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			THE MARQUIS SHE’S BEEN WAITING FOR

			“Dorie, my lady.” Alex stood by the library table looking more handsome than he had a right to be. Ambling toward her as if she were a frightened animal that might flee, he held out his hands. “I have come to propose properly.”

			Instead of taking her fingers, he placed his hands on her shoulders and the heat from his body warmed her, but at the same time, brought forth all the fears she’d had for the past weeks. “I thought you were going to offer for Miss Chatham. I had—” His lips descended to Dorie’s, claiming them, and his tongue swept into her mouth. She’d never felt anything so good. No wonder kissing was forbidden for unmarried ladies.

			His hands moved from her shoulders down her arms, and around her waist as he drew her against his hard body. “Never.” He stared into her eyes, his green gaze not wavering. “I have never wanted anyone but you.”

			“I do not—” He kissed her before she could argue with him. He stroked her back and cheek, causing frissons of pleasure to leap and cascade through her body. She was bereft when his lips left her mouth and he pressed kisses on her jaw and neck…
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			CHAPTER ONE

			“She did what?” Alexander, Marquis of Exeter, bellowed. He pressed his thumb and forefinger on either side of his nose trying to calm down. His younger sisters’ eyes widened, and they became very still. Blast him for being an oaf. Thinking to make them more comfortable, he had called them down to meet with him in the morning room, a bright parlor with cheery yellow curtains that looked out onto the garden, instead of his study. “I apologize. I should not have used that tone. May we begin again?” His sisters, Lady Phillida Endicott, age fourteen, and Lady Penelope Endicott, age sixteen, were seated as though their torsos had been tied to boards. The girls nodded.

			“Perhaps some tea would help.” Penelope reached over and tugged the bell-pull twice. “That’s what Mama”—her voice faded—“well, it will taste good.”

			“I think it’s an excellent idea.” Alex gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. Although he feared it was more of a grimace. After all, it wasn’t their fault their mother had run mad. “I look forward to a good cup of tea. The one thing none of the Europeans have succeeded in doing is making a proper cup of tea.” That was enough of that. It might be better to change the topic of conversation for a while. “Do you wish to know anything about my travels?”

			“I do.” Phillida relaxed a little. “Is Paris as beautiful as everyone says it is? I have heard it’s wonderful.”

			Alex briefly wondered who told them that, but decided not to ask. Across from him on the other sofa, the girls asked questions about his travels until Coyne, Father’s butler, now Alex’s butler, appeared with a tea tray. He waited until Penelope poured before returning to his questions.

			“Now, tell me again”—he was desperately hoping he had not heard them correctly the first time—“why Mama is not here.”

			His sisters exchanged a look, then Penelope heaved a long sigh. “After she received your letter stating when you thought you would arrive, she and Mr. Colyear—”

			“He is the Earl of Portmore now,” Phillida interpolated.

			“Yes, Lord Portmore.” Penelope’s mouth tightened. “She and Lord Portmore brought us here, then left for Scotland. Mama explained that he had waited for as long as he could, but now that you would be here soon, they had to travel to his estate…” Penelope’s sentence trailed off again. The room fell silent as the girls sipped their tea. Eventually, she glanced up at Alex, and he was sure her eyes were moister than before. “She still loves us, but she explained that she and his lordship were very much in love, and Father had made you our guardian so she could not take us with her.”

			“We cannot truly blame her.” Phillida’s lower lip trembled as if she was attempting not to burst into tears. “She cried a lot.”

			He didn’t remember his mother being unhappy. “When was this?”

			His sisters exchanged another look, and Penelope replied, “For a long time.”

			“She was happy with us, I think.” A line appeared between his younger sister’s brows. “She took us on picnics and for walks, and she would laugh, but whenever Papa was home she cried a lot too.”

			“It’s all right that you did not know.” Penelope used a tone meant to reassure him. “You were not here to see it.” She took a drink of tea, then her eyes widened. “Oh, I almost forgot. She left you a letter. It is on your desk.”

			Alex hoped the letter was more informative than his sisters had been. He hated asking them to tell him the story. All of this had to be much more difficult for them than they had been letting on. Draining his cup, he wished it were brandy instead of tea. Although that would probably not help this situation and might make it a great deal worse. “Who has been taking care of you?”

			“Miss Rivers and Nurse, but she treats us like babies,” Phillida said.

			“Nurse, not Miss Rivers,” Penelope clarified as if he would not know that. She’d been his nurse as well.

			“Lady Dorie comes by to see us,” Phillida added as she took another biscuit.

			“Lady Dorie?” Who the devil was she?

			“Her real name is Dorcus, but she doesn’t like it, so everyone calls her Lady Dorie,” Penelope explained. She drew her brows down. “I think Judith asked her to help.”

			“But it could have been Mama,” Phillida said.

			“Why are you not with Judith?” At five and twenty, their sister, Judith, Viscountess Knutsford, was the eldest of his sisters and closest to him in age. What he’d like to know is why the devil she hadn’t taken the younger ones to her house when Mama left.

			Penelope set her cup on her lap. “She just had a baby.”

			“His name is Louis.” His youngest sister reached for another piece of lemon cake.

			Alex wished he was hungry, but he just felt slightly nauseated. Their other sister, Marcella, the Countess of Bude, could have taken the girls as well. “And Marcella?”

			“She and Richard are in Paris,” Penelope said as if that explained everything. What it did explain was how his sisters had heard about Paris.

			The real question was did none of the females in his family have a sense of familial duty? Come to think of it, what were the girls doing in Town instead of in the country? This time he prayed the letter had answers. He obviously wasn’t going to get them from his sisters.

			“Lady Dorie is very organized.” Penelope offered him the last slice of cake, and he shook his head.

			His sister’s non sequitur recalled him to the one woman who had, apparently, taken an interest in the girls. “Is she?” His question was more a musing, but the girls nodded. “Who exactly is she, and what exactly does she organize?”

			Both girls had cake in their mouths and couldn’t answer him. Penelope was the first to swallow. “She is the Marquis of Huntingdon’s daughter. She goes over the weekly menus with Cook, and the household accounts with Mrs. Wooton”—their housekeeper—“and looks over our lessons, and answers the letters from Lacy”—the under-housekeeper—“at home.”

			In other words, she had taken over their mother’s responsibilities. “Is there any reason your governess cannot attend to the household matters?”

			“Miss Rivers says she is totally incapable of managing a large household.” Penelope placed her plate on the low table between the sofas.

			“She is a scholar, and household management is not her forte.” Phillida wrinkled her nose. “If she was responsible for the meals we would only eat vegetables.” What the devil? Brandy was looking better and better. “Her parents eschew consuming animal flesh.”

			Penelope nodded. “They are extremely forward thinking.”

			Too forward thinking for him. “I suppose I should be grateful that Lady Dorie agreed to help.”

			The clock chimed the hour, and the girls rose.

			“It is time we returned to our lessons,” Penelope said.

			Alex quickly came to his feet. “I shall see you at dinner.”

			His youngest sister stared at him in shock, but Penelope just nodded. He strolled into the hall with them before heading to the study.

			The letter was in the middle of the very organized large oak desk. Picking it up, he popped open the seal. What surprised him most was its brevity.

			My dear Endicott (I suppose it will take me a while to become used to calling you Exeter),

			I know finding me gone will have been surprising—more of a shock—however, you should know that Portmore (the former Mr. Colyear) and I became good friends over the year before your father’s death. Shortly thereafter, he inherited his uncle’s title. We have grown to love each other deeply, and he asked me to marry him. I truly did wait as long as I could for you to return. However, news from his estate made it imperative that we travel to Scotland.

			Your devoted Mother

			So much for thinking her letter would explain things.

			Alex tugged the bell-pull. A moment later his butler entered the room and bowed. “My lord?”

			“Please ask Mrs. Wooton to attend me.” If anyone knew what was going on in this house it would be her. “And bring tea.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			While he waited, he took in the two neat stacks of paper, sharpened pens and pencils, and the precise placement of the standish and sand container. All of it much different from the haphazard way his father had kept the desk. It must be due to Lady Dorie. The rest of the room was as he’d remembered it. All dark wood, leather chairs, and red Turkey carpets.

			Picking up a pencil, he tapped it trying to recall if he had met her. He knew her brother, the Earl of Huntley, when they were younger. Huntley had a few years on Alex, but they’d been at Eton together. He knew nothing about any sisters. He didn’t recall her being out when he’d left for his Grand Tour, but that didn’t mean anything. He hadn’t been in the market for a wife.

			A knock sounded on the door. “Come.”

			Wooton entered followed by a footman carrying tea. He waved her to one of the heavy leather chairs in front of the desk and waited until the footman left and she poured. He really was going to require brandy after this was over.

			“I suppose you want to know what’s been going on,” she said in her matter-of-fact way.

			“If you wouldn’t mind. Neither my sisters’ explanation nor my mother’s letter was at all helpful.”

			Below the lace edge of her cap, her forehead wrinkled. “How much do you want to know?”

			“I have surmised that my mother was unhappy.” But did Alex really want to know about his parents’ marriage? That, though, might explain the current situation. He heaved a sigh. In for a penny, in for a pound. “You might as well tell me everything.”

			“If you wish.” Her tone suggested that he might not want the whole story. “Right after Lady Phillida was born her ladyship found out your father had a child born at the same time as your sister. Unlike many ladies, she never forgave his lordship and held it against him.” That would explain Mama’s unhappiness. “A little over a year ago the old steward retired, and Mr. Colyear came to take his place. He was a big, strapping Scotsman, and a person would have to be blind not to have seen the attraction between him and your lady mother. I don’t believe they acted on their feelings until his lordship died.” Wooton’s brows drew down as she sipped her tea. “It’s my belief that what caused her ladyship to leave in such a hurry is that she’s breeding.”

			Alex almost dropped his cup. “Breeding?”

			She held up her hand. “Don’t ask me how I know. There are some things I will not discuss with a man, even if I do work for him.”

			He was pretty sure he could infer how the housekeeper knew. “I would not ask you to tell me. Why did they come to Town instead of leaving from Longwood?”

			“They married by special license, and her ladyship felt that they should be close to your sisters.” Wooton frowned. “Not that they have been any help. Fortunately, when her ladyship spoke to Lady Huntingdon, she said she was sure her daughter, Lady Dorie, would be happy to keep an eye on things here. And I’m that glad she agreed.”

			He found himself looking forward to meeting the lady. “I suppose I’ll make her acquaintance when she comes by again.”

			Wooton looked at him like he’d run mad. “I doubt she’ll be by, my lord.”

			“Why would you say that?” Lady Dorie didn’t sound like the type of woman who would abandon her duties.

			His housekeeper’s lips suddenly pinched together as if she’d eaten a particularly sour lemon. “It wouldn’t be proper. You’re here now, and no respectable lady would come to a bachelor’s house.”

			Hell and damnation. Why hadn’t he thought of that? “You’re correct, of course. I shall have to go to her.” Then a thought popped into his head. “How would she know I’ve returned?”

			“For goodness’ sake, my lord.” The housekeeper made him feel like he was a particularly slow thinker. “They only live two houses down the street. By now everyone on the square knows you’re back.”

			At first her words stunned him; then he realized that, although he’d arrived late last evening, he’d been in his traveling coach with his servants. Those of his servants who had readied his bedchamber and carried up his trunks would have told the rest of the servants by this morning. There was no reason to keep the news quiet. In fact, exactly the opposite was the case. And, of course, his housekeeper was correct. No respectable lady would enter a bachelor’s residence.

			He would have to make an appearance at Huntingdon House and thank her for her help. “Of course, you are correct.”

			She nodded in agreement. “If you don’t mind, my lord, I’ll go back to work.”

			“As you wish. I must call on Lady Dorie.”

			“She’s not home. A footman came by to say she is out for the rest of the day, but that she was going shopping tomorrow and asked if the girls or Miss Rivers needed anything.” Mrs. Wooton picked up the tea tray. “I’ll miss her coming around. A great help she was.”

			It occurred to him he now had another problem. Alex knew absolutely nothing about running a household, or an estate, or raising his sisters. Part of the difficulty could be dealt with by hiring another steward. But if he didn’t know how to manage an estate, he wouldn’t know if the man was doing a good job. He would, essentially, be putting the lives and livelihoods of his tenants in jeopardy if the steward had poor management skills. Therefore, it behooved Alex to learn about governing his holdings. The question was where to start? He blew out a breath. The least his mother could have done was fall in love with someone else’s steward.

			And what was he going to do about his sisters? Penelope would be out in two years. As a bachelor, he couldn’t sponsor her. He’d have to find an established lady to do that. That lady would also have to act as hostess for any entertainment he gave, such as a ball for his sisters. He’d have to cast around for any widowed ladies in his family who could assist him, but first he’d visit Judith. New baby or not, it was her duty to help him.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Alex wandered into the hall where he found a footman. “I’m going to Lady Knutsford’s house.”

			“Yes, my lord.” The servant bowed but failed to ask when he’d be back.

			His father had always wished to know when he would return. It was strange not to be asked.

			“I’ll be home before dinner.” He would have said tea, but he didn’t even know what his sisters did for tea. He might also require the additional time to convince Judith to assist him.

			“I shall ensure Cook knows, my lord.”

			After donning his hat and gloves, Alex took his cane and proceeded out of Grosvenor Square toward Hanover Square and plied the knocker of Knutsford House. It wasn’t until several seconds later that the door was opened by a harried-looking butler he hadn’t seen before. “Good day, sir.”

			“I am Exeter.” If Alex started using the name, he might get used to it more quickly. “Is my sister at home?”

			The man glanced over his shoulder, a pained expression on his face. “Please enter, my lord. Her ladyship has been expecting you to call.” A crash and the tinkling of glass shattering sounded from somewhere above. “The drawing room is safe.”

			Several high-pitched screams sounded next.

			“I’ve got him!” someone with a low male voice yelled.

			He’d walked into Bedlam. He knew he shouldn’t but could not resist. “Do you mind if I ask what is going on?”

			“The monkey escaped. Again.” The butler’s groan relayed the clear message that this was a too common occurrence. He opened a door. “I shall have tea brought directly unless you would prefer something else.”

			“Tea is fine.” Although, he’d be floating in it before the day was done.

			Several minutes later, Judith entered the room, her very fetching lace cap askew. “Alex!” An instant later he was smothered in her embrace. “How good to see you!”

			“I came to ask for help.” Although, from what little he’d seen, Judith needed assistance as well.

			“There he goes again!” someone shouted from upstairs.

			“Mama, he’s after Mr. Frig,” a childish voice shrieked.

			“Who is Mr. Frig?” The words popped out before Alex had given them any thought.

			“Mr. Frigate, the parrot.” She winced. “I am very sorry I cannot visit with you longer. As you can see we are at sixes and sevens. I know you have been left in a pickle. The best advice I can give you is to marry. Soon.”

			“Marry whom? I don’t even know any of the ladies.” Good God! He hadn’t even been back for a full day!

			“I’ll try to find the time to give it some thought.” A loud squawk echoed through the house, and she gave him a harried look. “It was lovely seeing you. I must go.”

			Judith dashed out of the room as the tea tray arrived.

			Marry! He didn’t want to get leg-shackled yet, but he might not have much of a choice. He had to have someone who could help him with his sisters and his household. Staring at the tea tray, he decided he’d rather have something stronger. He’d go to one of his clubs. Perhaps he’d find his friends, who would have better suggestions than to get married.

			Leaving the tea untouched, he collected his hat and cane and made his way to St. James Street.

			As luck would have it, when he arrived at Boodle’s, Gavin Turley, now Viscount Turley, and Fredrick, Lord Littleton, were drinking coffee. Both men rose when they saw him.

			“Endicott”—Turley frowned—“Exeter, welcome home.” Turley slapped Alex’s back. “Sorry to hear about your father.”

			“Thank you. I wish I’d been here when he died. I miss him.” For many reasons other than that he had loved the man.

			Littleton pulled out a chair for Alex. “When did you get back?”

			“Yesterday evening.” A waiter brought a cup of coffee. “I have discovered I have a bit of a problem.” His friends nodded for him to continue. It was embarrassing, but he’d never get the help he required until he admitted to his lack of knowledge. “I never actually learned to run the estate. My father always thought there would be time to teach me.”

			Turley blew out a breath. “That is bad luck.”

			“I thought to hire an estate steward.” Alex wasn’t going to tell even his friends that his mother had run off, at least not right away. Come to think of it, who, outside of the family, knew? The fewer the better. “The last one left after my father died.”

			“I could not advise you to hire another steward until you know the job yourself,” Littleton said. “You won’t know if he’s doing well by you and your tenants.”

			“You make a good point.” Exactly what Alex had decided. But what the hell was he going to do now?

			“You need to find someone to teach you,” Turley suggested. “But what about your sisters? After my mother died, my sister felt lost. You will have to do something for them.”

			“I had hoped one of my married sisters could help, but one is in Paris, and the other has just had a baby.” Not to mention Judith was having enough trouble with her household as it was.

			Littleton took a sip of coffee, then shook his head. “There is nothing for it. You’ll have to find a wife.”

			Damn and blast! Why did it always come back to marriage? “I don’t know any ladies.”

			“No problem there.” Littleton grinned. “We know several, and you’ll receive cards for other entertainments soon enough.”

			Well, that was something at least. Perhaps Alex would find a lady he could actually wish to wed. Someone capable who didn’t bother him over much.

			* * * *

			Lady Dorie Calthorp scanned the list of items she had received from Miss Rivers, consisting of various books and maps, and decided to add ribbons to it. As far as Dorie had been able to make out neither Penelope nor Phillida had had much joy lately. Mayhap some ribbons would help.

			“My lady, the coach is waiting, and Miss Stern has arrived,” Curran, her maid, said.

			“Thank you.” Dorie tucked the list in her reticule and made her way to the hall.

			Henrietta Stern was residing with her sister, the Marchioness of Merton—Dotty to her friends and family—for the Season. Merton House was across the Grosvenor Square from Huntingdon House, enabling them to see quite a bit of each other. Since the Season had begun, Henrietta and Dorie had become fast friends along with Lady Augusta Vivers, Lady Adeline Wivenly, and Miss Georgiana Featherton.

			“Are the others going with us?” Henrietta asked as they strolled out the door to the waiting town coach. Her footman and Dorie’s footmen helped them into the carriage before taking their places on the back of the coach.

			Dorie smoothed her skirts. “Augusta is fetching Georgie and Adeline. They are meeting us at Hatchards.”

			“That makes sense. The Worthington town coach is larger.” Augusta’s family was also much bigger than Henrietta’s or Dorie’s. When Augusta’s brother, the Earl of Worthington, had married Lady Grace Carpenter, they had started out with eleven brothers and sisters ranging in age from five to eighteen. The eldest two sisters had married two years ago, but there were still nine brothers and sisters, and Lady Worthington had two babies. “Have you heard that Lord Exeter arrived day before last?”

			“No.” And, as far as Dorie was concerned, it was not good news. During the past few weeks, she had grown used to considering the Exeter household hers to manage. “Where did you hear that?”

			“Where else”—Henrietta grinned—“from my maid. She is better than any newssheet.”

			“My mama does not like the servants to gossip.” Which was a pity as they always knew what was going on before anyone else did.

			“My sister has not expressed an opinion on the subject. Thank the Lord.” She added the last part under her breath. “I wonder what the new Lord Exeter is like.”

			Dorie, too, wished she knew. “I could ask my brother Huntley if he knows him, but I believe he is older than Exeter.”

			“Merton might know him,” Henrietta mused. “He will most likely be looking to wed. It seems that many of the gentlemen returning from their Grand Tours wish to marry.”

			“That is just like a man. He has traveled and probably has no thought that a lady might like to do the same.” Not that Dorie truly wished to spend months or years on a journey. Although she would like to visit Paris. But that was not the point; like all gentlemen he had had his fun, and now it was time to wed. And in Exeter’s case someone must look after his sisters and the household. Even though Dorie had benefited from Lady Exeter’s sudden marriage by being able to put what she had learned into practice, it had not been well done of her. The matter, if not handled properly, would reflect badly on the entire family. “I doubt he will have any difficulty finding a bride. After all, he is a wealthy peer.”

			“A wealthy peer with two younger sisters,” Henrietta pointed out. “One of whom must be fired off in two years, and a scandalous mother.”

			“Both his older sisters are respectable.” At least, Dorie had not heard anything against them, even if Lady Knutsford’s husband was slightly eccentric. Come to think of it, her household was a bit chaotic. “As long as nothing else occurs, by the time Penelope is out, the scandal will be, if not forgotten, at least not very important.”

			“Does he have anyone who could help him with the girls until he marries?” her friend asked.

			Dorie searched her mind for information concerning his lordship’s family. It wasn’t a great deal. “Not that I can recall. I remember Mama mentioning that both sides of his family were famous for marrying well. Perhaps if one searched back one could find a maiden aunt or some such thing.”

			Henrietta shrugged. “In that case, it is marriage for him as soon as he can arrange it.” Dorie gazed upward, and Henrietta narrowed her eyes. “What does that look mean? You know how limited his options are. How many ladies do you know who would willingly take on two girls of that age?”

			“They are very sweet,” Dorie said, finding the need to defend them. “And did you not just say he will not have any problems finding a wife?”

			“That”—Henrietta raised a finger—“was before I remembered his sisters and mother.” She gave Dorie a sly look. “You could marry him. You like his sisters, and you know the household.”

			This time she almost rolled her eyes. “You have gone mad. When I wed it will be for love and no other reason.” And this time, she would make certain the gentleman with whom she fell in love returned her regard. Lord Fotheringale had caught her attention. He was nice and not too handsome. She had learned her lesson last year about handsome men. She had not asked him about his political leanings, but she would. Still, there were other gentlemen as well. She would have to make a decision soon. “You marry him.”

			“No, thank you.” Her friend shook her head so emphatically she thought her bonnet would come askew. “I do not wish to take on two girls, one of whom is only two years younger than I am. What we can do is ensure that everyone knows he is in Town so that he will begin receiving cards for the entertainments.”

			Leave it to Henrietta to say something—no, do something—like that. “For a gentleman you do not know, you are being very busy on his behalf.”

			“It is no trouble at all.” She lifted one shoulder. “I shall merely relay the news to the rest of our group when we are outside of Hatchards. It will soon be all over Town.”

			“Harrumph.” Why they must interfere at all was beyond Dorie’s comprehension. He was not a charity case after all.

			“Someone must take the matter in hand,” Henrietta said in a practical tone. “If you are not going to do it, then I shall.”

			The coach came to a halt, and the door opened. Dorie descended to find their other friends already next to Hatchards.

			Henrietta went straight over and, in a voice loud enough for several matrons standing nearby to hear, but not so loud as to be vulgar, announced, “Lord Exeter arrived in Town two days ago.”

			The older ladies glanced at each other, whispered something, then bustled off.

			“Now you’ve done it,” Dorie muttered. “That was Lady Jersey. And it was yesterday. The man will not have a moment’s peace.”

			“I know.” Henrietta smiled smugly. She glanced at Georgie and Adeline. “Where is Augusta?”

			“She is already inside inquiring about a book she ordered,” Georgie said. “Now that you have done your bit for the ladies making their come outs, I wish to see if the book for which I have been waiting has arrived.”

			“Does anyone know what Lord Exeter looks like?” Adeline asked.

			Dorie shook her head. “I have no idea at all.”

			“We shall all know soon.” Her eyes shifted briefly to the woman who had just walked out of the bookshop. “That was Lady Brownly. Her musical evening is tomorrow evening. I would wager my new pearls that she will send an invitation to him.”

			“And Lady Bellamny,” Henrietta said. “She will ensure cards are sent to him as well.”

			Lady Bellamny? How could Dorie have been so obtuse as not to have seen her ladyship? “Good heavens. I hope I did not cut her.”

			“Your back was to her the whole time. Is it the news about Exeter that has you so distracted?” Adeline linked her arm with Dorie’s and started into the shop. “I know you were having a great deal of fun actually being able to manage a household.”

			“I was, but I always knew it would be a temporary situation.” In fact, she had grown too content, and wished his lordship had not returned. “Indeed, I did not think it would go on this long.”

			“Let us see if there are any new novels.” Adeline’s too cheerful tone grated on Dorie’s nerves.

			Approaching the counter, she gave the governess’s order to the clerk to be delivered to Exeter House. Then she and Adeline went to the back of the store where the novels were located. “I shall find something else to occupy my time.”

			“Of course you will,” she said, still using a happy voice. “Now, let’s see what we can find.” A few moments later, she held up a book. “This looks promising. It’s called The Bandit’s Bride.”

			“I have not had a chance to read Miss Austen’s book Northanger Abbey. I believe I shall buy that one.”

			They spent a delightful hour in Hatchards before going to Harding, Howell & Co. where Dorie found ribbons for the Endicott girls and stockings for herself. Augusta and Georgie found lengths of blond lace, and Henrietta purchased a fan.

			“I almost wish we had not asked to have our carriages meet us at Pantheon Bazaar,” Adeline said. “I am feeling rather peckish.”

			The bazaar was a mile away. The distance seemed longer in Town than in the country where even three miles was not much of a distance to walk.

			“It is a shame we do not have restaurants where ladies can go for tea as they do in Paris,” Augusta said.

			“I’m sure we’ll pass by an apple cart on the way.” Henrietta linked her arm with Dorie’s.

			Come to think of it, she was hungry as well, but one could find so many things at Pantheon Bazaar for much less than in other stores that it was worth visiting.

			Almost an hour later, they stood outside the bazaar. “Shall I see you at Mrs. Brownly’s house for her musical evening?”

			“I would not miss it.” Georgie beamed. “Ever since my sister-in-law told me about Mrs. Joséphine Fodor I have wanted to hear her sing.”

			“Dotty told me when she and Merton saw her in The Marriage of Figaro she was so affecting they had to stop the opera for the audience to calm down.”

			“Very true.” Dorie nodded remembering how absolutely beautiful Mrs. Fodor’s voice was. “I was there when that occurred.”

			“No wonder my mother is so excited about this evening.” Adeline handed her packages to a footman. “I shall see you there.”

			Dorie would have to have the ribbons sent over to the Endicott girls. She could no longer visit the house. She wished she had known exactly when Lord Exeter would arrive. Thinking she had more time, she had left tasks undone. Well, there was nothing for it now. Perhaps she should inform him of the current state of his main seat at Longwood.

		


		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Dorie and Henrietta parted on the pavement outside of Huntingdon House.

			“I am still hungry. That apple did not satisfy me for long.” Henrietta bussed Dorie’s cheek.

			“I know what you mean.” She returned the gesture. “I shall ask for a cold collation to be brought to my room. I do not know how some people eschew luncheon.”

			“It is easy when they sleep until noon.” Henrietta’s dry tone made it clear what she thought of such behavior. “I shall see you this evening.”

			When Dorie entered the hall, Banwell, her father’s butler, said, “My lady, your mother asks that you join her in the morning room.”

			Her stomach rumbled, but it would have to wait. She handed him the package of ribbons. “Please have these delivered to Exeter House. They are for Ladies Penelope and Phillida.”

			He cleared his throat. “My lady. Lord Exeter is with her ladyship. Perhaps you would like to give them to him.”

			For a moment she couldn’t think of anything to say. Why was he at her house? But of course, he would wish to thank her for her assistance. Or would he instead think she had interfered? Well, she would make it painfully clear to him that his household would not have done nearly as well without her help. Dorie gave herself a shake. She was putting the cart before the horse and blaming him for thoughts he might not even have. Why was she feeling so defensive? It had been Lady Exeter’s request that had been a little unusual. Even stranger was that Mama allowed Dorie to perform the duties. Adeline and Georgie had both said their mothers would not have allowed it, and Mama was at least as strict as the other mothers. Although, Henrietta had not seemed to think it was odd. Then again, her mother was a duke’s daughter and did much as she pleased.

			In any event, it was water under the bridge now. “Thank you. I shall go to her directly.”

			Dorie made her way to the back of the house where the morning room was located. It was a comfortable, airy place with French windows leading onto the terrace, wall coverings with peacocks and flowers, and bright blue curtains. She entered the room and was taken aback to see a gentleman with dark brown hair. If anything, she had imagined him to be fair like his sisters and mother.

			Her mother smiled as the man across from her unfolded himself from the sofa. “Dorie, here you are, my dear. Allow me to make Lord Exeter known to you. He has come by to thank you for the assistance you lent his family.”

			She dropped into a curtsey. Thank heavens for her training; otherwise, she’d be gaping. He was almost as good-looking as Lord Littleton, who was widely considered the most handsome man in Town if not all of England. Lord Exeter’s jacket stretched across his broad shoulders, and it was clear that nothing he wore required padding. His pantaloons molded his muscular legs hiding virtually nothing. His light green eyes, the color of jasper, seemed to smile at her. Dorie gave herself a shake. She refused to be drawn to the man. Someone like Lord Fotheringale was whom she wanted. Not an Adonis. “I’m pleased to meet you, my lord.”

			“As I am to make your acquaintance, my lady.” He moved toward her, and she held out her hand. “I have much to thank you for.” Taking her fingers, he bowed. For some reason, her hand was much too warm. It was most likely her gloves. “My housekeeper and sisters have sung your praises.” He smiled, and her stomach was suddenly filled with butterflies. “I understand you saved them from some sort of Pythagorean diet.”

			“So Miss Rivers threatened.” Dorie did wonder how any lady could be so unskilled in running a household or, indeed, any ladylike accomplishments. “Yet, according to your housekeeper, the lady herself is quite fond of beef and other meats.” Lord Exeter had straightened and her cheeks warmed as she gazed into his pale green eyes. “It was my pleasure to be able to assist.”

			“Come, my dear.” Her mother patted the place next to her. “Have some tea.”

			She dragged her eyes from his lordship to her mother. “I would love a cup.” Once she was settled and drank a few sips of tea, she set her cup down and took the package of ribbons out of her reticule. “Miss Rivers asked me to arrange a book order from Hatchards for your sisters, but I thought some new ribbons would be nice as well. Please give them to the girls for me.”

			His eyes widened in surprise. “Thank you. I am sure they will love them.” He gave her a sheepish look. “It would not have occurred to me that they might need them.”

			“My lord, girls do not need ribbons, but they like them a good deal.” For the first time she wondered how much he knew about what had been going on with his family. Unfortunately, she would have to wait until he mentioned the subject. “I do not know if you have been told, but they will soon require new clothing.”

			“I regret to admit that I know nothing about raising children, especially girls.” Lord Exeter glanced at his empty cup. “I did not even know that they would be completely dependent on me.” His pleasant tone slipped and hardened. “It was only this morning I discovered that my mother had remarried and my sisters were unable to help with Penelope and Phillida.”

			Judith, Dorie could easily forgive, but the behavior of his mother and other sister had not been unforgiveable. Although, he might not know that Marcella had left for France in a fit of pique when their mother remarried and traveled to Scotland. The question was did he need to know? He would not be able to convince his sister to return. “I am sorry to say that, even though Miss Rivers is an admirable lady in many ways, she is not at all domestic.”

			“That is the God’s honest truth,” Mama said in an undertone as she poured his lordship another cup of tea. “We shall be happy to help in any way we can.”

			“Thank you, but I cannot impose upon you forever. I must find a more permanent solution.” Above his cup his searching gaze met Dorie’s and in that look he all but told her he wanted her to continue in the role she had been playing. And the only way that could happen was if they wed.

			Oh, no, no, no, no. I will not be wanted merely to take care of another woman’s children, no matter how sweet they are. Lord Exeter will have to find another lady to marry. Drat. Henrietta was right. I will have to involve myself.

			“That should not be difficult.” She gave him a cool but polite smile. “I am quite sure you will begin receiving invitations to entertainments very soon.” Especially if Lady Jersey and Lady Bellamny had anything to say about it. “I left all the correspondence I had with Longwood including copies of my replies. Please tell me if you have any questions.”

			Alex took the package of ribbons from Lady Dorie. He had certainly not thought of purchasing anything like that for his sisters. It appeared her talents in housewifery were only surpassed by her thoughtfulness…and her beauty. Dark honey-blond curls framed her heart-shaped face, and her hazel eyes sparked with intelligence. It had never occurred to him that someone like Lady Dorie could have been spending time managing his household. If he’d been asked he would have thought the lady to be a plain, unremarkable sort of female. One who had nothing better to do with her time than help a neighbor. That was obviously not the case with Lady Dorie. The spencer she wore hugged her generous breasts, and the light lemon scent mixed with lavender suited her, and had him trying to breathe in more of it. He was looking forward to seeing her in an evening gown. Alex shifted on his seat and started to count backward. If he wasn’t careful, she and her mother both would be able to see his interest in the lady. For the first time, the recommendations he’d received to find a wife suddenly did not seem so absurd. Alex wondered if she was also knowledgeable about running an estate. That was probably asking too much. Yet many ladies managed estates in their husbands’ absences. She was already extremely accomplished. If she was conversant in estate management, all his problems would be easily solved. He envisioned what her hair would look like down and spread over his pillows invaded his mind. Marriage to her would be no problem at all.

			Still, when he had hinted that he might look for a bride, Lady Dorie’s smile had been no more than polite. Were her affections already engaged? It couldn’t be too difficult to find out. And even if they were, until she was betrothed, he could work at changing her mind. It was a shame she could no longer come to his home—Alex almost groaned. He’d gone mad. He was fully planning how to seduce her into marrying him with his young, innocent sisters in residence.

			“If you do not receive a card for Mrs. Brownly’s musical evening that takes place tomorrow”—Lady Huntingdon caught his attention, dragging his thoughts back to the conversation—“you may accompany us, if you wish.” She offered him a plate of biscuits. “Mrs. Joséphine Fodor is performing.”

			“Thank you.” Keeping his plate on his lap, he took two of what looked to be lemon biscuits. During his travels, he had heard of the famous Mrs. Fodor and her magnificent voice. “That should prove to be delightful. I would be honored.” Even if he did receive a card, he would join them. What better way to discover more about Lady Dorie and begin his pursual of her?

			“Excellent.” Alex was pleased to see that her ladyship’s smile was warmer than Lady Dorie’s. Parents always had a great deal of influence over young ladies. “We shall expect you at eight.”

			This was obviously the end of his visit. He rose and bowed. “It was a pleasure to meet you, my ladies.”

			Lady Huntingdon pulled the bell-pull, and the butler appeared. “As it was for us, my lord. Welcome home. I hope you will not find England too flat after your travels.”

			“Thus far, it has been anything but boring.” Alex wished it had been more unexciting. Except for meeting Lady Dorie.

			“You sisters have been used to spending time with my daughter, Ophelia, who is Phillida’s age,” Lady Huntingdon said. “I hope they will continue to do so.”

			“Thank you.” That was something else he hadn’t known. “I think that is an excellent idea. Thank you again for your kindness.”

			Her ladyship inclined her head. “I shall send another invitation soon.”

			The butler escorted Alex to the hall and gave him his hat. He strolled out the door to the pavement, pulling out his pocket watch as he turned toward his house. As always, he had to concentrate on the numbers for a second before he could make out that it was close to two o’clock. There was no point in going to his club, but did he really want to go home?

			As if his butler had been watching for him, the door opened as he approached his house. “My lord. Mr. Sawyer, the family solicitor, has asked that he be allowed to attend you.”

			Ah, yes. Alex had not been present for the reading of the will, and there would be documents to sign. Once again, he gave over his hat and cane. “Does he have a time in mind?”

			“He is available this afternoon if that is convenient. Shall I send a message to him? I am sure he can be here shortly.”

			“Yes, please.” Alex had nothing else planned, and he should get this over with as soon as possible. He was about to ask if he had received any correspondence when he spied cards stacked neatly on a silver salver. “When did these arrive?”

			“Within the past two hours.” Coyne reached for the salver. “Shall I take them into the study?”

			“If you wouldn’t mind.” He suddenly felt as if he’d been awake for days instead of just a few hours. “I’d also appreciate something to eat”—he didn’t think he could drink another cup of tea, but it wouldn’t do to start drinking spirits or wine—“and coffee if we have it.” The coffee on the Continent had been excellent.

			“As you wish, my lord.” Coyne left, closing the door behind him.

			Once again Alex found himself staring at his father’s desk. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. He was supposed to have returned home to his father, mother, and sisters. Bit by bit, he was to have begun taking responsibility for the estates. His father had always resented being made to carry the weight of the marquisate from a young age, and wanted Alex to have time to enjoy himself before bearing the burden of his familial obligations. Yet it hadn’t worked out that way. Here he was not any more ready to govern the marquisate than his father had been. In fact, less so. Father had had trustees and others to help him and train him. Alex had …no one. An image of Lady Dorie entered his mind. Perhaps he would have someone.

			He glanced at the door set into the wall next to the fireplace before opening it. The smaller room was as he remembered it. The plaster walls were painted green. A moderately sized old oak desk stood to one side of a long window. Ledgers were placed neatly side by side on a bookshelf. An older Aubusson carpet anchored the floor, and one chair was placed in front of the desk. A similar room was on the other side of his study, but this was the one he remembered most. The secretary his father had had when Alex was a child kept a jar of hard candies on his desk and always gave him one when he visited.

			“My lord?” Coyne called.

			“I am in here.” Alex strode to the study. It would be a while before he thought of it as his. “What happened to the secretary?”

			“Just before his lordship fell ill Mr. Rosen found a position more to his liking.”

			At least he hadn’t run off with anyone. “I must replace him as soon as possible.”

			Coyne bowed. “My lord, I do not believe that is a position I will be able to fill from an employment agency.”

			Alex was about to ask why; then it occurred to him that a friend of his father’s had recommended Mr. Rosen. Damn. In addition to everything else, Alex would now have to ask his friends if they had any suggestions. One of his friends who had been married for a few years and, presumably, had a secretary of his own would be the most help. On second thought, any of his friends who were peers would have secretaries. “I’ll take care of it.” The scent of coffee lured Alex to the desk in his study. He had to start thinking of it like that. “Thank you. That will be all.”

			Less than an hour later, he’d consumed the sandwiches, cake, and coffee his cook had sent up, and gone through the cards inviting him to several entertainments, including Mrs. Brownly’s musical evening. He pulled out a few pieces of pressed paper and began crafting his responses. At first he’d planned to accept all of them until he realized that if he attended every event he’d be appearing at up to four entertainments in a single evening. There had to be a better and less exhausting way to rejoin Polite Society. Perhaps he could ask for Lady Dorie’s assistance. In fact, it might behoove him to ask her to go out driving with him during the Grand Strut. The only problem was he didn’t know what he had in the stables for sporting carriages. Although, that wouldn’t be difficult to ascertain. He couldn’t ask her today. Such short notice would be rude. And, after all, he would see her tomorrow evening. It surprised him that he hadn’t thought of visiting the stables before now. Then again, he felt almost as if he were walking in deep sand. Well, that was about to cease. He had to get his life back on course, and quickly.

			Stepping to the door, he pulled it open to find a footman standing in the corridor against the wall. “Tell”—whom? Who cared where he went? Everyone who had cared to know was gone. It was strange how abandoned he felt. “Tell Coyne I have gone to the stable and shall return shortly.”

			“Yes, my lord.” The footman headed toward the hall, and Alex turned toward the door to the garden.

			Once free of the house, he strode along the paths to the back gate. Many of the bushes were in leaf already and some had blooms. The scent of lilacs along the back wall slowed him as he breathed in the light fragrance. The roses scrambling up the back wall were in leaf and had buds. In another month—he thought—they’d be full of flowers. As Alex had remembered, the gate key was kept in a box mounted onto the stone wall. Taking it out, he unlocked the gate and crossed the alley to the stables. Mawson, the stable master for as long as Alex could remember, stood at the open stable door giving orders to someone inside.

			“Good afternoon.” He grinned as the man swiveled on his heel.

			“My lord, welcome home.” A grin split the weathered face. “I was wondering how long it would take you to make your way out here. What can I do for ye?”

			“Do I have a phaeton or curricle?” He prayed there was something suitable.

			“You have a curricle, and a high-perched phaeton that belonged to her ladyship.” Mawson motioned for Alex to follow him.

			“Excellent.” As was to be expected, the carriages were in excellent condition. The curricle was painted a deep red with gold trim and had black leather seats. “Horses?”

			“You’ve got the dark bays and a pair of grays.”

			He followed the stable master to where the horses were kept. The moment he entered the stable he heard a familiar pawing. “Titan!”

			“Found ’im here when I got in,” said Bardell, Alex’s groom. “Yr mam ’ad ’im brought up.”

			Alex ran his hand down the horse’s neck before grabbing an apple out of a bin and feeding it to the large bay gelding. “I’ve missed you. How would you like to take a ride later this afternoon?” After he spoke with his lawyer. The horse nodded his head. “Very well. Bardell, have him ready at five o’clock.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			As Alex strode back to the house he wondered if he would come across Lady Dorie at the Park, and, if so, how she’d respond to him. If there was not another man, had she taken him into dislike or was there another reason for her cool demeanor earlier?

		


		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Alex settled into his chair at the desk and dashed off notes to Littleton and Turley asking if they’d like to join him at the Park. Between the two of them, they should know who else was in Town. By the time the missives had been sent off, Alex’s solicitor arrived.

			He greeted Mr. Sawyer, an older, portly gentleman with silver hair, and motioned him to a seat in front of the desk. “Good day, sir.”

			“Good day, my lord.” He placed a large stack of documents on the desk. “Please accept my condolences for your loss.”

			Alex hadn’t even begun to deal with his father’s death. “Thank you. Where shall we begin?”

			“With the will. If you like, I shall summarize the small bequests and provisions for the older servants who chose to retire.” The lawyer took out a pair of glasses, affixing them to his nose, and sorted out the documents into several stacks. “The estates are in good condition, and you will not suffer from the loss of the staff who decided to be pensioned off…”

			An hour later, the clock chimed as Alex signed the last document. He hadn’t even had a chance to open the missives from his friends that Coyne had placed on the desk. Still, Alex now knew more about the estates and other holdings than he had before. The prospect of managing them all well was a little overwhelming.

			“I believe that is all.” The lawyer began gathering up the papers.

			Except for one pertinent fact. “Mr. Sawyer, it is my understanding that I have a half brother from an affair in which my father engaged.”

			The man didn’t bat an eye. “You have four half brothers, my lord.”

			“Four?” It took a while for the number to sink in. “Are they all with the same woman?”

			“Indeed, my lord.” The man inclined his head.

			“Why has no provision been made for them?” That was the one thing a gentleman did do. Support his get.

			The lawyer cleaned his glasses again. “They were provided for years ago using funds your father had at hand.”

			Be that as it may, it was up to Alex to ensure the children were not in need. “I would appreciate it if you would explain …In detail, if you please.”

			Sawyer placed the spectacles back on his nose. “You father had several investments over the years. One was particularly lucrative. He took the funds and placed them in a trust for”—he cleared his throat—“the children and their mother. The amount is sufficient for their education, and for her to live comfortably. The eldest three are at Harrow and the youngest will attend in a year or two, I believe.”

			Harrow? That was an odd choice for by-blows. “Do they know who their father is?”

			“If the question is did they know their father, then yes, they did.” His lips pressed together as if he was considering what to say next. “If the question is did they know their father was a peer, the answer is no. They believed him to be a wealthy gentleman of the gentry engaged in investments that often took him away from home.” Sawyer cleared his throat again. “The woman believes herself to be a widow.”

			If what Sawyer had said was true, somehow Father had committed bigamy. Alex felt as if he’d received a blow from Gentleman Jackson himself. The man he had known as his father would never have behaved so dishonorably. But had he known either of his parents at all? Alex placed his elbows on the arms of his chair and dropped his head into his hands. The scandal, if it ever got out, would eclipse what his mother had done.

			He needed a moment to ask the next question that must be asked. “How did that come about?”

			“The lady was living in north of England and they traveled to Scotland.” The lawyer gave Alex a long look. “In your father’s opinion and mine, matters have been taken care of, and you will not need to bother with them. Unless something changes, of course.”

			“Of course.” At least Alex wasn’t to be settled with the care of his father’s bastards. Although, that in and of itself was not a scandal. He should be happy about the fact. God knows he didn’t need anything else to worry him. Still, he’d be surprised if someday, somehow, this deception did not raise its ugly head. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be until after his sisters had married. “Very well, Mr. Sawyer, thank you for your assistance.”

			Using the chair arms, the older man pushed himself up. “My pleasure, my lord. If you are in need of anything, I shall be happy to attend you.”

			“Unfortunately, I don’t know if you can help with my two most pressing matters, a steward and a secretary.” And someone to keep the damned accounts. Alex had never been able to add up columns.

			Sawyer removed his glasses and placed them in a case. “I would think Lord Huntingdon would be able to assist you. Despite their political differences, he and your father were close friends. He has a large acquaintance and engages the services of two secretaries, several stewards, and an estate manager.”

			It certainly wouldn’t hurt to ask his lordship. Perhaps Alex could do that tomorrow evening. “Thank you.” As he picked up the two letters that had been delivered it occurred to him that there was one more thing with which the lawyer might be able to advise. “How long have you represented the Endicotts?”

			“My family has had the honoring of representing your family for four generations.”

			“Do you happen to know if there is a lady in my family who would be willing to assist me with my younger sisters?” If he had some female relative present, perhaps he wouldn’t feel so concerned about the girls. And they would be able to have small parties of friends visit.

			Mr. Sawyer stared out the far window for several long moments before saying, “I would suggest Lady Charles Endicott.”

			Who was Lady Charles? His father had no brothers by that name …but his grandfather had. His youngest brother had been named Charles. “My great-aunt Emily?”

			“Indeed, my lord. She is now living at the Dower House with your other aunts. Not very happily, I might add.”

			When was the last time he’d met his aunt Emily? Ten years ago? Try as he might, he couldn’t even bring up an image of her. Not that it mattered what she looked like. The one thing he did remember was that she had been extremely commonsensical and at least fifteen years younger than his uncle, who had been the youngest of the sons. That would make her near his mother’s age. “Thank you, again.”

			“Would you like me to write to her?” Mr. Sawyer had taken out a notebook.

			“Thank you, but I think that’s something I had better do myself.” He couldn’t imagine his aunt’s reaction to receiving a letter from a lawyer about a family matter.

			“In that case, good day, my lord.” The solicitor bowed and let himself out.

			Alex opened the letters, one each from Littleton and Turley. Turley was engaged, but Littleton wrote he would be at Exeter House at five o’clock.

			Alex sent a message telling his friend he’d be ready, and turned to the task of writing his aunt. He could well imagine that Aunt Emily was not happy to be living with her sisters-in-law, who tended to be overly dramatic and concerned about what he’d always considered to be the mundane. Where had she been before she moved into the Dower House?

			He pulled out a piece of paper, dipped his pen in the standish, and said a short prayer that she would respond quickly.

			Dear Aunt Emily,

			I hope this letter finds you in good health—that would be necessary if she were to take over his household. As you might have heard, I find myself in need of a kind and resourceful relative to help me take care of my younger sisters. I immediately thought of you. If it would not be too much of an imposition I would like for you to take on that role for the foreseeable future. If you agree, I shall send the traveling coach to fetch you to Town.

			Yr. humble servant,

			Exeter

			After sealing the missive and franking it, he strode to the door and handed it to the footman. “Please have this sent by express to the Dower House at Longwood.”

			As the footman hurried away, his butler was approaching. “My lord, Lord Littleton has arrived and your horse is ready. I have taken the liberty to send for your gloves and hat.”

			“Thank you.” By the time Alex arrived in the hall, his valet was there with his accouterments. “I shall return in about an hour.”

			He met Littleton, who was seated on a black gelding. “I’m glad you were free.”

			“I usually ride in the Park, and this will be a good time for you to start meeting some of the young ladies.”

			Alex swung up onto his horse. “I need to hire a secretary. Do you happen to know of anyone?”

			“Not at the present.” His friend shook his head. “I can make some inquiries.”

			“I’d appreciate it.”

			As they headed out of Grosvenor Square he wondered once again if he would see Lady Dorie. As luck would have it, he was introduced to several ladies, but the one he was searching for was not to be found.

			* * * *

			The next evening, Dorie dressed with more care than usual. Since the debacle with Lord Littleton, she had not been interested in attracting a gentleman, but it was time. Lord Fotheringale was to be at the musical evening, and she wished to see if he was the gentleman for her. Appearing at her best was the first step. With any luck, Lord Exeter would have received his own invitation and not accompany her family.

			Yet, to her dismay, Lord Exeter had arrived precisely at the appointed time, and their group, she, her mother, father, and Exeter, had departed for Mrs. Brownly’s house. Once they arrived, Dorie found Henrietta with her sister and brother-in-law.

			“Who was that?” Speaking in a hushed tone, Henrietta pulled Dorie aside shortly after she had joined her friend.

			“That is the Marquis of Exeter.” Yesterday afternoon after he had left, her mother had attempted to discuss the marquis, but Dorie had pled fatigue and gone straight to her chamber. She had prayed against all certainty that he would not be able to accompany them this evening—the man did absolutely nothing for her equilibrium—but he had.

			The green in his waistcoat set off his jasper-green eyes. The chandeliers picked out the gold in his rich, dark brown hair. Yes, he was handsome. One of the most handsome men she had ever met, but she had almost fallen in love with another handsome gentleman who had not loved her. She was not going through that again. And she was not going to be married because a gentleman happened to require a wife.

			She gave herself a shake. “Do you want him?”

			“Hmmm.” Her friend slipped a sidelong glance at the man. “He is extremely good-looking, but I do not think he is for me.”

			Dorie let out an exasperated puff of air. “Since you decided to involve yourself in his affairs, you may help me find him a wife.” For some reason she could not explain, she felt as if she had to settle Exeter before she could get on with her life. She took a glass of champagne from a passing footman. “In fact, I think Adeline and Georgie should help as well. I would ask Augusta, but she has enough on her mind.”

			Augusta wished to attend university in Padua and her mother was proving to be a problem.

			“Very well.” Henrietta sipped her glass of champagne. “We shall all make up lists and compare them tomorrow.”

			“Excellent.” Dorie hoped the task would not be too difficult. For that matter, one of her other two good friends might be interested in taking him on and marrying the man. From the looks he’d given her, she knew the only way to get rid of him was to find a lady to wed him. “Here is Adeline. We should tell her what is going on.”

			“But which gentleman is he?” Adeline asked, after they’d mentioned their scheme.

			“The tall man speaking with Lord Huntingdon near the stairs,” Henrietta said.

			Adeline’s eyes widened. “He’s quite exceptional looking. Dorie, are you sure you are not interested?”

			“Positive.” Lord Exeter would have to be more than handsome. He would have to fall in love with her just as she was, and she did not think he was looking beyond a match of convenience. “Are you interested in him?”

			“Er, no.” A line formed between Adeline’s eyes. “I am not ready to act as a mother to almost grown children.”

			To be fair, the girls really did not need a mother. They did require a lady who could show them how to go on and make them ready for their Seasons. They had been terribly sweet to Dorie, but she did not know how they would react to another lady.

			Several minutes later Georgie and Augusta had arrived as well. Before their group could convene to the end of the terrace, they had to look at Lord Exeter as well. He had moved away from Dorie’s father and was more difficult to find in the crowd that gathered along the sides of the two drawing rooms that had been combined by opening the pocket doors. A small stage had been set up at one end of the long room, and several rows of chairs stood in the middle. She should have done something to make him more visible. Although, other than asking him to wear a bottle green jacket or something of the sort, she did not know what she could have done. Georgie also declined to form an interest in his lordship. No one bothered to ask Augusta. She was not interested in marriage this Season.

			“Well,” Dorie said. “If none of us wants him, we must find him another lady. Whom do you suggest?”

			“I thought we were going to make lists,” Henrietta objected.

			“There is no reason we cannot make a start this evening.” Dorie wanted this done and out of the way. Her brief stint running a household had made her decide that she did indeed wish to wed sooner than later, and she could not go about proper husband hunting with this last duty on her hands. Yes, that is what it was: a duty.

			“Dorie is correct,” Augusta commented. “He has had a great deal of unexpected responsibility thrust upon him, and whomever we choose must be up to the task of guiding him through it.”

			“I have to say that I agree,” Adeline said. “The lady must be mature.”

			“In that case”—Georgie pulled a face—“we should strike Miss Tice and Miss Martindale.”

			“Neither of them would suit,” Dorie said. “Not only are they not up to snuff”—it amazed Dorie that their mothers had brought them out when they still acted like blushing fifteen-year-olds—“but they are still looking for gentlemen who live close together. Like their sisters managed to do.”

			“Good luck to them.” Henrietta shook her head in disgust.

			“What about Lady Letitia Cummings?” Adeline suggested. “She is one and twenty and has been told this will be her last Season if she does not stop being so particular.”

			“That is so much stuff and nonsense from her father,” Georgie said. “He wants her married, but her mother will not allow him to forbid her a fifth Season.”

