


	
	



    
Enough talk of Lady Neeley’s ill-fated fete. As difficult as it is for much of the ton to believe, there are other subjects worthy of gossip…

LADY WHISTLEDOWN’S SOCIETY PAPERS, 31 MAY 1816

Passionate glances, barely hidden desires, and secret midnight trysts—nothing escapes the pen of Society’s most revered snoop. Now, by popular demand, New York Times bestselling authors—JULIA QUINN, SUZANNE ENOCH, KAREN HAWKINS, and MIA RYAN—deliver four new, never-before-published Regency tales of seduction, scandal, and heart-soaring romance, all scrupulously observed and recorded by the inimitable Lady Whistledown!

The earl was seen squiring the lady on White Horse Street. It appeared to be an accidental meeting, but as all Dear Readers know, no meeting between unmarried men and women is ever truly accidental.
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The First Kiss

Julia Quinn


For readers everywhere,

who loved Lady W too much to let her go.



And also for Paul,

even though he took it as a personal victory

that I managed to involve Star Wars

in the title of this book.









    

Chapter 1


This week’s most coveted invitation appears to be Lady Neeley’s upcoming dinner party, to be held Tuesday evening. The guest list is not long, nor is it remarkably exclusive, but tales have spread of last year’s dinner party, or, to be more specific, of the menu, and all London (and most especially those of greater girth) are eager to partake.

This Author was not gifted with an invitation and therefore must suffer at home with a jug of wine, a loaf of bread, and this column, but alas, do not feel pity, Dear Reader. Unlike those attending the upcoming gustatory spectacle, This Author does not have to listen to Lady Neeley!
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Tillie Howard supposed that the night could get worse, but in all truth, she couldn’t imagine how.

She hadn’t wanted to attend Lady Neeley’s dinner party, but her parents had insisted, and so here she was, trying to ignore the fact that her hostess—the occasionally-feared, occasionally-mocked Lady Neeley—had a voice rather like fingernails on slate.

Tillie was also trying to ignore the rumblings of her stomach, which had expected nourishment at least an hour earlier. The invitation had said seven in the evening, and so Tillie and her parents, the Earl and Countess of Canby, had arrived promptly at half past the hour, with the expectation of being led into supper at eight. But here it was, almost nine, with no sign that Lady Neeley intended to forgo talking for eating anytime soon.

But what Tillie was most trying to ignore, what she in fact would have fled the room to avoid, had she been able to figure out a way to do so without causing a scene, was the man standing next to her.

“Jolly fellow, he was,” boomed Robert Dunlop, with that joviality that comes from having consumed just a hair more wine than one ought. “Always ready for a spot of fun.”

Tillie smiled tightly. He was speaking of her brother Harry, who had died nearly one year earlier, on the battlefield at Waterloo. When she and Mr. Dunlop had been introduced, she’d been excited to meet him. She’d loved Harry desperately and missed him with a fierceness that sometimes took her breath away. And she’d thought that it would be wonderful to hear stories of his last days from one of his comrades in arms.

Except Robert Dunlop was not telling her what she wanted to hear.

“Talked about you all the time,” he continued, even though he’d already said as much ten minutes earlier. “’Cept…”

Tillie did nothing but blink, not wanting to encourage further elucidation. This couldn’t end well.

Mr. Dunlop squinted at her. “’Cept he always described you as all elbows and knees and with crooked braids.”

Tillie gently touched her hand to her expertly coifed chignon. She couldn’t help it. “When Harry left for the Continent, I did have crooked braids,” she said, deciding that her elbows and knees needed no further discussion.

“He loved you a great deal,” Mr. Dunlop said. His voice was surprisingly soft and thoughtful, enough to command Tillie’s full attention. Maybe she shouldn’t be so quick to judge. Robert Dunlop meant well. He was certainly good at heart, and rather handsome, cutting quite a dashing figure in his military uniform. Harry had always written of him with affection, and even now, Tillie was having trouble thinking of him as anything other than “Robbie.” Maybe there was a little more to him. Maybe it was the wine. Maybe…

“Spoke of you glowingly. Glowingly,” Robbie repeated, presumably for extra emphasis.

Tillie just nodded. She missed Harry, even if she was coming to realize that he had informed approximately one thousand men that she was a skinny gawk.

Robbie nodded. “Said you were the best of females, if one could look beneath the freckles.”

Tillie started scouting the exits, searching for an escape. Surely she could fake a torn hem, or a horrible chest cough.

Robbie leaned in to look at her freckles.

Or death. Her thespian demise would surely end up as the lead story in tomorrow’s Whistledown, but Tillie was just about ready to give it a go. It had to be better than this.

“Told us all he despaired of you ever getting married,” Robbie said, nodding in a most friendly manner. “Always reminded us that you had a bang-up dowry.”

That was it. Her brother had been using his time on the battlefield to beg men to marry her, using her dowry (as opposed to her looks, or heaven forbid, her heart) as the primary draw.

It was just like Harry to go and die before she could kill him for this.

“I need to go,” she blurted out.

Robbie looked around. “Where?”

Anywhere.

“Out,” Tillie said, hoping that would be explanation enough.

Robbie’s brow knit in a confused manner as he followed her gaze to the door. “Oh,” he said. “Well, I suppose…. There you are!”

Tillie turned around to see who had managed to pull Robbie’s attention off of her. A tall gentleman wearing the same uniform as Robbie was walking toward them. Except, unlike Robbie, he looked…

Dangerous.

His hair was dark, honey blond, and his eyes were—well, she couldn’t possibly tell what color they were from three yards away, but it didn’t really matter because the rest of him was enough to make any young lady weak in the legs. His shoulders were broad, his posture was perfect, and his face looked as if it ought to be carved in marble.

“Thompson,” Robbie said. “Dashed good to see you.”

