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The London Weekly





FASHIONABLE INTELLIGENCE

BY A LADY OF DISTINCTION

This is certainly the most exciting season in recent memory, thanks to the arrival of the Cavendish family.

If you haven’t heard all about them—perhaps because you have been rusticating in the country, or gallivanting around the Continent—this author shall fill you in on the most shocking turn of events. The new Duke of Durham is American. Even more scandalous—yes, do fetch your smelling salts—this American is a horse-thieving horse breeder. Or shall we say was; he is a duke now.

How, you must be wondering, could such a thing occur? Once upon a time—a few decades ago—the fifth duke’s younger brother absconded with the family’s prize stallion, married an American and set up a farm in Maryland, where he proceeded to raise horses . . . and four children.

His son is now the seventh duke. His three sisters are of marriageable age. All of them are prone to trouble, but one more so than any other . . .








Chapter 1


In which our heroine causes a scandal. Again.

Almack’s Assembly Rooms

London, 1824

Shortly after midnight

It was in the illustrious and exclusive Almack’s assembly rooms that Lady Amelia Cavendish, previously of America and presently of England, officially confirmed that having one’s brother inherit a dukedom was not all it was cracked up to be, in part because she was not permitted to use phrases such as cracked up.

In fact, there was very little for a duke’s sister to do, other than look pretty, speak about the weather, or get herself married.

These things held no appeal for Lady Amelia, beloved younger sister to the new duke of Durham.

After weeks, and days and hours of biting her tongue and minding her manners, she had officially reached her very last nerve, the end of her rope, her wit’s end.

It was yet another evening in which she and her two sisters, one brother and their aunt, the Duchess of Durham, had spent their time circling the room speaking with Lady This or Lord That—Amelia couldn’t be bothered to learn all the names and titles of the British aristocracy, as it went against her independent American nature.

Of all the balls, routs, soirees she and her siblings had attended, this one had reached unparalleled levels of tedium.

The duchess made a point of introducing the sisters to eligible gentlemen. She had made it her life’s mission to see them all wed sooner rather than later, and to Englishmen deemed “suitable,” which more often than not meant “horrible” in Amelia’s book.

She rather thought that sticking forks in her eye would be a vastly preferable activity. Not that sisters of dukes ever committed such acts, but if they did, they would surely use the good silver.

As Amelia loitered along the perimeter of the ballroom, trailing behind the duchess, who was on the prowl for potential husbands, she amused herself (barely) by debating what, exactly, had pushed her toward the edge this evening.

There was the fact that they now spent every evening attending at least one or two balls, dinners, soirees, musicales, and the like. The fact that she’d had to spend the day diligently being taught the finer points of etiquette, forms of address, and steps to country dances. There was the fact that this evening alone she had been introduced to no fewer than six gentlemen who wished only to talk about the weather and look down her bodice.

It was enough to make any girl mad with boredom. Or just plain mad.

And now her satin slippers pinched her toes, the whalebone of her corset dug into her skin, and her maid had certainly used an excess of hairpins, all of which seemed to be poking sharply into her scalp. In an advanced state of physical discomfort, she was in no mood to endure the same conversation, again, about the weather (it was clement), the social season (it was tedious), her prospective suitors (or lack thereof) and the frequency of attacks from native tribes in America (not nearly as much as the English imagined), and “sly” digs at her brother’s former occupation as a horse breeder and trainer.

Never mind the fact that she and her siblings had been in England for weeks, days, and hours and she had yet to visit the British Museum, stroll through the gardens at Vauxhall, or attend a show at Astley’s Amphitheatre.

But she’d had a marvelously thorough tour of the ballrooms and drawing rooms of London.

“Smile, Lady Amelia,” the duchess murmured in her polite do-as-I-say voice. One of her sisters would have punctuated the command with a pointy elbow to the ribs, but the duchess would never do something so crass.

Her Grace, the Duchess of Durham, Amelia had quickly discovered, was Something Else. She was one of those small, frail, wispy, and pale ladies of middle age who seemed like they might be blown away and be dashed to bits against the cobblestones.

And yet.

Josephine Marie Cavendish, Her Grace, the Duchess of Durham, was made of strong stuff, like steel or granite or glaciers. Her gaze was sharp and missed nothing. Her wits were sharper. She was also graceful, elegant, and unfailing polite and proper at every hour of the day. The duchess knew every person one needed to know, and everyone in London seemed to fear her.

One did not call her Josie. Amelia had asked and was treated to a frosty “One does not.”

