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    To my three best friends, Debbie, Elise and Maureen. Although we're all married, have kids and I moved across the country, you are still the ones who know me best. 

    

Chapter 1

    She knew the moment she woke up. It was as if she'd just blinked and her whole landscape changed. No longer was she staring at a western sunset, sitting on the porch of her home in Wyoming. Now she was lying in a feather bed, under a giant, ornate canopy, staring at a ceiling decorated with plaster filigree. 

    
      Scanning the room slowly, Ginny took it in. The giant furniture, made of dark wood and expertly carved. The writing desk, set by the window, with an abundance of quills and foolscap. The vanity with oval mirror, covered in an assortment of jars and bottles and a white, rose covered jewelry box. It was all there, sometime again in the 19
      th
       century of England, presumably.
    

    What wasn't there was her husband. Husband number three now, actually. No longer would she play the part of Ginny Miller, wife to Colby and mother to her brothers-in-law. Now she would be someone else, some other time, some other place. The weight of her situation came crashing down on her, even before she had the memories of her new persona to know what kind of silly games she would have to play this time.

    Refusing to rise from her bed, Ginny kept herself tucked deeply under her covers. Although warm and physically comfortable, her mind rebelled against yet another new part to play. Her life in Wyoming had been good. Not perfect, but good. Colby was a wonderful man, after he'd gotten over his bitterness. He treated her well and his skills as a lover were magnificent. Although she had few of her modern life comforts, she had someone she knew she could easily spend the rest of her life with. So why, she wondered, did she have to go through this again?

    A small knock on her door brought her gaze in that direction. Ginny watched as a small maid entered her room and opened her curtains. It was clearly late morning, but Ginny had no energy to move from her bed. Instead, she continued to watch the maid as she pulled items from the armoire, preparing her mistress for whatever needed to be done for the day.

    Finally, the maid spoke. “I will return shortly with hot water, my lady. Would you care for some chocolate this morning?”

    Ginny heard the words, but barely registered the meaning. Chocolate? For breakfast? In lieu of answering, Ginny shook her head, not even summoning the energy to respond.

    
      “Are you unwell, my lady? Shall I call for the physician?”
    

    At the words, Ginny felt the tears entering her eyes, felt her lower lip begin to quiver. Turning away quickly, she buried her face in the pillow and started to cry. This was not where she wanted to be. This was not who she wanted to be. If she couldn't have Colby, then why the hell couldn't she just be home again, in her small house, watching TV and eating a big bowl of ice cream. 

    Ginny had no idea where the maid went and she cared even less. What she needed right now was solitude. As the tears continued to fall, all Ginny felt was exhaustion. Curling herself into a tight ball, she allowed her body to relax against the bed. If she couldn't be happy, she would lose herself to the oblivion of sleep. At least she wouldn't have to cry over the loss of yet another husband.

    ********

    When she finally woke, Ginny heard soft voices. They were murmuring somewhere inside the room, not that Ginny bothered to open her eyes to find out. Instead of taking in their words, she merely listened to the cadence of their voices. The male voice was soft and soothing, but the female voice was loud and grating. Finally unable to take anymore, Ginny sat up and stared at the two occupants of the room.

    Sometime during her slumber, Ginny must have received the memories of her new body, because she immediately recognized the woman. Her mother, a Lady Felicia Dunworthy, was speaking to an older gentleman. By the look of him, Ginny surmised he was a doctor, sent to figure out why a young woman would stay abed and cry all day.

    Seeing that his patient had awakened, the man approached the bed and looked down at Ginny. In return, Ginny stared back, not willing to speak. Again, his voice was comforting, like an old pair of slippers.

    
      “How are you, my lady?” he asked, reaching over to feel her forehead.
    

    Not wanting to be rude, but not in any mood to be overly accommodating either, Ginny responded, “Fine.”

    
      “You have your family quite worried. Your mother cannot imagine why you would be abed so long. Your maid told her that you were crying when she asked you a question about breaking your fast.”
    

    Ginny's attention went between the man at her bed and her mother across the room. The woman was wringing her hands in worry. Ginny saw both of them, but couldn't muster any emotion for them. All her pain was internal, none wasted on anyone else.

    
      “Sorry,” was all she replied.
    

    The doctor turned to look at her mother, then turned back to Ginny. Smiling, he asked, “Has anything untoward happened to you, my lady?”

    Ginny leaned back against the pillows and said, “No.”

    
      “Do you know who you are?” the doctor asked, clearly perplexed by her behavior.
    

    
      Ginny scrunched her eyebrows together, as if in great thought. Of course she knew who she was, but the doctor didn't want to hear about Ginny, physician's assistant and 21
      st
       century woman of the world. He wanted to know about the part she was playing this time around. 
    

    Just wanting the pair to leave her be, Ginny answered his question. “I am Lady Sarah Dunworthy. Daughter of Lord and Lady Weston.”

    Smiling in return, the doctor stated, “Very good, Lady Sarah. Now, do you remember where you were last evening?” The doctor used a tone of voice reminiscent of soothing crazy people. It almost made Ginny smile.

    
      “A ball held by Lord Munroe.”
    

    Ginny saw that her mother bounced up and down. She seemed pleased by her daughter giving the correct answer. The doctor, not to be outdone, also beamed at her response.

    Turning serious, the doctor asked his next question. “Did anything happen to you last night, my lady? Did anyone... accost you?” The last two words were spoken in a strained tone, as if he didn't really want to know the answer to the question.

    Ginny thought about the ball. Nothing untoward happened to her. She remembered being giddy with the thought of being there, but as far as Ginny was concerned, it was a total bore.

    
      “No. Nothing happened.” What had started as amusing was now becoming tedious. Why couldn't they just leave her alone? All she wanted to do was curl back up and go back to sleep. They had no idea what her life had been like over the past few lives and she certainly wasn't about to tell them. Mental health was a science not yet explored to her satisfaction and the idea of spending a few months in Bedlam had little appeal.
    

    
      “Then why do you stay abed, my lady?” 
    

    
      Good question
      , Ginny thought. She had to come up with something or the pair would stand there all day and ask inane questions. Rolling her eyes toward the ceiling, Ginny answered. “Because I'm tired.” Although made as statement, her tone made it sound more like a question.
    

    
      “Are you feeling unwell?”
    

    Ginny didn't even try to hide the heavy sigh. “I'm just tired. I just want to be left alone for a little while. Is that a crime?”

    The doctor and her mother exchanged glances. The next question came from her mother.

    
      “But what of the musicale this evening, my dearest? You would 
      not want to miss that, would you?”
    

    A musicale? Ginny closed her eyes and considered her response. Would she want to miss it? Hell, yes. Could she get out of it and would they allow her to sleep past her misery? Probably not. She remembered her time in Regency England, with her second husband Colin. These activities were always late in the evening, often going until dawn. Maybe that could be her bargaining chip.

    
      “Perhaps I can sleep some more, then I'll get up and go to the musicale. It's not until much later, right?” Ginny shot her eyebrows up with her question.
    

    Sputtering, her mother responded, “Well... yes, I suppose. We need not leave here until after eight this evening.”

    
      “Great. Why don't you two leave me alone until later. I'll just sleep some more.” With that, Ginny rolled over, away from her annoying guests. As she settled down once again, she heard the two murmuring to each other. It was the last thing she remembered until her maid came in to stir her once again.
    

    ********

    Her maid, MaryAnn, came in long before Ginny felt she had to be up. Without speaking a word, the little maid had her dressed and coiffed. MaryAnn explained that she was to have tea with her mother and sister before they attended the musicale, then dinner would be served after the entertainment. 

    Ginny felt the weight of her despair as she entered the drawing room. Her mother and sister were already seated, waiting for her before serving the tea. Again silent, Ginny went and sat in a chair furthest away from her family. 

    
      No, not my family
      , she thought morosely. 
      These people are just pawns in some strange life experience I'm being forced to have.
    

    Her sister, Charlotte, handed her a cup of tea, worry etched on her pretty face. Seeing the concern, Ginny felt even worse. It wasn't real, but Ginny had to admit that the experience felt real. Dropping her gaze to her lap, Ginny lamented having something new to feel bad about.

    At that moment, a footman entered the parlor and requested Lady Weston's presence. As the older woman left the room, Ginny saw her give a look to her sister. The look said to find out what ever she could and report back. 

    Charlotte retrieved her own cup and sat near Ginny. With a placid smile on her face, she asked, “Is your tea to your liking, Sarah?”

    With a great deal of effort, Ginny lifted her face and took a sip of the tea. It was too sweet, but it didn't matter. “It's fine. Thank you, Charlotte.”

    With a sigh, Charlotte leaned toward Ginny and asked in an earnest whisper, “Whatever is bothering you, dearest? You have mother worried sick. This is not like you at all. You were so excited about coming to London for the season.”

    Ginny thought about the girl in front of her. Her sister, half-sister actually, was a few years older and already a widow. Charlotte's father, a Mr. Charles Bennington, was married to her mother for only a short time before being killed in a carriage accident. Her mother, after the proper period of mourning, married Sarah's father, Lord Weston and promptly gave birth to his heir, William Dunworthy. Sarah came along a few years later. Being both the last child and a girl, Sarah was doted on to the point of absurdity. Her personality was frivolous and gay. It made Ginny want to gag.

    Charlotte, however, was proper and mature. Her stepfather never paid her any attention and her mother had the duties of being a countess to contend with so that Charlotte was often left to her own devices. She would assist with the caring of her half siblings and loved to read. Where Sarah was flirtatious and fun, Charlotte was reserved and shy. Although opposites, they'd always had a good relationship.

    When Charlotte married a local boy near Lord Weston's country home, no one was surprised that he was the third son of a squire, who was the local vicar. His personality suited hers and they lived happily for a couple of years before he came down with consumption. In less than six months he was dead and Charlotte was back living with her mother and sister. 

    Thinking to all the memories she now possessed of Sarah Dunworthy, she wondered how Charlotte put up with her. Sarah was selfish and spoiled, but Charlotte always had some unlimited source of patience and understanding. Ginny thought that she needed to confide something to the girl, if only for all the kindness she'd paid to her persona over the years.

    
      “Truly, Charlotte, nothing is wrong. I believe it may just be that London is more overwhelming than I realized.” What else could she say? Ginny thought about using her period as an excuse, but didn't know how that would fly.
    

    Releasing a breath, Charlotte smiled in return. “I remember when I had my first season. There are so many people and the activities seem endless, but you will survive it. You are a strong girl and you have a lot to offer a nice gentleman.”

    Ginny couldn't help but smile in return. Charlotte was the kind of decent person that made jumping from life to life tolerable. Although she still ached inside from losing Colby, she knew that as long as she had Charlotte as a friend, she just might be able to make it through another life. But one thing was for sure, she had no intention of falling in love. And if she had anything to say about it, she wouldn't be getting married either. Three husbands was enough for her.

    Glancing at her conspiratorially, Charlotte said, “Although Lady Hammersmith is having a rather small affair this evening, I have heard that many eligible men will be in attendance. Her own daughter, Penelope, is in search of a husband, so Lady Hammersmith is quite desperate to make a match for her.”

    
      “What if I don't want to get married?” Ginny stated before she could check herself.
    

    Charlotte's eyes widened in surprise. “Whatever do you mean, dearest? Not get married? That is all you have spoken of since you turned sixteen. What has happened to change your mind so abruptly?”

    
      Crap, crap, crap!
       How could she be so careless? She knew that Sarah's whole existence relied on her not only getting married, but marrying fairly well. Although she had a sizable dowry, her dreams always involved a high ranking titled gentleman, who was so wealthy that Sarah would never have to worry about anything. Not that she worried now, since she had always been taken care of and never had to lift a finger for anything.
    

    
      Placing her tea on the side table, Ginny turned to Charlotte, trying to formulate a logical response. 
      Oh, hell
      , she thought. 
      Who cares?
    

    
      “I've been thinking lately...,” she responded lamely. “Do we really need to get married to be fulfilled? Maybe it's time we made a life for ourselves, rather than depend on a man to do it for us.”
    

    Judging by Charlotte's face, Ginny knew she'd made the wrong move. Sarah's dear, sweet sister, who seemed to have an endless reserve of patience, looked about to pop. The rise of color to her cheeks and her gasping breaths were an indication of the confusion and worry she had to be feeling. Before her sister could answer, Ginny quickly covered her tracks.

    Smiling and giggling, Ginny said, “Oh, silly, I am just kidding. But the look on your face was worth my jest. I swear I thought you were to pass dead away right in front of me.”

    Releasing a breath that she didn't know she was holding, Charlotte gave a relieved smile. “Oh, Sarah, that was an awful joke to play on me. If mother thought for one moment that you were siding with those types of women, she would take to her bed and never return to polite society.”

    Ginny felt the pang in her gut that reminded her of her place in British society. She was an ornament, only good for wedding and producing an heir. She was to have no opinions, other than those concerning her wardrobe and appearance. Could she really deal with this again? It seemed as though she could, mostly because she didn't have a bloody choice.

    
      “Yes, dear Charlotte, I am only jesting with you. Please forgive me, but you and mother have such dire looks on your faces. 
      Truly, I am fine, if only a bit overwhelmed.” Each word nearly caught in Ginny's throat. She would play her role in this melodrama, but avoid falling in love. She certainly didn't want to care about anyone in this time period and she had no need for a new family. 
    

    Their mother returned to the room to see both her daughters smiling. Lady Weston would never notice that neither smile was genuine, nor would she care. To her, appearances were everything. If her beautiful daughters looked serene and happy, that was all that mattered.

    
      “I see that you are back to your cheerful self, Sarah dear. I hope you are ready to meet some fine gentlemen this evening.” Ginny noticed that her mother's smile was painted on as well. 
    

    
      “Yes, mother. I had felt a bit out of sorts, but I assure you, that is all in the past. I look forward to our outing this evening.” Ginny never considered herself an actress before, but she was putting on the performance of a lifetime. 
    

    Charlotte chimed in. “Yes, mother, Sarah was only playing a bit of a joke on me. Still the scamp I remember from her youth.” The last part was delivered with a wink.

    Ginny smiled, as she knew she was supposed to do. Every part of her rebelled the idea of living another life. Every thought was of what she'd lost. Although she kept telling herself that this was all make believe, she couldn't bring herself to believe it. Colby was gone, never to be resurrected, but her heart ached with his loss. Her only consolation was that in the world of romance novels, she knew he was living his happily ever after. Not that her consciousness got to enjoy it as well.

    

Chapter 2

    After a brief carriage ride, they arrived at the home of Lord and Lady Hammersmith. Their townhome was enormous, with three floors full of gleaming windows. The entryway had shiny marble floors, with a mosaic inlay showing a coat of arms. A footman retrieved their coats and directed them to the second floor, where a large parlor contained seating for the musicale.

    A footman approached as they entered the room to offer each lady a glass of champagne. Ginny, who was already breaking out in hives over the evening ahead, took a glass and swallowed a large gulp. Neither her sister nor mother saw her, which suited Ginny just fine. She was in no mood for a lecture on decorum.

    By the time they'd made their way to the hostess to give their regards, Ginny had finished her first glass and pilfered a second glass from another passing footman. If there was one thing she could admit, it was that wealth did have its privileges.

    
      “Good evening, Lady Hammersmith. Thank you so much for inviting us to your evening's entertainment.” As the champagne began to work its magic, Ginny had to refrain from snorting over her mother's statement. All she'd listened to on the carriage ride over was how much she detested listening to second rate musicians butcher Mozart. 
    

    
      “The pleasure is mine, Lady Weston. It is good to see you too, Mrs. Stevens. Oh, and Lady Sarah, you look very pretty this evening.”
    

    Charlotte murmured an acknowledgment and Ginny smiled. “Thank you, Lady Hammersmith. And where is your beautiful daughter? Will she be exhibiting for us this evening?” Ginny's memories of Penelope were snobby and unkind. The girl, who wore glasses most of the time, was painfully shy. 

    
      “Oh, no. Lady Penelope is more interested in listening to the musician's play. I was not sure if I would be able to acquire him, but at the last moment Mr. Wilhelm Richter has agreed to come and play the piano forte for us. His talent is... sublime.”
    

    Charlotte's eyes lit up with excitement. “Wilhelm Richter? Truly? I have heard he is magnificent.”

    Lady Hammersmith, realizing her coup, went on about the talents of Mr. Richter. Ginny, who enjoyed well played music, still didn't care that “the” Wilhelm Richter was going to be playing, no matter how magical his fingers were against the keys of the piano forte. To fortify her for the rest of the night, Ginny helped herself to another glass of champagne.

    By the time they were seated for the concert, Ginny was feeling no pain. She even thought she would be able to stomach giggling at some gentlemen later, befitting Sarah's demeanor. The first performers were a pair of opera singers. When the female singer hit a few high notes, Ginny cringed and hoped her glass didn't crack.

    When Wilhelm Richter came on next, Ginny felt Charlotte sit a little straighter in her chair. Her eyes alighted as the man began his set. Ginny had to admit that he was truly talented. Even through her champagne buzz, she could recognize his skill and feel the emotional response he elicited from her. As moved as Ginny was, Charlotte had tears in her eyes when his performance was over. 

    
      “Have you ever heard anything so beautiful, Sarah?” Charlotte 
      asked as the crowd began to stand up and mingle. 
    

    
      “No. Mr. Richter has an amazing talent,” Ginny replied, truthfully.
    

    Looking to her sister, Charlotte was amazed. As much as she loved Sarah, her sister was often self-centered and unwilling to see the beauty in ordinary things. “I should love to meet the man, if only to express my gratitude for his coming tonight.”

