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Chapter One



Ferdy Andrews slanted a look across the park, feeling contented with the world and quite at peace with himself. London in the Seasonwith plenty of money and friends, a pretty woman on ones arm, and an abundance of things to dowas a good place to be. Sun filtered through the trees in the quiet of the early morning haze. Hyde Park appeared to be nearly empty save for down near the Serpentine. Two bright carroty heads caught his eye and he slowed his horse to a walk. A redhead of sorts himself, he tended to take note of others of similar coloring.

What on earth were those youngsters about? For they had to be sprigs, and doubtless were up to no good at this hour of the day when most respectable folk were either in bed or at their breakfast table. He urged his horse across the green, studying the unlikely pair with a shrewd eye as he neared. The female might have bright hair, but on closer inspection, she possessed a fetching figure.

I can too beat you from here to the gate, Harry, the miss declared in ringing tones. And I am not afraid of being found out. Why, there is not a soul in the park at this hour!

Affixing a steely gaze on the slender figure garbed in pine green, her hat perched precariously to one side, and her limerick-gloved hands clenching the reins firmly, Ferdy relished the young ladys reaction when he spoke from his vantage point directly behind her. I very much fear you have it wrong, lass. Not only am I here, but I suspect that before you reach that gate, there will be others here as well. Just what do you think might be accomplished by such a stupid thingother than to ruin a reputation that shows signs of being uncertain at best?

Whirling about, she gave a startled cry, and Ferdy found a pair of brilliant green eyes glaring at him from a freckled face framed by flyaway carrot-hued hair that looked quite as impossible to tame as she herself no doubt was.

And who sought your opinion, may I ask? she demanded in a clear voice that might sound sweet when it wasnt furious. She maintained admirable control over her mare, quickly calming the equally startled animal.

You obviously didnt. However, I have five sisters and know a fair bit about your sex. I also know that while you might not care about your reputation at this moment, you might be sorry for such a harebrained escapade later when the damage has been done. Theres little to be mended in such an occasion, you know. He hoped his admittedly intimidating size would have an effect on the lass; clearly she was not one to take advice willingly.

She had the grace to blusha painfully pink color that clashed dreadfully with her hairand murmured a reluctant reply. I expect you have the right of it. Turning to look at her companion, she added, But you know I could win the race, Harry. I would at homewhere I wish I was this instant, I can tell you.

No race? Ferdy prompted, watching the pair with an amused gaze.

No race, she replied, turning back to face Ferdy, then adding reluctantly, but I must thank you for your interference. Oh, not for my sake, you understand. But I would not wish to bring disgrace to my family. I am a sad enough trial to them already. And with those words she seemed to shrivel. That was the only way Ferdy could describe her response. It sat ill with her pert face and otherwise excellent carriage. For a girl who must have considerable backbone, she had been whipped into submission, and although he knew it might be necessary, he realized he rather hated to see such spirit defeated.

Good day, sir. With that she slowly moved away from him, talking quietly to the young chap at her side. The lad glanced back at Ferdy, but made no effort to make himself known.

Ferdy hadnt asked her name. It wouldnt have been proper.

It would be simple enough to learn, however. There couldnt be many carrot-haired lasses making a come-out this Season. One of his sistersDiana, most likelywould know. It would be interesting to see how this lass made it through the hazards of a London Season. As he rode to his bachelor establishment, a neat apartment at the Albany, he thought hed keep an eye on the girl. Ought to be interesting.

It was highly extraordinary that Ferdinand Andrews, Esquireknown as Ferdy to one and allwould display even the slightest interest in a proper young lady. He usually surrounded himself with opera dancers, not gently bred girls. He instantly perceived that this carroty lass might be gently bred, but hardly the sort to simper and sigha behavior he detested and from which he always fled.

Taking himself off to his rooms, he then forgot about the redheaded chit in the park for the time being, having more pressing matters to hand.

* * * *

The following morning found Ferdy in the park at an early hour when he could reflect on his past evenings entertainment and plan his day in the peaceful and pleasant environs of greenery. Across the park by the Serpentine, he caught sight of a familiar flash of red and pine green and quickened his horses pace, curious as to what the lass might be up to this day. Hed not called on his sister so the girl was still unknown to him. She had, however, lingered in the back of his memory.

Over by the lake, Harriet sighed. Water lapped serenely against the pebbled shore of the Serpentine, birds twittered gaily in the leafy boughs of the trees, and the distant sounds of the city drifted to her ears, but they didnt help a great deal to bring peace and serenity to a troubled heart. She bent over to gaze at her reflection in the muddy water. Even there she could not fail to see her defects.

Drawing away, she considered her prospectswhich were not good. Pacing back and forth along the shore, she deliberated on her siblings. With Coralie well betrothed and Victoria as good as engaged, that left only her brother unwedbesides Harriet. But George didnt count. Mother didnt fuss near as much at him to find a spouse. But then, George was so perfect that when the time was appropriate he was bound to produce a proper bride without prompting.

Her mother spoke of nothing else but the necessity of marriage in regard to Harriet. Had it not been so serious, it would have been hilarious. Imagine, expecting a girl like Harriet to find a husband among the ton.

It would be perfectly splendid when Coralie married Lord Perth. Visions of her gorgeous titian hair peeping out from beneath her wisp of a veil, flattering Coralies dark green eyes and white skinwithout a freckle in sightwere enough to give Harriet a fit of the dismals. And Victoria would undoubtedly be just as beautiful, her shimmering strawberry blond hair wrapped about her head like a crown, her eyes the color of fine emeralds, with skin like pure cream to boot. They were the magnificent Mayne sisters. They couldnt be blamed for pretending she didnt exist.