The duchess also had the sort of indomitable will that could command armies. Amelia would have adored her if she weren’t so vexed by her most of the time.

The Cavendish siblings—James, Claire, Bridget, and Amelia, newly arrived from America—were Josephine’s army.

Her mission: to find husbands for each of the girls and to ensure that James, the new duke, settled into his role, wed, and had an heir, thus securing the dukedom for another generation.

Her one impossibly insubordinate foot solider: Amelia.

The duchess had a sharp mind, but so did Amelia. The duchess had very firm opinions, and by God so did Amelia. The duchess was accustomed to having her way. And as the youngest sibling, so was Amelia.

In order to potentially find a fleeting moment of amusement, Amelia decided to obey the duchess’s command to smile.

She stretched her features into a grin designed to be more comedic than pleasant. It only deepened with genuine amusement when some poncey, overstuffed lord caught a glimpse, dropped his jaw, and turned away. Ha!

“You look like a gargoyle,” James said, laughing.

With merely a glance, the duchess conveyed that dukes did not intimate a resemblance between young ladies and hideous creatures.

“Perhaps try smiling a bit less, Lady Amelia.”

Amelia did her best impression of a simpering English lady. She’d had plenty of occasions to practice the vacant smile, letting her eyes cross ever so slightly while swaying delicately on her feet, which were presently tormented by these tremendously uncomfortable slippers.

Perhaps she could slip them off under her dress and no one would notice?

She carefully slid one foot out, then the other, and smiled at the relief of being able to wiggle her toes and feel her feet flat on the floor.

“Much better,” the duchess murmured. “Now let us take another turn about the room.”

“Ah, Lady Nansen. Lord Nansen!” The duchess and her charges paused before a couple that looked just like all the others Amelia had been introduced to: they were of an indeterminate middle age, decked in an array of brightly colored silks and satins, and honestly, a bit jowly and gray.

“I haven’t yet introduced you to my nephew and nieces.”

“And we have been dying to make their acquaintance,” Lady Nansen said, fanning herself furiously. “The ton has spoken of nothing else.”

The duchess performed the introductions. Upon meeting James, the new duke, fawning ensued.

Everyone fawned over James these days—but then when his back was turned they whispered about how his father was a horse thief and that James had been raised in the stables and how tragic it was that Durham was now in his hands.

“And Lady Claire.”

Amelia watched as they took in Claire’s spectacles and her distracted, impatient demeanor. She had not mastered the slightly vacant look of a simpering miss and with a brain as sharp as hers, never would. Amelia watched as Lady Nansen decided that Claire would never be an “incomparable,” or whatever they called the popular girls of the ton, and flitted her attention to the next sister.

“Lady Bridget.”

Amelia watched as her middle sister glided into an elegant curtsy. The duchess beamed. Lady Nansen judged.

“Your practicing is paying off,” Amelia murmured. She’d caught Bridget curtsying in front of the mirror in the ballroom for an hour last Thursday.

“Do shut up, Amelia,” Bridget said through gritted teeth. Unlike the other Cavendish siblings, Bridget actually cared about fitting in here. She was obsessed with learning and following the rules.

“And Lady Amelia.”

She gave a smile somewhere between gargoyle and simpering miss, but perhaps more on the gargoyle side of the spectrum.

“You must have your hands full, Duchess, trying to make so many matches.”

“It does give one something to do all day,” the duchess replied, with a tight-lipped smile that Amelia dubbed the One Where I Am Smiling Even Though I Hate What You Just Said. “But I do have every confidence that they will make splendid matches. In fact, I have someone special in mind for Lady Amelia this evening.”

The duchess beamed at her charges, as if they hadn’t been foiling her every effort to marry them off. Amelia began to dread meeting “someone special.”

“I say, Duke,” Lord Nonesuch or whatever began, “do you have an opinion on any of the horses running Ascot?”

The lords always asked James for his opinion on which horse would win a race, so they might win a wager. And then they turned around and made snide remarks about his experience raising and training horses—as if he were beneath them because of this knowledge. Even though he now outranked them.

“I do,” James said, smiling easily.

“Don’t suppose you’d tell a friend who you think will be the winner?” Lord Nansen or Nancy said jovially, with a wink and a nudge.

“I might,” James replied.

This was a conversation he’d had before and Amelia had begged him to do something nefarious, like deliberately suggest a losing horse. But James refused and just smiled like he knew the winner and never said a word.

“I suppose you’re going to build up Durham’s stables,” his lordship said.

