
[image: img1.jpg]





A SCANDALOUS SUGGESTION





Emily Hendrickson





Chapter 1



The Thames lapped against the shore, the tide beginning to turn, pulling things better not noticed along with it. One of the royal swans paddled past her, ignoring most of what lay beneath the surface. The sight of the elegant bird added to the unreality of the scene before her.

Sibyl Eagleton tugged her heavy shawl more closely about her, staring across the far side of the river where buildings rose like ghostly specters in the early morning mist. It was a dream world with menacing spires on a silver fog.

What a silly fool she was, to be sure. Last night had been an utter disaster. Poor Mama, she had nurtured such high hopes and now was so disappointed. And to think Sibyl had ended up half concealed behind a potted palm.

All the shopping for pretty clothes, the entire trip to London for her come-out, what a sad waste. She had truly enjoyed getting new things, as any girl would, but to what end?

It was not as though Sibyl had not warned her parents. She had pleaded with them, for she was quite comfortable at home, and had not wished to travel to London in the first place. The very thought of all the Society people, with their odd priorities and peculiar starts, made her shy away from parties and the like. Had it not been for the threat of Alfred Norton, shed have insisted on staying home.

The kindest thing one might say about Alfred was that he was a nodcock. He rather frightened Sibyl. He had come upon her in the garden, breathing fumes of ale, bad teeth, and garlic in her face until she reeled. And he had demanded that she marry him, for he obviously considered himself to be the best catch in all of Mablethorpea squires only son with great prospects. Perhaps he was. That did not mean she would wed him. She shuddered at the very thought and took a step closer to the river. 

I would not do that were I you. The water is cold and dirty, not fit for a bath.

Sibyl spun around, frightened at the voice so close to her. She had been sure she was alone here. She had expected the mists and early hour to discourage most people. This was not in the commercial area, nor were there likely to be hawkers and sellers about. She had thought herself to be safe.

I do not intend to, sir. She stared at him, her gaze caught in his. Even in the misty light she could note his soft gray eyes, so understanding and kind. He was not as tall as some, but she thought him just right. He had strong features and a solid, trim build. There was nothing of the dandy about him.

Just plain mister will do . . . Miss?

Just miss, she decided. No names. And thank you for your concern. She could detect the gentility in his speech, and certainly his clothes were of the latest cut and finest fabrics. That gray coat was undoubtedly made by a master tailor, so well did it fit. Although, I confess, the river would solve quite a few problems. She turned to look down again at the swirling dark waters.

Is that why you are here? To flee from your problems? How could a pretty young miss like you have such serious dilemmas? I would have wagered the worst of them was deciding what gown to wear, or which beau to accept. He joined her to lean against the ramshackle railing, watching her rather than the river.

You sound like my stepmama. It is not that simple. For example, last evening I went to an assembly, she confided, not pausing to consider that she was able to discuss such a painful subject with a total stranger. Once there I was introduced to a perfectly acceptable young man. At least, I suppose he was. He asked me to dance. I knew how, she assured this man.

Her feet performed a few of the steps quite unconsciously before she recalled where she was. What I do not know how to do is converse. My tongue was tied in knots. He rattled off various names I suppose I ought to know, and parties, none of which I had attended. When the dance was over, he escaped, and in a way, so did I. Never in the history of assemblies has a young woman had so many torn flounces. And, she peeped up at him, her eyes alive with mischief, I had not one flounce on my gown."

She firmed her mouth. If that is a sample of the young men from whom I am expected to choose, I want none of them. I believe I shall remain a spinster. Potted palms are a deal more companionable. They do not expect answers to stupid questions.

He gave a rather endearing chuckle, and her heart warmed to this man, this stranger in the mists.

Silly girl. He was nothing but a sad fribble, if that is all he could manage to say to a lovely young miss at her first assembly. Come, let me give you an example.

He bowed most elegantly. She curtsied, frowning slightly in bewilderment.

He extended his hand to her, a charming grin tilting his well-shaped mouth. She took one look into those beautiful gray eyes and accepted his gloved hand. Then he began to hum a melody she recognized. She joined him to make a soft duet.

In and out and around they went, through delicate patterns, following one of the dances Sibyl had learned. Seeming satisfied she would hum the tune, he said, Lovely weather we are having for this time of year, what? He gave a significant glance at the fog, one that made her smile.

Lovely, she said breathlessly. Never have I seen a more misty mist.

Not half as lovely as the lady in my arms.

Oh, fie, sir, what flummery. She giggled, her soft eyes lighting up with delight at this nonsense.

I shall compose an ode to your languishing blue eyes, or perhaps that rosebud mouth. He gave her a considering look, then said, No, your innocent expression, like that of a newly-opened flower. Ah, but then, that beautiful English complexion must merit a few lines. It glows like the finest satin, petal soft, begging to be kissed.

Oh, sir, you go too far! She laughed as he whirled her around in perfect meter, her voice ringing out in sheer joy. It seemed like such a long time since she had laughed at such foolery.

And then the gentleman ought to reserve a second dance, no more, mind you. He should follow your progress with hungry eyes, watching with many sighs as others beg for your attention. Soon, you ought to have a veritable train of young men, officers, gentlemen of title, all at your beck and call.

What, no prince? I insist. I have dreamed of living in a castle on a hill, she declared with a mocking, imperious manner. She smiled then, her gaze softening, and said, I have no need for titles. My new uncle is an earl, and although kindly, strikes me quite silent when we meet.