Even her tiresome brother, George, had dark red, almost mahogany, hair that was quite dashing when paired with blue-green eyes and lightly tanned skin. It didnt matter that he possessed a few freckles. Whoever cared about a mans skin?

Harriets assets were few. Her slim body was nicely curved. She sang pleasantly, danced gracefully, and could manage a tolerable hand when writing a letter. But on the other hand, she was too tall, couldnt embroider worth a farthing, nor could she play the pianoforte or harp. But the worst of it all…and here she bent over to gaze at that sad reflection again, sighing. The worst of it…

Ferdy Andrews approached with care, fearful of what the lass might do. What in the world was that chit doing at the Serpentine all by herself? Bad enough she was alone, but she appeared to be bending over as though contemplating jumping into the cold, dirty water. Now Ferdy, having five sisters, knew they often had odd starts which they regretted later. If this creature thought she was going to put an end to her existence, she was going to have to reckon with Ferdy. Hed not stand for such a thing. Whatever bothered her could be fixed.

In moments, his horse had covered the ground that separated them. For a large man, he moved rapidly. Sliding quickly from his mount, he marched along the shore to confront the young lass in the pine-green habit that fitted her superbly. Behind her, her mare gave Ferdy a wary look.

Whatever it is, it cant be that bad, he began.

That is what you think, she replied with a sniff, turning away from him, not looking surprised in the least that he had popped up again out of seemingly nowhere.

Suppose you tell me and let me decide? Ferdy said in his most avuncular manner, reaching out to gently, ever so gently, draw her away from the lure of the Serpentine. Now, commence.

Harriet allowed the gentleman to walk her away from the water into the soft dappled green beneath the trees. I doubt you would understand, sir.

Try me, he coaxed.

I am in London, she said, plunging into a stark recital of her woes, for a Season, but I know I will not take, and my mama and my sisters harp at me day and night. Now I ask you as a gentleman, am I not right to insist I be allowed to become an old maid, retiring to a cottage by the sea in peace and quiet?

Ferdy studied the lass, determined to see what it was about her that would put a fellow offaside from a few freckles and a pert nose. The carrot hair he discounted, having come from a family of redheads. She looked perfectly fine to him.

She pulled the little hat from her head, revealing a mass of springy curls. He took a step back to further assess her qualities. Here was truly an original.

You see! Even you are repelled. Turning away from him she said in a muffled voice that he suspected masked tears, I am hopeless.

I cannot see why.

Harriet slowly turned to stare at him. But look at me! I have haira great amount of itthe color of carrots, eyes that are seaweed greenso I am toldand worst of all, I have freckles! There is nothing to be doneI have tried every potion known to woman. Who will have such a one as I? You really ought to have allowed me to race yesterday. Perhaps if I ruined my reputation, they would have let me go home again.

Ferdy gazed down at the slim maiden and shook his head. You need help.

A miracle is more like it, she muttered by way of reply.

Your family believes they have nothing more to do than put a white dress on you, drag you to Almacks, and you will find a husband?

When Harriet glanced at him, she had to smile at his friendly and sympathetic grin. At least, he seemed understanding of her dilemma. Hed said he had sisters. Harriet wondered if they had followed that pattern and said so to him. Did your sisters do that?

The first one did, but she was such a comely lass that she was snapped up in a trice. The others were more like younot that you are not comely, mind you. But they also have red hair and freckles, and Id be the first to admit that white is not their best color. You at least wear green and tis most becoming on you, he concluded with a bow.

Had Ferdys friends heard this charming compliment, they would have stared, for he usually became silent in the presence of ladiesyoung or oldtoo wary by half. Ferdy knew he had nothing to fear from this lass, however. She didnt even want a Season, much less a husband, and she certainly didnt cast a lure in his direction.

My habit belonged to Victoria, the one garment of hers I can wear. At his questioning look, she added, Victoria is slender and pretty with her strawberry blonde hair and perfect skin. Alas, she is shorter. I am the tallest in the family, even taller than George, my brother.

How does George feel about being outshone in height?

Ive never asked, she said in surprise. He does tease me about being a beanpole at times, she mused, wrinkling her nose at the memory.

Unkind, but not unusual in a brother, I fancy, Ferdy said, concealing a smile behind a swiftly raised hand.

How did your sisters manage a Season? Did they all marry? Happily? I vow I had rather remain on the shelf than wed a dreadful old man. Harriet gave Ferdy a wide-eyed look that brought forth a chuckle.

Not all old men are dreadful, you know. Merely the ones your mother wants you to marry, I suppose. For instance, do you consider me old? It took Ferdy down considerably more than a notch when she studied him for a time before replying. If nothing else, this lass was not about to flatter a chap.

No, I doubt you are more than in your late twenties. Am I correct? George is eight-and-twenty and you look about his age.

George beingother than your brother? Ferdy had to know who this family might be.

He is George Mayne, she stammered, blushing wildly again. My sisters are Victoria and Coralie, soon to be Lady Perth. Sir Edward Mayne is my father. And I, she hesitated a moment, then continued, am Harriet Anne Mayne, the black sheep of the perfect family. She said this as though daring Ferdy to disagree.

Ferdinand Andrews, Esquire at your service, Miss Harriet Mayne. Ferdy was truly put in his place when he realized his name meant nothing to the lass. She merely gave him a wistful smile, then turned to gaze across the Serpentine. Obviously she had not yet been coached on which gentleman was wealthy and considered a good catch.