Thompson, Tillie thought, mentally nodding. It must be Peter Thompson, Harry’s closest friend. Harry had mentioned him in almost every missive, but clearly he’d never actually described him, or Tillie would have been prepared for this Greek god standing before her. Of course, if Harry had described him, he would have just shrugged and said something like, “Regular-looking fellow, I suppose.”

Men never paid attention to details.

“D’you know Lady Mathilda?” Robbie said to Peter.

“Tillie,” he murmured, taking her proffered hand and kissing it. “Forgive me. I shouldn’t be so familiar, but Harry always called you such.”

“It’s all right,” Tillie said, giving her head the tiniest of shakes. “It’s been rather difficult not to call Mr. Dunlop Robbie.”

“Oh, you should,” Robbie said affably. “Everybody does.”

“Harry wrote of us, then?” Peter inquired.

“All the time.”

“He was very fond of you,” Peter said. “He spoke of you often.”

Tillie winced. “Yes, so Robbie has been telling me.”

“Didn’t want her to think Harry hadn’t been thinking of her,” Robbie explained. “Oh, look, there’s my mother.”

Both Tillie and Peter looked at him in surprise at the sudden change of subject.

“I’d better hide,” he mumbled, then took up residence behind a potted plant.

“She’ll find him,” Peter said, a wry smile glancing across his lips.

“Mothers always do,” Tillie agreed.

Silence fell across the conversation, and Tillie almost wished that Robbie would come back and fill the gap with his friendly, if slightly inane, chatter. She didn’t know what to say to Peter Thompson, what to do in his presence. And she couldn’t stop wondering—a pox on her brother’s surely laughing soul—if he was thinking of her dowry, and the size thereof, and of the many times Harry had trotted it out as her most shining attribute.

But then he said something completely unexpected.

“I recognized you the moment I walked in.”

Tillie blinked in surprise. “You did?”

His eyes, which she now realized were a mesmerizing shade of gray-blue, watched her with an intensity that made her want to squirm. “Harry described you well.”

“No crooked braids,” she said, unable to keep the tinge of sarcasm out of her voice.

Peter chuckled at that. “Robbie’s been telling tales, I see.”

“Quite a few, actually.”

“Don’t pay him any mind. We all talked about our sisters, and I’m quite certain we all described you as you were when you were twelve.”

Tillie decided then and there that there was no reason to inform him that Harry’s description had fit her to a much later age. While all her friends had been growing and changing, and requiring new, more womanly clothing, Tillie’s shape had remained determinedly childish until her sixteenth year. Even now, she was boyishly slender, but she did have a few curves, and Tillie was thrilled with each and every one of them.

She was nineteen now, almost twenty, and by God she was no longer “all elbows and knees.” And never would be again.

“How did you recognize me?” Tillie ask.

Peter smiled. “Can’t you guess?”

The hair. The wretched Howard hair. It didn’t matter if her crooked braids had made way for a sleek chignon. She and Harry and their elder brother William all possessed the infamous red Howard hair. It wasn’t strawberry blond, and it wasn’t titian. It was red, or orange, really, a bright copper that Tillie was quite sure had caused more than one person to squint and look away in the sunlight. Somehow their father had escaped the curse, but it had returned with a vengeance on his children.

“It’s more that that,” Peter said, not even needing her to say the words to know what she was thinking. “You look a great deal like him. Your mouth, I think. The shape of your face.”

And he said it with such quiet intensity, with such a controlled swell of emotion, that Tillie knew that he had loved Harry, too, that he missed him almost as much as she did. And it made her want to cry.

“I—” But she couldn’t get it out. Her voice broke, and to her horror, she felt herself sniffle and gasp. It wasn’t ladylike, and it wasn’t delicate; it was a desperate attempt to keep from sobbing in public.

Peter saw it, too. He took her elbow and expertly maneuvered her so that her back was to the crowd, and then he pulled out his handkerchief and handed it to her.

“Thank you,” she said, dabbing at her eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

Grief, he thought, but he didn’t say it. No need to state the obvious. They both missed Harry. Everyone did.

“What brings you to Lady Neeley’s?” Peter asked, deciding that a change of subject was in order.

She flashed him a grateful look. “My parents insisted upon it. My father says her chef is the best in London, and he wouldn’t allow us to decline. And you?”

“My father knows her,” he said. “I suppose she took pity on me, so newly returned to town.”

There were a lot of soldiers receiving the same sort of pity, Peter thought wryly. A lot of young men, done with the army, or about to be, at loose ends, wondering what it was they were supposed to do now that they weren’t holding rifles and galloping into battle.

Some of his friends had decided to remain in the army. It was a respectable occupation for a man such as him, the younger son of a minor aristocrat. But Peter had had enough of military life, enough of the killing, enough death. His parents were encouraging him to enter the clergy, which was, in truth, the only other acceptable avenue for a gentleman of little means. His brother would inherit the small manor that went with the barony; there was nothing left over for Peter.

But the clergy seemed somehow wrong. Some of his friends had emerged from the battlefield with renewed faith; for Peter it had been the opposite, and he felt supremely unqualified to lead any flock upon the path of righteousness.

What he really wanted, when he allowed himself to dream of it, was to live quietly in the country. A gentleman farmer. It sounded so…peaceful. So completely unlike everything his life had represented during the past few years.

But such a life required land, and land required money, which was something Peter had in short supply. He’d have a small sum once he sold his commission and officially retired from the army, but it wouldn’t be enough.

Which explained his recent arrival in London. He needed a wife. One with a dowry. Nothing extravagant—no heiress would be allowed to marry the likes of him, anyway. No, he just needed a girl with a modest sum of money. Or better yet, a tract of land. He’d be willing to settle almost anywhere in England as long as it meant independence and peace.