I shall tell you a secret. Underneath all those fine clothes, they are all much the same. Next time you go to a ball, or something of that sort, just think how each of the people you meet would look in his or her nightrail.

Sir, she declared, trying not to laugh, what a shocking thing to say."

It does work. Those eyes twinkled down at her with great charm, and she wondered what lady was so fortunate as to receive his homage.

Does it, indeed? She pushed the image of this man arrayed in a nightrail from her mind with great difficulty, returning her attention to the river. It never stops, does it? How I should like to get on a boat and sail and sail far away from here. I have never been on a boat, but I suspect it would be intriguing.

Farther down river there are boats one may take to places like Margate and Gravesend. He pointed to a pier that could barely be seen through the rising mist. It was a distant gray smear on the rivers edge.

That sounds like an enchanting prospectespecially at this moment, as I am. Graves end. Rather gloomy, I believe. She shuddered at the depressing thoughts that flooded into her mind.

None of that. I promise all will get better. You must make an effort, and suspect there are others equally alarmed at the snobs of Society. Try again.

His smile was terribly appealing, she decided in a fit of great charity with the stranger. Now, had she someone like him . . . But, someone like him was undoubtedly spoken for by one of those elegant society women who put her in such a quake.

You sound like my stepmama. She reads tea leaves, you see. In my cup she saw a musical note, which foretells good luck. She also saw a moon, which means a love interest. According to her, the castle she saw means security and safety. For all I know, it could mean nothing more than I might have the good luck to be carried off to a castle on a moonlit night by my true love. She gave a reflective sigh, then turned her face toward his. Do you believe in such things, sir?

He also sighed, and looked as though he wanted to reassure her that all the good things would come true.

Never mind. I can see it is difficult for you. Perhaps you may meet her one day. If you do, ask for tea, then have her read the leaves in your cup. I fear she has been dreadfully accurate. Although one never knows how events will turn out precisely, you know.

That is a truism. If you talk like this to your young gentlemen, they will be enchanted. Your stepmama will have them standing in line to have their fortunes read.

Sibyl chuckled. I do not know if that will give me the splendid match she wants.

Come, the mist is rising. You must go home before anyone sees you. He stretched out an arm, to escort her up the bank, she supposed.

You have seen me. I feel I may trust you not to say a word, however. Do you suppose there are ghosts in the mist that whisper secrets? She accepted his hand and assistance up the steps until they stood on the walkway. Behind them the parliament buildings loomed, ghostly shapes picked out by a filtered sun.

Promise me one thing. He had grown quite intent, his face assuming a serious mien, like one about to give a lecture. Never come here again like this. You were fortunate this time, that I saw you. Another time you might not be so lucky.

As he spoke two young men staggered down the street, obviously three sheets to the wind. Yet they espied her, making horrid suggestions that caused her cheeks to flame, even if she did not understand them completely.

When the two had turned a corner, her stranger from the mist gave her a serious look. An excellent object lesson. You see what I mean, I collect?

I do, she replied in a small voice.

Where do you live?

She gave him an alarmed look, wondering if the man she thought so nice was something else.

Apparently he correctly interpreted her wide-eyed stare, for he chuckled. I want only to take you a part of the way, to assure myself you come to no harm. My carriage is waiting over there. He gestured toward his curricle, where a handsome pair of grays were being walked by his groom.

She gave her stranger a tremulous smile, suddenly aware that she felt safe with him, totally safe. She almost chuckled at that thought, for she suspected most gentlemen would not think it a compliment for a woman to say he made her feel so.

Although he did have a devilish twinkle in those gray eyes at times. And his laugh had a wicked little catch to it at odd moments. How peculiar that she should feel so close to him. They were spirits of the mist, kindred spirits. Perhaps they would be wafted away?

She agreed to his offer, as the path across the park and the streets to Cranswick House would likely be filling with vendors now. She walked with him to the curricle. Once seated, they began to go in the general direction of Mayfair. He handled the ribbons with a casual skill she admired.

I live this way, I believe. At least that building seems familiar, she pointed out as they reached the corner of Piccadilly and Half Moon Street. They wound their way along until South Audley.

You walked all this way?

I am a country girl, you know. I suppose that is why I went out this morning. I could not bear to be cooped up in a building when I am used to wandering about in the lanes and byways.

The streets had been eerily silent on this Sunday morning. Fog had muffled the sound of the church bells. Now the cries of London were ringing out, the muffin man, the milk maid, and all the others who roamed the streets hawking their wares, the discordant music of the city.

They had driven along in companionable silence. He abruptly broke it. I am frightened quite out of my skin to think what might have happened to you this morning. Promise me you will never, never consider such a trek again! 

I gather it is more serious than I dreamed, she said contritely, some of his anger penetrating with effect. I am not so foolish as to ignore your advice. I promise. The memory of the words hurled by those two castaway men would linger in her mind for some time.

His look of approval was not noted by her, for she concentrated on looking at each corner as they turned to proceed along South Audley.

At last she saw the church ahead, one she recognized as being close to her house. You may leave me here, sir. And I thank you. I was most fortunate to meet such a gallant gentleman.

He took her hand, holding it lightly in his while he searched her face. He could see a brown curl teasing him from under the shawl. Her eyes were too trusting, her face too innocent. How would she cope with a come-out in this sometimes cruel society? Perhaps we may meet again?