You took a risk again todayno Harry and not a groom in sight. What am I going to do with such a girl, I ask you? he said in mock scolding, although he meant the business about the lack of a groom.

My cousin Harry was sent back to school yesterday. I wont see him until holidayswhich Mama says is all to the good. Mama thinks Harry tends to lead me astray, Harriet said with a sidelong glance at Ferdy.

I have no doubt she is in the right there. It strikes me that you are a lass given to trouble like some are to good works and others to flirting.

Well, I would not mind going back to school. Only Id be the eldest girl there. Id not like being so alone.  Tis bad enough at home. Do you have any notion of what it is like to live in a perfect family, where no one ever puts a foot wrong and they are all as beautiful as can be? Tis very lowering, I can tell you. She cast him a baleful look, then resumed poking at the pebbles with the toe of her boot.

As I said before, I believe you need help.

How lovely. Just like that? I need help and a kind fairy will come to my rescue? My freckles will disappear and my hair turn a beautiful dark mahogany like Georges or luscious strawberry blond like Victorias? Indeed! And I suppose I will magically be able to play a harp or converse with those intimidating gentlemen my mama wants me to charm? Pooh bah!

Goodness, but you do have the temper to match your hair. Ferdy leaned against an oak, his amusement with this young woman increasing by the minute.

Of course. Ive had nineteen years to practice, after all.

I have an idea. Why do I not talk to my sisterDiana might be the best one, for she is always up on the latestand see what she suggests? Would you be willing to come with me to meet her some afternoon?

Perhaps it might be best were she to issue an invitation for me to call on her? Harriet suggested hesitantly. Id not have Mama acquiring notions about you. From that splendid mount and your fine clothes, I would gather you are not at point non plus.

Ferdy thought of his excellent bank account, his investments and properties, and shook his head. No, you could say I am well to grass and not be wrong.

Harriet gave him an arrested look, then quickly turned to her mare. I do know a groom is proper but Ben was ill this morning, and I refused to give up a little time of my own. She flashed Ferdy a look of appeal, a plea for understanding.

Since Ive seen no one else around, you are most likely safe enough. Here, allow me to assist. It was a mere nothing for him to sweep Harriet up in his firm clasp to settle her in the saddle.

My, you certainly are strong, she observed, wide-eyed, while arranging her skirt, then fiddling with her reins. And you are rather large, too. Do you find that an asset?

Ferdy bit back the urge to laugh at this impossible lass, and with a straight face replied, Indeed, I do. Probably as handy as your being tall enough to see over the heads of most of those insipid girls at the balls you attend.

Harriet chuckleda charming little soundand agreed. Not all of them are insipid, you know, she confided. Their mothers make them that way, thinking that the gentlemen prefer a girl without two thoughts to rub together. With no looks to speak of, I expect it best to cultivate my brains. Who knows, perhaps I may find myself a scholar who does not mind red hair!

Ferdy succumbed to the urge that had been building within and let out a hearty laugh. What an impudent lass you are. True to your hair. While walking along at her side he looked around the deserted park. A figure could be seen in the distance but no one had observed them conversing together as of yet.

I had best go home, she said. Then she shyly added, Thank you again for your kind advice and offer of help. What a pity you are not my uncle, for you would be my favorite, I believe. With that, she blushed that dreadful shade of pink and was away before he could stop her impetuous dash.

Her uncle? Good grief! Ferdy thought over his words and actions and decided it was as well she considered him in that light. It would never do for that budding temptress to develop a tendresse for him. That she would be a temptress, he had no doubt. All she needed was to tame that hair, learn how to dress properly, obtain an introduction to the right people, and she would be fired off before you could sneeze. There was something about her eyesthe sparkling green depths intrigued a fellow.

Ferdy watched Miss Harriet disappear from the park, then rode with a thoughtful mien to where he stabled his mount. Hed have a hearty breakfast, then present himself at Dianas house as early as he dared. She was most unfashionable, rising well before noon and spending considerable time with her children. Most of the young mothers hed met seemed to think that all that was required of motherhood was to produce the babes.

* * * *

It was about two hours laterFerdy did not believe in rushing through a mealthat Dianas housekeeper opened the door to usher him inside. One thing about being large and amiable, you were most always welcome, at least within the family.

My sister up and about, Mrs. Poole?

Breakfast room. Master Timothy wants his porridge with his mum, the white-haired woman explained.

Ferdy nodded, then quietly marched down the hall to the small breakfast room at the rear of the house, which overlooked a minuscule garden. He paused, absorbing the pleasant scene. His sister sat at the table coaxing her four-year-old to consume his porridge, sunlight blessing her snowy cap and the auburn curls that peeped from beneath.

Diana had heard him enter and turned to greet her only brother. Ferdy, what brings you here at this hour? Timothy, greet your Uncle Ferdy.

Good morning. Ferdy accepted the salutation from Timothy and pulled up a chair. He absently took a bit of plum cake that Mrs. Poole had hastily brought and began to nibble while he collected his thoughts.

This looks serious, Diana began, tucking a stray curl beneath the pretty lace cap. Dare I ask what it is?

Well, you see…I met a young lady in the park and she needs help. I wonder if you would be willing to lend an expert hand?

He fiddled with a cup, which Diana took to mean a request for tea. Leaning over to pour, his sister gave him a piercing look. Why?

Could you see the lass, youd know. She has a wild mass of carroty hair, freckles enough to hide her face, says she neither paints, embroiders, nor plays an instrument, nor talksalthough she seemed to have no trouble chatting with me, he added in reflection.