It didn’t seem an unattainable goal. There were plenty of men who’d be happy to marry their daughters to the son of a baron, and a decorated soldier to boot. The fathers of the real heiresses, of the girls with Lady or the Honorable in front of their names, would hold out for something better, but for the rest, he’d be considered quite a decent catch indeed.

He looked over at Tillie Howard—Lady Mathilda, he reminded himself. She was exactly the sort he wouldn’t be marrying. Wealthy beyond imagination, the only daughter of an earl. He probably shouldn’t even be talking to her. People would call him a fortune hunter, and even though that’s exactly what he was, he didn’t want the label.

But she was Harry’s sister, and he’d made a promise to Harry. And besides, standing there with Tillie…it was strange. It should have made him miss Harry more, since she looked so damned like him, right down to the leafy green eyes and the funny little angle at which they held their heads when they were listening.

But instead, he just felt good. Relaxed, even, as if this was where he ought to be, if not with Harry, then with this girl.

He smiled at her, and she smiled back, and something tightened within him, something odd and good and…

“Here he is!” shrilled Lady Neeley.

Peter turned around to see what had precipitated their hostess’s louder than normal screech. Tillie stepped to the right—he had been blocking her view—and then let out a little gasp of, “Oh.”

A large, green parrot sat perched on Lady Neeley’s shoulder, and it was squawking, “Martin! Martin!”

“Who’s Martin?” Peter asked Tillie.

“Miss Martin,” she corrected. “Her companion.”

“Martin! Martin!”

“I’d hide, were I her,” Peter murmured.

“I don’t think she can,” Tillie said. “Lord Easterly was added to the guest list at the last minute, and Lady Neeley pressed Miss Martin into service to even up the numbers.” She looked up at him, a mischievous smile crossing her lips. “Unless you decide to flee before dinner, poor Miss Martin is stuck here for the duration.”

Peter winced as he watched the parrot launch itself off Lady Neeley’s shoulder and flutter across the room to a thin, dark-haired woman who clearly wanted to be anywhere but where she was. She batted at the bird, but the creature would not leave her alone.

“Poor thing,” Tillie said. “I hope it doesn’t peck her.”

“No,” Peter said, watching the scene with amazement. “I think it fancies itself in love.”

And sure enough, the parrot was nuzzling the poor woman, cooing, “Martin, Martin,” as if it had just entered the gates of heaven.

“My lady,” Miss Martin pleaded, rubbing her increasingly bloodshot eyes.

But Lady Neeley just laughed. “A hundred pounds I paid for that bird, and all he does is make love to Miss Martin.”

Peter looked at Tillie, whose mouth was clamped into an angry line. “This is terrible,” she said. “That bird is making the poor woman sick, and Lady Neeley doesn’t give a fig about it.”

Peter took this to mean that he was supposed to play the knight in shining armor and save Lady Neeley’s poor, beleaguered companion, but before he could take a step, Tillie had moved across the room. He followed with interest, watching as she held a finger out and encouraged the bird to leave Miss Martin’s shoulder.

“Thank you,” Miss Martin said. “I don’t know why he’s acting this way. He’s never paid me any mind before.”

“Lady Neeley should put him away,” Tillie said sternly.

Miss Martin said nothing. They all knew that that would never happen.

Tillie took the bird back to its owner. “Good evening, Lady Neeley,” she said. “Have you a perch for your bird? Or perhaps we should put him back in his cage.”

“Isn’t he sweet?” Lady Neeley said.

Tillie just smiled. Peter bit his lip to keep from chuckling.

“His perch is over there,” Lady Neeley said, motioning with her head to a spot in the corner. “The footmen filled his dish with seed; he won’t go anywhere.”

Tillie nodded and brought the parrot over to his perch. Sure enough, it began to peck furiously at its food.

“You must have birds,” Peter said.

Tillie shook her head. “No, but I’ve seen others handle them.”

“Lady Mathilda!” called Lady Neeley.

“You’ve been summoned, I’m afraid,” Peter murmured.

Tillie shot him a supremely irritated look. “Yes, well, you seem to have fallen into the position of my escort, so you will have to come along as well. Yes, Lady Neeley?” she finished, her tone instantly transformed into pure sweetness and light.

“Come over here, gel, I want to show you something.”

Peter followed Tillie back across the room, maintaining a safe distance when his hostess stuck out her arm.

“D’you like it?” she asked, jingling her bracelet. “It’s new.”

“It’s lovely,” Tillie said. “Rubies?”

“Of course. It’s red. What else would it be?”

“Er…”

Peter smiled as he watched Tillie try to deduce whether or not the question was rhetorical. With Lady Neeley, one never could be sure.

“I’ve a matching necklace as well,” Lady Neeley continued blithely, “but I didn’t want to overdo it.” She leaned forward and said in a tone that on anyone else would not have been described as quiet, “Not everyone here is as plump in the pocket as we two.”

Peter could have sworn she looked at him, but he decided to ignore the affront. One really couldn’t take offense at any of Lady Neeley’s comments; to do so would ascribe too much importance to her opinion, and besides, one would forever be running around feeling insulted.

“Wore my earbobs, though!”

Tillie leaned in and dutifully admired her hostess’s earrings, but then, just as she was straightening her shoulders, Lady Neeley’s bracelet, about which she had made such a fuss, slid right off her wrist and landed on the carpet with a delicate thud.

While Lady Neeley shrieked with dismay, Tillie bent down and retrieved the jewels. “It’s a lovely piece,” Tillie said, admiring the rubies before handing them back to their owner.

“I can’t believe that happened,” Lady Neeley said. “Perhaps it is too big. My wrists are very delicate, you know.”

Peter coughed into his hand.

“May I examine it?” Tillie said, kicking him in the ankle.

“Of course,” the older woman said, handing it back to her. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

A small crowd had gathered, and everyone waited as Tillie squinted and fiddled with the shiny gold mechanism of the clasp.