“Nansen, he doesn’t have time for horses,” his wife said in that exasperated way of wives. “He must find a bride first.”

The duchess beamed, an I-told-you-so smile.

Then Lady Nansen turned and fixed her attentions on Amelia. Her fan was beating at a furious pace.

“And Lady Amelia, have you found any suitors you care for?”

“After having met nearly all of England’s finest young gentlemen, I can honestly say that no, I have not found any suitors that I could care for,” Amelia said. “But I do have a new appreciation for spinsterhood. In fact, I think it sounds like just the thing.”

Just the thing was a bit of slang she had picked up. Sticking forks in her eye was just the thing (but only with the good silver!). Flustering old matrons with an honest and direct statement was just the thing.

Lady Nansen stared at her a moment, blinking rapidly as she tried to process what Amelia had just said.

“Well your sister seems to have snared the attentions of Darcy’s younger brother,” she said, evidently disregarding Amelia and focusing on Bridget, the one who cared about fitting in and finding suitors.

“Are Lord Darcy and Mr. Wright here tonight?” Bridge asked eagerly. Too eagerly. “I haven’t seen them.”

“It’s not a party without Darcy,” Amelia quipped.

Darcy spent the majority of every social engagement standing against the wall, glowering at the company, refusing to dance, and begging the question of why he even bothered to attend.

But that was neither here nor there and no one deigned to reply to Amelia, so she sighed and lamented her choice in footwear quietly to herself. When Lord and Lady Nansen took their leave and sauntered off, the duchess turned and fixed her cool, blue eyes on Amelia.

“You might endeavor to be a touch more gracious, Lady Amelia.”

The Duchess always said everything in perfectly worded, excruciatingly polite phrases. Translation: Lord above, Amelia, stop acting like a brat.

“I’m just . . . bored.”

And homesick. And unhappy. And dreading the future you have planned for me. And a dozen other feelings one does not mention when one is at a ball.

“Bored?” The duchess arched her brows. “How on earth can you be bored by all this?” She waved her hand elegantly, to indicate everything surrounding them. “Is all the splendor, music, and the company of the best families in the best country not enough for you? I cannot imagine that you had such elegance and luxuries in the provinces.”

Everyone here still referred to her home country as the provinces, or the colonies, or as the remote American backwater plagued by heathens, when Amelia knew that it was a beautiful country full of forthright, spirited people. It was her true home.

They operated under the impression that there was no greater fun to be had than getting overdressed and gossiping with the same old people each night, in crowded ballrooms in a crowded city.

She missed summer nights back home on their farm in Maryland, when she would slip outside at night with a blanket, to look up at the vast, endless expanse of stars.

This, no matter what the duchess said, just did not compare.

Amelia shrugged.

“We already met half these people at the six other balls we have attended this week,” she said. “The other half are crashing bores.”

Crashing bores was a phrase Amelia had read in the gossip columns. The violence of it appealed to her.

“I suppose it would be too much to ask you to pretend to act like an interested and engaging young lady.” Then, turning to Lady Bridget, the duchess said, “I daresay she couldn’t.”

With that, the duchess turned away.

She turned away, leaving the words hanging in the air, floating to the ground, just waiting for Amelia to pounce on them.

“Well that was a challenge,” Claire said.

“I’m not certain she could manage it.” Bridget sniffed.

Really? Really?

“Is that a dare?” Amelia asked, straightening up. Oh, she would pretend all right. She would pretend so well they’d all be shocked. It would give her something to do at least. “Because I will take that dare.”

“I’d like to see you try,” Bridget replied. Then, muttering under her breath she added, “For once.”

Amelia reddened. Admittedly she hadn’t been taking this whole sister-of-the-duke business seriously. But she would show them. So instead of sticking her tongue out and scowling at Bridget, Amelia stuck her nose right up in the air and turned away.

“I am delighted to make your acquaintance,” she said ever so politely to Lord Billingsworth when they were introduced.

And to Lord Diamond she said, “I am so very delighted to meet you,” while sweeping into a low curtsy that rivaled Bridget’s, even though she certainly hadn’t spent her time practicing.

“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Lord Diamond said with his gaze fixed firmly on the contents of her bodice. That was why she hated curtsying.

“No, the pleasure is all mine,” Amelia replied grandly. So grandly that he seemed slightly taken aback by her enthusiasm.

And when Lord Babcock asked her to dance, she replied, “I cannot imagine a greater joy than waltzing with you, Lord Babcock. Why, I should like it more than anything in the world, including a new bonnet, or world peace.”