But then you are the most gentle giant of a man who wouldnt harm a soul and it is obvious. That is why all the children adore you, Diana said with a smile, shooing a reluctant Master Timothy off to his nurse.

She is a taking lass, or would be if not so conscious of that carroty hair. Says shes tried everything possible to cure her freckles. Nothing worked. They were worse than Clairs.

Goodness! a horrified Diana exclaimed, recalling her dearest sister, who had serious freckles, as even those who adored her must admit.

Will you help her? Ferdy inquired, trying to sound diffident.

Diana gave him a startled look, then studied her hands a moment before nodding. Of course, I will. Poor dear, she must be utterly miserable. Now how shall we accomplish this good and kind deed? She gave her brother an impish look that quickly changed when she saw he was most serious, highly unusual for her normally lighthearted sibling.

She suggested you invite her to call. I cannot think where you are suppose to have met. I shall leave that up to your inventive mind. Be prepared to offer advice on cutting that mop of hair, perhaps tinting it slightlyas you do yours, and see what you can do about her clothes. She claims the only decent thing she owns is a riding habit she acquired from her sister.

And the sister is?

Victoria Mayne.

Good heavens! Your young lady is sister to that glorious creature? Which means she is also sister to the heavenly Coralie and dashing George. How utterly depressing for her. I can see why her plight touched your generous heart. Diana rose from her chair to give her big brother a swift hug. I shall write a note immediately. I fancy I have credit enough so her mother will permit the girl to accept an invitation to tea.

The wealthy and dashing Mrs. Damon Oliver? Acceptable? Why else do you think I came to you? Ferdy asked with a grin. Then he added, Besides, you have a heart far larger than mine, you know. I know none better.

Except for Emma and Clair and Annis and Bella, she said with an answering look, listing her other sisters who were also known for their caring and warm hearts. We have all overcome the affliction of red hair and have learned how to make the best of it. I assure you, this girl will be no problem at all.

At that blithe statement, Ferdy laughed. I hope so, he said, giving his sister a sheepish look. Harriet is not some meek little dab of a girl. She is taller than you are and a trifle outspokenat least to me.

Perhaps she trusts you.

That is rather a mixed compliment for a gentleman of my years, my dear Diana.

Yes, I know, she said kindly, strolling at his side until they reached the morning room where her writing desk was located, Be off with you. I shall write Lady Mayne a polite note requesting the presence of herself and her youngest daughter for tea. At his sound of protest, she said, You did not think I could ask the girl and not her mother this first call?

He threw up his hands and shrugged. Do what you must. Shall I attend this affair?

Perhaps you should. You are nicely intimidating and surely Lady Mayne knows your standing even if her daughter does not. Diana giggled at his look of affront.

Since Ferdy had omitted that bit of information, he bestowed a calculating look on Diana. How did you know that?

Simple, actually. You did not run a mile from the chit after meeting her.

Somewhat puzzled at this rejoinder, Ferdy made his farewell and left the house to begin his rounds of the day.

Diana dashed off a note to Emma, her only sister in London at the moment; then composed a beautifully worded invitation to Lady Mayne, one she was certain would be eagerly accepted.

It was. Within a remarkably short time, a reply written in a fine hand on exquisite vellum arrived accepting Mrs. Olivers kind invitation to tea.

* * * *

Three afternoons later, Lady Mayne and Harriet entered the tastefully furnished home belonging to the very social Olivers. They were greeted by the charming Mrs. Oliver and her beautiful sister Emma, Lady Wynnstay.

Diana noted that Lady Mayne had the titian hair and stunning beauty possessed by Coralie. What a trial it must be for such a belle to be burdened with Harriet.

After the usual sort of social conversation one encounters at tea, Diana gave Harrietwho had sat as silent as a sphinx all the while and appeared as miserable as possiblean assessing look. She turned to the mother.

Lady Mayne, Harriet reminds me so much of myself when I was her age.

For the first time Harriet perked up, giving Diana an astounded stare. I do not believe it. I mean, you are so lovely, she stammered.

Well, it took the ministrations of some truly exceptional women to achieve the transformation, I assure you. First I acquired my abigail, who is a wizard with dressing hair like ours. Then I went to see Madame Clotilde. She helped select colors and styles so I might appear to best advantage.

At this moment, Ferdy entered the room, apologizing for his tardiness with great polish. My man of business kept me longer than I expected, Diana.

Lady Mayne sat in confounded silence at his entry. Apparently, she had not connected the delicately beautiful Emma and the graceful Diana with their brother, a giant of a man and one as wealthy as could stare, if all was to be believed.

Harriet ignored the sought-after Mr. Andrews, Esquire, and concentrated on Diana. Do you, that is, would you, or could you help me? Advise me, perhaps? At her side Lady Mayne sputtered words that had more of an admonishing sound than anything else.

Diana exchanged a look with her sister, who nodded ever so slightly in return. Why, yes, I believe I should enjoy that. With a daughter of my own, it would give me practicefor Anne has hair as red as yours.

Apparently heartened to know there was another so afflicted, Harriet beamed a smile on her benefactress. Her beautiful eyes lit with anticipation as she said, Mama, I do believe you have a chance of ridding the family of me after all. At which remark, the good lady looked as though she might dearly love to faint.

Diana ignored the mother, smiling at Harriet, instead. We shall find you a proper beau, make no mistake. And I dare say he will be enchanted with the new Harriet.