    Ginny's eyes looked around, then set on her sister's face. “Then why don't we?” she asked.

    Looking appalled, Charlotte face flushed. “We have no proper introduction, Sarah. It would be unseemly,” she whispered as Ginny pulled her toward the crowd surrounding the virtuoso.

    
      “Charlotte, sometimes you have to take the bull by the horns.” Ginny knew that the champagne was talking now and it would end up getting her in trouble. Although she realized it, she didn't give a damn.
    

    When her sister dug in her heels and refused to continue, Ginny sighed her exasperation. Spotting Lady Hammersmith, she saw her solution. “Lady Hammersmith, could you introduce Charlotte and I to Mr. Richter? His music so moved us both.”

    
      “Oh, of course. Mrs. Stevens, I had no idea you were so enamored with music. I, myself, have always given great patronage to the arts.” 
    

    Ginny followed the two women as their hostess babbled on about her greatness for musicians everywhere. Taking yet another glass of champagne, realizing that her regret would come the following morning, Ginny still drank it down. Her whole life seemed like a regret, so what was one more thing.

    Waiting their turn, Lady Hammersmith finally bullied her way to the front of the group surrounding the young pianist. 

    
      “Mr. Richter, may I present Mrs. Stevens and Lady Sarah. Both were so moved by your performance that they begged an introduction.”
    

    Ginny scrunched her eyes. That was laying it on a bit thick, she thought as the young man bowed to both ladies. Performing her curtsy, Ginny smiled as Charlotte took over the conversation.

    
      “I was so moved by your performance, Mr. Richter. Never before have I heard Mozart played with such feeling.”
    

    Speaking in a slight German accent, Richter replied, “Thank you, Mrs. Stevens. I am so honored to be able to play in the finest homes of London.”

    Ginny tuned out the conversation and instead surveyed the room. She spotted Lady Hammersmith's daughter, practically hiding behind a potted plant. Excusing herself from her sister, Ginny made her way over to the young woman.

    Slightly drunk, but still capable of sounding sober, Ginny said, “Good evening, Lady Penelope. Why would you be hiding at your own party?”

    Penelope's eyes widened. Ginny began to wonder if she sounded drunker than she thought. Then the mousy young woman, with dull, brown hair and non-descriptive brown eyes, asked shyly, “Lady Sarah, is there something you needed?”

    Taken back for a moment, Ginny realized that Sarah had never been particularly kind to the girl. They'd met on a few occasions, even before the season began, and Sarah had always acted her superior, snotty self. Well, it was Penelope's lucky day, she decided, since that personality would forever be altered.

    
      “Yes. I need to understand why this is fun,” Ginny remarked, smiling to show she was joking.
    

    Penelope smiled in return. “It makes the aristocracy feel intelligent and important.”

    
      “Yes, there seems to be a real superior air tonight, don't you think?”
    

    
      “Since most of my parent's guests couldn't begin to understand the finer points of Mozart, I would doubt that.”
    

    Laughing out loud and drawing attention to the pair, Ginny grabbed Penelope's arm and dragged her out of her hiding place. Taking a turn about the room, which had been emptied of most of the chairs, she asked, “Why should you hide? There are many eligible men here tonight, or so my mother has told me. Don't you want to make anyone's acquaintance?”

    Shrinking before her eyes, Penelope shuddered. “I have not the skills to make conversation with strangers. It has never come easy for me.”

    Pulling her new friend aside, looking her in eyes, Ginny asked, “How much champagne have you had tonight?”

    
      “None. My mother would not approve.”
    

    Smiling wickedly, Ginny said, “Well, then, it's time you did, because believe me when I say that alcohol makes everyone interesting.”

    ********

    Ginny made Penelope pound two glasses and then handed her a third to sip. Not accustomed to the effects, it didn't take long before Penelope was having a much better time at her own party. Although she still refused to make conversation, she did follow Ginny around as she waxed drunkenly to anyone who was willing to listen.

    After an hour, the two girls had made several rounds of the room. Penelope had never felt so loose and easy going before. One thing perplexed her though. Why was Lady Sarah being so nice to her all of a sudden? The few times they'd met, she'd ignored Penelope, even on the one occasion she'd tried to speak to the beautiful girl. Bolstered by the champagne, Penelope decided to ask.

    
      “Why do you wish to be my friend, Lady Sarah? We have hardly spoken two words together before tonight.”
    

    Ginny turned her head and regarded Penelope for a moment. “I suppose I realized that I was being a first class snob and needed to come off my high horse.”

    Sputtering, Penelope stated, “No... I never thought... you have been very...”

    Ginny laughed. “No, I haven't been particularly nice or kind. I'm self-absorbed and annoying. Most of the girls I associate with are the same way. You seem like you'd be a genuine friend to me.”

    Looking down at her hands, Penelope was humbled. She'd always thought she'd be a good friend, but had never been given the chance to try. “I should like to have you as a friend, Lady Sarah.”

    
      “Good. Let's start by dropping the 'lady' part. Now, my sister said there was to be many eligible men here tonight, but all the men I see are old and infirm.”
    

    
      “The eligible men usually show up in time for dinner to be served.”
    

    Arching an eyebrow, Ginny smiled. Penelope couldn't help but laugh in response. Just as the pair were to head downstairs toward the dining room, Charlotte walked up to join them. 

    
      “Mr. Richter is a fascinating gentleman. He has played in almost every royal court in Europe. Can you imagine?” Charlotte's cheeks were flushed and she had a dazed look in her eyes. 
    

    
      “Is that right? Will he be joining us for dinner?” Ginny asked.
    

    Charlotte's blush intensified. “He has been invited to dine this evening, but I am sure he has many admirers who would request his company.”

    Ginny looked over at the man in question, standing by himself, sipping a glass of champagne. “He doesn't look occupied at the moment. Let's go nab him.”

    Charlotte grabbed Ginny's arm and gave her a look. “How much have you had to drink tonight, Sarah?” The tone was condescending and Ginny was in no mood for condescending.

    Looking back at her sister, pulling from what she knew, Ginny stated, “Maybe you should have a few glasses yourself, Lottie. It's obvious you admire the man and have been conversing with him for over an hour. He's probably surprised that you haven't invited him to sit with us at dinner.”

    
      “Sarah, a lady does not ask a gentleman to dine with her. That is behavior reserved for a certain type of woman.”
    

    During the exchange, Penelope kept silent but watched each woman in turn. Normally she wouldn't get involved, but she was feeling pretty confident at the moment. “I think Sarah is right, Mrs. Stevens. You enjoyed his company, did you not?”

    Turning her mature eye toward Penelope, Charlotte exclaimed, “I believe both of you should get something to eat. You have both obviously had too much to drink.”

    Laughing, Ginny replied, “Okay, we swear we'll eat. But only if you ask Richter to join us.”

    Gasping at her impertinence, Charlotte's face turned pink. When she refused to move, Ginny grabbed Penelope's arm and starting walking toward Richter. Before Charlotte could stop her, she was standing before the man, making a curtsy. All Charlotte could do was watch and pray that her sister didn't embarrass her too much.

    Ginny had spent over a year living in Regency England during her second romance novel life, and although it was 1830, she knew the rules were the same. She wouldn't be too outrageous, but only because she would never want to embarrass Charlotte that much.

    
      “Good evening, again, Mr. Richter.”
    

    
      “Good evening to you, Lady Sarah.”
    

    
      “Have you met our hostess's daughter.” Turning to pull Penelope forward, she smiled. “Mr. Richter, may I introduce you to Lady Penelope Hammersmith.”
    

    After his rigid bow and her wavy curtsy, Ginny continued. “Have you anyone to dine with yet this evening, Mr. Richter? My sister, friend and I were just about to make our way to the dining room and were wondering if you would care to join us.” Ginny leaned forward slightly and said conspiratorially, “I know it is somewhat improper for me to ask, but I just can't abide someone eating alone.”

    Richter smiled and leaned slightly closer as well. “To be honest, Lady Sarah, I am ever so glad you asked me. It is difficult to be the odd man out.”

    
      “Indeed it is.” With that, Ginny turned and grabbed Penelope's arm, leaving Mr. Richter to offer his arm to Charlotte. Blushing slightly, but determined to keep her dignity, Charlotte accepted and allowed herself to be led to the dining room for dinner.
    

    As they made their way down the steps, Ginny pulled Penelope to the side and allowed her sister to precede them. Before she could explain herself, Ginny spied a group of men who had just entered the house. There were four of them, all tall, all handsome and all finely dressed. It didn't take a script to read who these gentlemen were.

    Gasping quietly, Penelope turned her head so none of the men could see her face. Ginny looked at her new friend and noticed a blush creeping up her neck and settling on her cheeks. Her face must have revealed her confusion because Penelope started to explain.

    Whispering, Penelope said, “They are know as the Fearsome Foursome. They all attended school together and have always been inseparable. It is rumored that the group are seeking out brides, as they have all reached their thirtieth year.”

    Penelope's face was so serious that Ginny felt laughter begin to bubble up in her. Trying to quash it, she just ended up snorting. Turning her face away from her friend, Ginny walked down the nearest hallway and entered the study. Penelope, hot on her heels, joined her in the room, giving her a worried look.

    When the door was closed, Ginny burst out laughing. “Really?” was all she could manage, before continuing her loud guffaws. It wasn't like Ginny's prior experiences were not anything but formulaic, but this one took the cake. Four friends, all finally deciding to take a bride, working together to find the perfect mate. Ginny dropped her head in shame over the ridiculousness of it all.

    
      “What is so funny? Did you not see them? They are so handsome.” The wistful tone sent Ginny to giggles once again.
    

    Finally controlling herself, wondering if in part her laughter was caused by too much champagne, Ginny said, “Oh, Penelope. I can just picture all the girls falling over them. Surely, they don't deserve so much attention.”

    
      “Oh, but they do. They are all titled, handsome and wealthy. 
      What mother would pass up such an opportunity? Tis hard enough to find men to marry during any season, but four titled gentlemen during the same season? Tis unheard of.”
    

    Taking a deep breath to relieve any possibility of future outbursts, Ginny stated, “Okay, then. Let's go meet'em.” With that, she walked to the door and didn't bother to wait for Penelope to catch up.

    When she returned to the foyer, the men were still standing around, looking self-important, and casually turning their gazes toward the other guests in attendance. Penelope's father was talking to the men, trying to engage them in conversation. All of the four seemed bored by his attempts.

    
      “Damn fine filly you have, Conway. I believe it was the same horse I saw at Tattersall's not long ago.”
    

    Arching an eyebrow, Baron Conway replied, “Indeed.”

    
      “How is she treating you? I had hoped to purchase her myself, but you must have beat me to her.” Lord Hammersmith, both a little loud and a little drunk, smirked at his guests.
    

    Baron Conway, Oliver to his friends, knew that the old Earl never meant to buy the horse. Not only was she damn expensive, and the Earl without the proper funds to purchase her, but the man couldn't tell fine horseflesh from steak and kidney pie.

    Oliver looked over in time to see the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen walking straight up to the group of men. Her boldness made his breath catch, as he wondered what kind of chaperone would allow their ward to breach such manners. He took in her measure immediately. She was tall for a girl, standing at least to his chin, with golden brown hair caught up in a chignon in the back. Soft tendrils of gold framed her oval face. Her eyes were the color of sapphires, brilliant and sparkling. A petite nose and full lips completed her face, making the young girl, probably not yet twenty, stunning. Her neck was slender and long, only adorned with a simple gold necklace with a charm shaped like a butterfly. Before he could casually assess her body, another young woman came to stand next to the bold minx.

    
      “Oh, there you are, my dear. Gentlemen, may I introduce my daughter, Lady Penelope.” 
    

    Conway felt a momentary panic when he thought the old Earl was referring to his vision. Then, Hammersmith took the other girl's hand and brought her forward. Oliver took in her measure, her dull brown hair and lifeless brown eyes behind spectacles. It wasn't that she wasn't pretty, she simply didn't compare to the vision standing next to her.

    Each of the men bowed, as was courtesy. Then all four men stared at the other young lady standing before them. Hammersmith, who just noticed the girl as well, cleared his throat, obviously embarrassed because he didn't know who she was. It was Penelope that came to his rescue.

    
      “May I introduce my friend, Lady Sarah Dunworthy. Lord and Lady Weston's daughter.”
    

    All the men bowed their heads once again, and Ginny executed a nearly perfect curtsy. It would have been perfect had she bothered to make it so and with a little less champagne.

    It was Conway who spoke first. “Lady Penelope, Lady Sarah, I am Lord Conway. It is a great pleasure to make your acquaintance. You both look stunning this evening.”

    Penelope, unused to such flattery, giggled quietly behind her fan. Ginny, who couldn't give a damn about this man or any other, managed a half smile. Oliver felt his heartbeat quicken at the sight. Although not a vain man, he knew he held some appeal among the ladies. His bed was never cold, so to speak, but this girl seemed unimpressed. He'd been told that his chocolate brown hair and his emerald green eyes could turn even the most elderly and infirm ladies to swoon. 

    Before Conway could speak another word, one of the other gentlemen cleared his throat. Coming out of his reverie, Conway smiled at both women and turned to introduce his friends.

    
      “Allow me to introduce my friends.” Pointing first at the tallest gentlemen, with flaxen hair, brown eyes and beautiful full lashes, he said, “Lord Doncaster.”
    

    The Earl of Doncaster, William Scott, bowed deeply and flashed his perfect smile on the ladies. Penelope was reduced to giggles once again, while Ginny's smile was gone, replaced by a look of boredom. 

    Pointing to the next man in line, Conway stated, “Lord Devon.”

    The Earl of Devon, Chester Nevins, was the shortest of the group, but much taller than either girl. He had jet black hair, liberally sprinkled with premature gray. His cerulean blue eyes danced with amusement, as if he was the bearer of some inside joke. Tilting his head, he remarked, “Such a lovely evening, is it not?”

    Finally turning to the last man in line, Conway said, “Lord Townshend.”

    Viscount Townshend, Martin MacHugh, seemed the most introspective. He had light brown hair and gray eyes. His eyes stayed on Penelope, as if drinking her in. He gave a curt nod, but did not bother to smile.

    When nothing more was said, Ginny finally filled the awkward silence. “It is a pleasure to meet you. Have you come for dinner?”

    The gentlemen looked at each other as if to determine who would be the one to speak. Finally, Conway spoke up since he was the first introduced.

    
      “We had hoped to make it to the musicale, but were unfortunately detained.”
    

    
      What a load of shit
      , Ginny thought as she watched the man who obviously thought she'd buy his line. After spending so much time in the romance world, Ginny was accustomed to men thinking that women were stupid and naïve.  Unfortunately detained, he said. 
      More like he was fortunately detained by a glass of brandy and a card game or two.
    

    
      “What a shame, my lord. You missed an extraordinary performance by Wilhelm Richter.” Ginny's tone couldn't have been misinterpreted. It was a combination of boredom and disbelief. Bored with having to have the conversation in the first place and disbelief over his bullshit assertion. 
    

    Lord Conway raised his eyebrow to the girl in question. In response, Ginny smiled prettily while grabbing Penelope's arm. “If you'll excuse us, gentlemen. We are to sit with my sister and Mr. Richter for dinner.”

    Ginny didn't notice that Penelope only had eyes for Lord Townshend. She merely pulled the shorter girl away and made haste for the dining room. Without so much as a backwards glance, Ginny left the men standing in the foyer. Penelope, on the other hand, turned her head and smiled at Lord Townshend as she disappeared into the other room.

    Lord Conway was the first to recover from the display. “Your daughter and her friend are quite extraordinary, my lord. I shall look forward to seeing them in various settings.” The rest of the men nodded and murmured their affirmations. 

    
      “Well, capitol, gentlemen. Shall we have some sup ourselves, do you think?”
    

    Lord Townshend, who hadn't taken his eyes from the doorway the women entered, answered, “I find myself famished. Shall we go, then?”

    The men entered the dining room as though about to conquer the continent. After helping themselves to the buffet, all four men went their separate ways. Lord Doncaster went to sit with a couple members of his family that were in attendance. Lord Devon spotted a widow who had been making overtures toward him for a few weeks. Lords Townshend and Conway were of a like mind, choosing to sit near Lady Penelope and Lady Sarah.

    The dining room had been transformed from the usual large table to several smaller tables that sat four. True to her word, Lady Sarah was sitting with her sister and some gentlemen Conway had never met. He assumed he was the extraordinary Mr. Richter. After observing her interaction with her tablemates, Conway became annoyed. Sarah smiled and laughed. He noticed that she gave no one any looks of boredom or contempt. What could he have possibly done in the five minutes in her company to warrant such animosity? Nothing as far as he was concerned and he certainly shouldn't be giving it so much thought.

    Turning to Townshend, he asked, “You seem interested in the Hammersmith chit. Never took you for one who liked girls with spectacles.”

    Still not smiling, Townshend responded, “I cannot explain it, but there is something about her. I have no intention of marrying her, but it could not hurt to get to know her better.” His eyebrow raised in a knowing fashion.

    
      “You mean to know her... intimately?” Conway liked seducing women, but innocents were a bore and could get a man dragged before the vicar.
    

    
      “I would never ruin her. Merely see how far I can get her to play the game.”
    

    
      “How hard could it be? I doubt she has suitors knocking down her door. It would only be cruel.”
    

    
      “Relax, Conway. I know what I am doing.” Townshend brooked no further discussion on the matter. Instead, he turned back to his mediocre meal and drank from his glass of watered down wine.
    

    
      “What do you think of the other girl? Lady Sarah.” Conway wanted to know if anyone else was as affected by her indifference as he.
    