“It’s Lord Babson, actually.”

“Is that so?” She did her best “simpering miss” laugh.

After an hour her feet were killing her. Slowly. These shoes were devious, cruel instruments of torture, clearly designed and crafted by someone who hated women. Especially women who wished to stand and move about the room without suffering extreme agonies. These cursed shoes had turned her, a woman who did love to dance and move, into a creature who wished for nothing more than to lie down and never get up again.

It was the way they pinched her toes. And the way they failed to offer desperately needed support after being on her feet for hours. And the way the leather bottoms were so slippery on the waxed parquet floors, forcing her to keep her movements delicate, slow, and restrained lest she find herself flat on her back. And even the satin had a way of rubbing against her skin, leaving it raw.

But they were bejeweled. She was supposed to tolerate this pain because the shoes were pretty and sparkled in the candlelight. Not that anyone even saw them, because her long skirts covered them.

Amelia suspected that said hideously uncomfortable shoes were not purchased at a shop on Bond Street but had actually been stolen from the Tower of London after being used to wring out confessions from prisoners of war. Or perhaps they were part of a massive conspiracy to ensure the lady population of London was so distracted by the pain in their feet that they didn’t think of anything else, such as all the boorish, unappealing gentlemen who had things like “titles” and “estates” that were supposed to make a girl overlook things like personality or respect for women.

Amelia began to debate what would be worse: marriage to one of these dolts or having to wear these shoes for the rest of her life. Honestly, at the moment, it was a vexing decision. She was mulling these things over when the duchess had another introduction to perform.

“Lady Amelia, may I present Lord Eversleigh.”

“I am so delighted to make your acquaintance, my lord,” Amelia said. “It is truly an honor. I considered myself blessed. In fact, my life was lacking in meaning until this moment.”

“Laying it on a bit thick, are you?” Bridget asked. The duchess was in conversation with someone nearby, they had lost Claire in the crowd, and James was dancing and not looking happy about it.

“Oh hush.”

“Otherwise your performance is commendable,” Bridget said. “You almost have the duchess fooled.”

“Do you, perchance, have a knife?”

“I’m not in the habit of carrying weaponry in my reticule, no. Why do you ask?”

“Because I think I need to cut my feet off. These shoes are evil torture devices and I wish to be free of them. If I have to remove limbs, I will do it.”

“I shall not even dignify that with a comment.”

“You’re right. Divesting myself of limbs would be messy business for a ballroom. Removing these shoes, on the other hand . . .”

“No.”

“I’m sure no one will notice. These skirts are long and will cover my feet.”

“No. Amelia, do not do this.”

Amelia ignored her and glanced around her, trying to solve the problem of where to stash her shoes if not on her feet. Her gaze fell on a potted palm nearby and her heart skipped a beat. She could slip off these torture slippers, tucked them there, and return for them before they left.

“Ladies do not remove their shoes and stash them in potted palms,” Bridget lectured, as if Amelia didn’t already know this. As if that wasn’t the most basic common sense.

But she had reached her last nerve, the end of her rope, her wit’s end.

“I am aware,” Amelia said, sighing with delight as she slipped off her right devil shoe.

“Amelia, stop that!”

“Oh no, there is no stopping me now,” Amelia said. The left shoe, a spawn of Satan, was removed and Amelia thought she would die with pleasure.

“You’ll embarrass us if anyone finds out!”

“No one will find out.”

“Yes, they will! Amelia, the ton already says enough horrible things about us without you gallivanting about the ballroom in your stocking feet!”

“At the moment, I couldn’t care less what the ton will think. And admit it, Bridget, you only care what Lady Francesca thinks of you.”

Lady Francesca was the most popular unmarried girl in the haute ton and Bridget had aspirations of friendship with her, though Amelia doubted Francesca felt the same way.

“That’s not true.”

“You’re right. You only care what Loooord Darcy thinks of you.”

Bridget blanched.

“Please stop talking and put your shoes on. I beg of you.”

Bridget’s cheeks were turning pink now. Amelia didn’t mean to taunt or embarrass her sister; this wasn’t about Bridget at all. It was simply a matter of self-preservation.

“I feel as if I am speaking to a toddler,” Bridget lamented in the way that only an older sister could.

“If I were a toddler, I wouldn’t stop at the shoes. This blasted corset . . .”

“Amelia!”

“It’s Lady Amelia.”

And with that she shuffled a few steps closer to the potted palm and “accidentally” dropped her fan, providing an excuse for Amelia to bend over, stash her shoes in the palm fronds, and then pick up the fan and stand, fanning herself, as if nothing were amiss.