The new Harriet, Harriet echoed, looking dazed and quite starry-eyed. Oh, my.




Chapter Two



Once Lady Mayne accepted the notion of Harriet receiving guidance from the stylish Mrs. Oliver, it was a mere step to Harriet being swept under Dianas wing. It didnt hurt that Lady Wynnstay had chimed in with her enthusiastic encouragement for the proposition. When that was accompanied by a suggestion that she introduce Harriet to a number of her select friends, Lady Mayne had been completely won overand most likely relieved that her impossible daughter had become anothers problem.

Lady Mayne later explained to Harriet that Mr. Andrews was enormously wealthy and his company courted everywhere. However, that he was heir to a barony mattered little to Harriet at this point. She saw him mainly as her friend and confidant.

When next she saw him in the park early the following morning, Harriet told Ferdy, I do hope that your sister Diana knows what she is doing in sweeping me up as she has. Sweeping was the only word Harriet could think of when describing matters to Mr. Andrews, Esquire.

At least you have your groom along with you this morning, Ferdy said with approval, looking back at the chap with a minatory eye. And you may trust Diana to do what is best. When does she intend to commence her efforts on your behalf?

I am to present myself this morning. I would not be surprised were this to be my last free time for some days. Harriet sighed. Thenlest Mr. Andrews mistake her feelingsshe added, Please know that I am most grateful to you. It is encouraging to think I not only might find myself presentable but a husband as well. That would please Mama.

Ferdy nodded in silence, knowing only too well that it was most important for a young lady to make a suitable marriage. Her only other recourse was to be a governess or a companionand those were not much in demand these days, there usually being sufficient poor relations to make hiring a companion unnecessary.

Why dont I ride along with you? I could keep you company at my sistersthat is, after you have changed and are prepared to go to Dianas, Ferdy amended when he realized that Miss Mayne would scarcely be wanting to present herself in her riding habit.

Bestowing a smile on the man at her side, Harriet nodded. That would be welcome. She turned her mare and headed back toward the Maynes house. It was but a short walk from the park, and in a brief time, Ferdy found himself entrusting his steed to the groom. This good man took the horses along to the mews, promising to take care of Ferdys mount until he chose to return.

While Mr. Andrews enjoyed a glass of her papas finest claret in the peace of the drawing room, Harriet dashed up to her room to change. It scarcely mattered what she wore, for she was to be totally remade. She felt as though she were to be reborn, for Mrs. Oliver had declared that her hair would be utterly altered, her wardrobe as well. It was all rather excitingif somewhat daunting.

Ferdy found it took fortitude to exchange the peace of the Mayne household for his sisters often chaotic residence. He only hoped that the younger children would be kept with Nurse. When they arrived to relative quiet, he discovered that the children had been banished for the morning. Nonetheless, he felt so sorry for the lot of them that he deposited Harriet Mayne with Diana and took himself off to the nursery to offer himself as substitute horse or whatever pleased the little beggars.

He pretends to be repelled by the infants, you know, Diana confided to Harriet as she drew her along to the morning room located at the rear of the large town house. Truth to tell, he dotes on them and they on him. A more indulgent uncle would be hard to find. Pity he has no children of his own. Every Season I pray he will find a young lady to catch his fancy. Perhaps this year…

They entered the morning room to find Lady Wynnstay and an austere-looking woman awaiting them. Harriets instant guess as to the identity of the second woman proved right.

Talbot, this is the young lady you are to work your magic on today. To Harriet, Diana added, Do not be alarmed at what she decrees, for she was responsible for turning me from a carrot-topped hoyden into what I am today.

Suitably impressed, Harriet approached the tall, prim woman, whose gray hair was impeccably dressed and tucked beneath a starched white cap. Gray eyes assessed Harriet in a way that made her feel as though she not only wore no clothes, but that Talbot could see to the very core of her being.

Hmm, the woman said at last. First we wash the hair, put a bit of tint on it, then the scissors.

Feeling quite as though her ship was about to sink, Harriet submitted to the ministrations. Her head was scrubbed, then some nasty-smelling solution was worked into her curls, to be followed later by a rinse and cream, this with the pleasant scent of lemons.

She wasnt permitted to observe her hair cutting in a looking glass, which was probably just as well. At one point she heard Mr. Andrews voice in the hallway. Mrs. Oliver, who had insisted that Harriet call her Diana, scurried to prevent him from entering the workroom, as she called it.

Not until the transformation is complete are you to see our protégée, she said with an affectionate laugh.

Transformation. What would be the result? Harriet knew enough about coloring hair to be aware that sometimes matters went wrong. Shed heard of girls having hair a bright chartreuse after experimenting with hair dye. She prayed that Talbot would not allow this to happen.

She need not have worried. The experienced abigail calmly snipped and combed, studied and snipped some more, until Harriet wondered if there would be anything left.

Lady Wynnstay had left the room to spend some time in the nursery. When she returned, Talbot was combing out Harriets hair for what had to be the twentieth time. Harriet had submitted in silence to the toweling and combing and snipping, believing that this woman might truly work a miracle.

The abigail drew back to await a verdict from the very fashionable Lady Wynnstay.

Splendid! she cried when she caught sight of Harriet.

Her enthusiasm gave Harriet hope.

Diana, come, see, she called to her sister who had gone to the kitchen to attend to a minor crisis.

Excellent, indeed, Diana pronounced when she caught sight of her protégée. The hair is most acceptable, I believe. Now what about her skin? Other than a dusting of your special powder, is there anything to be done with those freckles?