    
      “Well, she is quite beautiful, to be sure. Seems like she is holding out for someone of more consequence than you.”
    

    Townshend always had a way of putting things perfectly. “She does strike me as a bit of a high stepper. It is not as though I have so few women to choose from.” Straining to keep his voice disinterested, Conway knew he would pursue her nonetheless. He didn't even stop to consider that by pursuing her, meant that he would eventually marry her. 

    Seeing exactly what his friend had in mind, Townshend smiled for the first time that evening. “Perhaps we should make it interesting. A wager... just you and I.”

    Scrunching his face with concern, Conway asked, “What kind of wager?”

    
      “Who can catch his chit first.”
    

    Shaking his head, Conway was no fool. “Absolutely not. Lady Penelope was practically panting over you. Lady Sarah, on the other hand, will be difficult, to say the least.”

    
      “Shying away from a challenge? So unlike you Conway. It is usually you who comes up with these interesting diversions.”
    

    
      “I am not foolish, Townshend. If you insist on a wager, we will have to decide on something more equitable.”
    

    At that moment, Lord Devon walked up and sat across from the two men. Stretching his legs out in front of him and lacing his fingers behind his head, he gave the impression of the cat having caught his canary. 

    
      “What are you two brooding about? Tis a fine evening, altogether.” Devon's mouth curved into a huge smile, showing off his straight, white teeth.
    

    Townshend looked about the room and realized what had him smiling. “Were you able to make plans with the newly widowed Lady Hopewell?” he asked, maintaining his ever present acerbic tone.

    If possible, Devon's smile increased as he answered. “She has invited me for a nightcap after tonight's festivities.”

    
      “Well done, Devon and in record time.” Conway had to admit to being a little jealous. He doubted he would be so lucky.
    

    
      “Don't mind Conway. He's brooding over the Dunworthy chit. Seems he did not like her snubbing us.”
    

    Devon glanced over to the girl in question. “She did seem peculiarly uninterested. Not many débutantes would give up a chance to talk to me.” Devon reached over and punched Conway in the shoulder, emphasizing his joke.

    Rolling his eyes, Conway responded, “Perhaps you are not as irresistible as you thought.”

    
      “Perish the thought. I have it on good authority that I am as damn near irresistible as one can be.” Of all the four friends, Devon was by far the most outgoing. His good natured attitude toward life went far with the young and old ladies of the ton. 
    

    
      “We were discussing a wager when you walked up.”
    

    
      “Were you now? And this wager would be...”
    

    
      “Whether Conway could get his chit before I could get mine.”
    

    Laughing out loud, Devon looked over at Conway. “Sounds like a worthy cause, Conway. What ever could be the problem?”

    Townshend continued. “He feels that since Lady Sarah would be more of a challenge, I would easily win the bet.”

    Glancing once again at the woman in question, Devon asked, “Which chit were you vying for?”

    
      “Lady Penelope.”
    

    Devon, who had been taking a sip of his wine, nearly choked. Looking at his friend since University, he stated, “Do not do it, Conway. You have not a chance in hell.”

    
      “My thoughts exactly,” Conway responded, glancing over at Lady Sarah with a touch of longing in his eyes.
    

    Townshend noticed and couldn't resist teasing him. “Look at him, Devon. I believe he may be half in love with her already.”

    Conway turned his glance back to his friend, giving him his most impertinent look. Before he could make another comment, the last of the group joined them. Doncaster looked about the table and knew instantly that he'd missed something good.

    Sitting down in the last available seat, he asked, “Whatever is happening here? What could I have missed in my twenty minute absence?”

    Townshend again explained the wager and why Conway was against it. Doncaster, raising and eyebrow toward his oldest friend, asked, “Why bother, Conway? She is pretty, to be sure, but is she worth it?”

    
      “How would I know? I have barely spoken above a handful of words to the girl. She just intrigues me for some reason.”
    

    Devon, leaning forward and whispering conspiratorially, stated, “Yes, for some reason.” He held his hands spread out in front of his chest, indicating the size of Lady Sarah's breasts.

    Conway shot him a look. “Perhaps I am the only one who is maturing. We cannot stay bachelors forever, gentlemen. There will come a day when we will have to marry.”

    
      “But why would you consider an obviously gold and title digging chit?” Doncaster asked. 
    

    
      “There is no evidence of that...”
    

    
      “Then how do you explain her snubbing us?” Devon asked, cutting his friend off mid-sentence.
    

    
      “I have no idea. But I intend to find out.” With that, Conway stood up and walked over to Lady Sarah's table. As he approached, Charlotte spotted him first and smiled sweetly. Then, Mr. Richter, who had been staring at Charlotte, glanced up to notice the new arrival. He stood up and bowed to Conway.
    

    
      “I am sorry to disturb your meal.”
    

    It was Penelope who took pity on the man. “Lord Conway, please allow me to introduce Mrs. Stevens, Lady Sarah's sister. And Mr. Richter, our piano soloist.”

    Conway bowed his head to the new introductions. Then, steeling his nerves, he asked, “I was wondering if Lady Sarah would care to take a turn about the room with me.” As he asked his question, his attention was solely on Sarah. 

    Barely paying attention, mostly because she was listening to all the buzzing too much champagne can cause inside one's head, Ginny looked up at the man. He definitely had the mega-hunk look, but Ginny wasn't interested in any man. Before she could say something rude, Charlotte answered for her. 

    
      “Why, what a kind offer, my lord. I am sure that Sarah would be most pleased to accommodate you.”
    

    Ginny looked at her sister as if she'd grown a second head. There would be no getting out of it now, not without embarrassing her sister. And after all Charlotte had put up with growing up, she couldn't openly embarrass her.

    Putting on a strained smile, Ginny rose and took the man's arm. Her head buzzed from the alcohol, but she could still keep coherent thoughts going. The truth was that this man had never done anything to her but get stuck in the same formulaic novel that she landed in. Not one to be rude for any reason (well, almost any reason), Ginny allowed Lord Conway to lead her around the edge of the room, into the foyer and into the parlor across the way. There were several people about, so there was no problem with propriety.

    
      “You seem a bit melancholy, Lady Sarah. Are you unwell?”
    

    Ginny thought about what he said for a minute and decided against her sarcastic response about how could he possibly think she was melancholy when he didn't know her. Instead, she took the high road, and answered, “It has been a long day and I've had too much champagne.”

    Her companion stilled for a moment and looked at her. He whispered, “Are you in your cups, Lady Sarah?”

    Ginny got the impression that he asked as if he needed an explanation from her. As if he suspected there was something wrong and this would be as good as any other explanation.

    
      “I'm not drunk, if that's what you mean, Lord Conway. Have you never wanted to just be alone?”
    

    Drawing back from her as if she'd slapped him, he looked perplexed. “Are you not interested in company this evening? Seems a strange place to be if that were the case.”

    Turning her head slightly to the side, she regarded him more closely. Conway felt a sudden chill come over him, as if he'd said the wrong thing.

    
      “And what kind of choices do you perceive me to have, my lord? Do you think that my mother would have allowed me to stay home, go to bed early and read a book? Or do you think that it is more likely that she would harangue me until I complied with her wishes?” Ginny was done. She didn't want to a play this part in the first place, so she didn't really need to stand around explaining herself to some guy that she was supposed to eventually marry.
    

    To say Conway was shocked was an understatement. Most of the girls coming out this year would be giggling, simpering half-wits, with mothers that made a grown man want to grind his teeth. But this girl was willing to stand up to him and express her views. It was rather refreshing, if not a little disturbing. Did he really want to marry a woman who would challenge him at every turn? He hadn't thought so.

    
      “I beg your pardon, Lady Sarah. I had not thought... I had not considered...” He couldn't finish his sentence because he hardly thought he had anything to apologize for. 
    

    Smiling at her potential suitor, Ginny replied, “Don't sweat it, my lord. I've found that most gentlemen prefer women who keep such thoughts to themselves. If you would like to return me to my sister, I will completely understand.”

    Without thinking, Conway walked Ginny back to the dining room and deposited her next to her sister. He bowed his head and walked back to his friends, who were heading out to the terrace to smoke and drink some port. Conway was speechless. He'd thought that he should have dismissed her, put her in her place at least. But instead, the clever minx had dismissed him and without a second thought. One thing was for sure, there was no way he would take that bet with Townshend. It was certainly a wager he could never win.

    

Chapter 3

    If there was one thing that Ginny hated most about the time period, it had to be the late nights most of the aristocracy kept. They didn't leave their houses until dark, returning right before it was light, then sleeping most of the day. Throwing off her internal clock was one thing, but add that to the turmoil she already felt living yet another novel, and Ginny was lost. Add to that a champagne over-indulgence headache, and there was no getting Ginny out of bed before she absolutely had to.

    Her maid, MaryAnn, entered with a tray to entice her from her slumber. The contents smelled delicious and Ginny's rebellious stomach gave her away. MaryAnn left the contents on her side table and went about picking out clothing for the day.

    Forced to sit up and inspect the tray, Ginny realized that no matter how depressed she was, she never gave up food. Some people can't eat and be sad, but that had never been a problem for Ginny. If anything, she ate more when she was sad.

    Partaking of a buttered roll and a cup of tea, Ginny asked her maid, “So, what's in store for me today?”

    
      “Pardon, my lady?” MaryAnn asked, turning from her task of pulling some of the many layers of under garments that Ginny would have to endure.
    

    
      “What must I do today?” Ginny replied, thinking that maybe her language had confused the maid.
    

    
      “I was told that you will be receiving visitors. Your mother has already chosen which dress you should wear.”
    

    Ginny rolled her eyes and thought about ordering the maid to choose something different just to be contrary. In the end, it seemed like more work then it was worth. If her “mother” wanted to choose her outfits, fine with her. If she wanted to choose her husband, it hardly mattered.

    After being dressed in some pink frock, with cap sleeves that puffed out to epic proportions, Ginny entered the breakfast room. There, her mother and sister were already eating. Since Ginny had already eaten in her room, she sat next to her sister and served herself another cup of tea. She was sure there was coffee somewhere, but her head told her tea, so she obeyed.

    
      “It is nice to see you up early today, my dear. I am expecting many visitors.” The cheerfulness her mother exhibited could only be described as pathetic. It was painfully obvious that she was unhappy. Her husband ignored her, in favor of his much younger, much more buxom mistress. He only made appearances when he had something to complain about and everyone thought that this was nothing but normal.
    

    Ginny chose to remain silent. The less said, the better, she figured. Her heart wasn't in it, but she would muddle through as best as she could.

    
      “I noticed last eve that you spent much time with Lady Penelope.” Although a statement, her mother made it sound more like a question. As in, why would you spend time with Lady Penelope?
    

    
      “Yes, I did.”
    

    Scrunching her face in confusion, she asked the next obvious question. “Whatever for?”

    
      “Mother!” This was from Charlotte, who had a heart made of gold.
    

    
      “I only ask because she hadn't shown any interest in the girl before. Was it a lack of choices?”
    

    Ginny rolled her eyes, in full view of Lady Weston. “No, mother. I happen to like Lady Penelope. She's honest, unlike many of the other girls being introduced this season.”

    Her mother made a tsking sound. “Surely you could associate with girls more likely to... share your interests.”

    Ginny and Charlotte exchanged questioning glances, with Charlotte finally shrugging her shoulders. “And what interests would that be, mother?”

    
      “Getting married, of course.”
    

    
      “Lady Penelope wants to marry, mother.”
    

    
      “But she is unlikely to since she is homely and wears spectacles.”
    

    
      “Mother!” Again, from Charlotte.
    

    
      “Mother, Lady Penelope will not only marry, but she will marry someone who respects her and her keen mind. She will never be an ornament to some titled gentleman, to be used as a hostess and heir making machine.” 
    

    
      “Sarah!” Charlotte was getting quite a workout. Ginny had to admit that her statement was petty and childish, but she wasn't going to sit there and let her mother beat up on her new friend just because she didn't fit some ideal in her mind. Above all, if 
      Ginny had to be stuck playing yet another heroine while nursing her own loss and misery, she would damn well bring everyone down with her.
    

    Lady Weston recovered well, putting on a pinched smile and continuing to eat her breakfast. Ginny, who knew she should feel badly but didn't, turned and stared out the dining room window. It was already after noon and all Ginny wanted to do was go back to bed. She had better come to peace with her situation or it would get ugly.

    The footmen came to clear the dishes and the women left to refresh themselves before all gathering in the large parlor. After only fifteen minutes of waiting, they had their first callers of the day:  Lady Hammersmith and her daughter, Penelope.

    Penelope sat next to Ginny and Charlotte, with her mother sitting near Lady Weston. Their topic of discussion was the overwhelming success of the musicale and how everyone loved Mr. Richter's playing. Ginny was thrilled not to be a part of their conversation.

    
      “Did you enjoy yourself last eve, Lady Sarah,” Penelope asked, looking shy and uncertain.
    

    
      “We agreed to drop the 'lady' part, didn't we?” Ginny asked, hating the formality.
    

    
      “To be honest, I could not remember. I awoke with quite a headache this morning.”
    

    Ginny laughed softly. “So did I. Too much champagne, I think. Perhaps we should move onto something stronger, like whiskey.”

    
      “Sarah, you will do no such thing. And how much champagne did you have? Is that why you were being so forward?” 
    

    
      “Geez, Charlotte, lighten up. We were having a good time, right?”
    

    Giving her sister a strange look, Charlotte finally responded, “Twas a good time. I enjoyed listening to Mr. Richter play.”

    Looking at Penelope, Ginny whispered, “But you wouldn't mind a private concert, would you?”

    Penelope laughed into her handkerchief, making it sound like a cough. Charlotte gasped and Ginny felt like a teenager again. What a ridiculous thing to say, especially for a thirty year old. But, if she had to play the part, she might as well go all the way.

    
      “Sarah, I am only out of mourning. I have not considered marrying again.”
    

    Looking to her sister in earnest, Ginny said, “You're a widow, Charlotte. You don't have to marry him to enjoy his company.”

    Charlotte turned a brilliant shade of red and Ginny knew she'd gone too far. Her sister had tender sensibilities. She might think about sex, but she could be tortured for a hundred years and never admit it.

    
      “I'm sorry, Charlotte. I just think sometimes that you must be lonely. And I didn't mean anything...” Ginny searched her mind for a proper way to say what she wanted to say. Her mind was a total blank, so she just waved her hands around for a minute, then took a sip of her tea. Charlotte looked at her as if she'd lost her mind, which, she supposed, she probably had.
    

    
      “Mother and I are to go shopping tomorrow afternoon on Bond Street. I was hoping that both of you would like to join us.”
    

    Ginny looked at Charlotte, mostly because she had no idea if they had plans or not. For a moment, Charlotte looked stricken, but the look disappeared as quickly as it had flashed across her face. It was finally Charlotte who responded.

    
      “I do believe we are available.”
    

    Recognizing that something was wrong, Ginny came to her rescue. “I'm not sure, Penelope. I remember something, but maybe I have the days wrong. Can I send you a note later and let you know for sure? Or will we be at the same function this evening?”

    
      “I am attending the Thurston Ball this evening,” Penelope stated.
    

    
      “Yes, we will be attending as well.” Charlotte responded, looking a bit distracted.
    

    
      “Then I'll let you know tonight.”
    

    Penelope and her mother took their leave soon after and several maids came in and cleared the dishes left behind. And none too soon, since several other ladies, mostly of her mother's age, visited as well. For over an hour, Ginny was forced to listen to inane chatter and gossip. Not that gossip disturbed her, but since she knew none of the people, it just became boring.

    During a break, Lady Weston left to refresh herself and left her two daughters alone. Ginny finally had a chance to ask Charlotte what had bothered her about shopping. When she saw how disturbed her sister was by the question, it made her heart break.

    
      “I haven't any money, Sarah. Mr. Stevens left me with very little. If not for mother, I would be destitute.”
    

    Ginny's jaw must of have dropped, because her sister reached over and closed her mouth by pushing up on her chin. 

    
      “Tis nothing to be concerned about, dearest. I have everything I need. Mother takes care of me.”
    

    
      “But my father gives you nothing.” It was at that moment that Ginny flashed on a memory of Sarah's. She remembered her father speaking to her mother about having to take care of her “other” child. Although the man was a rich as Croesus, he was a petty and bitter prig.
    

    
      “I have not spent any of my allowance this month. I will give it all to you. You must be in need of things for yourself. A few new books, perhaps.” Ginny was trying to coax a smile from her sister, but it didn't work very well. 
    

    
      “I do not want any charity, Sarah.”
    

    
      “Charity? Is that what you think this is? Perhaps I just want to pay you back for all the times you went without so you could give something to me. Or all the times you stayed with me even when I was being a total snob. Or because I never got you anything for your last twenty birthdays.”
    

    
      “But what will you use? You will have nothing for yourself.” Charlotte looked so earnest. Ginny realized how much her sister needed to get married again and have children of her own. She would be an excellent mother.
    

    
      “I can get more, you know that. I just have to ask father. He's never a tightwad with me.”
    

    
      “Tightwad? Where did you learn that term?” Charlotte looked cross all of a sudden. 
    

    
      “I heard someone say it last night.” Another statement that Ginny made sound like a question, hoping her sister would buy it.
    

    
      “Some gentlemen should learn to only use that type of language at their clubs. I doubt very much they ever think that a young girl could overhear them.”
    

    Letting out a silent breath, Ginny smiled. The footman entered and announced yet another visitor. 

    
      “Lord Conway.”
    