Bridget closed her eyes and groaned.

Amelia smiled. Truly smiled.

The duchess seemed to materialize before them, with yet another potential suitor by her side. Amelia took one look at the spotted beanpole of a boy and wondered if he was even old enough to attend Almack’s and court women. Though he had to be at least eighteen, she wouldn’t put him past fourteen or fifteen.

“Ah, there you are. I wanted to introduce Lord Matthew, Brookdale’s heir. This is the special gentleman I was telling you about, Amelia.”

Faced with the prospect of three sisters, Lord Matthew looked like he was dying a slow death of mortification.

Frankly, the feeling was mutual. He was the “special someone” the duchess thought would be an excellent match for her? Amelia supposed he was better than the other Lord Something the duchess had pushed her in path, the one who said, “I have fond memories of attending Eton with your father.”

Not. Suitable. At. All.

“And I, uh, ahem, I was hoping one of you would, uh, ahem, er, favor me with a dance,” Lord Matthew mumbled. He glanced nervously around the three sisters and his gaze settled on Amelia, as the closest in age to himself. “Lady Amelia?”

“You can’t say no,” Bridget said in a horrified whisper. She was right. Not only was it Not Done to refuse a dance, Amelia felt for the boy. He was so young and so awkward that even the slightest embarrassment would probably traumatize him for a lifetime.

“I can’t very well go do a quadrille or reel or whatever in my stocking feet,” Amelia whispered back, slightly panicked.

Amelia’s mind churned at a furious pace. She could not refuse this sweet, awkward boy, because it would be rude and, she sensed, potentially humiliating and damaging to him. But there was no way to hide her stocking feet during a dance—which she hadn’t expected—and if she were seen, it would only fuel the rumors her family was doggedly trying to stifle. Contrary to what she told Bridget, she did care about her family’s reputation.

Lord Matthew started to turn a rather unsettling, mottled shade of red as the seconds ticked by in which Amelia did not reply.

There was only one way out. She gave him a genuine smile, held out her hand and said loudly, “I would be honored to dance with you, Lord Matthew.”

Then she fainted.








Chapter 2


In which our hero has arrived.

White’s Gentleman’s Club

A little after midnight

It’d been six years, five months, and fourteen days since Alistair Finlay-Jones had last set foot on English soil. As far as anyone knew, he’d had a capital time gallivanting around the Continent and living the life of a debauched aristocrat and idle heir to Baron Wrotham. He had done his utmost to live down to the baron’s expectations of him.

“It’s been an age, Alistair,” his old friend Rupert Wright said over a game of cards and brandy. “What brings you home?”

That was the question, was it not?

He paused for a moment, dramatically. Shuffled the cards in his hands, debating which lie to tell. But then he glanced at the faces of his old friends—Darcy, Rupert, Fox—and decided to speak the truth.

“I have been summoned.”

There was no need to say who had summoned him. There was only one possible person who had any reason or motive to take an interest in his whereabouts: his uncle and sole remaining relation, Baron Wrotham. There was also only one possible reason why the baron would care to have his distasteful nephew back in the same country.

“Any idea why?” Fox asked.

“Come on, Fox. There is only one possible reason,” Rupert said with a laugh. Fox was fast with his fists but a bit slower with his wits.

“Marriage,” Darcy said dryly. “And duty to one’s station.”

“Those are two things,” Fox said, appearing confused.

“They are one and the same,” Darcy said in that Darcy-ish way of his.

“At any rate, we can be certain it’s not for my company,” Alistair said. It was well known that the baron was embarrassed by his nephew, for reasons that could not be helped, and enraged at his nephew for something that was very much Alistair’s fault. “I have an interview with him tomorrow. Bloody early, in fact.”

“Don’t suppose you’ll want to call it a night so that you are well rested?” Rupert asked with a grin.

Alistair’s only reply was to signal to the waiter to refill his glass of brandy. Then he lit another cheroot and settled in. After six years abroad, it was strange to hear English voices around him—wealthy, male, English voices. In his years abroad, he’d heard all kinds of languages—French, German, Italian, Hindi—and he’d learned enough to get by and not be so lonely, but not enough to develop a deep friendship or share his secrets.

Not that he wanted to talk about those. How very English of him.

But he, Darcy, Fox, and Rupert had survived Eton together, then Oxford. They knew his past, and even after six years apart they settled into a comfortable routine of wagers and games—Rupert won frequently, though Alistair did enjoy raking in a small fortune from Darcy, who seemed unusually distracted.