Perhaps, she agreed, thinking it highly unlikely. Thank you again for your kindness, sir. She stepped from the curricle, then looked back at him.

Not at all, he smiled, fair maid of the mist. He saluted her, then flicked his whip lightly above the horses. The carriage moved on down the street.

She slipped inside the church for a moment, listening to the strains of the early service choir. Her heart was performing such peculiar antics, ones she had not known before and suspected a little.

* * * *

In his curricle, the gentleman continued to the corner, then hurried in the direction of his home on Mount Street, his fatigue returning with a vengeance now. After being up all night, he almost wondered if the enchanting and innocent angel of the mists was nothing more than an illusion. 

Nothing was to be seen of her as he glanced back, and he wondered who she was and if he might see her again. He ought to have persisted in knowing her name, yet in the confines of Society, he doubtless could find her if he so chose. She was young and pretty, delightfully naive in her trusting, virginal manner. He was very glad he had happened along and caught sight of what he imagined to be a contemplated suicide. She might not be in that same state of innocence at this moment, had he not stopped. His look became grim.

* * * *

La, Sibyl, where have you been? Do not tell me you have wandered about in the little park in the square again? Lady Lavinia Eagleton impatiently questioned the charming girl who now stood hesitantly in the breakfast room doorway. Becoming a stepmother had brought a number of surprises, not the least of which was discovering a miss who did not long for a London come-out.

All right, Mama, I shall not tell you. I am a bit homesick for the country. She resolved not to say anything regarding her early-morning expedition. As it was, the entire thing had become more like a dream. Her poor stepmama would be horrified beyond belief, and Sibyl would be hedged around with further constraints. She felt confident that the stranger would say nothing, for indeed what could he say? She doubted if she would ever see him again.

Lady Lavinia watched Sibyl take a chair opposite to where she sat, contrition flooding over her. I must tell you how sorry I am for last evening, dear girl. I ought not to have sat chatting with old friends. I was terribly remiss in my duties and I intend to make up for it.

Sibyl gave her an alarmed look. How, pray tell? By taking me to another of those tedious assemblies where I may be insulted by another sprig of nobility? I did not care for my introduction, you may be sure. She ought not to have spoken so plainly, indeed, she was sorry to cause any wounds, but she could not wish for more embarrassment.

Oh, dear, this is not at all how I envisioned it. Lady Lavinia glanced up to welcome her dearest brother. William, do tell this silly girl that she must not give up after one assembly.

The dignified Earl of Cranswick was a remarkably well-preserved gentleman who greatly reminded Sibyl of her cousin George, his son. The earl had lived alone at Cranswick House since the death of his beloved wife following the birth of their daughter, the delightful Samantha. Presumably he had not felt the need to marry again.

Sibyl had heard snippets of gossip. He lived a somewhat rackety life, a member of the Carlton House set, a friend of the Prince Regent. A life of gay dissipation had not left its mark on Lord Cranswick. His chestnut hair and sherry-brown eyes were as vivid as his sons. His figure was trim and manner quite elegant. She was not surprised at the tales of his conquests among the fair set. He promptly turned Sibyl into that tongue-tied mouse she complained of to the stranger.

What happened? His look down that aristocratic nose sent Sibyls heart plunging.

Well, Lady Lavinia explained virtuously, we went to the Stanley assembly. After one dance with the Wingfield boy, she rather faded away into the woodwork.

Actually, it was a potted palm, Sibyl inserted wryly, forgetting to be intimidated by the earl in the interest of accuracy.

Wingfield? If he is anything like his father, the lad is a stuffed prig.

Sibyl laughed for the first time since leaving the stranger. I should say that probably suits him well, sir. He seemed a bit fond of titles and important places. She looked down at her teacup. I had thought to take ourselves back to Mablethorpe and restore your house to peace and quiet, she said by way of apology for interrupting what must be a highly agreeable life for a bachelor.

Rubbish, the earl declared, his eyes lighting with amusement at this young miss. I believe I have had quite enough of peace and quiet for a while. Stay and do as my sister suggests. I think it hardly fair to judge Society on the basis of the Wingfield boy.

Lady Lavinia glanced with relief at her husband as he entered the room. Here, most clearly, was an excellent reinforcement for her argument.

Henry, Sibyl is not persuaded in the least to make another attempt. It is all my fault, she burst out, suddenly rushing from the room in a flutter of white and pink draperies, her morning cap askew and a white handkerchief at the ready in her hand.

Now, now, Lord Eagleton, formerly a general in his majestys army, said as he followed his new wife out the door, his commanding manner deserting him in the face of womanly tears.

And they wonder why I have not remarried. The earl poured another cup of coffee, then accepted a plate of his favorite foods from his butler.

Sibyl tilted her head, studying this much more human person. It seems to me that we are in much the same pickle. I want to retreat to the country, you want to stay as you are.

He glanced up at her, the surprise clear on his face. I suppose you might say that, he agreed reluctantly. Was it actually so bad?

Horrid, she seconded with growing amusement. Seen in the light of morning, the event had lost some of its humiliation. That alteration along with the kind words from the stranger made it seem less terrible. He had teased her from the mood that had settled on her like some bleak, funereal cloak.

What you must do is acquire something unusual, the earl declared, punctuating his words with the stab of his fork. I know a lady who had a pink poodle, he added by way of being helpful.