    Both girls had only a moment to stand before Lord Conway made his way into the parlor. Ginny remembered the man, of course, but couldn't remember any of the conversation they'd had together. He definitely fit the mega-hunk build, and if he was calling on her, he was probably the one she was supposed to marry. 

    Both girls did a curtsy and Charlotte invited him to sit. He sat across from them, on a cushioned chair.

    
      “Would you care of a cup of tea, Lord Conway?” Charlotte was also a great hostess, since it never occurred to Ginny to offer him anything.
    

    
      “No, thank you, Mrs. Stevens. I came to ask if Lady Sarah would like to take a drive with me this afternoon. I apologize for the 
      short notice.”
    

    Ginny suddenly realized that she needed to say something, but didn't for the life of her know what. Did she want to go for a drive with him? It certainly beat the hell out of sitting in the parlor, listening to old ladies wax enthusiastically about the latest fashion or gossip. Did she want to encourage him in his obvious quest for her hand in marriage? Not really. 

    Ginny looked at her sister questioningly. Charlotte, in her attempt to be subtle, twitched her eyes as if to say she hadn't any other plans. Turning toward Conway, Ginny simply said, “Sure.”

    A look of confusion crossed Lord Conway's face that almost made Ginny laugh out loud. He moved his body slightly closer and asked, “Pardon?”

    Charlotte gave her a beseeching look and Ginny turned to him once again and stated, “It would be a pleasure to go driving with you this afternoon, my lord.”

    Smiling, he looked at her as if he expected something else. When Ginny did nothing, he looked confused again. Ginny turned to Charlotte with a look of “What now?” Charlotte covered her mouth with her hand, to hide her smile, and cleared her throat.

    
      “I believe that Lord Conway wished to leave now, my dearest. Perhaps you should fetch your wrap and bonnet.”
    

    
      “Oh!” Ginny exclaimed and left the room to fetch her things. The whole time, she wondered why he would ask to take her out and make it sound as if they would go later, all the while expecting 
      her to leave immediately. This time period would drive her crazy, she thought as she attired herself properly for a drive in the park.
    

    As she returned to the parlor, her mother had returned and was speaking to Lord Conway. Ginny had never seen the woman so giddy, practically drooling over the guy herself. 

    
      “If you're ready, Lord Conway.” Ginny kept her voice even, not wanting to encourage her mother. It would be bad enough when she returned, she knew from the memories she held of the woman.
    

    
      “Yes, indeed. Thank you so much again, Lady Weston. I shall take good care of your daughter.” He bowed to her and turned to offer an arm to Ginny.
    

    They left the house and Lord Conway assisted Ginny into his curricle. Once seated, he walked behind the conveyance and climbed into the driver's seat. Taking the reins from the groom, they set off for the park.

    
      “Tis a delightful day, is it not, Lady Sarah?” he asked, sounding cheerful enough.
    

    
      “The weather, huh? I'm sure we can find topics more fascinating than that, Lord Conway.” 
    

    
      “For instance...” he asked, curious where her mind would take them.
    

    
      “I don't know. Why don't you tell me about your family? Do you have siblings? Are your parents still alive? Do you live nearby or is your home in another part of the city?”
    

    Laughing, he began to answer. “My mother is still alive and very much likes to stick her nose into my personal affairs. I have two older sisters and a younger brother, all of which are married and settled. My home is only a mile or so from here. Is there anything else you would like to know about me?”

    Turning her head to regard him for a moment, she wondered how she should play this. Ginny had no intention of encouraging a romantic attachment, so what was left? Could they be friends? She doubted he thought so, but that would be what she wanted.

    
      “Do you have a mistress?”
    

    Coughing suddenly, Ginny thought he would drive the horses into a cart parked on the side of the road. Conway recovered quick enough, but not before he was shocked to his very core. Surely he misunderstood her. No well bred lady would ask such a question. 

    
      “I beg your pardon?” he asked, hoping against hope that he'd misheard her.
    

    
      “You heard me perfectly fine. I know what you're thinking, you know. You're thinking that I'm an ill-bred hoyden, with little to do but torture you. But you asked if there was anything else I wanted to know, so...”
    

    
      “Surely you do not blame me for your inquiry.” His voice was incredulous and it served no purpose but to increase the size of Ginny's smile.
    

    
      “I find that everyone feels this need to protect my sensibilities. The truth is... I don't need anyone to protect me from life's vulgarities. I'm not some china doll that will crack under the 
      pressure.”
    

    Conway turned his vehicle into the park and remained silent. He considered what she'd said and determined that maybe she wasn't like most of the girls of his acquaintance. He decided to test her, to see if she would indeed not crack under the pressure.

    
      “I do not currently have a mistress, but I have in the past.”
    

    
      “Why don't you have one now?”
    

    Raising an eyebrow, he didn't have a ready answer. “Well, I suppose, that after I released my last mistress, I had not gotten around to... searching for another one.”

    
      “Are you looking to marry now? Or are you just testing the waters around the new batch of débutantes?”
    

    Conway's head was nearly spinning from her inquiries, but he endeavored to keep up.

    
      “I am of an age where a man wishes to settle down.”
    

    
      “So, will you maintain a mistress when you're married?”
    

    
      “I do not know. Perhaps.”
    

    
      “So, marriage vows mean so little to you?”
    

    
      “If I were to marry for reasons other than love, I would imagine that the vows would mean little to me.”
    

    
      “Then why marry?”
    

    Taking a deep breath, Conway knew he was out of his league. He could have deep, frank conversations with his friends, but with a young lady? He was beginning to think not.

    
      “I need to produce an heir to my title.”
    

    
      “You said you have a younger, married brother. Has he children?”
    

    
      “Yes, he has a boy and a girl.”
    

    
      “Then you have an heir, technically. There would be no reason to torture some girl with your infidelity, right?”
    

    Neither one had looked at the other in some time. Conway turned the curricle to the side of the road and applied the brake. He turned his body to look at his passenger with his full attention. 

    
      “Perhaps you are correct, Lady Sarah. May I ask what these questions pertain to? I feel as though I am taking a test of some kind.”
    

    Ginny turned her attention to him as well. He was handsome, no doubt about it, but his looks alone were not enough to recommend him to her anymore. There had to be something else. Regardless, she cared little for romance right now, even if she was living a romance novel.

    
      “No, my lord, not at all. My point is that most men would have turned their vehicles around and returned me home immediately. You, however, answered my questions. I appreciate your honesty. I didn't mean to torture you. Are there any questions you'd like to ask me?”
    

    Mindful of not letting his jaw drop, Conway stared into the vixen's eyes. Her eyes were such a shade of blue as to appear almost violet. Part of him wanted to embarrass her back and part of him was a gentleman. Which would win? 

    
      “I do have a question for you. Have you ever been kissed?”
    

    Ginny turned her gaze away and thought about his question. Obviously, Ginny'd been kissed way more than once. Sarah, on the other hand, had only childish stolen kisses from neighborhood boys.

    
      “Yes, but not passionately,” she answered. “Mostly just boys from near my home that stole a kiss here and there.” Scrunching her face slightly, she replied, “Nothing to write home about, really.”
    

    
      “Would you like to be kissed? I mean, passionately?” Where did that come from. If anything, Conway knew his ardor should have cooled considerably after her line of questioning. Instead, he felt his body thrum from her presence and his near desperate need to have her answer his question in the affirmative.
    

    
      “Were you offering?” she asked, seemingly innocent, and yet, definitely not.
    

    Smiling a half smile that Ginny always thought of as roguish, he responded, “I would be more than happy to provide you with your first experience.”

    Ginny looked around. Although there were not many people in the park, there were still enough that were he to kiss her at that moment, she would be thoroughly ruined. With a smile of her own, Ginny turned to her companion and stated, “Alright. Let's go.”

    Closing her eyes, she puckered her lips and leaned toward Conway. His reaction was instantaneous. 

    
      “Are you mad, Lady Sarah? If I were to kiss you here, we would be forced to marry.”
    

    Opening one eye, then the other, she looked at his face. His expression was of horror, the mere thought of marriage making him sweat and turn pale. Ginny turned back in her seat and faced forward once again. 

    
      “Chicken.”
    

    
      “I beg your pardon?”
    

    Turning to look at him, she said, “Chicken.” Then Ginny proceeded to make bawking sounds.

    
      “Do you mean to imply that I am somehow afraid to kiss you?”
    

    
      “No, not at all. I think you're afraid of getting stuck marrying me. Although I can't say I blame you there.” Ginny laughed and turned to look out the other side of the curricle, just as a couple strode forward.
    

    Conway had no idea where his plan had gone wrong, but it had and horribly to boot. The couple who had walked up to his curricle was none other than Lord Devon and one of the many débutantes of the season. Conway was so flustered, he couldn't recall her name. 

    
      “Conway, I see you are taking advantage of the fine weather as well. Lady Sarah, tis a pleasure to see you again.” He raised an 
      eyebrow to her and smiled. Ginny thought he was the type of guy she wouldn't mind hanging out with. He gave off the air of the smart ass.
    

    
      “It's a pleasure to see you again, as well, Lord Devon.” Ginny said, while glancing at his companion. Devon, ever good at reading body language, turned to the girl next to him and introduced her.
    

    
      “And this is Miss Frances Leavengood.”
    

    
      “Tis a pleasure to meet you, Lady Sarah.” Ginny considered herself a good judge of character, which was why she instantly disliked Miss Leavengood. From just the tone of her voice, she knew the girl considered her a rival and would do anything to get what she wanted. As far as Ginny was concerned, she could have either man, since she wasn't shopping for any at the moment.
    

    
      “The pleasure is mine, Miss Leavengood. Wonderful weather we're having.” 
    

    
      “Indeed. Lord Conway, always a pleasure to see you again. How is your mother?”
    

    Conway scrunched his face slightly. He barely knew the chit, so how could she know about his mother. “She is well. Are you acquainted?”

    Giggling, Miss Leavengood used her most innocent voice. “Not personally, but my mother mentioned that she was unwell. Perhaps I misunderstood her.”

    
      “Indeed. My mother is quite well. She will be returning to London 
      soon for the season.”
    

    
      “Well, I look forward to making her acquaintance.” Conway held back a cringe watching the girl bat her eyelashes at him. It was girls like this that made him realize why he was so fascinated with Lady Sarah.
    

    Miss Leavengood turned back to Ginny and said, “I heard that you have befriended Lady Penelope Hammersmith.”

    Ginny, who let out a sigh of disgust, simply replied, “Yes.”

    
      “I would think twice before continuing that acquaintance. She is not very popular you know.”
    

    
      “And that should bother me why?” Ginny allowed the full force of her disinterest to enter her voice.
    

    Pulling back as if slapped, Frances stated, “You must be jesting, my lady. She will ruin your chances of a grand match. If you are not too careful, that is.”

    
      “I assure you, Miss Leavengood, that my association with Lady Penelope will be good for me. She is intelligent, well read and insightful. Unlike many girls I've already met.”
    

    Venom entered Frances's eyes. She obviously did not take to being discounted. “Well, you may do as you wish, of course. I only wished to warn you.”

    
      “Thank you for the warning, however I believe that most gentlemen would prefer a wife who could converse on many topics, and not just those concerning fashion and hairstyles. Would you not agree, gentlemen?” Ginny asked as she turned to 
      look at both Conway and Devon. Both men, up until that moment, were listening with rapt attention to the civilized cat fight taking place in front of them.
    

    Both men began to stutter at that question, not sure which side to take and still appear neutral. It was Devon who finally spoke up.

    
      “I believe you are correct, Lady Sarah. As a matter of fact, Miss Leavengood and I were just discussing the construction of a railway line in Leeds.”
    

    Ginny knew without a doubt that they had never discussed something as important as the beginnings of railways being constructed in England. As a matter of fact, Ginny would have bet dollars to donuts that they hadn't discussed anything other than the fine weather and the next ball they'd both attend. Without fully knowing the particulars, but more than capable of bullshitting her way through anything, Ginny turned back to Miss Leavengood and asked, “Really, how interesting. Tell me, Miss Leavengood, do you think the cost of building such an endeavor will favor the economy of the area? Or do you think it bankrupt Leeds before any sort of profit is seen from it?”

    Miss Leavengood's mouth gaped open like a fish, while Lord Devon looked upon her as if she had mud on her face. Turning to look at Conway, Ginny saw that he, too, was left with nothing to say. Feeling as if she'd made her point, she said, “Well, it was very nice meeting you. Lord Devon, I'm sure we'll meet again soon. If you don't mind Lord Conway, I would like to return home now.” Turning to stare straight ahead, Conway shook himself out of his stupor and made his goodbyes to his friend and companion. 

    After they were on their way, he asked, “What do you know of the railway in Leeds?”

    
      “Nothing. But you have to admit, the look on her face was precious. What a total buffoon that girl is.”
    

    
      “That is very unkind, Lady Sarah. She was kind to you.”
    

    Turning sharply and gazing at Conway, Ginny asked, “You really believe that, don't you? You didn't think it was completely rude for her to say nasty things about Lady Penelope?”

    
      “What did she say that was untrue? Although very kind, Lady Penelope is not of a scale among the ton as you could be. She may very well keep you from making a better match than otherwise.”
    

    Ginny stared at Conway and all she could muster to feel was pity. How sad he was to hold himself in such a high regard that he would limit who his friends are. In that one depressing moment, Ginny was again made to feel like she didn't belong and didn't want to belong.

    
      “How sad you are, Lord Conway. I used to think like you did, but now I realize that when you limit yourself to who you can be friends with, you end up with very few true friends.”
    

    Conway heard sadness in her voice. Glancing over at her face, he saw that she truly did feel sorry for him. His life had been just fine up to that point. Did she truly have the nerve to think that his friends were anything but loyal to him? She had no idea what she was talking about.

    
      “You need not feel sad for me, Lady Sarah,” he said, sitting up 
      straighter and sticking his nose higher into the air. “I assure you that my friends are as loyal to me as I am to them.”
    

    
      “Uh-huh,” she said, dismissing him again as she had the previous evening.
    

    Feeling the anger bubble up inside of him, Conway was certain that this would make it easier to avoid her in the future. Whatever attraction he'd been feeling must certainly be gone now. The silence between them felt uncomfortable, like something needed to be resolved, but he wasn't about to break it. When he looked over at her, he saw that she was completely unaffected by it. She continued to glance around, taking in the scenery as if nothing has transpired between the two of them. This only served to make him more angry. She had dismissed him already. He may not be a few heartbeats away from the throne, but his title was well respected. A Conway man had held the title since it's inception over a hundred years earlier.

    As he pulled up in front of her home, Conway noticed that his good intentions of getting to know Lady Sarah better had not turned out as he'd expected. His attraction to the young lady was so out of character for him, he wondered if he'd gone mad. She was beautiful, with her golden brown hair and vivid blue eyes, but she was so unconventional that he could never court her.

    
      Ginny sat in the curricle with her mind someplace else entirely. She didn't know she was insulting Conway. How could she know when the man would never tell her? Instead, after seeing a man on the street that resembled Dr. Fielding from her own time, she thought about the last time she saw him and how he was singing 
      Kokomo
       by the Beach Boys. After singing the song in her head, she went on to sing 
      American Pie
       by Don McLean. A feeling came over her that was part homesickness and part 
      hopelessness. She knew she had to get over this despair and move on. There was nothing she could do to change her situation, so being depressed about it was neither helpful nor useful. 
    

    Realizing that they had stopped, Ginny glanced at her companion. She blinked several times, but he still appeared peeved. Turning her head slightly, she wondered what had gotten his goat and was about to ask him, when the door opened and her butler came out to greet them. Looking over Sarah, Conway spotted the butler and allowed the groom control of his vehicle as he jumped down and made his way around to assist Sarah.

    Taking his hand, Ginny stepped lightly to the ground. Turning to look up into his eyes, still seeing his anger, that he tried to mask as indifference, she said, “Good day, my lord. It was a very pleasant ride.” With that, she curtsied and entered the house.

    Conway had the urge to follow her in and give her a piece of his mind, but squashed it. It would do no good anyway. He thought he would have a devil of a time winning any argument with the chit and didn't feel like putting himself through the torture.

    Instead, Conway took his seat once again and headed to his club. Maybe Sarah was right about one thing. Maybe he should invest in another mistress. Sex on a regular basis had to be better for him than not.

    

Chapter 4

    Standing next to her mother and sister, Ginny felt on display. It was a pleasantly cool evening, but she was stuck inside a crowded ballroom, with a hundred members of the beau monde, waiting for another snaggle-toothed popinjay to ask her to dance. Her dress was enormous and made her look like she had a ridiculously small waist and huge hips. Why this style ever seemed attractive, Ginny couldn't figure out. 

    The corset she wore made her boobs nearly float out of her dress. She had to admit that the cleavage was outstanding and the most likely reason so many men had approached her for a dance. Glancing at her dance card, she saw that she was scheduled for a waltz with Lord Doncaster. Her mother had somehow arranged the dance, so it never occurred to Ginny that the gentleman in question was the friend of Lord Conway. 

    As she waited for her next dance partner, Ginny thought back to the afternoon of shopping with Lady Penelope and her sister. Although Charlotte put up a struggle over taking her money, Ginny finally convinced her that it would be rude to disregard her gift. Charlotte was properly chastised after that and used the money to buy herself a few much needed items. The rest, she declared, would be saved for another occasion when she ran out of proper stockings or chemises.

    Lady Penelope, who was in no way short of funds, had to be coaxed to buy even the most mundane items. Her father was tremendously generous with his only child, but Penelope refused to buy anything. Her mother all but forced her into the modiste's shop to have some new dresses designed for her. Ginny and Lady Hammersmith made all the decisions, not that Ginny had much expertise in fashion. She was forced to since Penelope wasn't helping them out much.