“I think you will need to have it repaired,” Tillie finally said, returning the bracelet to Lady Neeley. “The clasp is faulty. It will surely fall off again.”

“Nonsense,” Lady Neeley said, thrusting her arm out. “Miss Martin!” she bellowed.

Miss Martin rushed to her side and reaffixed the bracelet.

Lady Neeley let out a “hmmph” and brought her wrist up to her face, examining the bracelet one more time before lowering her arm. “I bought this at Asprey’s, and I assure you there is no finer jeweler in London. They would not sell me a bracelet with a faulty clasp.”

“I’m sure they didn’t mean to,” Tillie said, “but—”

She didn’t need to finish. Everyone stared down at the spot on the carpet where the bracelet landed for the second time.

“Definitely the clasp,” murmured Peter.

“This is an outrage,” Lady Neeley announced.

Peter rather agreed, especially since they’d now wasted precious minutes on her shiny bracelet when all anyone wanted at this point was to go into supper and eat. So many bellies were rumbling he couldn’t tell whose was whose.

“What am I to do with this now?” Lady Neeley said, after Miss Martin had retrieved the bracelet from the carpet and handed it back to her.

A tall, dark-haired man whom Peter did not recognize produced a small candy dish. “Perhaps this will suffice,” he said, holding it out.

“Easterly,” Lady Neeley muttered, rather grudgingly, actually, as if she didn’t particularly care to acknowledge the gentleman’s aid. She set the bracelet in the dish, then placed it on a nearby credenza. “There,” she said, arranging the bracelet in a neat circle. “I suppose everyone can still admire it there.”

“Perhaps it could serve as a centerpiece on the table while we dine,” Peter suggested.

“Hmm, yes, excellent idea, Mr. Thompson. It’s nearly time to go in for supper, anyway.”

Peter could have sworn he heard someone whisper, “Nearly?”

“Oh, very well we’ll eat now,” Lady Neeley said. “Miss Martin!”

Miss Martin, who had somehow managed to put several yards between herself and her employer, returned.

“See to it that everything is ready for supper,” Lady Neeley said.

Miss Martin exited, and then, amid multiple sighs of relief, the party moved from the drawing room to the dining room.

To his delight, Peter found that he was seated next to Tillie. Normally he wouldn’t find himself next to an earl’s daughter, and in truth, he suspected that he was meant to be paired with the woman on his right, but she had Robbie Dunlop on the other side, and he seemed to be keeping her in conversation quite nicely.

The food was, as gossip had promised, exquisite, and Peter was quite happily spooning lobster bisque into his mouth when he heard a movement to his left, and when he turned, Tillie was looking at him, her lips parted as if she were about to say his name.

She was lovely, he realized. Lovely in a way that Harry could never have described, in a way that he, as her brother, could never even have seen. Harry would never have been able to see the woman beyond the girl, would never have realized that the curve of her cheek begged a caress, or that when she opened her mouth to speak, she sometimes paused first, her lips pursing together slightly, as if awaiting a kiss.

Harry would never have seen any of that, but Peter did, and it shook him to the core.

“Did you want to ask me something?” he asked, surprised that his voice came out sounding quite ordinary.

“I did,” she said, “although I’m not sure how…I don’t know…”

He waited for her to collect her thoughts.

After a moment, she leaned forward, glanced about the table to ascertain if anyone was looking at them, and asked, “Were you there?”

“Where?” he asked, even though he knew exactly what she meant.

“When he died,” she said quietly. “Were you there?”

He nodded. It wasn’t a memory he cared to revisit, but he owed her that much honesty.

Her lower lip trembled, and she whispered, “Did he suffer?”

For a moment Peter didn’t know what to say. Harry had suffered. He’d spent three days in what had to have been tremendous pain, both his legs broken, the right one so badly that the bone had burst through the skin. He might’ve survived that, maybe even without too much of a limp—their surgeon was quite adept at setting bones—but then the fever had set in, and it hadn’t been long before Peter realized that Harry would not win his battle. Two days later he was dead.

But when he’d slipped from life, he’d been so listless that Peter hadn’t been certain whether he’d felt pain or not, especially with the laudanum he’d stolen from his commander and poured down Harry’s throat. And so, when he finally answered Tillie’s question, he just said, “Some. It wasn’t painless, but I think…at the end…it was peaceful.”

She nodded. “Thank you. I’ve always wondered. I would have always wondered. I’m glad to know.”

He turned his attention back to his soup, hoping that a bit of lobster and flour and broth could banish the memory of Harry’s death, but then Tillie said, “It’s supposed to be easier because he’s a hero, but I don’t think so.”

He looked back at her, his question in his eyes.

“Everyone keeps saying we must be so proud of him,” she explained, “because he’s a hero, because he died on a battlefield at Waterloo, his bayonet in the body of a French soldier, but I don’t think it makes it any easier.” Her lips quivered tremulously, the kind of strange, helpless smile one makes when one realizes that some questions have no answers. “We still miss him just as much as we would have done had he fallen off his horse, or caught the measles, or choked on a chicken bone.”

Peter felt his lips part as he digested her words. “Harry was a hero,” he heard himself say, and it was the truth. Harry had proven himself a hero a dozen times over, fighting valiantly, and more than once saving the life of another. But Harry hadn’t died a hero, not in the way most people liked to think of it. Harry was already dead by the time they fought the French at Waterloo, his body hopelessly mangled in a stupid accident, trapped for six hours beneath a supply wagon that someone had tried to repair one time too many. The damn thing should have been chopped for firewood weeks earlier, Peter thought savagely, but the army never had enough of anything, including humble supply wagons, and his regiment commander had refused to give it up for dead.

But clearly this wasn’t the story Tillie had been told, and probably her parents as well. Someone had tried to soften the blow of Harry’s death by painting his last minutes with the deep red colors of the battlefield, in all its horrible glory.