I play the pianoforte and do the tiresome bit of embroidery. I should like to do something different, she said with a wistful air. But not, I think, a pink poodle. Nor a tan terrier.

A diversion, he supplied, waving his fork in the air. One not done by every young woman, something to set you apart.

That is precisely what I do not liketo be set apart.

Collect something, he urged, then reapplied himself to his beef, the subject seeming closed as far as he was concerned.

Collect? You mean like seashells or butterflies?

Butterflies, he nodded. Just the ticket. I shall watch with interest to see what happens.

Say nothing of this to Mama for the present, sir, Sibyl requested. I believe I should like her to do a bit of considering first. I am not totally reconciled to this stay in the city. I should not wish another Mr. Winfield, if you please.

God forbid, he agreed.

And, she added as an afterthought, I shall give the matter of butterflies some consideration. Sibyl lingered, wishing she might ask him if he knew the identity of the stranger from the mists. But she had no name, and she doubted her romanticized description would be a bit of help. Melting gray eyes, a figure just the right height for her, and manners fit for a king were hardly to produce recognition on the earls part.

Do, said the earl, then swallowed that last bite of a hearty breakfast. You ride, of course.

Papa brought my mare to Town with us.

Good. Take one of my grooms with you when you go out. London is less kind and not at all forgiving of a lapse, should you err.

She watched him leave the room, her little pink tongue nervously teasing her upper lip while she thought over the scene by the river. She could trust the stranger of the mists, she was sure of it. Nevertheless, she rose from her chair and wandered about the lower floor in an abstracted state, wishing she had been more prudent.

The house was intimidating, although the manor house in Mablethorpe was pleasant in its Tudor way. Cranswick House rose five stories, with a fine portico in front. She thought it the finest house on the square, which said a great deal, for the area seemed a most excellent address.

The first floor had many tall windows across the front. She floated up the stairs, then went to look out one of them, watching the earl ride off to the park on his chestnut gelding.

Fiddling with the ribbons on her pale blue muslin, she wondered what she ought to do. Should she actually collect butterflies? What a nonsensical notion, to be sure. Yet was it? It would give her something to pursue while in town. Certainly, it would offer a subject for conversation, a safe, neutral topic while navigating the dance floor.

And if they raised an eyebrow at her, she would look down her nose just as the earl had done. She walked over to a tall, gold-framed looking glass above the fireplace. There, she practiced until she dissolved in laughter.

I am glad you are in better humor, puss, her father said from the doorway. Your mama is most upset.

Contrite, for she truly was a tender-hearted girl, Sibyl quickly hastened to his side. She did leave me, but I doubtless would have found the potted palm in any event.

It is my fault, for keeping you at that remote spot for so long. His remorse tore at Sibyl.

But, Papa, that is where I met Marianna, the lady who captured Georges heart. Had I not been at Miss Chudleighs school, you would not have met Mama. None of your new happiness would exist. It is best I learn to live with her desire to see me launched. But I warn you, if they are all such fribbles, I shall return to Mablethorpe. And, she added, I shall not wed Albert.

Never, Lord Eagleton agreed. Perhaps I can find a way to introduce you to a few fine young men.

He turned to wander down the stairs, leaving Sibyl curious as to what was going on in his mind. She would far rather have the selecting of her future husband left to her own hands. But, she was an heiress, a matter they chose to keep concealed for the moment. One hint of money and the men at point-non-plus would be after her in a flash.

Her papa wanted to see her well-fixed, with a good husband. She just hoped the entire family could agree on the man selected.

Deciding to do as the earl suggested, she went up to her room to change into her habit, after sending word to the stables for her mare and a groom to go with them.

The habit shirt with its lace ruff reconciled her to the severe cut of her blue riding dress. With its simple lines, she had but one petticoat beneath and wore pink drawers that she had been assured were the latest rage of the ton.

The groom rode close enough to give her directions to the park, and the best place to ride. He was a kindly man, yet he did not offer the sort of company she would have truly enjoyed. Once they were on a path, he remained silent, only occasionally pointing out a person for her.

It was a lonely ride, as she knew no one. The earl was nowhere in sight. It served to highlight the difference in coming to London.

There be the hussars, miss. Capital group of riders, offered the groom as Sibyl turned her head to watch the smartly dressed men riding toward the Horse Guards.

Her papa would undoubtedly know some of these men, or, more likely, they would know him. Yet that did her little good now. How dashing they looked.

Not far from where she rode, she observed a lady gowned in pink flirting with a handsome gentleman. Not the man of the mists, she noted after checking.

Turning her mare in the direction of Cranswick House, she said, I believe I shall go back. It is not at all like home. The groom looked askance at her remark, probably wondering how any young miss might take exception to the wonders of Hyde Park. She doubted if he had ever left the city. He couldnt know how delightful a dash across a field might be, instead of this staid place.

Lady Lavinia watched the drooping figure of her stepdaughter from her bedroom window. Sighing with apprehension that her plans were sailing out to sea on an empty boat, she wondered what she could do. Having Sibyl make her come-out was not going to be as simple as she had hoped. Would that she not make a mull of it. She got one last glimpse of Sibyl before she rode through to the mews. Lavinia wondered frantically what in the world she was going to do to salvage the situation.