    A few minutes before the dance began and while Ginny's eyes were glazed over with her internal thoughts, Lord Conway walked up and greeted Lady Weston. Bowing to the group of ladies, Conway turned to Sarah and asked, “You are well this evening I trust, Lady Sarah?”

    
      “Very well, thank you.”
    

    
      “I am sorry to inform you that Lord Doncaster was called away just a moment ago. He asked me if I would dance with you instead. He would never want to leave you standing alone.” Truth was, when Conway found out that Doncaster had snagged a dance with Lady Sarah, he vehemently insisted that his long time friend allow him to take his place. Doncaster, who could have cared less, smiled and allowed Conway to have his way.
    

    
      “I hope nothing is wrong, my lord.” Ginny had to push out every word, simply because she didn't care. Dance with Conway, dance with Doncaster... it was all the same to her.
    

    
      “Nothing to be concerned with, I assure you.” As if Ginny were the least bit concerned.
    

    
      “Very well, shall we?” she asked, getting a look from her mother for being so forward. Ginny rolled her eyes, right in front of Conway, causing him to cover his smile.
    

    The two made their way to the dance floor and turned to face one another. Ginny did enjoy the waltz, as long as her partner had good breath and light feet. So far, of the two waltzes she'd danced, neither partner had measured up. Conway, however, being of a mega-hunk stature, smelled impeccable and would most definitely know how to dance.

    Taking her right hand in his, placing his right hand on her waist, Conway led the steps into the thrall of other dancers. He had always been a capable dancer, but twirling around the floor with Lady Sarah was captivating. The candlelight glistened off her hair and her eyes sparkled. Despite his reasoning that she was completely wrong for him, he couldn't help but think about what he would do to her if ever given the chance to take her to his bed. Considering her father, the only way he would ever be able to do that, would be to marry her. The thought both excited and despaired him.

    Lady Sarah stared back into his eyes like a lover. He wondered if she were feeling the same way about him, but used her forwardness as a shield against him. Maybe she wanted not to marry as much as he thought she did. 

    Ginny kept eye contact with the baron, trying to summon some kind of feeling for him one way or the other. He was handsome, to be sure. He could dance well and smelled good and had ridiculously straight, white teeth, but when she tried to picture herself kissing him, she would flash to Colby's face, looking disappointed and hurt. Before the depression could set in again, she straightened her shoulders and smiled faintly. There was nothing she could do to bring back Colby. She could only go forward and see where this adventure would lead. Maybe she could have some fun with it.

    
      “Your smile speaks of something, Lady Sarah. I just have no idea of what.” Conway had a flash of her naked white body beneath him when she lifted the corners of her mouth in a seductive way.
    

    
      “I was thinking about the past and what can never be again. I was thinking about how I can only go forward.”
    

    His own smile dropped as he regarded her. Such a serious creature for someone so young, he thought as they continued to stare at one another.

    Ginny laughed. “Never thought I could be so contemplative, Lord Conway?”

    Shaking his head slightly, he put on his half smile. “To be honest, no. I have rarely met a débutante who had thoughts beyond those required to land a husband.”

    
      “Then I'm glad to surprise you. Not everything, or everyone for that matter, is what they appear. We all show off a certain persona to people around us.  But at home, alone, we are very different people.”
    

    
      “So is this your true self, or another mask you show off to the world.”
    

    
      “This is truly me. Scary, huh?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
    

    
      “Terrifying,” he responded, only half kidding. Did he really want someone so deep, or would he rather have a shallow wife, easy to please, who would for the most part leave him to his own pursuits.
    

    The dance came to an end and Conway walked Sarah back to the protection of her mother. He had a lot to consider in his own life and this young girl was bringing that out in sharp relief. A whole range of questions kept popping in his head. What type of girl did he want to marry? Should he marry or wait a few more years? Where did he want his life taking him?

    He bowed to the women and made his way back to his friends. His three best friends all lounged lazily against the wall of the terrace, smoking their cheroots and ribbing each other good naturedly. When Conway approached, they began to snicker at him and his new found obsession with Lady Sarah.

    Doncaster was first. “Was it worth stealing my dance with the beautiful Lady Sarah, Conway? Or did she lead you on a merry chase once again?”

    Devon would not be outdone. “She has you tied in so many knots that it would take a pair of scissors to get you untangled.”

    Finally, Townshend joined in. “Tis a pity you avoided our wager, good man. Lady Penelope has only granted me one dance this evening. Perhaps she thinks so little of me as well.”

    Conway took his time lighting up a cigar before responding. “I admit the chit intrigues me. But every time I speak with her, she says something that makes me feel as though I should have my head examined.”

    
      “Maybe you should consider someone far more conventional, Conway. Miss Masters is demure, sweet and pretty. Perhaps more your speed, old man.” Doncaster had had his eye on the girl himself, but was far from enamored. He didn't think that any girl would turn his eye for more than a minute, unless it meant a night of passion was involved.
    

    
      “I will thank you to keep your cast-offs to yourself, Doncaster. I have enough trouble remembering this year's crop of young girls. Besides, I thought you had decided on her for yourself.”
    

    
      “I assure you, that is not the case.”
    

    Devon picked up on his friend's tone and asked, “What did she do? You were all set to court her last time we spoke.”

    Relishing that the conversation had turned away from him, Conway encouraged the new topic. “Was it not you who told the rest of us that we are reaching an age where we should consider getting married? Was it not all your idea to attend these tedious events to meet all the eligible ladies coming out this year?”

    Doncaster saw right through his friend's attempt. “Do not blame me for you lack of success, Conway. Perhaps I should have kept my dance, if only to speak to the extraordinary young lady myself. And, it was actually you who said we should think about marrying.”

    A flash of anger took Conway by surprise. Why should he be jealous? The girl was more trouble than she was worth, so why should he care if his friends wanted to dance with her? Because although he'd never admit it to anyone, even himself, he had claimed her. She would be his baroness, when he got around to courting her properly and asking for her hand.

    Trying to keep his surliness out of his tone, he responded flippantly. “Perhaps you should, Doncaster. I should like it very much when she knocks you down as well.”

    The friends laughed, lightening the mood considerably. After finishing their cigars, they entered the ballroom once again, en masse, to show a united front to all the matchmaking mothers in attendance. Yes, they were all over thirty and yes, they were in need of wives. But, above all, they would not make an imprudent choice and would certainly not be coerced into marrying someone far beneath their notice.

    

Chapter 5

    Ginny awoke the next morning, head pounding from too little sleep and too much of everything else. She hadn't even drank that much the night before, sticking to some fruity punch that was so watered down it could have passed for water. But as she lay in her bed, she suffered like the day after the musicale with all the champagne.

    Her maid knocked quietly and entered the room. Ever since Ginny had popped into this world, her maid was reticent around her. Apparently, the young girl did not know how to handle a hysterical female employer with serious depression issues. 

    
      “Good morning, m'lady. Is there anything I can bring you this morning?”
    

    
      “Yes, MaryAnn. I need coffee and something to eat. Preferably toast or a roll or something bready like that. Please don't forget lots of sugar and cream.”
    

    
      “Yes, m'lady.” MaryAnn was out the door before Ginny could blink. Normally, Ginny wouldn't make her maid do so much for her. Some things were necessary, since she couldn't button herself up the back and tie up her own stays. But making the maid fetch her breakfast was an indulgence she normally wouldn't allow herself. That day, however, Ginny was feeling extremely self-indulgent.
    

    After getting up to use the privy, Ginny went right back to bed and laid down. Sinking into the feather mattress, her mind again wandered toward Lord Conway. He was so easily frazzled that Ginny knew she would have to make a game of it. It would be a fun pastime to come up with ways to shock him. In this time period, it was so easy to say just about anything and shock everyone.

    It could all be for naught, though, as the baron looked to be tiring of her attitude. After he left her last evening, she got the distinct feeling that he was battling with himself over whether to continue their association. Smiling to herself, she knew he would be back. After all, this was a romance novel and she was the heroine. He wouldn't be able to resist the attraction, all the while denying it to himself and others. 

    
      I should be able to write these damn novels if I ever get to go home,
       she thought, still lying under the covers, allowing her eyes to close. The combination of the warmth, her exhaustion and her using the privy made her unable to resist being drawn back into slumber. The one thing that would prevent it entered her room with barely a knock of warning.
    

    
      “Dearest, wake up. I already saw MaryAnn, so I know you are awake. We must discuss the men you danced with last eve.”
    

    Ginny's eyes opened a slit, watching Sarah's mother flit around the room like a hummingbird retrieving nectar from a group of flowers. Of all the ways to wake up, this was at the bottom of the list, along with news of the death of a loved one. The woman was on fire, with her exuberance and high spirits. 

    Lurching herself higher on the pillows, but refusing to leave the bed, Ginny regarded the woman who had come to sit beside her. “What do you want to discuss?”

    Turning her head in confusion, Lady Weston looked shocked. “Why, which one did you favor, dearest?”

    Ginny looked toward the window. She was supposed to favor one, of course. But, she simply didn't. If she had to pick, it would be Lord Conway, of course. He was handsome and well groomed, unlike many of the men she'd danced with the evening before. Was that what she was supposed to say? Or should she hold her tongue? Decisions, decisions.

    
      “I don't think I favored anyone, mother. They all seemed the same to me, really.”
    

    Gasping, Lady Weston's eyes grew ten fold in size. “How can you say that? Surely there was someone you preferred... someone tall and handsome, perhaps? Someone wealthy who is great need of a wife.”

    
      Ginny just stared at the woman. 
      Why couldn't people just say what they needed to say around here.
    

    
      “Did you have someone in mind, mother? If so, just tell me who it is and I'll flirt my way into marriage.”
    

    Lady Weston's mouth pressed into a thin line. The stern look would have made Ginny laugh in her face, had it not been for the fact that Ginny didn't want to listen to a lecture from the woman. Instead, she relented and gave the woman the answer she was seeking.

    With a great sigh of frustration, Ginny said, “I guess Lord Conway would be my first choice.”

    Lady Weston's face changed in an instant. Suddenly, she was exuberant, clapping her hands together as if Ginny had given the million dollar answer on a game show. “It was as I suspected. He has spent a great deal of time with you. Lady Hopewell commented to me just yesterday that he seemed to pay you quite a bit of attention.”

    Standing up, Lady Weston went about the room again, touching objects and rearranging her daughter's vanity. Ginny began to suspect that Lady Weston was in need of some Ritalin. All Ginny needed was a plan to get the woman out of her room.

    
      “Yes, Lord Conway is very handsome. I should like to get to know him better.” Attempting a natural tone, she sounded almost robotic. Hoping the older woman wouldn't notice, Ginny awaited her response.
    

    
      “Very handsome, indeed. Not to mention, he has showered you with more attention than his mis...” Lady Weston almost forgot to whom she spoke and choked before she could finish her sentence. Recovering slightly, she went on. “Regardless, we must produce a strategy to get him to the altar. I doubt any of the Fearsome Foursome wish to be the first married.”
    

    
      “Strategy? Like having him compromise me?” Only half kidding, Ginny awaited Lady Weston's response.
    

    
      “Well, that might be something we would consider if he will not come to scratch. Before then, we must consider other options.”
    

    Her eyes grew wide as she listened to Lady Weston's suggestions on how to nab the Baron Conway. All her ideas made Ginny's stomach hurt. How desperate was her mother to get her married off that she would resort to such measures? Were all the matchmaking mothers of the ton of the same mindset?

    Before Ginny could launch into a lecture of her own, MaryAnn re-entered her room with the requested items. Thankful for a reason to boot out her conniving mother, Ginny said, “Well, mother, if you'll excuse me. I plan to have a simple breakfast and then take my time getting ready.”

    Patting her daughter's knee, she whispered, “I think it best if we keep our plans for Lord Conway to ourselves, dearest. You know how Charlotte would feel about it.” With a wink, her mother rushed from the room like a girl stepping on clouds. Apparently to Lady Weston, her daughter's engagement was a done deal.

    After eating her breakfast and enduring the gauntlet of dressing, Ginny made her way downstairs to see what her mother had in store for them. It wasn't as though there were many things to do, but it never seemed as though they were at a loss of places to go or people to see. In the parlor, Lady Weston was explaining to her older daughter that they would be paying calls to a few friends.

    
      “I really must stop and see Mrs. Collins. She is such a delicious source of information, you know.”
    

    
      “Mother, gossip is a sin. You should not relish so in the suffering of others,” Charlotte's timid voice took on a stern tone. Ginny remembered that her sister did not care for London, but because of her impoverished situation, she had little choice but to follow her mother wherever she went.
    

    
      “Oh, pish, Charlotte. Not all of the information is bad. Why, Mrs. Collins told me just last night about Lady Merton providing a much needed son and heir to her husband. We do discuss happy events as well.”
    

    As Ginny entered the room, she realized just how much the two women disliked each other. Since Charlotte had already married once, Lady Weston didn't feel any inclination toward her anymore. As if her commitment was complete, she tolerated her daughter so as not to look uncharitable. On the other hand, her other daughter, who was the child of an earl, was much more important. Not only had she entered her first season, but she would be a catch with a large dowry and a beautiful face. 

    Sitting beside Charlotte and taking her hand discreetly, Ginny let her sister know that she understood and was in agreement. Charlotte smiled in return and went back to her embroidery. 

    
      “Oh, my. I did want to speak to Cook about the menu for tonight. Sarah, your father will be dining with us this evening and I want to make sure that Cook serves your father's favorite dishes. When I return, we shall be on our way.” 
    

    Relief washed over the two girls faces when their flighty mother left the room. Being around Lady Weston could be exhausting, with all her plans and schemes.

    Reading her mind precisely, Charlotte said, “Mother can be quite a trial at times.”

    Smiling in return, Ginny responded, “You should have heard her plans to get Baron Conway to offer for me. Dear God, maybe he just likes me abusing him, not necessarily wants to marry me.”

    
      “Sarah, that is terrible,” Charlotte could hardly keep the laughter out of her voice. “As someone who has observed Lord Conway as he has been observing you, I would not be surprised if he made an offer without even courting you properly.”
    

    Rolling her eyes, Ginny leaned back against the settee, slumping unattractively. “Maybe I'm not ready to marry, Charlotte. Conway's nice and attractive, but I don't think that's enough to base a lifetime commitment on, do you?”

    
      “You know how I feel. Mr. Stevens and I felt very deeply for one another.” Hearing the sadness in her sister's voice broke Ginny's heart. Since her husband's death, Charlotte had little to be happy over, except her love of her younger sister, despite the selfishness and stupidity.
    

    
      “How many more months are left in the season?” Ginny asked, hoping that she could put into perspective that it wouldn't last forever.
    

    
      “Barely three, really. Then we can retire to the country for the summer and enjoy long walks and rides.”
    

    Changing the subject, Ginny said, “Father will be dining with us tonight. That's a change.”

    
      “Your father finds many things to keep him occupied during the season, least of which has to do with his official duties of state.” There was no hiding the scorn. Charlotte and Lord Weston had never cared for one another, and with the passing years, the situation only got worse.
    

    
      “I know I'm supposed to honor him and all, but sometimes he can be a real prig.”
    

    Gasping, Charlotte refused to say another word. She couldn't disagree with her younger sister's assessment, but also didn't agree with her use of such vulgarity. Instead, she decided to air on the side of silence.

    Not a moment later, Lady Weston reappeared and announced it was time to depart. Both girls retrieved their bonnets and pelisses and boarded the carriage to make a dozen calls on people they didn't like and had little in common with. By the end of the afternoon, Ginny had drank more tea than all of China had to offer and choked down enough stale, tasteless cookies to gag a goat.

    Upon arriving at home, Lord Weston himself appeared in the hallway. He looked over the group of women as though they carried some kind of infectious disease. Sighing heavily, he asked for his wife and daughter to join him in his study. Peering over at Charlotte, Ginny noticed how stiff she was and had to wonder if she was about to be lectured on something.

    Her father's study was exactly what one would expect. Bookshelf lined walls, with volumes of leather bound books surrounded a large oak desk, stained dark. Two small, high back chairs flanked the desk. The floors were covered with thick Persian rugs, with muted colors to enhance the somber mood of the chamber. Lord Weston indicated that the women should be seated. He wasted no time seating himself behind the desk.

    Looking stern and downright grumpy, Lord Weston first addressed his wife. “Lord Conway came by this afternoon, hoping to take Sarah for a ride in the park.”

    Gasping and clutching her hands tightly to her chest, Lady Weston looked about to burst. If spontaneous combustion were an option, Ginny knew she wouldn't want to be anywhere near the woman.

    
      “I knew he had a partiality to our daughter,” she beamed as she looked over the girl in question.
    

    Clearing his throat to bring the attention back to himself, Lord Weston continued. “I had not heard you speak of his being interested in Sarah.”

    Ginny looked the man over closely. He had dark hair, generously peppered with gray. He was handsome, with a rectangular head, strong jaw and piercing gray eyes. Her first thought was that he commanded respect, with his height and gaze. Her second thought was that of course he didn't know Conway had taken a liking to her because he never bothered to engage in familial pursuits. He popped in when it suited him, and not a moment before.

    Lady Weston looked properly chastised and somewhat shaken. “It was only recently that I noticed, my lord. He has asked Sarah to ride with him one other time before and danced with her last eve.”

    Ginny glanced between her parents and realized that there was a deep seeded animosity between them. She couldn't account for it, since most of her memories involved only herself and her needs and wants.  Sarah never bothered to notice what was right in front of her face. Her parents couldn't stand each other and used each other to serve their own purposes. Her father needed an heir and her mother needed security and a title. Since receiving what they needed, the two had little use for one another, with her father maintaining his mistress and her mother focused on getting her youngest daughter married.