Talbot studied Harriet again, moving around her, taking Harriets face in her cool grip to turn it this way and that. No, she said at last, we will have to use the powder, keep her out of the sun, and hope for the best

Still not permitted to view herself in a looking glass, Harriet was drawn along to the front of the house. Talbot hustled her into a cloak. Then the four women left the house, entering a fine landau that had drawn up before the Oliver residence.

You truly must not worry, my dear, Lady Wynnstay said with a sympathetic touch of her soft hand. Diana decided it would be fun to keep your new looks a surprise. All will be revealed in good time.

Harriet gave her an apprehensive smile, but said nothing. Time would tell, indeed.

The carriage drew to a halt before the discreet establishment belonging to the famed Madame Clotilde. Harriet had passed it any number of times, but her mother had not deemed her worthy of a Clotilde gown. Only her sisters had merited the mantua-makers skill.

It was with mixed emotions that Harriet entered the shop now. Uppermost in her mind was curiosity as to what the famous Madame Clotilde would say to Harriets appearance. She was known to be blunt in her assessments. Could she assist in creating an acceptable Harriet Mayne, fit to be presented in Almacks assembly rooms?

Madame, I am pleased you are willing to work with us on our transformation. What do you think so far? Diana said, quite as though she had been the one to color and snip.

Tossing an understanding glance at the abigail, the mantua-maker studied Harriet. She turned her head this way and that, nodding and making little penciled notes on a pad she carried.

She cannot have white, even though she makes her come-out, the madame stated flatly. Ivory silk, cream muslin of the finest quality, palest peach taffeta, perhaps a delicate willow green for a pelisse. Her come-out ball gown will be in cream faille, I believe. No ruffles or flounces. Simple lines and quality fabric will become her most.

Diana nodded, then conferred in soft tones with the lady while Lady Wynnstay urged Harriet to look over a selection of fabrics on display, pointing out the charms of each.

Come along, one and all, Diana said at last. Madame has a gown that she feels would be suitable to complete this first day of Harriets transformation.

The five made their way to a tiny room in the rear of the establishment, where Harriet was given no quarter. She was stripped to her stays and redressed in a delicate shift of finest batiste, followed by a pretty dress of cream-and-willow-green striped lutestring. The high neck was touched by blond lace with tiny buttons for trim. Cording accented the high waist and long sleeves. Talbot did up the back, then stepped aside for the others to see.

Now you may look at the new Harriet, Diana Oliver said with obvious satisfaction. I believe we shall celebrate with an ice at Gunters.

Harriet stared at the creature in the looking glass, wondering if that interesting young woman could actually be herself. Not beautiful, not even pretty in the accepted mode, she was rather striking in a singular way. Her hair, now a soft red-gold, curled about her head in ringlets something like a cherubim. The face powder softened and diminished her freckles. The dress enhanced the soft coloring of her hair and skin, giving her a gentle radiance instead of the bright glow it usually reflected. It remained to see what a gentleman might think.

She will be an original, you shall see, Madame promised, nodding her improbably red head most emphatically while she placed a small but appealing hat on Harriets curls. She must think of something unique as an accessory. And she must acquire a particularly uncommon pastime of note, something in which she excels.

I know she will, Diana bubbled with delight.

You sing, won? the mantua-maker said.

I sing passably and I can dance fairly well. But I do not play an instrument nor can I do needlework.

I shall create gowns for singing and dancing, Madame pronounced. You will be a quiet rage, one I believe will do very nicely.

All I ask is Harriet began only to be silenced by Lady Wynnstay.

She will also capture the heart of a most discerning gentleman. Lady Wynnstay did not say where this man would be found.

But of course, Madame agreed, quite as though that was naturally assumed.

Harriet wished she felt as confident about her future. She had heard family murmurs of marrying her off to the most repellent of elderly gentlemen did she not take this Season, and that little worry continued to nag at the back of her mind.

The ladies, including the redoubtable Talbot, whisked themselves to Gunters for pineapple ices.

It was there that Mr. Andrews happened upon them, recognizing the Oliver landau from a distance.

Ladies, he said gallantly as he rode up to the carriage, looking a trifle apprehensive. And how did you make out with Miss Mayne?

See for yourself, Diana said with pert grace.

He had glanced at the occupants of the carriage when he rode up. Now he examined the one he had not at first recognized.

Harriet thought she just might expire while awaiting his reaction. Precisely why she felt his opinion so important, she could not have said, but it was. She stilled her hands in her lap with difficulty. Forcing her gaze to meet his, she smiled, the gamin grin shed worn when he had first offered his help. Here I am, as you see, she said without much originality. As the one who had first thought she had possibilities, it was important he agree she had turned out well.

Talbot, he turned unerringly to the one whose magic had worked so well, you are to be congratulated. You saw her possibilities and brought out the charm within. I believe she just might take. His pronouncement was met with a sigh of relief from Harriet and a round of cries from his sisters.

What do you mean, might take. She will be a veritable belle, Diana insisted.

We shall do all we can to help make her the rage, Lady Wynnstay said in her cultured, soft voice.

Then Society had best prepare itself to be stormed, he said quietly. That he did not look quite as pleased as he might at this notion was noticed by Diana who, for once, failed to tease him about it.

The ices consumed, the women left the shade of the trees in Berkeley Square to return to the Oliver residence.

Tomorrow you must attend Madame Clotilde for measurements and all that entails, Diana said to Harriet when they exited the open carriage.

Harriet thanked them all profusely, Talbot especially for her tender concern. She promised to present herself at Madame Clotildes establishment on the morrow at ten of the clock, then turned to leave.