Chapter 2



Lady Lavinia pondered the previous night while at her morning toilette. Her tea leaves had never been so wrong before. She did not precisely slumpfor no true lady ever did such a thingbut she wilted slightly. What good luck could there be for a girl who spent the evening hidden behind a palm frond? And how on earth might she come to find her love when no gentleman could possibly see her?

Lavinia sighed wistfully, and began to wonder if perhaps she had been grossly mistaken in her efforts to give Sibyl a Season. Still, the girl was a dear, tender-hearted little thing. What a pity there was not someone who needed tending, for she would see to it in a trice.

Rising from her dressing table and dismissing Purdy with an absent wave of her hand, Lavinia wandered to the window of the charming room she had lived in when a girl in this house. What memories flooded back when she looked about her.

Gathering her gray velvet cloak from the chair by her door, she left her room and slowly marched down the stairs. After permitting Bentley to assist her with the cloak, she strolled from the house, lost in thought.

The butler watched her depart with a shake of his head, as though most disapproving of her independence but resigned to it.

* * * *

From her window overlooking the square, Sibyl took note of Lady Lavinia and suspected the reason for the solitary walk so unfashionably early in the morning. Her stepmama was unhappy, that much Sibyl could guess. And well she might be. It was not enough for Lady Lavinia to see her old friends and enjoy the delights of a London Season once again. Sibyl must shine.

Allowing the curtain to slip from her fingers, Sibyl crossed to change out of her habit. Once dressed in a violet gown tied with purple ribbons, she dropped on the bench at the foot of her bed. She pulled at the crocheted lace that covered the top of the bed with an absent hand, then sighed.

Why was it so important for her to have a splendid come-out? Wouldnt it do as well for her to meet some quiet gentleman she might actually converse with, who would truly enjoy her music and share her love for beautiful things? Someone like the gentleman of the mists? She really wished she had asked his name. Yet it would have been most improper for them to have exchanged such. One must be properly introduced.

Lord Cranswicks suggestion about collecting butterflies, a thing that would never have occurred to her, returned. Was it so silly? She had always enjoyed the pretty creatures. Would it not prove interesting to make such a collection, discover what varieties might be found here? She instantly resolved to do just that. But, she reassured herself, it was not merely to make herself noticed or different. If she pursued this, it would be because she wanted to enjoy the pleasure of it.

First, she would find a good guide book to London. Then she would locate a net to catch those delightful butterflies. Perhaps it might prove to be great fun!

Bestirring herself to action, she quickly and neatly arranged her hair in a knot of soft curls on the back of her head, then dug in her wardrobe for a pretty bonnet.

She would take one of the maids, as she knew she must, but it would be one who could hold her tongue. While there was nothing improper about obtaining a guidebook to the city, a net presented a greater problem. Maybe the guidebook might be of help? Embroidery was far more acceptable as an occupation for ones time. The problem with that was that Sibyl was bored to finders with embroidery.

Bentley advised her that the maid most likely to suit her purposes would be Annie, the little upstairs maid who had helped Sibyl at night. Quiet and obedient, our Annie is, miss. She has never been one to relate a bit of gossip from abovestairs.

Annie dutifully followed Sibyl to Hatchards, where an excellent guide to London was quickly purchased. Titled Picture of London, it listed all the interesting sights of the city in great detail. Sibyl agreed with the general description of London for the most part. The principal streets were wide and airy, as the book said. The book failed to mention the smells or noise, however. She found it reassuring that there were numerous beadles, watchmen, and patrols, even if she had never seen one about. There had been no evidence of such this morning when those two foxed young men had jeered at her. The warning against asking directions of a person in the street seemed hardly necessary. Sibyl was loathe to approach any stranger for such assistance.

Rather, she inquired of the clerk. He, in turn, inquired of someone else. In a few minutes, Sibyl accepted a written direction to a not-too-distant shop where the long-handled net she required could be obtained.

A wide-eyed Annie watched all this strange business quite as mute as a fish.

At last, her mission accomplished, Sibyl found a hackney and told the jarvey to take them back to Grosvenor Square.

* * * *

Lady Lavinia was thinking of another path to take in her plans for Sibyl. She had slipped into the little church on South Audley with a heavy heart, sliding onto a rear pew while she pondered her problem.

As she was gazing blankly off into space in the general direction of the altar, a tentative voice reached through her abstractions.

Lavinia Mayne, is that really you I see?

Abruptly startled from her musings, Lavinia rose from the pew to encounter an instantly familiar face. Delia, how lovely to find my dear friend. I did not see you last evening, she chided, the way one can only with one who has been a bosom bow. Where do you reside now? Do you and Charles still live near here?

Charles died several years ago, Lavinia. The genial, round face clouded over for a moment, then she continued, It was just as well, for I vow he would have had us in dun territory had he not, she honestly admitted. While it was plain she had regarded her husband with fondness, she evidently had not been blind to his addiction to gaming. 

I am sorry, Delia. Come, this is no proper place for us to chat. We are residing with my brother at his house. Can you spare an hour for tea? Lavinia persuasively tucked Delias arm close to her, propelling the amused lady out the church door with discreet speed.

Who is the rest of your we, Lavinia? The last I heard you were caring for Williams children up in Yorkshire. Delia easily adjusted her step to Lavinias quick one.

They are married, and so am I, Lavinia declared with rosy pleasure. My dear Henry is Baron Eagleton now, but was a general when we met. As briefly as possible, Lavinia told the story of meeting General Eagleton, and some of what had passed, concluding with the trip to London.