“What have I missed while I was away?” Alistair asked. Then, grinning, he referenced the conversation earlier in the evening. “Besides Darcy in the lake?”

It seemed the relentless proper Lord Darcy had found himself soaking wet in a lake at a garden party. Women had swooned.

“Fox has women troubles,” Rupert remarked.

“Fox is not speaking of his women troubles,” Fox replied sharply.

“So you admit you have them?” Rupert needled.

“What did I say about gossiping like schoolgirls?” Darcy grumbled.

“The only thing anyone is talking about is the new duke of Durham and his sisters,” Rupert said.

“Enough about the Americans,” Fox grumbled. “We’ve discussed them enough this evening.”

The conversation shifted to other gossip and Alistair listened, hoping for a clue as to why.

Why, after all these years, had the baron finally deigned to remember him? Why, after that unflinching fight in which the baron said he never wanted to see his nephew again, did he summon Alistair back to England?

And why did Alistair come running?

He knew why and he didn’t like the reason. But he also didn’t know what to do about it. Other than come running when the baron called.

Alistair loosened his cravat. It’d gotten awfully tight.

“But never mind us,” Darcy said. “What have you been doing these past few years?”

Searching for . . . something.

“You know . . . this. That.” Alistair sipped his drink. Played a card.

“Illuminating,” Darcy replied dryly.

“You should write a book,” Rupert suggested.

“Sell your story to the gossip rags,” Fox added.

The truth was he hadn’t done more than this and that in a variety of foreign locales. This and that being trying to forget the reason he left England in the first place. And, he supposed, waiting for this very moment when the baron called him back.

“I’m afraid there isn’t much to say. At least, nothing of interest to the newspapers,” Alistair said with a shrug. And then, because they were men and not schoolgirls prone to gossip, the conversation turned to the card game at hand.

Long after midnight, they stepped out of the club onto a desolate St. James’s Street. Alistair refused Darcy’s offer for a ride home in his carriage, preferring to walk home through the streets of Mayfair instead.

In which our heroine is . . . distraught.

Half past midnight

The carriage ride from Almack’s, scene of the scandal, back to Durham House was fraught with tension. The duchess, of course, did not do anything so pedestrian as yell or even scold. Oh no, Her Grace had a particular gift for radiating fury that one was helpless to ignore.

Amelia was not accustomed to it. Memories of Amelia’s own mother were dim, having lost her at a young age; Amelia had been raised with Claire’s absentminded scoldings and James’s pleas to just not get into too much trouble.

Without even saying a word, the duchess had Amelia shrinking back against the squabs in the carriage. Beside her, Bridget was sulking terribly, as if Amelia’s little scene was a deliberate affront to her own personal happiness.

Perhaps it hadn’t been a little scene. Despite her best efforts, she hadn’t managed to conceal her stocking feet when she “fainted” and fell to the floor. Lord Matthew, being young, embarrassed, and terribly awkward, turned and ran; in the process of fleeing the scene he barreled into the Dowager Countess of Pelham, who fell into the arms of Lord Babson. As she was not a petite woman and he was the sort of man for whom physical exertion meant pouring his own brandy rather than cross the room to ring for a footman, he was unable to support her and they both tumbled back into a footman with a tray laden with champagne glasses. There was a terrific clatter followed by a horrible hush.

Everyone saw everything: the fleeing suitor, the tangled lord and lady, the shards of broken champagne glasses, and the stocking-footed American girl sprawled on the floor.

No one had caught her when she “fainted.”

“If you think about it, it’s quite humorous,” she said in a small voice, daring to interrupt the silence.

Or not.

It was a long moment before anyone even acknowledged she had spoken.

“Amelia, the last thing we needed is more rumors about our backward, heathen-ish, and savage American manners,” Bridget said, sighing with tremendous despair. Amelia wanted to tell her to stop caring so much what the gossip rags said—she hated seeing how her sister’s happiness had become dependent on it—but for once knew to hold her tongue. “You weren’t wearing shoes! At a ball!”

“They hurt my feet,” Amelia ground out. “And I don’t see why I should suffer.”

When they’d been at home in America, she wore comfortable boots or nothing at all. Never once had she been reprimanded for it. Of course, she understood that the rules were different here in London, amongst the aristocracy. She knew right and wrong (unless it was the order of precedence; she was still a bit shaky on that). She knew she was supposed to smile prettily and actually consider pledging her troth to one of the simple-minded, weak-chinned boys the duchess was forever thrusting in her direction.