Mr. Andrews had ridden by the carriage and now spoke. I shall see you safely home, Miss Mayne.

At this bit of concern, his sisters exchanged looks, but said not a word, other than farewell for the moment.

Harriet was handed back into the landau by an insistent Mr. Andrews, who ignored her murmured pleas to walk to her nearby home. She settled back to gaze at him over the side of the carriage.

It will not distress these chaps one whit, for I believe they must circle the block to return to the mews. How do you feel? He studied her new looks and finery, making Harriet feel most uncomfortable.

Madame Clotilde says I must be an original and find a unique accessory. What do you think about a dog? Perhaps one to match my hair? I know that it is not terribly original, but I have always wanted a dog and this would be a wonderful excuse. Mama could not deny the dictum of Madame Clotilde, could she?

Ferdy gazed down at the winsome face with her pixy grin and sighed, feeling as though a fire was about to explode and there was nothing he might do to prevent its spread. Well, he said, stalling.

I know Mr. Byng has his poodle, but he is a man. I know of no woman who has a dog that matches her hair, if you see what I mean. What do you think? Please say you agree.

Why, Ferdy said with forced gallantry, I believe it might work, at that. Allow me to search around, for a red-gold dog might not be as easy to find as, for instance, a cat. He felt sorry for the girl who had always wanted a dog and not been allowed to have one. Why, everyone he knew had owned a dog or cat, in addition to a pony, then a horse. It was downright un-English to forbid such.

But you cannot have a cat on a leash, she pointed out with perfect logic. And they are not always very agreeable to being taken in a carriage.

Ferdy nodded, thinking that it might be a good thing were more items kept on a leash, namely the minds of certain young women. He suspected that if he did not help her find a suitable dog, she would be off hunting on her own, and that was to be avoided at all costs. Gentlemen ought to take care of such matters, and if her father were half the man he should be, hed have seen to it.

He assisted her from the carriage when it came to a stop before the Mayne town house, from where he strolled back to the Oliver residence, deep in thought.

Once he found his sister, he demanded, Have you any notion where this might lead?

What now? Diana queried, knowing young ladies fairly well.

She wants a dog to match her hair! Where can we find one that odd colorother than an Irish setter, which I hardly think is an appropriate animal to have in a drawing room, much less a carriage. Ferdy ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. This was not what he had envisioned when he asked his sisters to help Harriet.

How should I know? Diana said with a grin.

I suppose this means I am off to find a kennel?

You want success, do you not? Diana said reasonably.

I believe I shall have a look-in on Poodle Byng. He may be of assistance, Ferdy mused, searching his memory for snippets of conversation dealing with dogs and the purchase thereof.

Do that, Diana said softly and with a complaisance that ought to have made Ferdy suspicious had his mind been functioning in that direction.

I shall report when success is achieved. Suggest to Talbot that it is not beyond possibility that she may be called upon to color a dog to match its mistress.

She wont turn a hair, if you are worried about a tantrum. Talbot is superior.

* * * *

The following morning found Harriet being used as a human pincushion, with swaths of fabric draped over her tall, slender form by the great Madame Clotilde. The muttering and tsk-tsks were ignored by Harriet. The pins were a different matter. But worst of all was the boredom. Harriet quickly realized that she was simply not cut out to be a diamond of the first, second, or for that matter third water if standing for hours during fittings was the requirement. But, the lure of improvement spurred her. She would tolerate most anything to become more stylish. A pity her mother wasnt there to witness her transformation.

At last, her shift and stays freed of stray pins, her clothing restored to her, she was allowed to leave the fitting roomwhich had assumed the aspect of a torture chamber rather than a place of delight.

Here is a list of bonnets and hats which I feel will accent your new gowns very well, Madame said. And do not forget the gloves you require, nor the slippers. Have you thought of a unique accessory yet? She placed her hand on the front door, effectively penning Harriet inside until she had accepted the lists. Of course, lists were valuable. How many girls had a wardrobe of head coverings and accessories selected for them by the great mantua-maker? Harriet was simply rebellious by nature and disliked being told what she must do or wear.

Well, I had thought of a dog, perhaps. One the color of my hair?

The mantua-maker stared at Harriet a moment, then opened the door for her, not saying a word. Meekly accepting the list, Harriet fled the salon, hurrying along Bond Street with her maid hard-pressed to keep up with her.

Thinking to race on Bond Street, Miss Mayne? The familiar voice reached Harriet through her fury and she came to an abrupt stop, and her thankful maid as well.

I fear, Harriet reported to Mr. Andrews, that I am not cut out to be a model of the dernier cri. In fact, I have my doubts about parading in the latest of fashions.

But, he said suavely, you want to find an acceptable husband.

True, Harriet admitted. I suppose it is a necessity. However, I give leave to tell you that I do not fancy becoming a human repository for pins anytime soon.

And you must return on the morrow?

Next week. I need to do something quite different for a timeto soothe my sensibilities, you know. Perhaps the pond and a few ducks? She grinned at Ferdy, her eyes sparkling and the sun glinting in her red-gold curls. He decided he had best think of something for her to do, for she looked quite capable of haring off to the park again, doing heaven knew what.

I have made inquiries regarding a dog. You would not require a puppy?

No, for I suspect they are a great deal of trouble to train not to leave puddles, and Mama has little patience with animals as it is. Best it be a proper dog.

You are certain this is what you want? Ferdy asked, trying to keep the pessimism from his voice and failing.