			“Very well.” Henrietta took out a pocket book and pencil from her reticule. “Lady Letitia is on the list. Who else can we add?”

			“Miss Emerson,” Adeline offered. “She is twenty and confided in me that she wishes to be married as soon as can be. I do not think remaining with her parents suits her.”

			Henrietta scratched the lady’s name down.

			“Lady Jane Donnet is our age, but very mature, and she has younger brothers and sisters,” Augusta said. “She might be willing to take Exeter’s sisters and him on.”

			“Can anyone think of any other ladies?” Dorie asked. One by one her friends shook their heads. “At least that is a start. We can all give it some more thought and discuss our plan tomorrow.” Other guests close to the French windows began to move inside. “I believe Mrs. Fodor is about to begin.”

			“Oh, wait,” Adeline said. “Miss Chatham might be a possibility.”

			Miss Chatham? Dorie searched her memory for any information she knew about the lady other than that she was in her first Season.

			“I do not know if she is a good option,” Georgie said. “Her family’s estate is not that large. She might not have the necessary qualifications.”

			“We will find out.” As Dorie entered the drawing room she spotted Lord Exeter speaking with Lord and Lady Elliott. Good, perhaps he would sit with them.

			“Why is it so hard to think of names,” Adeline complained. “We must know dozens of suitable ladies.”

			“We can add them as we think of them.” Dorie felt the same frustration.

		


		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Dorie was following her friends into a row of chairs when the very gentleman they had been discussing stepped in front of her and bowed. “My lady, would you do me the honor of sitting with me?”

			A denial was on her lips, but two older ladies took the last two seats in the row, making it impossible for her to sit with her friends. She pasted a polite smile on her face. “I would be delighted, my lord.”

			As he led her to their seats, she searched for at least one of the women on the list and saw Lady Letitia speaking animatedly with Lord Gray, her hand on his arm as he led them to chairs at the other end of the drawing room. Well, drat. Miss Emerson was likewise engaged with Mr. Seaton-Smythe. The Season was only a month old, but there had already been several betrothals. Dorie sincerely hoped that two more were not in the making. Their list of ladies was pathetically short as it was. As was her list of gentlemen, if Fotheringale turned out not to be the right gentleman for her. She would attempt to catch the ladies without the gentlemen and introduce them to Exeter.

			“My sisters were thrilled to receive the ribbons.” Lord Exeter smiled as he guided her to a chair and waited for her to sit. “Thank you for your thoughtfulness.”

			“Think nothing of it. They were a trifling. All girls like ribbons.” Mrs. Fodor was speaking to her accompanist, and Dorie wished she’d get on with the performance.

			“One would never know the gift was so mundane by the excitement they displayed.” His tone was polite as if he would make his point without openly contradicting her.

			“I am glad they liked the present.” She faced the front of the room, willing the conversation to be over. She did not want to like him. She did not want to come to know him. She did not want to marry him or any other man who was not in love with her.

			As Exeter settled into his seat, his leg touched hers. Either he was too large or Lady Brownly had placed the chairs too close together. Dorie moved her leg, breaking the contact.

			“I wrote to one of my aunts today asking her to come live with me and help me care for my sisters,” he said.

			“That was a very good idea.” Dorie infused her tone with approval. She wished him luck. The only aunts she knew of in his family were widowed and elderly and—according to her grandmother—extremely silly. After what his mother had done, he would be better off not contacting anyone on that side of his family. The less said about Lady Exeter, the better. Dorie did not think many people knew about her ladyship’s precipitant marriage, but there was no point in stirring the pot.

			“Yes, I thought so.” One corner of his well-shaped mouth tilted up in a charmingly crooked smile. “Your father had some suggestions regarding a secretary and steward. Both positions are vacant.” This last part was said with more than a little irony. Had the secretary run off with someone as well? She was starting to feel sorry for the man. He had been left with almost no employees whatsoever. Dorie was glad her father was able to help, but who knew when he’d have the time. He had been terribly busy with the Lords this Season. She would have to lend her mind to the problem as well.

			“Have you considered sending your sisters to Scotland?” That might solve some of his immediate problems. If the girls were not in Town, people were less likely to think about them.

			“I did, but I am not sure what the…er…situation is. If I were to do that, I’d have to assure myself of the suitability of the area.” His words were slow and measured as if he had spent time considering the matter. “My mother leaving has affected them greatly. I do not want them hurt further.”

			It was good to see that he was taking his responsibility seriously. He was right to be concerned. And his mother had behaved quite badly. Many men would send the girls back to the country with their governess and not give them another thought. “I quite agree.”

			“Yes.” Lord Exeter cocked one brow. “I thought you might.”

			Dorie shifted in her chair, not liking the knowing look in his eyes. She must divert his interest to another female. Yet before she did that, she had to get away from him. “I think any lady would feel the same.”

			That might be, but Alex already knew how competent Lady Dorie was, and he didn’t see any reason why he should look further for a wife. Not only that, but she was lovely. The bodice of her emerald green evening gown was cut low enough to show the swell of her generous breasts. Her skin reminded him of fresh cream, and her light hazel eyes fascinated him by changing color from green to amber with hints of gold. And she was intelligent. In fact, she was the perfect candidate for the position of Marchioness of Exeter. What he did not understand was why she did not seem to agree. Perhaps he was not making himself clear enough.

			Their hostess, Mrs. Brownly, called for their attention and introduced the famous Mrs. Fodor, ending the discussion …for the moment.

			The Mistress Fodor sang the countess’s aria from Figaro and was indeed excellent. Her voice was so moving that ladies were dabbing their eyes with lace-edge handkerchiefs. Even a few gentlemen were blinking hard. Lady Dorie, although not weeping, seemed entranced by the performance. Now if he could only find a way to keep her with him the rest of the evening. In addition to his pursuit of her ladyship, the entertainment had been extremely good, and his discussion with her father productive. Alex would be interested to meet with the gentlemen Lord Huntingdon had been able to recommend as suitable secretaries. He had even offered to contact their fathers on Alex’s behalf. The gentleman—and he hoped future father-in-law—had also promised to look into a steward for him. Meaning he’d have to dive into the estate books and learn as much as he could as soon as possible. Unless he could secure Lady Dorie’s hand in short order. Her father had mentioned she had been taught, and from briefly reviewing the correspondence she left, Alex concluded that Lady Dorie had a fine grasp of matters.

			He hoped to learn more about his chosen mate, but when the music ended and as they made their way out of the row of seats, Lady Dorie promptly rejoined her friends. That was disappointing. Then, as if by design, Lady Huntingdon took him to the supper room and found a seat at the same table as her daughter and a few other ladies. Lady Dorie introduced him to Miss Stern, Lady Adeline, and Miss Featherton. Soon Littleton, Turley, and another gentleman by the name of Lord Phineas Carter-Woods joined them carrying plates filled with delicacies.

			Obviously, Alex should follow suit. He bowed. “I shall return momentarily.” Having no idea what Lady Dorie liked, he selected one of everything and went back to the table. Unfortunately, by the time he returned, the chairs on either side of her were taken by two of her friends, and she was sharing the delicacies from one of her friend’s plate. The only thing he could do was to sit next to Turley at the other end of the table.

			“This evening is not going the way I planned,” Alex muttered more to himself than his friend.

			Turley cocked a brow. “Lady Dorie?”

			“That was my hope, but I don’t seem to be having any luck.” Alex glanced at his quarry. “It is almost as if she is avoiding me.” Although why that would be, he did not understand. He had all the required qualifications, wealth and rank.

			“Once bitten, twice shy,” his friend said cryptically.

			Alex cast a look around the table, but the talk had turned to some play or another and no one was paying attention. Still, he kept his voice low to avoid being overheard. “What do you mean?”

			“Littleton courted her last Season, but couldn’t bring himself up to scratch. If you watch her, you’ll see the cool looks she gives him when she must look at him at all.”

			Littleton was sitting next to Huntley, but his gaze strayed to Lady Adeline. Alex did as Turley suggested and several moments later saw what he meant. “Was she in love with him?”

			Turley shrugged. “She isn’t the type of lady to wear her heart on her sleeve. The one thing I do know is that she wasted half a Season on him.”

			That must have stung. What the hell had Littleton been thinking? “I can’t blame her for being irritated with him.”

			“She is paying him back.” Turley grinned ruefully. “After what he did, he’ll be lucky to find a lady who will trust that he is serious about courtship.” He drank some of his champagne. “Not that she is malicious, but it is hardly a secret, and the fact that she obviously does not like him is causing him problems.”

			That didn’t surprise Alex. Any lady would be wary of a gentleman who had disappointed another lady. He would have thought Littleton would have mentioned Lady Dorie on their ride earlier. Since he didn’t, Alex planned to ask him why he hadn’t proposed.

			Shortly thereafter, the party went back into the drawing room to hear another piece from Mrs. Fodor.

			He made a point of standing next to Lady Dorie, but Dorie drew his attention to a lady with light brown hair. “That is Miss Victoria Emerson. I shall introduce you.”

			Before he could tell her he didn’t need to meet other women, Miss Emerson was there.

			“Miss Emerson, may I introduce Lord Exeter? He is newly returned to Town from his Grand Tour.” Lady Dorie smiled at him. “This is Miss Emerson.”

			She curtseyed, and he bowed and took her fingers in his hand. “A pleasure, Miss Emerson.”

			Her eyes slid to the side, then she smiled. “I am delighted to meet you, my lord.”

			Seaton-Smith came up to them and bowed. “Miss Emerson, I believe it is time to take our places.”

			“Oh, yes.” The look she gave him was cool, but she placed her hand on his arm. She smiled flirtatiously at Alex. “I look forward to seeing you again, my lord.”

			Alex wished the man luck with her. Once the pair had left, he tried to cut Lady Dorie out from her group of friends that had come up. And before he could open his mouth to ask her to sit with him again, the other ladies took her off. He wasn’t even able to sit next to her as this time as she was the first one to find a seat and was closely followed by the other ladies. Instead he made his way to Littleton in the back of the room.

			Alex approached his friend. “Why haven’t you found a chair?”

			Littleton glanced in the direction of Lady Dorie and her friends. “Since I cannot sit where I wish, I choose to stand.”

			Alex debated asking if there was anything he could do to help but decided he needed his questions answered first. Not only that, but he wasn’t having much luck with women either. “What can you tell me about Lady Dorie?”

			Littleton slid a glance at Alex. “Other than her obvious beauty and grace, she does not suffer fools.”

			Neither did Alex. “Go on.”

			“Why?” Littleton gave Alex a quizzical look.

			“Perhaps I should simply ask why you did not marry her.” His friend’s eyes narrowed. It appeared that if he wanted information, he would have to provide it as well. “I am attempting to court her.”

			Leaning against the wall, Littleton crossed one leg over the other. “Her lovely, soft-looking exterior hides an interior of tempered steel. It was almost too late when I realized that she would never be happy with me, or I with her. I lead a quiet, restful life and need a wife who is looking for the same.” He glanced once more toward the front of the room where Lady Dorie and her friends were seated. “Lady Dorie needs things and people to manage. She would make an excellent political hostess.”

			And that was exactly the type of lady Alex required. The question was how to go about courting her when she seemed to be doing her best to avoid him.

			“I don’t suppose you know anything about her habits?” He sipped his champagne and waited for a reply.

			“Are you certain you are serious about her?” Littleton asked. “I would not like her to be hurt again. I feel badly that I didn’t notice her strength and inclinations sooner.”

			“From everything I have heard about her, I am as sure as I can be that she would make me the best wife I could hope for.” After all, Alex was fully aware of her managing nature.

			“Very well.” His friend nodded slowly. “I’ll help you. She likes early morning rides.” He shuddered. “Around seven o’clock.”

			Alex smiled into his glass. Littleton had never been an early riser when in Town.

			“Do you mean to tell me that you dragged yourself out of bed at that hour?”

			“Good God no! That’s what the country is for. When in Town I keep Town hours.” He glanced at Alex. “But if you wish to attract the lady, you’ll present yourself in the Park looking bright eyed at that ungodly hour.”

			He had never been one for late nights, and a little early morning exercise wouldn’t harm him and might be beneficial. Alex found himself staring at Lady Dorie. Especially if the exercise would help him in his quest.

			* * * *

			Dorie had hoped that Exeter would take himself off to one of his clubs when the evening ended. That seemed to be what most of the gentlemen did. Unfortunately, he decided to ride with her and her parents back to their respective abodes, and made a point of waiting to help her enter the carriage and descend from it. She really must find him another lady.

			Before she could bid him good night, he said, “My lady, I would be honored if you would accompany me on a carriage ride in the Park tomorrow.”

			Once again, she pasted a polite smile on her face. “I am sorry, my lord, but I have another engagement.”

			“The next day then?” Drat the man for not giving up.

			“That is a wonderful idea.” Her mother smiled. “You can introduce his lordship to people he might not know.”

			“I would be delighted.” Under the circumstances, it was the only answer she could give.

			“Thank you. I shall come for you at five o’clock.” He bowed to her and her mother. “Thank you for inviting me to join you this evening.”

			Her father patted his shoulder. “Come see me tomorrow afternoon and I should have some more names for you. We’ll make sure everything is right and tight.”

			“Thank you, sir.” He inclined his head. “Your help will be invaluable.”

			She wondered what could be so difficult about selecting a secretary and land steward. After all, one would naturally oversee their work. Dorie was also surprised that her father already had men in mind. Perhaps it was because Exeter had been out of the country for so long, and the positions were essential to running a household and estate.

			He took his leave and she’d started up the stairs to her bedchamber when her mother said, “Dorie, please join me for a cup of tea.”

			“Yes, Mama.” Dorie went back down the stairs and followed her mother into the morning room.

			Her mother took a seat on the sofa, and Dorie selected one of the large chintz-covered chairs. “I was very glad to see you sitting with his lordship this evening.” The butler entered with the tea tray, and Mama poured. “We must do everything possible to assist him.” Dorie picked up her cup and sipped slowly, wondering where her mother was going with this conversation. “Not only does he have his sisters to look after, but his father never got around to teaching him to manage the estates.”

			That last bit caught Dorie in mid-sip and she had to quickly press her serviette to her mouth. Mama couldn’t be correct. “I beg your pardon?”

			“Yes, indeed.” She nodded. “You see what a difficult position he is in. Unless he learns how to manage his holdings he will not know how to direct an estate manager. And that, I need not tell you, will not do at all.”

			Exeter had been the heir his whole life. Her father had begun teaching her brother, Huntley, about managing the estates before he was learning his numbers. “How could something like that even occur?”

			“From what your papa told me, poor Exeter’s father thought he had years left in which to show his son how to go on.”

			Dorie could not believe what she was hearing. “What you are saying is that he must marry a lady who is not only willing to finish raising his sisters, but is knowledgeable about estate management as well.”

			“Hmm.” Mama calmly drank her tea. “I suppose I am.”

			“Thank you for telling me.” Dorie set her cup down and rose. “I must retire now or I will fall asleep right here.”

			“Good night, dear.”

			“Good night, Mama.”

			Once Dorie attained her chambers, she took out several sheets of paper and began to write to her friends. They must discover if the ladies on the list met both qualifications. She also wanted to ensure that the ladies joined them on their walk tomorrow. That would give them time to assess the women.

			She wrote Henrietta first.

			My dear Henrietta,

			I have just been told that E not only has the problem we discussed earlier, but another more serious one as well. We must make sure the ladies are able to manage more than a household.

			Regretfully, I shall be riding with Lord B tomorrow and with E the day after tomorrow. If we still have a list by then, and you can convince at least one or more of them to join us on our walk, I can perform the introductions the following day.

			Your friend,

			D. C.

			Dorie wrote identical missives to Georgie, Adeline, and Augusta giving them the same information. What a pickle this was. How had Exeter’s father been so lax?

			Curran, Dorie’s maid, entered and helped Dorie change into her nightgown. It was past midnight and morning would come early. She would need a good fast gallop to settle her for the day. She still could not believe that the man knew nothing. Even she had been taught how to conduct the business of an estate. Not only that, but his lack of knowledge would make finding him a suitable mate more difficult. She turned her pillow over and hit it. How deep was Exeter’s ignorance?

		


		
			CHAPTER SIX

			The early morning sun filtered through Dorie’s windows. There was not a cloud in the sky. She wasted no time dressing and drinking the cup of tea her maid had brought her. By the time she had descended the stairs to the hall her gray mare, Willa, and her groom were waiting.

			“Good morning, Steadman.”

			“Morning, my lady. It’s a fine day for a ride.” He held his hands cupped together so that she could mount her horse.

			“It certainly is. Warmer too.” Which was a blessing. It had been cold lately. Taking the reins, she waited for him to jump onto his hack before leading the way out of the square.

			A light refreshing breeze rustled the leaves. The day promised to be lovely, and her horse pranced eagerly. Looking around, Dorie was pleased to see no one else in the Park. Only the birds seemed to be awake. As the Season had gone on, she had begun riding earlier and earlier to avoid others. She gave Willa her head and they raced down the verge before taking the carriage way around. She was trotting back to where they had entered when she saw a bay roan gelding that had to be at least seventeen hands. Dorie admired the rider’s seat and how he and the horse seemed to move as one.

			Then she recognized the gentleman. Exeter. What was he doing up at this hour of the morning? Drat. She would have to start rising with the sun to avoid other people. Papa understood her need for a daily gallop, but if Mama heard about it, Dorie would be restricted to sedate trots. Exeter was headed the way she had gone when she’d entered the Park and was perpendicular to her. With any luck, he would not see her. Just as she had finished the thought, his head turned in her direction and so did his horse.

			Blast, the only thing she could do was greet him. By the time he reached her she could see that he had not bothered to shave—which gave him a rakish air—but other than that, he did not look the worse for wear. Perhaps he wasn’t one of those gentlemen who stayed up until almost dawn.

			Exeter raised his hand in greeting. “Good morning, my lady.”

			“Good morning, my lord.” She wished she could have one more gallop, but she did not want to spend time with him. It might give the man ideas. “I was just going home.”

			Alex tried not to scowl. He had made the mistake of beginning to read the estate journals and stayed up too late. He’d drunk two cups of coffee to be awake enough to ride this morning, and he was late. Bloody hell-hounds! Had Littleton purposely misled Alex? No, Littleton was too good a friend to make a game of him.

			Lady Dorie looked exquisite and a bit miffed. Somehow Alex had to salvage this situation. “That is a lovely lady you have there.” The gray Arabian mare shook her head and didn’t seem at all ready to go back to her stable. “What is her name?”

			“Willa. She was given to me around the same time we were notified that one of my cousins had died at Waterloo. His name was William, and I couldn’t name her that, so I thought of Willa.”

			“You must have been very close.” Had she loved the man?

			“We were raised together.” She stroked the mare’s neck. “He was like a brother to me.”

			Alex finally let out the breath he’d been holding. Brother. Not lover. “I am sorry for your loss.” She glanced longingly toward the straightaway. “Does she like to race?”

			Lady Dorie smiled, and this time it was not one of the merely polite smiles she had granted him previously. This one was real. “She runs like the wind, but your horse is much larger.”

			“Large doesn’t necessarily equate to fast. Titan is a rather lazy fellow.” Who was attempting to flirt with Willa. “Do you have time for one gallop?”

			Lady Dorie glanced at the sky. “Yes. I suppose I have a few more minutes.”

			As Alex had hoped, one race wasn’t enough for her. The mare was indeed swift and nosed out his horse in the first race. They trotted around for a while before indulging in another race that Titan won, but barely. Still, Alex didn’t feel as if he’d made much progress with her ladyship. She had answered his questions, but had seemed distracted and did not add much to the conversation.

			As they rode toward Grosvenor Gate, he said, “I am glad I came across you this morning. Your company made my ride much more enjoyable.”

			She tilted her head and stared at him for a moment as if she didn’t know what she was seeing. “Enjoyable, yes. It was that. I wish you luck in finding a suitable secretary and estate manager.”

			“Thank you.” Was she beginning to be interested in him?

			All too soon they arrived at her house, and she dismounted before he could even offer to help. “Until this afternoon.” Her brows drew together. “I mean, I shall probably see you in the Park.”

			“Oh, yes. One does see many people. Until then.” She inclined her head and strode up to the door that opened without her knocking.

			Lady Dorie was either a woman of few words, or there was something about him that unsettled her. Alex wished he knew which it was.

			By the time he had washed, changed, and reached the breakfast room, his sisters were there finishing their meal. He glanced at the clock. “Are you not up early this morning?”

			“A little,” Penelope said. “Lady Ophelia’s governess has offered to take us to the Tower this afternoon if we have finished our lessons.”

			“Is there some reason your governess cannot take you?” The more he knew about Miss Rivers the less he thought she was what his sisters needed.

			Phillida had a worried look on her face. “She has never been before and Miss Tillerson has. It will also be fun to be with Ophelia.”

			He remembered that Lady Huntingdon had said he must bring his sisters over to spend time with her younger daughter. “When put that way, the scheme makes perfect sense.”

			“I think it will be a great deal of fun.” Phillida grinned.

			It was wonderful that she had met someone to do things with, but what about his other sister? “Penelope, have you met any girls your age?”

			She shook her head. “We have not been here very long, and I have not had a chance to meet other young ladies.”

			Ah, yes. Alex must remember that she would not think of herself as a girl, but a young lady. “I’ll see what I can do to remedy that problem.”

			“Thank you. May I be excused?”

			Both his sisters seemed a bit nervous, but Penelope especially. He smiled at her to ease her mind. First Lady Dorie and now his sister. Perhaps it was him. “Yes. Far be it from me to keep you from this afternoon’s adventure.”

			“Thank you.” They bobbed curtseys and practically fled the room.

			What the devil was wrong? He thought about calling them back and asking them, but wasn’t convinced they’d tell him. He signaled to his butler. “Please ask Mrs. Wooton to attend me in my study in an hour.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			He was reading the estate journal left by his mother’s new husband regarding spring planting and other useful information when Mrs. Wooton knocked on the open door. “Please come in.”

			She stood in front of his desk until he waved her to a chair. “I sense some unease from my sisters when they are with me. Would you happen to have any idea why that would be?”

			The housekeeper folded her hands in her lap. “Well, my lord. For one thing, they don’t know you well. They might think that if they don’t behave you’ll send them home and they’ll have no one but their governess.”

			That was the last thing he’d do. They had all just lost both their parents. “I wouldn’t do that, and they have no reason to think I will.”

			Mrs. Wooton folded her lips as well and stared at him. “They’re still young, my lord, and hurting. You will have to reassure them.”

			“You have a point.” He should have thought of it himself. They were much younger than he was. And now that he stood in loco parentis he must be more careful with their feelings. “Thank you, Mrs. Wooton.”

			She left the room and he turned his chair to gaze at the garden. He had to figure out a way to convince Lady Dorie to marry him, but before that, he had to discover what types of things he could do to make his sisters understand he would not abandon them. He tugged on the bell-pull, and his butler arrived.

			“Yes, my lord.”

			“Please inform—” No. Dealing with his sisters was something he needed to do himself. “Never mind. I’ll take care of it myself.”

			“As you wish, my lord.”

			Alex continued to read the journal entries for this year and by the time he reached the end of the book he had some idea of what was being planted where and why. There were journals for the past four years. He would have to read them as well. He had a vague idea that the estate sold the crops, but had no idea who did that and how it was done. He couldn’t imagine his father being involved in the negotiations.

			The clock struck the hour. It was nearing time for luncheon when he decided to go up and see what was going on in the schoolroom. The one thing he had not heard and knew he had heard when his older sisters were at home was music. He might not know much about raising young ladies, but he did know they were supposed to be able to play the piano and possibly the harp. When he arrived at the door to the schoolroom, he stood off to the side listening to his sisters being taught Latin declensions. He had no problem with them learning Latin. In fact, it was a good basis to learn other languages. He’d had a much easier time with Italian because of his Latin. The question was were they also being taught what they needed to be to take their places in Society?

			He should have spoken to the governess before now. Alex knocked on the door. “Good afternoon, ladies.” He glanced at his sisters, who had put down their pencils. “Penelope and Phillida, I shall meet you in the breakfast room for luncheon.” They looked quickly at their governess before putting their pencils and paper away. “Miss Rivers, forgive me for not introducing myself earlier. I am Exeter.”

			“Good day, my lord.” She gave a shallow curtsey more suitable to minor gentry than a marquis. It seemed almost grudgingly given. He tried not to allow the slight to irritate him. Still, if she did not show the proper manners, how would she instruct his sisters in them?

			The girls walked out of the room as he entered. When he no longer heard their steps, he said, “I would like to see your lesson plan for each of my sisters. You may have it on my desk by morning.”

			Her back straightened, and her chin rose. “I have never been required to provide a lesson plan for my pupils before.”

			He’d like to know who she had taught before. He also remembered his sister saying something about Lady Dorie being involved with their lessons. Why was Miss Rivers lying and what was she trying to hide? “Be that as it may.” He forced himself to reply politely. Arguing with the governess would not be good for his sisters. If he had to replace her, he’d rather have someone already hired before he let this one go. Something deep inside him thought there might be a scene. That he’d not be able to avoid. “I have no experience with what young ladies learn, and I wish to know what it is they are being taught. Think of it as instructing me.”

			“Very well, my lord. I shall have a list of their studies to you before this evening. Once you have had an opportunity to read it, I will be happy to answer any questions you might have.”

			Alex inclined his head. “Thank you, Miss Rivers.”

			Now to go down and convince his sisters he wasn’t an ogre.

			The girls glanced up quickly when he entered the breakfast room. “How would you like to go to Gunter’s for ices tomorrow afternoon?”

			Phillida was the first to answer. “That would be splendid. Ophelia has told me how good they are.”

			He glanced at his other sister. “Penelope, would you like it?”

			“Yes, please.” She cut a piece of cheese. “I would enjoy going.”

			“Very well. Tomorrow it is.” He took a slice of ham and some cheddar cheese from the dishes on the table before cutting a piece of bread. “It’s been a long time since I had one. The Italians have something of the sort.”

			“What was Italy like?” Penelope asked.

			He described how the different areas of Italy all had their own foods, and by the time Penelope and Phillida left for their outing, Alex thought that they had a much better understanding of him and he of them. He decided to make a habit of taking them out for some sort of treat on a regular basis. He must also find a lady to take them shopping and do other things that ladies did, as well as find a music teacher and someone to teach them drawing. Alex thought he remembered his sisters having masters for that sort of thing. He considered broaching the subject with Lady Dorie during their carriage ride tomorrow, but decided to speak with Lady Huntingdon first. He might even hint that he was interested in her daughter and see if she was receptive to the idea of a match.

			After drawing out a sheet of foolscap, he cut it into fourths and began making notes. Surprisingly, or perhaps not, a little more than an hour later his butler brought a sheet of paper from the governess listing the subjects his sisters were studying. It looked a great deal like what he had studied. The only problem was there was no room for music, drawing, and needle work. He didn’t even know if the girls knew how to sew samplers. Alex couldn’t believe Lady Dorie had approved this lesson plan. He glanced at the clock and wondered if Lady Huntingdon would be at home or doing whatever it was that ladies did with their days. Alex scribbled a note to her asking for a meeting at her earliest convenience and sent it over with a footman. Several minutes later, a response arrived informing him she had no time at the present, but that she would meet with him after making morning calls and that he should call around three thirty.

			He wrote her that he would see her then and had a footman deliver the note.

			As soon as the footman left, his butler knocked and entered holding several sheets of paper. “My lord, the cook would like you to approve the menu.”

			“Approve the menu?” He’d never heard of such a thing.

			“Yes, my lord. There is no one else to do it.”

			Alex supposed that is what the mistress of the house did. He held out his hand and Coyne handed him the menus. The dinners each had three courses and several removes. The meals were much more elaborate than what had been served since he’d returned home. The change was obviously for his benefit. It was more than he and his sisters needed, but he supposed the staff ate what remained. “This is fine.”

			“Thank you, my lord.” The butler collected the pages.

			“Ask Mawson to attend me.” It had occurred to Alex that the girls might like riding, but he didn’t know either their skill or if they even had horses here.

			“Right away, my lord.”

			He tapped his pencil on the table. What else did he need to know and who could tell him? Then he remembered his old nurse was here. Alex went to the door and opened it. “Tell Nurse I wish to see her.”

			Several minutes later, Nurse walked in. “I thought you’d forgotten about me, my lord.”

			Alex hugged the old woman. She must be seventy if she was a day. “I wouldn’t have known you were here, if not for Phillida mentioning it. Since then I’ve been trying to figure out how to manage everything that’s occurred.” He led her to the soft chair near the fireplace. “Please sit. I am at a loss as to what to do with my sisters. I know they need all sorts of things, but for some reason I can’t seem to think.” Stepping over to the door, he closed it. “Now we can speak freely. They are skittish around me. Mrs. Wooton told me that was to be expected, but what I don’t know is what were they like before?”

			“Normal girls. They had some friends on a neighboring estate and the vicar has girls close to their ages. Her ladyship fair doted on them.” Nurse stared off into the fire. “Then it all changed. They were brought here and your mother left.” Her lips pressed together. “All things considered, they are handling it as well as can be expected. I will say that Lady Dorie stepping in as she did was a blessing.”

			Yet another reason he must marry the woman. “I’ve heard she kept things running smoothly.”

			“She also introduced Phillida to her sister who’s the same age and bought them little things that brighten up a girl’s day.”

			“Such as the ribbons.”

			“Oh, yes. The ribbons.” Nurse smiled. “She arranged for them to go shopping with her sister as well.”

			And because he had returned, all of it had stopped. “What can I do for them?”

			“Listen to them and love them. It won’t take long for your sisters to get to know you. They are confiding children.”

			The clock chimed the time. “I must go to Lady Huntingdon’s.”

			“If you rely on her, you’re in good hands.” Nurse pushed herself up from the chair. “I’ll tell you if there is anything more to worry about.” When she reached the door she said, “I’d look for a new governess. There’s nothing I can put my finger on, but that one is trouble.”

			“Thank you.” Alex was glad to have his doubts about the woman confirmed. He snatched up his notes and the governess’s list, and escorted Nurse to the stairs. At the door his butler handed him his hat and cane as he exited the house. His meeting with Mawson would have to wait.

		


		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			As Dorie washed and changed into a morning gown, she castigated herself for her behavior toward Lord Exeter. In her mind, she had even failed to give him the courtesy of his rank. Yes, she called other gentlemen only by their titles, but those men were either friends she had known most of her life or relatives, such as her older brother. She had never done it derisively. He had been charming and funny, while she had kept her observations and answers so curt they had been just short of rude. What was worse was that she knew better. She was not a young lady still in the schoolroom. This was her second Season, and she knew better than to behave in a manner that would embarrass her parents if they knew what she had done. She still did not wish to marry him, but she vowed to be nicer to him and treat him with the respect any human being deserved, especially a peer of the land. Her mind settled on her course of action, she made her way to the breakfast room where she found her father already at the table.

			Dorie took a plate and went to the sideboard as Banwell, her father’s butler, signaled to one of the footmen. “Good morning. You are up early.”

			“I have meetings this morning before the voting begins. And I must speak with St. Eth about helping me sponsor Exeter. He needs two marquises, and I want to make the offer before any of his father’s cronies realize he’s back in Town.”

			She began filling her plate with eggs and rare roast beef. Riding always gave her an appetite. “His father was a staunch Tory, was he not?”

			“Indeed he was.” Papa glanced up from his paper. “But I have spoken to Exeter on a few issues, and I believe he will join us.” He grinned. “At least none of the Tories have approached him yet. First, though, I must make sure Exeter’s writ of summons is on its way.”

			Thinking that Lord Exeter would hold his father’s views, Dorie had not mentioned politics at all. “It would be wonderful if you can convince him to join our party.”

			“Yes, indeed, daughter. Yes, indeed. Hence my early morning.” Papa swallowed the last of his tea and stood. “A good day to you. Please tell your mother I do not know when I’ll be home.”

			She kissed his cheek as he passed her. “You have a good day as well and good luck.”

			Toast and a fresh pot of tea arrived, and she poured a cup. Once she had finished it and poured another, she took out her pocketbook and began remaking the list of the gentlemen in whom she might be interested. First on her list was Lord Fotheringale. He was not as politically active as Dorie would like, but a wife might be able to change that. Second was Mr. Seaton-Smythe, if his affections had not already been attached. She might have to ask Miss Emerson a few discreet questions. Lord Gray was suitable, but she did not know much about him. Lord Ailesbury, the heir to the Marquis of Alton, was on the left side of the party, making his politics attractive to her, but he wagered more than she liked. Dorie ate some of her eggs, then chewed a piece of toast, trying to think of anyone else, but there was no one she thought she could possibly marry.

			“My lady.” Banwell set a small silver salver next to her. “You have correspondence from Lady Adeline and Miss Stern.”

			How he knew that, Dorie had never discovered. She supposed it was something all good butlers knew how to do. “Thank you.”

			She broke the seal of Adeline’s missive, and Dorie was glad she had already eaten.

			My dear Dorie,

			I happened to come across Miss Emerson this morning while on my walk. Mr. Seaton-Smythe is to speak with her father this morning. We shall have to strike her from our list.

			Your friend,

			A. W.

			Well, drat. That left only Lady Victoria and Lady Leticia. If only she knew of some of the young ladies just out who had the qualifications required. Yet even her friends did not wish to take the position of Lord Exeter’s wife. Opening the other note, Dorie hoped Henrietta did not have more bad news.

			Dear Dorie,

			I spoke with my sister about our choices for a wife for Lord Exeter and she suggested we concentrate on Lady Leticia as she is not looking for a love match. In fact, she does not wish for one.

			Your Friend,

			Henrietta

			That was welcome news. Although Dorie had not mentioned that requirement, it was at the heart of the matter. A gentleman who must marry quickly did not have time for a love match. Or the inclination. How they had all forgotten Miss Pamela Mannering and Lady Marah Grant, Dorie did not know.

			“Good morning.” Dorie’s younger sister Ophelia wandered into the breakfast room, looked at the sideboard, and sat in her usual chair, poured a cup of tea and spread strawberry jam carefully from edge to edge of a piece of toast before cutting it into thirds. “Tilly is taking me to the Tower of London today. Penelope and Phillida are coming too.”

			“You must be sure to visit the White Tower. You can see much of London from there.”

			“I feel sorry for them. Especially Penelope. She doesn’t know anyone her age.”

			Once Ophelia had got over her theatrical stage, she had become concerned with the plight of others. “I shall give that some thought. Better yet, Mama might know of someone.”

			“Yes, that is a good idea.” Her sister took her plate to the sideboard. “She knows more ladies with children.”

			“She does.” Dorie finished her breakfast. “Do you mind if I leave you? I have some things I need to do before Caro arrives.”

			“Not at all,” Ophelia said. “I must hurry or I shall be late for my lessons.”

			“Have a good day.” Dorie went to the music room. She had been so busy of late that she had not had an opportunity to play the piano. An hour later she changed and was waiting in the morning room when her sister-in-law Caro, Countess of Huntley, came into the room. “I told Banwell he need not announce me.”

			Dorie rose and bussed her sister-in-law’s cheek. “I think he just likes doing it. Shall we go?”

			“Yes.” Caro linked her arm with Dorie’s. “I have heard of a new shop selling lace in Pantheon’s Bazaar.”

			Dorie laughed. “We should definitely visit them. I would also like to go to Hatchards.”

			“Of course. No shopping trip would be the same if we did not look at books.”

			After a footman handed them into Caro’s carriage, Dorie thought her sister-in-law might be able to help. “Do you happen to know of any sixteen-year-old girls?”

			“As a matter of fact, I do.” Caro settled her skirts, then gave her full attention to Dorie. “Why do you ask?”

			“Lord Exeter has a sister that age and one who is fourteen. Phillida, the fourteen-year-old, has Ophelia to visit and talk to, but Penelope has no one.”

			“Anna Rutherford. Do you know her?” Dorie nodded, having met the lady a few times. “Well, Anna’s husband has a sister who is sixteen. She is new in Town this year as well. We could arrange to introduce them. If Anna does not have other plans, how does tea tomorrow sound?”

			“That would be wonderful. I cannot think how lonely poor Penelope must be.” Dorie had always had friends both at home and in Town. Lady Exeter should have made a point of introducing both girls to ladies of their own age. That thought stopped Dorie. She did not think Lady Rutherford would hold Penelope’s mother’s behavior against her, but Dorie should not hide the facts. “Did you know that the Lady Exeter ran off with another man shortly after she brought the daughters to Town? She married him, but it was only a few months after her husband’s death.”

			Caro’s eyes widened. “I had no idea. She must have been extremely quiet about the whole affair. If you are worried about Anna not wanting her sister-in-law to know Exeter’s sister, you do not have to be concerned. I’d eat my new bonnet if she cared at all.” Caro grinned. “And I am extremely partial to my new hat.”

			“Thank you.” That was a relief. But how many others would feel the same? And how would Exeter react if his sisters were excluded from Polite Society?

			“It is very nice of you to wish to assist him.” Caro gave Dorie a questioning look. “Are you interested in him?”

			“No.” That came out too quickly and emphatically. Her sister-in-law raised a brow. “I mean he needs a great deal of help, but that is all. He must marry, and I do not believe he is interested in a love match.”

			Caro gave a thrill of laughter. “My dear sister. Most men are not until they are.”

			Dorie did not know what, exactly, that meant, but she did not wish to discuss him or give anyone the idea she might be interested. She was not. She would not be and that was that.

			* * * *

			Alex had raised his hand to knock on the door of Huntingdon House when the door opened.

			“My lord.” The butler bowed. “Her ladyship is waiting for you.” He followed the servant to a bright room at the back of the house. “My lady, the Marquis of Exeter.”

			“Exeter.” Her ladyship rose and came toward him. “Let us sit at the table so that I can see what you have.”

			She led him to a round cherry table with four chairs, and he waited for her to take a seat, then placed the paper he had received from his sister’s governess before her. “I am concerned not about the course of study, but that it does not include the things that ladies must learn.”

			Her ladyship held the document up, perusing it. “I must agree with you. I know my daughter had approved a plan for their lessons, but I can guarantee you this was not it. How long has she been with you?”

			Shrugging, Alex shook his head. “I have no idea.”

			Lady Huntingdon frowned at the papers. “I shall have our governess, Miss Tillerson, speak to your sisters.” The lady smiled. “She has a way of encouraging young ladies to talk.”

			“I would appreciate that.” It would be better than him trying to question Miss Rivers. While he was here he might as well try to help Penelope. “Can you tell me if you know anyone with a sixteen-year-old daughter? Penelope does not know anyone here.”

			“Not that I can think of, but there is bound to be someone. I will enquire tomorrow while I am making morning calls.”

			Unable to think of anything else, Alex rose. “Thank you for your help.”

			“You are very welcome. If there is anything else you require, please do not hesitate to ask.”

			Your daughter’s hand in marriage. Somehow he could not bring himself to say that. “I shall apply to you directly.”

			Her ladyship tugged the bell-pull. “Our butler will show you out.”

			Alex bowed and followed the servant to the hall.

			He thought of going to White’s or Boodle’s, but decided to go back to the estate journals. He had a great deal to learn in a very short time. If only he could find someone to take better care of his sisters than he was doing and balance his accounts he would not feel so harried. Then he remembered he had not looked at his diary today or gone through his correspondence. He hoped Lord Huntingdon had sent the names of a few gentlemen who were willing to become his secretary. There were not enough hours in the day to accomplish all he must.

			Shortly after Alex returned home, Coyne brought him the post. “I took the liberty of sorting the letters into invitations and business correspondence, my lord.”

			“I should hire you to be my secretary.” Alex took the first letter from the shorter stack.

			For a moment, the man looked startled, then he must have decided Alex was making a joke. “Thank you for your confidence, but I am quite happy in my present position.”

			As Mrs. Wooton had not volunteered any information about the governess, he decided to ask his butler. “Coyne, do you happen to know how long the governess has been with us?”

			“Unfortunately, I do not. Her ladyship only came to Town for a few weeks during the Seasons. She did not bring your sisters. The butler at Longwood might know.”

			Therefore, the woman could have been with them for a long time or not. “Thank you. You may go.”

			“My lord.” His butler bowed and left the study.

			He opened the first letter and discovered it was from Lord Huntingdon giving him the names and directions of two younger sons who were interested in positions as secretaries.

			Knowing that you require someone as soon as possible, I told Mr. Wheaton to wait on you at ten tomorrow morning and Mr. Cunningham to wait upon you at eleven. You will note that I enclosed their respective qualifications…

			Alex glanced at the second recommendation. Mr. Wheaton had finished a fourth year at Oxford where he took a first in Latin and Philosophy. Other than assisting his father, he had no work experience. Still, that would come with time. Mr. Cunningham was older and had a more interesting history and employment experience. He had an interest in politics and came from a large family. He had been meant for the church, but found it did not suit him. During that time, he had served as a clerk for the Archbishop of Canterbury in the Doctors’ Commons office. Alex would have to see which gentleman suited him and his needs the best.

			He opened his calendar. There were two balls this evening. He had sent acceptances to both of them, but he’d discover which one Lady Dorie planned to attend and merely make an appearance at the other one.

			At five o’clock, he called for his horse to be brought around and headed to the Park. He made one circuit and started around again and found Lady Dorie with Lord Bottomley talking to the ladies he’d met at the musical evening.

			Coming up beside them, he doffed his topper. “Good day, ladies, Bottomley. How has your day been?”

			“Productive,” Lady Dorie said. “I spoke with my father about the gentlemen he had recommended to you as a secretary. I know them both, and either of the men would do an excellent job.”

			“That was kind of you.” He should not be surprised. She had already gone out of her way for his family. It was a shame her alacrity had not been extended to him directly.

			“Think nothing of it, my lord.” She gave an airy wave of her hand. “That is what neighbors are for.”

			Miss Stern glanced at him. “My lord, you have met most of the ladies, except for Lady Leticia, and Miss Chatham. I shall make the introductions and you may ask them if they have sets free for Lady Elliott’s ball.”

			That was helpful. At least now he knew which ball they were attending. Elliott had said he would ensure Alex received an invitation and it had come today. He wanted to ask Lady Dorie to dance, but then he’d have to ask the rest of them as well, and she was the only lady with whom he wished to stand up. Despite that, he requested a set from each one of them. Then turned to Lady Dorie and said, “Do you still have the supper dance free?”

			For a moment, he thought her smile tightened, but then the look was gone. “Of course. I would be delighted.” He breathed a sigh of relief. He’d known for years that dancing was helpful in getting to know a lady. The bad part was the hours between now and then.

			“My lady,” Lord Bottomley said, “Do you have a set free for me?”

			She was driving with the man, and he hadn’t asked her until now? What a slow-top.

			“I do not, my lord.” She looked pointedly at the other ladies. “But my friends might.”

			Alex almost burst out laughing at the look on the other man’s face.

			“Oh, yes. Right.” One by one he asked the ladies, and one by one they turned him down. That ought to teach him better manners.

			Bowing, Alex said, “Ladies, I look forward to seeing you this evening.”

			Smiling they bid him adieu, and he left feeling as if he had made a good impression on Lady Dorie.

			* * * *

			Alex took his horse back to the stables, entered the house from the garden, and strolled into his bedchamber.

			“My lord.” His valet closed one of the dresser drawers. “I hesitate to mention it, but you must visit a tailor soon.”

			“That bad, is it?”

			“I am afraid so, my lord. I can order shirts and cravats, but you must refurbish your wardrobe. I have taken the liberty of making a list of items.”

			“There is no time like the present, I suppose.” Alex took the paper from the man. “I’ll pop around to Weston’s.”

			Once Alex had changed, he left for the tailor’s shop. By the time he’d had his measurements taken and selected fabrics, he didn’t arrive home until it was time to change for dinner. Still, today had been a good day, and he would stand up with Lady Dorie this evening. Finally his life seemed to be taking form.

		


		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			By the time Lord Exeter rode off, Dorie was very pleased with how the introduction with Lady Letitia had gone. She had seemed interested, indeed. With any luck, he was attracted to her as well. Perhaps a mutual liking would overcome any differences in their personalities. Dorie would know more this evening after Lady Letitia and Lord Exeter had danced together.

			Adeline glanced at Letitia. “Lord Exeter is very handsome.”

			“Oh, he is.” Georgie’s sigh was a little theatrical.

			“Yes, he is good-looking.” Letitia nodded. “His manners are certainly agreeable.”

			“I would not be at all surprised that he dances well,” Henrietta added.

			Augusta came by in her elegant blue phaeton with Lord Phineas and stopped to chat for several minutes.

			Lord Bottomley wished to move on and by the time they had gone around the circle, it was time to return home.

			Henrietta and Adeline were in the middle of Grosvenor Square when his lordship drew up to Dorie’s house. Once she had said farewell, she joined her friends. “Do you think Letitia is interested in Exeter?”

			“Beyond his pleasing manners?” Adeline asked.

			“It is hard to tell with her,” Henrietta said.

			“That’s true. She is very reserved.” Dorie supposed that came of not expecting a love match. Lady Letitia would look more at good manners, breeding, bearing, and wealth.

			Wrinkling her nose, Adeline said, “Do you really think she would be a good match for him? He seems to be much friendlier than she is.”

			That was something Dorie had not considered. She supposed that even in a marriage of convenience the couple must be compatible. She would not wish a lifetime of misery on anyone. But if not Letitia, then who? Emily Chatham was in her first Season. And even though she was the granddaughter of an earl, her father’s estate was not large. Dorie saw two ladies strolling past the square, Miss Pamela Mannering and Lady Marah Grant. It was a shame she had not seen them in the Park. Both ladies were suitable. “We shall see what happens this evening.”

			“Come, Adeline,” Henrietta said. “I shall have one of our footmen accompany you home.”

			“Thank you.” Adeline glanced around as if she did not understand how she got there. “I was not paying any attention at all.”

			Dorie laughed. “If you are not careful, you will become as absentminded as Augusta can be.”

			“Not like Augusta,” Adeline protested. “She would never be engrossed in a conversation about matchmaking.”

			“Well, that’s true,” Dorie admitted. “But give her an old tome in some obscure language, and you could take her anywhere and she would not notice.”

			Caro and Huntley were accompanying Dorie and her family to Lady Elliott’s ball and joined them for dinner that evening. When Dorie entered the drawing room, her sister-in-law came over. “I spoke with Anna and she is happy to have Penelope come for tea the day after tomorrow. I take it you will accompany her.”

			Dorie had not thought about that aspect of the meeting. She would mention it to Lord Exeter this evening, but she did not think he would have an objection. “Yes. What time does she want us there?”

			“Three o’clock. I shall join you.” Caro cocked her head. “Perhaps it would be better if I fetch you and Penelope in my town coach.”

			That would make the meeting more comfortable. Although Dorie knew Anna, she was actually Caro’s friend. “Perfect. I hope the girls get along together.”

			“I hope so as well.” Caro crossed her fingers. “For both of their sakes.”

			Papa approached with a glass of sherry and handed it to Dorie. “Will you stand up with Exeter this evening?”

			She had not been prepared for that question. “Yes, he has asked for the supper dance. However, I introduced him to Lady Letitia. I hope something will come of it.”

			Her father’s bushy eye brows drew together. “Are you not interested in the man?”

			“Let me just say that he is a little too interested in me without knowing me at all. I do not believe he wishes for a love match, and I will not marry without one.” Her father still looked concerned, prompting her to say, “Not when I have the examples of you and Mama and Huntley and Caro.”

			Fortunately, Papa’s brow cleared. “Naturally, you want a gentleman whom you can love and have him love you.”

			She was glad he understood. Many fathers did not. It was taking her a while to find the right gentleman, but she was sure all would be settled this Season. Gentlemen could be a bit difficult when it came to love. After all, Huntley did not think about marrying for love until he had found Caro. It had been the same for his close friend Wivenly.

			Two hours later, Dorie and her family entered the ballroom. She immediately searched for her friends. Yet the person she found first was Lord Exeter speaking with Lords Merton and Kenilworth, Henrietta’s and Augusta’s brothers-in-law. That was good. They were both Whigs. Although, Merton had originally been a Tory. Perhaps that was even better. He could tell Lord Exeter why he changed parties.

			Eventually, she located her friends across the room, but they were too far away for her to go by herself. “Caro, will you take me to Adeline Wivenly?”

			“Of course.” She turned to her husband. “Huntley, do you wish to join us? I think I see Wivenly and Eugénie.”

			“Indeed.” He grinned. “I haven’t seen Will in at least two days.”

			Dorie wanted to roll her eyes. Before their marriages, the two of them were together constantly.

			On her way across the ballroom they were stopped by people they knew and took time to chat.

			Lips pressed together, Lady Letitia approached Dorie and drew her aside. “I cannot believe you introduced me to Lord Exeter.”

			Dorie felt her eyes widening. What in the name of all that was holy had happened? “I do not understand.”

			“Do you not know that his mother eloped with another man not three months after his father died?”

			Well, blast it all. Even if it was mostly true, that rumor did not need to start. She had to do something to scotch it. “I understood that she married here by special license.”

			“Three months after her husband died,” Letitia whispered fiercely. “And she left his two sisters with only a governess to care for them. My mama says there is bad blood in his mother’s family. When she heard what Lady Exeter had done, Mama recalled that one of Lady Exeter’s sisters had been involved in a scandal of some sort.”

			If only Dorie could remember who Lord Exeter’s mother’s family was. But she only knew his father’s side of the family. “Surely you are not accusing Lord Exeter of having bad blood? His other two sisters are perfectly respectable.”

			Letitia raised her chin. “If there is nothing wrong with the younger two, why did neither of the elder sisters take them in? I am telling you. There is something going on that one cannot like. I must stand up with him, but that is all.”

			Letitia turned on her heel, and Dorie could do nothing but stare after her. Henrietta had been right. His mother’s behavior was presenting a problem.

			“Smile. People are looking. Come stroll with me.” Caro had a polite expression on her lips, but her eyes showed her concern. “What happened?”

			“I introduced Lady Letitia to Lord Exeter today, thinking they could make a match, but her mother told her…” Dorie and her sister-in-law were almost at the other end of the room when she finished the story. “Something must be done to end that sort of gossip.”

			“I agree. Do you have any ideas?” Caro asked.

			“Other than the old scandal—I can ask Mama about that—the major difficulty seems to be that neither of his other sisters took in the girls. One of them is in Paris, and the other just had a baby. He could say that he did not want the girls to leave England, and”—Dorie shook her head—“what is a good excuse for Lady Knutsford not taking them?”

			Caro laughed as if they were having an amusing conversation. “You must tell him and ask that very question. I assume he has spoken to his sister since he has returned.”

			“One would suppose he has.” The only question was whether to do it before or during their waltz.

			The music started and Lord Gray appeared for his dance. He bowed. “My lady.”

			That answered that question. All her sets were taken. She curtseyed. “My lord.”

			She would have to tell Lord Exeter during the dance or during supper. Drat it all. Dorie wished she had never introduced him to the woman. For now she should concentrate on Lord Gray. He was on her list of gentlemen.

			“Fine weather we have been having,” he said as they came together in the dance.

			“It has been very nice.” She hoped he did not always favor sandalwood. She did not like the scent.

			“Have you read the new Keats poem?” For the merest second, Lord Gray’s gaze drifted to Letitia dancing with Lord Lytton and he scowled.

			If that was the direction he was headed, Dorie wished him good luck and hoped the lady liked sandalwood. “I have not. Did you like it?”

			“Passably well.” The dance separated them and she was pleased that her next partner wore no objectionable scent.

			Unfortunately, now that she had scratched Lord Gray off her list she was down to Fotheringale and Ailesbury.

			* * * *

			Alex attempted to ferret out as much information from the females Lady Dorie had introduced to him about her as he could. However, the exercise was turning out to be amazingly difficult. Miss Stern frequently changed the subject without providing much information at all. From her he learned nothing other than that Lady Dorie was involved in a few charities that Lady Merton and Lady Kenilworth, and the Duchess of Rothwell sponsored. Miss Stern did attempt to convince him to support the charities, and he promised to look into them. Before he could begin to question Lady Adeline, she managed to steer him into talking about his travels. Dancing with Lady Letitia was akin to standing up with an iceberg, or what he had read about them. Her smile was frozen on her face. Thank God the set had been a country dance and not a waltz. And to think he had been under the impression that young ladies chattered about everything. It wasn’t until his set with Miss Featherton that Alex felt as if he had made any progress at all.

			The dance had been the second waltz of the evening, and he’d not liked seeing Lady Dorie dancing with Fotheringale. They were entirely too friendly, prompting his frustration to show. “What does a lady want from a gentleman?”

			Miss Featherton raised one dark brow. “That, sir, depends upon the lady. Some, such as Lady Letitia, wish for a compatible marriage with a gentleman of excellent family, wealth, and title.”

			That was as it should be. But he had all that. Or so he thought. How had Lady Dorie found him lacking?

