set down his spoon. “My wife died fifteen years ago, but sometimes I still keenly face her loss. Especially when my daughter claims I do not understand her.”

Here was a safer topic. She could return to the palate-cleansing sorbet before it entirely melted. “What is your daughter’s name, sir?”

“Constance. Seventeen; almost eighteen, she tells me. Connie is eager for her debut. That mission brings me to Eadings, Lady Symonds. I want to ensure my daughter’s debut will be everything she wants it to be.”

Maggie smiled. “You would give her the world?”

“She doesn’t want the world. She wants the moon and the stars.”

Lady Bertram must have signaled for the removal. The servants stepped forward to take away the bowls. Maggie regretted that she hadn’t finished the lemon ice. She had not had it since her days at Mallow Hill. Such a small thing to miss, but she did not regret her removal to Angelshold. She would rather give up a dozen indulgences than return to that sterile life.

Althea mentioned the picnic again. Since Maggie didn’t intend to go, she didn’t listen. She looked up-table to her cousin. Could she maneuver Carlisle into a private conversation while the others were gone on this picnic?

After the arrival of the partridge, she turned once more to Sir Marcus, who had decided to discuss the latest fashions. He reassured her that her gown was lovely, though no longer of the first or second stare. “The classic line is always preferred.”

“I am gratified,” she said drily. “If ever I return to London, I shall wear it to the first soirée I attend, bolstered by your assurance that I am only a little behind the current style.”

He looked complacent. She wondered at him. Can he not read my irony?

“Are you enjoying your visit to Eadings, Sir Marcus?”

“I do not often venture into the rural districts, but I could not deny Lady Westover’s request. She had planned to bring the young Viscount Winstead. He came into the title a couple of years ago. Duty called him elsewhere. Alex asked last week, and I am here.”

“Yes. Lady Bertram is most concerned with keeping her numbers even. Do you think Mr. Westover is interested in Miss Bertram?”

“His interest is in the youngest Miss Wilson. I do not know her Christian name.”

“Melissa. Missy,” she amended.

“Yes. She is not out yet. I predict that she shall take London by storm. We have not seen such a beauty in recent seasons.”

“Missy is certainly a beauty. Are you acquainted with any other guests?”

“I know the Malburys, of course, and I am a little acquainted with Mr. Davenport. I have met his brother, Mr. Alexander Davenport, in London.”

“Do you know his wife? Triss was my special friend before I married.”

“Indeed, yes. A pretty lady, Mrs. Alexander Davenport. Good ton. She is always dressed in the height of fashion.”

“If I return to London, I shall consult Triss for my wardrobe.”

“You jest, Lady Symonds. Did we not agree you have the classic eye?”

The serving of the beef course was a relief. She turned to Mr. Lockhart with a brilliant smile. Down table, Althea fixed her with a frown.

Mr. Lockhart’s first question startled her. “Why are you consulting your cousin about your manor?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You spoke of Angelshold and said that your concern for it had brought you here. Do you not come to consult him? I am only a businessman, but I’ll grant I know more about working the land than Lord Bertram does.”

Maggie’s smile lost its glitter and took on the warmth that any conversation of Angelshold elicited. “If it were about the farm, I would consult his steward. I have done so in the past. A matter of business stands between Carlisle and myself.”

“Forgive me. I should not have pried.”

She set down her fork and knife and leaned toward him. “Mr. Lockhart.” His grey eyes lifted. “You do not need to be forgiven, sir.”

Those clear eyes bored into hers. “You surprise me, Lady Symonds. You are not what I expected.”

As he spoke, Edmund Bertram knocked over his wine. Georgette Carrington cried out as the goblet broke, and the wine spread toward her. Edmund cursed the footman who had just refilled the glass. “Damn you, man. Get me another,” he demanded.

The servant’s face was carefully stiff as he stepped back to the wall.

Maggie dropped her gaze to her plate and sat as still as she had at Ivor’s table, trying not to attract any attention. From the corner of her eye she saw Althea signal the footman to leave. Another servant stepped forward to remove the broken stem and goblet. A third footman sopped up some of the soaking wine. Uptable, Cousin Carlisle resumed his conversation with Lady Malbury, and the other guests followed suit. Edmund’s glass was replaced, and he immediately drank from it. All continued as if nothing untoward had occurred.

When she looked up, her gaze flicked again to Althea. Spots of color stained the older woman’s cheeks. The Bertram heir was not making the impression his doting mama wanted. Her gaze passed up the table, counting the young women of the party. Who had Althea wanted her son to impress? And Ianthe, who had not taken for a third year, which one of the young men was intended for her?

In her ear Mr. Lockhart said, “No, you are not at all what I expected.”

Maggie pinned on her winning smile before turning back to him. “Did you think me the poor relation grateful for the chance to dine with the privileged?”

His eyes crinkled. She liked his smile. “Exactly what you are not.”

“You flatter me.”

The salad course came and went with Sir Marcus’ shallow conversation.

Meringues were served, dainty confections that bespoke the cook’s light touch. Maggie carried Mr. Lockhart’s question back to him. “Are you here on a business matter, sir? What is your area?”

“I dabble in many things, but I started with overland cartage.”

She queried where and how, and several minutes passed as he described his first venture, driving a heavy wagon filled with cargo along a muddied road in mid-winter.

“And that was your start. It sounds a great adventure.”

“It was freezing, and the seat was ruddy hard.”

“But from such beginnings come great ventures. You must consider that start with where you are now and feel you have completed the task of Sisyphus.”

“My daughter would not say so.”

She smiled at that. “Would any daughter think so? Especially if her father doesn’t understand her. Did you meet my cousin through your shipping business?”

“No. We met in May at the Collinses. Collins and I have worked together on several ventures. I am here with them. He knew of Bertram’s need, and he said it matched with mine.”

“Bertram’s need? My cousin has a—?”

“Ladies.” Althea’s command required immediate attention. “Shall we leave the gentlemen to their port?”

As Maggie trailed behind the other women, she flashed a few glances at the gentlemen, waiting politely for their departure before they started their inroads on Cousin Carlisle’s port. Which young man, she again speculated, did Althea intend for her eldest daughter?

After Ianthe’s three seasons without having caught a suitor, Althea must be growing desperate. Derry Wilton’s son and heir Clarence was noticeably absent from this country party. Last April, Althea’s seasonal letter to Maggie had hinted at a potential match for her daughter, and Clarence’s name had been scattered several times throughout the long missive. Yet before the Season had ended, several letters from her friends and even her solicitor described to Maggie the very public falling-out between Ianthe and Clarence.

Who had Althea seized upon to replace Clarence Wilton? Young Westover or Richard Malbury? Alex Westover had eyes only for Clarence’s sister Missy; the handsome Richard did not impress Maggie as having any plans for marriage. And not Owen Pettigrew—the earl of Mallow Hill would be a great catch, but Maggie did not want to contemplate their match. That left Lucas Armitage, a young man who looked
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