But? You have a problem, I perceive, for I recall that expression well, Delia said as they walked up the steps to the imposing structure on Grosvenor Square. 

It had changed some since she and Lavinia had been girls. The scent of sandalwood mingled with roses greeted them, witness that the earl liked his abode to be most pleasant. Lavinias brother, the Earl of Cranswick, had his own crowd and her path rarely crossed with his nowadays. Once she had admired him as a fine figure of a man. He still was.

Lavinia handed her cloak to Bentley, requesting tea to be brought to her sitting room before leading Delia up the broad stairs to the private apartment she shared with Henry. Fortunately, he was out and about his businessnot that she wouldnt be pleased to introduce him, but Delia had always possessed excellent sense. Lavinia had need of such today without having any roundaboutation.

Henry has a dear little daughter, his Sibyl, whom we brought to Town for her come-out. The only rub is that the girl is rather shy. I confess, I am at my wits end.

She doesnt want to attend the balls and parties of the ton? Delia inquired with understanding sympathy.

Last night she hid behind a palm frond for most of the evening. I was at fault, I know, for I permitted the joy of returning to Society to obscure my duty. She kept appearing before me, murmuring little things that sounded fine until I considered them later. Oh, Delia, I feel utterly wretched!

I know what you mean, the refined Mrs. Medland said, her bond with her girlhood friend strengthened by this confession. My son, Robert, is a quiet sort, although not precisely what I would call shy. He declares himself bored with the ton, turns from Almacks with disdain, and refuses to attend the balls and assemblies. Even without a title he has a respectable inheritance so that he is considered a decent catch by the mamas. Although he has no need to hunt for an heiress, he utterly declines to look for oneor for a wife of any kind, for that matter. He spends a good deal of time racing his yacht when he is not absorbed in his study of nature.

The two women exchanged looks of commiseration which slowly grew to speculation while Bentley brought in the tray of tea things. A goodly assortment of pastries were included, as Bentley had noticed that Lady Lavinia had ignored her breakfast.

Are you thinking what I am? Lavinia inquired after they were once again alone. She poured out steaming tea for each, then offered the delicate pastries to her friend before hungrily attacking one with dainty greed. Plotting required sustenance.

I am thinking we might find a way to bring our two young people together, Delia Medland replied with a show of delight.

Precisely, Lavinia answered, nodding her head once with strong agreement, while slipping a second pastry onto her plate.

How? Does Sibyl have any special interests we might utilize? Delia nibbled on a delectable tart, while hope began to shine in her eyes.

She plays the pianoforte with skill and feeling, if I do say so. Not the sort of rubbish we have to listen to most of the time, but true musicality. However, Lavinia sighed with resignation, I doubt she would play for strangers.

Other interests? Delia persisted.

William said he suggested she collect butterflies and she seems to enjoy paintings. Perhaps a trip to the British Museum or the Royal Academy might be in order? And, of course, she rides, Lavinia added as an afterthought.

All have potential, especially the butterflies. So few young women enjoy nature. Since she likes music, you must come to the musicale at my house this evening. I have found the most delightful performers of high quality. You will hear no tedious music there, I promise.

How kind of you, but still . . . Lavinia pondered the suggestion, then nodded with hesitant agreement.

Offer her a treat. After last evening, she may feel constrained to attend with you. Delia anxiously searched her friends face.

But how to encourage the two?

That is not as simple, Delia admitted. She is a tender-hearted young miss, from your talk of her. Could you hint that Robert is retiring and needing someone to help him? What young woman does not secretly long to be of aid to a handsome but shy man? We need not reveal he merely enjoys his quiet. Racing that yacht provides thrills enough, but solitary ones.

Robert is handsome, eh? Not surprising when you recall Charlesyou, too, for that matter. I must say that Sibyl is not only sweet in nature, but a pretty girl as well.

There was a scratching at the door, and when bid, the young lady under discussion entered the room. She curtsied to her mama and the guest most properly. Graceful and charming, judged Delia of her possible daughter-in-law, if all went well. The introductions were cautious but pleasant.

Sibyl was still flushed from her journey about town. She smiled at the ladies, then accepted a cup of tea, recalling her breakfast had been scanty at best. At first, conversation was general.

Mrs. Medland has kindly invited us to her musicale, dear girl, Lavinia announced at last to Sibyl. She tells me she has some interesting talent for us to hear. I know how fond you are of good music, so I accepted.

Actually, I have hopes you might assist me as well, Delia confided to the young woman seated near her. Sibyls manners were exquisite, and her voice had a soft, dulcet quality that was most pleasing to the ears. From where she sat, Delia could detect the lovely scent of lily of the valley, no doubt a fragrance from the shop of the celebrated perfumer, Floris. The girl indeed charmed.

I should be happy to help you, maam, though I fail to see how I may. Sibyl politely turned her attention from her mama to the guest, a kind-looking lady with soft brown hair peeping from beneath her cap and bonnet, and possessing a pair of lovely gray eyes which instantly reminded Sibyl of another fine pair of gray eyes.

I have persuaded my son, Robert, to join me this evening, but I fear he will not do so happily. He prefers his books.

Her curiosity aroused, Sibyl properly inquired, Dear maam, surely any son of a lady such as you would be an asset to Society, books or no. Sibyls fine brows drew together in consideration of such a problem while her pink mouth pursed in sympathetic understanding for one who did not care for Society.

