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Isabel fluttered her fan, attempting to create a breeze in the stifling room. A small smile graced her face as she listened attentively to the man seated on her left. She gritted her teeth, the slight smile never leaving her face. If there was one thing her mother had taught her, it was that a woman had to make the best match possible, and seemingly, that was the man currently boring her to tears. How many mornings must she sit here and listen to the man bragging about his possessions and wealth? Today’s visit must be the tenth one Lord Raven had graced her with, and he never seemed to be trying to entertain her or further their relationship. He had gained her father's permission to court Isabelle, but they had not enjoyed carriage rides, strolls in the park, or even walks in the gardens.

If this courtship progressed, she expected a marriage proposal. Her parents would be thrilled, as Lord Raven was wealthy and much sought after by the other debutantes. Pleasing her parents was something Isabel tried to do, but sentencing herself to a lifetime of boring monologues and sweaty hands left her feeling ill. A grimace crossed her face as the reality of a marriage to Lord Raven hit her. The eagle eyes of her mother caught the expression, and she sent Isabel a censoring glare. Lord Raven, intent on impressing Isabel with his daring feats, missed the change in her appearance. In truth, Isabel wondered if the man had looked at her at all during their afternoon tea. On the odd occasion that Isabelle roused herself to speak, Lord Raven condescendingly patted her on the hand and continued with his dialogue, completely ignoring her.

When Benz opened the door and said, “Lady Beaumont, you have another caller.” Lady Beaumont raised an eyebrow at him. Isabel gave a small sigh of relief. The arrival of another caller would motivate Lord Raven to leave. Just as she hoped, Lord Raven stood and bowed over her hand and exited.  

“May I call tomorrow?”

Isabelle wanted to refuse the man’s request, but she knew her mother would scold her forever if she did.

When Isabelle was slow to respond, her mother spoke on her behalf.

“Certainly, Lord Raven. It would be a pleasure to see you.”

Isabelle looked hopeful. “If it is fine outside, could we walk in the park or stroll in the gardens?”

“We’ll see what tomorrow brings.”

When the man left the room, Lady Beaumont rounded on Isabelle.

“Goodness child, what on earth made you suggest a walk in the park or a stroll in the gardens? Such forward behaviour is unbecoming.”

“Mother, have you ever noticed that even though he has my Father’s permission to court me, we never leave this room? It’s as though he doesn’t want to make our courting public. I think he’s spending time with me until someone better comes along.”

“Nonsense, child. He will come up to scratch; we need to be patient. Benz, are you going to show our new guest in?” 

Isabelle shook her head. How long did she continue being patient when the man was not trying to take their courtship any further than the parlour? Isabelle glanced at the Benz as he hesitated. Something about their new visitor concerned him, and even though he was the consummate unflappable butler, he momentarily looked anxious.  

“Certainly, my Lady.” Benz stepped back from the door and intoned, “Lord Fagean, Duke of Kenmore.” 

Lady Beaumont shot to her feet as the man entered the room. Her response was fuelled by outrage, not admiration for the man. Isabel was astounded by her mother’s unladylike behaviour, and this astonishment deepened when Lady Beaumont chose not to curtsy. 

“How dare you call on us. I will have no dissolute characters like you in contact with my daughter. Your presence is unwelcome, my Lord, and I would ask you to leave.” 

Lord Fagean smirked.  “What would you say if I asked to court your daughter?” 

Isabel felt sure that her mother was on the verge of swooning. Lady Beaumont’s face flushed a vivid red, and her hands fluttered in front of her. She hit the sofa with a huff. Taking matters into her own hands, Isabel rose from her seat and approached the Duke. It was an unforgivable sin to approach a man whom she hadn’t met through the proper introductions, but his presence in the room overruled that piece of etiquette.  With a deep curtsy, Isabel greeted the man. He was tall, and the cut of his clothes emphasised his trim torso and long legs. His dark hair was too long by conventional standards, and piercing blue eyes twinkled at her. The few grey hairs scattered through his hair attested that the Duke was older than most men looking for brides. The slight grin he gave her made her face flush. 

“My Lord, please sit while I organise new refreshments.” 

As Isabel opened the door to give instructions to Benz, her mother rallied. 

“Absolutely not, Benz. You need to escort this man from the room.” 

Isabel glanced at her mother and then at the face of the newcomer. Her mother’s reaction to the man seemed over the top. Was there something scandalous in the man’s past that her mother was privy to?  

“Mother, Lord Fagean is a Duke. You can’t have him escorted from the room like a criminal.” 

“Well, maybe not, but you, sir, can not court my daughter. We expect Lord Raven to offer for Isabel any day.” 

“But he has not offered yet? And is Isabel going to accept when Lord Raven offers?” 

“Don’t be foolish, Lord Fagean; of course, she will accept.” 

With a casual turn of his head, Lord Fagean scrutinised Isabel.  
“And what say you, Miss Isabelle? Will you be accepting Lord Raven’s offer of marriage?” 
Isabelle gave a delicate shudder and said, “Not if I can help it. He is deadly boring and full of himself. I’m  certain he....” 

Lady Beaumont’s exclamation stopped Isabelle in her tracks, and, realising what she had just divulged to a perfect stranger, she blushed furiously. 

“Oh, dear. I do beg your pardon, my Lord.” 