“Harry was a hero,” Peter said again, because it was true, and he’d long since learned that those who hadn’t experienced war could never understand the truth of it. And if it brought comfort to think that any death could be more noble than another, he wasn’t about to pierce the illusion.

“You were a good friend to him,” Tillie said. “I’m glad he had you.”

“I made a promise to him,” he blurted out. He hadn’t meant to tell her, but somehow he couldn’t help himself. “We both made a promise, actually. It was a few months before he died, and we’d both…. Well, the night before had been grisly, and we’d lost many of our regiment.”

She leaned forward, her eyes wide and glowing with compassion, and when he looked at her, he saw the rose milkiness of her skin, the light dusting of freckles across her nose—more than anything, he wanted to kiss her.

Good God. Right there at Lady Neeley’s dinner party, he wanted to grab Tillie Howard by the shoulders, haul her against him and kiss her for everything he was worth.

Harry would have called him out on the spot.

“What happened?” she asked, and the words should have jolted him back to reality, reminded him that he was telling her something rather important, but all he could do was stare at her lips, which weren’t quite pink, but rather a little peachy, and it occurred to him that he’d never, ever bothered to look at a woman’s mouth before—at least not like this—before kissing her.

“Mr. Thompson?” she asked. “Peter?”

“Sorry,” he said, his fingers fisting beneath the table, as if the pain of his nails against his palms could somehow force him back to the matter at hand. “I made Harry a promise,” he continued. “We were talking about home, as we often did when it was particularly difficult, and he mentioned you, and I mentioned my sister—she’s fourteen—and we promised each other that if anything should befall us, we would watch out for the other’s sister. Keep you safe.”

For a moment she did nothing but look at him, and then she said, “That’s very kind of you, but don’t worry, I absolve you of the vow. I’m no green girl, and I still have a brother in William. Besides, I don’t need a replacement for Harry.”

Peter opened his mouth to speak, then quickly thought better of it. He wasn’t feeling brotherly toward Tillie, and he was quite certain this wasn’t what Harry had had in mind when he’d asked him to look out for her.

And the last thing he wanted to be was her replacement brother.

But the moment seemed to call for a reply, and indeed Tillie was regarding him quizzically, her head tilted to the side as if she were waiting for him to say something quite meaningful and intelligent or, if not that, something that would allow her to offer a teasing retort.

Which was why, when Lady Neeley’s awful voice screeched across the room, Peter didn’t mind the sound of it, even if it was to say:

“It’s gone! My bracelet is gone!”







    

Chapter 2


The week’s most coveted invitation is now the week’s most talked about event. If it is possible that you, Dear Reader, have not yet heard the news, This Author shall recount it here: Lady Neeley’s hungry guests had not even finished their soup when their hostess’s ruby bracelet was discovered to have been stolen.

There is, to be sure, some disagreement over the fate of the precious jewels. A number of guests maintain that the bracelet was simply misplaced, but Lady Neeley claims a crystal clear memory of the evening, and she says that it was burglary, without question.

Apparently, the bracelet (whose clasp was discovered to be faulty by Lady Mathilda Howard) was placed in a candy dish (selected by the elusive Lord Easterly) and set upon a table in Lady Neeley’s drawing room. Lady Neeley intended to bring the dish to the dining room, so that her guests might admire its apparent brilliance, but in the rush to reach the food (by this time, This Author is told, the hour had grown so late that the guests, famished all, abandoned decorum and made a mad dash for the dining room), the bracelet was forgotten.

When Lady Neeley remembered the jewels in the next room, she sent a footman to collect them, but he returned with only the candy dish.

This, of course, was when the true excitement began. Lady Neeley attempted to have all of her guests searched, but truly, does anyone think one such as the Earl of Canby would consent to have his person ransacked by a baroness’s footman? The suggestion was made that the bracelet was stolen by a servant, but Lady Neeley maintains an admirable loyalty toward her servants (who, quite remarkably, return the sentiment), and she refused to believe that any of her staff, none of whom have been in her employ for less than five years, would have betrayed her in such a manner.

In the end, all of the guests departed in bad humor. And perhaps most tragically, all of the food—save for the soup—went uneaten. One can only hope that Lady Neeley saw fit to offer the feast to her servants, whom she had so recently defended against attack.

And one can be sure, Dear Reader, that This Author shall continue to comment upon this latest on-dit. Is it possible that a member of the ton is nothing more than a common thief? Nonsense. One would have to be most uncommon to have spirited away such a valuable piece, right under Lady N’s nose.
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“And then,” gushed some elaborately dressed young gentleman, speaking in the tone of one who is quite certain he is always aware of the latest gossip, “she forced Mr. Brooks—her own nephew—to strip off his coat and allow two footmen to search him.”

“I heard it was three.”

“It was none,” Peter drawled, standing at the entrance of the Canby drawing room. “I was there.”

Seven gentleman turned to face him. Five looked annoyed, one bored, and one amused. As for Peter, he was profoundly irritated. He wasn’t certain what he’d expected when he’d decided to travel to the opulent Canby residence in Mayfair to call upon Tillie, but it hadn’t been this. The spacious drawing room was overfull with men and flowers, and the small bunch of irises in his hand seemed rather superfluous.

Who knew that Tillie was so popular?

“I’m quite sure,” the first gentleman said, “that it was two footmen.”

Peter shrugged. He didn’t much care if the fop had the truth or not. “Lady Mathilda was there as well,” he said. “You can ask her if you don’t believe me.”

“It’s true,” Tillie said, smiling at him in greeting. “Although Mr. Brooks did remove his coat.”

The man who had claimed that three footmen had been searching guests turned to Peter and inquired, somewhat archly, “Did you remove your coat?”

“No.”