			Miss Featherton gave him a knowing look, as if she could see what he was thinking. When had young ladies become so frightening? “Other ladies, such as my friends and their sisters, want a gentleman who will love them.”

			Alex had to stop his jaw from dropping. “Does family, wealth, and title play no part?”

			She shrugged one shoulder lightly as he navigated a turn. “A gentleman must, naturally, have sufficient wealth to support a family.”

			That was all? He knew for a fact that Miss Featherton’s sister had done extremely well on the Marriage Mart, and had married the heir of a duke. Yet she seemed so sure of herself. Come to think of it, Miss Stern’s sister had married Merton. Surely he couldn’t have fallen in love. Or had he? Alex would have to approach the subject with some of his married male friends. But carefully. He did not wish to look like a fool.

			At the end of the set when she curtseyed, she glanced slyly at Lady Dorie. “I wish you good luck, my lord.”

			How the devil did she know?

			His next dance was with an unobjectionable young lady by the name of Miss Chatham to whom he had also been introduced earlier. She was in her first Season and enjoying it immensely. It was a relief to speak to someone who only made polite conversation.

			When they came together in the dance he asked, “How do you like Town?”

			“It has been a great deal of fun.” Miss Chatham blushed. “Please do not repeat what I am about to say, but I find many of the people here extremely silly.”

			She wasn’t the only one. “I would never betray a confidence. Is this your first time here?”

			“Oh, no. I came when my elder sister came out. I was still in the schoolroom.” She talked about seeing the sights, reminding Alex he needed to ask his sisters how their excursion went.

			By the time he took Miss Chatham back to her mother, it was time to find Lady Dorie for the supper dance. She was standing with her friends near her mother and some other matrons.

			“My lady.” He held out his hand, and as he wished she placed her small, perfectly formed fingers in his palm.

			“My lord.” She stepped up to him and whispered, “There is a problem about which I must make you aware.”

			Bloody hell-hounds! Now what? Didn’t he have enough with which to deal?

		


		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Alex schooled his countenance into a polite mask. “Can it wait until supper?”

			A line appeared between Lady Dorie’s well-arched brows. “I suppose the matter will wait until then.”

			He led her to the dance floor. “I would greatly prefer that we do.”

			“Very well. If you wish.” She had acquiesced but looked none too happy about it.

			“I do.” He had paid his penance this evening by standing up with other ladies, and all he wanted to do was hold her in his arms and delight in the dance.

			She gave him a tentative smile. “Have you been enjoying the ball? Before he married, my brother did not hold them in great affection. But he liked to dance.”

			His palm warmed when he placed it on her waist. He’d had no idea it was so small. “For the most part. I do like to dance.” The music started and he felt as if he was dancing with a feather. He had never met a lady who responded so gracefully to him. “You must like to dance as well.”

			“I do.” A lovely rose colored her cheeks. “It is one of my joys.”

			“Like early morning rides?” he teased.

			The corners of her lips dipped down a bit. “Yes, but even though I am generally an early riser I have to get up even earlier in Town if I do not wish to be caught riding ventre à terre.”

			“I’ll never tell anyone.” And he’d rise as early as he must to continue riding with her. “I like a good gallop myself and early morning is the only time it is safe to ride at more than a sedate trot.”

			“Do you wish you were in the country?” She sounded like she missed her home.

			“I have not thought about it.” Raising their arms, they made a turn. “I think that I shall be happy when I must be in Town and equally happy when I am in the country. I have a great deal to learn about managing my holdings, but I must also take my place in the Lords and learn about running the country.”

			“Your father did you no favors by not allowing you to take your place as it were,” Lady Dorie said thoughtfully.

			“If I had it to do over again, I would insist I learn what was required to control the marquisate. But there is no point in wishing for things that I cannot change. I would rather focus on the things I can do in the future.”

			She studied him as if what he’d said had struck her as profound. “That is an excellent way of looking at things.”

			“It is the only way I know how to look at them.” He grinned. “The other option is to drink too much brandy and ignore the realities.”

			She raised a brow. “Too many gentlemen take that road. Their families suffer for it in the end.” When they finished the next turn, she said. “Do you think the Catholic question will be resolved this year?”

			Alex had heard some talk of bringing yet another bill to give relief to the Catholics, but he did not know much about it. “I hope so. I would like to see all religions treated fairly.” He gave her a rueful smile. “It is one of the items on my very long list of things to do.”

			She seemed to think about that before saying, “I am certain my father would be happy to sponsor you.”

			That would have his father rolling over in his grave. Still, Alex didn’t think he could support the monarchy like his father had. He had discovered he had a more liberal frame of thought. He didn’t even know if any of his father’s friends knew he was back. Then again, if he married Lady Dorie like he wished to do, she would not make a good Tory. “I will thank him if he does.”

			She granted him another smile, one that reached her eyes. He could easily start craving her smiles.

			He needed to continue the conversation, and the only thing he could think of was his sisters. “I spoke with your mother today about the course of study my sisters’ governess provided me. She gave me to understand you would not approve. Can you tell me what she told you she was teaching them?”

			Lady Dorie sighed. “You must insist that she give the girls time for drawing, music, and sewing. Your mother taught them, but they must practice. Before you returned, I supervised those aspects of their education.”

			It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her to continue in that role. As his wife, that is what she would do. But a little voice in his head kept reminding him that she wasn’t his yet. Perhaps he would be better served asking her mother. Still …“I should look into hiring music and drawing instructors.”

			“That might be a good idea.” She lifted her brows. “Or you could hire another governess. One who has all the accomplishments one needs for girls that age.”

			He nodded, but where the hell was he going to find a governess? Unless he imposed on Lady Huntingdon again. “You have given me much to consider.”

			The music came to an end, and he escorted her back to her friends and family. They would most likely go to supper together. “I suppose you might as well tell me now what I did not wish to hear before.”

			Lady Dorie grimaced. “I was told earlier that there is a rumor that something is wrong with Penelope and Phillida.”

			Alex’s muscles tensed, and he was clenching his jaw. Nothing was wrong with his sisters, other than being sad that their mother left them. “What exactly?”

			“That was not mentioned. What was said was it was strange that neither of your other sisters would take them.” Lady Dorie huffed out a disgusted breath. “Your mother’s behavior also came up as well as an old scandal concerning someone in her family.”

			He tried to tamp down his rising rage, but his teeth clenched when he said, “Like mother, like daughter?”

			“Unfortunately, yes.” She removed her fingers from his jacket sleeve and tucked her hand in the crook of his arm. He liked the way that felt. “My sister-in-law knows. We will discuss what to do at supper.”

			That was probably a much better idea than him killing someone, which was Alex’s first choice. He let himself be led by her and decided to speak with her father soon. “Thank you for your help.”

			“You are very welcome.” Dorie gave him a reassuring smile. “I like your sisters and do not wish them to suffer any more than they already have.” When Dorie had mentioned that the problem concerned Lord Exeter’s sisters, his nostrils flared in anger, and his arm became as hard as steel. This was not going to be an easy conversation. She wondered if he would even take the advice that would be given. Caro had been in charge of rallying the troops, as it were. As much as Dorie liked dancing, she had wished that she had been able to take that role. When they reached her family and friends, she found the group had expanded to include the Henrietta’s sister and brother-in-law, the Marquis and Marchioness of Merton; Augusta’s sisters and their husbands, the Marquis and Marchioness of Kenilworth and the Duke and Duchess of Rothwell; Adeline’s brother and sister-in-law, Viscount and Viscountess Wivenly; Georgie’s brother and sister-in-law, Kit and Lady Mary Featherton; and Dorie’s brother as well as her parents. Where they were going to find a table to fit all of them, she did not know. Then there was the problem of trying to keep everyone from overhearing them.

			“Come.” Caro motioned to Dorie. “Huntley and Kit have made an acceptable arrangement.”

			She and Lord Exeter followed them down to the supper room. Behind several potted plants, and too far away from the plants for anyone to overhear—as long as no one was shouting, which was not guaranteed—were several round tables bunched together. Well, that was much better than one long table. At least several people could be heard without raising their voices.

			“We thought it better to keep the conversation to immediate friends and family,” Caro said, causing Huntley to suddenly start coughing.

			That did make sense. She and her family had befriended Exeter and she had asked for her friends’ help in finding a wife for him. Therefore, Dorie’s friends had to be told, and their brothers and sisters were acting as chaperones, so they had to be told as well. At least two of the gentlemen were friendly with him. And none of them would even consider the idea that their opinions were not required.

			She was about to introduce Lord Exeter to the others, when the gentlemen greeted him like a long-lost friend and began presenting him to their wives. She had had no idea he was so well connected.

			“Did you know he knew everyone?” Henrietta asked in a hushed voice.

			“I had absolutely no idea at all.” Dorie was still amazed.

			“It is better that he does,” Georgie commented. “It will make things easier for him.”

			“Yes.” Dorie drew the word out. It had just occurred to her that he might not be as helpless as she had thought. Then again, what man asked another man to help him with his sisters or how to manage an estate? He still required a wife, especially if he wanted to be taken seriously in the Lords.

			“Ladies, we should find our seats while the gentlemen see what is available,” Caro said.

			They spread out among the tables and Dorie was glad to see she had been right, it was easy to converse. She was at a table with her mother, father, Caro, Huntley, and Lord Exeter. While they waited, her mother and Caro discussed a story that could be put around about the former Lady Exeter and the girls.

			“It was unfortunate that she insisted on bringing the girls to Town. It made her remarriage so much more public,” Caro opined.

			“With just a little thought”—Mama’s acerbic tone made Dorie glad she was not on the receiving end of what would be said—“he could have come to Town, bought the license, and they could have wed somewhere out of the surrounding area.”

			“At least they did not depart for Scotland before they wed,” Louisa Rothwell reminded them.

			“That is something, I suppose.” Mama looked unconvinced. “I told her at the time that this would reflect badly on her daughters, but she refused to believe it.”

			“We ’ave”—Eugénie Wivenly, her charming French accent tinging her English, waved her arm to indicate all the tables—“One viscount, one son of a viscount, one earl, three marquises, and one duke. Plus important, we have us, les dames. From what I have seen, it is the ladies who run the ton. Oui?” Raising her brows, she looked at each of them as they gathered around. “The ladies decide who is acceptable to be admitted to Almack’s, who is invited to entertainments, and who is to be barred.” Everyone nodded. “We are the ones who will tell the others that we accept Lord Exeter and his sisters.”

			“Well said, Eugénie,” Charlotte Kenilworth said. “We shall let it be known that anyone who shuns those girls will no longer be invited to our entertainments.”

			Dorie had never thought of it, but they were right. Ladies did rule Polite Society. That was probably one of the reasons women who married into the peerage or gentry from the merchant class, with rare exceptions, were not accepted. She could not have imagined her mother’s reaction if one of Dorie’s brothers had married someone Mama did not think was suitable.

			“Do you not agree, Dorie?” Georgie said.

			Dorie gave herself a shake. “I apologize. My mind was elsewhere.”

			“I said that Adeline will want lobster patties when she arrives. I said I would like them as well and asked if you agreed.”

			Lobster patties? How had they gone from Lord Exeter’s sister to food? Come to think of it, she was hungry. Her friends probably were as well. “Yes. Lobster patties would be wonderful.” But wait. “Where is Adeline?”

			“She will be here soon.” Georgie’s answer was singularly uninformative.

			The gentlemen returned followed by several footmen. There were indeed lobster patties, as well as cold meats, white soup, salad, mushroom tarts, asparagus, and poached salmon, as well as champagne, wine, lemonade, and ratafia.

			When her father, brother, and Lord Exeter sat down to tea, Caro announced grandly, “We have found a solution to the problem.”

			A besotted smile played around her brother’s mouth as he placed the foods she liked on her plate. “What is that, my love?”

			“We ladies have decided to shun anyone who speaks badly of Exeter’s sisters.”

			When Papa looked confused, Mama explained, “They will no longer be invited to our entertainments or that of our friends. I shall also speak with Lady Jersey.”

			Lord Exeter placed a lobster patty on Dorie’s plate and mouthed, “Lady Jersey?”

			“Almack’s.” Dorie lowered her voice to an undertone.

			“That’s bad,” he whispered.

			Nodding, she indicated she would like some asparagus and a tart as well. “Very.”

			Caro and Mama began to discuss the ball they were planning while the rest of them discussed the bill Papa and Huntley were drafting to address the Catholic problem. Dorie was glad to see Lord Exeter had several ideas on how to garner support for the bill.

			“I think we should approach Wellington. If I am not mistaken, he was responsible for allowing Catholic soldiers to worship while serving in the army.”

			The conversation progressed into how they could turn public opinion when a titter from the other side of the plants caught their attention. Then a woman said, “I cannot believe Lady Rutherford would allow her young sister-in-law to consort with the Elliott girls.”

			Silence fell over their fairly large group, and Lord Exeter stood. “If you will excuse me for a moment.”

			Dorie reached out to stop him, but her father stayed her. “Let him go. He needs to find his power.”

			It seemed strange to her that a marquis would not know how powerful he was, but she did as she was told. On the other hand, he did look rather impressive, striding off as if into battle. Which in a sense it was.

			Alex had heard enough. He appreciated his friends coming to his aid, but this had to end now, and he was going to put a stop to it.

			He stalked over to the table at which Lady Letitia sat with her mother and bowed. “My ladies, I understand you have taken issue with my younger sisters. Specifically, that there must be something wrong with them if my married sisters did not take them into their homes.” Lady Letitia’s mouth dropped open and her mother’s eyes bulged out. “I do not wish my sisters, who have recently suffered the abandonment of their mother and the death of their father, to be shuttled off to France with my sister Lady Bude. And if you wonder why they are not with my sister Lady Knutsford you should visit her sometime. If, that is, she can find the time to do more than greet you as she deals with three young children, a new infant, and a monkey who continually escapes and chases after a parrot. I assure you, it reminds one more of Bedlam than a home where two young ladies not yet out of the schoolroom should dwell.” He took a breath and tried to decipher how the women were taking his tirade. He could be making everything much worse. “They are sweet, well-behaved young ladies who do not deserve to have their names falsely bandied about. I trust I will not hear another derogatory word about my younger sisters from you or anyone else. For my mother, I make no excuses. What she did was wrong and cruel—”

			“My lord.” Lady Letitia opened and closed her mouth, reminding him of a fish.

			“What my daughter wishes to say is that we are very sorry. I had no idea the, um, situation was so complicated.”

			“Yes, indeed,” Lady Letitia managed to say. “What a horrible state to which to come home. If there is anything we can do…”

			“Thank you, my ladies. Good evening.” He hoped never to set eyes on them again, but that was probably asking too much. The ton was a small world.

			As Alex returned to his table and Lady Dorie, he wondered if his lecture had actually done any good. If not, at least he had his friends. He was reminded of something in the statement that Lady Letitia had made that he had not understood. “Who is Lady Rutherford?”

			“A friend of my sister-in-law. She too has a sixteen-year-old sister. Well, sister-in-law, not that that matters. I have arranged for Penelope to drink tea with the young lady tomorrow.”

			For a moment Alex was too stunned to respond. He’d never dreamed that Lady Dorie would go to such lengths for his family. Particularly as she had shown no preference for him. “Thank you.”

			“It was my pleasure.” She smiled brightly before taking a sip of champagne. “Penelope is a lovely girl and should have friends.”

			If only Lady Dorie would smile at him like that for different reasons. What was he doing wrong?

		


		
			CHAPTER TEN

			The following morning Alex was relieved and happy to see Dorie arriving at the same time he did. Willa looked over at Titus and began to prance.

			Dorie laughed as Titus bobbed his head several times. “I think they are ready for a rematch, my lord.”

			“I believe you are right.” If only Alex and she got along as well as their horses did. He wished he knew how to break through the barrier she had erected between them.

			They trotted along beside each other, gradually allowing the hacks to begin cantering. Her cheeks were flushed, and a sparkle lit her eyes. She glanced at him. “Ready?” He nodded. “Go!”

			Willa shot forward while Titus loped along after her, clearly satisfied to play second fiddle to the mare. In a way it reminded Alex of himself. He was always chasing Dorie, but she remained just out of reach.

			She reached the tree first and turned to look at him. “Titus is making me feel guilty for winning.”

			“Don’t be.” Alex patted the bay’s neck. “He clearly doesn’t care if he wins or not.” They brought the horses around and started back. What he felt guilty about was not remaining home and reading over the information on the men he’d be interviewing this morning. “Which gentleman would you recommend as my secretary?”

			His whole body tightened as she pulled her bottom lip between her small white teeth and tilted her head slightly. “If I was choosing, I would pick Mr. Cunningham. He did extremely well in school and was lauded for the projects he completed properly and in a timely manner. I have seen the letters he wrote to his sister and his penmanship must be admired by everyone.”

			“That is an excellent trait in a secretary.” Alex would not have to worry about the man’s writing skill or his ability to follow through on a project.

			“Indeed it is.” She chuckled. “Also the Archbishop of Canterbury told my father that he regretted losing Cunningham to the secular world, but stated his opinion that he would do well at whatever he chose to do with his life.”

			That was impressive. “I suppose recommendations don’t come any better than that.” They were almost back to where they usually started. “What about Mr. Wheaton?”

			“He is a nice young man.” She bit down on her lip and he wanted to soothe it with a kiss. “But his desire is to travel Europe and perhaps farther.”

			Alex dragged his gaze from her lips. “Do you think he would leave if given the opportunity to travel?”

			“Yes.” She turned Willa around. “I think he would.”

			“One more race?” He grinned at Dorie’s smile.

			“One more.”

			To their surprise Titus decided to exert himself and won the race.

			“So much for you thinking he did not care if he won or not.” Dorie laughed.

			He scowled at the horse, but patted his neck to show he wasn’t serious. “You know he did it just to make a liar out of me.”

			“From what I hear, animals are famous for doing just that.” Her eyes shone gold in the morning light. “I had better return home.”

			She sounded sad, but he had a feeling that it wasn’t because she was leaving him. “I had better go as well.”

			Later that morning, Alex received a letter asking for his forgiveness. Wheaton had accepted a position with a gentleman who was traveling to Europe just as Dorie had warned. Alex really couldn’t blame the man. Going to Europe was far more interesting than working for him.

			Precisely at eleven o’clock, Mr. Cunningham was announced. The gentleman was tall but slender with sandy blond hair and apprehensive blue eyes. He looked to be in his late twenties. He was clutching a leather paper-case as if it might run away from him.

			“Please be seated.” Alex waved the man to one of the chairs in front of the desk.

			Cunningham bowed. “Thank you, my lord.”

			Indicating the paper-case, Alex asked, “Does that hold recommendations?”

			“It does.” The other man flushed. “This is the first position for which I have interviewed that my reputation has not preceded me.”

			Alex liked the man’s humble confidence. He was used to being chosen for positions. After his conversation with Dorie, he knew the endorsements would be glowing. “Tell me why you wish to be my secretary.”

			Suddenly the look of unease disappeared, and he leaned forward eagerly. “I have been given to understand that you plan to be active in the House of Lords. I would like to work with a gentleman who is interested in politics.”

			He was about to ask if the gentleman knew the bent of Alex’s politics, but considering who recommended Cunningham, he probably did. “You do understand that you will also be called upon to do everything from write letters on more mundane topics such as land management and answering invitations?”

			“Of course, my lord.” He nodded eagerly. “I assume that you will have extensive correspondence concerning a wide range of topics.”

			“And that you’ll be required to travel?” Alex wanted to make sure his secretary would last for a while.

			Cunningham inclined his head. “Yes, sir.”

			“Very well.” So far so good. “I would like to look at your recommendations.”

			He slid the case across the desk, and Alex opened it. There were letters from two dons at Oxford, one from the clergyman, and lastly one from the Archbishop of Canterbury.

			Again, Alex agreed with Dorie. He didn’t think he would find a more qualified candidate. He also liked that the man was respectful but not obsequious. Not to mention that he already felt as if he were drowning under the little correspondence he already had. “Very well. I shall provide you a set of rooms here and at Longwood, my main estate. You may take your meals with the family if you choose.”

			That made him smile. “Thank you, sir.”

			He mentioned what he thought to be a fair salary, and Cunningham agreed. “Well, then, when can you begin?”

			“If it meets with your approval, I shall move my belongings today and start work in the morning.” He flushed. “As you can see by my letters of reference, I have been planning this change for some time.”

			Alex slid the letter-case back to his new employee. “What made you decide to become a personal secretary?”

			Cunningham took it from the desk and placed the case on his lap. “About two years ago, a friend and colleague of mine left the clergy to become a secretary. When I spoke to him about my incompatibility with the profession my father had chosen for me, he suggested I might like this type of position.” A grin lit up the young man’s face. “I believe he will prove to be correct.”

			“I’ll show you your office.” Stepping out from behind his desk, he went to the door linking his study to the smaller room. “I hope this will be sufficient.”

			Cunningham entered the room and glanced around. “I believe it will suit. Does that door open to the corridor?”

			“It does.”

			“If you do not mind, I’ll take a look around and let myself out.”

			“Not at all. I’ll see you in the morning.” Alex returned to his study, leaned back in his chair, and put his feet on the desk. He felt a little guilty about that, but it was his desk.

			He mentally reviewed the list of items he must undertake and the problem of the governess rose to the top. He must do something about Miss Rivers. Aside from his knowledge she was not instructing his sisters in all they must master, there was something that bothered him about her, and he didn’t think it was her lack of deference. He wasn’t that high in the instep. Still, before he made any permanent decisions he would first speak with Lady Huntingdon. From the corner of his eye Alex noticed a letter at the side of his desk where Coyne placed the post. It was too early for the footman to have gone to the post office and returned, but there was a letter. Leaning across, he picked up the missive and opened it.

			Dear Lord Exeter,

			Please forgive the curtness of this letter. I shall make a long story short. My advice to you is to hire a new governess and possibly a drawing master. I shall send over a list of names as soon as I have compiled one. In the meantime, you should instruct Miss Rivers to provide you, as we discussed, with a new lesson plan that includes time for embroidery, music, and drawing.

			S. H.

			Alex wiped a hand down his face. Why couldn’t his mother have at least hired a governess who knew what she was doing? He pulled out a piece of foolscap, dipped his pen in the standish, and put the order to Miss Rivers in writing. He did not wish to argue with the lady, nor did he wish to be misunderstood. And Alex had the feeling that she was capable of both.

			That accomplished, he finished the estate journals and looked at the books for the past quarter, then read the correspondence between Lady Dorie and Longwood. Apparently, Hatcher, the head tenant, had taken it upon himself, or been asked, to represent his tenants. Lady Dorie’s answers were to the point and, as far as he could see, made complete sense. She really had an excellent grasp of what the estate required. Much more so than Alex did. But again, his problem was convincing her that they would suit.

			Miss Featherton’s words about a lady wanting a man to love her crept into his mind. He didn’t understand and was not at all comfortable about this new idea of love matches. When had love become essential to a marriage? And is that what Lady Dorie truly wanted? She seemed far too rational for a love match. Or did rationality have anything to do with it? He wanted to approach her father, but, as he’d thought earlier, he might be better served if he spoke with some of his married friends first. Alex sighed. Life was much simpler when he knew the answers. But, this was an area in which he was sadly lacking in knowledge, and he desperately needed advice.

			* * * *

			Shortly before five, Alex drove his curricle two doors down to Huntingdon House, and was pleased to not be kept waiting. Lady Dorie was as precise in being on time as she was in everything else.

			“Good afternoon.” He held his arm out and she placed her small hand on it.

			“Good afternoon.” She smiled at him, and he felt like puffing out his chest. “This is a lovely carriage.”

			“Thank you.” He decided not to tell her it had been his father’s. After all, it was now his. Even though he wanted to lift her into the curricle and watch her reaction, he assisted her very properly into the carriage.

			Alex went around to the other side of the curricle, climbed in, and took the ribbons, threading them between his fingers. He did not wish to speak of the problem he hoped he had remedied last evening. “After the recent cold, this weather is pleasant.”

			“It is.” She lifted her face to the sky as if to make sure it was truly clear, or to soak in the sun. “I do wonder if it will last. I cannot help but compare it to two years ago when it was so cold and rainy that the crops were affected, and there was a great deal of poverty in the countryside from which people are just now beginning to recover.”

			“It was even cold in Southern Italy.” He glanced at Lady Dorie, and for the briefest moment their eyes met before she lowered them, then looked straight ahead. Yet something had happened, at least to him. He had a strange urge to pull her into his arms, but it went beyond mere lust. “The citizens of Naples were not prepared for it.”

			“I must introduce you to Lady Augusta and Lord Phineas Carter-Woods. They are both interested in travel.”

			“I’d be happy to meet them.” Alex had met so many of Lady Dorie’s friends he was surprised he had not met Lady Augusta. Although he had been at a supper table with both of them, they had been engaged in a conversation that was not in any language he understood.

			For the first time he wondered how his tenants had fared. “What did your father do to help his tenants?”

			“It depended on how severely they were affected.” She looked at him, and her eyes were green. They had been green when she’d glanced at him earlier. “In parts of Kent, it was not nearly as bad as in the north. He received reports from the stewards, then we divided the estates into groups. Huntley was responsible for his own estate and the marquisate’s holdings in the Midlands. Mama and I visited the estates in the south, and Papa went north. Once we saw the effects ourselves, we could decide what needed to be done.”

			While Alex’s father had had no one to help him, he should have remained in England. “I should make a tour of my estates as soon as the Season ends.”

			“That would be for the best.” A line formed on Lady Dorie’s forehead, and his thumb itched to smooth it away. “You should know that it appears Lady Letitia will receive an offer from Lord Gray.” Lady Dorie’s tone was apologetic, and Alex wondered why.

			“I shall wish them happy.” Gladly. He had never been interested in Lady Letitia and wouldn’t have anything to do with the woman after the gossip she had started to spread. He hoped Gray took the lady to his estate not far from the Scottish border and kept her there.

			“I would not be surprised if you received a voucher for Almack’s.”

			This non sequitur so stunned Alex he tightened the ribbons, unsettling his pair. “Why would I wish to attend Almack’s?”

			Lady Dorie’s eyes widened and she regarded him as if he had run mad. “Naturally, you will want to be admitted. It is the mainstay of the Marriage Mart. You will meet many more ladies than I can introduce you to.”

			Clearly, she had no idea that the only woman he was interested in was her. “I will know no one there.”

			She waved her hand as if to brush away the problem. “There is no need to be concerned.” She sounded as if she were placating a child, and, for a second, he thought she would reach up and pat his head. Or ruffle his hair. He’d like to feel her fingers in his hair. “My friends and I attend every week.”

			He still wasn’t sure he wanted to attend. Not if he was going to have to meet and stand up with other ladies. “In that event I shall look forward to receiving the voucher.”

			A lady in a high-perched phaeton hailed them and he drew up.

			“That is Lady Augusta and Lord Phineas Carter-Woods,” Lady Dorie explained. “Augusta, allow me to make Lord Exeter known to you.”

			“My lady.” Alex inclined his head.

			“And this is Lord Phineas,” Lady Dorie said.

			“Pleased to meet you.” Alex gave the man a closer look. “I think I remember you from school.”

			“That’s it.” Lord Phineas grinned. “I thought you looked familiar. I wish my father had had more trust that the war would end sooner. I’d have seen you on the Continent. Then again, I would have missed visiting Mexico, and I greatly enjoyed it.”

			Someone else Alex knew. At least in one area, the pieces of his life were falling into place. “We must get together and compare our adventures.”

			“Indeed we should,” Lord Phineas said as Lady Augusta spoke with Lady Dorie.

			Dorie hailed a lady walking with a gentleman who looked familiar to him. “Miss Mannering,” Dorie said. “And Mr. Mannering.”

			That was it. David Mannering. “Well met.”

			“Exeter,” he said. “I’d heard you were back.” He drew the lady forward. “Pamela, allow me to introduce Lord Exeter. Exeter, my sister, Miss Mannering.”

			The young lady resembled her brother a great deal; both had auburn hair and brown eyes. She curtseyed, but not as gracefully as Dorie did. “A pleasure, my lord.”

			“Likewise, Miss Mannering.” He inclined his head.

			“Will you be at Lady Wall’s ball tomorrow evening?” Dorie asked.

			“Yes, indeed,” Miss Mannering said.

			Alex was trying to come up with a way to bring the conversation to an end, when Dorie’s elbow found his ribs. “Miss Mannering, do you happen to have a country dance free?”

			The polite smile widened. “I do. The fourth dance, my lord.”

			“Thank you.” Glancing behind him, he said, “We had better be on our way.”

			As he drove off, Dorie said, “Miss Mannering is a very nice lady. I take it you know the family?”

			“I know Mr. Mannering.” He maneuvered the carriage around a large landau. “And now I know his sister.” Alex left it at that.

			A half hour later, he brought the carriage to a stop in front of Huntingdon House and got around to the other side before a footman could reach them. She held out her hand, but he clasped his hands around her waist and slowly lifted her down. Eyes wide, Dorie sucked in a breath, and he didn’t want to let her go. “I hope you enjoyed the ride.”

			“Yes.” A pink blush painted her cheeks, and her voice held a throaty quality that made his muscles tighten. “Thank you.”

			“Do you have a free set for the ball tomorrow evening? A waltz?” He held his breath, and prayed for the supper dance.

			She inclined her head. “Yes, you may have the second waltz.”

			That was disappointing, but at least he would stand up with her. Stepping back, Alex bowed over her hand. “Thank you, my lady.”

			“You are welcome.” She curtseyed before turning to go into the house.

		


		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Dorie’s mother had mentioned that the family was attending the theater this evening. Alex made his way down the stairs. He liked the theater but hadn’t been since he’d returned. Perhaps it was time to visit his box.

			“Coyne, please send a message to the Theatre Royal telling them I shall require my box this evening.”

			“As you wish, my lord.” He gave Alex a strange look.

			That’s right. He had a secretary. “On second thought, I shall have Cunningham send the message.”

			Coyne bowed. “A much better idea, my lord.”

			Alex went to his study and found Dorie—he liked calling her that—had been correct. The voucher for Almack’s was in the middle of his desk. The only good thing about it was that as long as she was determined to guide him in wife hunting—he could only suppose that was what the introduction to Miss Mannering was about—she would dance with him. And that would give him more opportunities to convince her that she should wed him. Just like he hoped to be able to spend time with her between acts this evening.

			That evening he had taken his place in his box, but it was lonely being the only one in it. The theater was more about visiting than actually watching the play, which in this case was just as well. He had never liked King Lear. Fortunately, during intermission, Huntley came and invited Alex to join his family. “If we had known you were interested in attending this evening, I’m certain my mother would have invited you to come with us.”

			“I didn’t think to mention it.” And he did not wish to be a burden, but if they wanted his company, he was delighted to have theirs

			Her family welcomed him when he entered their box, even Dorie seemed pleased to see him. And even though he greeted her parents and sister-in-law, he had a hard time keeping his eyes from straying to her. She wore a light green gown of muslin. The bodice was embroidered with violet flowers and pearls, and the skirt had so many layers, she appeared to be floating. If only he could take her back to his box with him.

			“Are you enjoying the play?” she asked.

			“I would have preferred Much Ado About Nothing.” He cringed a little at the admission. “I find I like Shakespeare’s comedies better than his tragedies.”

			“I must say that I agree, but one must attend the theater.” Her eyes sparkled in the candlelight. If only he could see if they were amber or green. “And one must always admire Shakespeare.”

			“So I have always been told.” He gazed out at the other boxes and saw that they were attracting attention. “Who is that older gentleman with the opera glasses?”

			She followed the direction he indicated. “That is Lord Tarrant.” She frowned for a moment, and turned to her father. “Papa, was Lord Tarrant not one of Lord Exeter’s father’s friends?”

			“Yes.” Her father saluted the older man with a glass of champagne. “Yes, he was.”

			“I thought so.” Dorie’s brow cleared. “Now that they have seen you, you will most likely begin hearing from more of your father’s friends.”

			But did Alex want to? After all, he’d been in Town for almost two weeks and none of them had bothered to send cards expressing their condolences much less come by or invited him to their houses. He couldn’t even remember if he had attended a ball at one of their homes. “I cannot say I care. They left me to my own devices for this long. They can leave me alone for as long as they wish.”

			“Despite how you feel, you must always strive to get along with others.” Her voice was low, but firm. “That is the only way to accomplish what needs to be done.”

			“I suppose you are right.” And at this point, he did not need to make enemies. “I know you are correct.”

			She smiled at him and he wanted to carry her away. There had to be some way to bring her around.

			* * * *

			The next afternoon, Alex’s sisters were out, and it was the governess’s half day. Judith had invited herself and her husband to dinner with him that evening. He supposed that was better than dining at her house where monkeys and parrots seemed to rule. As he settled down to read the last of the estate journals and correspondence, Coyne knocked on the door. “My lord, Lord Tarrant is here. I put him in the small drawing room.”

			“Thank you, I shall be there directly.” Alex closed the journal.

			“Very good, my lord. Shall I bring tea?”

			He wondered if the older man would like brandy or wine instead, but Coyne had suggested tea and tea it would be. “Yes, please.”

			Alex made his way to the parlor and hesitated. Was the man here only because he had seen Alex at the theater last night? Or was there another reason? After all, Alex knew very few of his father’s friends, and Tarrant wasn’t among them. Straightening his shoulders, Alex strolled into the room. “My lord.” He executed a short bow. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

			“Lord Exeter.” The man bowed. “As you must know by now, I knew your late father.”

			“So I was informed last night.” He motioned to one of the small sofas. “Please have a seat.” Alex sat on the matching one opposite. “As you might have surmised, I know very few gentlemen of my father’s acquaintance.”

			His butler carried in the tea tray and set it down on the table between. “How do you like your tea, my lord?”

			“A little milk.” The man glanced at the pot and grimaced, making him absurdly glad he had only tea to offer.

			Then Dorie’s words came back to him. “Despite how you feel, you must always strive to get along with others. That is the only way to accomplish what needs to be done.”

			“I can have wine or brandy brought in if you like.”

			“No, tea is fine.” Lord Tarrant took the cup and balanced it on his lap. “I’m not fond of dancing around a subject, Exeter. There are a few of us who would have stopped by earlier, if for no other reason than to pay our respects. However, our wives are making it difficult. Naturally, we would want to invite you to our houses to dine if nothing else.”

			The man need say no more. “But my mother’s behavior has created difficulties for you.”

			“Yes.” His lordship’s bushy gray brows furrowed. “The feeling is that you should retire to the country until autumn.”

			Alex rose. “Alas, I must send my apologies to your ladies. I cannot simply retire to the country. I have my seat in the Lords to take and other things I must see to in Town.”

			“Lord Salisbury and Lord Stafford will sponsor you if you will wait,” the man said. “As you might know you must have two sponsors of your rank to take your seat. No one will sponsor you this Season.”

			“I will give the matter some thought.” Alex had not known he was to be shunned by his father’s friends, but he’d wager Huntingdon did. “Thank you for stopping by, my lord. Please enjoy your tea. Unfortunately, I have some pressing matters to which I must attend.

			As he expected, Tarrant rose as well. “Thank you for seeing me, my lord.”

			Alex walked his lordship the short distance to the hall, waited for the man to collect his hat, and opened the door. “Until we meet again.”

			“Yes, indeed.” The man bowed and a slight smile formed on his lips. “Until then.”

			After Tarrant left, Alex went back to his study. He knew he’d given the impression he might actually depart Town. But nothing could make him leave now, and nothing could convince him to be a member of the Tory party. He was extremely grateful for Lord Huntingdon’s support and that of his family. Especially Dorie’s. Still, Alex would wager her father had known what was going on with his father’s so-called friends.

			Later, as he was going through his correspondence, he found a letter from his aunt Emily. Alex broke the seal and spread the sheet of pressed paper on his desk.

			My dear Exeter,

			Thank you for your lovely invitation to come to join you in Town. However, I am preparing to journey to Europe for an extended visit with my son and his family. I hope to see you when I return sometime next year.

			As to another female member of the family who is free and suitable to look after your sisters, I regret that I can think of no one. You definitely do not want either of my sisters-in-law. Two more featherbrained ladies you will never meet. My advice is to find a wife.

			Your loving aunt,

			E. E.

			He dropped the letter to the desk. So much for finding someone to help him with his sisters until he managed to wed. And finding a wife, that was everyone’s advice, but no one had yet told him how to go about doing it. Other than approaching Lord Huntingdon and asking for permission to court his daughter, Alex was at a standstill. Dorie no longer treated him to cold, polite smiles, but neither was she inviting kisses, much less anything else. It was like being in purgatory.

			For the first time since he’d returned to England, he was at a complete loss as to what to do. It seemed like years since he’d had any free time, yet it had only been just over two weeks. He considered going to White’s or Boodle’s, but neither club interested him at the moment. Particularly the bastion of the Tories, White’s. He would like to go to Brooks’s. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a member. Although that could be easily remedied. All he had to do was find someone to put him up for membership.

			Calling for his hat, gloves, and cane, he decided to discover who was available to sponsor him. By the time he had accomplished that task, it would be time to go to the Park. He first tried Huntingdon House, but his lordship wasn’t at home. He had the same results at Kenilworth House and Merton House, where the butler informed him there was a debate in the Lords today. Drat it all, he should be there, but he hadn’t received a writ of summons from the regent. Alex really should look into how long that took. But until then all he could do was be a spectator.

			He was on his way home when Huntley hailed him. “Well met, Exeter.”

			“Good day.” Alex might not be able to take his seat in the Lords yet, but he could take care of his entry at Brooks’s. “Would you be willing to sponsor me at Brooks’s?”

			“I’d be honored.” The man hadn’t even batted an eye. “Are you free now?”

			“I am.” They turned toward the west end of Grosvenor Square and onto Carlos Place. “It occurred to me that I have not received the writ of summons from Prinny.”

			“You should ask my father to look into the matter for you,” Huntley said.

			That was a relief. Alex wouldn’t know who at the court to contact. “Your sister asked if I’d be interested in having your father sponsor me. I wonder if that is one of the duties.”

			Huntley shook his head. “I wouldn’t know and hope not to know for a good many years.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “I’m rather fond of the old man.”

			“I can understand why.” They skirted Berkeley Square and turned on to Berkeley Street. It seemed like a long time since Alex had come this way.

			“Have you decided to look for a wife or to put it off until next Season?” For a moment, he wondered if his friend was matchmaking, but Huntley’s tone was merely conversational.

			“I wish to marry as soon as possible.” When the man didn’t respond, Alex continued, “For the sake of my sisters, if nothing else.”

			“I don’t know many ladies worth their salt who would fall in with that reasoning.” Huntley slid a glance at Alex. “At least, none I would want.”

			Perhaps now he’d find out what all this talk of love matches was about. “I don’t understand.”

			“It seems to me that the ladies a gentleman would wish to wed are the ones who require a love match. They are the ones who know their own minds and can do the most to contribute to a man’s happiness. If you look around, all of your friends, myself included, are in love with our wives.” A small smile appeared on his face. “Caro wouldn’t have had me if I hadn’t been able to convince her that I loved her. I am sure it was the same for the other ladies.”

			Alex had trouble with the idea that all his friends had fallen in love. “Even Merton?”

			Huntley barked a laugh. “Especially Merton. He fought it like the very devil.”

			Miss Featherton had been correct after all. “That makes my path more difficult. It’s much easier to ask a lady’s father to arrange the thing than to make her fall in love with you.”

			Huntley laughed. “But not nearly as satisfying.” They’d turned onto St. James Street. “Do you have anyone in mind?”

			Alex wanted to run a finger beneath his neckcloth. Should he tell the man, his friend, that he was interested in Dorie? Would Huntley approve? Well, he might as well find out if the family had an objection to him as a husband for her. Alex had trouble getting the words out and they were much thinner than he liked. “I thought Lady Dorie might be interested.”

			Huntley stopped walking and faced Alex. “Are you sure you know what you’re getting yourself into? She will not be ruled.”

			It was his turn to smile. “She is quite managing, but I find I like that.”

			“Good luck. I can guarantee she will settle for nothing less than a love match.” They’d reached Brooks’s and walked up the shallow steps. “Let’s get you settled here. I’d like to assist you with your other problem, but you’re on your own when it comes to my sister.”

			And that really was the difficulty. Never having been in love, Alex did not even know how one went about falling in love or making a lady fall in love with him. Yet how hard could it be when all his friends had done it? Even Merton.

			After being assured that he would be notified about his membership on the morrow, and indulging in a glass of wine with Huntley, Alex strolled back to his house and called for his carriage. If he saw Dorie walking with her friends, he’d ask if he could take her up.

			When he reached the carriage way, he saw several ladies to whom he had been introduced, including Miss Chatham, but not Dorie. Continuing to look for her along the verge, it wasn’t until he noticed Fotheringale’s green curricle pulled up along the edge that he thought he might have found her. He was even with it before he could see the occupants.

			Fotheringale and Dorie.

			She was speaking with someone who was strolling, and he was staring at her like she was his favorite dessert. Bloody hell-hounds! Remembering how they had behaved during their dance the other evening, Alex wondered if the man was courting her. But if Fotheringale was courting her, wouldn’t he have made sure he’d asked her for the supper dance? Whatever was going on, Alex would have to start …start …doing what? He supposed he could start with flowers. His sisters had always liked them. He remembered Judith and Marcella laughing over the poetry that had been sent. He damn sure wasn’t going to make a fool of himself by writing poetry.

			Looking up, Dorie saw him and waved. Did that mean he had a chance to fix her affections? He returned her salute and inclined his head at Fotheringale. Alex did not like seeing her with the man. Not that there was anything objectionable about Fotheringale. Other than that he was with Dorie. Blast it all. If Alex was going to court Dorie, he had better start soon, and he needed a plan. Maybe his sister would have some ideas. He’d ask her when she and her husband joined him for dinner this evening. Good Lord. He hated not feeling in control and not knowing what to do.

			If he couldn’t spend time with her, he was no longer interested in driving in the Park. Alex looked at crowds of carriages and wondered the quickest way to get out of the place. Then Miss Stern and Lady Adeline hailed him, and he took both of them up in his carriage for a little way.

			“Are you enjoying being back in England?” Miss Stern asked. “Other than the challenges you have encountered.”

			“It has been interesting.” He was not going to tell her he hadn’t seen much more than his house, Huntingdon House, and dozens of ballrooms.

			“Speaking of challenges,” Lady Adeline said. “I saw Lady Bellamny speaking sternly with Lady Letitia and her mother. I suspect you will hear no more from that quarter.”

			The news buoyed him up and made his delay going home worth it. “Thank you for telling me.”

			“You may put us down now,” Miss Stern said. “We merely wanted people to see you with us.”

			What was he to think of that remark? “I beg your pardon?”

			“This might be our first Season, but we are extremely well connected.” Her smile reminded him how frightening young ladies were.

			“Thank you, my lord,” Lady Adeline said when he helped them down.

			“Yes, thank you.” Miss Stern dipped a curtsey.

			Next he was waylaid by some of the older matrons he had met at the balls.

			Lady Jersey reminded him not to forget to attend Almack’s, and Lady Bellamny assured him she would expect him to attend her ball. It wasn’t until he was almost in Grosvenor Square that it occurred to him he had received the approval of the leaders of the ton. Whatever status Lady Letitia and her mother had, it was not sufficient to make him unacceptable. Therefore, his younger sisters would be accepted as well. And that had been Dorie’s doing. She and the ladies with whom she was friends. He did not think her concern had been out of duty. It had most likely been out of friendship. For a second, Alex was overjoyed. But friendship wasn’t love, and how long of a road was it between friendship and love? How would he even know when it had happened?

			This falling in love made life much more problematical just when it did not need more complications. Alex didn’t know why the world had decided to change on him, but he didn’t like it.

			Scanning the crowd, he searched for Dorie, but couldn’t find her or a carriage that looked like Fotheringale’s. The more Alex thought about it, the more he was convinced that she and Fotheringale were not a good match. Dorie needed a stronger man than him. He would allow her to walk all over him. She needed a gentleman who would challenge her and encourage her to use all her talents. Someone like Alex. He simply had to convince her.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			That evening, Judith and her husband, Nigel, arrived at Exeter House not long after Penelope and Phillida returned.

			After gliding into the drawing room, Judith embraced Alex warmly, and the feather hanging down from her headgear—Alex didn’t quite know what to call the piece of fabric and floppy feather—tickled his cheek. “Exeter, thank you for allowing us to impose, but you have seen what it is like at our house. I am so very sorry I have not had time to visit you.” She glanced around. “Where are the girls?”

			“They had dinner with friends and are in the nursery. Would you like to go up and see them?”

			“Naturally, I wish to see them. If it wasn’t for the new baby, I would have them with me.” She blew a kiss to her husband. “I’ll be back soon, dearest.”

			As she disappeared into the corridor, Alex handed his brother-in-law a glass of wine. “How have you been doing?”

			Nigel raised a brow. “Other than living in Bedlam?”

			Alex winced. When he’d said it, he hadn’t thought of it getting back to his sister. “Sorry about that.”

			“It’s fine.” Nigel chuckled. “Judith was furious to hear about the talk that had started about Penelope and Phillida, but she was also extremely proud to hear you took it upon yourself to stanch the gossip.”

			“I don’t know what else I could have done.” Alex poured himself a glass of wine. “I could not allow my sisters to be made pariahs. I will tell you that I did not make excuses for our mother.”

			“I do not know how you could have.” Nigel’s tone was flinter than Alex had ever heard it. “She made a mess of the whole thing. By coming to Town she laid the whole family open to gossip. If Ju hadn’t been ready to give birth, I would have followed Marcella and John’s example and gone to the Continent.”

			Alex had been angry at his other sister for doing that, but his brother-in-law made sense. “I can only trust that by the time Penelope makes her come out, the talk will have died.”

			After taking a sip of wine, his brother-in-law said, “You making a good marriage will also help.”

			There it was again! He almost raked his hand through his hair. “That’s easy for you to say, but one cannot not, apparently, approach the father of a lady and ask for an arranged love match, any longer. I do not even know… How does one go about arranging a love match?”

			He could see Nigel’s struggle to keep from bursting out laughing. After a few moments, his lips stopped twitching. “One does not arrange a love match. It just happens.”

			Alex downed his wine and poured another glass. “That tells me nothing at all.”

			His brother-in-law gave him an incredulous look. “Haven’t you ever been infatuated or in love, even with the local barmaid?”

			“No.” Alex thought back to the women with whom he’d had liaisons. “That’s not to say, I didn’t have anything to do with women. I have not been a monk by any means. But it was never more than a bit of fun. No matter how talented they were in certain areas, not one of them made me want to do anything romantic or to declare my love for them.” He took a drink of wine. “I don’t even know if I’d recognize love if I felt it.”

			“I see the problem.” Nigel finished his glass and handed it out to be refilled. “If you are lucky, there will come a time when a lady catches your eye and the rest of your body will follow suit. No matter what you do, you cannot get her out of your mind. Eventually, it will sink in through your thick head that you’d do anything to make her happy and you find yourself praying you are the one thing she wants more than anything else in the world.” He took a long draw of wine. “Accompanying that feeling are massive amounts of jealousy when you think she might be interested in another man, and the wish you could drag her away and make her yours. Eventually, you realize you have, against your will, fallen in love.”

			Alex thought about Lady Dorie. She was definitely occupying his mind a great deal. “How do you make her fall in love with you?”

			“That, my dear man”—Nigel lifted his glass in a salute—“is up to the Fates.”

			“Aren’t the Fates females?”

			“Yes, they are.” He smirked.

			Well, hell!

			* * * *

			Dorie was the first one down to the drawing room before dinner that evening. She poured herself a glass of sherry and ambled to the window overlooking a narrow side garden that bordered the street. Ever since she had returned from her drive with Lord Fotheringale that afternoon, something had been niggling at her. If only she knew what it was.

			She had had a pleasant enough time with his lordship. They stopped frequently to greet friends. Naturally, they talked about people they knew, and he never had an unkind word to say about anyone. There was nothing objectionable about his physical appearance. He was not as tall as her brother or Lord Exeter—although, why he should pop into her mind as an example was curious—or as broad shouldered. But still, Lord Fotheringale was a well set-up man and would be even more so if he partook in more exercise such as boxing or fencing. He had warm brown eyes that reminded her of a doe she had once nursed back to health when she had been a child. He did not appear to have many strong opinions, but that did not matter. She had enough strong opinions for both of them. In short, he was a very nice man who was comfortable to spend time with. So what was wrong?

			“You look to be in a brown study.” Mama came up to the window, glass in hand.

			Dorie had not even heard her mother enter the room. “I have been trying to discover what is bothering me about Lord Fotheringale.”

			“Fotheringale?” Mama’s brows climbed halfway up her forehead.

			That was almost the same look Caro had earlier. “What is the matter with him?”

			Her mother shook her head. “Absolutely nothing of which I am aware. He has always seemed to be a pleasant enough young man.”

			“Yes.” She was glad to have her thoughts confirmed. “So I believe.”

			Mama patted Dorie on her shoulder. “If he is the one who makes your pulse race, I have no objection to him.”

			Make my pulse race? What did that have to do with anything? “Did Papa make your, er, pulse race?”

			“Oh my, yes.” Her mother got a dreamy look on her face. “I suspect that was the reason he approached my father about a match.”

			Surely pulse racing was not completely necessary. “I do not remember Caro saying that Huntley gave her that sort of reaction. She thought he was extremely annoying.”

			“Very true.” Mama sipped her wine. “But she did not think of him as merely a nice man.”

			“He is nice, but irritating as well.” Huntley had a strong sense of duty to his family and the common good. Dorie had noticed the same thing in many of his friends, including Lord Exeter.

			There he is again. I wish the man would stop including himself in my thoughts.

			“You are his sister,” Mama pointed out. “Naturally, you think he is irksome.”

			“He has not been as bad since marrying Caro.” But that was probably because he now had a wife and child to which to attend.

			“He is also not living with us.” Mama’s tone was so dry, Dorie wanted to laugh.

			Apparently, she was not the only one her brother had vexed. Still, that did not answer the question that was bothering her about Lord Fotheringale. Her father joined them, putting an end to her musings. Perhaps she should stop worrying about it. The difficulty was bound to sort itself out sooner or later.

			“I need to tell Papa something.” When she turned, her mother had gone to her father. Her heart skipped a beat at the smiles her parents gave each other. That was exactly what she wanted from her husband, whoever he might be. “Papa?”

			“More sherry?” He lifted the decanter.

			“Yes, please.” She waited until he had refreshed his glass. “I mentioned the Catholic situation to Lord Exeter, and I believe that if you approach him he will be happy to have you sponsor him.”

			Turning to her, her father gave her his full attention. “What did he say?”

			“He said that he thought all religions should be treated fairly, and he would welcome your sponsorship.” She liked the idea that Exeter held ideas close to her own. Strange that she never discussed politics with Fotheringale. She should remedy that.

			“Well done, Dorie.” Papa lifted his glass in a toast. “Not that I’m pressing you, but I can barely wait until you are a political hostess.”

			That was what she wanted as well. A home to manage, to be influential in politics, a husband who loved her, and eventually, children. “Thank you.”

			Banwell announced dinner. They had no entertainments to attend this evening—Mama did not believe in becoming fagged to death during the Season—which suited Dorie. She would be able to get a full night’s sleep before riding in the morning.

			By six the following morning, she and Willa were racing through the Park. They had slowed to a walk when a rider on a large bay galloped past accompanied by a Great Dane. At first Dorie thought it was Augusta but remembered she was usually up late studying.

			Not long afterward, Louisa Rothwell trotted up to Dorie. “Good morning. I so miss being able to ride every morning. Enjoy it while you still are able.”

			That did not make sense. “Why cannot you ride in the morning?”

			“My daughter is an early riser and wants to see her mother first thing. Thankfully, my son likes his sleep or I would never get out of the house.” Louisa smiled. “Not that I mind. It simply keeps me from riding as much as I wish.” She touched her stomach. “I will not be able to do it much longer. By this time next year we will have a third child. But please do not tell anyone. Rothwell and I have not told our families yet.”

			“I shan’t.” Dorie would like children. Caro’s little boy was almost a year old, and she was already talking about the next baby. Then it occurred to Dorie that the duchess might have some advice she could give her about men. “Did your pulse race when you first saw Rothwell?”

			A faraway smile appeared on Louisa’s face. “My pulse and every other part of me. The moment I saw him, I knew he was for me.”

			That was disconcerting and unwelcome. “My mother said almost the same thing.”

			Louisa brought her horse round to walk with Dorie. “I take it there is a gentleman in whom you are interested and that has not occurred between the two of you?”

			“Yes.” She frowned. “I mean, no. It has not.” This was becoming more complicated than she had thought it would be. “I do not know if it is necessary to feel that way or if he is not the right one.”