The removal of shoes wasn’t merely a matter of comfort.

It was rebellion.

She didn’t feel she could say that. Instead, she mumbled, “I wasn’t expecting an invitation to dance.”

“I don’t wonder why we don’t receive many,” Bridget said darkly. “We are the laughingstock of London.”

“You don’t really want to dance with any of these stuffy old bores, do you?”

Even in the dim light of the carriage, Amelia could see Bridget’s cheeks redden. She did want to dance with at least some of those stuffy old bores. She wanted to impress stick-in-the-mud Lord Darcy and the snobby Lady Francesca DeVere and her vapid minions friends. Amelia knew this because she read Bridget’s diary.

“Amelia, some of us are trying to fit in here.”

Some of us = Bridget. She spent every waking moment trying to be the Perfect English Lady. James spent every free moment down at Tattersall’s or riding in Hyde Park. He may have left their horse farm, but he still managed to find something like it here. And Claire snuck out to meetings of the Royal Society of Maths or something dull like that. They still got to be themselves, carve out a few hours each day to live like before.

Amelia had been allowed to run free at their farm in Maryland; James hadn’t cared if she wore breeches to ride astride, Claire hadn’t forced her to learn how to keep house and Bridget had been more prone to join her on adventures rather than practice curtsying in the mirror for hours on end.

But here she was always dressed up and perched in the drawing room or paraded around a ballroom. It wasn’t in her nature to be so still, so trussed up, so caged. And she was supposed to do this so some man might decide he’d like to be her lord and master for the rest of her life.

She knew the feeling of wind in her hair and answering to no one; the idea of marrying someone—anyone, just because the duchess said she ought to—made Amelia sad in her soul. And rebellious in the ballroom.

“Some of us do not appreciate the reputation of the Cavendish name being sullied,” the duchess said. “Especially when we have devoted our lives to upholding it.”

Amelia glanced at the duchess in the dim light of the carriage. How did she do it; how did she behave herself for such a long time? Did she ever just long to take her shoes off if they hurt? Her Grace sat with her spine ramrod straight. Everything about her was immaculate, even at this late hour. No, Amelia concluded, she couldn’t possibly have such longings like taking her shoes off or letting her hair down.

Hoping for sympathy, Amelia looked to her beloved brother James, who always came to her rescue. He would call her Scamp and wonder aloud what the devil he was going to do with her. The answer was that he wouldn’t do anything, but love her and urge her to be more mindful next time.

“It could have been worse,” was his meager, pitiful defense. Then he looked away, focusing intently on the darkness outside of the carriage.

It could have been worse. She could have removed her dress and run shrieking through the ballroom or set fire to the drapes.

It could have been worse. Ha.

The rest of the carriage ride was passed in excruciating silence. In which not one of her siblings came to her defense.

This was a first.

Also a first: not one of her beloved siblings gave her so much as a sympathetic glance and she truly would have loved a little indication that they knew she hadn’t meant to cause a scene and embarrass them all. If only someone would understand that she wasn’t ready for all this social whirling, all these potential future husbands, all this planning to settle into a new life.

Ever since that letter arrived informing James of his new station and summoning them to England, they’d been a strong family unit.

One for all and all for one.

Until tonight. She’d felt abandoned tonight.

Finally, they arrived at Durham House, a monumental and imposing stack of stones in the middle of London.

“Well Amelia, I hope you enjoyed yourself this evening,” the duchess said crisply while she handed her satin cape and gloves to Pendleton, the butler.

“Immensely.” Her voice veritably dripped with sarcasm, which was a disguise for hurt feelings.

“You needn’t take such a tone,” the duchess said sharply.

Amelia felt her heart starting to pump harder and her head started to pound.

Smile more. No, smile less. Suffer through the pain of your footwear. Let this old gentleman look down your bodice. Dance with whomever asks even if you do not wish to dance with him. Simper.

And now her tone wasn’t right.

According to the duchess, she couldn’t do anything right. And according to her siblings too, since they weren’t coming to her defense as they usually did.

She felt lonely, and tired, and wronged. And in such a state, she hardly behaved at her best.

“Of course,” she said wearily. “Sarcasm and taking such a tone are unbecoming of a lady. I’m so bloody bored of being A Lady. And don’t tell me ladies don’t say words like bloody, because I am well aware.”

“Then why must you persist in using such indelicate phrases?”

“Because I must have something to amuse myself.” Then for good measure she added, “When I am so bloody bored. All the bloody time. Sorry, Duchess, but husband hunting is not my preferred sport.”