“I think that settles that question. I will call for you at two, and we will announce our courtship with a drive in the park. You may bring a chaperone; no need to let the gossips have too much to talk about.” 

With a courtly bow to Isabelle, Lord Fagean quit the room. Isabelle fanned her face. Moments ago, Lord Fagean had filled the room with energy and purpose, and now his departure left the room empty. Isabelle called Benz, “If other people call, please tell them we are not receiving callers today, and could you ask Mrs Hopkins to make us fresh tea?”

Benz glanced at Lady Beaumont for confirmation, but the glazed expression and slumped posture suggested that he should take Isabelle’s proposition seriously. Isabelle watched her mother, concerned that her mother's well-being was foremost in her mind. What had the Duke done to cause such a strong reaction in her mother? Isabelle didn’t know much about the Duke, and she hazarded a guess that he would be an unknown quantity to the ton, so what did her mother know about the man that caused such an adverse reaction? Isabelle could tell from their brief introduction that he was not a young buck but an older suitor. What would prompt the man to offer to court her when he had never met her before? Was his offer to spite her mother, or was he genuinely interested? When the refreshments arrived, there would be time enough to discover her mother’s aversion to the man.

Her optimism was unwarranted as her mother refused to discuss Lord Fagean except to scold her daughter for accepting his invitation. Even with her mother’s warnings ringing in her ears, Isabelle admitted that the slightly dangerous air surrounding the Duke intrigued her. A ride in the park would be welcome, and even if it amounted to nothing, the thought of not having to sit through another mind-numbing session with Lord Raven cheered her.

Dinner that night was a strained affair; her mother was seemingly still stunned by the Duke’s appearance, so conversation lagged. Lord Beaumont, seeking to foster discussion, asked the question that could spark the most controversy.

“Isabelle dear, how goes it with Lord Raven’s courtship? Should I expect a visit soon to discuss your marriage prospects?”

Isabelle studied the food on her plate, unsure of her reply. At that moment, Lady Beaumont spoke.

“Lord Raven is sure to make his intentions clear, and when he does, Isabelle will accept his offer. A marriage to the man will keep Isabelle in good standing, and the match’s prestige will help me find a suitor in years to come for Rosie and Esme.”

Lord Beaumont smiled kindly at his daughter. “That sounds splendid, my dear. Are you excited?”

Isabelle sighed. “No, Father, I’m not excited. The man is a terrible bore, and I’m sure as long as I greet him at the door, I could leave the room, and he would still blather on, unaware that he was alone. He has called ten times without offering to stroll in the park or drive in his carriage, and to be honest, I don’t know that he intends to offer for me. He may pay his respects and drink our tea, but he has said nothing that suggests he is ready to offer for me. Mother has failed to reveal that we had another caller who wishes to court me. Lord Fagean, the Duke of Kenmore, is calling for me to ride in the park with him.”

Isabelle’s father raised his eyebrow.

“Do I know the man?”

Lady Beaumont glared at her daughter.

“The man is a degenerate who has spent years on the continent. He does not have the social standing of Lord Raven, and I do not want Isabelle to associate with the cad.”

“Hm, why do you want to go for a ride to the park with this man, Isabelle?”

“Father, I understand that I need to marry and that prospective husbands need to be of good character and social standing, but if I have to live the rest of my life with a man, I would prefer not to be bored to tears. He is the first man who wants to be seen in public with me, and I would enjoy a ride in the park.”

“Goodness, Isabelle, any other debutant would happily accept Lord Raven as a husband.”

“I’m certain that you are right, but Mother, after you organise a suitable husband for me, you go off on your merry way, and I have to look at the man you approve over breakfast for the rest of my life. You seem to have forgotten that Lord Raven has made no offer or declaration. It wouldn’t surprise me if he is stringing me along until someone better presents herself.”

“Hazel, Lord Raven hasn’t spoken to me about his intentions, so maybe we should let Isabelle meet with the other man. After a few outings, I can talk to both men about their intentions.”

Pushing his chair away, he said, “ I will retire to the library for my port and leave you two to discuss the suitors.”

Isabelle watched her mother in silence after Lord Beaumont left the table. When it appeared that her mother was not intending to speak, Isabelle said,

“Mother, if you tell me why you hate Lord Fagean, I may not find him intriguing, and your concerns would diminish. What did the man do to offend you? Whatever happened was long ago because you said he has been on the continent for years. Unless he has extremely wounded you, isn’t it time to forget the slight?”

“I will never forgive that man; all you need to know is that he is unsuitable.”

“It’s hard to discount a Duke when a lady is looking for a beau. Unless you are willing to tell me what the man did that has you practically swooning with anger, I will accept his invitations until he proves himself unworthy.”

“If  people see you are gadding about with the likes of him, the news will get back to Lord Raven, and he may withdraw his suit.”

“Mother, it seems Lord Raven has had plenty of time to press his suit, and it’s telling that he continues to dither. If I were you, I wouldn’t build up your hopes; the man does not give me the impression that he is in any hurry to choose a bride. If Lord Raven were looking for a bride and singled me out, you would assume he would do more to press his suit than sit in the sitting room drinking tea and talking. If he is seriously interested in courting me, why have we had no walks in the park? Lord Raven is happy to sit here where no one can see him, and when another caller arrives, he immediately departs. If anyone is a scoundrel, I fear it is Lord Raven, and it might be in my best interests if Father asks him about his intentions before these visits continue. You say
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