			“I do not know if it will help, but Charlotte Kenilworth and Dotty Merton each had different experiences with their husbands. However, eventually, they felt the same thing I feel for Rothwell. It just took longer. In Charlotte’s case she actively disliked Kenilworth at first.”

			“Thank you. That is a great help.” Another strong feeling. Apparently Mama was correct. Still, there was nothing wrong with Dorie giving Fotheringale more time. If by the end of the Season she did not experience that sort of thing, she would give up her search until next year. “I have been thinking there was something missing. That must be it. Yet I am in no rush.”

			“Neither were any of us.” Louisa’s began to twinkle. “In my experience, love comes when it is ready.” In an instant, her eyes brimmed with laughter. “And sometimes it is not the person one thought it would be.”

			Dorie wondered what that meant. Naturally, she would choose the man she wished to wed. She would never allow something as important as a husband to simply occur as if by fate.

			As they walked their horses back to the gate, Lord Exeter trotted in. “My lady, your grace.”

			That should have been the other way around, but Louisa did not seem to notice. “Good morning, my lord.”

			He glanced at Louisa but then focused his bright green eyes on Dorie. “I trust you had a good ride?”

			“Excellent. Thank you. I wish you a wonderful ride as well.” She inclined her head, and he doffed his hat. “Good day.”

			“Good day.” He rode off as if he had nothing else on his mind, but this was only the second time since he began riding in the morning that he had not been there when she was. Dorie hoped nothing was wrong.

			“Exeter is an interesting gentleman. He dined with us the other night,” Louisa said. “My husband knew him at school.”

			“Interesting how?” Dorie had never had a more than ordinary conversation with him. Unless one considered his family problems fascinating.

			“His travels. He visited many more places than major sites one hears about.”

			“I shall have to ask him about them the next time I see him.” Why was it that he never talked to her about his time on the Continent? All he ever discussed with her was the mundane things that all gentlemen talked about. And why was she so discomposed about his failure?

			“You should, indeed.” They had reached Grosvenor Square and Louisa brought her horse to a halt before turning toward the other side of the square. “I’ll see you later.”

			“At Lady Bellamny’s ball?” Dorie asked.

			“Yes, we will be there.” Louisa grinned. “It might be time for me to announce my news after all. Before everyone figures it out on their own.”

			“That will give the ton something new to gossip about.” Instead of poor Lord Exeter and his family. Dorie headed back to her parents’ house. She was dancing with Lord Fotheringale for the supper dance this evening. It would be a good time to assess the progress they were making and to see if she could feel that frisson her mother and Louisa had mentioned. Especially as it seemed so essential for a love match. She really would like to wed and begin her life.

			* * * *

			Hell and damnation!

			Alex watched as Lady Dorie and the duchess rode out of the Park. And blast his mother. She was the reason he’d been so late this morning. Her letter telling him that the estate was not as rustic as she had expected, her husband owned a very pretty town house in Edinburgh, and that she wished to take his sisters had had him up half the night. On one hand, it would solve his immediate problem of finding a wife quickly or someone to help him take care of them. On the other hand, the gossip—that he hoped had now ended—made him realize how important it was that they not be associated with their mother. Not if Penelope and Phillida wanted a chance to make good marriages. To make it worse, Mama had to know that, and he was going to have to answer her. Not only that, but he was not looking forward to telling his sisters they could not live with or even visit Mama. The only question was whether to tell her about the talk that had begun due to her behavior. Actually, he’d have to. And now he wasn’t even going to be able to spend time with Dorie and ask if he could have the supper dance this evening. If the rest of his day was going to be like this, he might as well go back to bed.

			Titan snorted. Alex stroked the horse’s neck.

			“Very well. As long as we’re here, we’ll have a good run.” Then he’d go home and write to his mother refusing her offer and to Dorie asking for a dance.

			Once he sat down to write to Mama, it was not at all difficult. What had been a problem was to write one in which his fury at her was not pouring out. It had taken four drafts before his anger had dissipated sufficiently for him to be at all civil. Even then he couldn’t manage to hide his ire. In the end, he did his best to be polite, but he made very clear that due to her own behavior, it would be a long time before she’d see her daughters again.

			An hour later, he finally sent the letter to her to be posted and had a messenger take a note to Dorie. He was searching for a book on crop rotation, hoping to find some information on the benefits of using red clover, when his butler entered the library carrying a missive.

			“My lord. Lady Dorie has responded. Shall I place it on the table?”

			“Yes, please.” Alex descended the ladder and picked up the letter. Anticipation filled him as he opened it.

			Dear Lord Exeter,

			I regret that I already have a partner for the supper dance this evening.

			Your friend,

			D. C.

			Hell! He ought to have asked her earlier. Still, she must have one set left. Striding up the corridor to the hall, he called for his hat and gloves. “I am going to Huntingdon House. I’ll be back shortly. I hope.”

			A few minutes later, he was being announced to Lady Huntingdon. “My lady. Good day.” Alex bowed. “I wondered if I might have a word with Lady Dorie?”

			Her ladyship stepped over to the bell-pull, and when a footman answered she said, “Bring tea, and please tell Lady Dorie I wish to see her.”

			The tea arrived before the lady did.

			“I hope your sisters are doing well.” Lady Huntingdon handed him a cup.

			“They are. I would like to encourage them to plan some sort of get-together with the other girls they know”—the two or three of them—“but I am unsure how to go about doing it.”

			She tilted her head slightly and a line formed between her eyes. “As a bachelor, unfortunately, you cannot.” That’s what he’d feared. “However, there is no reason why I cannot plan a small party and your sisters can attend.”

			That was a very nice offer, but …“I do not like to continually impose upon you.”

			She waved her hand. “Think nothing of it.” She took a sip of tea. “It is my pleasure. When you are married, you may return the favor.”

			“Mama, you wished to see me?” Lady Dorie entered the room and stopped when she saw him. Her honeyed hair was in a loose knot, and curling tendrils framed her face. She looked like a Greek or Roman goddess. “Good day, my lord.” She cast an adorably confused look at her mother. “Why did you not tell me Lord Exeter was here?”

			Having risen when she entered, Alex bowed. “My lady, I hoped to discover whether you had at least one set free this evening.”

			Frowning, she shook her head. “I am sorry, but I do not.”

			“Are all your dances for Lady Elliott’s ball taken?” Damn, he felt like a beggar asking for crumbs.

			“Not at all.” The smile she gave him threatened to blind him. “Do you have a particular set in mind?”

			“The supper dance.” He held his breath and waited.

			She seemed to consider him for a few seconds before responding, “Yes. I would be delighted.”

			“Thank you.” Alex forced himself to breathe normally. He’d been a fool to think he could ask her for a set at the last minute. Next time he wouldn’t wait so long.

			She glanced at her mother. “Mama, do you want anything?”

			“No, dear. You may go.”

			He turned to Lady Huntingdon. As long as she was offering favors, he had one he really did need to ask. “Do you happen to know if you have anything on red clover as a cover crop?”

			Her ladyship’s eyes widened in surprise. “I have no idea. I shall ask one of the footmen to search for you.”

			“Mama, we have one Papa got last year,” Dorie said. “If you will come with me to the library, my lord, I can show you where the estate planning volumes are located.”

			“Thank you.” Well, that answered the question he’d had a few weeks ago. She must know about estate management if she knew what books they had.

			By the time they reached the library, a maid had appeared and entered the room behind them. Alex shouldn’t be surprised. Her mother was too careful to allow her to be in a room alone with him. The library was about the same size as his with mahogany bookshelves lining the walls and built between long windows, each with a window seat upholstered in dark green velvet.

			She led him to a section lit by one of the windows. “We have two that are of particular interest.” She took out a book bound in black cloth and handed it to him. “This is a collection of notes.” Turning back to the shelf she removed a book in green leather and gave it to him. “This is a review of reports dating back several years.”

			Both tomes appeared to have a great deal of information. “Have you read them?”

			“I have. I believe you will find the reports more interesting as there are comparisons of cover crops.”

			Good Lord, he felt stupid. Or perhaps ignorant was a better word. Rightfully, he should know all this and more. “I should probably not admit this, but I did not even know what a cover crop was until I read the past year’s estate journals.”

			For a second Alex thought he saw pity in her expressive hazel eyes, but it was gone in an instant, and her face was full of compassion. “My mother told me that your father did not prepare you for your duties. I am, we are all happy to help you.”

			“Thank you.” Yet compassion and certainly pity were not what he wanted from her. He wanted her to see him as a man who was interested in her. And it was more than her abilities that attracted him. He had wanted her physically since he had first seen her. But now there was more. When they’d first met, he hadn’t looked past her beauty and suitability. Then he’d seen her kindness …to him and to his sisters, and to others as well. Alex had seen her. And now he wanted her to see him. But how did a man go about getting a woman to see him and want him as he was coming to want her in his life? This was the part his brother-in-law had said was up to the Fates. That wasn’t good enough. There had to be something he could do. According to the Greeks, the Fates were female. Perhaps he ought to ask a female. But the only woman he could ask was his sister, and his attempts to do that had not been successful.

			* * * *

			The next day, Dorie rode into the Park to find Lord Exeter already there. “Good morning.”

			“Good morning to you.” He turned his horse to ride with her. “Are you ready for a run?”

			She was. Last evening had told her nothing more about how she felt about Lord Fotheringale, leaving her frustrated with the lack of progress. “I am looking forward to it.”

			“Do you want a head start?” He gave her a crooked smile letting her know he was funning, and she suddenly felt a little breathless.

			“Head start, indeed. You knew I would not. We shall go on the count of three.”

			His smile grew wider. “You’ve caught me out. Right then. On the count of three. One. Two. Three.”

			As if the horses knew what that meant, they started racing. Titan was much larger but seemed to lope along. Willa, however, wanted to win. Not surprisingly, she and Dorie arrived first.

			She turned to face Lord Exeter. “I do not think Titan even tried.”

			His lordship pulled a funny face. “It wasn’t for lack of me trying to make him go faster.”

			“Yes, I know.” She couldn’t help but to laugh. “I could hear you cursing him.”

			An appalled look appeared on his face. “But not the words, I hope?”

			“No, not the words.” At times it was ridiculous how far gentlemen took not exposing ladies to bad language. In fact, she had a memory of Huntley’s mouth being washed out with soap when he’d said a bad word around her and her father had heard him. Still, she liked that Lord Exeter had been careful not to swear around her. “It was more in the way you were talking. You kept your voice much too low for me to hear anything.”

			He rubbed his forehead. “Thank heaven for that. I would not wish to insult a lady.”

			“Is that what it’s about?” Neither her father nor brother would discuss it. “I have always wondered.”

			A flush colored his cheeks. “Would you like to race again?”

			And neither did Lord Exeter wish to discuss the matter. Willa was not exactly lathered—but she had been determined to win—still, Dorie didn’t wish her mare to push herself so soon. “Let’s walk them for a while, and you can tell me about your Grand Tour. I have always been interested about the Continent.”

			“What would you like to know?” His easygoing manner was restored by the change in subject. Strange, she could not imagine talking to Lord Fotheringale about this at all.

			“Where did you travel?”

			“At first, I did what everyone else does and started with the major cities, but my father’s connections and the letters of introduction he gave me enabled me to venture out. He had made a Grand Tour and maintained a correspondence with many of the people he met.”

			Lord Exeter went on to describe Nice in the south of France and the small towns on the way to Venice, as well as the Sorrento Coast. “I think I liked Italy the best. It had not been as war-damaged as France and the people there had a joy of life.”

			“Did you travel to Spain and Portugal?” Dorie asked. She had heard a bit about both countries from officers who had returned.

			“I saw some of them on the way back, but then I received word my father had died and took the next ship home.” He caught her gaze with his and her breath hitched. “I’d like to return someday.”

			By this time, they had reached her house. “Thank you. This morning was enjoyable.”

			“It has been.” He had a rueful smile on his face. “Perhaps next time Titan can be convinced to actually race.”

			She laughed and shook her head. The gelding never actually liked to race. “I think he is much too good-natured to be bothered.”

			“You may well be right.” Before she knew what Lord Exeter was doing, he’d dismounted and was waiting to help her down. All Dorie’s breath left her as he lifted her off her horse and smiled. “Until the next time.”

			“Yes.” She could barely breathe. “Until then.”

			Before she entered her house she saw him swing himself onto the back of his horse in a smooth, fluid movement that was as elegant as it was impressive. And she felt a pang of regret that he was not looking for a love match. As she entered the hall, she remembered that today was Wednesday and Almack’s. How could she have forgotten to ask if he had received his voucher? Well, there was nothing she could do about it now.

			She vowed to keep herself busy and her thoughts off Lord Exeter. She had never experienced the strange tightness of breath before. Then again, she had never been bodily lifted off her horse before. Or a carriage for that matter. She could not imagine the strength it took to do that. Still, that had not been fraught with as many sensations as when he had touched her today. Yet none of that changed the fact that he had shown no true interest in her. Then again she had not seen it from Fotheringale either. Trudging up the stairs, she hoped that she did not have to go through another Season before she met the gentleman she would wed.

			“Was that Lord Exeter I saw leaving just now?” Her mother stood at the first landing of the staircase.

			Dorie could not stop herself from tensing. Had her mother known all along that she was riding early in the morning? “Yes, I saw him when I was out riding.”

			“I am glad you had company.” Mama’s brows puckered slightly. “If you wished for it, that is.”

			“I find him to be more interesting than I originally thought he was.” That was the truth. Dorie had wanted him to talk to her about his travels, and she got her wish.

			“Then all is well.” Her mother continued down the stairs.

			“Yes. It is. I shall join you shortly.” But why was Mama up so early? She usually broke her fast in her chambers.

			Dorie didn’t know whether to hurry or take her time. Yet, she wanted to catch Papa before he left for the Lords and ask if he had put the writ for Lord Exeter in motion. It had only been a day, but surely something this important could not take that long. She decided to hurry, but even though she and Curran had gone as quickly as they could, Dorie heard the front door shut as she rushed down the stairs.

			She entered the breakfast room, filled her plate, and poured a cup of tea. “Am I late or is Papa early?”

			“He is off to ensure Exeter receives his writ sooner than later.” Her mother lifted her cup, hiding her face, but Dorie had the feeling something had amused her mother.

			“Oh, I was going to ask about the writ.” She ate most of her breakfast before asking, “Do you happen to know if Lord Exeter has been sent vouchers for Almack’s?” Considering his mother’s behavior it was not at all certain that he would.

			“He has. I expect we will see him this evening.” Her mother took the newssheet from where Papa sat and passed part of it to her.

			“I must see if there are any ladies to whom I can introduce him.” Perhaps Lady Marah Grant would be there. Dorie would also save a dance in the event he asked for one. She had no idea if he had attended Almack’s before he left on his Grand Tour, but she suspected he had not. And she vividly remembered how nervous she had been her first time at Almack’s.

			“Why are you so concerned?” Mama asked.

			One of the footmen set a fresh rack of toast just the way Dorie liked it—well buttered and slightly burnt—next to her. “He needs a wife and does not seem to care if he has a love match. So, Henrietta and the rest of us decided to help him find a bride. One who will meet his needs.” She applied herself to her breakfast. “We thought of Lady Letitia, but there was that problem with her talking about his sisters, and it appears she will receive an offer from Lord Gray. Victoria Emerson was another possibility, but she is now betrothed to Mr. Seaton-Smythe.”

			Mama sipped her tea and picked up the paper. “I do not know whether to be pleased about either engagement. They are not the first ladies to whom either gentleman proposed this Season. Hopefully, they will be the last. If you would like, I shall give it some thought as well.”

			Dorie almost choked on her tea. “I had no idea.”

			Her mother raised a brow. “If you did not know, then the lady kept it very close indeed.”

			“I do not understand.” She had not seen either man “courting” another lady.

			“It was Lady Augusta,” Mama said. “Apparently, her brother did not allow the offers to be made to her at all.”

			Well, that explained it. Augusta did not wish to marry this Season or for several years and had told her brother as much. She also had not done anything to encourage either gentleman, and it would not occur to her to even mention any offers she had received. Dorie thought about attempting to make sense of what the gentlemen had been thinking and decided it might not be worth the effort. “I actually believe that both men might have developed feelings for the ladies they will wed.”

			“I do hope so,” her mother replied. She set the paper down. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have a great deal to do today.”

			As her mouth was full, she nodded and wiggled her fingers to her mother. Miss Prisca Osman had just come to mind. Surely she would be at Almack’s, and Dorie could introduce him to the lady. Thus far, she had not been successful in finding the right lady, but she would continue to try.

		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Alex was more than pleased about how his conversation with Dorie had gone this morning. She had been interested in his travels, and he was knowledgeable about the subject, unlike household and estate management. By the time he’d broken his fast, he had made up his mind to speak to her father about marrying her before Fotheringale asked for her hand. The only question was when to approach the gentleman. He was almost always at the Lords.

			Sitting down at his desk, Alex heard rustlings from the room next to his, reminding him that he had a secretary. Alex had been leaving work on the man’s desk, but he’d have to spend some time discussing what he wanted his secretary to focus on going forward. But first, he’d write to Lord Huntingdon and ask for a meeting to discuss Alex’s marriage to Dorie. He did hope that she had not become attached to Fotheringale. Although Alex was much more eligible, that might not be enough to tip the scales if her affections were engaged by another man.

			Drawing out a piece of pressed paper, he considered asking if his lordship knew anything about his writ for the Lords, but it might not be prudent to combine the two issues. He dipped his pen in the silver standish.

			Dear Lord Huntingdon,

			I would like to make an appointment to speak to you about offering for Lady Dorie’s hand in marriage. I realize I have not known her long, but I feel as if we would suit. She is everything I have been searching for in a wife and marchioness. Please respond with a time we can meet.

			Yr. servant,

			Exeter

			Reading the letter over, Alex decided it conveyed his feelings on the matter. Anything else could be discussed in person. He sanded and sealed the letter, then placed it on his desk, and knocked on the door to his secretary’s room and opened it.

			“Good morning. I hope you are settling in.”

			Cunningham stood. “Yes, my lord, I am. What would you like me to begin with?”

			“The invitations that are piling up on my desk.” Alex opened the door wider so that his secretary could see how many there were. “To be honest, I don’t even know which ones to accept, so I’ve been accepting all of them.”

			Cunningham’s brows rose as he stared at the stack. “What types of entertainments would further your goals?”

			“For the moment, any event that Lady Dorie Calthorp attends. My suppositions have been rather hit and miss.”

			“I’ll see what I can do.” He picked up a pencil and made a note. “Is there anything else?”

			“Yes, I’d like a report from all the estates.” That was a bit broad. “I want to know how the planting and growing is coming along, which tenants require repairs done to their houses, how the main house is maintained and if repairs need to be done.” Alex couldn’t think of anything else. He had not yet received the answers to the first set of questions he’d sent. “If you can come up with anything else, add that as well, and give them a definite time to send the information.” When his secretary finished writing more notes, he said, “I’d also like you to keep a calendar for me and apprise my valet of my commitments.”

			“Very good, my lord.” Cunningham glanced up. “When do you anticipate taking your seat in the Lords?”

			Alex kept his smile to himself. That was the real reason the man had wanted to become a secretary to a peer. To become involved in politics. “As soon as the writ of summons is arranged.” He saw the eagerness on his secretary’s face. “I shall probably require help in drafting speeches and other things.”

			Cunningham broke out into a smile. “I would be more than happy to assist.”

			Alex left the room and was sitting at his desk with yet another journal in front of him when he realized that if he married Dorie, she too would wish to be involved. He’d cross that bridge when he came to it.

			That evening, Alex set off in his town coach for Almack’s. He told his coachman to come back in four hours. If he wished to leave before then he would either walk or take a hackney.

			Upon entering the so-called hallowed halls of the ton he showed his voucher to the doorkeeper, a distinguished-looking man dressed like a butler. “Good evening, my lord. We are glad to see you.”

			This was the last place he wanted to be, but he couldn’t very well say that. “It is my pleasure to be here.”

			A country dance was in progress when he entered the assembly room. He immediately spotted Dorie dancing with Viscount Bottomley. Looking along the sides of the room Alex located Lady Huntingdon and started making his way toward her only to be stopped along the way by people he’d forgotten he knew and some with whom he’d renewed his acquaintance.

			The dance ended, and he found himself crossing paths with a young man he hadn’t met and Miss Chatham. “Miss Chatham, good evening.”

			“Good evening, my lord.” She glanced at her partner. “May I introduce Lord Lancelot Somersby?”

			The man inclined his head, and Alex did the same before turning back to the lady. “Is it possible you have a free set?”

			She gave him a glowing look and he hoped it did not mean she was interested in him. “Yes, my lord. I have the dance after the next free.”

			“I would be grateful if you would allow me to partner you.”

			Lord Lancelot’s jaw dropped. What was so surprising about that? The puppy was obviously too green to be let loose on the Town. “Thank you.”

			Alex bowed and, once again, started toward Dorie—who had finished the set—and her mother. By the time he arrived he felt as if he’d gone through a gauntlet. “My ladies”—he bowed over their hands—“good evening.”

			“I am glad to see you came, Exeter,” Lady Huntingdon said. “I know Almack’s is considered by many gentlemen to be sadly flat.”

			“I wouldn’t know, my lady.” He cleared his throat. “I have never before visited.”

			She raised one brow but said nothing.

			“I am glad to see you here as well,” Dorie said, smiling at him, and his chest tightened.

			“Thank you.” Alex held his breath. “Do you, perchance, have a set free?”

			“I do, my lord. The second waltz.” She gave him a considering look. “If you have that dance free; I saw you being stopped by several ladies.”

			He should have known this was going to happen. “Several of them claimed to have been introduced to me when I was a child, or before I left for the Continent, but having no recollection of the events, I could not accept an offer to dance without being properly introduced.”

			Dorie’s eyes danced, and her mother snorted delicately.

			“Very proper, I’m sure, Exeter.” The feather in Lady Huntingdon’s turban shook. “I shall make a point of remedying that problem.” She looked to her left and back again. “Dorie, here is Lord Fotheringale to waltz with you.”

			Alex did his utmost to stop from scowling. “If you will excuse me for a bit.”

			He strolled the edges of the room until it was time for his set with Miss Chatham. As before, she danced well, but as he escorted her to her mother, her fingers tightened on his arm.

			“Is something the matter?”

			A line formed between her eyes. “I should not say this, however, I do not wish to dance with Lord Lytton, but my mama will make me as I have one set left.”

			“Not any longer.” Alex would do a great deal to thwart Lytton. If the rest of the ton knew what Alex did, the man wouldn’t be received. Standing up with Miss Chatham would be no problem at all. “Which set is it?”

			She raised beseeching blue eyes to his. “The supper dance.”

			Thank God she had not mentioned the set he had with Dorie. “It would be my pleasure to dance with you, Miss Chatham.”

			“Thank you, my lord.” She gave him a relieved smile while Alex prepared to have some fun.

			When they reached her mother, his lordship bowed. “Miss Chatham, I believe you have a dance free.”

			“And I believe you are incorrect.” Alex smiled at the lady. “She had given her last set to me.”

			He could almost feel the animosity radiate from Lytton’s masklike countenance. He looked at Miss Chatham. “Then a ride in the Park tomorrow.”

			It might help if the man actually asked a question instead of presuming. “You are not having any luck at all this evening.” Alex drawled. “She has also agreed to accompany me on a ride tomorrow. Do you care to ask for another time?”

			“Not at the moment.” Lytton bit off the words. “Perhaps later.”

			“Not if I’m around,” Alex muttered under his breath. “Miss Chatham. I shall see you again soon.”

			She curtseyed prettily. “Thank you, my lord.”

			“It is a pleasure.” Lytton was a pompous commoner.

			Dorie watched as Lord Exeter said something to Lord Lytton, making his jaw clench before the polite mask he habitually wore was once again in place. She wished she had been there to hear the exchange. Lytton’s very good opinion of himself was one that few others shared. If he was attempting to dance with Miss Chatham, Dorie was happy that Lord Exeter had aided the lady. She would have to ask him what had gone on when she danced with him. Yet when he took her in his arms for the waltz, she almost forgot. She had never danced with a gentleman who guided her around the floor as if she were as light as a feather. Their every move seemed to come without thought.

			At the end of one twirl, he smiled down at her. He really was quite tall. Not too tall, but just the right height. “I do not think there is another lady who dances as well as you do, my lady.”

			“I was just thinking the same then about you, my lord.” Holding their hands up, they skipped around in a circle. “What did you do to anger Lord Lytton?”

			“I prevented him from dancing with Miss Chatham and taking her for a carriage ride.”

			For no good reason Dorie could see, her good mood sank a bit. Still, he had done a very good deed. “I am glad you did. He is an unpleasant man.”

			“He has only got worse since we were boys.” Lord Exeter’s strong dark brows drew closer together. “Has he bothered you?”

			“He would not dare. My brother warned him away when I made my come out last year.” Lord Exeter seemed relieved. Had he decided to save every lady from Lytton?

			“I am glad of it.” His tone was harder than she had heard it before. “I would not wish to see you forced to suffer his presence.”

			“That appears to be the prevailing attitude among my friend’s brothers who know him.” Poor Augusta had had to stand up with the earl because neither her sister nor brother-in-law knew the man, except for Lytton’s politics. “I understand my father is sponsoring you in the Lords.”

			“Yes, we are waiting for the writ of summons to be issued.” Lord Exeter looked pleased about that. “I must put my life in order as soon as possible.”

			There was one thing she thought was very odd. “Have any of your father’s friends approached you?”

			He raised one brow. “Yes. On the day after we were at the theater. However, the less said about that the better.”

			Dorie wondered if it had something to do with his mother, but gentlemen were not usually as strict in their morals as the ladies. On the other hand, most of those gentlemen were married. “I suppose it is all to the good. My father enjoys sponsoring young peers.”

			Lord Exeter’s green eyes twinkled. “Especially when he can sway someone to his side?”

			“That always helps.” She smiled at him. He really was much different than she had originally thought.

			“I am glad he has taken the task upon himself. I feel comfortable with him.” They executed another series of turns before the music ended, and he escorted her to her mother.

			Dorie curtseyed. “Thank you for the dance, my lord.”

			Lord Exeter bowed. “It was my pleasure, my lady. Have a pleasant evening.”

			Fortunately, on the way back to her mother, Prisca Osman and her partner were near enough for Dorie to introduce him to her. “Miss Osman.”

			She stopped and turned. “Lady Dorie. It is good to see you.”

			“I would like to present Lord Exeter. He has recently returned to England. My lord, Miss Osman.”

			“I am delighted to meet you.” The smile on her lips was more than merely polite. “May I introduce my cousin Sir Randolph Osman?”

			“I am pleased to meet both of you.” Exeter bowed, but he seemed a little stiff. “Miss Osman, do you have a dance free?”

			“I am sorry, my lord, but I do not. Perhaps next time.”

			“I look forward to it.” Beneath her fingers, his arm became more relaxed. Had he not wished to dance with the lady? “Good evening.”

			Dorie and Lord Exeter made their way to her mother. He stayed for a few minutes before taking himself off.

			“How was your set with Exeter?” her mother asked.

			“Excellent. He is quite a talented dancer.” She watched as he was caught by Princess Esterházy and introduced to a young lady. No doubt he would soon meet the right lady for him. Still, Dorie did not like leaving things to chance.

			Lord Ailesbury came to claim his dance, and they strolled to the dance floor. He had been on her list of possible husbands until Caro had told her he was not in the market for a wife. Lord Fotheringale smiled and bowed as Dorie passed him. He really was a very nice gentleman. Surely if she tried harder she could feel more for him.

			Before long it was time for the supper dance and Lord Fotheringale bowed to her. “My lady, shall we?”

			His lordship danced well, but the feeling of floating was not there as it had been with Lord Exeter. Still, Dorie could not hold that against Fotheringale. Not many gentlemen could match Lord Exeter’s grace on the dance floor. “Excellent weather we are having.”

			“It is. I hope it lasts for another few weeks.” Lord Fotheringale was quiet for several moments before saying. “I enjoy standing up with you, my lady.”

			“Thank you, my lord.” She wondered if he was out of sorts. His conversation was not usually so stilted. “What do you think of the Duke of Kent’s marriage?”

			“I wish them success in attempting to secure the succession.” Fotheringale’s voice held a tone of disgust. “They have left it long enough.”

			“I agree with you. All of them should have married much earlier.” In fact, Dorie had often wondered why the king had not done more to encourage his sons to marry and produce heirs. Simply looking at the peerage one could see that having more than one potential heir was important. As they made a turn, she noticed Lord Exeter and Miss Chatham smiling at each other. If he chose her as his wife, he would need to learn all he could about his estates in a short period of time. She was not sure anyone could do so that quickly. Dorie would keep an eye of the progress of that courtship. At the same time, she would continue to think of ladies to whom she could introduce him. The right mate for him could not be too hard to find. Although, she was positive it was not Miss Chatham.

		


		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Alex was not pleased to see Dorie dancing with Fotheringale for the supper dance, but he kept his scowl at bay and devoted himself to Miss Chatham’s entertainment. “I am pleased to have been able to aid you.”

			“And I thank you, my lord. I will have to think of a more permanent solution until…” She bit down on her lip.

			“Until?” He raised a brow. For the first time he thought something else might be going on with the lady.

			She gave him another beseeching look. “Do you know Lord Dursley?”

			“I do. The ton is a very small world. Many of the gentlemen related to the peerage have attended the same schools.” Alex had come across the man on the Continent as well.

			“Yes, well.” Color rose in Miss Chatham’s cheeks. “We have an understanding. His father wanted him to see some of the world and sent him on a Grand Tour the summer before last. We were concerned about me making my come out, and I managed, thanks to my younger brother contracting the measles, to avoid doing so last Season.” She took in a breath and let it out. “This year I was not so lucky. Papa insisted I come to Town. I did as Tom, er, Dursley instructed me to do and sent a letter to his sister asking him to come home, but I have heard nothing and he has not come home.”

			“I take it your father is promoting Lytton’s suit?” Though how any man could want Lytton as a son-in-law, Alex couldn’t comprehend.

			Her brows puckered. “I am the eldest and I have four sisters younger than me.”

			“Ah.” Now it all made sense. He thought back to the conversations he’d had with Dursley, and recalled that he had mentioned a lady he planned to wed. “I do not wish to distress you, but I saw him before I left Portugal, and he had obviously not received your missive.”

			Her face fell for a moment before she remembered to maintain her countenance. Still, her eyes became watery. “I do not know what to do.”

			“What you cannot do is weep.” The set had ended and he escorted her slowly back to her mother. It hadn’t been difficult for Alex’s family to contact him. He wondered if the letter had even been sent or if it had been lost. “I shall see what I can do.” That would help with part of her difficulty. “I’ll also dance with you and take you for carriage rides. Perhaps your father will lose interest in Lytton.”

			“I cannot thank you enough, my lord.” Her voice was a rough whisper.

			“I have had had to rely on others since my return. I am happy to be able to help you.” After all, he was a marquis. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get a message to Dursley. And if he ran into a problem, he knew just who to ask for help.

			“If there is anything else I can to do assist you, please tell me.” For the first time that evening, the lady had seemed to relax.

			He was about to demur, but it occurred to Alex that Miss Chatham might be able to assist him. “I am trying to court another lady but do not seem to be going about it the right way.”

			“Lady Dorie?” Miss Chatham said in a voice so low he almost didn’t hear her.

			“Indeed.” How did she know? He didn’t think he’d been that obvious. They had reached her mother and he bowed before they began to stroll to the supper room. To which he was not looking forward.

			“Let me give it some thought,” she whispered.

			During supper of weak tea, stale bread and butter, and dry cake, she entertained him with stories of her brothers and sisters. The few times she did mention Dursley, Mrs. Chatham pursed her lips together in disapproval. Was there some bad blood between the families? He hoped this was not a Romeo and Juliet situation. Yet if that was the case, why would Dursley’s sister be assisting her? Not that it was any bread and butter of his. He would assist the lady in any way he could to keep her out of Lytton’s clutches. Short of marrying her that was.

			* * * *

			The next day after Alex collected Miss Chatham she surprised him by saying, “You mentioned requiring assistance from others since you returned home. Can you think of anything that Lady Dorie could do to help you?”

			He could but did not understand how that would benefit him. “Yes, but why? Aside from household duties, do not ladies wish for men to know everything else?”

			“Oh, my lord.” Miss Chatham let out a thrill of laughter. “Is that what gentlemen really believe?”

			That was obviously what he assumed. “I take it that I am incorrect.”

			She nodded. “A lady like Lady Dorie will wish to be a true helpmate. If there is something she can do for you, I would encourage you to ask her.”

			He was starting to understand where Miss Chatham was headed. “Especially if it took a long time?”

			“Absolutely. The more time you can spend with her where you are not under the eyes of the ton the better.”

			“What an excellent idea, Miss Chatham. I shall execute the plan immediately.” Or as soon as he thought of one.

			“Well, perhaps not immediately.” She motioned with her chin. “She is currently driving with Lord Fotheringale.”

			Glancing in the direction she had indicated, Alex narrowed his eyes. Damn Fotheringale. “Soon.”

			Miss Chatham chattered about her home and how she was glad that she and Dursley had met when he was visiting his maternal grandparents one summer and not in Town where everyone watched what everyone else was doing.

			It did remind him of being under a magnifying glass. “I can see how that would be helpful.” He remembered her mother’s disapproving look. “Is there some reason your mother does not approve of Dursley?”

			“Mama thinks that he was just amusing himself. But she fails to remember that he started spending time at his grandparents’ home several years ago.” Miss Chatham pulled a face. “She is also not privy to how close we have become. Before he left, he convinced his older sister to—oh, not send his letters to me. That would be very improper, but she writes to me with what he says.” She frowned. “Although, I have not heard from her since I have been in Town, and in my last letter to her I told her we would be here for the Season.”

			The letter writing was splitting hairs. Alex would not have approved of his sisters participating in that sort of scheme. “I think it is best that he come back to England soon.” Dursley must have had an itinerary. “Do you have any idea where he is now?”

			The ringlets framing her face bounced as she nodded. “If he followed his plan, he will be in Toulouse.”

			Alex would rather have more definite information than that. He knew Dursley’s father, the Earl of Banbury, was in Town and could be found at White’s much of the time. But did Alex want to approach him there? He’d ask his butler where the Banburys lived when here. Once he took Miss Chatham home, he drove back to Exeter House, ascertained the direction of Dursley’s father, and left again.

			Alex was about to knock on the door to Banbury House in St. James Square when it opened and two ladies stood in the doorway.

			The older of the two studied him briefly. “You are Exeter, are you not? If you are looking for my father, he is not home.”

			“I am.” Alex bowed. “Actually, I am attempting to discover the whereabouts of Viscount Dursley.”

			The lady glanced at her companion. “Anne, did you not recently receive a letter from him?”

			“Yes.” The younger lady’s face flared a fiery red, and Alex could see she was still in the schoolroom. “He is in Lyon.”

			So much for itineraries. “Do you know how long he will remain there or have an address for him?”

			Anne appeared confused as to what to do, but her sister nudged her. “Go fetch it.”

			“Thank you, my lady.”

			“I am Lady Rochford and you are welcome. May I ask what this is about?”

			He was unsure whether to mention Miss Chatham but decided that discretion was in order. “I would rather not say except that it is extremely important that I contact him.”

			“Hmmm.” She gave him a piercing look. “I thought something was peculiar when I stopped receiving letters from a certain lady. Could it have to do with that?”

			“It could.” When Lady Rochford said her sister Anne had received a letter from their brother, Alex had assumed the young lady had been the one with whom Miss Chatham had been corresponding, but she had said his older sister. “I was told the lady no longer received letters from you?”

			“Yes. Anne is not yet out. And none of us would involve her in anything of a clandestine nature. She, though, is much better at keeping in touch with our brother than am I. I shall write to him and inform him he must come home as quickly as possible.”

			With both he and Lady Rochford writing that would increase the chances Dursley received word to return to England.

			Anne returned with the address written on a piece of foolscap. “Here you are, my lord.”

			“Thank you, my lady.”

			“Think nothing of it. I know my brother will be happy for your assistance,” Lady Rochford said. “Now, my sister and I must be off.”

			Alex stepped back, allowing them to gain the pavement before returning to his curricle.

			Now that he had the full story, a mission, and a possible solution to the problem of Lady Dorie Calthorp, Alex lost no time in returning home to start setting things to rights. This was the first time in weeks that he felt as if he knew what he was doing. He took out a piece of paper and wrote a letter to the Foreign Office telling them that the enclosed letter must reach Viscount Dursley urgently.

			To Dursley Alex wrote:

			My dear Dursley,

			The last time we met I recall you mentioning a lady. If you do not wish to see her married off to Loathsome Lytton, you’d be well advised to come back to England immediately.

			Yr. servant,

			Exeter

			That should do it.

			He sealed the letter, then wrapped the missive to the Foreign Secretary, the Marquis of Londonderry around it and sealed that. Alex stepped into his secretary’s office.

			“Cunningham, normally I’d send a footman, but this correspondence is too important. I have addressed it to Londonderry, but if he is not available, it must be given to whoever can send it by the most expedient method possible to Viscount Dursley, who is visiting Lyon.”

			Without questions or hesitation, Cunningham took the letter. “I shall see to it straightaway, my lord.”

			“Thank you.” Alex went back into his study, read the latest letter from his head tenant at Longwood, and found the excuse he needed to approach Dorie for assistance. He just hoped it would take the time he required to deal with the problem.

			* * * *

			Sally Huntingdon was in her parlor in the process of going through recommendations for governesses for Penelope and Phillida Endicott while she waited for her daughter-in-law to arrive. Caro had sent a message that she would be late due to little Giles’s teething. Sally loved her grandson but was extremely happy that she was not responsible for the baby. That was, after all, the best part of being a grandparent.

			A light tap sounded on the door and her husband, Hugh, strolled into the room, a concerned look on his still handsome face. They were fortunate that the years had been good to both of them. “Is it something with which I can assist you?”

			He sank down next to her on the small sofa. “I’m not sure there is anything to be done except watch events unfold.”

			Setting her book down, she poured him a cup of tea. “You might as well tell me. At least I shall be prepared.”

			He raked his fingers through his blond hair, now lightly streaked with white. “I have received two offers for Dorie’s hand.”

			That wasn’t unusual. He’d received more than that last year. “And?”

			“One from Exeter.” Hugh frowned heavily. “He would be my choice for her, if it was up to me.”

			“I agree.” Sally nodded. “I think them well matched.”

			“The problem is that she does not.” He sipped his tea, then put it down and went over to the sideboard and poured a glass of wine. “Or she will not because she does not believe he can love her. Although, I don’t know why she’d think that.”

			“I believe it has to do with the way Littleton rejected her.”

			“I didn’t think it was a good match.” Hugh glanced at her. “Should I have done something?”

			“No. You were correct in your thinking.” Sally leaned back against her cushions as she recalled the conversations she’d had with her daughter about Exeter and her reactions to him. “Hmmm. This is making much more sense.”

			“What is?” Hugh sat on the sofa again and sipped the wine.

			“Dorie asked me how I knew you were the right gentleman for me, and I told her you make my pulse race.”

			A slow, sensuous smile dawned on Hugh’s face. “I do, don’t I.”

			Remembering the first time he had kissed her, Sally met his look with a smile of her own. “After all these years, the feeling has not gone away.”

			He slipped his arm around her and nibbled her jaw. “I agreed that she should have what we have and what we’ve encouraged our other children to have.”

			Sally moved her head to give him better access, then sighed. If only her daughter-in-law was not arriving soon, she would lock the door. “I agree as well. I am waiting for Caro.” He sighed as she straightened and sipped her now cold tea. Claret would taste better. She took a drink of her husband’s wine. “Do you think he does love her?”

			“I don’t know.” He handed her his goblet and went to the sideboard again. “I would like to give him time, but Fotheringale asked if he could court her. I told both of them not to mention their intentions to Dorie until I gave them an answer.”

			Sally took a long drink of claret as she tried to imagine Dorie and Fotheringale. “That marriage would be doomed. Not only is he not up to her weight, but there would be a pitched battle between his mother and our daughter.”

			Hugh leaned against the sideboard. “I know nothing of Lady Fotheringale, but I agree it would be a bad match.”

			Ever since her husband’s death several years ago, the woman had pretended to be in a constant state of decline. “Naomi Fotheringale has kept her son dancing attendance on her for years by pretending to be in ill health. I would wager my diamonds she will refuse to move to the Dower House, and he would be accused of killing her if he disagrees. That means Dorie will be in constant conflict with the woman.”

			“Ah.” Brows drawn down, Hugh slowly drank his wine. “What is to be done?”

			An idea began to form in Sally’s mind. “I shall invite Fotheringale and his mother to dinner.” The more the scheme came to her the more she thought it would work. “Due to her supposed ill health, she will not agree, but she will want to assess this lady her son wishes to wed. Therefore, she will decline the invitation and invite us to dine with them.” She finished her wine. “Dorie is not at all stupid and will very quickly realize that this would be a hellish marriage.” Sally smiled to herself. “I shall, naturally, help Naomi show her true nature.”

			Hugh smiled wickedly. “You are diabolical, my love.”

			She gave him an arch look. “I prefer to think I am being guided by a higher authority rather than a lower one.” Sipping her claret, she tried to think of a better word and failed. “Unfortunately, all excellent schemes seem to be attributed to the wrong entity.”

			A knock came on the door and Caro entered followed by Huntley carrying their son, who prompted demanded to be let down so he could walk unsteadily to Sally.

			“We thought you’d want to see his progress.” Caro came over and bussed Sally’s cheek.

			She helped little Giles climb into her lap. “Aren’t you clever?”

			A gap-toothed grin met this question. “Gaga.”

			Her daughter-in-law beamed. “He said grandmama!”

			Huntley and her husband barked identical laughs.

			“It is close enough,” Sally pronounced on her dignity. “I do not recall your first attempts being any better.”

			Caro grinned. “It won’t be long now.”

			“I say.” Hugh poured two more glasses of wine. “We’ve just been discussing the offers Dorie received. Exeter and Fotheringale.”

			“Oh dear.” Caro accepted a glass of wine from Huntley and sank gracefully onto the other sofa.

			“Fotheringale?” Huntley sputtered. “She’s much better off with Exeter.”

			“Yes, but we must find a way to convince her of that,” Sally pointed out.

			“Without putting up her back,” Caro added. “She will balk if any of us are too heavy-handed.”

			“I don’t suppose you could have attempted to make her a bit more biddable?” Huntley sat next to his wife.

			Sally came close to rolling her eyes. “That would have been far too exhausting.”

			“Aside from that,” Hugh said. “We don’t have it nearly as bad as your maternal grandfather had it with his daughters.”

			That was a fact. Sally had been the easiest one. Of her two sisters, Theo had insisted on marrying the younger son of a Scottish marquis and Horatia had created such a scandal that her father had married her off to a gentleman who promised to keep her overseas. Thankfully, they were both very happy now. Theo was still married to Lord Titus, and Horatia had remarried after her husband died to a man who encouraged her to be the woman she was meant to be.

			Sally looked down her nose at her son. “I think it is perfectly proper for her to wish for a love match.”

			Winding his arm around Caro, he grinned at her. “I cannot argue with that.”

			“I am glad we all agree, but what are you going to do about Fotheringale?” Caro wrinkled her nose. “Dorie favors him.”

			“For now.” Sally finished her glass of wine. “I have a plan.” She told them about her idea for dinner.

			Huntley sipped his wine, then said, “How are you going to throw Dorie at Exeter enough for her to see the advantages of him?”

			Caro made a disgusted sound. “Throw her? She is not a ball. She must want to spend time with him, but not at entertainments. They do that now, and it is changing nothing.”

			“But she does like helping people,” Hugh said thoughtfully. “You could involve her in the search for a governess.”

			“No.” Sally shook her head. “She does not wish to be wanted because he requires a lady to raise his sisters. She would see it as me pushing her toward him, and I want her to continue to confide in me.” She had been bouncing little Giles on her knee, but he held out his arms to his grandfather.

			Hugh took the baby. “Let’s give it some thought. I’m sure we can come up with an idea.” He grinned at Giles. “I need more grandchildren. Perhaps a girl would be nice.”

			Sally cast her gaze at the ceiling. “We must have a wedding before she can give you a grandchild.”

			Her husband gave her a scandalized look. “Of course we must, but you ladies will be in charge of that.” He glanced at Caro. “Aside from that, I already have a daughter-in-law.”

			“You also have an elder daughter,” Sally reminded him.

			“Yes, but I hardly ever get to see those grandchildren.” Hugh kissed his grandson. “More’s the pity.”

			“I hope we come up with something soon.” Rising, she went to her writing table. “I shall invite Fotheringale and his mother to dine with us on Tuesday.” She glanced at her daughter-in-law. “There are no major events that evening, are there?”

			“Not that I can think of.”

			She quickly penned the invitation and called for a footman to take it to Fotheringale House as the others set about playing with Giles. As Caro and Huntley were preparing to return home, Sally received her answer. “Just as I predicted. We have been invited to dine with them next Wednesday. I do not suppose Dorie will be too upset at missing a night at Almack’s.”

			“You always were a master at maneuvering around Polite Society, my love.” Hugh brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Now we just need to set the second step into motion.”

			And that, Sally thought, was the tricky part.

		


		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Dorie was walking with her friends in the Park when she once again saw Lord Exeter squiring Miss Chatham.

			“It appears as if there is a match in the making,” Henrietta mused.

			“It is a shame she does not have the knowledge she requires.” Georgie’s gaze followed the carriage carrying the couple. “It will be a case of the blind leading the blind.”

			Dorie dragged her eyes from the sight. “Do you know that for a fact?”

			“I do.” Georgie gave a heartfelt sigh. “I made a point of speaking with her about it. Unlike in our families, where our fathers are frequently gone and our mothers must take charge of the estates, her father is rarely from home. And she has learned nothing more than what she must to manage the household.”

			“Well, if he is in love,” Dorie mumbled more to herself than her friends.

			“He does not seem to me as if he is in love.” Trust Adeline to be the first to notice something like that.

			Dorie regarded the couple more closely. Perhaps Adeline was right. He did not have the same look on his face as her brother had when he looked at his wife.

			“Poor Miss Chatham.” Georgie shook her head slowly. “From what my sister-in-law overheard her father will marry her to the highest title.”

			“That must be the reason Lytton was always around her.” Adeline suddenly smiled. “Fortunately, that has stopped since Lord Exeter began to court Miss Chatham.”

			“Do you think he has made an offer?” The idea should not have bothered Dorie. After all, she planned to wed Fotheringale, yet it did.

			Adeline shrugged. “I have no idea, but if I were her parents, I would be expecting him to declare himself in the not too distant future.”

			Dorie had no idea it was as far along as that. It had only been two or three weeks since he had been showing the lady attention. She had been thinking about Fotheringale for much longer than that without coming to any conclusion at all. Again, a strange sense of dissatisfaction filled her. It was probably only her concern that neither of them knew how to manage an estate. There must be something she could do to remedy the situation. Yet she could not very well offer to tutor Lord Exeter. Unless he requested her assistance…but even though he was in and out of her house looking for books, he had not come close to asking her to teach him.

			The problem occupied her mind the rest of the way around the Park. There had to be a solution but what?

			“What has you blue-deviled?” Henrietta asked as they strolled toward their homes. “It is not Miss Chatham and Lord Exeter, is it?” She raised a brow. “Are you interested in him after all?”

			“No. I mean, not in that way. I simply wish…well, I wish there was something I could do to help them.” She frowned at Henrietta’s look of amazement. “Adeline is correct. They are like two babes in the woods.”

			“Lord Exeter does not strike me as a stupid man,” Henrietta said.

			“No, he is not. Still, it takes most gentlemen years to learn what he must in a matter of months.” If his father was still alive she would give him a piece of her mind.

			“Surely it is not that desperate a case,” her friend said.

			She thought about her correspondence with Mr. Hatcher, the head tenant at Longwood. Given half a chance, the man would usurp Lord Exeter’s authority with the other tenants. “I believe it is. And not only must he learn about his estate, he must find a better governess for his sisters.”

			“Now that I think about it, you are correct.” Henrietta nodded. “I cannot think that a wife who is as green as Miss Chatham will do for him at all.”

			Yet, if Adeline was wrong, and he was falling in love with Miss Chatham then …Dorie would simply have to find out for herself. Yet her friend was right. Miss Chatham was not the right match for Lord Exeter. Dorie would continue to introduce him to other ladies. She couldn’t help sighing. She might have to look around for a gentleman for Miss Chatham as well.

			Henrietta and Dorie parted, and she strolled up steps to her father’s house. The door opened, and she gave her bonnet and gloves to the footman. “Do you know where my mother is?”

			“I believe she is still in her parlor, my lady. Lord and Lady Huntley brought the baby over.”

			That would put Mama into a good mood. “Are they still here?”

			“No, my lady. They left not a quarter of an hour ago.”

			Dorie would have liked to have seen her nephew, but she wanted to talk with her mother as well. She knocked on the parlor door and opened it. “I hear Giles was visiting.”

			Mama put down a sheet of paper and smiled. “He is growing so quickly, and he is learning to speak and walk so well.”

			She took up the paper and frowned at it.

			“You look like you are trying to make a decision. May I help you?”

			“Oh, I do not think you would be interested in this. I have narrowed down the list of governesses for Penelope and Phillida to two ladies, but I cannot seem to make up my mind.”

			Dorie could at least help Lord Exeter with this. She went behind the sofa and looked over her mother’s shoulder. “May I see them?”

			Her mother’s brows rose in disbelief. “If you wish.”

			Other than recommending that Lord Exeter find a new governess, it was true she had shown no interest in the process. “I might be able to see something you have not.”

			Mama gave her the curriculum vitae and Dorie read over them. “If it were my decision, I would select Miss Holliwell. She is young enough not to be unenlivening and of sufficient age to be able to exercise authority.”

			“I did wonder if she would be too young,” Mama ventured.

			“She is in her late twenties. The same age as Tilly. That is old enough to be settled, but not too old to take them about.” The girls needed someone in whom they could confide as well.

			“Yes, I see your point.” Mama gave Dorie a considering look. “I suppose I was looking at it from a different point of view. I forget that the girls do not have anyone to take them shopping or to the museums and alike.”

			“Do both the ladies understand that it is a bachelor house?” It seemed to her that would be an important consideration.

			“Tilly has spoken to both of them and explained the situation.” Mama placed the résumés on the table. “I shall make my recommendation to Exeter.” She glanced back at Dorie. “That was a very mature decision. I am proud of you.”

			She leaned down and kissed her mother’s cheek. “Thank you.”

			She turned to go, but her mother stayed her. “We are dining with Lady Fotheringale and her son on Wednesday.”

			That was a surprise. “How did this come about?”

			“I received an invitation from Lady Fotheringale,” her mother said airily.

			“Yes, of course, but…” Had he spoken to his mother about Dorie? Was she actually ready to meet his mother? She was being absurd. In the normal course of events, she would have already met her. “I shall look forward to it.”

			* * * *

			Alex returned home from his ride in the Park and, as he had for the past few days, immediately went to his office. It had been over two weeks since he’d sent the message to Dursley. Surely Alex would hear something soon. He could tell by the looks Mrs. Chatham was giving him that she expected him to make an offer soon. He raked his fingers through his hair. Someone had even had the poor taste to make a wager on it. Not to mention that he had been unable to further his case with Dorie. He had no idea what he’d do if Dursley had changed his mind about the lady.

			Cunningham greeted him with a smile and held out a letter. “This arrived from the Foreign Secretary’s office.”

			“Open it.” God, it had better be good news.

			His secretary broke the seal, shook the missive out, and read. “Dear Exeter, by the time you receive this, I should be within a few days of arriving in England. Both my sisters wrote me as well. I must thank you for assisting Miss Chatham and me. Your servant, Dursley.”

			Alex poured two glasses of claret and handed one to his secretary. “Good work, Cunningham.”

			The man inclined his head. “Good luck I’d say. There was a packet being readied to go out when I arrived at the Foreign Office.”

			Now he just needed to continue on until Dursley arrived. “What do I have scheduled this evening?”

			Cunningham glanced at a calendar. “There is a soirée at Lady Evesham’s house.”

			That would be a political event Alex should attend. It was almost certain neither Miss Chatham nor her parents would be there. He wanted to tell her as soon as possible that Dursley would return soon. “Any balls or the like?”

			“Mrs. Martindale is holding a ball.” Cunningham sounded dubious, and for good reason. Both the lady and her daughter had more hair than wit.

			“That will have to do. I shall stop there and hope Miss Chatham is present before going to the soirée.”

			“Good luck, my lord.”

			Alex grinned. “I have become extremely adept at avoiding people to whom I do not wish to speak.”

			A knock sounded on the door to his study and he stepped in. “My lord.” His butler bowed. “A message from Lady Huntingdon.”