    The old man turned his gaze to Ginny, who immediately felt the heat from it. No doubt meaning to frighten her, Ginny turned her head slightly and stared back. She didn't flinch under his scrutiny, nor would she recoil by the disturbed look on his face over her audacity. Instead, she simply waited for him to say whatever was on his mind. 

    Clearing his throat again, which seemed more out of habit than necessity, Lord Weston asked, “And how do you feel about Lord Conway, Sarah.”

    Turning her gaze away for a moment, looking as if she considered her answer carefully, Ginny again made full eye contact with the man more tyrant than father. “I don't know him well enough to make a judgment, father.”

    If possible, the old man looked even more stern. Obviously, he expected a different answer than the one she gave. “Surely you know enough to decide if you wish him to court you.”

    Shrugging her shoulders, she asked, “How much is enough? We've only spoken a couple of times. Quite frankly I'm surprised he asked to court me. I get the feeling I only exasperate him when we're together.”

    Now both parents were giving her severe looks. Ginny resisted the urge to roll her eyes. It seemed no one wanted an actual answer. They only wanted to hear what they wanted to hear. 

    Her mother spoke up first. “Why would he not wish to court you, dearest? You have much to offer any man of consequence.”

    Her father surprised her with his frank reply. “To be honest, Sarah, he had not asked to court you. I asked him his intentions toward you, since I knew of his interest.” Lord Weston glanced at his wife bitterly, since the information had obviously not come from her. “I wanted to make sure that he realized that you were not a dalliance. That he would have to make some kind of commitment to you and soon.”

    Lady Weston looked stricken. If there was one thing that scared off men the quickest, it was threats made by a powerful father. But she was smart enough to hold her tongue.

    With a look of surprise, Ginny raised her eyebrow and responded, “What sort of commitment were you looking for, father? Are we talking about formal courting or do you want him to make me an offer?”

    Ginny expected a lecture, but was shocked to see a small smile form on her father's face. Apparently, he was not used to women who questioned him or stood up to him. It seemed the man liked strong women, unlike his meek wife who very nearly cowered in his presence.

    
      “I had asked him to court you properly.”
    

    
      “And his response was...?” Ginny asked, dragging out the words with her impatience.
    

    
      The smile was gone, replaced by a look of admiration. Lord Weston leaned back into his desk chair, regarding her for a moment. Ginny simply waited, feeling her mother's anxiety rolling off her in waves. 
      What kind of family lives like this?
       she wondered as she got a better perspective of her parents' relationship.
    

    
      “He told me that he would consider what he wanted and return with an answer. He assured me that he never considered you a dalliance and thought you a beautiful and intelligent young lady.”
    

    Ginny had no response for that. She merely looked at the top of her father's desk and wondered what her next move should be. Although she was in no frame of mind to explore a relationship, Sarah was. Her persona had no choice in the matter, as it was expected from her by everyone in her life to make a good match and produce an heir and spare. She could fight it for only so long, but in the end, if the story was to conclude, she had to follow the formula to do it.

    Finally lifting her gaze back to her father, she said, “I guess it would be best if I continued as I have, then. Go to parties, meet eligible men and see who I like best. What do you think, father?”

    
      “Felicia, leave us.” The command was barked and Lady Weston jumped from her seat and ran to the door. It occurred to Ginny that her mother saw her chance to escape, and although that meant leaving her daughter in the line of fire, all was fair in war. After the door closed behind her, Ginny once again gave her father her full attention.
    

    Taking a deep breath, Lord Weston stood and walked around his desk. Sitting on the edge, he stared down at his daughter, probably in the hopes of intimidating her, only to be disappointed by her return stare.

    Once he saw her challenging gaze, he relaxed somewhat and crossed his arms over his chest. “I should like to see you happy, my dear. I should like you to respect your partner in life.”

    Glancing away in confusion, Ginny tried to pull a memory of her and her father that came close to this behavior. All Sarah's memories centered around her asking her father for things, whining if necessary, and then her father being gruff but acquiescing. This side of him was a mystery to her.

    
      “I should like that as well, father,” was the only thing she could think to say.
    

    
      “You are a different girl recently, Sarah. Although I am not around as much as I should be, I can see that you have matured a great deal since coming to your first season.”
    

    Ginny stifled a laugh. Her maturity had nothing to do with her attending her first season, but she could hardly explain that to her father. “I've come to see that there are much more important things in life than myself.”

    Lord Weston laughed and Ginny eye's widened in response. One of the strange things that happened to her when she took on a new persona was that she instantly had all these new feelings. Although she didn't personally grow up with this man, her mind remembered how she felt about having him as a father. And her mind was telling her that Sarah had never witnessed the man before her laughing. It was creepy.

    Standing up from the edge of the desk, her father walked over to a sideboard and poured himself a glass of wine. Suddenly realizing he wasn't alone, he turned and asked, “Would you care for a drink, dear? I have some sherry here.”

    Confused and a little nervous, Ginny nodded. Nothing fortified like alcohol. As Ginny's mind spun with all the possibilities of what her father was up to, he poured her a small amount of sherry and handed it to her before returning to his seat behind the desk. The two continued to stare at each other, examining their opponent, as they took sips from their glasses. 

    The silence lay between them like a heavy fog, almost palpable. It was Ginny who finally relented. “Was there something else you wanted to ask me, father? You look as if you're curious about something.”

    Giving her a half smile, he responded. “No, I am simply impressed by your behavior. I understand if you have no wish to marry Lord Conway. I suspect you could do far better. I know that the Duke of Sutherland is looking for a wife.”

    A chill passed over Ginny at the thought of her father setting her up on a date. And it didn't escape her notice that Miles Clarendon had been the Duke of Sutherland. Suppressing the urge to cringe, Ginny continued to sip her drink. “Don't take this the wrong way, father, but I think I'm capable of finding my own husband.”

    Laughing again, her father nodded. “I certainly believe you, dear. I have no doubt that you will find someone worthy of you by the end of this season.”

    Finishing her drink and considering what he said, Ginny rose and placed her glass back on the sideboard. “If you'll excuse me father, I have to get ready for the ball this evening. Will you be attending?”

    
      “I shall put in an appearance. I should like to see which men you decide to dance with. Then I can give you my thoughts on each.”
    

    Without another word, Ginny left the study and went to her own bedroom. After ringing for MaryAnn, she sat on the edge of her bed and tried to analyze the creepy vibe she was getting from her father. Searching her memories, she couldn't pinpoint a single incident between her and her father that would make her feel so unsettled. Shaking it off, Ginny began to undress as her maid entered the room. Instead, she turned her mind to how Lord Conway would react toward her after having the pleasure of her father's company.

    ********

    
      “He what?” asked Devon, as he stood in the back of the ballroom, waiting with Conway for his new obsession to show up.
    

    
      “He asked me to court her properly, or to move along. I scarcely knew what to say. I admit that she fascinates me, but court her?” Conway was incredulous over Sarah's father's speech. All afternoon he'd replayed it in his mind. The man was a lecher. Weston was known to have a mistress and several other women on the side. Insatiable was the word that came to Conway's mind.
    

    
      “What do you plan to do? Will you ask her to dance again tonight?”
    

    
      “I know not, to be honest. Devon, part of me wants her to the point of unreasonableness. Then, part of me sees that a relationship between us would only make me grossly unhappy. Does that make any sense?”
    

    
      “Of course it does. You wish her in your bed, but not permanently. I am sorry, old man, but she is not a mistress to be bought and paid for. Her father would never allow that.” Devon knew the sting of wanting a girl and not being able to have her. 
    

    Conway scanned the entrance once again for the girl in question. It would be different if he could just bed her. The obsession would surely be quenched after that. The problem was he wasn't that kind of man. He was born a gentleman and raised as one and would never consider taking her innocence. 

    Suddenly, Sarah walked in, flanked by her widowed sister and her matronly mother. The moment his eyes made contact, he knew he was lost. Whatever he had to do, he would end up married to her. If only he could convince himself of that when not in her presence.

    
      Just as he was about to make his way across the room to intercept her, Sarah turned her eyes toward him. When she spotted him, she did the most outrageous thing he'd ever seen a lady do. She waved. Devon coughed, demonstrating that he'd seen what she'd done. As did half the ton in attendance. 
      Oh bloody hell
      , he thought. He was doomed now.
    

    Quickly walking toward her, ignoring his friend beside him, Conway tried to think furiously of what he needed to do to fix the situation. It didn't matter that only a minute earlier he'd resolved to make her his wife. For a unmarried lady to make such a personal gesture toward an unmarried gentleman, the only conclusion that everyone would assume was that there was an understanding between them.

    Reaching her side, Conway bowed to the group of ladies and addressed Lady Weston. “My lady, you look very well this evening.” As he spoke, he took her hand and kissed her knuckles lightly.

    Blushing, Lady Weston giggled and covered her mouth with her fan. “Why, thank you Lord Conway. But surely you did not come all this way to compliment me.” Her words lingered off as she looked toward Ginny. Who, up until that moment, seemed to be thinking about something else entirely.

    
      “I had wished to request two dances from your daughter, of course.” Conway was well aware of the fact that he not only didn't make the situation better, but made it far worse. He should have snubbed her completely, except that that would have 
      meant her being ostracized by members of the party and made a laughingstock by early tomorrow morning. By now, the whole of the room was speculating about when the announcement of their marriage would be made.
    

    Everyone was staring at Ginny expectantly. “Wha...? Oh, yes, of course, Lord Conway,” she said as she pulled the dance card from her reticle and asked, “Which dances would you like?”

    
      “The first waltz and the supper dance, if you are available.” 
    

    Ginny took a moment to look over the empty card. She had just walked in the door and the man had made a beeline for her, so of course, she was available. Part of her confusion came from the fact that she never thought he'd speak to her again, after his chit chat with her dad. Now, not only was he requesting a dance, he was requesting the two most important ones.

    
      “As you can see, I'm totally open, Lord Conway.” Ignoring Conway's strange look over her vernacular, she turned to his friend and asked, “Lord Devon, did you wish to request a dance as well, or are you here to support your friend?”
    

    At her mother's gasp, Ginny knew she'd be in for it. Oh, the presumption to ask a man if he wanted to dance. What could she have been thinking?

    Stifling a giggle, Devon responded, “I would be honored to take you out for the opening set, Lady Sarah. And if your sister is otherwise not engaged, I would request the pleasure of the first waltz.” He felt his friend stiffen next to him, but didn't care. After all, Devon had been curious as to what about this girl had tied his friend up in so many knots and he meant to find out the reason.

    Lady Weston spoke up before Ginny could muck things up further. “You do us great honor, Lord Devon. Thank you.”

    The two gentlemen took their leave, just as more men approached to request dances from Lady Sarah. As they resumed their positions at the far end of the ballroom, Conway asked, under his breath, “What could you be thinking?”

    Laughing out loud, uncaring of those around them, Devon responded, “Whatever do you mean? Can I not partake of your most recent folly? Or, should I say, your soon to be betrothed? After her familiarity with you, you would be lucky to be able to wait three months before the ceremony is performed.”

    
      “Keep your voice down, Devon. I handled that very poorly and do not need you, of all people, pointing it out.” Grabbing his head with his hand, he asked, “Why did I not snub her instead? Now her father will be at my doorstep tomorrow asking for satisfaction.”
    

    
      “Put yourself at ease, Conway. After all, maybe everyone will assume that she was waving to me.” With a devilish smile, Devon moved away as the orchestra began to signal the opening set. Conway thought it was a good move, considering how he was planning to punch him if he hadn't.
    

    Instead, he was treated to watching his best friend and his obsession take the floor and begin to dance.

    ********

    Ginny was amazed at how easily she could dance the steps, although she personally had never learned. When she'd watched period movies, she'd always thought the dances were so intricate, but truthfully, there was a logic to them that made them easy to remember. 

    Dancing with Lord Devon was not difficult. He was graceful and handsome, and had a devilish smile. His salt and pepper hair made him look mature, but his face was so boyish. In all, if she wasn't destined for Conway, which she was almost certain she was, Ginny knew that Devon would be her choice, especially after he showed off his smart ass side.

    
      “Conway tells me that your father spoke to him today.”
    

    
      “I wasn't there, but my father seems to have given him an ultimatum.”
    

    
      “And how do you think Lord Conway received that ultimatum?”
    

    At that moment, the pair was separated by the dance. After a minute of twirling around, they were together again close enough to speak. 

    
      “Since he's asked me to dance with him twice, I would guess that it didn't bother him. He's your friend, so what do you think?”
    

    Laughing, he said, “I am not entirely sure, to be honest. You seem to have him tied in so many knots, he cannot tell up from down. I was hoping that by dancing with you, I would see what you did to him that unsettled him so.”

    Now it was Ginny's turn to laugh. “What could I possibly do, my lord? I'm so demure and sweet. Everything a young girl in her first season should be.”

    
      “As I am the consummate gentleman, eh?”
    

    
      “I haven't heard much about your reputation, sir. Are you a lecher?” Ginny put on a face of shock at the thought of being so close. 
    

    
      “I would hardly call me that, Lady Sarah. I would say that I like to sample as much as life is willing to offer. Is that so wrong?” If Devon had been speaking of food, he would have taken up the whole dance floor with his girth.
    

    
      “I believe that life is worth living, my lord. Sample away, as long as you don't hurt anyone else.”
    

    Taking on a serious look for a moment, one of the few that he would allow himself to make, Devon responded, “I would hope that my life does not cause others pain, Lady Sarah. I like to think that I bring some joy to others who have none.”

    Just then, the dance ended and Devon took her arm to lead her back to her mother. Before they reached their destination, she whispered, “I can only imagine the type of joy you bring others, Lord Devon.” She gave him a sideways glance, a small smirk on her lips.

    Whispering in return, he said, “Unfortunately, you will not get a chance to find out, my lady.” With that, he dumped her back to her mother, but not before winking at her. For a moment, Ginny felt elated. She'd forgotten how fun it was to flirt. Her mind was so often on her pain, that she wouldn't allow herself any of the joy that came from playing other people's lives. Sure it was a hassle, but if she was stuck doing it anyway, she might as well have some fun.

    With a smile on her face, she met her next dance partner. Although the conversation was not as entertaining, at least there was a lifting of the darkness that had been covering her heart. Ginny felt lighter, happier. And it was a great relief after all the suffering she'd had.

    

Chapter 6

    When the first waltz finally came around, Conway had worked himself into quite a mood. He had been watching her dance all evening, first with his friend Devon, who had been avoiding him ever since, and then a number of silly men vying for her attention. Although she shouldn't have been enjoying herself, he could see that she did. Immensely.

    As he approached her, Sarah was speaking to a man Conway didn't recognize. Some untitled, rich man, no doubt. She was smiling and laughing at something he'd said, while sipping on some punch that the man had retrieved for her. Seeing her so carefree, lighthearted, made him even madder, since it wasn't his conversation or attention that had done it for her.

    
      “Excuse me, Lady Sarah. I believe the next dance is mine.” He kept most of his attention on her admirer, giving him a look of possession.
    

    
      “How sad, Lady Sarah. I had hoped to steal a waltz from you,” the man said, smiling at her in a lascivious way that made Conway want to take him outside and pound him into the ground. 
    

    
      “I am sorry, Mr. Fitzgerald, but I've promised my first waltz to Lord Conway. Another time, perhaps?” Ginny glanced at her dance card, seeing that the final waltz was still open. “I do have the final waltz open, if you're interested.”
    

    
      “I am, indeed. I shall see you then, my lady.” Glancing at Conway, giving him a look of pure contempt, Mr. Fitzgerald walked away in search of some other victim.
    

    Ginny turned toward Conway and smiled. When Conway ignored her and kept his glance at her retreating partner, she cleared her throat and raised her eyebrows. “Did you wish to dance, Lord Conway? Or shoot daggers at Mr. Fitzgerald?”

    Realizing just what impression he was giving her, he muttered, “Never liked that man.” It didn't matter that he'd never met that man, except to feel the challenge being laid before him.

    
      “Mr. Fitzgerald? He seemed like a nice enough man to me. Is there something I should know about him?”
    

    Instead of answering, Conway grabbed Ginny's arm and led her to the dance floor. He positioned her in his arms, and expertly entered the rest of the dancers. Not speaking at first, Conway was certain that the girl before him was teasing him, trying to make him fall for her. Finally, it was Ginny who spoke first.

    
      “I have to admit that I've been having a lot more fun tonight than I've had before. Your friend Devon is quite a flirt. I'd forgotten how much fun that can be.”
    

    The look that came across his face startled Ginny for a moment. It wasn't as though she didn't know he was the one, but the flash of jealousy was so vivid, it almost scared her. They'd only known each other for a few days, so it seemed so unwarranted, so out of place. 

    
      “Yes, Devon can be quite a flirt. I would not give much credence to his assertions, though. He would tell a girl anything to get what he wanted.”
    

    
      “And what does he want? Are you warning me that he will try to invade my bed?” Ginny could hardly keep the sarcasm out of her 
      voice. “Are you afraid that he might usurp me out from under you?”
    

    The jealousy she'd seen was now replaced by confusion. “Of course not. Devon and I have been friends since our days at Cambridge. He would never...” before he could finish, he realized what he was just about to admit. Was she trying to get him to declare himself, just as her father had tried to do? Well, it wouldn't work. He would not be pigeon holed.

    
      “There's no middle ground with you, is there Lord Conway? I see you watching me and I think that you really like me. Then we talk and you act as though you would rather be anywhere else. Which is it?”
    