“The guests revolted after Mr. Brooks was searched,” Tillie explained, then changed the subject by asking her assembled beaux, “Are you acquainted with Mr. Thompson?”

Only two were; Peter was still rather new to town, and most of his acquaintances were limited to school friends from Eton and Cambridge. Tillie made the necessary introductions, then Peter was relegated to the eighth-best position in the room, as none of the other gentlemen was willing to relocate and allow another any advantage in courting the lovely—and wealthy—Lady Mathilda.

Peter read Whistledown; he knew that Tillie was considered the season’s biggest heiress. And he recalled Harry saying—quite often, actually—that he was going to have to beat off the fortune hunters with a stick. But Peter hadn’t realized until this moment just how assiduously the young men of London were fighting for her hand.

It was nauseating.

And in truth, he owed it to Harry to ensure that the man she chose (or as was more likely the case, the man her father chose for her) would treat her with the affection and respect she deserved.

And so he turned to the task of inspecting, and then when appropriate, scaring off the lovesick swain surrounding him.

The first gentleman was easy. It took mere minutes to determine that his vocabulary did not reach into the triple digits, and all Peter had to do was mention that Tillie had told him that the activity she enjoyed above all else was reading philosophical tracts. The suitor made haste for the door, and Peter decided that even if Tillie hadn’t actually mentioned such a predilection to him the night before, the fact remained that she was certainly intelligent enough to read philosophical tracts if she so chose, and that alone ought to disqualify the match.

The next gentleman was known to Peter by reputation. An inveterate gambler, all he required to bid his farewells was the mention of an impending horse race in Hyde Park. And, Peter thought with satisfaction, he took three of the others along with him. It was a good thing that the horse race was not fictitious, although the four young men might be a bit disappointed when they realized that Peter had misremembered the time of the event, and indeed, that all bets had been placed some sixty minutes earlier.

Oh, well.

He smiled. He was having considerably more fun than he would have imagined.

“Mr. Thompson,” came a dry, feminine voice in his ear, “are you scaring off my daughter’s suitors?”

He turned to face Lady Canby, who was regarding him with an amused expression, for which Peter was immensely thankful. Most mothers would have been irate. “Of course not,” he replied. “Not the ones you’d want to see her marry, at any rate.”

Lady Canby just raised her brows.

“Any man who’d rather throw money on a horse race than remain here in your presence isn’t worthy of your daughter.”

She laughed, and when she did so, she looked a great deal like Tillie. “Well spoken, Mr. Thomspon,” she said. “One cannot be too careful when one is the mother of a great heiress.”

Peter paused, unsure whether that comment was meant to be more pointed than her tone might imply. If Lady Canby knew who he was, and she did—she’d recognized his name immediately when they’d been introduced the night before—then she also knew he had little more than pennies to his name.

“I promised Harry I would look out for her,” he said, his voice stolid and resolute. There could be no mistaking that he meant to fulfill his vow.

“I see,” Lady Canby murmured, cocking her head slightly to the side. “And that is why you’re here?”

“Of course.” And he meant it. At least he told himself he meant it. It didn’t matter if he’d spent the last sixteen or so hours fantasizing about kissing Tillie Howard. She wasn’t for him.

He watched her conversing with the younger brother of Lord Bridgerton, gritting his teeth when he realized that there wasn’t a single objectionable thing about the man. He was tall, strong, clearly intelligent, and of good family and fortune. The Canbys would be thrilled with the match, even if Tillie would be reduced to a mere Mrs.

“We’re rather pleased with that one,” Lady Canby said, motioning one small, elegant hand toward the gentleman in question. “He’s quite a talented artist, and his mother has been my close friend for years.”

Peter nodded tightly.

“Alas,” Lady Canby said with a shrug, “I fear there is little reason to hold out hope in that quarter. I suspect he is just here to merely placate dear Violet, who has despaired of ever seeing her children married. Mr. Bridgerton doesn’t seem ready to settle down, and his mother believes he is secretly besotted with another.”

Peter remembered not to smile.

“Tillie, my dear,” Lady Canby said, once the annoyingly handsome and personable Mr. Bridgerton kissed her hand and departed, “you have not yet chatted with Mr. Thompson. It is so kind of him to call, and all out of friendship for Harry.”

“I wouldn’t say all,” Peter said, his words coming out a little less suave and practiced than he’d intended. “It is always a delight to see you, Lady Mathilda.”

“Please,” Tillie said, waving good-bye to the last of her lovesick swain, “you must continue to call me Tillie.” She turned to her mother. “It’s all Harry ever called me, and apparently he spoke of us often while on the Continent.”

Lady Canby smiled sadly at the mention of her younger son’s name, and she blinked several times. Her eyes took on a hollow expression, and while Peter didn’t think she was going to burst into tears, he rather thought she wanted to. He immediately held out his handkerchief, but she shook her head and refused the gesture.

“I believe I shall fetch my husband,” she said, rising to her feet. “I know he would like to meet you. He was off somewhere last night when we were introduced, and I—Well, I know he would like to meet you.” She hurried out of the room, leaving the door wide open and positioning a footman just across the hall.

“She’s off to go cry,” Tillie said, not in a way to make Peter feel guilty. It was just an explanation, a sad statement of fact. “She does still, quite a bit.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

She shrugged. “There’s no avoiding it, it seems. For any of us. I don’t think we ever really thought he might die. It seems quite stupid now. It shouldn’t have been such a surprise. He went off to war, for heaven’s sake. What else should we have expected?”

Peter shook his head. “It isn’t stupid at all. We all thought we were a little bit immortal until we actually saw battle.” He swallowed, not wanting to feel the memory. But once summoned, it was difficult to hold back. “It’s impossible to understand until you see it.”

Tillie’s lips tightened slightly, and Peter worried that he might have insulted her. “I don’t mean to condescend,” he said.