Lavinia darted a pleased glance at Delia, observing the delicate lift of an eyebrow that told her the compliment had been well received.

He is a most honorable young man, to be sure, and has been a great comfort to me since the loss of my husband. But he is far too retiring. I begin to despair of his ever making an eligible connection. If, perhaps, you could help him, persuade him to talk a bit, join the party, as it were? He needs to be drawn out of himself and his books.

Sibyl studied the attractive gray eyes, with the appeal of a worried mother so eloquently revealed in them. While she was pleased to attend the musicale with the promise of excellent entertainment, she was less happy to consider persuading a gentleman from his tranquil habits.

Yet, she could not ignore the hope in those eyes. Mrs. Medland looked at Sibyl as woman to woman, requesting assistance with the knowledge that the person she asked was adult enough to perform the task to hand.

Sibyl nodded. I shall do as you wish, although I cannot promise success. I can only take pity on him and talk as I wish someone would converse with me. Sibyl knew conversation to be the most difficult thing for her to accomplish.

For Sibyl, this was a great deal to offer and Lavinia sensed it at once. She gazed at her friend, hoping that she would also draw the same conclusion.

Most agreeable of you. I am so happy that I found you this morning, Lavinia, my dearest friend. We shall have a delightful Season, one denied me years ago, for you must recall that after I was betrothed to Charles, my papa removed me to the country. You are not the only one who wishes to enjoy this Season.

* * * *

After bidding Lady Lavinia a fond good-bye for the nonce, Delia hurried to her charming residence on Mount Street. Her son was at home, a thing not in the least surprising.

Robert, you have remembered the musicale this evening, have you not? She smiled wanly, if a bit anxiously, at her son.

I have, although I have planned to slip into the library after the guests arrive. Do you mind? His half-smile revealed he knew his mother most tolerant of his preference for quiet in which to read and study.

Very much, my dear. I have particular need of your services this evening. Do you recall my mentioning Lady Lavinia Mayne? Sister of Cranswick? She is in Town, married now to Baron Eagleton. Her pretty little stepdaughter is making her come-out this year."

Robert gave his mother a guarded look. In his experience, women worried about those pretty buds of Society only when the girl was a total antidote. And?

I have persuaded her to attend this evening, for the girl is a fine pianist and adores music, but she is horribly shy. I hoped you would make her feel at ease, just for this evening. Lavinia is such a dear creature and I know she worries about her little lamb.

Hmpf, Robert muttered, liking the prospect less and less. Then he recalled his misty lady, and felt compassion for the young girl thrown on Society.

I met her at Lavinias just now, continued Delia, ignoring her sons lack of enthusiasm. Shes a taking girl. Oh, not your style at all, of course. But she has soft brown hair pulled back from a fine oval face, and sensitive blue eyes with a pert little nose that is rather sweet. She would not put you to the blush with your friends, I think. Not very tall, thank heaven. It would be difficult if she were a Long-Meg.

Robert was exceedingly conscious that he had not quite the height of some of his friends. He gave his mother a look that told her he suspected the miss was to be short. 

His eyes became thoughtful. And what do you know of my style, mother?

Oh, she said in an uncomfortable way, I see and hear, you know.

I see, was his dry rejoinder. Well, you ask little enough of me. I expect I can tolerate the company of a green girl for one evening. Although I hope my credit can stand it. He bestowed a lazy grin on his mother of the sort calculated sufficient to set any young womans heart to a rapid beat, then returned to his papers.

She had succeeded! What a relief. It would have been humiliating had she been required to acknowledge the immediate defeat of their plans to Lavinia and be the recipient of her gentle teasing.

* * * *

When evening arrived, Sibyl presented herself in the main drawing room with more than a few trepidations. Now that the business of acquiring gowns and all the other necessary things was behind them, there was no excuse to avoid the invitations that had begun to flow into Cranswick House. She must steel herself and hope that potted palms were plentiful in the city.

The earl had listened with a tolerant ear to the tale his sister had spun. Upon seeing the sweet vision in celestial blue, wearing an evening cap of blue and silver and dainty pearls of the finest quality about her neck, he decided he would also take in the musicale. It might be amusing to see what young Robert Medland would make of this turn of events. This young girl was not in the usual order at all.

Lord Eagleton beamed at his pride and joy. Dont you look a treat. Capital! I vow, not another will hold a candle to you tonight.

Oh, Papa, she said with proper modesty. She twinkled a smile at him, causing the earl to revise Robert Medlands chances by a considerable amount. Ill wager you would say that to all your daughters, had you been blessed with more of them.

They would have to be prime ones to outshine you, puss.

She appeared to discount her fathers doting words. Yet the earl suspected they had made her feel better about the coming evening.

Lavinia raised an expressive brow when told her brother would join them. I declare, between the two of you, I shall be the most fortunate lady at the musicale. She beamed at them both, then nudged Henry toward the door.

* * * *

Robert watched the approach of Cranswick and his party with a few qualms. The older woman with the white wispy hair and the discreet plumes waving in the air must be his sister, Lady Lavinia Eagleton, with the baron on her other side. His face looked familiar, then Robert recalled he had been a general serving in France before being invalided home. He looked fit enough now, and obviously proud of the young girl who drifted along at his side. At last Roberts gaze shifted fully to the young girl he was to pay gentle court to tonight.