Can you think of anything better that would be unique? I have looked about me and I cannot imagine anything else. Everyone has parasols, and a carriage would not do. I will not have a little page to follow me; besides, that is hardly unique.

Miss Mayne paused at the corner as though expecting her carriage to arrive. I will say one thing, if there is anything more boring than standing on a pedestal for hours to be fitted for a series of garments I cannot fathom what it might be. I long for a pastime, something active that would not put me to the blush, if you take my meaning?

I shall endeavor to give it my utmost consideration, Miss Mayne, Ferdy said with a sinking heart. Amusing a bored beauty was one thing; to entertain a girl as lively and prone to trouble as Harriet Mayne was quite another. I do have a thought. We might schedule an outing in the park with my nephews and nieces and this enormous sailing boat I own. They find that jolly fun and you might enjoy it as well. He gave her a hopeful look. You never knew what a young lady might like. That was why he preferred opera dancers. You always knew how to please them.

Why not? It does sound like rare fun. I have never sailed a toy boat before. Is it difficult? Do all gentlemen possess toy boats, or are you uncommon?

I am most uncommon, Miss Mayne. Most uncommon. But then, he added reflectively, so are you.

Really? Not just because of my hair? At his nod, she looked pleased for a moment, then said, That does not solve my dilemma of finding a favorite pursuit that will pass inspection with the ton.

I shall make it a point to give it thoughtwhile I am searching kennels for your dog.

Mr. Andrews, you are truly a gem, Harriet cried, then reached up to plant a delicate kiss on his cheek, blushing furiously as she did. Well, he had behaved like an uncle, she reasoned, and she always kissed her uncles on the cheek. Only she suspected this wasnt quite the same thing.

Ferdy looked astounded, then pleased as punch, then frowned. He glanced about them. Best confine that to indoors, Miss Mayne, if you must.

But he hadnt scolded her and Harriet entered the Mayne house with a lighter heart.

Good heavens, is that you, Harriet? Victoria cried in surprise. I vow, Id not have known you elsewhere. It is an improvement, although I doubt it will earn you much in the way of a husband. That frank opinion was given before she sailed from the house, trailed by her superior maid.

Downcast for a moment before cheering herself up with the reminder that Madame Clotilde wouldnt help anyone who didnt show promise, Harriet went to her room. Here she remained for the evening, having a tray sent to her, not wanting to listen to a debate over her looks. If Victoria had made a cutting remark, what would the rest of her family think?

* * * *

She found out the next morning when she went down to an early breakfast before going for her ride in the park.

Good heavens, girl! Lady Mayne sneered. I cannot see what you hope to gain. Youll not change your face.

What ho? Her brother chortled. I say, Ive heard of trying to make a silk purse out of a sows ear and this proves it cannot be done. Why bother, dear girl? Accept your fate and marry that chap that Fathers picked out for you. Save time and money.

So that you might have more to gamble with? That was unfair because George never gambled to excess. He never did anything to excess except, perhaps, tease Harriet.

He didnt deign to answer. Harriet watched him march from the room, feeling she might have tinged his hide with a barb, but it was unlikely to have much effect. Her family had rejected her for so many years it was doubtful they would change overnight.

Peace and tranquility reigned in the park however. Harrietfollowed by her groom and wearing the pine-green habit with a fall of cream batiste at her neckcantered along the path, her thoughts much occupied with the coming Season. She wasnt desperate yet, but Georges warning about her fathers choice was quite enough to frighten her. She must become sought after. She had to find that unique touch, something a bit different, but within acceptability to set her apart from the rest of the girls making their come-out.

If only Mr. Andrews might find a suitable dog. What could she name the animal? Something amusing, ear-catching. Prinney? No, that was disrespectful. Cupid? Suggestive, but it might work. Shed try the name on Mr. Andrews when next she saw him.

Across the park Ferdy strode along the path, the dog trotting at his heels. The poodle was a tan color that Talbot had tinted with a mixture to match Harriets hair.

At last he espied Miss Harriet, as he ought to think of her. He marched forward with determination. She caught sight of him and rode over to greet him. Then, seeing the poodle squirming on a leash, she slid from her mare at once.

What a cunning little dog. Does it have a name?

Not yet. Here, he handed over the leash, forgetting for the moment that she had been riding.

Does it match? she asked hesitantly, gathering the poodle up, then holding the little dog close to her face.

Ferdy nodded. Thank goodness Talbot was able to work her wonders. I hope you are pleased.

My manners and wits have gone begging! Thank you ever so much, she cried. Ignoring the possibility of their being seen, she again reached to give him a butterfly kiss on his cheek, then turned her attention to the dog. I must think of a name.

Ahem. I dislike reminding you… Ferdy gave up. She would do as she pleased and he quite liked those gentle salutes on his cheek, even if the kiss was one of the avuncular sort.

Cupid.

I beg your pardon? Ferdy sputtered, thinking he must have missed something along the way.

Its name is to be Cupid. That is certainly different from Rover and Spot, is it not?

Certainly. Ferdy could not help laughing. Cupid, of all things. Yet it would be silly enough to be remembered: Miss Harriet and her dog, Cupid.

Thank you again, Mr. Andrews. Will you walk me home? I find it difficult trying to carry Cupid while riding.

And so those of Society who were out and about that morning were treated to the sight of that determined bachelor, Mr. Ferdy Andrews, Esquire, and a pretty young lady garbed in pine green, who had lovely red-gold curls accompanied by a dog whose color exactly matched those curls. It was a notable sight, one that was described over a number of tea tables and wineglasses later in the day.
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