    Before he could answer, Conway needed to regain his ability to speak. Lady Sarah was not straight forward, she was just forward. Did he forget that fact every time he sought her out, only to be grimly reminded the moment she spoke? What was wrong with him?

    Deciding to be just as forward with her, in an attempt to shock her, he said, “I believe that I must forget how frustrating you can be when we are not together. But, as soon as you speak, I am reminded sharply of how unconventional and outspoken you are.”

    
      “You have no idea, Lord Conway. I'm not conventional... at least not anymore. I've decided that I would rather be mature and think of others, than most of the girls my age.”
    

    Conway felt a sudden pang of guilt. Not only did he give her mixed signals, she really hadn't done the same to him. If he'd given it any thought, he would have realized that she was often trying to allow him the ability to walk away if he wished. But, so far, he hadn't wished to walk away.

    Before he could respond, the dance ended and Conway was forced to move his partner and himself from the dance floor. As they approached her mother, who was busy speaking to another lady, Conway searched for the right words to speak before leaving her. When nothing came, he simply bowed his head and said, “I look forward to our next dance, my lady.” Then, he turned on his heel and went in search of his friends.

    Meeting up with Lord Townshend just outside the balcony doors, he asked, “How is your pursuit coming along, Townshend?”

    Arching an eyebrow to his friend, he replied, “Well enough. I have secured two dances, including the last waltz. Her mother continues to eye me speculatively, but Lady Penelope is obviously enamored.” Stopping to light his cigar, Townshend scrutinized his friend's face. “And you? Has the beautiful Lady Sarah finally met with your expectations?”

    
      “Not at all,” he replied, his voice distant as he pondered what to do next. He requested the supper dance in order to escort her to dinner. He had hoped that during the meal, they could talk and he could finally put his finger on what so attracted him to her, but now he wished he'd forgone the opportunity.
    

    
      “I saw Devon dancing with her when I arrived. What had he to say on the girl?”
    

    
      “So far, Devon has cleverly avoided me. Perhaps he thinks I am angry at him.”
    

    
      “I doubt he would care, Conway. Perhaps he is now as 
      enamored as yourself. I find that I can hardly wait for our dance together.”
    

    It took a moment for the words to penetrate Conway's thoughts. But when they did, he turned and stared at his friend incredulously. “You have requested a dance with Lady Sarah?”

    
      “I have. As a matter of fact, I believe I should return to retrieve her. Surely you are not jealous, Conway.” There was laughter in his voice, as if prepared to give his friend a good ribbing if he should argue.
    

    
      “Of course not. It just seems that all my friends have become uncommonly curious over one new chit in her first season.”
    

    
      “I admit that my curiosity is more piqued by my friend's admiration, rather than by the girl herself. She is beautiful, Conway, but I know that your... interest is based on something far more substantial.”
    

    Snubbing out his cigar on the ground, Townshend left in search of his quarry, leaving Conway alone to wonder what was coming over him. No woman had ever left him so conflicted before. The more he thought about it, the more his mind told him to get away from her. He continued his musings, not realizing how much time had passed until both Devon and Townshend reappeared and joined him in the same spot where he'd been left.

    
      “Are you still here, Conway? Dear Lord, you had better do something soon, or I fear for your sanity,” Townshend said, as he lit another cigar and began to smoke it.
    

    
      “I could not abide dancing again. I shall dance with Lady Sarah for the supper dance, then afterwards, I shall leave. I believe I 
      have had quite enough of this ball.”
    

    Devon, who watched the two friends closely, asked, “Are you not to ask me about my dance with Lady Sarah? I had thought you would be curious of my impression.”

    
      “Or mine, for that matter,” Townshend said.
    

    Looking between the friends, Conway knew his curiosity would win out, but hated to show his cards so easily. “Well...?” he asked, as both friends smiled fiendishly.

    Devon was the first to reveal his impression. “I like her. She was bold and amusing. She was altogether not what I expected.”

    Townshend came next. “She asked me about you, Conway. How long we had been friends, how we met. Of course, our dance would not allow much in the way of conversation.”

    Glancing at Devon speculatively, Conway asked, “Do you have an interest in her Devon? Or were you merely hoping to find answers to why your friend acts like such an ass.”

    Usually, Devon would laugh with good nature and assure his friend that he would never try to steal a girl out from under him, but this time, with a serious face, he asked, “What are your hopes in concern of Lady Sarah?”

    A sinking feeling came over Conway, much more so than when that poser Fitzgerald was eyeing her up. Devon was a force to be reckoned with and not someone Conway wanted to battle over, especially over a girl. Before he could check his tone, Conway stated, “Stay away from her, Devon.”

    Finally smiling, Devon remarked, mostly to Townshend, “Well, there, I guess I have my answer then.”

    Looking away from his friends, Conway felt the shiver travel down his spine. Now he was left to wonder when he might come to his senses, if he ever would.

    ********

    Conway remained mostly silent during the supper dance. Lady Sarah spoke about this and that, occasionally asking questions about certain people, which Conway would answer with as few words as possible. All in all, he was being rude, but was in no way going to stop.

    Entering the dining room, he assisted Lady Sarah with filling a plate from the buffet, then sat her down in a far corner, just the two of them. As they passed by other tables, Sarah greeted her sister, who had been escorted by Mr. Richter and Lady Penelope, who had been escorted by some young buck wearing a ridiculously bright waistcoat.

    After seating her, Conway retrieved two glasses of watered down wine. After his behavior during the dance, Sarah said little and gave more regard to her plate than to him. Finally, he could stand the silence no longer.

    
      “Your meal is satisfactory, my lady?”
    

    Ginny regarded her dinner partner carefully. He'd been refusing to speak to her, to the point of rudeness, and now he was attempting conversation. Curious, she wanted to see where it would lead.

    
      “Actually, Lord Conway, I was thinking that the food is bland and tasteless. How about yours?” she asked, with a small smile on her lips.
    

    
      “I would have to agree. I find that when this much food is served, it is often of a very low quality. Which is why I usually leave before dinner is served.”
    

    
      “But not tonight. Should I be flattered that you stayed to escort me?”
    

    
      “Yes, I suppose you should.” 
    

    Ginny wondered for a moment if he was joking. When he said nothing more, she assumed he was serious and was instantly turned off. 

    
      “I'll try to show proper excitement over the honor you've bestowed on me.” Ginny never took her eyes from his, wondering on how he would handle her open sarcasm.
    

    
      “You may be the daughter of an earl, Lady Sarah, but you are not, by far, the most compelling woman here.” His tone was angry, as all the bottled up feelings of inadequacy began to bubble over.
    

    
      “I didn't realize that I found myself to be so compelling, Lord Conway. It's not me who keeps seeking you out, after all.”
    

    Sitting up straighter, puffing out his chest, he sneered, “A mistake I shall not make in the future, I assure you.”

    Confusion took over her face as she continued her unstinting eye contact. Ginny couldn't account for his anger or his lashing out toward her, but she'd be damned if she'd sit there and take it.

    
      “Allow me to save you the trouble of behaving like a gentleman. Good evening, Lord Conway.” Ginny stood up and walked from the room, hoping to find the ladies room before her face began to burn bright red. There was one thing that Ginny hated above all else, and that was anyone who was downright mean. If she had to guess, Conway was battling over his feelings for her and this was just another turn in the storyline. 
    

    Entering the ladies retiring room, Ginny went behind one of the screens and sat down to rest. With everyone eating dinner, she figured she'd have the place to herself for awhile. Unfortunately, after only a minute, two other ladies entered the room and were speaking in hushed tones. Of course, this only made Ginny want to listen more, so she leaned forward and tried to make out their words.

    
      “Gertie, you cannot continue to be such a prude. You were married for over ten years and never once felt any sort of passion.”
    

    
      “Really, Frannie, enough. I never thought of myself as cut out for those types of parties.”
    

    
      “Tis nothing, really. You are masked, so to keep you anonymous. You talk to some gentlemen and if one catches your fancy, you find a place to retire with him.”
    

    Although the women were still whispering, they had planted themselves closely to Ginny's screen. She could hear every word and had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing.

    
      “I have heard that it degrades into an... orgy.” The last word was 
      nothing more than a hiss of sound, as if the woman couldn't bring herself to say it.
    

    
      “No, never. I have attended several of Lady Sinclair's events and it has never come down to that. It is simply a way to... shall we say, scratch an itch that has been lingering for over ten years.” Ginny could picture the woman, eyebrows raised in understanding.
    

    
      “Perhaps I am just one of those woman who does not feel pleasure from a man. That was what Reginald was always telling me.”
    

    
      “Pish. Reginald was too lazy to see to your pleasure. Every man I have met has made my pleasure his top priority.”
    

    
      “Oh, Frannie. I think I would die of mortification before anything would happen.”
    

    
      “I shan't try to convince you anymore. If you wish to attend, it will be held at Lady Sinclair's townhouse tomorrow night. You must present the butler with the secret word to enter. Could it be anymore intriguing?”
    

    
      “I am not saying that I will attend, but if I did, what is the secret word?”
    

    
      “Bacchus, the Roman god of wine and intoxication. There are many kinds of... pursuits available, but if you wish to attend, you must let me lead you through. There are those who seek out different kinds of pleasure than anything we would find appealing.”
    

    
      “Very well. I shall let you know tomorrow.”
    

    The two women were silent as they fixed themselves before leaving the room. Ginny's eyes were wide with fascination. She knew how debauched people could be in her time, but how bad could it be now? After her spat with Lord Conway, and her new found sense of adventure, Ginny decided that maybe she would try out a different kind of party. After all, what did she have to lose?

    

Chapter 7

    My dear, are you certain you cannot attend? What if Lord Conway is there? What should I tell him?” Her mother's incessant whine was getting on Ginny's last nerve. Since early that day, Ginny had been complaining about cramps and that she was certain that her period was coming. How could she possibly enjoy herself that evening in such a condition? But, her mother was relentless.

    
      “I'm sure that Lord Conway will understand if I don't attend. Just tell him I'm unwell.”
    

    
      “What if he asks what is wrong with you?” her mother gasped at the thought of telling a gentleman about women issues.
    

    
      “He won't. No man wants to hear about a woman's suffering. Isn't that right, Charlotte?”
    

    Charlotte, who up until that moment had been putting on her gloves, glanced at both women. “Lord Conway is too much of a gentleman to ask such a personal question, mother. Although he may ask if he can call on you tomorrow to ensure that you are well. Do you think it would be appropriate for him to call on you, Sarah?”

    
      “Sure, that would be fine.” Anything to get the two women out the door and off to wherever they were going for the night. Ginny still had to get ready for her party, and figure out a way to get out without anyone seeing her.
    

    
      “Are you certain you would not like me to stay with you? I would forgo this evening to keep you company.”
    

    
      “No, Charlotte. I will only be going to bed early anyway. You'd just be sitting around with nothing to do. Go and have fun. I'll see you tomorrow.”
    

    Lady Weston looked put out. “Very well. We should be leaving, Charlotte.” Both women finally went out the door and left in the carriage. Without a backwards glance, Ginny raced up the stairs and dismissed her maid for the evening with strict instructions that she wasn't to be disturbed.

    Not having any idea what women wore to such a party, Ginny settled on the her most revealing gown. With her corset, it made her boobs look huge and her waist look small. The coloring was innocent, but she figured it would be dark and no one would notice with the ample bosom she'd be displaying.

    After dressing, she found a mask that covered half her face, from the nose up. With her hair put up, flowers woven in, she looked like some sort of Greek goddess, with soft tendrils framing her face and mask.

    Sneaking down the back stairs, Ginny knew that most of the staff would be having their own dinner at that moment. It was easy to slip out the side door of the townhouse and make her way up the alley. She was covered from head to toe in a long, black cape, hood up over her hair and face. Once on the street, she was able to hail a hackney to deliver her to the appropriate address.

    During the ride, Ginny felt some pangs of worry. Truthfully, she knew she could handle herself and not end up in a position she didn't want to be in, but if she were to be discovered, Sarah would not be able to ever marry respectably. The scandal would ruin her family, embarrass her parents, and leave her living in the country for the rest of Sarah's days. 

    With all that going through her mind, she still knew she'd do it. If she had to live another life, she might as well enjoy it. And if she was discovered at the party? Would she give it all away, just to make a point that she was still in control of her own life, even if it wasn't actually her life? One way to find out, she mused as the hackney stopped abruptly and she opened the door to get out.

    She handed the driver a coin, which must have been more than necessary since the man tipped his hat and asked if she wanted him to wait for her. Refusing his kind offer, the driver took off in a hurry, obviously needing to make more money that evening.

    Ginny walked up the short steps and knocked on the door. It creaked open slowly and a tall, gaunt man stared at her, standing mostly behind the door. At first, Ginny thought of a haunted house on Halloween. The man only stared at her, without saying a word. So Ginny used her ace in the hole.

    
      “Bacchus.”
    

    The door opened all the way and she was led inside a darkened entryway. Candles lit up the corners, leaving most of the foyer in shadow. There were doors open on either side, with more candlelight pouring through. Several sconces lit up the large stairway in the front of the room. Ginny could hear whispers of conversation, laughter and giggling.

    
      “May I take your cape, miss?” Lurch had finally spoken and it nearly sent Ginny out of her skin.
    

    
      “Yes, of course,” she said, untying the front and handing it to the butler. 
    

    Without another word, the man disappeared behind the staircase. Ginny stood still for a minute, trying to figure out where to go. Remembering what the woman had said about going to the correct room, Ginny went to the one on her right, peering in and seeing nothing disgusting going on. As she entered, she saw several people, talking in small groups and drinking wine. Everyone was masked, some more elaborate than others. She spotted men rubbing women's arms, but that was the extent of the touching. Ginny didn't think she should be disappointed, but part of her was. Didn't seem very lewd to her.

    A footman walked up to her holding a tray of beverages. Ginny turned to take a glass of wine from his tray when she noticed that the footman also had on a mask, but no shirt. After spending so much time during a period where prude was king, Ginny felt startled by the sight. A shirtless man was hardly that risqué, but it had the power to cause a little cough of embarrassment to slip from her lips.

    Taking the glass, she murmured a thank you. The footman was staring into her eyes, which was strange for a servant.

    
      “I am available, if you are interested,” he said, a seductive smile on his lips. 
    

    Sputtering, Ginny replied, “Uh... well... thank you. I... I will let you know if I'm interested. Thanks.” She moved away quickly, resisting the urge to look back at the obviously young man offering himself up as one of the delights of the party. Thank God for the dim lighting, she thought as she felt a blush creep up her chest, neck and cheeks.

    Taking a sip of the wine, needing the alcohol to both bolster her courage and resolve, Ginny continued taking a turn around the room. She felt several pairs of eyes on her, but wouldn't make eye contact in return. All her confidence had flown out the window, all from an encounter with a footman. She was truly pathetic.

    Meaningless sexual liaisons were not her forte, or her preference. When she thought back to her other adventures, there was always a connection with the men she slept with. One night stands and tawdry encounters were not her cup of tea, but she was still determined to stay and see what there was to see.

    Leaving the first room, Ginny crossed the hallway and entered another parlor. Still sipping her wine, feeling the calming effects taking over her mind, she gazed over the small crowd lounging on settees and padded chairs. As she passed a couple, she overheard the man making bawdy innuendos to his partner, who was in turn giggling and hitting him with her fan. Some of his suggestions would require an acrobat's flexibility, she thought as she continued her turn around the room. 

    Ginny stopped at a painting that was displayed on a stand by the room's fireplace. Enjoying the warmth from both the fire and the wine, she examined the piece for a moment. It was a classic picture of naked women, with abundant features, lying around eating fruit. Ginny was certain she'd seen something similar on a trip to an art museum. As she continued her examination, she felt a hand go up her bare arm and a nose sniff behind her ear.

    
      “You smell delicious, my dear. What is that scent you wear?” The voice was low and seductive, but something started ringing alarms bells inside Ginny's head. She couldn't put her finger on what had raised the goose pimples on her arms, so she turned around to face the first gentleman to approach her.
    

    Although he was wearing a mask, she instantly recognized him. Her whole body froze, from her legs that desperately wanted to walk away, to her mouth that wanted to utter an excuse and get as far away from that spot as humanly possible. She continued to stare at him, without the ability to do anything, even dash his advances. Fortunately, he only took her hand in his and kept up a stream of dirty talk the likes of which a sailor would have trouble keeping up with.

    Before she could do anything to save herself, a footman, this one with his shirt on, walked over and spoke.

    
      “Sir, you have an urgent message waiting for you at the door.”
    

    A look of annoyance came over his face like a blanket. “Very well,” he uttered to the servant. Then, turning his attention back to Ginny, he said, “Wait here, my dear. I should not be more than a minute or two.”

    As he walked away, Ginny was finally able to take a breath. Before a serious case of shivers could come over her, another man came up behind her, took her by the arm and led her away. Although she didn't know who he was, there was one thing she did know. That he wasn't her father.

    ********

    After leaving the ball the night before, his friends all shared a carriage to their next stop, White's. Once ensconced in a parlor with drinks in hand, it was Devon who was the first to ask what had happened.

    Trying to sound casual, so Conway wouldn't clam up and leave, Devon said, “Lady Sarah looked somewhat displeased when she left the dining room, Conway. Whatever could you two have been talking about?”

    Although Doncaster and Townshend remained quiet, they leaned forward to listen to what their friend had to say. It was obvious that Conway had fallen for the Dunworthy chit. Would he be the first to succumb to her charms, ending up in the parson's noose?

    
      “Nothing, I assure you. She merely needed to go to the retiring room.”
    