			“Thank you, Coyne.” Alex took the packet and opened it. “It appears we might have a new governess soon.” Despite his instructions, Penelope had confided that she was not being given sufficient time to practice the piano or drawing. Not for the first time, he wished he knew why his mother had hired Miss Rivers.

			“I regret to say that the staff will be relieved,” Cunningham remarked.

			“Gossiping with the servants?” As the younger son of an earl, Alex couldn’t believe his secretary wouldn’t have been discouraged from being so familiar.

			A flush rose from Cunningham’s neck to his face. “No, my lord. I overheard two of the maids talking when they were cleaning your study.”

			“Indeed.” Alex had no objection to accidentally overhearing what servants said. “Do you know what their complaints are?”

			“There was nothing specific. At least not that I heard.” Cunningham rubbed his chin. “It was more in their tones of voice.”

			Alex handed the papers to his secretary. “I wish to interview the governesses as soon as possible. Tomorrow, if you can arrange it.”

			“Yes, my lord.” Cunningham inclined his head and went back to his desk. “I put the correspondence from Longwood on your desk.”

			“Thank you.” Each time Alex received a letter from his head tenant he felt as if he was being tested. Although he had to admit he was learning a great deal from researching the answers. He did wonder if Hatcher was coming up with the questions on his own, or if someone was helping him.

			He opened the missive and was pleased to see that his suggestions about red clover had been well received. Then the letter went on to mention Coke of Norfolk, Holkham Hall, and crop rotation.

			What the devil was crop rotation and how did it relate to Coke of Norfolk?

			There was only one way to find out. He poked his head into the secretary’s office. “I must go over to Huntingdon House.”

			Cunningham glanced up from writing a letter. “Thank you for telling me, my lord.”

			Calling for his hat, gloves, and cane, he walked out the door and down the street. As he approached, the door to Huntingdon House opened and the butler bowed. “His lordship has just gone out, but her ladyship is in her parlor.” He followed the servant to a small parlor. “I shall inform her you are here.” The butler turned back around. “May I inquire as to why you are visiting?”

			Alex didn’t know why the man asked. He was always here for help. “I am looking for information on crop rotation.”

			“Of course, my lord.”

			A few minutes later, Dorie appeared with a look on her face that reminded him of one of his professors at Oxford. “I understand you require information about crop rotation.”

			“Yes. If you have any books…”

			“Come with me.” She turned toward the hall, a maid following behind her, and Alex brought up the rear. “We have several tomes on the subject and notes my father and brother made when they were at Holkham Hall.”

			“Er”—he really was starting to feel more ignorant than unusual—“what exactly is Holkham Hall, and have you heard of Coke of Norfolk?”

			She stopped and turned, a wide-eyed look of astonishment on her face. “I do not know why I am surprised.” Her voice was so soft he almost didn’t hear her. “Right then, I shall explain everything.”

			He was damned tired of not knowing anything, and said in an underbreath, “It would be easier to marry someone who knew all of this.”

			Dorie dropped her eyes. “It is better that you learn how to manage your estates and raise your sisters than rely on someone else.”

			Hell and the devil confound it. He hadn’t meant her to hear that. And he damn sure did not want her to know that was one of the reasons he wished to wed her. There was nothing for it but to claim ignorance. Maybe she could be convinced that she had not heard him correctly. “I do not understand.”

			She raised her hazel gaze to his, her eyes flashing gold, and gave him a steady look. “I have been given to understand that you are looking for a wife to raise your sisters and help with your estates.”

			Blast it all. He couldn’t lie to her. It was true—except that he’d already found the woman he wanted. But who the devil told her that! “It has been suggested. Yes.” Here was his chance to tell her he wished to wed her. “I have thought that you and I—”

			“No, my lord.” The shake she gave her head was adamant. “I want a love match, and I already have someone else in mind for a husband.” Alex fought to keep his fists from clenching while a small smile tilted her lush lips. “However, I will tutor you. That way, you will be free to marry for love, not for what the lady can do.”

			He wanted to ask who the devil the man was. The idea that it might be Fotheringale piqued Alex’s ire. The man was not right for her. Then he realized what she had suggested.

			“Tutor me?” The question came out more sharply than he’d wanted, and Alex bit the inside of his cheek to keep from shouting his frustration.

			“Yes.” She glanced around. “Here if you like. You may bring your journals, accounts, and correspondence. I shall review it all with you, and you will learn how to manage your holdings.”

			Suddenly it occurred to him that this might be the perfect opportunity for him to become closer to Dorie. To convince her that she would be happy married to him instead of some other man, especially Fotheringale. Something he had planned to do by riding with her in the morning, but that had become rather hit or miss. She did not ride at the same time every day. If they were together most days it would give him time to show her what he wanted in a wife. And perhaps discover what she wanted in a husband. Though it would not be another gentleman.

			It was also much better than his scheme had been, and it was her idea. “Very well. When do you wish to begin?”

			“Tomorrow morning, after breakfast if you like.” He nodded, and her lips tilted slightly. “Your first lesson shall be on crop rotation.”

			“Thank you.” He bowed.

			She went to one of the many shelves in the library and handed him a book. “You may study this until then.”

			So much for attending Lady Evesham’s soirée. Alex glanced at the volume and gave her a wide smile. “I shall see you in the morning.”

		


		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			Dorie watched as Lord Exeter let himself out. He had certainly been in the house and library enough times to feel comfortable doing so. She went to the back of the library and the shelves holding the estate management books, took several of them out, put them on a square table that had been placed there, and began formulating a lesson plan for his lordship. She wished she knew more about his estates, but asking him would give her the answer. Come to think of it, it might give him some answers as well.

			Still, her thoughts roamed to what her friend had said about him not being in love with Miss Chatham. Adeline had been correct. What surprised Dorie was that Lord Exeter truly was looking at her. Well, she could not have made it plainer that she was not considering him. But what was he doing spending so much time with Miss Chatham?

			A traitorous little thought slipped into Dorie’s brain.

			Unless he fell in love with you.

			She, of course, would have to do the same. Fall in love. Strangely, falling in love with anyone was proving to be much more difficult than she had though it would. It could not be that difficult. Her brother and his friends had done it. Even Wivenly, whom she had always thought was such a rake that he could never find a lady to love, had done it.

			Dorie blew out a puff of air. What was she doing wrong?

			She began making a list of the things she had learned about managing an estate. When she was sure the list was complete, she organized the items by type and importance. There was one area about which she had no knowledge and that was the sale of the farm goods to others. She knew some of it was kept back and stored, but the surplus was sold. She made a mental note to ask her father.

			A chill started to come over the room and she was about to call for a shawl when she heard steps and a grating sound against the fireplace.

			“It ain’t right,” one of the maids said. “Like is to like. That’s what my ma always says and that’s the way it outta be.”

			“You’re just jealous that he didn’t ask you to walk out,” a second maid said.

			So this is what maids talk about when they go about their chores. No wonder I am not supposed to gossip with them.

			The cleaning tools fell silent. “Can you imagine Miss Tillerson stepping out with him?”

			Guilt struck Dorie that she was listening to servants’ gossip, but no one would know. She was too far back in the room for the maids to see her. And if it involved her sister’s governess, it was something she should know. Not that Tilly appeared to be the subject of the conversation.

			“No, but all our ladies are proper ladies. I’m not sure”—the maid lowered her voice so that Dorie couldn’t hear the name—“is.”

			Who is stepping out with whom and who is the man?

			“From what I hear, she don’t even sew like our ladies are always doing.” There was the sound of charcoal being poured into the fireplace.

			A lady who doesn’t embroider?

			“That’s a household that doesn’t need more trouble. I don’t like it any more than you do, but it’s not fair for us to tell others about it.”

			“We don’t have to tell no one. It’s a plain as the nose on yer face what’s goin’ on.” The maid sniffed. “It’s no wonder he don’t look at any of us when he’s got a fancy piece like her.”

			A lady is having an affair, but which one?

			“Sukey, you better not go around saying such a thing when you don’t have proof.”

			“You take a good look at her when she comes back after her half day.” The sound of flint striking and blowing filled the room.

			“If you’re so sure, we ought to tell Mrs. Banwell,” the second maid said. “She’ll know what to do.”

			I had no idea our housekeeper was the repository of this kind of gossip, and how would she know what to do?

			“If you’re goin to do that, make sure she looks at the lady real good. She’ll want somethin’ to go on when she decides what to do,” Sukey said sagely. “It ain’t fair to those girls either.”

			The pieces abruptly fell into place, and Dorie covered her mouth quickly to stop her gasp from being heard. They had to be speaking about Miss Rivers. One thing they had said was correct: The Exeter household did not need another disaster. The problem was that Dorie could not tell her mother. Nor would it be proper to tell Lord Exeter. It was simply not a conversation an unmarried lady had with a gentleman. Still, something must be done. But the mystery of why Lady Exeter had hired the governess was solved. She was probably the only one she could find who would agree to remain with the girls after her ladyship remarried and departed in such a scandalous way. Still, if Miss Rivers was having an affair, it would be bad enough to be doing it with a gentleman. But to do it with someone—well—someone who was not of her social standing—that had to have been what the maid meant when she had said “like to like”—when she was in charge of poor Penelope and Phillida would be seen as even more morally reprehensible. Something must be done to get rid of the woman before the whole world knew, but what? Perhaps Dorie could nudge Lord Exeter about hiring a new governess immediately. Or better yet. She could tell Caro and Caro could tell Mama, and Mama could tell …. No, that would not work. Perhaps Caro could tell Huntley and Huntley could tell Papa and Papa could tell Lord Exeter.

			The door closed, letting Dorie know she was alone again. She looked at her pin watch. There was still an hour until dinner. That would be enough time to send a message to her sister-in-law.

			* * * *

			Alex arrived at the ball shortly after it began. Fortunately, it was not that crowded, and he was easily able to find Miss Chatham on the dance floor. Waiting until her partner escorted her to her mother, Alex greeted Mrs. Chatham before turning to the young lady. “Are all of your dances taken?”

			“No, my lord. I have the next set free.” Her mother turned to a woman next to her and began to chat. “You look excited about something. Do you have news?”

			“I do.” He was excited and couldn’t help grinning. He’d never assisted in a romance before and it was rather exhilarating. Especially since it gave him a chance to put a spoke in Lytton’s wheel. “The person we have been awaiting will arrive soon.”

			The smile that dawned on her face could have blinded half the room. She remembered to compose herself, but it was too late. The lady next to Mrs. Chatham whispered loudly, “It won’t be long now, I warrant.”

			“Oh, dear,” Miss Chatham murmured. “Now what shall we do?”

			The violins struck the first chords of a waltz, and he bowed. “We dance. The rest of it will work itself out once Dursley returns.”

			Which could not be soon enough. Alex had forgotten how easily expectations rose in the matchmaking mamas in the ton. What worried him more was if Dorie had also taken his squiring of Miss Chatham in the same light.

			* * * *

			The next morning Alex arrived at Huntingdon House shortly after breakfast. He had only three hours before his interview with the governess recommended by Lady Huntingdon took place. But that was time enough to start building a much-needed rapport with Dorie. He should spend some time discovering who the gentleman she had mentioned was. One must know one’s competition. Yet the only man she spent even slightly more time with was Fotheringale.

			She can’t seriously be thinking about him!

			Just the idea was an anathema. He was a good fellow, but she would be wasted married to him.

			The door opened and he was taken to the library by the butler. “Lady Dorie will be down straightaway, my lord.”

			“Thank you.” The fire had been built up, which was pleasant as the morning was rather chilly. Farther back in the room, he found the heavy, square ash table with books and a stack of paper on it.

			“Lord Exeter?” Dorie called.

			“I’m back here.” Alex stepped out where she could see him.

			“Oh, good.” She smiled politely as she strolled toward him. “I asked for tea, but we might as well begin.”

			“Very well.” He held her chair. “Who is Coke of Norfolk? I looked around my library after I left you yesterday and could not find a mention of him. And what is Holkham Hall?”

			“Holkham Hall has an experimental farm and Mr. Coke owns it. He was an early proponent of crop rotation.” She settled a paisley shawl more closely around her shoulders. “He is quite famous for holding seminars and classes in new farming methods.”

			“Interesting.” Alex took out his notebook and wrote down the name. “How does one arrange to attend one of his seminars?”

			A footman entered with a tea tray, placed it on the table, and withdrew.

			While Dorie spoke she poured, and he was impressed that she remembered how he liked his tea. “You must either contact Mr. Coke or write Holkham House. My father and brother attended one of his events and came back with a lot of new ideas.” Dorie was quiet while he wrote, then continued. “He is in Parliament. I can ask my father’s secretary for his address.”

			Alex grinned. “Or I can instruct my new secretary to find the information.”

			“I did not know you had hired one.” She gave him a look of approval.

			“Having a secretary has been a relief. It is giving me more time to deal with other things.”

			She took a book from the top of the stack. “Let us begin, shall we?”

			“Before I forget, I have a question.”

			Although covered by a fichu, the throbbing in her neck was plain to see. “What is it?”

			“How did you learn what you know?”

			“I listened to my father and brother as well as going out with them.” An uncomplicated smile appeared in her eyes. “Many times I was also taking baskets to the tenants, but I also learned how to talk to them about their concerns and think of a ways to address them.”

			“I wish I would have been encouraged to do the same.” He could do nothing about his father’s mistake, not that Alex had thought there was anything wrong at the time. He’d been more than happy to go off on long walking tours and visit friends. But when he had children he’d make sure all of them knew how to take care of an estate and tenants. For the first time he had an image of little girls with honey blond hair and hazel eyes.

			She tapped the paper with her pencil. “I have made a list of where we should begin.”

			The hours passed quickly as they discussed what he remembered about how the tenant farms at Longwood were laid out, the number of tenants, which crops they grew, and the other basic things he should know. By the time he had to leave, he had his homework for tomorrow. And he was happy with how well he and Dorie worked together.

			Her brows furrowed as she neatly stacked the papers and books. Then she glanced down at the papers and moved them off to the side of her before glancing up again. “Did you receive the recommendations for governess my mother sent you?”

			“I did, and I am interviewing both of the ladies later this morning.” She nodded tightly making Alex think that something of which he was unaware was happening. “I will be glad to be rid of Miss Rivers.” For a bare second, he could have sworn that panic appeared in Dorie’s eyes. “She is not following my instructions regarding my sisters.”

			Her generous breasts rose and fell as she took a deep breath. “In that case, you must replace her as soon as possible.”

			“I intend to.” Something was definitely going on. “I’ll offer her six months’ wages to leave as soon as I hire another governess.”

			“I am very glad to hear that.” Nervously, Dorie separated the top sheet of paper from the stack and moved the rest to the side. “I have never thought she was quite right.”

			She fiddled with the pencil. Alex had never seen her less than self-possessed, but something had her nerves on edge. “Apparently, neither does my staff.”

			“Really?” She took a quick drink of tea. “Have they said anything?”

			Alex maintained an even countenance, debating whether to ask her what was wrong. “Nothing specific.”

			“No.” She glanced up. “No, I should think that not following your directions would be enough.”

			“My lady, I have the feeling there is something else. Have you heard anything I should know about?”

			Dorie turned a fiery red, and jumped up, knocking her cup over as she stood. “There is something, but you should ask Huntley about it. I must go.”

			She dashed out of the room as if the devil were chasing her. What in God’s name was wrong?

			He started out of the library after her when he noticed a maid had been with them the whole time. Not that it surprised him. Naturally, she’d be chaperoned. But he had been so engrossed in the conversation that he hadn’t noticed they were not alone. The woman glanced at him and shrugged.

			Perdition. He couldn’t go after her now, but he was damn well going to discover what was going on.

		


		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Alex returned home to his secretary’s grim face. “What is it?”

			“Coyne came to speak with me not long after you had gone. It appears one of the maids confided in Mrs. Wooton that there is gossip about Miss Rivers having conjugal relations with one of the tradesmen.”

			“I beg your pardon?” Surely he hadn’t heard correctly. But Cunningham’s flush reminded him of Dorie’s …Oh. Good. Lord! No wonder she had turned bright red and run out of the room. If his mother were here, he’d be hard pressed not to throttle her. The man cleared this throat, and Alex waved his hand, cutting his secretary off. “A tradesman?”

			Cunningham nodded. “I regret saying this, but she must be turned off without a reference, my lord.”

			“I almost regret doing it, but she has put my sisters’ reputations at risk.” He took a seat behind his desk. “I don’t suppose this is simply gossip?”

			“Coyne would not come to me with mere gossip. He said Mrs. Wooton has proof.”

			“Very well. I’ll write a draft on my bank, and you can withdraw the funds. Ask Coyne if there is a boardinghouse in which Miss Rivers can reside until she decides what she wants to do. Despite what she has done, I cannot bring myself to turn her out with nowhere to go.”

			“No, my lord.” Cunningham glanced at the clock while Alex wrote the check. “Miss Holliwell will be here soon.”

			“What about the other governess?” He handed the draft to his secretary.

			“I have not yet heard from her.”

			“Well”—Alex let out a breath—“I hope Miss Holliwell will do. I cannot allow Miss Rivers to remain in the house.”

			“No, my lord.” Cunningham appeared as if he felt the burden of the decision as much as Alex did.

			It wasn’t that Alex had an immutable prejudice against the mixing of classes. The local squire’s daughter at home had married a prosperous merchant. It had scandalized several people in the neighborhood, including her parents who—the last he knew—still had nothing to do with her. But Miss Rivers had crossed the line when she romantically involved herself with a man of a lower status while she was in charge of Penelope and Phillida. Actually, if she was indeed engaging in marital congress with a man outside the bounds of marriage, even if it was a gentleman, he would have had to have turned her off. If Alex did not take immediate action, it would be even worse for his sisters and for him.

			He took a few moments to review Miss Holliwell’s qualifications. She was fluent in French, Italian, and German, could instruct her students in all the regular subjects as well as drawing, music on the piano and harp, dance, embroidery, and social discourse. According to her résumé she was eminently qualified, and exactly what he needed for his sisters. Yet he had one question that must be answered to his satisfaction.

			A knock came on the door and his butler ushered in a lady who looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties. Alex immediately stood. Coyne bowed. “Miss Holliwell, my lord.”

			She was dressed plainly but with propriety—strange how he was beginning to notice things like that. She wore a dark blue gown that had a round neckline, cut higher than most ladies he’d seen wear, and a snowy white fichu. Her bonnet could only be called no-nonsense, and her gloves were tan leather in good condition. She had an air of competence and authority, but more importantly she was every inch a lady.

			“Miss Holliwell, allow me to introduce myself. I am Exeter. Please have a seat.” Alex motioned to a chair next to the fireplace. “Coyne, tea, please.”

			She moved as gracefully as any lady he knew, and as she sank onto the chair he knew he’d found his savior. At least with regard to his sisters.

			Once she was seated, he took his place on the opposite chair and she glanced up at him. “I assume you have read my qualifications and recommendations, my lord.”

			He had, but some of it he had not fully understood. “Er …Yes. Could you please explain what a finishing governess does exactly?”

			“Generally, I take charge of girls about two years before their come out and ensure they have all the necessary requirements of a young lady. I do understand that you have a sister who is fourteen.” She raised one brow and he nodded. “Naturally, I shall instruct her in the subjects she is required to master as well.”

			“I did notice that you have moved households quite a bit, I now understand the reason. Are you averse to spending part of the year in the country?”

			“Not at all. Young ladies must learn to comport themselves there as well.”

			Alex felt as if bricks were falling off his shoulders. “I would like you to meet my sisters.”

			“Of course.” Miss Holliwell smiled in a way that assured him she loved the children she worked with.

			He tugged the bell-pull and Coyne appeared with the tea tray. “Please bring my sisters to me.”

			If Alex hadn’t known better, he would have thought he’d seen the veriest hint of a smile on the man’s face. “Yes, my lord.”

			“Can you tell me, my lord,” Miss Holliwell said, “what the girls have been studying?”

			Keeping a grimace off his face, he stepped over to his desk and took up the lesson plan Miss Rivers had given him. When he sat down again, Miss Holliwell had poured two cups of tea. “How do you take your tea, my lord?”

			“Milk and two sugars, please.”

			She nodded efficiently and when she’d finished, he handed her the papers. Her lips pressed together disapprovingly. “Well, this is certainly different.”

			He felt as if he must defend his sisters. “You must understand it is not that I mind them learning Latin and Greek. They can be very helpful, but…”

			“They must fit in with their other studies as well.” She gave him a long look. “My lord, I do not have either Latin or Greek.”

			Again he felt a sense of relief. “And I would not expect you to. They need—no, they must know how to comport themselves in a manner befitting their rank.”

			“That is precisely what I am able to do.” She placed the papers on the tables next to the tea. “Where is their mother?”

			Just when he had started to relax. Then again, she would be living in this household and had a right to know what she might be getting herself into. “My mother married a Scottish earl shortly after my father died. I returned home to find her gone…” She nodded several times as he explained what had occurred since his return, including the help he’d received from Dorie and her family. Miss Holliwell’s countenance gave him no indication of her thoughts, and, by the end of his explanation, he didn’t know if she would stand up and walk out, or stay to be offered the position.

			Just then the girls walked into the study, glanced at Miss Holliwell and at him. He could only be thankful that they did not have the frightened looks on their faces they’d had when he first arrived home.

			“You wanted to see us?” Penelope asked, taking Phillida’s hand.

			“Yes.” He glanced at Miss Holliwell and she nodded. “I would like you to meet Miss Holliwell. Miss Holliwell, Ladies Penelope and Phillida, my sisters.”

			The girls performed credible curtseys. Still, there was a lot of work to be done there. Cocking her head slightly, she looked at him. “I will accept the position.”

			Alex was so thankful he almost forgot he hadn’t offered the job to her. “When can you begin?”

			She stood. “As soon as you are ready for me to start.”

			“Tomorrow morning?” He hadn’t meant for it to come out as a question.

			“Very well.” She inclined her head. “I shall be here at ten o’clock.” She turned to the girls. “Please be ready. I would like you to show me the schoolroom, the music room, as well as your books, and other supplies you have on hand. If we require anything, we shall make a list and go shopping.” Miss Holliwell glanced at him. “Does that meet with your approval, my lord?”

			“Entirely.” She could buy out every store in London if she wanted. He had to remember to thank Lady Huntingdon for the recommendation. “I look forward to you instructing my sisters.”

			“I shall wish you good day, ladies, my lord.” She gave a graceful curtsey and left the three of them standing there. His sisters’ mouths were open and Alex knew exactly how they felt.

			He walked over and closed the door. “Miss Holliwell is your new governess. Do you think you will like her?”

			Penelope was the first to answer. “Can she teach me to curtsey and walk like that?”

			Thank God! “I think it’s part of the plan.”

			“I’m glad she will be our governess,” Phillida said. “I don’t think Miss Rivers is planning to stay long.”

			“She will leave today,” Alex said, and not a moment too soon. Then he realized what his sister had said. “What makes you think she is planning to leave?”

			“She had been talking a lot about Paris,” Phillida said.

			“We have been studying all the arrondissements.” She drew her brows down in thought. “Sections.”

			“I know what an arrondissement is.” A sense of foreboding filled him. “What has she said about them?”

			“She explained who lived in the different parts of Paris.” Phillida shrugged. “That’s all.”

			His sister was probably right. The woman was not planning to remain. “I’m going to have a footman escort you to Lady Huntingdon’s house while I tell Miss Rivers she is being discharged.” Both his sisters stared at him. “What is it?”

			“It is her half day,” Penelope said.

			It was amazing how appallingly ignorant he was about his own household. “Do you know when she usually returns?”

			“At seven,” she said.

			“How do you occupy yourselves when she is out?”

			Penelope shrugged. “We do whatever we wish. May I go to the music room? I’d like to practice a piece of music I found.”

			He nodded, then looked at Phillida. “What do you want to do?”

			“I have a drawing I’d like to work on.”

			“Very well. Off you go.” He added as an afterthought, “Have fun.”

			The girls left, closing the door behind them.

			He’d heard his secretary return and just as he was about to go into the next room, Cunningham opened the door. “I have everything ready.”

			“Good.” Alex tugged the bell-pull and his butler opened the door. “Have Miss Rivers’s possessions packed and ready to go by the time she returns. She will not spend another night in this house.”

			“A very good decision, my lord. I shall see it done straightaway.”

			“Thank you.” He just prayed there would not be a scene. “Better yet. I believe Mr. Cunningham has a list of boardinghouses for ladies. Perhaps it would be better to remove her possessions to one of them so that she does not have to be bothered with it.”

			This time his butler’s lips twitched. “An inspired idea, my lord.”

			Alex hoped so. For the sake of his sisters if nothing else.

			* * * *

			Shortly after seven that evening when Dorie was leaving her chambers a shout came from outside. She would not have stopped if her maid had not said something. At least that’s what she told herself.

			Going back into her room she saw her normally proper lady’s maid almost hanging out the window. “What is it, Curran?”

			“Oh, my lady, you don’t want to see this.” Turning, she stood in front of the window overlooking the street as if to block Dorie’s view.

			She did not believe that for a second. The look of glee on her maid’s face told her she really did want to see whatever was happening. Gazing down to the street and to the left, she saw the Exeter governess standing on the pavement in front of the house. A man—he really was a fine specimen—sitting in the driver’s seat of a gig grinned. “Who is that?”

			“He’s the brewer, my lady.”

			Ah, once again the pieces of the puzzle were falling into place. “The man Miss Rivers has been, ah, seeing?” Earlier that day, Dorie had stood on the second landing of the staircase and watched Lord Exeter leave. She tried to think of Huntley’s reaction to Lord Exeter asking about his governess when her poor brother knew nothing of it. She thought of speaking to Caro, but when she arrived at her house, she was not there. Dorie left a note and prayed her sister-in-law received it in time.

			“Do you know what is going on?” Her eyes were glued to the scene below.

			“It appears that she’s been sacked.” Curran didn’t even turn her head.

			“That is good news.” Either Lord Exeter had spoken with Huntley, or he had merely gone ahead and hired a new governess.

			Curran looked as if she would like to say more but thought better of it. Really, Dorie would be so happy when she was allowed to hear about things. “Yes, my lady.”

			Curran glanced around the room, no doubt trying to find something she must give Dorie to get her out of the room, when an argument began in the street.

			“I am not going to marry you!” Miss Rivers was staring at the brewer. “Marriage is merely a form of slavery for women. I shall be no man’s chattel.”

			“Not marry me? When we’ve—” Even from here Dorie could see the shock in the man’s face.

			“I am going to France where women, even ladies, can live the lives they want. Just like Mary Wollstonecraft and her daughter have done.”

			The words took Dorie’s breath away. This was the woman to whom Lady Exeter had trusted her innocent daughters? Dorie was going to be ill. She turned away only to have smelling salts shoved in front of her nose.

			“I never thought I’d have use of these again,” Curran said.

			Dorie pushed her maid’s hand away. “You need not use them now. I am perfectly fine.”

			The maid’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure? It wouldn’t do to have you tumble down the stairs.”

			“I am fine.” Though she could use a sip of sherry. “If you do not believe me I’ll have a footman escort me to the drawing room.” Apparently, her sarcasm was enough to convince her maid, and Curran moved to the side of the door. “Thank you for your concern.”

			“You’re welcome, my lady.” Curran bobbed a curtsey.

			Nonetheless, the whole way down the stairs and to the drawing room all Dorie could think of was poor Lord Exeter. She prayed that he had hired the governess she had suggested. Quite frankly, she did not think the other governess had the fortitude to weather the scene that was being created. But she was sure Eunice Holliwell did. Dorie had never met her, but a friend of hers had had the benefit of Miss Holliwell’s guidance and counsel and was the better for it. So much better that Dorie’s friend was now a countess with one child and another on the way. And Tilly had highly recommended the lady. Dorie said a short prayer for the girls and his lordship and hoped this was the last of their troubles.

		


		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			When Dorie walked into the drawing room, her mother was standing by the front window. Not looking out. The Marchioness of Huntingdon could never be seen doing anything so vulgar, but Dorie would wager her pearls that her mother had heard every word.

			“Good evening.” She strolled to the sideboard and accepted a glass of sherry from her father.

			“Good evening to you.” Papa lifted a glass in salute. “Did your class with Exeter go well?”

			She was not expecting that. Sometimes it surprised her what her father chose to know. “It did. He appears to quickly grasp what we have covered thus far.”

			“Good, good.” Papa’s cheeks puffed out a bit as he nodded his head. “A man ought to know how to run his holdings.”

			“Dorie.” Her mother joined them, a worried expression on her face. “Did Lord Exeter happen to mention when he was interviewing the governess?”

			“Late this morning.” She could not blame Mama for being concerned. Gossip about the governess would be all over the ton by tomorrow if not earlier. What Dorie did not understand was how Miss Rivers thought the same talk would not precede her to France. Everyone knew someone who was there. The letters would be flying across the channel by tomorrow.

			“I do hope he made his decision.” Mama cast a troubled glance at the window.

			“I think he must have.” Either that or the woman had gone completely mad. “Why else would she be outside causing a scene?”

			“How astute of you, my dear.” She gave Dorie a look of approval. “If I had any idea she had been carrying on as she apparently was, I would have been more diligent in finding a governess for him sooner.”

			“I’m sure no one could have known such a thing, my love.” Papa put his arm around her mother’s waist. “The man’s had a rare spate of bad luck, but without your help and Dorie’s, it would have been much worse.” He kissed Mama’s cheek. “I’m almost surprised he didn’t flee back to Europe.”

			“He has had a great deal of trouble.” Mama nodded. “And it has not been easy for him.”

			Under the circumstances, fleeing would have been the worst thing he could have done. But Papa was correct, and Lord Exeter deserved all the assistance they could give him. “I do hope he chose Miss Holliwell. I do not think the other governess would remain after this gets around.”

			“Did not Tilly say that she had gone through some challenging times herself?” Mama asked.

			“Yes.” Dorie had stepped to the sideboard and poured a glass of sherry. “Her father had an incident with a firearm that was ruled an accident.” Which—from what she had heard—was the way coroners always ruled when a member of the gentry or peerage decided to end their own life. “I think she had been on the verge of being betrothed or was betrothed.”

			“It is always a tragedy when that occurs in a family,” Papa commented. “Ah, here is Banwell to tell us it is time for dinner.”

			As she ate, Dorie could not stop thinking about Miss Holliwell. As soon as she could afterward, she went up to her former governess’s chambers and knocked on the door.

			Tilly, already dressed for bed, answered it. “Dorie, what brings you here at this time of night?”

			“Can you tell me the rest of what you know about Miss Holliwell?”

			“Yes, of course. It is really no secret and it occurred a long time ago.” Tilly motioned to a chair and Dorie sat.

			“She is from an excellent family. Your mother would probably remember the events”—Tilly grinned—“if Miss Holliwell had not decided to use her maternal grandmother’s maiden name when she began seeking positions. Her eldest brother died stupidly in a carriage race, and shortly afterward her father had an accident with his pistol. That prompted a rush to find the younger son who had taken himself off somewhere. The death held up the inheritance for almost a year which caused a good many problems. A cousin who was not at all kind to the widow and younger children and was certain he would be named the next baron was made trustee.” Tilly shook her head. “Before the father died, he thought he had secured her marriage to a peer, but when the news got out about his death, it was discovered that although the father had signed the contracts, the peer had not.”

			Dorie felt a rush of sympathy for Miss Holliwell. “How horrible for her.”

			Tilly nodded. “Yes. The incident would have been much easier to bear if a quiet wedding had gone forward.” She shrugged. “It was then that she decided to become a governess, and by the time the family mess was straightened out, she had found that she liked it.”

			Dorie did not know if her former governess would tell her but she had to ask, “Who was the peer?”

			“Lord Lytton.” Tilly’s tone was as hard as Dorie had ever heard it.

			She wrapped a section of the fringe of her shawl around a finger. Did her brother know? Was that the reason Huntley had warned Lytton off? “Did you tell Huntley?”

			The governess raised her chin. “I did.”

			“Thank you for telling me.” Rising, she bussed Tilly’s cheek. “Good night.”

			It occurred to Dorie that even if she was against a match between Lord Exeter and Miss Chatham, Dorie was very glad that he had saved her from Lytton’s attentions. Then she wondered if Lord Exeter knew about what Lytton had done. If he had, then he was much kinder than she had thought. In fact, his list of attributes was growing, and she did not know what to think about that. It was much easier to stop from knowing or becoming close to a person whom one could put into a pigeonhole because of one quality they possessed or lacked.

			* * * *

			A few days after the governess incident, Alex was searching the expansive gardens at a house on the Thames in which a Venetian breakfast—a ridiculous name for something held after one in the afternoon—was being held for Dorie when Miss Chatham wringing her hands caught his attention. He ambled over to where she was standing some feet behind her mother.

			He held out his arm to her. “Miss Chatham, would you care to stroll?”

			She forced a polite smile on her face. “I would be delighted, my lord.”

			After they had put enough distance between them and anyone who might overhear them, he turned to face her, making sure her back was to the rest of the party. “What has happened?”

			“L-Lord Lytton made an offer for my hand.” This last part ended on a sob. “I do not know what to do. Have you heard from Dursley?”

			Alex had not, and he’d expected the man to be here by now. Then again, it was quite possible Dursley was being held up by contrary winds. “No, but I shall endeavor to find out what is keeping him. It could be nothing more than waiting for the winds to allow his channel crossing.” Miss Chatham’s lips were quivering, and Alex could not have her weeping in public. “When does he expect an answer?”

			She shook her head, making her curls bounce. “I do not know. I think my father is hoping you will also offer for me.”

			“Then we would be in a pickle.” He had to think of something to keep her father from attempting to force her to accept Lytton. “Let me make some inquiries and give it some thought. In the meantime, I shall remain with you as long as possible today.”

			“Thank you.” She still appeared a bit woebegone, but the tears in her eyes were no longer threatening to fall. “I knew I could count on you.”

			He glanced up, again searching for Dorie. If she was here, he wanted to spend time with her discussing something other than estate management, but he might have to wait until their morning session. As for Lytton, Alex would make sure that the care-for-nobody didn’t have a chance with any of the ladies he had met.

			“I know you do not like Lord Lytton and neither do I, but why do you not like him?”

			The question brought Alex’s attention back to Miss Chatham. “He behaved badly to a lady that a friend of mine very much wanted to wed. But by the time my friend discovered what he had done, the lady had left her home, and he did not know where to find her.”

			Her eyes had grown wide. “Did he look for a long time?”

			“He searched for her until he had to return to his regiment. I have not seen him since.” If Alex kept this up, he’d have the lady crying. “Let’s stroll. We will cause too much talk if we remain here.”

			As they walked around the garden, he eventually saw Dorie accompanied by Fotheringale. Foul curses sped through Alex’s head, but he didn’t dare even mutter them for fear Miss Chatham would hear them.

			Dorie smiled and headed in their direction pulling Fotheringale along with her. “Good afternoon, Miss Chatham, my lord. It is a lovely, warm day for a change.”

			“It is,” Miss Chatham said. “Are you enjoying the breakfast?”

			“It has been very nice.” Dorie had a smile on her face, but her gaze went back and forth between Alex and Miss Chatham.

			“Fotheringale.” Alex inclined his head. He reminded himself he had nothing against Fotheringale, except that Dorie was on his arm.

			“Exeter.” The man gave a short bow. “Well met.”

			What he needed to do was find a way to convince Fotheringale to escort Miss Chatham so that Alex could spend time with Dorie. “Would you ladies like a boat ride? I’m held to be a fairly good sculler.”

			Dorie grinned. “That would be lovely.” She turned to Fotheringale. “Do you row, my lord?”

			“Of course. What gentleman does not?” His chest puffed out like a bantam rooster. “Wonderful idea, Exeter.”

			“Miss Chatham?” Alex asked.

			“I do not know.” She looked at him with wide cornflower blue eyes. “I have never been on a rowboat.”

			“Never?” Dorie looked amused. “Then you must try it.” She glanced down the expanse of lawn to the river. “It is a little breezy, but not so much that it would hinder us. Aside from that, there are others on the water.”

			They meandered down to the river where footmen were helping other guests in and out of small skiffs. He and Miss Chatham were given one and Fotheringale and Dorie another. Alex leaned back and drew the oars smoothly through the water propelling the small boat. It felt good to have the skiff under him. He should do this more often.

			“You are quite good,” Miss Chatham said, being careful to stay in the middle of the bench as he’d told her while she had one hand on her hat.

			“I was in the Eton Monarch Boat Club.” He leaned forward to dig the oars into the water but not too far.

			“Lord Fotheringale does not appear as competent as you.” Miss Chatham had her head turned, and Alex followed her gaze.

			“He is digging his oars too deep.” The sun was warm, and he was thankful for the cooling breeze.

			“What are those boats doing?” She pointed beyond the boat in which Dorie sat with Fotheringale.

			Two skiffs were racing toward them. Idiots. Hadn’t they seen the number of boats out meandering around? “Fotheringale,” Alex shouted. “Fotheringale!”

			Nothing. The man was either deaf or not paying attention. Dorie did look at them. “Point toward the other boats.”

			Miss Chatham did as she was told, and Dorie immediately saw the danger. Alex couldn’t hear what she said to Fotheringale, but whatever it was, the man did nothing.

			Damn. Alex swung the boat around and soon she was gliding swiftly toward the other skiff, shouting at Fotheringale to change direction. Alex’s back and arms burned as he plied the oars faster than he’d done in years. “Tell me when I’m getting close.”

			Miss Chatham nodded tightly. “About five feet.”

			“Can you see if the other boats have slowed at all?”

			“No. They are coming even faster.”

			He turned his head. Both skiffs bearing down on Dorie’s boat. The only way to save them was to ram the bow of the skiff and turn it before it sailed farther into the racing path. “Yell for all your worth and try to alert the other two boats, and hold on.”

			Miss Chatham let go of her hat, grabbed the bench, and shouted, “Stop, stop, stop!”

			The impact of hitting Dorie’s boat vibrated down Alex’s arms causing him to almost lose his grip on the oars. The two skiffs racing slowed, and Fotheringale turned red and started bellowing. “What the devil are you doing, Exeter?”

			Dorie’s mien was a mask of anger. “Saving us from being broadsided.” Silence hung in the air for a second. She had to be struggling not to call him a name or swear at the idiot. “I told you to turn the skiff.”

			As if for the first time, Fotheringale seemed to notice the other two boats, one of them just inches from the skiff, and all the blood drained from his face. “I didn’t see them.”

			Dorie’s jaw dropped open and she snapped it shut. “Lord Fotheringale, I wish to return to shore. Now.”

			If there had been a way to safely bring her to his boat, Alex would have done it. “I think that’s an excellent idea.”

			As they made their separate ways to the shore, Miss Chatham studied him. “You love her.”

			I do?

			Dorie certainly occupied most of his thoughts. He detested seeing her with other men, and, especially at this moment, wanted very much to carry her off with him. “You might be right.” But how could Miss Chatham know how he might be feeling? He glanced at her and frowned.

			She let out a peal of laughter. “Oh, my lord! It is all over your face.”

			“My face?” He didn’t understand.

			“It is the way you look at her. Anyone who was paying the least attention could see that you are in love.”

			“Does Fotheringale look at her the same way?” God, Alex hoped not. “Is she in love with either of us?”

			Smiling, Miss Chatham shook her head. “He is in awe of her.” She tilted her head first one way then the other. “Although she is doing her best not to, I believe she might be in love with you. It is hard to tell. She does not give much away.”

			She isn’t the type of lady to wear her heart on her sleeve.

			Turley was right. But Alex would hazard a guess that when she loved, she would love deeply. He wanted her love for himself, and if he was lucky enough to win it, he’d keep her safe. Unlike Fotheringale. But he didn’t want to be in love until she loved him. That was enough thinking.

			Glancing around, Alex noticed the two young men who had been racing were gone. Somehow he’d find them and put the fear of God or the Marquis of Exeter into them.

			Suddenly he remembered he hadn’t asked Miss Chatham how she was faring. “Are you well? This was not the gentle ride I thought it would be.”

			“I am perfectly fine.” Her bonnet was a bit askew, and she was still holding on to the bench. “However, if I do this again, I shall ensure that no one is engaged in a race anywhere around me.”

			“I am impressed by how well you took instruction and handled yourself.” Most ladies would likely have swooned, especially when he’d hit the other skiff.

			“Thank you. I do not believe I mentioned that I also have two brothers who have ruined me forever. After they tried to scare me with everything from frogs to leeches, I do not believe I have any nerves left.”

			Except for the fear she might be made to marry a man she didn’t want to. Still, Alex chuckled as he brought them into shore. He wondered if Dorie had gone through the same torture at the hands of her brothers. She probably did.

		


		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			Dorie was very close to strangling Lord Fotheringale with her bare hands. Not only had he ignored her and her warnings, if it hadn’t been for Exeter, the dunderhead would have caused them serious injury. How could he have totally ignored her? The worst of it was that she and her parents were dining with him and his mother tomorrow evening. Perhaps she will have calmed down by then. She had thought, nay, she had been certain that tonight she would finally know that she wished to marry him, but after this afternoon, marriage to Fotheringale was the last thing she wanted. The man to whom she was most grateful was Lord Exeter. He had known exactly what to do in order to avoid at the very least a dunking and possibly worse.

			They arrived on shore to a group of spectators congratulating him on his expert handling of the skiff. He had, naturally, arrived first and was holding out his hand to her when her boat was beached. Taking his hand, she sunk into a curtsey. “I have not yet thanked you.”

			He bowed gracefully as if he had not just performed an amazing physical feat. “It was my pleasure.” His voice low, he murmured, “I would never allow anything to happen to you.” Her mouth gaped, and he grinned. “Anyone who can so gracefully curtsey while in a skiff must be preserved.”

			She stepped out, grateful that he had lightened the mood. “I can say the same about any gentleman who performs so heroically.”

			His spring green eyes twinkled. “If only I knew as much about drainage.”

			Dorie laughed. Not the polite laugh she had been taught, but one that came from deep within. “How very true, but soon you shall.”

			Fotheringale finally exited the boat and bowed. “May I escort you back to your mother, Lady Dorie?”

			She was about to deny him, but she could not very well go back alone, and Lord Exeter was with Miss Chatham. “Yes, please.” She glanced back at Lord Exeter, and he mouthed, “Tomorrow.”

			Giving him a small smile, she left with Fotheringale. “My lady.” Fotheringale’s voice was low and urgent. “Please forgive me. I had no idea those fellows would be so careless.”

			She opened her mouth to tell him that she had told him they were completely oblivious to everything but their race but thought better of it. It would not do to make a scene. She slid a look at him. His brown eyes were pleading with her to accept his apology. “I forgive you, my lord. However, the next time I tell you something, you should listen.”

			“I shall.” He nodded eagerly. “You have my promise.”

			He sounded contrite, but he acted like an overeager puppy who wants to be forgiven after making a mess on the floor. Nevertheless, she did not wish to spend any more time with him today. Fortunately, two ladies who could help her appeared. “Mama, Caro.”

			“Are you well?” Mama looked Dorie over like a mother hen.

			“I am. I shall tell you about it on the way home. I am ready to depart.”

			“We saw most of it,” Caro whispered in her ear as they strolled back to the house. “Exeter was impressive to say the least.”

			“Yes.” He was, and Dorie was not going to make light of it. “His actions saved us.”

			For weeks she had been almost refusing to see his many desirable traits. She had been trying to ignore the way she was drawn to him in a way she had not experienced with another man. Yet… She still wanted a love match, and he had not given any indication that he wanted one as well. Could he fall in love with her? Could she fall in love with him? Or was Fotheringale a better choice? Obviously, more research into how one fell in love was needed. Or how a man fell in love. She was not going to repeat what happened last Season.

			Adeline and Georgie came hurrying up followed by Lords Littleton and Turley, who veered off to speak with Lord Exeter.

			“We saw what occurred,” Adeline said. “That was very nearly a tragic accident.”

			“Someone should shake those young men until they think straight,” Georgie added.

			That made Dorie grin. “Or rattle their brains for good.”

			“Do you want a cup of tea?” Mama asked.

			That would be nice but not here. “I would like to go home. My skirts are wet.” As were Dorie’s feet. When the skiffs collided, water had splashed into the boat.

			Her mother glanced down. “I had not noticed.”

			“It is just the hem.” Dorie kicked them out a bit to keep the fabric from clinging. “But Curran will want to launder it before the gown is ruined.”

			“Yes, indeed. Caro, I shall make our excuses if you will call the carriage.”

			“I would be happy to.” She linked her arm with Dorie’s.

			“I will be happy to escort Lady Dorie,” Fotheringale said with a hopeful tone.

			“I think you have done quite enough today, sir.” Mama looked down her nose at him. Dorie had always wondered how her mother managed that so successfully when her nose was actually not at all long.

			“Or did not do.” Caro’s brows were raised as if daring him to respond.

			Once again, his sad eyes reminded Dorie of a puppy’s. “I did not mean—”

			Mama made a sharp motion with her hand. “I do not react well to having my daughter’s life threatened by foolishness.”

			“Or anything else,” Caro muttered in an underbreath. She propelled Dorie toward the house. “Unless he wants a scathing lecture, he had better leave Mama-in-law alone.”

			Actually, Dorie thought she might enjoy hearing that. Despite telling him that she forgave him, she was still extremely angry at the man.

			As they reached the house, they came across their hostess, Lady Potter. “I was told what occurred and have called for your carriage, my ladies. I know exactly who those boys are, and you can be assured that I shall speak to their parents shortly.” Her lips pressed together and she let out a huff of breath. “I only wish their mothers had not already departed.”

			“Thank you, my lady,” Dorie said. “That will save my mother from having to search for them.”

			That gave her ladyship pause. “Hmmm. It might do them a great deal of good. Your mother does have a way with a dressing-down.”

			Recalling the times her mother had put her brothers in their places, she had to agree. “That she does, my lady.”

			“Let me put my mind to this.” Lady Potter glanced at Dorie’s skirts and frowned. “You, however, must go home.”

			“Yes, my lady.” She tugged at Caro’s arm. “Thank you for calling for our carriage.”

			She heard a quickly hushed laugh and glanced in the direction of it. Miss Chatham was looking up adoringly at Lord Exeter. A sharp pain pierced Dorie’s breast. It did not make any sense falling in love with him. Yet she was still convinced that Miss Chatham was not for him. Dorie would have to find someone else for him, but who?

			From the steps of the terrace she saw a lady waving at her. “Joan?”

			“I hoped I would see you here.” She bussed Dorie’s cheek. “Are you leaving so soon?”

			She looked pointedly at her hem. “I had a bit of an accident in a skiff.”

			Joan followed her gaze. “Oh, I see.” Her brow puckered. “Will you be at Lady Bellamny’s ball this evening?”

			Good lord, Dorie had forgotten all about that being tonight. “Of course. I shall see you then.” Caro cleared her throat reminding Dorie that her sister-in-law might not know her friend. “Caro, please meet my old friend Lady Joan Holloway. Joan, my sister-in-law, Caro Huntley.”

			“Pleased to meet you, my lady.” Joan gave a slight curtsey.

			“I thought you weren’t coming this year?” Dorie asked. Joan was two years older than Dorie, but they were neighbors.

			“We were not, but after my youngest brother recovered from the mumps, my mother decided the country did not offer sufficient entertainment.” She glanced around and stopped. “Who is that?”

			Dorie turned and saw Lord Exeter heading her way by himself. “The new Marquis of Exeter. Shall I introduce him?”

			“Please do.” Her friend smiled. “He is very handsome.”

			Dorie bit her lip. Other ladies admiring Exeter should not bother her. But it did. Still, she had said she would see him settled, and Joan would be a much better match for him than Miss Chatham. She had all the required skills and might not object to his sisters. When he stopped to greet them, she said. “Joan, allow me to introduce Lord Exeter. My lord, this is my friend Lady Joan Holloway.”

			He gave an elegant bow. “My lady, it is a pleasure to be made known to any of Lady Dorie’s friends.”

			Joan curtseyed. “Assuming you are also a friend, I agree.” She gave a sly smile. “Will you be attending Lady Bellamny’s ball this evening?”

			“I shall be.” He appeared perplexed for a moment before saying, “I hope you will dance with me.”

			“The first country set is available.” Joan’s eyes twinkled in delight.

			“I shall see you then.” He turned to Dorie. “Would you happen to have the first waltz available?”

			“Yes. I would.” At the moment, she did not wish to spend that much time with Fotheringale.

			* * * *

			Mrs. Chatham had taken charge of her daughter as soon as she stepped onto dry ground. Right after Dorie left with her mother and sister-in-law, Alex grabbed Fotheringale by his shoulder as he tried to follow the ladies. Alex’s hand closed into a fist; it was all he could do not to deliver some home brew. “What the devil were you doing heading into the path of those boats? You could have seriously injured or killed Lady Dorie.”

			“Kill her?” The man’s jaw dropped, then he snapped it shut. “How in the blazes do you think that could have happened?”

			Fotheringale was an idiot. “Even if she can swim, her skirts would have weighed her down. Do you even know how fast one would have to be to get her in time?”

			A muscle in his cheek began to twitch. “I have already begged her forgiveness.”

			Alex wanted to throw the man into the river. “Which she no doubt accepted because she is too polite to tell you to go to the devil.”

			“Exeter.” Littleton reached them as Alex was drawing back his arm to shove his fist into the man’s face or do other damage to Fotheringale.

			Alex took his hand off Fotheringale’s shoulder. “You’d damn well better do more than apologize to her.”

			He went off after Dorie. He wanted to take her into his arms …Hell, he wanted to carry her to her carriage and take her home. His home. Instead, she introduced him to Lady Joan. What the hell did he have to do to make Dorie understand he wanted her, not some random lady? His life was not going as he wanted it to.

			Later that night, Alex decided he was tired of balls. Or balls where he could not dance all evening with Dorie. He would rather have asked her for the supper dance, but he had a duty to Miss Chatham. Lytton had been hovering close to her all evening. If this kept up, Alex would have to recruit his friends to dance with her. Dursley had better get back soon to take her off Alex’s hands. But one thing was certain, he would not allow the earl to get anywhere near her.

			He’d not been looking forward to standing up with Lady Joan, but she had been a great deal of fun. She had no artifice at all, said exactly what she thought, and excelled at flirting. Still, she wasn’t Dorie. Even so, she had contrived to get him to ask her for a carriage ride.

			The ballroom was festooned with great swaths of silk and large potted plants were placed along pillars and the walls. Alex chose a spot where he could watch Dorie without the whole world knowing what he was doing. He’d wished his dance with her had never ended. He’d held her a little closer than she should have, but she hadn’t seemed to mind. He had wanted to pull her into his arms and dance out the door with her, then kiss her until she could not refuse him. Something in his chest grew leaden when he saw her with Fotheringale. She’d been spitting angry at him earlier, but would she truly forgive him? Alex still wanted to grab the muttonhead and plant him a facer for not listening to her and not acting to save them. He’d been fully prepared to dive into the river and save her.

			Does she love him?

			Was he the one she had chosen for a husband?

			If so, can I change her mind?

			“You look blue-deviled.” Huntley handed Alex a glass of champagne.

			He tried to keep his gaze from going to Dorie, but it was no good. Wherever she was, he found her. “No matter what I do, she doesn’t notice me.”

			“Oh, I think she notices you.” Her brother shrugged. “Against her will.”

			Alex started to glower at the man, but remembered where he was. “Why against her will?”

			Huntley took a sip of champagne. “You do know that she wants a love match and that she thought she had one last Season.”

			“Yes, I know.” What was love? And how did one find it? Alex was tired of asking that question. Unless he was in love. “How did you fall in love with your wife?”

			A humorous glint entered the man’s eyes. “For most of us, there is a difference between falling in love with a lady and realizing one is in love. I probably fell in love with Caro the first time she dressed me down for arriving too early and turned her back on me.” Huntley chuckled lightly. “Arrogant as I was, I was shocked to receive such a reaction from a lady. I’m sure my mouth was hanging open when she ordered me to stop standing there and follow her.” Grinning, he took another sip of wine. “It was a battle. Dorie’s been hurt, but Caro had been hurt more deeply. I almost lost her because I did not recognize I was in love with her and failed to tell her until it was almost too late.”

			Alex recalled what his brother-in-law had said.

			“There will come a time when a lady catches your eye and the rest of your body will follow suit. No matter what you do, you cannot get her out of your mind.”

			He drank half his glass of champagne. “Why are females so difficult?”

			“If you ask them, they will tell you we are the difficult ones.” Huntley handed his goblet to a passing footman. “Why would we want them to be different than they are? Where would be the challenge?”

			“A challenge.” Alex had been leaning against the wall but now straightened. He hadn’t thought of it that way. Dorie was definitely a challenge. His greatest one yet. “Did you know she is introducing me to other ladies?”

			Her brother grinned. “I did tell you she was managing.”