This exquisite creature was the girl who was being puffed off in his direction? It was none other than his lady of the mists. Their eyes met, the shock of recognition instant.

She could not acknowledge having met him before. That way lay danger. It was best to pretend they were strangers, for in a manner of speaking, they were.

When she came up to him, prettily presenting her hand and dipping an elegant curtsy, worthy of a duchess at the very least, Robert wished to guard his tongue. What best to say when presented by his mother? Mrs. Medland performed her duty, turning reluctantly to her next guest.

Apparently quite as aware of the pitfalls about them as he, Sibyl quietly said, I am so happy to meet you. Your mama is a very dear lady. It was such a pleasure to meet her today.

The simple speech charmed him to his heart. He bowed over the daintiest hand he could recall in some time, indeed, since this morning. Im delighted, Miss Eagleton.

She blushed. I believe your mama exaggerated a trifle to me. She described you as retiring. She obviously does not know of your penchant for assisting unknown ladies on the brink of the river.

You had no difficulty in getting home? How did your day go? He had worried about her off and on during the following hours. 

No problem, as the church is close to Cranswick House. I went for a ride later. It was dreadfully dull, but I enjoyed it nonetheless. She flashed him a look that revealed the morning scene was still as vivid to her as it was for him. She quickly sought a chair and flushed when he abandoned the receiving line to join her.

The music was wonderful. The pianist was extremely talented and played several Bach airs with a sensitivity she seemed to appreciate.

Robert watched her eager little face with an intent gaze. She was totally absorbed in the music. There were none of those flirtatious glances, accidental touchings, or dropped fans he had come to expect of young ladies. Rather, she sat quietly, her hands modestly folded in her lap, and listened. It was a rare quality in any woman, Robert knew. For such a young woman, she possessed a remarkably restful nature. He wondered how she would like the opera.

Oh, she sighed in delight as the music ended, that was lovely. Your mother is prodigiously clever to find such talent.

He thought of the tidy sum paid to the performer and knew there wasnt a pianist in town who would refuse to grace the select gathering at Mrs. Medlands house on Mount Street when she held her musicales.

I dont suppose you have been to the opera as yet?

No. She shook her head, endangering the tiny evening cap of silver and blue pinned atop it.

Would you join a party I am arranging for the performance of Mozart that is coming up soon? Your parents as well, of course?

That would be most charming, sir. Her melting look of pleasure held Robert still for a moment before he began to explain about the singer who would perform next.

From where he sat, Cranswick could watch with great interest the progress across the room. It had been worth the attendance to an affair he would usually have scorned. Although he had to admit that the pianist was a notch above anything he had heard in some time. And the glowing hostess was another surprise.

Delia Medland had taken off her blacks some years ago, but she had lived quietly, not meeting the rather fast group Cranswick had frolicked with these last years. Pity. She was an attractive woman. Not his sort in the least, mind you, but rather pretty nonetheless. Tonight, dressed in that silvery thing that lit her eyes with a peculiar glow, she really was . . . pretty.

From where she surveyed the roomWilliam Mayne, the Earl of Cranswick, in particularDelia considered what a shame it was that such a handsome man should be such a rackety one. He was tall and slender, possessed of a fine address and a pair of extremely handsome legs. But what a naughty man. She had heard whispers of his mistress, his high living. He dashed about with the Regents set. Indeed, he might be the most eligible man alive, but she couldnt give him a second look. Delia ignored the fact that she had watched him for the past hour. Surreptitiously, of course.

Crossing the rear of the drawing room that had been cleared of nearly all but the necessary chairs and the musical instruments, she joined him. I am surprised to see you here this evening, Lord Cranswick. I was unaware you cared for musicales.

Ill confess that when I saw my sisters stepdaughter, I had a notion to see her impact on your Robert, over there. Quite something to watch. He raised an expressive brow.

Lavinia told you of our plans? Delia was not pleased to have the earl know of the scheme she had made with his sister. It made it seem tawdry, somehow, like something those odious matchmakers might do who spared nothing to see their child wed to the highest and best possible.

I shant say a word, if you are worried about such, he replied.

I didnt think you would, sir.

You are looking uncommonly well. The years have been exceedingly kind to you. Obviously, you have avoided my rackety sort of life. His admiring gaze was pleasing.

It does not look to have harmed you.

Mother, Robert said as he walked up to where they stood, I should like to form a party for the opera. Do you think Lord and Lady Eagleton would consent to go with Miss Eagleton and myself? And perhaps you would like to join us? he added to both of them politely.

Delia gave the earl an uncomfortable look. 

The earl spoke up at that point. I collect you speak of the Mozart thing coming up? I have a particularly fine box, and I would deem it a great pleasure if you would be my guests for dinner first, then we could all attend together.

Roses bloomed on Delia Medlands cheeks as she flashed him a challenging look. Thank you, sir, we should be happy to accept. She knew Lavinia would be delighted, for entirely different reasons.

Robert looked at his parent, then at Cranswick, frowning at the very notion that occurred to him. Palpably absurd, old man, he told himself. He crossed the room to acquaint Lord and Lady Eagleton with the plans, then rejoined Sibyl, informing her as well.

He was greatly pleased. He would be able to spend time with his delightful lady of the mists, perhaps help her along? Surely a delightful cause.
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