“Amelia . . .” Claire started, in her let’s-be-reasonable voice.

“Oh, don’t Amelia me,” she said, stomping up the stairs. “Not tonight. I am no mood for more lectures on how exactly to smile, or the precise tone of my voice or whatever other stupid rules I happen to break because I am some ignorant and uncivilized girl. I won’t bend over backwards trying to please people who are determined to laugh at me anyway.”

She looked at Bridget as she said it. And that was just enough over the line.

“They aren’t. . . .” Bridget’s voice trailed off in her halfhearted defense of the ton. Her hands balled into fists, crumpling the satin and silk of her skirt. “You don’t have to make it so easy for them to laugh. Or hard for me to succeed. And you don’t have to be so childish, either, Amelia.”

That got Amelia’s blood boiling.

“Expecting that you not divest yourself of your footwear at a formal ball is not an outlandish request,” the duchess said dryly. And then, echoing the sentiments of the ton, she added, “At least, not in England.”

“You are lucky it was just my shoes, when I’d really like to remove this blasted corset, douse it in brandy and set it afire,” Amelia muttered.

“Just don’t use the good brandy,” James said dryly.

“You’re not helping,” Claire, Bridget, and the duchess said to him in unison.

Amelia was halfway up the stairs, on her way to at last removing the offending garment.

“Between her language and the shoes, everyone will think you were raised in the stables,” the duchess lamented.

“To be fair, we practically were,” James remarked from where he leaned idly against the wall. Not coming to stand beside her, either literally or figuratively.

“And everyone already thinks so,” Bridget muttered.

“Please do not remind me of that fact,” the duchess said, closing her eyes. “I am trying very hard to forget it and very, very hard to ensure that the rest of the ton forgets it as well.”

“You could always send me back if I’m such an embarrassment to you all,” Amelia challenged.

She was very attached to her family. But tonight . . . tonight she felt it might be for the best if she did return home, on the other side of the world, where she couldn’t embarrass them or ruin things.

“Amelia, we agreed . . .” Claire started. Again, with that calm and rational voice that oddly only served to make Amelia more frustrated.

Yes, they had agreed to come to England and see what life was like here. Because opportunities to be dukes did not come along every day. But Amelia had seen enough. This life was not for her. And if she married an Englishman, then she could say goodbye to ever returning home.

“And you did say you wanted to see more of the world,” Claire added. “Think of this as an adventure. A chance to explore.”

“I do want to see the world,” Amelia said. “Not every drawing room and ballroom in London. I mean, honestly, how much damask wallpaper, gold-framed portraits of dead aristocrats, and fancy tea sets does one girl need to see?”

Her voice was rising now, trembling a little. She couldn’t help it. Amelia had a vision of her life as an endless stream of tea parties in damask wallpapered rooms, under the disapproving gaze of dead aristocrats, alone except for some stuffy old English bore.

“I want more,” she said. The word more was ripped from her heart. There had to be more for her than constricting her thoughts, words, and movements so she fit into a place she didn’t even want to be. There had to be more of the world for her to experience than ballrooms and drawing rooms.

The duchess pursed her lips. “Lady Amelia, you are hysterical.”

The three not-hysterical Cavendish siblings winced.

“Hysterical?” Amelia turned and started descending the stairs in a fury.

“Duchess, never tell a hysterical woman that she’s hysterical,” James said. Then, to no one in particular, James added, “It’s the sort of thing a man learns when he’s responsible for three younger sisters.”

“Well, if she would just calm down . . .” the duchess said. Logically. But then again, she hadn’t any experience with children.

“Calm down?”

“Even worse,” Claire said, shaking her head. “Never tell a woman, especially Amelia, to calm down.”

“If you are such experts, then you handle the situation,” she said, throwing her hands up.

“We have found . . .” Claire began as Amelia now muttered about the injustice of a woman being deemed hysterical for wanting more from her life than to marry some inbred Englishman.

“. . . over the years . . .” Bridget added, while Amelia carried on about damask-papered prison walls and the interchangeability of corsets and straitjackets.

“. . . that it is best to simply allow her to exhaust herself,” James said.

Amelia had had enough. She started pulling the hairpins from the elaborate coiffure her maid had done earlier. An hour of her life spent forcing her wild curls into an unnatural arrangement. Well, no more! She flung the hairpins one by one across the foyer. They skittered across the marble floor. They ricocheted off crystal sconces. They plunked against portraits and
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