			Managing, beautiful, outspoken, and Alex didn’t think he could live without her. Perhaps it was time to admit he was in love. And like any good challenge, he had to have a plan. He had thought they were coming to know each other during their morning sessions. But obviously not well enough or she wouldn’t still be trying to find him a wife. He had to do something to convince her that he loved and wanted her, but other than taking her into his arms—he could imagine the poor maid’s reaction to that—what? If he hadn’t promised not to tell her that he’d offered for her he could tell her that. But he had. And the situation with Miss Chatham was complicating matters. He was surprised Huntley hadn’t mentioned it.

			Dorie had a tight, polite smile on her face as she walked off the dance floor with Fotheringale. That made Alex feel better. Tomorrow he’d ask her if she’d like to go for a carriage ride.

			Damn. He was already taking Lady Joan tomorrow and Miss Chatham the next day. Well, then the day after. But tomorrow he was sending messages to the ports to ask about the weather. Dursley better have a good reason he was taking so long. Alex had serious courting to do.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			The day after Lady Bellamny’s ball, several bouquets of flowers were delivered from Fotheringale. The notes all had the same message, that he hoped she forgave him. One bouquet was composed of her favorite flowers—daisies and nigellas, trimmed with ivy. It had to be Lord Exeter. He was the only gentleman who had asked which blooms she liked the best. She opened the note.

			I hope you suffered no ill effects from the incident yesterday. I intend to speak to the young men who were so reckless.

			Yr. devoted servant,

			Exeter

			P.S. If you will have your groom tell my groom when you plan to ride in the morning, I will present myself in the Park at the appointed hour. In the event your mother is also reading this missive—as I shall read notes from gentlemen sent to my sisters—I do not intend an illicit meeting.

			Dorie laughed out loud, drawing her mother’s attention. When Mama came over Dorie handed her the message. “I never knew he had such a good sense of humor.”

			Her mother appeared perplexed. “But you mentioned that he was funny.”

			She was laughing too hard to answer Mama. “I suppose I did.”

			A few minutes later, her mother chuckled. “Very well done, indeed.” She gave Dorie an appraising look. “Are you certain you do not wish to consider him as a suitable husband?”

			That brought her amusement to an end. “No. If he were truly in love with me, would he not try to arrange a secret time for us to be together?”

			Her mother’s brows rose to the edge of her lacy cap. “Not unless he was a here-and-therian who was looking to be called out by your father and brother.”

			Just the thought made her ill. “They would not do that. Dueling is illegal.”

			“Well, perhaps not,” Mama admitted. “They are much more likely to send the man on a trip to the Antipodes.” She glanced at the note and chuckled again. “I shall send a message to the stables that Lord Exeter’s groom is to be told when you are riding.”

			Oh, good Lord! Why had Dorie handed her mother the missive? She had completely forgotten that her mother was not supposed to know she rode in the morning. But Mama just acted as if it was no surprise to her. “How long have you known?”

			“My dear girl, from the moment you decided to call for your horse at such an ungodly hour. How did you think that I would not have been informed?”

			“I thought only Papa knew.” What really amazed her was that her mother never said anything.

			“He did, as well as the night footman, the stable master, your maid—although she did not mention it—the scullery maid, and Cook.” She had no idea she was so horrible at skulking around. “You needn’t frown so. If you learn nothing else from this, you now know that it is hard to keep a secret in a large household.”

			What disgusted her most was that she was not as clever as she thought she was. “Apparently.”

			Her mother just smiled. “We love you and want you to be happy. Even if that means you have to get up with the sun and ride ventre à terre.”

			“If I had known that, I could have slept longer.” As she would tomorrow.

			This time her mother laughed from deep within.

			As she made her way to the music room, she thought about the gossip she had heard at the ball last night. Even if she wanted to consider Exeter, she could not. According to the gossip, it was now certain he would wed Miss Chatham. Her father was only waiting for the offer. And since Lord Exeter was an honorable gentleman who had raised expectations, it would not be long. He was most likely only riding with her in the morning in order to have someone to race against.

			The next morning, Exeter stood next to Willa waiting for Dorie.

			“Good morning.” She expected him to merely assist her to mount; instead he placed his hands on her waist and lifted her onto her horse. Goodness. She had forgotten his strength and the breathless feeling she got from being lifted.

			“Good morning.” He looked a little sleepy, and she hoped nothing was amiss. “Thank you for sending the message.”

			“My mother sent it.” She took up her reins and started Willa.

			He blinked and looked as if he was truly awake. “I thought she didn’t know. I mean, I added the postscript, but I actually did not expect her to read it.”

			“Well.” Dorie grimaced. “That was my fault. I laughed so hard when I read it that I handed it to her.” She blew out a resigned breath. “It turns out that she has known all along. I am not nearly as sneaky as I thought I was.”

			Lord Exeter grinned. “That’s not a bad thing.”

			“I suppose not.” She had a hard time not grumbling.

			Once they reached the Park, they alternated between racing and walking their horses. Titan still refused to run past Willa, and Dorie could swear the mare was flirting with the gelding.

			“I am to be admitted to the Lords later this week,” he commented. “Your father and Lord St. Eth are sponsoring me.”

			“As pleased as I am to hear that, I still do not fully understand why none of your father’s friends came forward.”

			Shrugging, he shook his head. “They thought I should wait until autumn.”

			“Whatever for? You are a peer and should take your seat. Whether or not their wives wish to ask you to their entertainments should have no bearing on that.” Not only that, but he had been accepted at Almack’s.

			“The new governess, Miss Holliwell, is excellent,” he said changing the subject. “I shall make a point of thanking your mother for her recommendation.”

			It was on the tip of Dorie’s tongue to tell him she had made the recommendation, but she did not. It was better if he thought her mother had done it. “Just do not do it before eleven in the morning.”

			His smile almost blinded her, and she wished she had not held him at arm’s length for so long. “I’ll keep that in mind, my lady. I would like you to call me Alex.” He slid her a glance, but she could see nothing but friendship in his eyes.

			That would not be wise. She could not call a gentleman by his first name when he was going to wed another woman. “I do not think it is appropriate.”

			His lips formed a thin line, showing his disapproval, or disappointment, and he gave an imperceptible nod. “Very well.”

			* * * *

			Later that morning, Dorie stood behind Exeter looking over his shoulder as he began to transcribe the numbers from several invoices to the current journal. A pot of tea, now grown cold, still stood on the end of the table.

			He had easily mastered every aspect of estate management they had discussed from the care of tenants, to animal husbandry, to drainage and crops. He had even risen to the level of being able to argue with her about the merits of certain theories over others. Yet how he never managed to make his accounts balance was a mystery to her.

			Then she saw it. “That is seventy-two not twenty-seven.”

			Staring at the page, he blinked. “Ah, so it is. Thank you.”

			A few seconds later he transposed another set of numbers. “Thirty-nine, not ninety-three.”

			Throwing his pencil down in frustration, he leaned his head back against the large leather chair. “This is hopeless.”

			“Perhaps if you take more time and look at the figures carefully.” She lowered herself slowly onto the chair next to his.

			“I do look at them carefully, but sometimes, a lot of times, the numbers just do not make sense.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Or rather they do, but they’re not the right numbers.”

			She had a cousin who complained that letters changed shape and wouldn’t remain still. Could Exeter have the same type of problem with numbers? “Do you just switch them around or do they move and change shapes on their own?”

			“They do not move.” Turning his head, he glared at her. “I simply have trouble seeing them properly at times.”

			That was better than what her cousin had to deal with. Still, one must be able to do one’s accounts. How else would he know if someone was cheating him? “Is it only when you are writing numbers down?”

			His lips formed a thin line as he drew in a breath. He obviously did not like her questions. “No. It takes me a few moments before I can make out the time on my watch.” Exeter blew the breath out. “I’ve had this problem all my life.”

			“However did you get through school?” She had heard how demanding Eton could be.

			“A friend looked over all my work before I turned it in. Tests were more difficult, but I managed to pass.”

			“Have you always done your own accounts?” Not that he had had much of a household before he took the title.

			“When we were traveling, my valet kept the books. But I cannot ask him to perform that function for the household or, indeed, for the estates. I suppose I could rely on my steward, but I need to know if he is doing his job properly.”

			That was true and the reason they were going through this. But without someone monitoring Exeter’s—she could not continue thinking of him in such a familiar manner. Still, she would not call him Alex—failure to write numbers down correctly, he would not be able to make out if they were correct. She thought of the charities in which she was involved. “You need a bookkeeper, possibly more than one.”

			He stared at her, frowning. “A what?”

			“A bookkeeper. Someone whose job it is to keep account of the finances. If you have two bookkeepers and they do not meet, then you will be able to ensure that you have a check of sorts.”

			His brow cleared and he grinned at her. “You are amazing. I would have never thought of hiring someone whose sole function was doing the accounts, but I believe you are correct.”

			Dorie allowed herself to bask in his approval. Gentlemen seldom appreciated a clever lady. Some of them didn’t even listen to a lady who was shouting a warning. Yet more to the point was where to find an accomplished bookkeeper or two?

			“Where would we find one?” His hair was mussed, making her want to straighten it. Staring at the column, he dragged a hand down the side of his face. “I don’t think I know anyone who has a bookkeeper.”

			She was pleased they were thinking along the same path. Where did one find a bookkeeper to hire? The person must also be honest and reliable. “I know that some businesses hire them.”

			He tapped his long fingers on the desk, then glanced up at her. “We could ask at Rundell and Bridge.”

			“That is an excellent idea!” Dorie found she was excited to be included in the search. After all, he had said “we.” “Shall we call for my phaeton?”

			Exeter threw her a quizzical glance. “Ah, yes. We would not wish to waste any time.”

			She pulled the bell-pull and informed the footman who answered that she required her carriage and that his lordship would like a cup of tea while he was waiting for her. “I shall be back directly. I must change my gown.”

			Without waiting for him to respond, Dorie hurried out of the study, her maid on her heels. “My lady, the primrose carriage gown?”

			“That is a good choice.” Thirty minutes later, she descended the stairs to find Exeter waiting for her in the hall.

			“Your phaeton has just been brought around.” He offered her his arm as she reached the bottom step.

			“Banwell, we are going to Rundell and Bridge and shall return as soon as we have completed our undertaking.”

			Exeter helped her into the phaeton, then went around and climbed into the passenger side. Her groom let go of the horses and scrambled on the back as Dorie started out of Grosvenor Square. The distance to Ludgate Hill was less than three miles, but the traffic was heavy and it would take some time to arrive at the jewelers. This was actually the first time she had driven her carriage anywhere other than to the Park, but she knew the way well, having been there many times with her mother and sister-in-law.

			Speaking of mothers. “Have you heard from Lady Exeter?”

			“I did.” He had a look of chagrin on his handsome face. Why was she noticing it now? “She was not at all happy that I refused to allow the girls to live with her.” He pulled his lips down ruefully. “Neither was she pleased with my tone in the letter.”

			Dorie wondered exactly what her ladyship was thinking, wanting her daughters to come live with her. She had harmed them enough. Nevertheless, it was still hard for any mother to be denied her children, even when her actions had caused the problem. “You might take them to see her this summer as long as no one knew about it.”

			“Perhaps.” He lapsed into relative silence.

			She decided to focus on small talk. “The weather has been lovely.”

			“Yes. I am informed that the first shoots have started appearing in the fields.” He sounded as if he was thinking about other things.

			“That will be good news for the whole country.” She used a cheery tone, but it was true. They had barely recovered from the disaster of two summers ago and this year had not started out to be promising.

			“I must apologize. Your suggestion about the children was a good one.” He shrugged. “I am not certain how happy my mother would be to see us after I berated her for marrying so quickly and leaving Penelope and Phillida to bear the consequences of her behavior.”

			Dorie wondered what they would encounter if they did visit. She did not know how his sisters would react to seeing their mother then being made to leave. What if someone discovered Lady Exeter had not been cut from their lives? Unfortunately, she had not spent much time with them to know how they felt at all. Although her younger sister had. Would Ophelia share what she knew?

			“Well, in that case, you are probably right to leave well enough alone.” Unless Dorie discovered something that would change the circumstances. “Did you have a pleasant ride with Lady Joan?”

			“She is very nice,” he said noncommittally.

			“I have always found her so. She is…Oh, what is the word? Energetic. That is it. She is always so much fun to be with, but can be calm and patient when needed. Very few things upset her, or make her angry.” Thus making her the perfect woman to finishing raising Exeter’s sisters.

			“Did you know that she has no opinion when it comes to politics and prefers not to be involved?”

			For the love of God! She was a duke’s daughter. Surely she knew how important being a good political hostess was. “I cannot believe it. Her family is as politically active as mine is.”

			“I was surprised as well. It appears that her family is so voluble about the subject that she has developed an anathema to politics. She prefers to engage in charitable activities.”

			Dorie had had no idea. Of her friends, only Henrietta and Augusta discussed politics. Unfortunately, Joan’s lack of interest made her completely unacceptable. Well, that had not gone well. There had to be the perfect lady for him. One with whom he could share his interests, duties, and love. Of course, if he was going to marry Miss Chatham, Dorie was wasting her time. That match still did not feel right. “Naturally, a lady should have her charities, but it is also important that bills are passed to improve the lot of our countrymen and women so that they are not dependent on charities. Which, by the way, never have enough funds for their needs.”

			“I cannot say that I know much about private charities. Although, I have been speaking with your mother and some other ladies about where best to invest in them.”

			That was a surprise. “Well, if you want my opinion.” Dorie and Exeter were on Fleet Street and the traffic, vehicular and pedestrian, was so horrid that she did not dare look at him. But out of the corner of her eye she saw him nod. “I would speak to Lord Merton and Lord Worthington about the charities their ladies founded. That is where my money is going.”

			“Thank you. I’ll do that.” Exeter had been sitting forward slightly but now leaned back against the seat. “I believe our turn is coming up.”

			“It is. Thank you.” She had not needed to be told, but it was the first time he had given her directions, and could, therefore, be forgiven. In her experience gentlemen were all to ready to give advice whether it was wanted or not.

			She made the turn and pulled up in front of the famous jewelers. “Dodson,” she called to her groom. “Walk the horses. I do not know how long we will be.”

			“Yes, my lady.”

			As he ran to their heads, Exeter came around to help her down. However, instead of holding out his hand, he reached up and clasped his hands around her waist, lifted her slightly, and lowered her to the ground. Goodness. Again her heart started beating faster than she liked. Even worse than this morning. Still, she had no idea a gentleman could do that. Not from a high-perched phaeton! Taking a breath, she placed her hand on his arm and they strolled into the shop.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			Alex was extremely pleased with the way the conversation with Dorie had gone. And the way she reacted to his touch. Maybe now the love of his life would stop introducing him to other ladies. This was the third one he had found a major fault in—at least to her way of thinking—and his only problem now was to discover why she was so resistant to him. He’d been concerned that she thought he’d marry Miss Chatham, but if that was the case she wouldn’t be trying to find him another lady. If she had thought that, it would set him back in his campaign to convince her to allow him to court her. Her parents had encouraged him, but as her father had said, Dorie must choose for herself. And now that Alex knew how he felt, he had to agree. Earlier, he’d been hard-pressed not to take her into his arms and kiss her; then they’d started on accounting. That would kill anyone’s lust. He was just glad that Lord Huntingdon was treating Alex’s offer like a closely held secret.

			“Would you mind if I speak with whoever is in charge today alone?” When she gave him a startled look he quickly amended his request. “At first. Naturally, I shall want your opinion if he has a bookkeeper available.”

			“Yes, of course. I shall look at some of the jewelry they have.” A smile appeared on her lips, but Alex wasn’t convinced it was sincere. For some reason, he did not think jewelry would hold her attention for long.

			“Thank you.” He gave her what he hoped was a boyish grin. “I’ll come for you as soon as I know what is what.”

			Her lips relaxed into a genuine smile. “Thank you.”

			He opened the door to the shop and followed her in. There were two ladies at the end of the shop looking at something a clerk was holding.

			Another clerk came up immediately. “May I help you?”

			“I am Exeter. Lady Dorie Calthorp and I would like to speak with the manager.” There was no way Alex was going to disclose what he wanted to a clerk.

			“Of course, my lord. Mr. Rundell is in today. If you will have a seat”—the man waved rather grandly to a pair of chairs—“I will inform him of your visit.”

			“Thank you.” Alex waited until Dorie gracefully perched on the edge of the chair before lowering himself into the other one.

			To Alex’s amusement, the clerk snapped his fingers at a younger man standing nearby. “Tea for our guests.”

			Dorie leaned over to him. “I have never been offered tea before.”

			He vowed that her wedding gift would be bought here. “I’ve never even been here before.”

			“Harrumph.” She crossed her arms, plumping up her enticing breasts, then uncrossed them and placed her hands demurely in her lap. Then she looked at him and shook her head. “I thought you wanted to speak with him alone?”

			“I did, but it occurred to me that it was your idea.” Not to mention that he’d named her and she could not remain in the showroom by herself. Two more people entered the store; this time it was a man and a woman.

			They had not finished their tea when a man above medium height came out to greet them. “My lord, my lady, I am Mr. Rundell. How may I assist you?”

			“If we could speak privately?” Alex asked.

			“Of course.” The man led them into a room papered in silk, the walls displaying several paintings. On the floor an Aubusson carpet muffled their footsteps.

			They sat in two chairs while Mr. Rundell took his seat behind a large walnut desk with a burl top. Alex decided to approach the business directly. “I am looking for an honest bookkeeper, and I immediately thought of you.”

			“A bookkeeper.” The man could not hide his surprise. “I have never been asked for that before.”

			“Nevertheless.” Dorie raised her chin and one brow. Her voice was as commanding as her mother’s. “That is what we require at the moment.”

			He was glad he’d brought her with him.

			“I am happy to say I can be of help. I have a young man here who deserves more responsibility. He is the nephew of one of my long-term bookkeepers and has been well trained. He is also one of the most honest men I have ever met.”

			“May we interview him?” Alex hoped that his luck in hiring the first person he talked to would hold.

			“Naturally, I must ask him if he is interested in the position…”

			When Rundell stopped, Alex said, “He would be in charge of all the marquisate’s accounts.”

			The man bowed. “Please excuse me for a moment.”

			“We should go somewhere else for the other bookkeeper,” Dorie whispered.

			“Possibly a bank?” Alex could deal with that.

			“An excellent idea.” Her hand moved toward his, but before she touched him she placed it back in her lap.

			That was the closest she had come to touching him when it wasn’t necessary.

			“My lord, my lady.” Rundell came back into the room followed by a man who looked to be in his late twenties. “May I introduce Mr. Robbins?”

			Alex and Dorie both inclined their heads and he said, “A pleasure, Mr. Robbins.”

			“Likewise.” The man bowed. “I am aware of the great honor in being recommended for the position”—he was going to turn them down—“I just have a few questions.”

			Thank the Fates! “Naturally.”

			Robbins asked about the scope of the position, how many estates there were, whom he would be overseeing, if anyone, and to whom he would report. When told he’d work directly for Alex, the man nodded. “In that case, I will need to give notice here.” He glanced at Rundell.

			“You will be difficult to replace, but I believe his lordship requires you sooner rather than later.” Rundell looked at Alex. “Would one week suffice?”

			“It would.” He stood and to Robbins’s shock, shook his hand. “I look forward to your arrival.”

			“As do I, my lord.” He bowed. “My lady. I look forward to working for you.”

			It struck Alex that his new bookkeeper obviously thought Dorie would shortly be Alex’s wife. Yet if she thought there was anything odd about the man’s statement, nothing in her reaction betrayed it.

			By the time they reentered the shop, several more customers had entered, a few of them looked directly at him and Dorie, and one woman whispered to her friend. But, again, she didn’t appear to realize that there were those who thought they would soon marry. Alex held back a laugh. If this got out, the ton wouldn’t know if it was coming or going. According to his friends, and the lady’s brother, wagering in the clubs was heavily on Miss Chatham. Little did they know that the second Dursley arrived, Miss Chatham would belong to another gentleman.

			Alex held his arm out to Dorie, and decided to fan the fires. “Would you like to look at the jewelry now?”

			“Yes.” She glanced at him with a broad smile on her enticing lips. “I would love to.”

			“Come then. We can both see what is available.” He, though, would pay close attention to what Dorie liked.

			“That went well.” She spoke in a low voice.

			“Yes, it did. Thanks to you and your clever idea.” He could not have done it without her. But how do I convince her we are the perfect pair? That she is the only lady for me?

			A merry look sparkled in her hazel eyes. “What a lovely compliment, my lord.”

			Alex guided her over to the glass-topped counters displaying an almost endless array of gems, settings, and finished jewelry. “I would like to buy something for you.”

			She looked at him like he had run mad. “You should know that you cannot.”

			He did know the rules, but …Dorie wandered to the counter of necklaces. “Do you like any of them?”

			“My lord!” She glared at him. “If you must give me something promise me that you will marry because you want to, not because you think you have to.”

			Gazing into her green-flecked amber eyes, he almost smiled at the frustration there. “I shall give you my word that I will marry the woman with whom I wish to spend the rest of my life.”

			Dorie’s breath caught as Exeter’s green eyes darkened as he stared down at her, capturing her eyes with his and refusing to let go. For a moment, she could believe he cared about her, then the door opened and several ladies walked in, breaking the spell. “Thank you.” One of the women glanced at them. Good Lord! What will people think? She surreptitiously glanced at the crowded showroom. Two ladies had smug smiles on their faces, and she knew exactly what they thought. In less than a day it would be all around that she and Exeter were betrothed. This was not good. “We should go.”

			Instead of lifting her into the phaeton, he very properly handed her in. She tried not to miss the feel of his hands on her waist, but it was no use. She did miss it. Tears pricked her eyes as she realized this would be their last morning together. He knew all she could teach him.

			“I have had my secretary write to each of my estates and request reports. I would appreciate it if you could look at the information with me when it arrives.”

			Dorie grabbed on to the thin thread he offered. “I would be happy to.”

			He nodded. “After the Season, I must visit them.” She had to stop due to two slow-moving drays. “I believe I’ll go without giving them notice.”

			What a horrible idea. “I cannot recommend you do that. It will upset your servants.”

			“But if I tell them I am coming, I won’t be able to get a good idea of the true state of the property.”

			“Hmmm. There must be another way. Have you ever been to any of your estates other than your seat?”

			“Only the one in Suffolk.” He glanced at her at the same time she looked at him. Dorie felt as if she had been caught staring at him and focused on the wagons in front of them. “But one cannot properly call that an estate. It is a minor property with just a few tenants. The house, though, is wonderful. It is situated a few miles from Great Yarmouth and has a view over the North Sea.” He was silent for a few moments. “We spent a month there each summer when I was young. Before Phillida was born.”

			Dorie wondered what had happed to change their habit. “It sounds lovely.”

			“It is, or was. I hope it has not been allowed to deteriorate. Properties by the sea require a great deal of upkeep.”

			“True.” She loved houses by the sea. “Huntley and Caro’s property is also in Suffolk, but much farther down the coast. He complains frequently about the maintenance.”

			“Perhaps I shall go there first.” Exeter’s finely molded lips quirked up.

			“I suppose this is our last day of lessons.” She might as well broach the subject now and get it out of the way.

			“It can’t be. What I mean is I still have questions. A list of them. To tie everything together.” He was silent as she drove through a narrow space between two coaches going in opposite directions who had decided stop and converse. “And I’ve received another letter from Hatcher.”

			Of course. She should have thought of that. “You must do something about him. He will be the bane of your existence if you do not.”

			“What I need is to visit Longwood and hire a steward. Not in that order.” She glanced at him as he slid her a sidelong look. “I could use help with that as well.”

			“Regarding Hatcher I might be able to assist you. I am afraid my father will have to help find an estate manager.” She pulled up in front of her town house. “I shall see you in the morning.”

			Exeter jumped down and before one of the footmen or her groom could get to her, he clasped his large, warm hands around her waist and lifted her down. This time the tingling spread all over her, and Dorie didn’t want him to let go. Worse, she wanted to wrap her arms around him and hold him. What was happening to her?

			Exeter released her and offered his arm. “I look forward to our session tomorrow.”

			Gingerly, she placed her fingers on his arm and the sensations increased. She must simply refuse to respond. “I as well.”

			When they reached the door, he took her hand and kissed it, and she wanted to leap out of her skin. Why was her body not listening? This had to cease. “Until tomorrow.”

			“Until then.” He gave a lopsided smile that made her want to melt.

			Why did these feelings not occur when Fotheringale touched her? Although, granted he had never touched her as Exeter did. Dorie had put her hand on Fotheringale’s arm, and she had danced with him. There should be some sort of feeling. She had heard it said that it was just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one. If that was the case, why would it not be equally true that one could choose to fall in love with one particular gentleman over another? She had already decided that she would choose which gentleman she wished. She should be feeling those tingles with Fotheringale. Though to be fair, she was still rather put out with him. But she had not experienced them at all with him. Even before the incident on the river. Dorie was almost certain that what she was experiencing with Exeter was what her mother and Louisa had mentioned. Dorie could not understand what was wrong. Or why her flesh had decided it liked him better than Fotheringale. There was obviously some sort of failure between her physical being and her mind. The difficulty was she did not know what to do about it or how to fix the problem.

			“My lady,” Curran said in an insistent tone.

			Was something the matter? “What is it?”

			“You seemed to be in a trance. I called to you several times.” Curran peered at Dorie as if attempting to discern what had caused her not to respond immediately.

			Her friend Augusta did this sort of thing all the time, but Dorie never had. “I was merely attempting to solve a problem.”

			“Very well, my lady.” Her maid went to the clothing press. “Your mother wished me to remind you that you are dining with Lord Fotheringale and his mother this evening. Which gown would you like to wear?”

			Good heavens. She had forgotten all about that. At least it would give her another opportunity to see if she could feel for him what she did with Exeter. Perhaps if she was in a smaller setting with Fotheringale it would be different. After all, she had spent much more time almost alone with Exeter than she had with the gentleman she thought she wished to marry. That must be the reason her body was not listening to her mind.

			“My lady?”

			Drat, she’d done it again. “Right. The gown. Select whichever one you think is best.”

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Alex grinned to himself and his steps were lighter as he strolled back to his town house. Dorie had definitely reacted to him. Now all he had to do was convince her he loved her and she could love him.

			Except for the problem of Miss Chatham.

			That must be resolved before he could declare himself to Dorie.

			He heard piano music as he walked to his study. A jarring note sounded, telling him it was Phillida not Penelope who was playing. Miss Holliwell had been a godsend. Or a gift from Dorie. When he had thanked her mother the other evening, Lady Huntingdon had told him it was her daughter’s suggestion. She would have recommended the older governess, but saw the wisdom in Dorie’s argument. He did enjoy arguing with her. As well as talking with her, watching her, dancing with her. What he really wanted to do was kiss her and make her fall apart in his arms.

			“My lord?”

			Alex glanced up. He hadn’t even greeted his secretary. “Cunningham, I want you to write all my estates and ask for reports regarding the state of the houses and properties as well as anything else you think necessary.” It occurred to him that he didn’t know how many servants and tenants he had at his other estates. “Do we have a list of servants and how many tenants are at the other properties?”

			“My lord.” He peered at Alex as if something was not quite right. “I have done all of that and we received the answers. As soon as you wish, I can compile an account.” He wrote something down, then looked up at Alex.

			“Ah, yes. Right. Of course you did. Thank you.” Cunningham was still waiting for something. “Do you know yet where Lady Dorie will be this evening?” Most likely Almack’s. It was Wednesday.

			His secretary grimaced. “They are dining at Fotheringale House.”

			Damn and blast! His hands clenched into fists. Every muscle in Alex’s body wanted to damage something. He didn’t want her spending any more time with the blasted fool. “Thank you. I shall be at Jackson’s.”

			“Yes, my lord.” Cunningham turned back to his desk and picked up a piece of paper. “You might want to know the names of the young gentlemen racing on the river. Lady Huntingdon asks if you would like to accompany her when she visits their parents.”

			That sounded better than Jackson’s. He might not be able to pound on them, but it would help disperse some of frustration. “I would. When does she wish to depart?”

			“In about ten minutes. I’ll send a footman with a message.”

			“Please do.” Alex still thought it was too bad that he wouldn’t be able to hit one of the idiots.

			Lady Huntingdon kept up a steady stream of polite conversation to which he needed to add only a few words here and there until they arrived at a large white house on the river. When the coach stopped two footmen ran down the steps to meet them and escort them to the butler.

			“My lady.” He bowed. “My lord. Please follow me. My mistress is waiting for you in the drawing room.”

			As they were being announced, Alex saw the two boys. They were younger than he had first thought, somewhere in their mid-teens. Old enough to know better. He greeted their mothers and said, “Eton?” One of them nodded. “Very well.” Standing in front of the young men, hands behind his back, he speared them with a hard look. “You were reckless and incompetent. You could have killed someone the other day. Had it not been for my actions, you probably would have caused, at the very least, serious injury.” One boy sulked and Alex itched to take hold of his ridiculously tied neckcloth and shake him. “Are either of you members of the Monarch Club?”

			They shook their heads, but the one who looked guilty instead of offended said, “We want to be. We were practicing.”

			He raised a brow. “I was a member, and if you do not write an apology to Lady Dorie, the lady you could have injured or killed”—the sulky boy flinched—“and do exactly what I tell you to do, I shall make sure neither of you is accepted, no matter how excellent your sculling becomes.” Alex was gratified to see the blood drain from their faces. Even the sulky one sat up straight. “Do you understand me?”

			“Yes, sir,” they chorused.

			“Good. From now on, after you have marked your course, you will post servants in boats along the way to warn others of you and you of obstacles. I know that you don’t believe you could come to serious harm. You are, as yet, too young and stupid.” He paused, allowing that to sink in their thick heads. “I shall leave that to your parents. Although I doubt their attempts will be successful.” Young men generally thought they were immortal or, at the very least, invincible. “Therefore, I shall suggest that they keep the skiffs under lock and key so that you will have to request their use. If I hear of you going out on your own or breaking my rules, you can forget about being admitted to the club.” He turned to Lady Huntingdon. “Do you have anything you wish to add, my lady?”

			“Nothing at all, my lord. I believe your strictures and promises are sufficient.” She glanced at the ladies. “We shall be going now.”

			“Thank you for coming.” The first lady glared at the boys. “I assure you that the boats will be under lock and key, and guarded.”

			“Yes, indeed,” the other lady said faintly. “I never realized how dangerous an activity rowing was.”

			Once Alex and Lady Huntingdon were in the coach, she nodded approvingly at him. “That was extremely well done. You struck them exactly where it would hurt the most.”

			He chuckled. “Once I knew they attended Eton, it wasn’t hard to surmise the boat club was somehow involved.”

			“No, no,” her ladyship said. “I will not allow you to make light of what you did. I believe both boys are a little spoiled. Mentioning the danger in the sport the way you did was the only way to make their mothers understand that their activities must be controlled.” She gave him a knowing look. “Gentlemen are all too ready to risk their lives and those of others without giving a thought to the damage they might cause.”

			That was the truth. He remembered when he and some of his friends had bribed a stagecoach driver to let them drive when they were in their altitudes. They’d almost put the vehicle into a ditch.

			She regaled him with some of her younger son’s exploits, and he told her about some of his but not about the stagecoach. As they entered Grosvenor Square, she gave him an approving look, and Alex felt as if he had passed some sort of test.

			Alex had no sooner arrived home when he received two messages. One sent by a groom and relayed to his butler was a panicked message from Miss Chatham. Her father was preparing to accept Lord Lytton’s proposal if something did not happen by the time he returned from a short bolt home to take care of a problem. And Lytton knew it. It seemed Alex was going to Almack’s tonight after all.

			The other was a hastily written note informing him that the winds had been keeping vessels from arriving from France, but they had turned early this morning. He said a prayer to whoever was listening that Dursley would be here by tomorrow.

			Taking out a piece of pressed paper, he wrote a missive to Miss Chatham requesting the first waltz and the supper dance. Once that was sent, he went to Brooks’s and was lucky enough to find several of his friends and Dorie’s brother.

			He approached Elliott, Turley, and Littleton. “I need a favor.” He told them about Lytton pressing his suit. Alex wished he could tell them why he detested the bounder, but that involved a lady. “Will you ask Miss Chatham for dances this evening?”

			Once they agreed, he went to where Huntley was sitting with his friend Wivenly and asked for their assistance as well.

			“I understand your desire to save any lady from Lytton,” Huntley said. “But what are you going to do about my sister?”

			Alex frowned. He’d be unable to come up with an answer if Dursley didn’t get to Town soon. “If she doesn’t accept Fotheringale, you mean?”

			Huntley grinned. “After this evening, I do not believe it will be a consideration.”

			“I hope you’re right.” Alex glanced around and, finding no one within hearing distance if he spoke softly, decided to tell them about his only plan for Miss Chatham. “You must promise not to mention what I’m about to tell you to anyone else.” He waited until both men nodded their assent. “She is waiting for Dursley to return.”

			“Isn’t he making a Grand Tour?” Wivenly asked, his voice as low as Alex’s had been.

			“He is, but I was able to contact him and he is waiting in France for a ship. I was informed not long ago that the winds haven’t been in the right quarter, but it changed early today. I expect him to arrive by tomorrow at the latest.”

			“I’ll add my prayers to yours,” Huntley said. “By the way, there is talk about you and Dorie being at Rundell and Bridge this morning.”

			“That is what might have prompted Mr. Chatham to make his threat.” Alex would have to watch what he said and did this evening. For the first time he was glad Dorie wouldn’t be there.

			Huntley picked up his glass. “You know what they say about heavy ground.”

			“Get over it as lightly as possible.” And that’s exactly what Alex would do. If the Fates were with him, he had only one more day of this torture. But he would not propose to her tomorrow. He’d wait until the next morning when they usually met. That would give him time to make it perfect for her.

			* * * *

			When Dorie and her parents entered the hall of Fotheringale House she had to stop herself from wrinkling her nose. The scents of vinaigrette and burnt feathers fought with the strong fragrance of roses. There was a large vase of the flowers in the hall, but even they could not be responsible. It was as if someone had added perfume.

			Lord Fotheringale stood next to a willowy blond lady with threads of silver in her hair. “My ladies.” He bowed. “My lord. We are so glad you could come.” He motioned to the woman. “Lady Huntingdon, I believe you know my mother.”

			“Indeed. Naomi.” Mama inclined her head. “I can tell by the smell you’ve been quacking yourself.”

			Dorie heard a faint choking sound from her father behind her. Fotheringale did not react at all to her mother’s comment.

			He smiled at her. “Lady Dorie, I’d like you to meet my mother.”

			She gave a shallow curtsey. “A pleasure, my lady.”

			The woman adjusted her shawls around her shoulders, which contributed to a sylphlike look. “I have heard so much about you, my lady.” From her tone, Dorie couldn’t make out if that was good or bad. “I understand you are in your second Season.”

			Ahhh. This was going to be an interesting if not a pleasant evening. “I am. Like my older sister and my mother, I am taking my time to find the right gentleman.”

			Fotheringale turned back to his mother. “Mama, may I present Lord Huntingdon.”

			Papa bowed, but instead of curtseying, Lady Fotheringale spent several seconds detaching her shawls from a figured gold bracelet and offering her hand. “I know you will understand that my health does not allow me to do you the honor of a curtsey.”

			As Papa reassured the woman, Dorie glanced at Fotheringale and was surprised to see he accepted his mother’s behavior as completely normal. Her ladyship latched on to Papa’s arm, leaving Fotheringale to escort Mama. Dorie followed the rest into a drawing room that was decorated in red and gold. Although the day was not cool and it was still light, the heavy velvet curtains, also in gold and red, had been drawn, shutting out all the natural light.

			As if Lady Fotheringale knew what Dorie was thinking, her ladyship glanced back at her. “The light hurts my eyes.”

			Dorie wanted to roll hers.

			Once again, her mother decided not to let the comment pass. “I am sure my daughter understands. If she and Fotheringale do marry, she will no doubt redecorate. However, you will naturally keep your apartments the way you wish.”

			She had trouble keeping her jaw from dropping. She’d never heard Mama be quite so direct. There had to be some reason for her behavior.

			Lord Fotheringale handed her a glass of sherry. “Your mother is quite harsh with invalids.”

			Dorie was certainly not going to agree with that. “Mama believes that one should always try to be well.” Dorie drank a large sip of wine. “In our house it was always easier to get better than to remain ill.”

			“You must understand. My mother’s been in poor health for a long time now. She began failing after my father died.”

			Something told her his mother was stronger than she wished to appear. “I am very sorry for her.”

			His brown eyes warmed when he gazed at her. “I knew you would understand.”

			Then a thought occurred to Dorie. “When did your father die?”

			“When I was just starting at Cambridge. I came home straightaway to take care of her.”

			That had to be at least ten years ago if not longer. She was clearly her mother’s daughter as the first response that came to mind had something to do with his mother getting on with her life instead of clinging to him. Fortunately, she was saved from answering by the butler calling them to dinner.

			Unfortunately, that did not save her from the rest of the evening.

			None of the leaves had been taken out of the table long enough to sit twenty. She was on Lord Fotheringale’s left, Mama was on his right, and Papa was at the other end on Lady Fotheringale’s right. Had Dorie been in charge, the table would have been reduced to what was needed. Their wineglasses were filled and a white soup was served before any other significant conversation took place.

			Naturally, her mother started it. “Fotheringale.” Mama had taken a sip of soup and set her spoon down. “I have not seen you at any of the political parties. I predict Dorie will become a great political hostess. We have certainly supported her interest in that and charities that help the poor.”

			Lady Fotheringale held up a lace-edged handkerchief to her nose. “Oh, I could not abide the noise and trouble of a party.” For such a frail lady, her hearing was excellent, and her voice carried well down the table. “So much work, and there are always arguments.” She gave a fairly dramatic shudder. “And the poor. As charitable as that is, one must not actually come in contact with them. Think of the diseases.”

			“But Naomi, dear.” Mama glanced at Dorie and there was a wicked gleam in her mother’s eyes. “You will surely not be here to be exposed to either. Do you not wish to retire to your Dower House? I remember you telling me once that it was quite lovely.”

			Fotheringale glanced at Mama. “My mother will live with my wife and me. Her health is such that I could not leave her alone. Even to trusted servants.”

			Dorie tasted the soup and discovered why her mother was not eating it. It had absolutely no taste at all.

			The soup was removed, and the next course served. Sole in butter sauce, asparagus, poached chicken in white sauce, and haricots verts. She picked at her fish and ate the asparagus. For a few minutes, they ate in relative quiet. Then Papa said, “Of course, I know nothing about the planning of entertainments, but in the great scheme of things, there are not so many of them. Children, now, create a great deal of noise.” He beamed at Dorie. “I hope to have a great many grandchildren.”

			Dorie stole a quick look at her ladyship, who had blanched. “Naturally, my son must fill his nursery. But I ascribe to the adage that children should be seen and not heard. My dear Fotheringale did not bother us until he was sent off to school.”

			And if he was at school, he could not bother them. Dorie and her brothers and sisters had had the run of the house and grounds. Until one rainy day they decided swinging from a chandelier would be great fun and it came crashing down. After that, they were not allowed to play in the formal rooms. She ate the last of her vegetable. “At what age did you go to school?”

			Fotheringale swallowed whatever he was eating. “Twelve.”

			She had no idea there was so much to discuss when considering the person one wished to wed. “We ate with my parents starting at eight years of age. Not when they had guests to dinner, but every other evening.”

			“I was quite happy with my nurse.” Dorie was surprised at the evenness of his tone. Did he not understand that she didn’t approve of that method of raising children and would not stand for it?

			The rest of the courses were as mediocre as the first, and she ate very little.

			“I am pleased to see that you do not gorge yourself, Lady Dorie. A lady should never eat too much when in company.”

			She caught Fotheringale smiling at her and she gave him and then his mother a polite smile. Other than informing them that dinner was almost inedible, there was really nothing to say. She hoped her mother had the forethought to order something to eat when they got home. By now, she was quite peckish. Lady Fotheringale did not care for dessert and did not serve it. Instead she rose and motioned for Dorie and her mother to follow her.

			Yet once they reached the drawing room, she said, “You must excuse me. I am feeling fatigued.” And, in a flurry of shawls, she left.

			“Well,” Mama said once the door had closed behind her ladyship. “I cannot tell you how glad I am that she has gone.”

			Dorie went to the sideboard and poured two glasses of claret. Even if nothing else had been good about dinner, the wine was.

			She handed her mother a glass. “You did that on purpose.”

			Mama raised her glass to Dorie. “I did it so that you could see what being married to him would be like. It is important to remember, one does not marry an individual, but a family. Unless you find an orphan, but you are still likely to have former guardians and alike around.”

			“I had not appreciated that before.” Naturally, she had thought about Exeter’s sisters, but it had not occurred to her that other family members could be even more difficult. “Thank you.”

			It looked as if she would have a third Season after all.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			Almack’s was barely endurable. Alex danced two sets with Miss Chatham and was thankful his friends kept their promises and danced with her as well, leaving Lytton without a set with the lady. Pleading a headache, she convinced her mother to leave right after the supper dance.

			When he arrived home at midnight, Coyne took his hat, gloves, and cane, then said, “There is a gentleman waiting for you. I put him in the library.”

			Who would visit him…? The only gentleman who’d come this late at night and wait had to be Dursley. “He wouldn’t happen to be a tall man with sandy hair and a perpetual grin, would he?”

			Coyle inclined his head. “That is a perfect description, my lord. I take it you have been waiting to hear from him?”

			“I have.” And Alex was going to give thanks to all the deities. Thank God, the man was finally here. “If there’s no brandy, bring a bottle. This is a cause for celebration.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			He strode down the corridor and opened the library door to find his friend with a glass of brandy in hand. “I cannot tell you how happy I am to see you.”

			Dursley slapped Alex’s back. “And I can’t tell you how glad I am that you contacted me and kept Lytton from Miss Chatham.”

			Alex spied the decanter of brandy on the table next to a bottle he did not recognize as one of his, and poured a glass. “It was a close thing. Her father is starting to jib. When do you plan to tell her you’re back?”

			They sat on large leather chairs next to the fireplace that had been lit. Dursley took a sip of his brandy. “That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. The man isn’t going to be happy to wed his daughter to a mere viscount.”

			“A viscount that will be an earl.” Alex twirled the brandy before taking a sip. “Good stuff.”

			“I found this in a small winery in Cognac, France.” Dursley took a healthy drink of the brandy. “Be that as it may, I took the safe path and spoke with my father. He will talk to Chatham on my behalf.”

			“He’s out of Town at the moment, but told her that if I didn’t come up to scratch, he’d accept Lytton.” Alex raked his fingers through his hair. “I’m afraid I might have caused that bit of nonsense. I was with Lady Dorie at Rundell and Bridge. Several people saw us and came to unhelpful conclusions.”

			“But not untrue ones, you hope.” Dursley scowled into his glass. “It’s a damn shame the whole world can’t be told what that cur Lytton did.”

			How the devil had Dursley come to that conclusion? Alex gave himself a shake. One step at a time. “I agree, but then a lady’s reputation would be involved, and no gentleman would take that risk.” Alex took a sip of brandy, enjoying the rich flavor. “Will you go to Miss Chatham tomorrow?” His friend’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “What are you thinking?”

			“M’sister told me that you wanted to court another lady but haven’t been able to because of Mary. I propose we do something to show her what a hero you are.”

			He’d like for Dorie to see him as a hero instead of always needing her help. “What do you suggest?”

			Dursley grinned. “I’m told the next ball is tomorrow evening.”

			“Yes, Lady Watford is holding a ball in honor of her daughter.”

			“You can’t do anything outré at that ball, Lady Adeline is a friend of Miss Chatham’s and Lady Dorie’s.”

			“Nothing like that. M’mother would murder me.” He frowned. “But not until after I had an heir.” He grinned again. “Have you secured dances with Mary yet?”

			“Miss Chatham? I have.” Strange that Alex hadn’t even known her first name. “The first waltz and the supper dance. I arranged for friends to fill in the rest of the sets.”

			For an instant, Dursley’s eyes got a little watery. “You really are the best friend a man could have.” He drained his glass and poured another. “What I propose is that you request the same dances from Lady Dorie, is it?” Alex nodded. “We’ll have to figure out a way to get them in the same place. For I shall come and claim Mary while you claim your lady.”

			“That could work.” Alex worked it through in his mind. “I’ll ask Huntley to settle his mother, wife, and Dorie near Mrs. Chatham.” Alex might also have to tell his hoped-for future brother-in-law about the scheme.

			“Unless something goes wrong.” Dursley saluted Alex.

			Such as Dorie not having those dances free. He wondered what had happened tonight at Fotheringale’s and said another prayer that it had not gone his lordship’s way.

			Dursley once again watched as he twirled his wine. “By the by, do you happen to know if Loathsome Lytton will be present tomorrow evening?”

			“I do not know. Why?”

			Dursley shrugged lightly. “I would simply like to rub his face in the failure.”

			“Well,” Alex said. “From what I’ve heard, it won’t be his first one this Season.”

			Eyes bright, his friend sat up. “Pray tell.”

			Laughing, Alex shook his head. “He offered for Lady Augusta Vivers. She has not accepted any of the many gentlemen who have made offers. It was announced at a garden party that she was going to Paris soon.”

			“I can’t say that I blame her.” Dursley took a few more sips of wine. “I would have liked to have taken Mary with me when I went to Europe.”

			“Do it after you wed,” Alex suggested. “You might not get another chance.”

			“Excellent idea, my friend.” Dursley downed his brandy and stood. “I’d better toddle home. I haven’t had much sleep, and I shall need all my wits about me tomorrow.”

			“I’d better do the same. My days start much earlier than they used to.”

			His friend’s brows drew down. “Feeling the weight of the title?”

			“It’s more than that.” Alex raked his fingers through his hair. “I’m having to learn everything. My father always thought we’d have time.”

			“I’m glad m’father started me young.” He grinned. “I’ll have to instruct Mary, or m’mother, and I will. Based on your experience, I’ll suggest she start going out to meet the tenants when we return from our wedding trip.”

			“That’s one thing I don’t have to worry about with Dorie.” Alex thought of the hours they’d spent together and smiled. “She’s been teaching me.”

			Dursley barked a laugh. “She sounds like the perfect wife for you.”

			“She is.” Alex walked Dursley to the door.

			By tomorrow the act with Miss Chatham would be over. He just hoped it wasn’t too late to tell Dorie he loved her.

			* * * *

			The morning after dinner at Fotheringale’s home, Dorie needed a ride. A fast one. Exeter was waiting outside for her when her groom brought Willa around. Dorie had had a long time to think about him last night after she had returned home. How stupid and blind she had been. He was everything she wanted in a husband. If only she had focused on making him fall in love with her instead of trying to think of ways she could change Lord Fotheringale to be what she wanted. Although, even if she could have changed him, last night had shown her what a misery marriage to the man would be. If only she had not been afraid.

			She wasn’t prepared when Exeter lifted her onto her horse. Frissons of pleasure shot through her, and she would have gladly fallen into his arms. If only he was not marrying Miss Chatham. Yet despite everything Dorie had done, all the ladies to whom she had introduced him, he had still been true to Miss Chatham. Despite the fact that he did not appear to be in love with her. Dorie tried not to sigh. It was too late now.

			She and Exeter did not talk much, but the silence was comfortable. As if they did not have to speak but could simply enjoy this time. They raced twice. Willa seemed to have understood Dorie’s restlessness.

			As they walked their horses toward the gate, Exeter glanced at her. “May I have the second waltz and the supper dance this evening?”

			Was he not dancing them with Miss Chatham? Perhaps the lady was not attending. If that was the case, Dorie would not deny him. This might be the last opportunity she had to be in his arms. Soon the announcement of his marriage would take place. “Yes, you may.”

			The rest of the day moved as if in slow motion. Not only that, but it was unusually warm. So warm that even her mother complained.

			By evening, it had not cooled at all.

			When she and her family entered the crowded ballroom, it was a hot mix of perfumes, pomades, candlewax, and flowers Dorie rarely noticed before. All the doors and windows stood open as if to encourage even the slightest breeze to no avail.

			Huntley had found places for them near an open window, for which she was thankful. She only wished it had not been right next to Miss Chatham. Why was Exeter dancing with Dorie and not Miss Chatham? Dorie liked the lady, but her heart felt heavy in her breast. She waved her painted fan rapidly, trying to cool her flushed face. She was so uncomfortable she did not even wish to dance, and she was to stand up with Fotheringale next.

			“My lady.” He was before her, bowing. “If you do not mind, shall we take advantage of the fresher air outside rather than dance?”

			“That is a wonderful suggestion.” Dorie placed her hand on his arm. “I hope this weather is an aberration.”

			“I am sure it will be seen to be so.” Fotheringale sounded a bit stiff. Strange, he was usually very easygoing. Even last night at dinner, he had taken the barbed comments flying between their mothers in stride. Perhaps it was the presence of her mother. As soon as the gentlemen had joined them, Mama announced they were leaving. Not that Dorie blamed her mother. It was Fotheringale’s remark about his mother’s rudeness being excused by her health that had her clenching her teeth.

			She and Fotheringale strolled through the French windows and, considering the number of guest still inside, she was surprised to see how many people had taken refuge on the terrace and in the well-lit garden. Hundreds of small lanterns hung from trees, torches lit the paths, and it would not be dark for another hour. They descended the steps toward a large fountain, and once away from the stone and brick, the air seemed a little cooler. “Thank you. I feel better already.”

			“Anything for you, my lady.” The determination in his voice surprised her.

			They strolled around the fountain and she was startled to find they were alone. This would not do. They had to go back. Then Lord Fotheringale stopped and faced her and she wished she knew at least one good curse.

			He took her hand. “I feel as if we have become so much more than acquaintances. May I call you Dorie?”

			After last evening, surely he could not seriously be thinking of proposing? “I do not believe that would be appropriate, my lord.” His face fell, and she felt as if she had kicked a puppy. She tried to soften her tone. “Only my very close friends and family call me by my first name.”

			A hopeful smile formed on his lips. “I was about to suggest that we become much closer. My lady”—he dropped to one knee—“will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

			Before she could refuse him Exeter burst upon them and blurted, “Don’t do it, Dorie. You might think he will make you happy, but he cannot. He cannot possibly love you as much as I do.”

			“Dorie?” Lord Fotheringale’s face reddened rather unbecomingly as he sputtered, “Why does Exeter call you by your name when I am denied?”

			“He is, he is—” Caught between the two of them for one of the few times in her life, her brain went begging.

			“Because we are friends.” Exeter captured the fingers of her other hand. If he went down on one knee she was going to smack him over the head with her fan. Once she got her hand free, that was. “Because I can’t live my life without you.” His beautiful Jasper-green eyes caught hers and she couldn’t move. Still, he was in danger of making a scene. They were all going to be laughingstocks if she could not think of a way to stop this.

			She blew out a breath. “I do not suppose you could have told me that before now?”

			“How was I to know he was going to propose tonight?” Exeter grumbled, and it was all she could do to keep from laughing. “I had an excellent proposal planned for tomorrow.”

			Dorie would have loved to throw herself into his arms… if he had done this differently she would have. As it was, she’d have to put her hands on her hips if either one of them had been free and be stern with both men. “You did not even tell me you loved me.”

			“Well, I’ll wager he”—Exeter raised his chin to Fotheringale—“hasn’t either.”

			Gentlemen. Why were they always so competitive? But he had said that he loved her! She raised one brow, thankful that she had spent all of her sixteenth year practicing it. “That is no excuse for you.”

			“I do hold you in the highest esteem,” Fotheringale said, tugging on her hand a bit. “My mother does as well.”

			Now that was a lie. Unless the woman thought she would be able to control everything Dorie did. And truly, esteem? He did not even pretend to love her. How could she have been so mistaken in what she wanted?

			Exeter snorted. “I wouldn’t care if my whole family cut me if it meant I could have you.”

			Well, that was a bit dramatic. But very sweet. Still… “Not regarding one’s family is never a good idea.” A lesson learned last night. She would have waved a hand to make her point, but… “As it is I get along well with those members of your family I have met.”

			He almost rolled his eyes. “That is not the point.”

			“I would never argue with you either, my lady,” Fotheringale said.

			Yet that was part of the problem. Even if she had not decided she would not wed him because she could not imagine living in harmony with his mother, he had never affected her the way Exeter did. “I know, my lord. It might be better if you had. You are an extremely nice man, but I am sorry that I cannot marry you.”

			He dropped her fingers, rose, and bowed with stiff dignity. “I suppose I must wish you happy with Exeter.”

			He left as she was deciding how to respond to Lord Exeter, who picked the moment to smirk. “I shall expect a proper proposal tomorrow. You may now escort me back to the house.”

			“Dorie!” He moved as if he would embrace her right here. At a ball!