“You didn’t. It’s not that. I was just…thinking.” She leaned forward, a luminous new light in her eyes. “Let’s not talk of Harry,” she said. “Do you think we can? I’m just so tired of being sad.”

“Very well,” he said.

She watched him, waiting for him to say something more. But he didn’t. “Er, how was the weather?” she finally asked.

“Bit of a drizzle,” he replied, “but nothing out of the ordinary.”

She nodded. “Was it warm?”

“Not especially. A bit warmer than last night, though.”

“Yes, it was a bit chilly, wasn’t it? And here it’s May.”

“Disappointed?”

“Of course. It ought to be spring.”

“Yes.”

“Quite.”

“Quite.”

One-word sentences, Tillie thought. Always the demise of any good conversation. Surely they had something in common other than Harry. Peter Thompson was handsome, intelligent, and, when he looked at her with that smoky, heavy-lidded expression of his, it sent a shiver right down her spine.

It wasn’t fair that the only thing they ever seemed to talk about made her want to cry.

She smiled at him encouragingly, waiting for him to say something more, but he did not. She smiled again, clearing her throat.

He took the hint. “Do you read?” he asked.

“Do I read?” she echoed, incredulous.

“Not can you, do you?” he clarified.

“Yes, of course. Why?”

He shrugged. “I might have mentioned as much to one of the other gentlemen here.”

“Might have?”

“Did.”

She felt her teeth clenching. She had no idea why she should be irritated with Peter Thompson, only that she should. He’d clearly done something to merit her displeasure, else he wouldn’t be sitting there with that cat-with-cream expression, pretending to inspect his fingernails. “Which gentleman?” she finally asked.

He looked up, and Tillie resisted the urge to thank him for finding her more interesting than his manicure.

“I believe his name was Mr. Berbrooke,” he said.

Not anyone she wanted to marry. Nigel Berbrooke was a good-hearted fellow, but he was also dumb as a post and would likely be terrified at the thought of an intellectual wife. One might say, if one were feeling particularly generous, that Peter had done her a favor by scaring him away, but still, Tillie did not appreciate his meddling in her affairs. “What did you say I liked to read?” she asked, keeping her voice mild.

“Er, this and that. Perhaps philosophical tracts.”

“I see. And you saw fit to mention this to him because?…”

“He seemed like the sort who’d be interested,” he said with a shrug.

“And—just out of curiosity, mind you—what happened when you told him this?”

Peter didn’t even have the grace to look sheepish. “Ran right out the door,” he murmured. “Imagine that.”

Tillie meant to remain arch and dry. She wanted to eye him ironically under delicately arched brows. But she wasn’t nearly as sophisticated as she hoped to be, because she positively glared at him as she said, “And what gave you the idea that I like to read philosophical tracts?”

“Don’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she retorted. “You can’t go around frightening off my suitors.”

“Is that what you thought I was doing?”

“Please,” she scoffed. “After touting my intelligence to Mr. Berbrooke, don’t attempt to insult it now.”

“Very well,” he said, crossing his arms and regarding her with the sort of expression her father and older brother adopted when they meant to scold her. “Do you really wish to pledge your troth to Mr. Berbrooke? Or,” he added, “to one of the men who rushed out the door to throw money on a horse race?”

“Of course not, but that doesn’t mean I want you scaring them away.”

He just looked at her as if she were an idiot. Or a woman. It was Tillie’s experience that most men thought they were one and the same.

“The more men who come to call,” she explained, somewhat impatiently, “the more men who will come to call.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You’re sheep. The lot of you. Only interested in a woman if someone else is as well.”

“And it is your aim in life to collect a score of gentlemen in your drawing room?”

His tone was patronizing, almost insulting, and Tillie was this close to having him booted from the house. Only his friendship with Harry—and the fact that he was acting like such a prig because he thought it was what Harry would have wanted—kept her from summoning the butler right then.

“My aim,” she said tightly, “is to find a husband. Not to snare one, not to trap one, not to drag one to the altar, but to find one, preferably one with whom I might share a long and contented life. Being a practical sort of girl, it seemed only sensible to meet as many eligible gentlemen as possible, so that my decision might be based on a broad base of knowledge, and not upon, as so many young women are accused, a flight of fancy.”

She sat back, crossed her arms, and leveled a hard stare in his direction. “Do you have any questions?”

He regarded her with a blank expression for a moment, then asked, “Do you want me to go and drag them all back?”

“No! Oh,” she added, when she saw his sly smile. “You’re teasing.”

“Just a bit,” he demurred.

If he’d been Harry, she would have tossed a pillow at him. If he’d been Harry, she would have laughed. But if he’d been Harry, her eyes wouldn’t have lingered on his mouth when he smiled, and she wouldn’t have felt this strange heat in her blood, or this prickling on her skin.

But most of all, if he’d been Harry, she wouldn’t feel this awful disappointment, because Peter Thompson was not her older brother, and the last thing she wanted was for him to view himself as such.

But apparently, that was exactly how he felt.

He’d promised Harry that he’d look after her, and now she was nothing more than an obligation. Did he even like her? Find her remotely interesting or amusing? Or did he suffer her company only because she was Harry’s sister?

It was impossible to know—and a question she could never ask. And what she really wanted was for him to leave, but that would mark her a coward, and she didn’t want to be a coward. It was what she owed Harry, she’d come to realize. To live her life with the courage and strength of purpose that he’d exhibited at the end of his.

Facing Peter Thompson seemed a rather pale comparison to Harry’s brave deeds as a soldier, but no one was about to send her off to fight for her country, so if she wanted to continue in her quest to face her fears, this was going to have to do.

“You’re forgiven this time,” she said, crossing her hands in her lap.

“Did I apologize?” he drawled, spearing her once again with that slow, lazy smile.