			She held up her one free hand, stopping him from speaking. “I will not entertain more than one proposal in an evening.” Taking a step that left only an inch or so between them, he bent his head and for a second she thought he might kiss her, then a laugh coming from the path behind them could be heard. His eyes burned into hers, and she knew she could very easily lose herself in them. “Tomorrow.”

			Raising the hand he held he kissed each of her fingers, and fire danced through her fingers and hand and up her arm. “Very well, tomorrow it is.” He placed her hand on his arm and covered it with his fingers. “And, my lady, tomorrow evening I want every single one of your dances.” Did that mean he was not going to dance with her this evening? “I will also remind you that I still have two sets with you tonight.”

			“Yes. You do.” This should be the happiest moment of her life thus far, but poor Miss Chatham. How could he do this to her? “Tell me you have not led Miss Chatham on.”

			Exeter stopped and turned her to him. “I have not. She wants to marry another man, not me. He has finally arrived, and not a moment too soon.” Taking her hand he raised it, again, to his lips. “Keeping up the pretense has practically killed me. I was so afraid I would lose you to Fotheringale. Not that he’s a bad man, but I love you more than he ever could.”

			This time her heart melted. “I love you too. It took me much too long to realize what I should have known weeks ago.”

			He glanced at her lips, and she wanted him to kiss her, but most of the guests were outside and if they were caught it would ruin everything. She would be compromised and have to marry him. This would be her choice. Although there was really nothing to decide. “Tomorrow.”

			Suddenly he grinned. “Come. It’s almost time for our dance, and you need to see what Dursley planned.”

			Dorie’s heart was so full she felt as if she could walk on air. “Dursley, not you?”

			Exeter glanced at her. “She is his lady.”

			Something just made sense. “Is that the reason my family is next to her and her mother?”

			He gazed into her eyes again. “Exactly the reason.”

			“Exeter.” She jerked him to a stop. “Huntley knew and I did not?”

			“I had to tell him. Actually, he has known for weeks that I wanted to marry you. It was he who made me realize that I loved you. Aside from that, this was to be a surprise for you as well as Miss Chatham. She does not know Dursley has returned.”

			The poor lady! How anxious she must be for her love to be here. “That is horrible of him.”

			Exeter just gave a sly smile and an imperceptible shake of his head. “Wait.”

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			As Dorie and Exeter reached her mother, the violins played the beginning of the next dance. A tall gentleman with sandy hair strode up to Miss Chatham. “Exeter said he would give me this dance.”

			For a second the lady was still, her wide eyes staring into the man’s face, then she squealed and threw herself at him. “Anthony, you’re back!”

			Fortunately, he appeared to have anticipated her actions for he caught her in midflight. “Thanks to Exeter. I had no idea you had made your come out.”

			She glared at her mother for a moment, then turned back to Dursley. “Well, you are here now, and I could not be happier!”

			People around them started to stare and whisper as he slowly lowered her feet to the floor. His head was bent and hers was tilted up. They acted as if they were the only two people in the room. “I am, and I will never leave you again, my heart.”

			Staring up at him, Miss Chatham bit her lip. “Promise?”

			Dursley dropped to one knee, kissed each of her fingers—it must be protocol for men in love—and said, “My adored Miss Chatham. Would you do me the great honor of being my wife?”

			She clutched one fist to her chest. She probably would have clasped her hands affectingly together if he had not held the other one. What was it about men and hands? “Oh, Anthony. Yes. I would love to be your wife.”

			Dorie rose on her toes and whispered in Alex’s ear, “I will not throw myself at you in a crowded ballroom.”

			“I would not expect it, but you have to admit, it was a nice touch.” His lips tilted crookedly. “Her parents have to allow the marriage now.”

			They would, or risk a scandal. “I wonder if the ton will think she jilted you?”

			“Not when they see the looks on our faces as we’re waltzing.”

			She almost wished she could bring herself to fling herself into his arms. “How clever you are, my lord.”

			“I have my moments.”

			The chattering grew louder, and behind them Mrs. Chatham’s face had a look of horror. Dorie could not understand the reason. Dursley was the heir to an earldom. Unless it was seeing her daughter jump into a man’s arms. Mama and Caro went to the lady. It might take both of them to stop Mrs. Chatham from making a scene.

			Guests in other parts of the ballroom were taking their places on the dance floor. She tilted her head toward Alex’s ear. “Shall we, my lord?”

			“Indeed.” He covered her fingers with his large palm. “Let’s take Dursley and Miss Chatham with us. That will give her mother a chance to calm down.” Alex tapped on the man’s shoulder and motioned with his head toward her mother. “It’s time to play least in sight for a while.”

			Dursley nodded. “I don’t know what ails the woman, but my parents will be here soon. I have faith that they will sort it out.”

			The couple followed. When Alex took Dorie in his arms she knew why she had always loved dancing with him. She loved him and could barely wait to see what he had planned for tomorrow.

			Alex drew Dorie closer to him as they danced. He couldn’t believe his luck. Thank God he had followed her and Fotheringale outside. Although Alex’s mind told him she wouldn’t have accepted the man, his heart wasn’t happy until he had her in his arms.

			“Do you see the looks on almost everyone’s faces?” She wore a polite smile, but her eyes twinkled with mirth.

			Around them the other guests quickly hid dropped jaws and lowered widened eyes. On the side of the ballroom some of the gentlemen grinned at others who had apparently lost wagers. Miss Chatham and Dursley gazed at each other as if they were the only two people in the world.

			“Yes. Did you know there were wagers being placed in the clubs?”

			“I did not.” Dorie narrowed her eyes a bit. “Young ladies are not supposed to know about those things. Adeline cannot even get her brother, Wivenly, to tell her.”

			“Hmmm.” Alex looked into Dorie’s eyes, and he wondered if she could see how much he wanted her. “How soon can we wed?”

			One brow inched up—a look he’d seen her mother use—and despite being much shorter than he, she managed to look down her nose at him. “You, sir, have not proposed yet and I have not accepted. I think you can court me properly for at least one evening.”

			She did have a point. “Your wish is my command, my lady.”

			“Harrumph. That will not last long.” Her eyes seemed to issue him a challenge.

			“It will last the rest of the night.” He had wanted to be the one to send a footman for champagne and fill her plate with delicacies at supper. If he thought he could get away with feeding her grapes or strawberries he would. That, however, gave him ideas for later, after he’d proposed properly, and she had accepted. Unlike his father he intended to be true to his vows. Should he tell her about the other family? If he didn’t and she found out …He probably should.

			“What are you thinking?” This time her look was one of concern.

			He took her through a turn. “I was wondering if I could get away with feeding you grapes and strawberries.”

			“Grapes are not in season.”

			“Very true. By the time they are in season, I shall feed them to you.” He gazed at her lips, and fought to keep his eyes from dropping to her plush bosom. Soon he’d see all of her. “Do you like them peeled?”

			Dorie’s lips formed a perfect “O” and he wondered where her thoughts had taken her. “I am not sure we should be having this conversation on a dance floor.”

			If only she knew. “It is better than having a conversation about how much I want to kiss you on the dance floor.”

			Her cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink. “Something tells me this is going to be a very long evening.”

			“Or an enjoyable one.” He prayed her mother would decide to leave right after supper, or even before. “Are the rest of your dances filled?”

			“They are.” She nodded. “Why?”

			Because the thought of any other gentleman touching her made him mad. “Perhaps I can bribe the men to give them to me.”

			“You cannot stand up with me more than twice,” she said primly, but her lips twitched as she obviously tried not to laugh.

			“Tomorrow evening.” He’d already told her he wanted all her dances.

			“We shall see.” Alex couldn’t believe she actually smirked.

			He was going to be a Bedlamite by the time this ball was over. “You are not going to make this easy, are you?”

			“Not after everything I have been through since meeting you.” The music ended and they bowed and curtseyed. “This is probably the fastest courtship in history, and I shall make the most of it.”

			Alex placed her hand on his arm. “I wish I had been able to court you properly these past weeks.”

			She stopped and looked up at him. “What you did for Miss Chatham and Lord Dursley was admirable. Never think I do not know that and appreciate it.”

			“Still, I wish I could have found a way to aid them and court you.” How he could have managed that he couldn’t imagine.

			Dorie chuckled. “That would have given the ton something to gossip about.”

			“More gossip.” Alex almost groaned. “I’ve had enough of it.”

			“Indeed you have,” she said sagely. “I believe Lord Dursley’s parents have arrived.”

			They were almost to Alex’s and Dorie’s group and he saw what she did. An older man and woman speaking off to the side with Mrs. Chatham. Miss Chatham and Dursley were hovered near Lady Huntingdon, but kept looking at their parents. “It is. I hope they can work it out. Otherwise I fear there will be a bolt to Scotland.”

			Dorie shuddered. “I trust it will not come to that.”

			So did Alex. But chances were that the fathers would have the most say in the decision.

			Huntley and his wife came up to them. Huntley held out his hand and Alex shook it. “Congratulations. I had my doubts about you being able to bring your scheme to a successful conclusion.” He grinned at his sister. “In all matters.”

			“Not quite,” Dorie said regally.

			Her brother’s brows lowered as he scowled. “What do you mean by that?”

			Alex shrugged. “She won’t let me propose until tomorrow.”

			“Good heavens, why?” Her brother looked at her aghast.

			Dorie raised her chin. “I shall not deal with two proposals in one evening.”

			“Two!” Huntley’s gave her an incredulous look. “Who else proposed?”

			“Fotheringale.” Alex did not want to relate the whole story. “Fortunately, she refused him, but I must make a proper proposal tomorrow.”

			Caro Huntley laughed. “Good for you, Dorie.”

			All Alex knew was after he’d told her he had planned his proposal for tomorrow, he had better make it a good one.

			* * * *

			The next morning, Dorie paced her parlor wondering what she was going to say to Exeter. She had been shocked by his proposal last evening. She had no idea he was interested in her. After all, he had been squiring Miss Chatham around. That was the reason Dorie had offered to tutor the man. That, though, had brought them closer in a sense. At least she felt as if she knew him much better. She had also developed a respect for him she had not had before. And fallen in love with him. That had been an unexpected and unwanted development. Until last night that was. He had even said that he loved her, and she wanted to believe him. If only they had been able to come together like normal couples wanting a love match did, she might not have any lingering doubts.

			She glanced at the clock. It was already past ten. What was taking the blasted man so long to get here? She was going to wear out her carpet if he took much longer. If he truly loved her wouldn’t he have been here sooner? She should have ridden this morning, but if he had accompanied her, Dorie was afraid she would have agreed to marry him before he even opened his mouth to wish her good morning.

			“Dorie,” her mother said from the doorway. “I left my book on the table next to the sofa in the library. Will you fetch it for me?”

			“Of course.” At least it would give her something to do other than worry about Alex.

			She descended the stairs and strode toward the back of the house, pushed open the partially closed door, and strode in.

			“Dorie, my lady.” Alex stood by the library table looking more handsome than he had a right to be. Ambling toward her as if she were a frightened animal that might flee, he held out his hands. “I have come to propose properly.”

			Instead of taking her fingers, he placed his hands on her shoulders and the heat from his body warmed her, but at the same time, brought forth all the fears she’d had for the past weeks. “I thought you were going to offer for Miss Chatham. I had—” His lips descended to Dorie’s, claiming them, and his tongue swept into her mouth. She’d never felt anything so good. No wonder kissing was forbidden for unmarried ladies.

			His hands moved from her shoulders down her arms, and around her waist as he drew her against his hard body. “Never.” He stared into her eyes, his green gaze not wavering. “I have never wanted anyone but you.”

			“I do not—” He kissed her before she could argue with him. He stroked her back and cheek, causing frissons of pleasure to leap and cascade through her body. She was bereft when his lips left her mouth and he pressed kisses on her jaw and neck.

			“You know why I squired her around, and you witnessed the result. Do not doubt me now.” One hand swept from her back to her derrière. “It’s taking all the control I have not to make you mine right here.”

			Had he truly said that? “You do not mean that.”

			His other hand moved to cup her breast, and she gasped for air. “I’ve been wanting to do this forever.”

			“Oh” was all she could think of to say, which was just as well, as it would be very hard to talk with him nibbling on her lips.

			“Every day in here at least half my mind was doing this.” He kissed her again. Taking her hand, he placed it against the hard ridge in his trousers. “Feel my desire for you.”

			That’s what that was! Heat rushed to her face and Dorie knew she was bright red. Of course she had noticed the bulge on other men. How could one not when they wore pantaloons? “Oh, my.”

			“Now you understand.” Exeter started kissing her again as the pressure of his hand on her breast grew.

			Having lost the ability to speak, she nodded and wished she hadn’t worn stays. His thumb rubbed across her nipple, and the ache that had started between her legs grew. Or maybe it was more like an itch because she desperately wanted him to touch it.

			Still kissing her, he maneuvered her back until legs hit a chair. “Before we go any further I have something I must ask you.” Slowly he bent, lowering her into the chair. Dropping to one knee, he took her hands and pressed his lips to her fingers. “Dorie, I love you.” His beautiful green eyes searched hers. “Will you be my wife, my lover, and the mother of my children, our children?”

			Oh God, she loved his man. “If you will consent to be my husband, my lover, and the father of my children.” She raised their joined hands and kissed his fingers. “You do know I am thought to be a bit managing?”

			His lips twitched before broadening into a smile. “I did notice and I have appreciated most of the managing you’ve done so far.” A wicked look entered his eyes. “I can also think of other ways in which I’d like you to manage me.” His palm cupped the side of her cheek. “I want to spend my life with you. Please marry me.”

			“Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.” Unbidden tears welled in her eyes. “Alex, I have loved you for weeks, and did not know it, then I thought I’d lost you to Miss Chatham.”

			“Sweetheart. Don’t weep.” He pressed his mouth to her eye, kissing away her tears. “I thought I’d lost you to Fotheringale. What a pair we make.” Taking out his handkerchief, he dabbed her cheeks. “We had better tell your parents.”

			Dorie threaded her fingers through his hair and kissed him. “They are probably listening at the door.”

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			“The door?” Before Alex could rise, his future in-laws entered the library.

			Lady Huntingdon’s hands were clasped to her breast. “I knew they were perfect for each other.”

			“I could not agree more.” Lord Huntingdon beamed. “Welcome to the family, my boy. You have both made me very happy.”

			The butler entered the room carrying champagne and glasses, and began to pour. “May I say, Lady Dorie and my lord, how pleased the staff is to wish you happy?”

			Alex and Dorie exchanged a look, and he knew she was as confused as he was as to how the news had traveled so quickly. Well, maybe not. She was the one who had said they might be at the door. Then she raised a brow at the French windows and grimaced at the gardener smiling and gesturing to the other servants who looked to be outdoor staff and grooms. His cheeks felt flushed and when he glanced back at her a rosy blush colored her entire face. It hadn’t even occurred to him to draw the curtains. He wondered exactly how much they’d seen. Huntingdon had said Alex would be private with Dorie while he proposed. Obviously, he and his lordship had different definitions as to what that meant.

			“What took you so long this morning?” she whispered.

			“I had to tell my sisters.” He almost called to have them awoken, but he had forced himself to wait until they came down to breakfast. “They are thrilled, by the way.” He had also spoken to Miss Holliwell about taking them on a shopping excursion this afternoon. The girls needed new gowns, and he wanted to have Dorie to himself.

			“I am glad. They are good girls.” Her father handed them glasses of champagne.

			“They are.” He touched his glass to hers. “When do you want to wed?” Tomorrow or the day after was his preference.

			Lady Huntingdon glanced at him and Dorie and sighed. “I had hoped you would be the one to give me plenty of time to plan a wedding breakfast. But I can see I was wrong. Two weeks.”

			Alex gazed into his betrothed’s eyes and nodded. “Very well. Two weeks, but not a second longer.”

			Lord Huntingdon barked a laugh. “We shall announce it this evening at our ball.”

			“Perfect,” Lady Huntingdon agreed.

			“I would like to give you a betrothal ring.” Alex held up her hand and looked at her fingers. “But I do not know what you like. Could you come with me and choose the ring you want?” At least that was his excuse for getting Dorie to his house.

			She glanced at her mother, who said, “Go through the mews and the garden. Our houses are so close it is unlikely anyone would see you. You can make arrangements with the housekeeper for an inspection while you are there.”

			Except Mrs. Wooton wouldn’t be there, nor would the rest of the servants. “That is a wonderful idea, my love.” Dorie smiled almost shyly at him. “We can get it out of the way.”

			“In the meantime, my boy”—Lord Huntingdon clapped his hand on Alex’s shoulder—“we need to work on the settlement agreements.” Surely he didn’t mean now. “There is no time like the present.” His lordship started to steer him to the door. “We also need to talk about when you wish to take your place in the Lords. I received the writ of summons on your behalf. I knew you were dealing with enough as it was.”

			He glanced at Dorie and she covered her mouth, but her eyes were laughing. “I shall see you at luncheon.”

			Huntingdon patted Alex’s back. “You’ll have the rest of your lives together. Let’s make sure it starts on the right foot.”

			He supposed he couldn’t disagree with that statement. But he rather thought starting out right would be in his bed with Dorie. “Of course, sir.”

			Dorie could not believe that her father had just strolled out with her betrothed. “Mama, do something.”

			“There is not much I can do at this point. Your father sent for both his and Exeter’s men of business this morning. They should arrive shortly.”

			“This is ridiculous.” Dorie began pacing the floor. She was still heated from Alex’s kisses and the way he touched her. “Am I not to have any time with Exeter at all?”

			“As your father said, you will have the rest of your lives.”

			“I am going to see Henrietta. If Papa releases Exeter before luncheon, please send for me.”

			“I shall,” her mother said as if noting momentous had occurred at all.

			Dorie searched Mama’s face, looking for any sign of enjoyment this was causing, and saw one corner of her lips twitch. “This is not funny.”

			“It rather depends upon which side you are standing.” Mama covered her mouth, but failed to stop her laughter.

			“I shall see you later.” Dorie made her back and shoulders as straight as she could and stomped out of the room. In the hall, Banwell handed her a bonnet and her gloves. Stopping just long enough to stick the hat on her head, she marched out of the house and across the square to Merton House. The door opened, and the butler bowed. “Miss Henrietta is in the morning room.”

			“Thank you.” By the time Dorie reached the parlor at the back of the house, her indignation had grown instead of decreased. “You will never guess what my father has just done, abetted by my mother.”

			Henrietta rose and embraced Dorie. “Took Exeter away from you shortly after he proposed.”

			“How on earth did you know that?” She plopped down onto the soft settee.

			Her friend held up one finger. “It is not quite eleven o’clock. Therefore, Exeter could not have been there long”—a second one joined the first—“everyone and their dog knew he was to propose to you this morning, and”—a third finger was added—“the only thing that could have dragged him away from you is your father.”

			“When you put it like that, I suppose I should have expected it.” It still did not make her feel better.

			“I shall wish you happy. If it had not been for Miss Chatham’s difficulties, it would have happened sooner.” A footman brought in a tea tray, set it down on a low table between the two settees, and left. Henrietta poured and handed Dorie a cup.

			“What do you mean it would have occurred before now?” She took a sip of tea. “Is this your blend or your sister’s?”

			Her friend grinned. “Mine. Anyone could see that the two of you were meant to be together. You have all the same interests. All that was needed for him to fall in love with you and you with him. And even I could see that he has been in love with you for the past few weeks.”

			“I suppose that makes sense,” Dorie said feeling somewhat mollified. “I still do not like that Papa took Exeter away.”

			Henrietta took a sip of tea and set the cup down. “Why are you not in there with them? It is your life they are discussing.”

			“You’re right.” Dorie sat up ready to do battle, then frowned. “But what would I have to add to the discussion? My father will want me well provided for.”

			“Wait right here.” Henrietta left the room at a smart pace.

			Dorie finished her tea and poured another cup. She must get her friend to give her the receipt.

			Not long later, Henrietta came back, holding out a piece of foolscap. “Here. To be prepared, I made a list based on my sister’s settlement agreement. Look at it and decide if there is anything you would like to add or delete.”

			Taking the paper, Dorie read the list. “I like this idea about a trust in which to keep my property. I do not have much, but what I do have I value. And the part about any future inheritance.” She did not think Alex would attempt to interfere with any of her charities. He already supported most of them, but it did not hurt to add that as well. “Thank you. I believe I shall join their discussion.” Feeling much better she rose. “Before I go, will you give me your receipt for the tea blend?”

			Henrietta smiled and hugged Dorie. “I shall give it to you as a wedding present.”

			Striding back across the square, she went immediately to her father’s study, knocked, and opened the door. “I have decided as these agreements are about me, I should be here to tell you what I want in them.”

			Alex burst out laughing and her father slid a pound note across his desk toward her betrothed. “I’m only surprised it took you this long.”

			She was appalled. “You wagered on me?”

			“Only a pound.” He grinned unrepentantly. “I didn’t want to fleece my future father-in-law.”

			“To make it clear,” Papa said, “the wager was not about whether you would come, but how soon it would be.”

			“Oh.” She took the chair next to Alex and handed him the paper, and asked her father, “How long did you think I would take?”

			“I’d given you another half hour. Exeter gave you ten minutes, and that only due to your mother delaying you.”

			“I don’t have an issue with any of this.” Alex slid her provisions across her father’s desk.

			Papa looked at it. “Nor do I.” He set the paper aside. “We might as well discuss your pin money. I realize that other than bonnets and other items such as that, you most likely do not know the cost of your clothing, therefore, I asked your mother to provide me an accounting…” He named a sum Dorie thought was quite extravagant, but Alex increased the amount based on what his mother had received.

			“You will not be able to fund your charities from that,” he mused. “Shall I match what I am giving?”

			“If you like.” She knew from what Henrietta had said that he had been generous.

			A few minutes later, the men of business arrived, and Dorie did more listening than talking. It was interesting to hear what, exactly, her future husband was worth. No wonder he had been so concerned about managing the estates well. He would not wish his wealth to decrease. What he did not seem to have was many investments.

			“I could have sworn your father discussed other funds,” Papa said.

			Alex’s solicitor blanched, and Alex shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Glancing at his lawyer and Papa’s he said, “Will you leave us for a moment?”

			Papa’s solicitor glanced at him and he nodded.

			Once the door shut behind the two men, Alex cleared his throat. “There is something I must tell you.” He took Dorie’s hand. “I meant to tell you before your parents came in to congratulate us. My father had another family. The eldest is the same age as Phillida…”

			To say Dorie was shocked was an understatement. That a gentleman, much less a peer, would knowingly enter into a bigamous marriage was dishonorable. It did give her much more sympathy for Lady Exeter. “Well.”

			“I have thought of looking in on them or sending someone to do it for me, but my solicitor assures me that they are well provided for.”

			“Not that it matters much to the children. If you accepted them as your brothers, Polite Society would think nothing of it. As a matter of fact, they would have a higher status than they do now.” Dorie squeezed his hand. “But the lady would be ruined if it got out.”

			“You’re right, of course.” He rubbed his thumb across her knuckles, sending up little frissons of pleasure. “I shall leave well enough alone.”

			The talks—they really could not be called negotiations as everyone agreed on almost everything—lasted for another two hours only because the lawyers had to write everything down and have Alex, her father, and her review the agreement. The solicitors left as Banwell came in to say it was time for luncheon.

			They rose and she tucked her hand in the crook of Alex’s arm. “I am famished.”

			“I am as well.” Despite having wanted Dorie to himself earlier, Alex was glad the marriage contracts were settled. “Would you like to discuss the wedding with your parents while we eat, and then you can select your ring?”

			“Yes.” She pulled a face. “Although other than deciding who will be my attendant, I do not think I will have much to do. Mama will want to plan the wedding breakfast.”

			“I have to say that I don’t care how grand she decides to make it. We won’t be there for the whole thing in any event.”

			“Are you planning to run away with me, my lord?” She grinned.

			“I am planning to take you on our wedding trip. Where would you like to go?” They entered the family dining room, and Alex held out Dorie’s chair.

			“Honestly?” Sitting, she smoothed her skirts.

			“Yes.” He took the seat next to her. “What are you thinking?”

			“I would like to visit your estates. Then, if there is time, visit Paris for a short while.”

			He visualized the location of his estates and the most expeditious manner of routing the journey and nodded. “I think that would work out well.”

			The rest of luncheon consisted of Alex and Dorie agreeing with whatever her mother said about the wedding breakfast.

			“The two of you are being extraordinarily agreeable.” Her ladyship narrowed her eyes at them.

			When they exchanged a glance and nodded to her she threw up her hands. “Very well. I shall do as I like.”

			Chuckling, Dorie’s father placed his hand over her mother’s. “If they are anything like we were, they just want to marry and be away.”

			“Of course they do, my love.” Her mother smiled.

			Dorie placed her serviette on the table. “If you will excuse us, I would like to see what is available for my ring.”

			“As you wish, my dear.” Lady Huntingdon began writing in her pocketbook as they left the dining room.

			She turned toward the back of the house. “I am so excited that I shall be able to choose my own ring.”

			Alex was glad he’d made that decision. After all, she’d be the one wearing it. They entered a small room with pegs on the wall holding a few cloaks and mules. He opened the door and they stepped into one side of the garden. “This is clever. One does not even notice it.”

			“It is. My mother likes to garden, and having the items she might need here means she does not have to call her maid.”

			When they reached the gate to the mews, he went through first and glanced around to ensure they were relatively alone. Taking her hand, he walked past the narrow garden of the house between his home and Huntingdon House.

			She glanced back at her parents’ house then at his. “Was your house combined with another one as well?”

			“I have no idea. I’ve never thought about it.” And he really didn’t care. What he did care about was getting her into his house. He took her hand. “We do not want to linger here.”

			“Of course.”

			Taking a key out of his vest pocket he opened the gate and prayed she wouldn’t be distracted by his garden.

			“Oh, how pretty!” Dorie smiled at him and Alex wanted to groan.

			“I’ll show it to you later.” He gave her hand a little tug and sent thanks to the deity when she came without arguing.

			They went through the morning room, and Dorie stopped to look at it. At this rate, they’d never get to his bedchamber where he’d purposely left the rings. “The rings.”

			“Oh, yes. Of course.” Her gaze had lit upon a painting of a girl in a boat. “That is a Steen?”

			“Dorie, can you look at it later?” Oh God, he was practically begging. This, apparently, is what love did to a man.

			“I am sorry.” She had a contrite look on her beautiful face. “I have plenty of time to inspect the house.”

			He had a moment of panic when they entered his bedchamber and she stopped next to the door before strolling farther into the room. “I have never been in a gentleman’s bedroom before.”

			“One would hope not,” he muttered to himself. “I have not had an opportunity to change anything. You may do so if you wish.”

			Her perfectly arched brows drew together as she tilted her head. “To your bedroom?”

			Now that he realized she wasn’t going to run away in fear, he sauntered toward her. “You will be sleeping here as well. At least I hope you will.” Reaching her he placed his palms on her shoulders. “The marchioness’s apartments are through that door.”

			She glanced to the right side of the room. “My parents have always slept together.”

			Alex moved his hands to her jaw and stroked her soft cheeks with his thumbs. “I hope we shall too.”

			Dorie sighed, and he lowered his lips to hers. He’d waited and wanted this for so long, he was surprised it was actually happening. Her arms slid around his waist, and he deepened the kiss. Lord, how he wanted her.

			Pulling back a bit, she broke the kiss. “The rings.”

			This time he did groan. “Of course, the rings.” He took her hand again and drew her to a desk where his valet had set the rings out on a blue velvet cloth. At this rate, he was never going to be able to make love to her. “Take your time.”

			Dorie lowered herself into the chair and one by one inspected all the rings. There had to have been at least twenty. Finally she selected one with diamonds, amethysts, and pearls set in a wide-figured gold band. “This one.”

			It was perfect for her. Taking it from her, he slipped it too easily on the ring finger of her right hand. “We’ll take it to Rundell and Bridge and have it fitted properly.”

			“And this time, since I am with my betrothed, I will be able to look at the offerings.”

			And Alex would commission a necklace and earrings for her to match the ring. “That’s an excellent idea.”

			He drew her up and to him. She came, flawlessly fitting into his embrace, reaching up, she cupped his face, and kissed him. “I think I am going to like being married to you.”

			“I certainly hope so.” He’d do everything in his power to make her happy. “I know I’m going to like living the rest of my life with you.”

			He held her to him as he stroked down her back over her bottom. His throbbing cock was wreaking havoc with his brain, but he had to take this slowly. There was only one first time to get it right. Sliding one hand back up, he cupped her breasts, feathering his thumb over her nipple while he was busy unfastening the buttons on the back of her gown before starting on the laces of her stays. Thank the gods they were short.

			Dorie moaned and slid her arms around his neck. Her gown and stays sagged, but he had no way of getting them down unless he broke their kiss. Something he did not want to do.. He’d never had this problem before.. Then something miraculous happened. She lowered one arm and shrugged out of the gown, chemise, and petticoat. When that arm was free she replaced her hand on his cheek, and did the same thing with the other arm. Carefully he pushed the mass of cloth down, and it puddled on the rug. Alex stroked every inch of her soft skin, reveling in her moans and small lust-filled sounds.

			Dipping his head, he licked one breast then the other. “Dorie, I want you.”

			She leaned back, her lips swollen with his kisses and her eyes glazed. “You are talking about doing it.”

			“It?” He’d heard many terms for the act, but never “it.”

			She nibbled his chin as he’d kissed hers. “That’s the only name we have for it.” She stroked his chest. “But I think you need to remove your clothing as well as mine.”

			With whom had she been discussing marital congress? She kissed him again. The answer to that would have to wait. For now he was just grateful she knew something. “Yes, I do.”

			He reached up to his cravat, but she pushed his hand away. “I’ll do it.”

			Before he unbuttoned his waistcoat, his cravat was hanging loose. She pushed at his jacket as he shrugged out of it.

			Dorie moistened her lips as she lifted his shirt. “Fabulous. Much better than the marbles.” She threaded her fingers through the hair on his chest, and …found his nipples. Her tongue flicked out, and he was lost. “Take off your shirt. I’m busy.”

			Despite being randier than he’d ever been before, Alex almost laughed. God he loved her. He lifted his shirt over his head and threw it to the floor. He should have worn shoes today instead of boots. Fortunately, the ones he wore were soft and not hard to remove. The only problem was that to do so he had let go of Dorie. There was nothing for it. “I have to take my boots off.”

			“As do I.” Her mouth left his nipples and found his lips again.

			Perhaps they didn’t have to do that right this second. Sweeping her into his arms, he carried her to the bed, pulled back the cover, and carefully placed her down. Her hair was still up and he wanted to see it down. Slowly he removed the pins one by one, letting each tendril fall as he did. Each piece curled around her, caressing her lush breasts and framing her face. “You have the most gorgeous hair.”

			“Shoes.”

			Alex felt the corners of his lips quirk up. Managing indeed.

			He glanced down. Her shoes were tied up her legs. He could leave them on, but he’d never get his pantaloons off with his boots on. In less time than he’d thought possible, they were completely naked holding each other.

			Nothing, no other woman had ever felt so right. And she belonged to him for the rest of his life. “I love you. I never thought I could love anyone the way I love you.”

			“I never thought it would … I would feel this way. It is like being in heaven.”

			“We’re not nearly done yet.” He prayed she liked the rest as much as she liked it so far.

			Dorie alternately wanted to squirm closer to Alex and feel his strong body against hers, and lean back to give him more access. The soft curly hairs on his chest abraded her nipples. But his tongue. Oh Lord, his tongue created fires throughout her body. And she could not get enough of the tight muscles stretched across his back. Not to mention his buttocks. She had only had a brief glance, but they were works of art. As if a sculptor spent days making them perfect.

			Still she needed to see all of him. Particularly the part—the member—she had touched this morning. Looking down, she could barely see the tip of it, but it felt both hard and soft against her legs.

			Then Alex took one nipple into his mouth, and she couldn’t think of anything else. His fingers stroked over her belly and down to there. Her hips rose wanting more. It was amazing how her body knew what it wanted. All she had to do was follow along. His fingers rubbed lightly between her legs and tension like she’d never experienced before rose. Then something, his finger it had to be, was inside her and her hips rose again, taking it deeper. She’d never felt anything so wonderful, but she needed more.

			“Let go, my love.”

			For a moment she did not understand, then she gasped as convulsion after convulsion robbed her breath and left her floating on a warm cloud. Still there was more.

			He rubbed against her core. “Are you ready?”

			“Yes.” This was the part that might hurt, but after all he’d done for her, it did not matter.

			“Wrap your legs around me.” She did as she was told. He kissed her again, and the sharp pain was immediate. She could not breathe at first. Then she took a shallow breath and another.

			“My love, Dorie, how do you feel?” His tone was so soft and tender

			Opening her eyes she could see the worry on Alex’s face. “I’ll be fine.”

			He inched deeper and stretched her until he had taken over her whole body. Then he moved, slowly at first, and the tension built as it had before until she shattered into a million pieces. He called her name before slumping off to her side, drawing her to him.

			Alex placed one hand on her cheek and searched her face before kissing her deeply. “Never forget I love you.”

			If this was what it was like, she might never leave this room. “I love you too.” He rolled on top of her. “It was wonderful.”

			Grinning, he kissed her forehead. “It.”

			“Well, we did not know what exactly to call the act.”

			He placed his other arm behind his head. “Let me see. There are many vulgar terms for it.” She punched him in the side, but he only let out an oufh. “The more common words are marital or sexual congress.” He cuddled her closer and kissed her again. “I think I prefer making love.”

			Nestling her head on his chest, she smiled to herself. “I like that too.”

			“As long as you do not mind giving up it as a name.”

			She opened her eyes. The man was smirking. “You are making fun of me.”

			“No. Well, yes. I suppose I am. But only of the term.”

			Scowling at him, she tapped a finger on his chest. “You have no idea how difficult it is for unmarried ladies to acquire information about making love.”

			“Whereas young men are practically thrown into it,” he mused. “I see your point. How did you find out?”

			“Henrietta. Her sister told her enough to not be taken advantage of. Naturally, we all discussed as much of it as we knew about.” She frowned. “Which was not much.”

			Both his arms came around her. “So now that you have made love,” he said, punctuated by a light kiss, “what do you think?”

			This, making love, seemed to be very important to him. Had Alex been afraid she would not enjoy it? “I liked making love with you a great deal.”

			Running his fingers through her hair, he drew her head down and kissed her deeply. Before today, Dorie never would have thought that having a man’s tongue in her mouth, and touching his tongue with her own, could be so enjoyable. “It won’t hurt the next time. I promise you.”

			“When will your sisters and servants return?” She should have realized when they had arrived that no one else was here but them. No wonder he had been so insistent on bringing her to his bedchamber.

			“Too soon.” He gave a heartfelt groan, then rolled her onto her back. “I could spend the rest of my life here with you.”

			“Hmmm. I think that is what honeymoons are for.” Except she hoped they did not have to wait until then to do—to make love again. “But I think I can find a great many things that I must do here.”

			The smile Alex gave her lit Dorie from deep inside. “I hope so.”

			“My lord.” A knock sounded on the door. “I have Lady Dorie’s maid with me.”

			She grabbed at the linens and tried to cover herself. “I thought all the servants were gone?”

			“It’s Flemings, my valet. He won’t enter without permission, and he did bring your maid.”

			She pushed back her hair. “I supposed I should be happy about that. I’d never have got my hair up again. But why is he here?”

			“He’s been with me for years, and he knew I was going to propose to you, and that I’d arranged to have my sisters and their governess go out for the day, and gave the servants the rest of the day free.”

			Alex sounded like Henrietta. “And the rings were here. You do not need to go on. I see how he managed to guess what we would be doing.” She rose onto one elbow. “I had better take a look at my apartment while I’m getting dressed.” Glancing over the side of the bed, she saw the mess her clothes were in. “I hope Curran brought another gown.”

			He rose from the bed and for the first time, Dorie saw all six foot plus of strong male body. The muscles in his back flowed as he sauntered across the room. To think he was all hers.. “Two weeks is too long.”

			“It is.” He took a brightly colored banyan from a peg and handed it to her. “But you will never convince your mother to agree to shorten the time.”

			Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she shrugged on the dressing gown and scooped up her clothing. “Shall we go to Rundell and Bridge after we dress?”

			“We shall.” Still naked, he wrapped his arms around her. “I’ll drive this time. It will be more convenient.”

			“I agree.” He backed her up to the connecting door, kissing her as they went, then opened it. “Let me know when you’re ready.”

			She turned into the bedchamber and gasped. “Well, this must change. Immediately.”

			Her maid opened the last window. “Yes, indeed.” Curran ran her finger along one of the old-fashioned wooden chair tops and it came up black.

			Dorie opened the door again. “Exeter, have you ever seen this room?”

			“You might want me to put something on before I do. How bad is it?”

			“It’s filthy, the hangings are falling apart, and it looks as if no one has been in here in years.”

			Dressed only in his shirt, he poked his head into the chamber and his lips tightened. “I shall dress in the dressing room. You will have the bedchamber. As soon as we’re done, we shall speak with Mrs. Wooton.”

			Dorie nodded. “I am shocked that she allowed the room to sink into such disrepair.”

			“I am as well. There must be a reason.”

			Alex went back into his bedchamber, and once he disappeared through another door, she and Curran went into the bedroom.

			Three quarters of an hour later, the housekeeper sat in front of Alex’s desk. Dorie had decided to take the chair next to Mrs. Wooton’s so that she would feel more comfortable. Still, he’d had to take several deep breaths. It had not even occurred to him to inspect the marchioness’s apartments. The rest of the house was spotless. There was no reason he could see why those rooms should not be as well.

			Dorie glanced at him and he nodded. She would soon be the mistress of this house, she’d be better start as she intended to go on. “Mrs. Wooton, Lord Exeter brought me over to look at the house. As you are aware, I am familiar with much of it, but was”—she paused—“surprised at the state of the mistress’s rooms.” Alex would have used much stronger language. His love was much more diplomatic than he was. “Can you tell me why they are in that condition?”

			The housekeeper nodded. “Years ago, his lordship’s father ordered that no one enter them even to clean them. Not since before Lady Phillida was born. And before that, no one did anything to refurbish them.” Mrs. Wooton glanced at Alex. “Those furnishings and all the hangings date to your grandmother’s time if not before.”

			“My grandmother’s? Why didn’t my mother change them?”

			“I can’t answer that, my lord. I just don’t know.” She tapped her fingers together. “I can tell you that after your parents stopped …well, separated, she slept in the green room.”

			Dorie nodded. “They will be redecorated now. First, the rooms must be cleaned, and all the furnishings and hangings removed.”

			“Thank you, my lady. Those chambers have been an embarrassment.” The housekeeper looked as if she’d like to kiss Dorie’s feet. “I should have mentioned it to his lordship, but with everything else going on, I didn’t think about them. I’ll have it done straightaway.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Wooton. I know you will do an excellent job.”

			Once she left, Alex looked at Dorie. “Another mystery.”

			“Not so much of one. I have no idea why your mother did not redecorate. Perhaps she liked the rooms the way they were. I do know she did not spend more than a few weeks in Town for the past several years. I suppose by then she and your father, for all intents and purposes, had separated.”

			“I can’t imagine my father ordering no one to enter the rooms.” He’d known a very different man than his mother had known. “He probably thought to punish her for not forgiving him for the affair.”

			“I suppose in his mind that made sense.” The corners of her lips pulled down. “Even when he engaged in a bigamous marriage.”

			He stood and went to Dorie. “Let’s go. I’m tired of trying to understand my parents.” He held her hand as they made their way to the garden. He still didn’t want anyone to see them until after their betrothal was announced this evening.

			When they arrived at Rundell and Bridge his groom took charge of the horses. “Ask if they can size the ring while we wait.” Alex wanted Dorie wearing something of his. “It doesn’t take very long to make one smaller.”

			“It would be nice to be able to wear it this evening.” She smiled and tucked her hand in the crook of his arm.

			He hoped they would always see eye to eye, but that was a castle in the air. It would also make life boring. A good argument led to making up. He looked forward to that.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			While Dorie took care of having the ring refitted, Alex surveyed the loose jewels. Speaking in a low voice, he told the clerk, “I want a necklace and earrings made to either match or coordinate with my lady’s ring. And I’d like them ready for our wedding in two weeks.”

			“Very good, my lord. I shall tell our jeweler. You will be notified when the drawings are ready.”

			“I would also like a necklace and earrings to take with me. Something suitable for a ball.” The clerk brought out three trays and he finally chose a gold and pearl set. If he’d been thinking of it earlier, he would have gone through all the Exeter jewels. Then again, he wanted to give her something that was her own and did not belong to the estate. Although thinking of that, he’d have his valet have them all cleaned before the wedding.

			Dorie joined him. “What are you discussing?”

			The clerk made himself scarce. “I am planning a surprise for you.”

			“How lovely.” She beamed at him, and he couldn’t wait until they were finally married. “We missed tea, but there is still time to have a drive in the Park.”

			“There is, isn’t there.” He couldn’t remember the last time they had driven together during the Grand Strut. Although the official announcement of their engagement was this evening, there was no reason why he couldn’t tell anyone they happened to see that he and Dorie were betrothed.

			“My lady,” a clerk said as he came out from the back bearing the ring on a velvet cloth. “If you could try the ring on.”

			“Of course.” Alex took the ring and slid it on her finger. “This is much better. I shan’t be afraid of it falling off.”

			It looked perfect on her, but he’d like it even better when it was on her left hand. “Do you wish to look at anything else, or shall we be off?”

			She took his arm again. “I am ready to go.”

			One of the first people they came across upon reaching the Park was Lord Bottomley. “Lady Dorie,” he said, a little too possessively for Alex’s taste.

			“My lord, how are you today?” She inclined her head, but he sidled closer as if he’d take her hand.

			“I am well and have begged the deities that you will honor me with a waltz this evening.”

			“Rough luck, Bottomley, she has no sets left for you.” Alex gave the man a smug smile. “You see, we are betrothed. Any dances she has not already promised are mine.”

			He enjoyed watching Bottomley’s eyes bug out, as his mouth flapped like a fish. Eventually, he was able to speak. “But you were courting Miss Chatham.”

			“No, I was protecting Miss Chatham until Dursley returned from the Continent. I expect you will soon hear of their betrothal.”

			“I shall wish you happy, then,” Bottomley said, not sounding glad at all, and took himself off.

			Dorie gave Alex a narrow-eyed look. “Are you going to do that with every gentleman we meet?”

			“I did tell you that if I had to wait until today to propose, all your dances were mine.” He’d done his best to use a superior tone but had trouble keeping his laughter in.

			She just shook her head. “For whatever reason, I did not believe you.”

			“Now that hurts.” He placed his hand over his heart. “I have never given you any reason to doubt my word.” And he never would.

			“It is not that.” She gave him a searching look. “I merely thought you were jesting.”

			Alex pulled the carriage up to the verge and took her hands in his. “I will never joke about us. I do want all your dances this evening, and if we come across anyone to whom you have already promised a set, I’ll do my best to talk or bribe him out of it.”

			Dorie’s eyes looked a little watery, and her lips trembled. “Would you truly?”

			“I am true blue and will never stain.” His use of the childhood oath brought a smile to her face. “My love, you mean everything to me.”

			“I cannot tell you how glad I am to be marrying you.”

			“And I you.” He dropped his gaze to her lips. “Do you think I could get away with kissing you here?”

			“Lady Dorie.” Lord Belmont rode up to them. “You are proposing to her here, are you, Exeter?”

			“No.” Her gold flecks shone in her eyes as they danced. She glanced at his lordship. “He proposed this morning.”

			“Damn—I mean, dashed well done, Exeter, but don’t think I’m giving up my dance with your betrothed for you.”

			“I hadn’t asked,” Alex objected.

			“No, but you would have. All you love matches are the same.” Belmont had a self-satisfied smile on his face. “You’ll just have to suffer.”

			“Rubbishing commoner.” Alex scowled.

			“Worthless fribble.” Belmont rode off laughing.

			Dorie sighed. “I suppose you were at school together?”

			“Yes.” Alex glanced at her. “How did you know that?”

			“Your insults that are not really insults. Huntley does that with his school friends.” She cast her gaze to the sky. “Ladies would never do anything like that.”

			Interesting. He had much to learn about living in close contact with ladies. “Gentlemen only do it with their friends.”

			“So I have surmised.” She looked around and waved at someone he didn’t know.

			He kept an eye out for men who might have had sets promised to them but didn’t see anyone. Still, he was serious when he’d told her he wanted all her sets. “How many other gentlemen have you promised dances to?”

			For a second she regarded him as if he was insane. “You are really going to do this?”

			“Of course I am.” Then a thought niggled at him. “You do not expect a fashionable marriage, do you?”

			“A fashionable—no.” She appeared startled, then apparently understood what he was asking. “If you require all my dances, my lord, you may have them.”

			“Excellent.” She was probably going to hit him, but he grinned anyway. “This evening while we are in the receiving line, you can whisper to me when a gentleman to whom you gave a set appears, and I shall do my best to divest him of it.”

			She touched two fingers to her forehead and rubbed. “You are mad.”

			“My sister does that frequently with Merton.” Miss Stern pulled up accompanied by Lady Adeline. “I am pleased to see you are getting along so well.”

			Her ladyship’s eyes brimmed with laughter. “We each received packages from Augusta today.”

			“A new fabric called tulle she sent from Paris,” Miss Stern added. “Lady Worthington had them sent to our houses, so yours will be waiting for you.”

			Dorie gave Alex an excited look and he knew she wanted to see the stuff. “I’ll have you home as soon as I can manage it.”

			“Oh, and we wish you happy,” Lady Adeline called as Miss Stern started the carriage.

			“Tell everyone,” he called back.

			“Completely mad,” Dorie said drily.

			No, just in love. Who knew falling in love would make the prospect of marriage even better?

			* * * *

			Shortly after Dorie and Exeter left to go to Exeter House, Caro and Huntley arrived.

			“I take it the proposal went well,” Caro said.

			Sally accepted a glass of champagne from Hugh and Huntley poured goblets for Caro and himself. “Extremely well.”

			“Where are they?” he asked.

			“If he is as intelligent as I give him credit for”—Sally took a sip of champagne. She might drink this the rest of the day as a present to herself for bringing this match about—“he is doing his best to get her into bed.” Her son spewed the fine French champagne all over himself. “Fortunately, it will not stain.”

			“I cannot believe you just said that.” He took out a handkerchief and dabbed at his cravat and waistcoat. “You are talking about your daughter.”

			“Yes, and my daughter should be marrying a man who loves her so much he cannot wait to make her his.” She slid a look at Hugh, who had downed his glass and was pouring another. “Is that not right, my love?”

			Once he had taken another drink he schooled his countenance into a mask of perfect stoicism that was only ruined by the steamy look he gave her. “Perfectly correct, my love.”

			She would have said something to her son about wanting to do the same, but their circumstances had been different and she did not want in any way to remind Caro of what had occurred when she was a girl.

			Caro patted Huntley on his arm. “Perhaps we should pray for sons.”

			“I think we’ll have to.” He finished his glass, strolled to the sideboard, and poured a brandy. “When will you announce the engagement?”

			“Tonight at the ball,” Sally said. “I have sent a note around to Exeter House that Exeter will dine with us. I think Penelope and Phillida should dine with us as well. They can spend the night with Ophelia. I must have known this would be a special evening because I did not invite any of our friends to join us for dinner as I usually do.”

			“I have always said you were prescient.” Hugh sat down next to her and slid his arm along the back of the sofa. His fingers sent shivers down her spine as they played with the curls at the back of her neck.

			“Thankfully, it is only for good things.” She attempted to maintain a calm tone. “I would not wish to know anything bad beforehand.”

			Caro handed her glass to Huntley. “I’d like another, please.” Then she turned to Sally. “Is that what prompted your trip to France to find us?”

			“Don’t you remember, they said they had received my letter,” Huntley said.

			“We did.” Hugh glanced at Sally. “But before then your mother thought something was going on. She had the house in Paris arranged before your missive arrived.”

			“Indeed.” She took another sip of wine. “You would not believe how long it takes to arrange a suitable house in Paris. Fortunately, Lady Elizabeth and Lady Harrington were able to assist me.”

			Huntley glanced at Caro, whose eyes widened. “Do not look at me. If the sight ran in my family, my mother would not have walked in on us in Nancy.”

			* * * *

			It was after six that evening when Dorie returned to her parents’ house. It was strange that she had already started thinking of Exeter House as her home. Most likely because Alex had given her a free hand to redecorate as she saw fit, and she’d had control of it before he returned. It was a wonderful feeling knowing she finally had what she had been dreaming of. A gentleman who loved her, a house and estate to manage, and, hopefully, children would follow.

			“My lady.” Curran had a bolt of a fine, rather stiff netting in a cream color so rich it was pale yellow on the bolt. “This came for you today. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			Dorie opened the note her maid gave her as she slid her fingers under a piece of the fabric. “It is a new fabric called tulle. This is magnificent. But how to make it up?”

			“Won’t it be fabulous to be the first lady to have a gown made of it,” Curran said.

			“One of the first. Lady Adeline, Miss Stern, and Miss Featherton have received the tulle as well.” Dorie already had an appointment with the modiste in the morning. “We shall take this with us to Madame Fontaine. She might have some ideas.” When Dorie and Alex visited Paris, she would purchase more of the tulle in different colors.

			“I’ll just wrap it back up and put it away.” Curran carefully placed a large piece of linen around it.

			“When you are finished, please order me a bath.” Dorie had gone straight from Alex’s—Alex’s and her bed—without washing. She had been so busy that she had not noticed the small aches in places she had not known were there before.

			“I’ve already done so, my lady. I also asked for tea and biscuits to be sent up.”

			“You are a gem, Curran. I do not know what I would do without you.” Dorie removed her spencer and placed it across the back of a chair.

			“It is a pleasure to work for a lady who appreciates one’s work.” When Curran returned she began unfastening Dorie’s gown. “What will you wear this evening?”

			It had to be something special. “What do you think about the peach silk with my pearls?”

			The gown had netting dotted with gold spangles and pearls. Along the bottom quarter of the skirts a wide gold applique had been sewn to the netting. The bodice was ruched and trimmed with gold satin ribbon.

			“I think the dress is a good idea. I do wish you had something other than your pearls to wear with it.”

			“As do I.” Soon she would have the Exeter jewels, but until then, her pearls would have to do.

			She drank the tea and ate several ginger biscuits while she waited for the bathtub to be filled. Instead of being able to relax in the warm water, her mind was full of things she had to accomplish in the next two weeks. Chief of which was to make her apartments in Exeter House livable. She knew from things her mother had said that the rooms would be the only place she could truly call her own. And how much time could she spend at her new home? Would she have to have a maid or footman with her every time she went there? Dorie would ask her mother this evening.

			Shortly before seven, as Curran was putting finishing touches on Dorie’s hair, a knock sounded on the door.

			“I’ll see who it is,” her maid said.

			A few seconds later she set a large, shallow box on the toilet table. “From Lord Exeter, my lady.”

			Inside was a heavy gold necklace with teardrop pearls hanging from it and matching earrings. “Oh, my goodness.” She lifted the necklace. “He could not have chosen better if he had known what I was wearing.”

			“No, indeed, my lady. They suit you perfectly.” Curran removed Dorie’s pearls, replacing them with the new necklace.

			Dorie took out her old earrings and put on the new ones. “What a difference they make.”

			Another knock came on the door, but this time it opened and her sister came in, followed by Alex’s sisters. “Penelope and Phillida are spending the night. We came to look at you.”

			Since the beginning of the Season, Ophelia had taken to coming to Dorie’s chamber to look at her gowns. She rose from the bench. “What do you think?”

			“I think you look like a princess,” Phillida said.

			“You are beautiful, and I am glad Alex is marrying you,” Penelope added.

			“I am too.” Despite the misgivings Dorie had before, she was not at all disappointed to be responsible for them.

			Ophelia leaned closer and wrinkled her forehead. “The new jewelry makes you look a little like Caro.”

			“More like a married lady, you mean?” Dorie asked. That was it. The difference in the necklace and earrings. They were not what a young lady would wear.

			“I suppose so.” Her sister nodded.

			She noticed that they were very dressed up to be having dinner in the nursery. “Are you dining downstairs this evening?”

			They all nodded, and Ophelia said, “And we will be allowed to look at the guests arrive from the landing as long as we stay out of sight.”

			Dorie remembered doing that. It had been so much fun to see all the ladies in their gowns and jewels. “Do you know the best place to watch?”

			Her sister smiled. “At the curve of the staircase on the second floor?”

			“Yes. That’s it. You will be well out of sight, but be able to see everyone. We must find the perfect place in Exeter House.” Rising, she took Penelope’s and Phillida’s hands. “Shall we go down?”

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			When Dorie entered the drawing room with the girls she was pleased to see Alex was already there. Then again, he had probably brought his sisters over. He took her hand and raised it to his lips, all the while gazing into her eyes. “I’m glad your mother arranged this.”

			“I am as well.” Although Dorie did wish Mama had told her about it beforehand.

			As if he heard Dorie’s thoughts, he said, “It was a surprise to me as well.” Stepping back, his eyes roamed from the top of her head to her feet. “You are exquisite.”

			A slow heat rose in her cheeks as she remembered how he had looked at her earlier today. “Thank you. The pearls are perfect.”

			“The moment I saw them, I thought of you.”

			Ophelia groaned loudly. “You are going to be worse than Huntley and Caro.”

			“You wait,” Dorie retorted. “You will be the same when you find the gentleman with whom you wish to spend the rest of your life.”

			“Did someone mention my name?” Her brother and sister-in-law strolled into the room behind Mama and Papa.

			“I think it is romantic,” Penelope said. “And I am glad they get on so well.”

			Alex turned Dorie so that his back was to his sisters. “Especially after my parents.”

			Banwell entered the room and bowed. “Viscount and Viscountess Knutsford.”

			Once Mama had greeted them, Judith Knutsford came straight to Dorie. “I cannot tell you how happy I am that you have decided to marry my brother.”

			“Welcome to the family.” Her husband bowed. To Alex he said, “I see you finally figured it out.”

			To her surprise, he flushed. “It was just like you said it would be.”

			She would have to ask him about that later.

			Dinner was full of banter. Instead of wine, the children had been served lemonade.

			To her surprise, Alex said to his sister, “Do you know why the marchioness’s apartments at Exeter House have not been redecorated in some time?”

			“I do.” Judith’s lips flattened. “They had just been redone before Grandpapa died, and Father decided they did not need to be changed. Mama was not happy about it, but for a few years put up with the rooms. When our father again said they did not need to be redecorated, she moved into the green rooms.”

			“I see.” Alex glanced at Dorie and she could tell he wondered if his sister even knew about the other family.

			“Well.” She smiled brightly. “They are being changed now.”

			“Now that doesn’t surprise me at all.” Lord Knutsford raised his glass to Alex.

			Two hours later, she and Alex were standing in the receiving line. As it was an entertainment hosted by both her mother and sister-in-law—Huntley and Caro did not have space for a large event—they joined Dorie’s parents. When Alex was successful in taking two sets away from gentlemen she had accepted, her brother laughed.

			“You have no idea how often I’ve watched Dorie dance with other men and wanted it to be me,” Alex retorted.

			“I had no idea you were so romantic.” If she had known, she would not have dismissed him so quickly when they first met.

			“I also wanted to throw you over my shoulder and take you away,” Alex murmured in her ear.

			Knowing him as she now did, she could imagine him doing just that. “That would have been much worse than Miss Chatham jumping into Dursley’s arms.”

			Miss Chatham, Lord Dursley, and their parents were announced.

			When the couple got to Dorie and Alex, Dorie said, “I take it all is well.”

			“It is.” Miss Chatham gazed up at Dursley as if he was a conquering hero. “Although, I was severely reprimanded for the scene I caused.”

			He placed his hand over hers and grinned. “But as conduct not befitting a future countess.”

			“We will tell you about it afterward,” she said as they moved on.

			An hour later, Papa had announced their betrothal, and Alex led Dorie out for the first dance, a waltz. “I wish I could take you home with me tonight.”

			“I do as well.” She wanted to sleep with his arms around her. “Two weeks seems like such a long time.”

			When Lord Belmont came to claim Dorie’s second set, Alex scowled. Except for this dance, he had managed to secure the rest of them.

			Lord Belmont laughed. “Look at it this way, Exeter. I will probably be the last man to dance with your betrothed other than you.”

			Alex still did not like it. “I want her right back after the set is over.”

			His beloved glanced at her dance partner and looked as if she wanted to roll her eyes. “I shall not be that long.”

			Alex and Dorie sat out the next set with Miss Chatham and Lord Dursley.

			“Did you ever discover who was taking your letters?” Alex asked.

			“My mother,” Miss Chatham said without heat. “She did not think Tony was serious about me and she thought if we stopped our communication, he would forget about me and I could find someone who truly cared.”

			“I wanted to ask for her hand before I left for the Continent,” Dursley said. “But my father thought I should wait. I have a feeling he was of the same opinion as Mary’s mother.” He raised her hand and kissed it. “They were both mistaken.”

			Dorie glanced at Alex and smiled. “When will you wed?”

			“Next week,” Dursley said. “I am not waiting any longer to make her my wife.”

			“We shall stay in Town to attend your wedding breakfast, though,” Miss Chatham exclaimed. “More than anyone, you were responsible for our happiness.” She looked at Dorie. “I am so sorry we had to deceive you.”

			“Do not be.” Dorie shook her head. “It was watching you with him that made me realize I loved him.” He placed a kiss on the palm of her hand. “And I would not have offered to instruct you otherwise.”

			Now that was a surprise. “I knew there was another reason, but I never guessed what it was.”

			A pretty pink painted her cheeks. “I knew, or rather Lady Adeline knew, that you were not in love with Miss Chatham. I also knew that she did not know anything about managing an estate. Since I had failed at finding you a wife who did know, I had to do something to help you.”

			Alex wanted to take Dorie into his arms and kiss her. “And you never thought of yourself as my perfect wife.”

			“No.” She had a small smile on her lips. “I never did. I was certain that you did not want a love match.”

			“Well,” Miss Chatham said, “I knew he was in love with you when I saw the way he looked at you.”

			“I have a feeling you are not the only one,” she admitted ruefully.

			Earlier, Lady Adeline and Miss Stern had both told Dorie it was about time she saw what was under her nose.

			Later that evening, Lord Huntingdon told Alex he had found one gentleman he trusted to help Alex manage his estates. “I’ll send him over tomorrow afternoon.”

			“Do you mind if I join you when you interview him?” Dorie asked.

			“Not at all.” He wanted her to be involved in every aspect of their lives. “He will be part of our household. Therefore, you should be part of the decision.” The last waltz began and Alex led her to the dance floor and took her into his arms. “I want to include you in every decision I make. Not because I don’t know what to do, but because I love you.”

			“And I love you.”

			* * * *

			The next morning, Dorie sent Alex a message that she would be at the modiste, but she would see him after she returned. That ended up being shortly before the gentleman he was to interview arrived. “What took so long?”

			“You have no idea the number of new gowns and whatnot I require now that I will be a married lady.” Coyne had brought a tea tray, and she poured. “If you paid attention, you would have noticed the difference in what young matrons wear as opposed to what unmarried ladies wear.”

			He tried to bring up a memory of what other ladies were wearing and failed. “Other than a few outrageous turbans and feathers, I only noticed you.”

			“That is very nice.” She took a sip of tea. “Although I do not think Lady Bellamny would appreciate it.”

			“Is she the one with the turbans?”

			“The most colorful ones.” Before he could question Dorie further his butler knocked on the open door. “Mr. Sterling to see you, my lord, my lady.”

			Sterling? A tall, lanky man using a cane entered the study grinning. “I tried to tell the man not to give you my name at all.”

			“John?” Standing, Alex walked around his desk and pulled his long-lost friend into a hug. “I thought you’d died.”

			“I don’t mind telling you it was a near thing. By the time they found me, I was so ill my commander decided to leave me in Portugal to heal.”

			Releasing his friend, he glanced at Dorie. “My love, allow me to present Mr. John Sterling. We were roommates at both Eton and Oxford. John, my betrothed, Lady Dorie Calthorp.”

			“A pleasure, my lady.” He bowed. “I wish you both very happy.”

			“Thank you.” Rising gracefully, she held out her hand and John bowed over it. “Would you like me to leave?”

			“No.” Alex would have time to talk to his old friend later. For now, he meant to go on as he meant their marriage to proceed. “Not at all. John, please have a seat and a cup of tea, and tell us what you’ve been doing.”

			“How do you take it?” Dorie asked.

			“Just sugar, please.” He lowered himself onto the chair in front of Alex’s desk and took the cup. “Thank you, my lady.”

			“Once I was well enough to travel, I went home, but it was not just my body that had been injured. You know I only bought my commission because of what happened.”

			Alex nodded. John had been devastated when the lady he loved disappeared. “I know.”

			“I’m afraid I was not meant to be a solider. I was good at it, but I didn’t like it the way many men did.” He drank some of the tea and took a biscuit. “To make a long story short, I became interested in how the estate ran. Silly really, I am not the heir, but it fascinated me. I’ve been working with my father’s steward for a few years now. But my family was concerned that I was hiding myself from the outside world, and began pushing me to go out and find employment doing the job.” He set the cup down and opened his arms. “So, here I am.”

			“You come highly recommended by my future father-in-law.” Alex looked at Dorie and slightly raised one brow.

			“You do,” she agreed. “He told me that you have been instrumental in modernizing your father’s estates, and even gave him some advice.”

			He was still amazed at how in tune they were. Alex was glad Lord Huntingdon had suggested a salary to which John had agreed in advance of the meeting, leaving nothing more to discuss. “I think that settles the matter. If you would like to work for us, are you willing to start tomorrow?”

			John swallowed the biscuit. “I’ll see you then.”

			Something about John Sterling niggled at Dorie. Still, she smiled politely, and bid him adieu until tomorrow, staying where she was as Alex walked the man out. She poured another cup of tea, and thought about what he had said. It was the part about his buying a commission that had given her a feeling. Not a bad one. Simply that something was about to happen.

			“What is it?” Alex’s tone was slightly suspicious. “Do you not like him?”

			Well, that would cause a problem. “I like him, but there is something I would like to know.”

			Alex came back around his desk and sat. “What exactly?”

			Placing her elbow on the desk, she propped her head on her hand. “What caused him to join to the army?”

			Her betrothed’s brows lowered as he thought. “I suppose I can tell you. We were very young, barely twenty, and there was a young lady. John thought he was in love with her, but her father betrothed her to Lytton. After Lytton—”

			She interrupted Alex. “After he jilted the lady when her father died by his own hand.”

			He gazed at her for a moment, before saying, “Yes. He went to her family’s house, but she wasn’t there.”

			“Of course she was not. She had gone to stay with her maternal grandmother, changed her name, and became a governess.” The only part she did not understand was if Miss Holliwell was in love with another gentleman, why did she leave? Had she solved one mystery to be presented by another? “How did Mr. Sterling know her?”

			“They grew up together on neighboring estates. Why, and how do you know about it? Not many people do.” Then his eyes widened. “Miss Holliwell.”

			“Precisely.” She finished the rest of her tea. “The question is, was she in love with him?”

			Alex leaned back in his chair and put the tips of his fingers together. “You know, I do not recall him ever mentioning that she returned his affections. Her father was a peer, and he was a younger son who had to work for a living. He was meant to be a barrister.”

			Why was it heartbroken young men always wanted to join the army? The son of one of her father’s tenants had done the same thing. “This should prove to be interesting. I wonder if he is still in love with her.”

			Alex shook he head and shrugged. “I have no idea.”

			“I think we should warn one or the other of them.” She waited for his reaction to what she had just said. After several moments he nodded his agreement. “Very well. I shall tell Miss Holliwell.”

			“I’ll talk to John when he gets here tomorrow.” Alex stood and held out his hand to her. “Speaking of that, you should decide which rooms he will have.”

			She placed her fingers in his and rose, and he drew her to him. “Perhaps there is something else we can do first.” His lips touched hers and Dorie felt as if a flame had been lit. “There is only one problem—”

			A throat being cleared made them step apart. “My lady,” Coyne said. “The decorator you hired is here.”

			Alex heaved a sigh. “Do you want me to come with you?”

			“If you wish.” She was not going to deny him, but he would probably be bored.

			“I’ll come for a bit.” He sounded as if he was doing her a favor and she bit back a smile.

			As Dorie predicted, Alex was bored and soon left her to look at fabrics and sketches with the decorator, an extremely talented young woman who was becoming well known in the ton.

			After she and Mrs. Wooton discussed Mr. Sterling’s apartments and inspected them, Dorie decided to speak to Miss Holliwell, but discovered she had taken the girls to a museum. Dorie left a message with one of the nursemaids informing the governess that she would like a short meeting after breakfast tomorrow. As there was nothing else she had to do, she was going to find Alex.

			“My lady.” Rogers, one of the footmen, came up to her. “Your mother requests that you return home.”

			Well, drat. That ended that idea. “Thank you, Rogers. I shall go directly.”

			“Yes, my lady. Shall I escort you?”

			“Yes, please.” The next two weeks were going to be very long if she was going to be summoned by her mother every time she wanted to be alone with Alex. Yet that could not be the reason. After all, Mama could not possibly …but she could. This was going to require careful planning. In a matter of three minutes, she was at the door of her parents’ house. “When you return, tell his lordship that I shall see him this evening, and I did not have an opportunity to speak with Miss Holliwell.”

			“I shall, my lady.”

			That was all Dorie could do for now. She would attempt to be at Exeter House after breakfast tomorrow.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			After Alex had given Dorie what he considered more than sufficient time with the decorator, he went looking for her only to be informed that she had been called back to Huntingdon House. He had ceased to think of it as her home. This was her home now, and he wanted her with him. This evening they were attending the theater with her parents, brother, and sister-in-law, giving him no opportunity to get her alone. Although, as they were betrothed, she might be allowed in his box with him, but that would be rude to her parents, and he truly did want to have good relations with his future in-laws.

			But maybe she would be allowed to travel in his town coach to the theater. Not wanting to wait he fetched his own hat, gloves, and cane, and strode the two houses down to Huntingdon House. As always, the door opened.

			“My lord.” The butler bowed. “Her ladyship and Lady Dorie are in the morning room. Please allow me to announce you.” Fortunately, the servant moved at a smart pace. “My ladies, Lord Exeter.”

			Dorie had been frowning at something her mother was holding, but when he entered the room she was there, taking his hands. “I am glad you came. I was just getting ready to send for you. Mama has something you should see.”

			“What is it?” He prayed it was something to do with the wedding breakfast, but, by the look on his beloved’s face, it was not.

			Dorie’s brows were drawn down and her beautiful lips were pressed together. This was not good. “A letter from your mother.”

			What the hell was Mama up to now? “What does it say?”

			“She is planning to come to Town to collect Penelope and Phillida when we go on our honeymoon so the girls will not be alone.”

			He’d had enough of this insanity. “She should have thought of that before she decided to fall in love, become enceinte, and rush off to marry.”

			“Enceinte!” Dorie and her ladyship said at the same time and in exactly the same tone.

			Alex dragged a hand down his face. “That is what Mrs. Wooton believes is the reason they wed so quickly.”

			Holding the letter, Lady Huntington sat back in her chair. “How utterly brainless of her.”

			Dorie’s lips were still pressed together, but a militant look entered her amber eyes. “I shall not allow her to destroy our family by her irresponsible behavior. We will take the knocker off the door. She will not be allowed admittance, and the girls will come with us.”

			“I’ll write to her forbidding her to come to Town.” Alex couldn’t think of anything else to do.

			“She will not listen to you,” Lady Huntingdon said kindly. “She writes that you have no right to keep her daughters from her.”

			“That’s a bit rich, considering she left them here because I am their guardian.” But was he their only guardian? He hadn’t addressed it with Mr. Sawyer. “I must consult my lawyer.”

			“Immediately.” Dorie wrapped her arms around Alex. “You will make this right.”

			“We’ll make it right.” He held her tightly for a few long moments. “I need paper and pen.”

			He sat at the small burl lady’s desk in the morning room and wrote a message to Mr. Sawyer requesting his presence at Huntingdon House forthwith along with anything concerning the guardianship of his sisters. “I don’t know his direction but my butler does.”

			Dorie took the sealed missive to the door and spoke to the footman in the corridor. “Go to Exeter House and ask Mr. Coyne for the direction or have one of their footmen accompany you. Wait for an answer. Better yet, take the town coach and bring Mr. Sawyer back with you.”

			“What I’d like to know”—Alex took Dorie’s hand—“is how she knew we were marrying. There hasn’t been time for a letter to get to her.”

			“The mail coach?” her mother suggested.

			Dorie shook her head. “According to Lady Portmore, Lord Portmore’s estate is in the Highlands. Even if they are at their house in Edinburgh, a message could not possibly reach them in time for her to have sent this letter.” She took the note from her mother. “It is sealed, but that is not Lord Portmore’s crest.”

			For a second Alex could only stare at her. “How do you know that?”

			“Because that is the Earl of Airth’s seal.” Striding to a bookshelf she took out one of the books and opened it. “Look.”

			Alex compared the seal on the letter and the crest in the book. “You’re right. But how did you know?”

			Dorie grinned. “I have in interest in crests. I doubt there is one I do not know.”

			“Have I ever told you how immensely clever you are?” He wrapped his arms around her. “But how did he know to send the message?”

			“Homing pigeons.” Despite her mother’s presence, she kissed him lightly on his lips. “Many people use them.”

			He’d never thought of birds. “She plans to be here when we are married. She cannot fly, but we cannot stop her from coming. It will take them at least five days, if they are in Southern Scotland, to arrive.”

			“She will cause a scene,” Dorie said in a flat voice. “If you share guardianship, that is, she will create a scene.”

			He almost asked if she would be that careless of her daughters’ reputations, but the answer was yes. She had already shown that she cared about nothing but what she wanted. He moved to the sofa and sat. “I don’t suppose it would help to talk to Lord Airth and ask him to send a message telling my mother not to come?”

			“Probably not,” Lady Huntingdon said. “The Scots do not think the same way we do.”

			“And Portmore and Airth are most likely friends,” Dorie added.

			“Then what do we do?” Alex knew what he would like to have happen: marry Dorie within the next week.

			“We wait to see what your solicitor has to say,” Lady Huntingdon said. “Then we make a decision.”

			They waited an hour. During that time, he and Dorie strolled the gardens and talked about what they would do if his mother shared guardianship and if she did not. She took him to a bower along the wall at the back corner of the garden.

			“If she does not, we could travel to France first.” She drew his head down and kissed him.

			“That would not solve the problem in the long term.” Alex stroked her back and cupped one breast. “I want you.”

			“I want you too. I was going to look for you when the message came from my mother.” Her fingers moved down and stroked his cock. She was going to be the death of him.

			The walls were covered with roses. Good for anyone trying to climb the wall, but not for making love. But each stroke was driving him mad for her. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes. You will have to lead the way.”

			He gathered her skirts and stroked. She was already wet and ready for him. “Unfasten me.” As the buttons released, his cock sprang free, and he backed up to the bench and sat, positioning her over him. “You will have to guide me into you.”

			Dorie looked confused. “I don’t know how.”

			“Rise up on your knees.” It had been a very long time since he’d done this and never with an almost virgin.

			Dorie did as Alex asked, then she felt his member rubbing there—she really must learn the terms for everything—then the ache between her legs increased, and she knew where he belonged. Slowly she lowered herself on to him, and this time it did not hurt at all. He let out a gasp and she kissed him, sweeping her tongue into his mouth as he had done with her. She held on tight with her knees as he plunged deeper, filling her as she’d never thought possible. The tension she wanted rose and he rubbed his finger over the place that felt so good.

			“Come for me.” His voice was rough as if he could barely speak.

			Then she splintered and could do nothing else but hang on to him.

			“My love.” Alex pressed kisses over her face as he held her close.

			“I love you.” They would fight their battles together no matter what they were.

			When they finally stood, Dorie’s skirts were wrinkled despite vigorously shaking them out. Her mother would probably know what they had been doing, but she could not find it in her to care. She and Alex would be wed soon.

			“We had better go back.” She took his arm.

			“Yes.” He slid his arm around her waist. “What if we told my sisters?”

			She was about to say no, but even at fourteen and sixteen she would have wanted to know about something this important. “I think that is an excellent idea.”

			Mr. Sawyer was being shown in when she and Alex entered the family room.

			“My ladies.” Alex turned to her mother. “Allow me to introduce my solicitor, Mr. Sawyer. Mr. Sawyer, Lady Huntingdon. You have already met my betrothed, Lady Dorie Calthorp.”

			“My lady.” He bowed. “It is an honor to meet you.”

			“And you, Mr. Sawyer,” Mama said. “Please have some tea.”

			Mama poured while Dorie handed the cups to Alex and his lawyer.

			Once they all had tea and biscuits, Alex said, “I need to know how the guardianships for my sisters stand. Am I the sole guardian or does my mother share guardianship?”

			“You are the sole guardian, my lord. As you can imagine, the split between your parents was significant. She has no legal claim on Ladies Penelope and Phillida, and she knows it, my lord. If I may say, she did not take the news well.”

			“My lord.” Banwell appeared in the doorway. “You must come immediately. There has been some difficulty at Exeter House. Men have tried to kidnap your sisters.”

			Alex leapt to his feet.

			Dorie grabbed his arm. “The back will be faster.”

			Together they ran to the back gate then down the mews to his house and into his garden. His grooms and gardeners were standing in a line barring the way of two men. One of the men had his hand over a bleeding shoulder. “Grab them and don’t let them go.”

			“He’s got a gun,” an older groom said.

			Suddenly a report sounded from behind them, and the ruffian who was uninjured dropped to the ground. Dorie turned and froze. Her mother stood as calmly as could be holding a pistol. “Mama?”

			“Do not just stand there. We must see to the girls.” She strode through the grooms, most of whom had their jaws on the ground, to the door of the morning room.

			Dorie and Alex hurried after her.

			He took her hand. “That was unexpected.”

			She was still too shocked to speak. When they reached the schoolroom, Miss Holliwell was cuddling both his sisters. A pistol lay on the bookshelf along the wall.

			“What happened?” Alex asked.

			The governess straightened. “A note came from your mother, my lord, saying that she would be fetching the girls. Shortly afterward, a man entered the schoolroom demanding that Penelope and Phillida come with them. Naturally, I refused. When he insisted, I shot him. One of the footmen rushed into the room and after that I cannot tell you what occurred as I was busy reassuring the girls.”

			“You were absolutely correct in recommending Miss Holliwell, my dear,” Lady Huntingdon said. “An excellent choice.”

			Dorie took a deep breath. If her mother could act as if this was just another day, so could she. “Thank you, Mama.”

			Alex held his arms out to his sisters, and they ran into them. “Are you all right?”

			They both nodded, and Penelope said, “Yes. We would not have gone with those men. Or Mama. Ophelia and Eloisa Rutherford told us how horrible Mama behaved.” Penelope looked up at him. “It is true, isn’t it?”

			“I’m afraid so, sweetheart.” Alex exchanged a look with Dorie. He had never believed anything like this could happen. What the devil had his mother been thinking? Did she have no understanding of how damaging this would be for her daughters?

			“I think you should all stay at my house for the next few days.” Dorie took Phillida’s hand. “It will be fun.” She looked at Miss Holliwell. “You too, if you please.”

			“If you do not mind, my lady, I will ensure everything we require is packed and come then.”

			“As you wish.” Dorie started to leave and stopped. “You are an astounding lady. I am privileged to know you.”

			A small smile appeared on the lady’s face. “Thank you. However, I was merely protecting my charges.”

			“I should go back to see what is happening.” Dorie nodded, and Alex kissed both the girls on the forehead, then strode out of the schoolroom.

			“Penelope”—Mama held out her hand—“will you come with me?”

			“Yes, my lady.” The girl took her hand, and they too left.

			“Miss Holliwell is stupendous,” Phillida said as she and Dorie strolled through the house.

			“I agree. She is an extremely talented lady.” And Dorie was more relieved than she could say. How grateful she was to the woman. If anything had happened to those girls, they would have all been devastated.

			“May I learn how to shoot a pistol?” Phillida performed a little skip, reminding Dorie how young she was.

			She had been thinking the same thing ever since her mother had shot the one blackguard. “I believe it is time we all take lessons in using a weapon.”

			The criminals had been removed when they got to the garden, for which she was thankful, but two constables were speaking with Alex.

			“We’ll try to get them to tell us who hired them, my lord, but it’s not likely.” A short man with light brown hair had a doubtful look on his face. “Those sort either don’t know who done it or won’t peach.”

			“Tell them I will recommend transportation instead of hanging if they give you the information.” That might get the curs to talk.

			“We’ll try, my lord.” The man glanced at his colleague. “You don’t mind if we question your staff, do you?”

			“Not at all. I want to discover as much about this as we are able.” Such as how the men had gained access to his house.

			“I take it you’ll prosecute?” the officer asked.

			“Without a doubt.” Fortunately, the blackguards hadn’t got their hands on his sisters.

			“Very good, my lord.” The man bowed. “I’ll get as much information as I can.”

			Alex didn’t actually know much about how criminals were handled, other than that the victim had to bear the charges of the prosecution. But his solicitor would advise him.

			He was about to leave for Exeter House with Dorie when Mrs. Wooton marched out, holding a young maid by one ear. “You tell them what you told me, Sukey, and don’t leave anything out.”

		


		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			The maid slid a fearful glance at Mrs. Wooton, looked down at the ground, and started to cry. Alex glanced at Dorie, begging her to do something.

			“Sukey,” Dorie said in a soft tone, “do you like working here?” Hiccupping, the woman nodded. “I shall speak to Mrs. Wooton about keeping your position if you tell us what you told her.”

			His housekeeper gave Dorie an approving look, and they waited while she handed the maid a handkerchief and led her over to a bench a few feet away.

			“Now tell me what happened.”

			“Hammond, one of the footmen who used to work here before he went off with her ladyship and her new husband, was sweet on me. And I was sweet on him. When I went to run an errand for Mrs. W. yesterday he came up to me and said her ladyship was here for your wedding with his lordship and wanted to see her daughters, quiet like.” Alex supposed it didn’t occur to the young woman to wonder why his mother wasn’t staying at Exeter House. “He said he’d come to the back door around five.” Right when they would usually be at the Park. He wondered if the message to Lady Huntingdon was sent to ensure he wasn’t home. “I heard a knock on the door and opened it—” Sukey started to weep again.

			Dorie rubbed the maid’s shoulder. “You never imagined those two ruffians would be there?”

			“No, my lady. I-I thought it would be her l-l-ladyship.”

			“You must understand that if you remain at Exeter House your complete loyalty must be to his lordship and Ladies Penelope and Phillida?”

			“And you, Lady Dorie,” Phillida said.

			Alex had completely forgotten his youngest sister was still here.

			Dorie smiled at his sister. “Thank you, Phillida. Yes, and to me as your mistress.”

			“Yes, my lady.” The maid nodded her head so hard Alex thought she’d do herself damage. “And I won’t ever trust another man again.”

			“It is a rare woman who has not been let down by a man she trusted,” Dorie said ruefully. She glanced at Mrs. Wooton. “What do you think, Mrs. Wooton? Will you keep her on?”

			She appeared to consider Dorie’s question, then said, “I’ll give her another chance. But any more slips, and she’s gone without a recommendation.”

			Sukey grabbed Dorie’s hands and started kissing them. “Thank you, my lady, thank you. I promise. I won’t do anything like that ever again.”

			“The important thing is that if anyone approaches you that you tell Mrs. Wooton.” Dorie rose, and gave the maid a pat on her back. After his housekeeper took the woman back inside, she looked at Alex. “The question is how are we to contain your mother?”

			“We might well have to visit the Earl of Airth.” Alex could not understand how a peer could be involved in what was essentially a kidnapping.

			“Lady Airth is one of Mama’s friends,” Phillida offered.

			Well, that was interesting. “There is no time like the present.”

			“I agree.” Dorie took his sister’s hand. “She will be waiting to receive her daughters. If you order the coach, I shall tell my mother.”

			“We’ll do it together.” They went out to the stables.

			“My lord, my lady.” Mawson pulled his forelock. “I’m glad everything turned out all right. When I saw them open the gate, I asked what they was doing, and the big one said they was here to collect somethin’ from the gardener.”

			“Thank you. I’ll need the town coach brought to Huntingdon House. I want two footmen and one of the grooms to ride with the coachman, and I want everyone armed.”

			“Yes, my lord. Give me about a half hour.”

			“I am going with you,” Dorie reiterated as if Alex would forget.

			“Me too.” Phillida took Alex’s hand. “It’s because of us she is doing this. I need to tell her I do not wish to go to Scotland.”

			Over his sister’s head he looked at Dorie and she mouthed, “We’ll discuss it.”

			“Let me think about it.” He didn’t know what they’d be facing, and he would not put his sister in any more danger. But, he trusted Dorie to act with presence of mind, unfortunately, he didn’t know how his sister would behave.

			When they walked into the Huntingdon House morning room, Lord Huntingdon, Huntley, and Caro were there, and Lady Huntingdon was in the process of explaining what had occurred.

			She stopped speaking when she saw them. “Did you learn anything new?”

			Dorie nodded. “We discovered how they gained access to the house, and that it is highly probable that Lady Portmore is staying with Lady Airth.”

			“I find it difficult to believe a peer would involve himself in the kidnapping of the sisters of another peer.” Huntley echoed Alex’s earlier thoughts.

			Lord Huntingdon’s brows came together. “I think you’ll find he had nothing to do with it. Airth left for France well over a week ago at the request of Prinny.”

			Dorie took Alex’s hand and led him to a small sofa. “Lady Airth must be helping Lady Portmore.”

			“It would not surprise me. Isobel Airth has a heart of gold, but can also be extremely gullible.” Her mother handed them cups of tea. “Are you thinking about going to Airth House?”

			“Yes, Alex has already ordered his town coach to be readied,” Dorie said.

			“We’ll come as well.” Lord Huntingdon glanced at his son, who left the room. “You don’t know what you might be up against.”

			“I still want to go with you,” Phillida said. “She might not listen to you and Lady Dorie.”

			Dorie smiled. “I think you may call me Dorie. We will be sisters soon.”

			“That is what I told Penelope and Miss Holliwell, but they both told me I must wait until you gave me permission.” Phillida came to sit with them, causing Dorie to have to move against Alex.

			“Why do you not think she will listen to us?” She leaned forward to pick up the cup she’d placed on the low table in front of the sofa.

			“If she had listened to Alex, she would not be here,” Phillida pointed out. “Miss Holliwell says actions have consequences. And even if it is not you who has done something one should not, one’s family will have to live with one’s actions.”

			“Very well put, my dear.” Lady Huntingdon nodded approvingly. “If only everyone would learn that lesson, there would be much less suffering.”

			Once again, Alex glanced at Dorie. This time she mouthed, “Yes.”

			He looked at Penelope, who had been silent during the entire exchange. Her lips were flat, and her arms crossed over her chest. He’d seen that exact expression on their maternal grandmother when she was angry. “Would you like to go with us?”

			“No. I am so furious I would probably say something I should not.” Her eyes started to flash, and she glanced around the room as if looking for a target for her ire. “She is a hypocrite to want to be forgiven so soon after what she did. Did you know that she cut the squire’s wife when their daughter married because her husband wasn’t gentry? It was almost a year after the squire and his family refused to have anything to do with their daughter before Mama spoke to the lady again.” Her lips formed a thin line and she blurted out, “She could have ruined us!”

			Their mother almost had ruined Alex’s sisters before they were even out. He had no doubt that what he’d said to Lady Letitia and her mother had not done the trick. If it hadn’t been for Dorie, her family, and friends, there would have been a scandal.

			She exchanged a glance with her mother, then said, “With the way you feel, I agree you should not come. What she did was extremely ill advised. But at some point you might wish to have relations with your mother again. It never does to completely burn one’s bridges.”

			Huntley came back into the room. “The coaches are ready.”

			Dorie rose and went to the door. “Are you coming, Mama?”

			“No, I shall remain here with Penelope.”

			Lord Huntingdon went to his wife, and whispered something into her ear. “We will return as soon as possible.”

			“Do not do anything rash, my love.”

			His shoulders began to shake. “I’m not the one who shot a ruffian today.”

			Her forehead puckered as she tilted her head. “You have a point. In that case, come back safely.”

			Dorie had been surprised to see that neither of the coaches had crests on them. She knew her parents owned an unmarked town coach, but she had not thought of Alex having one. Although, it did make sense if one wished to go somewhere and not have everyone know about it. Dorie rode with Alex and Phillida. Even if Phillida had not ridden with them, Dorie would have gone with Alex. It was one of the privileges of being a betrothed lady.

			In a matter of minutes, they arrived at Airth House on St. James Square. As they drew up to the house, a curtain on the first floor moved. This was bound to be interesting. None of them knew if Lady Portmore knew the abduction had gone wrong.

			Alex knocked on the door and it was opened immediately by an elderly butler. He handed the servant his card. “I am Exeter. I am here to see my mother, Lady Portmore.”

			The man bowed. “Please come this way, my lord. I do not think she was expecting you, but she did not instruct me that she is not at home. She and Lady Airth are in the morning room.”

			Dorie could not imagine Banwell or Coyne saying anything more than “I shall see if she is in.” Was it due to the butler’s age that he was so informative?

			The dismay on Lady Portmore’s face told Dorie all she needed to know. The woman had not known she had been found out.

			In an instant, a mask fell, and Lady Portmore was once again the assured peeress. “Exeter.” She moved gracefully toward him. “What a surprise. When did you find out I was in Town?”

			She went on her tiptoes to buss his cheek, but he stepped back. His eyes had darkened and were so hard they looked like emeralds. “Only after you attempted to have my sisters abducted.”

			She blanched, but the polite mask never faltered. “I would not have had to take such measures if you had sent my daughters to me.” Phillida, who had been almost hidden between Alex and Dorie, stepped forward. Lady Portmore held out her arms. “My darling, I am so happy you decided to come to me.” She peered at them. “But where is Penelope?”

			“She did not wish to be here.” Phillida slipped her hand into Dorie’s. “I would not have bothered but I knew you would try to blame Alex. But the fact is, Mama, you abandoned us. Alex too, and you almost ruined us because you did not follow the rules.” Phillida looked up at Dorie. “If it was not for Lady Dorie, no one would have allowed us to be friends with their daughters.” Lady Portmore’s arms were still out and her head tilted slightly from one side to another almost like an automaton. “We will not go to Scotland with you. And I think you should go back to your home now.”

			“Oh, Clara, what have you done?” A petite lady with dark hair stood near a door on the side of the room. “You promised me you had guardianship and that your son was keeping the girls from you out of spite.”

			A tic formed in Alex’s jaw and Dorie bit down hard on her lip to keep from interfering. “Spite, Mama?”

			“It was not my fault that I fell in love for the first time with a gentleman who—”

			“Not your fault.” Alex bit the words off as if chipping ice.

			“Well.” The word seemed to fly out of Phillida, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “It was not Miss Tinley’s fault that she fell in love with a wealthy merchant. But you cut her family because of it.” The girl paused for several moments, waiting, Dorie supposed, for some sort of reaction from Lady Portmore, who dropped her arms, but remained silent. “You may contact me again when the ton receives you. Do not ever try to have either my sister or me abducted again. We will never forgive you.” Phillida looked at Alex. “I wish to go now.”

			He’d never been so proud of her before. She and Penelope would grow up to be formidable ladies. He took her other hand. “Yes. So do I.”

			The lady at the side of the room, who Dorie could only suppose was Lady Airth, closed her eyes for a moment. “Clara, you must leave first thing in the morning. I shall not turn you out at night, but I cannot have you in my home.”

			Barely looking in the other lady’s direction, she inclined her head slightly. “I shall be gone within the hour.”

			No one spoke as they made their way back to their coaches. Phillida sniffed once and when they had taken their seats her eyes were filled with unshed tears. Alex gave her his handkerchief and put his arm around her. “You reminded me of our grandmother Exeter. She was never one to suffer fools.” Phillida wiped her eyes. “You were right when you said she abandoned us all.” Alex’s gaze found Dorie’s. “I do not know what I would have done if I hadn’t found you.”

			She blinked back the tears threatening to fall. If a fourteen-year-old could manage not to cry, neither would she. Instead she let her love show in a smile. She rapped on the roof of the carriage. “Take us to Huntingdon House.”

			Once they had arrived at her parents’ house, Dorie found her mother and took her aside. “Instead of attending the theater this evening, I would rather remain here. We can look for the spillikins set and play some other games.”

			“That is a good idea. I should have thought of it. I think all of us can use a rest after today’s activities.”

			Dorie hid her grin. Only her mother would describe shooting a man as an “activity.” “Thank you. I’ll tell Exeter and the others.”

			After asking several servants, and searching much of the house, she found him as well as her father and brother in a small room in the cellar called the weapons room she had not even known existed. “What are you doing here?”

			“Looking for lady’s pistols,” Alex said. “After what occurred today, I thought it might be a good idea for you and my sisters to learn to shoot.”

			There were times when they thought so much alike it was as if they had been together for years. “Phillida and I discussed that on the way here. We would both like to learn.” Actually, now that she knew her mother had been taught, she did not understand why she had not. “Papa, why did you not teach me how to shoot a pistol?”

			He looked at her and scratched his chin. “I don’t know. Maud was taught.” He thought about it for a few more seconds and shook his head. “The only reason I can think of is that the highways became much safer, and we never thought about it because of that.”

			“Maud?” Alex asked.

			“My eldest sister. I hardly know her at all. She was married when I was a child. She’s not in Town this Season.” Huntley shuddered playfully. “If she had been, you would have had the privilege of being interrogated by her. Terrifying woman, my older sister.”

			“Stop.” Dorie rapped him on his knuckles with her finger. “You know she is not that bad. She was very kind to me and let me look at her gowns before she went out.” Alex also had not met her other sister. “Louisa, our youngest sister, is with her for the Season. She did not wish to come to Town and Maud has a daughter her age. I shall have to ask Mama if she has written her about our wedding.”

			“Knowing Maud,” Huntley said, “she will have her own methods of keeping current on the ton.”

			“But who is she?” Alex asked.

			“Oh.” Dorie and her brother had both forgotten about their sister’s title. “She is the Duchess of Albemarle.”

			“Not that she’ll remind you of it,” Huntley said. “Maud is one of the most practical people you will ever know.”

			“You will probably meet her at our wedding. Just look for an exact copy of Mama.”

			“I think”—Alex took her hand and brought it to his lips—“that the only lady I will notice at our wedding is you.”

			Her father cleared his throat. “It must be time to change for dinner.”

			Alex’s heated gaze caught Dorie’s. She turned so only he could hear her. “Tonight.”

		


		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			On their way up to change, Huntley touched Alex’s shoulder. “Exeter, come help me hunt for the games. I know where they used to be, but if someone moved them, I’ll have to have the servants search elsewhere.”

			“I might have to go back to my house. I didn’t bring my kit here.” Alex actually had not thought the invitation to stay at Huntingdon House for a few days included him.

			“I sent word to your valet to bring clothing for tonight and tomorrow,” Dorie said. “He should be waiting for you.”

			“Thank you.” If they had been alone he would have kissed her. She went up the main stairs and he and her brother went toward the back of the house.

			“I found the games earlier. I just wanted a word with you.” He was hit by a sudden panic that Dorie would be taken away from him. Huntley looked Alex in the eyes. “I have never seen her so settled and happy. Mama said you have given Dorie her head, which was exactly what she needed. I’m glad you and she are marrying.”

			Alex thought back to the day he’d told her brother he wanted to wed her. “Thank you for telling me she’d settle for nothing less than love. I still don’t know quite how it happened, but you and my brother-in-law were right. It makes all the difference in the world.”

			They strolled into a closet lined with shelves, and Huntley plucked the games off one of the shelves. He handed Alex the spillikins. “When we tire of this, we can play speculation.”

			“I don’t know if my sisters even know how to play. That’s the devil about going to school, you lose contact with your younger sisters.”

			“Being so much older doesn’t help either.” They headed toward the drawing room. “Maud is more like my youngest sister’s mother or aunt than her sister.”

			In some ways, Alex felt more like a father than a brother. What amazed him was the way Dorie, who was only about three years older than Penelope, knew just how to manage her sisters. “I know what you mean.”

			Just as Dorie had said, Flemings was waiting for Alex when he entered the bedchamber he’d been given. He dressed and was down in good time. The mood had lightened, and even his sisters seemed to have let go of their earlier anger. With the younger set with them, the talk over dinner turned more to things that interested the children rather than politics and other ton gossip.

			“When may I learn to drive a carriage?” Penelope asked. This, of course, was seconded by Phillida.

			“This summer at Longwood.” He couldn’t imagine trying to teach them in Town. “I meant to ask Munson what you have for hacks but haven’t got around to it yet.”

			“I have Nan and Penelope has Sally.” Phillida pulled a face. “It is not that we do not love them. They are dear horses, but…”

			“They don’t go at more than a walk?” Alex suggested. He knew both of the older beasts.

			His sisters nodded.

			“We rode Thunder and Lightning when Papa was alive,” Penelope added.

			In that event they must be good riders, indeed. “Then I don’t see why you cannot continue to ride them.”

			“After we marry,” Dorie said, “Exeter and I are going to tour the marquisate’s estates then visit France for a bit. Would you like to come with us?”

			They had both agreed that bringing his sisters would be the best thing to do. As she pointed out, they did not know if word of his mother’s behavior had reached Longwood. Unfortunately, neither of his sisters appeared enamored of the idea.

			“Or you can come home with us.” Ophelia gave her mother a beseeching look. “Is that not right, Mama? There are a number of young ladies Penelope’s age near us.”

			If Lady Huntingdon was surprised at the suggestion, she hid it well. “Of course they may. That way Dorie and Exeter may have a proper honeymoon.”

			His sisters eagerly looked at him, almost begging him to agree. “I do not know why we didn’t think of that; it’s the perfect idea.”

			“That is settled then.” She rose. “Ladies, it is time we left the gentlemen to their port.” To her husband she said, “Do not be long.”

			Alex and his soon-to-be in-laws drank one glass of port and joined the ladies. Dorie won the game of spillikins and Penelope won at speculation.

			Later that night, just as he was wondering what was taking his betrothed, she entered his bedchamber.

			“I had to wait until I was sure everyone was asleep.” Shedding her nightgown, she slipped in next to him. “I also spoke with Miss Holliwell. She remembers Mr. Sterling, but it appears the infatuation was on his side only.”

			Well, that answered that question. “Did you tell her how he felt?”

			“No.” Alex kissed her lightly. Was this how all their nights would begin? Discussing the day? “That could have made her self-conscious. I do think you should mention she is our governess. At the very least, he will wonder about her name.”

			Dorie shifted and wrapped her arms around him. They made love slowly, as if they had all the time in the world.

			Just as dawn was breaking she whispered, “I must go back to my bedroom.”

			Alex would have liked to show her what morning lovemaking was like, but she was right. They could not let anyone know where she’d spent the night. His conscience was already berating him for having taken advantage of her parents’ hospitality.

			But we are betrothed, he argued to himself. He’d go back to his house today.

			“Will you ride this morning?”

			“No, my mother has arranged early fittings.” She drew his head down, kissing him, and he almost forgot his resolution. “She has plans for us for the rest of the week.”

			* * * *

			Alex saw Dorie at breakfast; then her mother took her off, and he went home. Once John arrived, Alex decided his friend should be sitting when he relayed his news.

			“Come into my study and have some tea. There is something I should mention to you before we start on the estate books.”

			Without any roundaboutation, he told John about Miss Holliwell.

			“Thank you.” John appeared thoughtful for a moment. “I have always wondered what happened to her. I am glad she is well.”

			After all the thought Alex and Dorie had put into this, that was all the man could say? Then again, it was probably for the best. They were just getting their household together, and did not need any more complications. The governess would be with his sisters this summer and would not meet John until autumn. Alex showed his friend and steward to the estate office on the opposite side of his study from Cunningham’s office. “The estate journals that are here date back three years.”

			He nodded. “I’ll read them. I think I should visit your holdings before too long.”

			“Lady Dorie and I are going to tour them after our wedding. You can come with us, and I shall introduce you.”

			John gave Alex an amused look. “That’s an interesting way to spend your wedding trip.”

			“It was her idea.” He grinned. “Afterward, we are going to France.” Depending on when they arrived, Paris might be thin of company, but there were other areas they’d visit that she would like.

			* * * *

			The intervening two weeks had been both the longest and shortest Alex had ever experienced. He’d had very little time with Dorie, but the days had been full of things he had to accomplish before leaving Town. Taking his seat in the House of Lords was much more complicated than he had expected. He and his valet had searched the town house for his father’s scarlet and ermine robes and the black hat. Then he had to contact his solicitor about the letters of patent for his title so that a new one could be drawn up on vellum. The day that Lord Huntingdon and the Marquis of St. Eth escorted Alex into the Lords where the ceremony took place had dawned warm and sunny. They had made sure he was completely prepared, and other than glares from a few older men all went well and he finally took his seat. It was exciting to be part of decisions that would affect the entire country.

			He stood before the peer glass as his valet added his quizzing glass fob to his waistcoat. “A quizzer for my wedding?”

			“One never knows when one might need to depress pretentions, my lord.”

			“Very true.” Although Alex could not imagine whose pretentions he would require depressing.

			Turley, who had agreed to be Alex’s witness, leaned against the doorway. “There are all sorts of people who wander into the church to see the wedding or stand outside waiting for a glimpse of the bride and groom or anyone else attending. I made sure your servants were armed with plenty of coins for the poor.”

			He hadn’t thought of that. Then again, he had never attended a wedding before. Most people didn’t unless one was a close relation of the bride or groom. “Thank you.”

			“I wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t been at my sister’s wedding.” Turley flipped open his pocket watch. “It’s allowable for the bride to be late, but not the groom. We had better be on our way.”

			Alex’s valet stepped back. “Good luck, my lord. Her ladyship’s maid and I have already begun moving her possessions to her chambers. Her dressing room and her bedchamber have been completed. The rest will be done by the time we return.”

			He knew all of that, but it was reassuring to hear it. “The jewels?”

			“Delivered this morning, my lord, into Lady Huntingdon’s hand.”

			“There is nothing more I can do now, but go and wait for my bride.” And that would stretch all his nerves.

			* * * *

			Dorie had butterflies in her stomach and she could not understand the reason. Yes, today was her wedding day, but she and Alex had already made love. In fact, they may already have created a new life. When she had so glibly agreed to two weeks, she had not thought about her courses at all. And they were late. Only by a day or two, but she had never been late before. She placed her hand over her stomach. Another week or two and she would be certain.

			Curran brought out the gown Dorie would wear for her wedding. She had been unable to resist using some of the new fabric Augusta had sent and the result was magnificent. Her gown was a buttery yellow and two layers of tulle covered the silk skirts, making her feel like a fairy. Her hair was up and left to curl with ribbons of gold and purple twined through it, and hairpins with pearl tips.

			“I see I am just in time.” Mama held out a large, thin flat packet. “Exeter sent these for you.”

			Placing the box on the toilet table, she opened it. “Oh, my. That is what he was doing at the jewelers while I had my ring sized.” Inside the square container lined with satin was a long, three-strand necklace of pearls caught at intervals by amethysts and diamonds with earrings to match. “I have never seen anything like it. They are beautiful!” She narrowed her eyes at her maid. “Did you know?”

			“I might have been given a hint about the jewels used.” Curran grinned. “It is always a good idea to have good working relations with the master’s valet.”

			Dorie smiled at her. “Put it on, please.”

			As she attached the earrings, her sisters and Alex’s came into the room.

			“We were assigned the task of giving you something new and blue,” Penelope announced.

			The younger girls handed her handkerchiefs. Two were embroidered in white work, and one had violets and daffodils embroidered along the edges. “They are beautiful.”

			“This is your something blue.” Penelope handed Dorie a brooch made of moonstones and pearls. “I hope you like it.”

			“I love it. Where did you get the idea?” She handed it to her maid to pin on her bodice.

			“I saw it at the bazaar and thought you might like it.” Penelope’s cheeks turned a rosy shade of pink. “The man said it would bring good luck.”

			“We can all use more of that. Thank you.” One by one she gave the girls a hug and kiss.

			Lady Huntingdon handed Dorie an old pearl ring. “I have been keeping this for your wedding day. It has been handed down through my family.”

			Tears pricked her eyes. I will not cry. “Thank you, Mama.” Dorie glanced at the clock. “We should be going. I am only surprised Henrietta is not yet here.”

			“I am. I wanted to be last.” She gave Dorie a decorative gold comb that she had almost bought, but Henrietta had purchased it before her. “This is borrowed.” Leaning down, her friend hugged Dorie. “I shall expect it returned at the wedding breakfast.”

			“You are afraid I shall forget to give it back to you.” She laughed.

			“Let us go.” Lady Huntingdon herded the younger girls out of the room as Curran affixed the comb to Dorie’s hair.

			“Is that the tulle?” Henrietta asked, looking at Dorie’s skirts.

			“It is. Do you like it?” She twirled around, allowing the skirts to float out.

			“I do. I believe I shall have a ball gown made of it.”

			“I intend to be able to wear this gown for evening events.” She had enough material to make a ball gown as well. And she and Alex were going to France. She could buy some other colors.

			Papa, waiting for her in the hall, escorted her and Henrietta to the town coach. Mama and the girls would ride in their traveling coach. The ride was short and soon they got out at the side entrance to St. George’s Church in Hanover Square. The first person she saw upon entering was Alex.

			“He does look well,” Henrietta whispered.

			He was dressed in a dark blue jacket and breeches, a snowy white cravat, and his waistcoat was a dull gold with purple vines embroidered on it. He was the handsomest gentleman in all of England, at least. “He looks perfect.”

			Papa escorted her to where Alex and Lord Turley were standing with the cleric. “We should be ready as soon as the children are seated.”

			“Adeline and Georgie are here too,” Henrietta whispered. “And your brother and his wife.”

			Most people just came to the wedding breakfast, but Dorie had wanted her closest friends with her. It was a shame Augusta could not be here as well.

			The vicar looked at Papa and he nodded.

			“Dearly beloved, we are gathered together here in the sight of God…”

			They said their vows in strong voices, although she had to admit that she blushed when Alex promised to worship her with his body. Earlier Henrietta had given Dorie’s betrothal ring to Turley, and Alex slipped it on the ring finger of her left hand.

			“I now pronounce you man and wife.”

			She and Alex just stared at each other for a moment before he said, “We are finally married.”

			“Not until you sign the register,” Henrietta whispered.

			The vicar led them to the side where their names were written in a book, and they signed it.

			“Now we are married.” Dorie had never been so happy.

			“Yes, now we’re married.” Alex grinned and held out his arm. “Lady Exeter, shall we?”

			Their families gathered around them as they walked out the door. People she had never seen before were in the back of the church and on the steps. They climbed into a coach that had been decorated with ribbons and flowers.

			After she settled her skirts, he slipped an arm around her shoulders. “We just need to get through the wedding breakfast.”

			“We will not have to be there that long. My mother agreed to move the required parts along.”

			“Did she laugh?”

			“Of course she did.” Mama had almost gone into whoops when Dorie had complained bitterly about not having had any time for Alex during the past two weeks.

			Early that afternoon, when they were finally alone in their bedchamber, they made love. The following day they left on a tour of the Exeter holdings.

			Three weeks later, they arrived at the house Alex had so loved in Suffolk. They stood in a folly overlooking the sea. She took his hand and placed it on her stomach. “I am as sure as I can be that we are expecting an interesting event in February.”

			His eyes rounded. “A baby?”

			“Yes.” She nodded. “I had an idea I might be in a delicate condition on the day of our wedding, but now I am almost certain.” When he picked her up and started carrying her toward the house she was torn between vexation and laughter. “Put me down, I am perfectly capable of walking.”

			He stopped and gave her a doubtful look. “Are you sure?”

			“I am, and I fully intend to go to France.” She prayed she didn’t become ill either from her condition or the boat. “You can worry about me when I can no longer see my toes.”

			He set her feet on the ground, but drew her into his arms. “Why don’t I just worry about you, and not tell you until you can’t see your toes?”

			“Perfect.”

		


		
			Author’s Note

			I hope you enjoyed reading the story as much as I did writing it.

			Some of you might recognize that Alex has what we now called dyscalculia—sort of like dyslexia but of numbers, not letters—putting him at a disadvantage in managing his holdings.

			Many people have the idea that ladies of the ton did very little other than embroider, attend parties, and change clothes. In fact, they were trained to run large households, some consisting of hundreds of servants. As peers and Members of Parliament (to be an MP one had to have a certain amount of wealth and property) were in London for parliamentary sessions several more months than the Season, many ladies also learned to run estates and would oversee the holdings.

			Widows were required by Polite Society to mourn for one year. This was not a law, but it was enforced by family and social circumstances.

			If you haven’t read the Marriage Game series, you can find Huntley’s and Caro’s story in Desiring Lady Caro, and Will and Eugénie’s story in Enticing Miss Eugénie Villaret.

			If you want to know more about future books, sales, and other interesting information, please sign up for my newsletter at www.ellaquinn.com. You can also join my Facebook group, The Worthingtons, and follow me on Twitter at @ellaquinnauthor or on Facebook at www.facebook.com/EllaQuinnAuthor where I hold book giveaways almost every Monday!

			Ella
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