“No, but you should have done.” She smiled back, sweetly…too sweetly. “I was raised to be charitable, so I thought I’d grant you the apology you never gave.”

“And the acceptance as well?”

“Of course. I’d be churlish, otherwise.”

He burst out laughing, a rich, warm sound that took Tillie by surprise, and then made her smile in turn.

“Very well,” he said. “You win. You absolutely, positively, indubitably—”

“Indubitably even?” she murmured with delight.

“Even indubitably,” he conferred. “You win. I apologize.”

She sighed. “Victory has never felt so sweet.”

“Nor should it have done,” he said with arched brows. “I assure you I don’t hand out apologies lightly.”

“Or with such good humor?” she queried.

“Never with such good humor.”

Tillie was smiling, trying to think of something terribly witty to say, when the butler arrived with an unsolicited tea service. Her mother must have requested it, Tillie thought, which meant that she’d be back soon, which meant that her time alone with Peter was drawing to a close.

She should have paid attention to the keen disappointment squeezing in her chest. Or to the fluttering in her belly that amplified every time she looked at him. Because if she had, she wouldn’t have been so surprised when she handed him a cup of tea, and their fingers touched, and then she looked at him, and he looked at her, and their eyes met.

And she felt like she was falling.

Falling…falling…falling. A warm rush of air washing over her, stealing her breath, her pulse, even her heart. And when it was all over—if indeed it was over, and not simply subsided—all she could think was that it was a wonder she hadn’t dropped the teacup.

And had he noticed that in that moment, she had been transformed?

She paid careful attention to the fixing of her own cup, splashing in milk before adding the hot tea. If she could just concentrate on the mundane tasks at hand, she wouldn’t have to ponder what had just happened to her.

Because she suspected that she had indeed fallen.

In love.

And she suspected that in the end, it would be her downfall. She hadn’t much experience with men; her first season in London had been cut short by Harry’s untimely death, and she’d spent the past year secluded in the country, in mourning with her family.

But even so, she could tell that Peter didn’t think of her as a desirable woman. He thought of her as an obligation, as Harry’s little sister.

Maybe even as a child.

To him she was a promise that had to be kept. Nothing more, nothing less. It would have seemed cold and clinical, had she not been so touched by his devotion to her brother.

“Is something wrong?”

Tillie looked up at the sound of Peter’s voice and smiled wryly. Was something wrong? More than he would ever know.

“Of course not,” she lied. “Why do you ask?”

“You have not drunk your tea.”

“I prefer it lukewarm,” she improvised, lifting the cup to her lips. She took a sip, faking a gingerly manner. “There,” she said brightly. “Much better now.”

He watched her curiously, and Tillie almost sighed at her misfortune. If one was going to develop an unrequited fancy for a gentleman, one would do a great deal better not to choose one of such obvious intelligence. Any more blunders like this one, and he would certainly discern her true feelings.

Which would be hideous.

“Do you plan to attend the Hargreaves Grand Ball on Friday?” she asked, deciding that a change of subject was her best course of action.

He nodded. “I assume you do as well?”

“Of course. It will be quite a crush, I’m sure, and I cannot wait to see Lady Neeley arrive with her bracelet on her wrist.”

“She has found it?” he asked with surprise.

“No, but she must, don’t you think? I cannot imagine anyone at the party actually stealing it. It probably fell behind the table, and no one has had the shrewdness to look.”

“I agree with you that yours is the most likely theory,” he said, but his lips pursed slightly when he paused, and he did not look convinced.

“But?…” she prompted.

For a moment she did not think he would answer, but then he said, “But you have never known want, Lady Mathilda. You could never understand the desperation that might push a man to steal.”

She didn’t like that he’d called her Lady Mathilda. It injected a formality into the conversation that she’d thought they’d dispensed with. And his comments seemed to underscore the simple fact that he was a man of the world, and she was a sheltered young lady.

“Of course not,” she said, since there was no point in pretending her life had been anything but privileged. “But still, it’s difficult to imagine someone having the audacity to steal the bracelet right out from under her nose.”

For a moment he did not move, just stared at her in an uncomfortably assessing manner. Tillie got the feeling that he thought her terribly provincial, or at the very least naïve, and she hated that her belief in the general goodness of man was marking her a fool.

It shouldn’t be that way. One ought to trust one’s friends and neighbors. And she certainly shouldn’t be ridiculed for doing so.

But he surprised her, and he just said, “You’re probably right. I’ve long since realized that most mysteries have perfectly benign and boring solutions. Lady Neeley shall most probably be eating crow before the week is out.”

“You don’t think I’m silly for being so trusting?” Tillie asked, nearly kicking herself for doing so. But she couldn’t seem to stop asking questions of this man; she couldn’t recall anyone else whose opinions mattered quite so much.

He smiled. “No. I don’t necessarily agree with you. But it’s rather nice to share tea with someone whose faith in humanity has not been irreparably injured.”

A somber ache washed over her, and she wondered if Harry, too, had been changed by the war. He must have been, she realized, and she couldn’t quite believe that she’d never considered it before. She’d always imagined him the same old Harry, laughing and joking and pulling pranks at every opportunity.

But when she looked at Peter Thompson, she realized that there was a shadow behind his eyes that never quite went away.

Harry had been at Peter’s side throughout the war. His eyes had seen the same horrors, and his eyes would have held the same shadows, had he not been buried in Belgium.

“Tillie?”

She looked up quickly. She’d been silent longer than she ought, and Peter was watching her with a curious expression. “Sorry,” she said reflexively, “just woolgathering.”

But as she sipped her tea, watching him surreptitiously over the rim of her cup, it wasn’t Harry she was thinking about. For the first time in a year, finally, thrillingly, it wasn’t Harry.

It was Peter, and all she could think was that he shouldn’t have shadows behind his eyes. And she wanted to be the one to banish them forever.
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