    Arching an eyebrow, Doncaster revealed, “She looked much improved when she came out of the retiring room, to be sure. I saw her join her mother and sister and her next dance partner. She was smiling during the dance.”

    A look of annoyance came over Conway's face. “Who was her partner?”

    
      “Colonel Horton, I believe. The younger son of the Earl of Bedford. Perhaps she was laughing at him, since he is such a horrible dancer.”
    

    Conway turned away and sipped his brandy. He thought back on his behavior and it made him cringe. With any hope, his rudeness had driven her away and she would avoid him in the future, thus taking the decision out of his hands. God knew that if left to him, he would pursue her to the ends of the earth.

    The three friends glanced at each other, signaling with their eyes. It was finally Devon who was brave enough to speak. “I have an idea, Conway. It has been months since you've had a girl in your bed. I happen to know that Lady Sinclair is having one of her parties tomorrow night. Why do we not attend and see where it leads.”

    Rolling his eyes, then staring into his glass of brandy, he said, “You think that all I need is a warm body to stop me from acting like such a bloody fool?”

    
      “I cannot see how it would hurt. Come on, Oliver. Surely you would not turn down the opportunity to relieve some tension.”
    

    It had been months since he and his mistress had parted ways. It had been his intention to find someone new, but something always prevented him. The more he thought about it, the more it made sense. Lady Sarah wasn't so extraordinary. He was just desperate. 

    
      “I think you may be right, Devon. Perhaps it would be a good idea to attend. Shall I pick you up around ten.”
    

    Smiling his lady killer smile, he responded, “Of course.”

    ********

    What seemed like an excellent idea the night before, was less so as he stood talking to a woman in the parlor of Lady Sinclair's townhome. Although masked, he could tell that the woman before him was pretty, with a curvy figure and soft, blond hair. Her voice was low and her lips were full, but all Conway could think about was Sarah.

    As they continued their small talk, Conway was distracted by Devon leaving the room with a tall, willowy creature wrapped around his arm. She giggled at something Devon whispered in her ear and he was flashing his ever present smile. Perhaps the party was better suited to some, but Conway knew he would not end up with a woman that evening. Somehow he'd become attached to the one woman who would only be available to him if he made the ultimate sacrifice.

    Pardoning himself from his partner with an excuse to get more wine, the woman didn't seem disappointed at all. She merely turned and began a new conversation with another gentleman who had been patiently waiting for her to be free. Retrieving another glass of wine, Conway sat quietly in a corner, mostly in shadow, watching the proceedings, but not really seeing them.

    When a new woman walked into the room, he stared at her as she cautiously made her way into the room. One of the “footmen” made his way over with his tray of wine. Conway was not one to judge, but he knew that the young men who served wine at these parties were there not only for the women, but those men who preferred male company. He had always wondered where Lady Sinclair found these men, all handsome and fit and willing to do whatever was asked of them.

    When he heard the woman sputter, obviously frazzled by the shirtless man, he smiled. A newcomer was always easy to spot, especially by the way she moved away from the footman, obviously not looking back. He could just imagine how red her skin was, as her movements made her look both embarrassed and guilty.

    She passed by his spot, never glancing in his direction, when Conway smelled her perfume waft by. It immediately triggered a memory of dancing with Lady Sarah the evening before. He'd never smelled the scent before he'd met the girl, so it seemed strange that this woman would have the same one. His cackles were raised with the thought that Lady Sarah would attend such a party. Shaking his head, he chastised himself over what he would have hoped for, rather than what was actually possible. With the poor lighting, he knew his mind was playing tricks on him.

    As the young woman drank her wine, he saw her hand shaking. She was obviously out of her element and now he knew he would have to save her from herself. What if she ended up in the arms of one of the more lecherous men, who liked certain types of bed sport that most women would find disturbing.

    Standing up, he watched her leave the room, but not before he could clearly see the turn of her head. Even with the mask, he knew it was Sarah. The chin and the neckline were hers, and he would know as he had been studying her closely at every party they attended together.

    A jolt of fear went through him as he went to follow her. Before he could leave the room, another woman stopped him with her hand and gave him a look of pure lust. Trying not to be rude, he smiled and whispered, “Later, my dear. I have other business to attend to.” With a wink, he was able to walk away without causing a scene.

    Just as he entered the room across the way, he saw who was approaching Sarah. As she stood, studying a painting near the fireplace, Lord Weston came up to her from behind. In that frozen moment, as he watched the man place his hand up her arm, Conway was at a loss of what to do. If he approached, not only could it give away that Weston was soliciting his own daughter, but also that Conway was in attendance. In the case of Lord Weston, what was good for the goose was most certainly not good for the gander.

    He watched as Sarah turned around and knew instantly that she recognized the man before her. Finally breaking his paralysis, Conway grabbed the first footman he could find, pressing a guinea in his hand and giving him a message to give Lord Weston. The footman complied, going immediately to deliver the message. Conway entered the room right behind the footman, coming up from behind Sarah and grabbing her arm as soon as Lord Weston left the room.

    Still in a shocked state, Sarah complied, allowing him to lead her to the nearest empty room available. As it turned out, it was Lady Sinclair's library, complete with a lock and a guarantee that it was not a viewing room, as were many of the upstairs bedrooms. With a sigh of relief, Conway locked the door and turned to care for his flabbergasted lady.

    

Chapter 8

    Ginny knew everything that was going on around her, but was disinclined to speak. If she opened her mouth, the only sound to come out would be, “Ewwww.” Sarah's own father had been trying to seduce her, and judging by the talk, in ways that even Ginny was unfamiliar with.

    Her savior moved about the room, first putting more wood on the fire and stoking it to a bright flame. Then by pouring two drinks from the sideboard. Walking to stand in front of her, he handed her the glass with a light, amber liquid. She took it without argument and swallowed the whole glass without complaint.

    
      “Better?” he asked, taking the seat across from her.
    

    Ginny looked up and stared at the man. Of course she knew who it was. Who else would it be but her mega-hunk love interest? Without another word, she reached up and untied her mask and allowed it to fall to her lap. Then she held out her glass and asked, “May I have another?”

    Before grabbing her glass, Conway removed his mask as well. Throwing it to a small table in between the chairs, he stood and retrieved her and himself another drink. Neither said anything for a number of minutes, until he finally broke the silence.

    
      “How is it you find yourself here, Lady Sarah?” His tone was not accusing, merely curious.
    

    Staring into his eyes, she smiled. She took a deep breath and answered as honestly as she could. “Because I'm a huge idiot. And I think that after tonight, you may call me Sarah.”

    He returned her smile and replied, “Please call me Oliver, if you will.”

    Nodding her head, sipping her drink, the room fell into a heavy silence once again. Ginny knew she had a big thank you to make, as well as an apology, but she was enjoying the quiet too much to break it just then. Waiting a few more moments, knowing he was waiting for her to make her move, she finally shook the heebie jeebies she was feeling away and turned to stare into his eyes.

    
      “What can I say, Oliver. You saved me big time. Thank you.” She was incredibly sincere, because every word was the truth.
    

    
      “How, Sarah?” was all he asked, but she knew exactly what he wanted to hear.
    

    
      “Last night, after I left you in the dining room, I went to the ladies room. Two women came in... I don't know who they were, but they were talking about this party. I was curious, so I made an excuse to my mother and came here instead of the party she wanted me to go to.”
    

    
      “Why? Being seen here would not only ruin your reputation, but destroy your family as well.”
    

    Ginny felt silly as the tears formed in her eyes, but nonetheless, she knew she was guilty. It had been stupid. It wasn't as though she didn't know about the depraved things two people could do together. She had no reason to come, other than to stick it to the man beside her for being so mean to her the night before.

    
      “I know it was stupid. I have been feeling very... stifled. When I heard the women talking, I wanted to do something risky and 
      crazy... and... and I wanted to get back at you for being mean to me last night.” When he looked as though he would speak, Ginny held up a hand to stop him. “I know it was ridiculous. Beyond ridiculous, but I wasn't thinking logically.”
    

    Oliver looked sad that he had anything to do with this debacle. “Last night... I...” he began, but she cut him off immediately.

    
      “No, Oliver, don't apologize. This whole thing is my fault and I should be thanking my lucky stars that you were here to save me. What would I have done otherwise? Dear God, I couldn't even move when I realized who it was. Ewww, ewww, ewww!” Ginny stood up, allowing her mask to fall to the floor, and began pacing between the chairs, brushing her arms as if to remove the imaginary bugs crawling up her skin.
    

    Downing the rest of her drink, Ginny took her seat again and began to wonder what he was doing at this party. Obviously she knew why he was there, but it seemed strange that he would seek out other attention after meeting the love of his life. Then again, Colby had slept with a prostitute after marrying her, so was this any different? If she wasn't willing to fulfill his need, then someone else was going to have to. 

    
      “I just want you to know that I had no intention of... well, you know.”
    

    He gave her a half smile and asked, “No, I do not know.”

    Giving him a look of exasperation, but ruining it by smiling, she said, “I wouldn't have had sex with anyone tonight. I figured I would take a look around and then leave and get home before anyone found out. Pretty silly, huh?”

    
      “Quite. And what do you know of what men and women do together after marriage?”
    

    Ginny snorted. After marriage indeed. She knew he was trying to be diplomatic, but could she really fake being that naïve? Treading a fine line between knowledge and fake ignorance, Ginny tried to be as truthful as possible.

    
      “I am not totally ignorant. I guess you could say I know the basics, but have yet to experience any of it personally.”
    

    
      “Is there anything you wish to know?”
    

    When her eyes widened at the implied invitation, Oliver began to back pedal. “No, no, no. That is not what I meant. I meant only to provide you with information, to keep you from risking yourself again.”

    Laughing, Ginny said, “Sorry. I should have known that you would be a gentleman.” Putting her glass down on the table, curling her legs up underneath her, she asked, “And you would be honest? Not gloss over anything that you thought would make me uncomfortable?”

    Taking a deep breath, he replied, “When I first saw you tonight, I did not know it was you. I only knew that you were not prepared for the likes of a party such as this. I thought to save you. Drag you away and bring you home. When I realized it was you, I thought... well, I was quite worried about your well being.”

    
      “I guess I don't have to ask why you're here.” For some reason, Ginny couldn't look at him while asking. She didn't feel betrayed, just disappointed.
    

    Looking away himself, Oliver spoke as honestly as he could. “It has been some time for me and my friends thought that maybe it would help me to put things in perspective.”

    Ginny scrunched her eyes and considered him for a moment. “What things?”

    With a great sigh, as if he would be revealing too much, he answered, “You, for instance.”

    
      “Me?” she questioned.
    

    
      “I know I have been somewhat... difficult when it comes to you. I cannot explain myself, only that I feel a strong attraction to you. I doubt you feel the same way.”
    

    Not knowing how to respond, Ginny kept quiet for a moment. It was obvious that he was waiting to hear something from her to explain if she was inclined toward a relationship with him. Her pregnant pause was telling enough, as he said, “You need not worry, Sarah. I understand if you have no wish for me to court you.”

    Pain stabbed through Ginny at the thought of hurting his feelings. She knew it would eventually come to “that,” but she wasn't ready yet. Suddenly, an idea came to her that would both put him off and keep him around. Anything was worth a try at that point.

    
      “I'm not sure what I want, Oliver. From the earliest time in my life, I was told what was expected of me. I was to go to my first season at eighteen, meet someone titled and rich and marry them. It didn't matter what I wanted, only that I did my duty.”
    

    Regarding her while sipping from his glass, he responded, “It is not so different for me, you know. As the head of my family, I am expected to carry on much the same way, although being titled and rich means I have more choices at my disposal.”

    
      “Correct me if I'm wrong, Oliver, but you're not eighteen. You've gotten to taste freedom, maybe even travel, without so many restrictions.”
    

    
      “True. But my mother has been hounding me to marry for some time now.”
    

    
      “And if you don't? She can hardly disown you, since you control your own purse strings.”
    

    It was this kind of banter that Oliver now realized was so appealing about Sarah. She didn't condescend to him, taking his opinions as her own. She had her own mind, her own opinions and wasn't afraid to voice them. Above all, Sarah took him to task, not allowing herself to be bullied or allowing him to get away with anything.

    
      “True again. Shall I ever win an argument with you, Sarah? Or shall I always be taken to task?” he asked, smiling to let her know his actual feelings.
    

    
      “Were we arguing? I thought we were just talking... like friends.”
    

    
      “Friends,” he said, testing the word out on his tongue. Could a person be friends with someone that he desperately wanted to sleep with? Then it suddenly occurred to him that no, one couldn't. But one could use his friendship as a door to more pleasurable things. He would never use her and she would always have to be the one to initiate anything more between 
      them, but it would give him a chance to be with her, without the pressure of marrying her.
    

    
      “Does that scare you? The thought of having a female friend?” 
    

    
      “You do like to tease me, Sarah. No, I am not afraid of you.”
    

    Giving him a beaming smile, she asked, “What would you tell my father then?” The mention of the man almost set her back to rubbing her arms again. 

    
      “I shall tell him that I do wish to court you. I, of course, would not make any actual declaration. It would allow me to take you places, without people assuming the worst.”
    

    Ginny wondered if it would be enough for him. Since it was all she had to give at the moment, it would have to be or she would be looking for an alternative mega-hunk later in the story. God knew that after that night, they had a special bond together. A shared secret that could destroy her and embarrass him. It got her wondering about something else.

    
      “Would you tell your friends about my being here?” she asked.
    

    
      “Dear God, no. Would you tell your sister?”
    

    
      “Hell, no. Not only would we be married by the end of the week, I would have to sit through a number of painful lectures.”
    

    
      They continued their conversation, each asking more and more personal questions. It was not unlike anything Ginny'd had in the 21
      st
       century and it felt both good and familiar. 
    

    
      “So, you've slept with many women, have you?” she asked, 
      arching her eyebrow in displeasure, like a priest during confession.
    

    Laughing, he answered, “Not as many as Devon, I assure you. That man has made chasing women into a sport.”

    Trying to stay diplomatic, Ginny said, “He does have the personality for it. Very affable, but also... very...” She knew what word she wanted to use, but knew it wasn't something she could admit to knowing. Sarah Dunworthy would certainly not know anything about being erotic.

    With a put off tone, Oliver replied, “Yes, yes, he is very 'that' indeed.”

    Turning her head, Ginny saw his displeasure. Saw that he felt his friend to be competition in respect to her. “I can't say that I've ever really liked 'that' in men. Quite turns me off, really.”

    
      “Sometimes you speak like a commoner, Sarah. Where does that come from?”
    

    Grasping, she answered, “The servants, I suppose. I admit that sometimes I'm not inclined to analyze every word before it comes out of my mouth. I only wish everyone did the same.”

    
      “Was there anything in particular you wanted to ask me about men and women?” he asked. Ginny thought he was really brave to bring up the topic.
    

    
      “You once told me that you would be willing to be the first man to kiss me passionately. What's the difference between a regular kiss and a passionate kiss?” After saying it, Ginny realized her error. She had meant only to ask him an embarrassing question, 
      to tease him, but realized that he might just think to demonstrate the difference. She didn't want to go down that road yet, only wanting a little more time before she had to play in another affair.
    

    The look in his eyes told her everything she needed to know about what he was thinking. Having read descriptions of the men in all those romance books, Ginny now saw what smoldering looked like. He looked coiled and ready to spring out of his chair and on top of her. Although she could admit to part of her being very interested in having him kiss her, she still couldn't bring herself to do it. 

    
      “I... I...”
    

    Seeing her stutter, Oliver's ardor was doused. She wasn't ready for an intimacy yet, which made her appearance at that party even more perplexing. “You need not worry, Sarah. Perhaps another time I will demonstrate, but for now, I shall only give you a verbal description.”

    He took his time explaining the differences, never taking his eyes from hers. He had to give her credit. What would have had most débutantes blushing a bright red, Sarah listened patiently and asked astute questions. It still nagged at him that she had no interest in him romantically. When a reason finally occurred to him, he decided to ask. 

    
      “Sarah, you might think me impertinent, but is there someone else you wish to marry?”
    

    It was the out she'd been looking for, but Ginny was reticent to use it. The story would have its happily ever after, whether she wanted this man sitting across from her or not. Looking down, Ginny finally made her decision.

    
      “Yes,” was all she said, in a small voice.
    

    
      “Did your parents not approve of him?”
    

    Ginny thought about that for a moment. Sticking as close to the truth as possible, she said, “No, that wasn't it. He's just not available.”

    
      “Is he already married?” Oliver's tone took on a hint of disapproval, which made Ginny almost laugh out loud. Yes, he was already married, but to her, in another body. 
    

    
      “No, Oliver, that isn't it, either.” When she didn't continue, Ginny felt his hand reach under her chin and lift her eyes to his. 
    

    
      “What then? Is there something I can do to help?” Oliver could hardly believe the words coming from his mouth. Help get her together with another man? Dear God he hoped it wouldn't come to that.
    

    Giving him a half smile, Ginny whispered, “He's dead.”

    Drawing his hand back as if he'd been burned, Oliver looked shocked. Of all the things he thought she'd say, that was not one of them. At the worst, he figured it was a servant in her parents' household. When the shock wore off, he stood up and collected her in his arms. “I am sorry,” was all he could muster, since a large part of him wasn't sorry at all.

    When he felt her trembling in his arms, he squeezed tighter. Then picking her up, he sat back on his chair, allowing her to cry on his shoulder. She curled up into a ball and he noticed the hot tears on his neck. Wondering at who the extraordinary man was, Oliver knew he would never ask. Partly because he didn't want her to relive the pain, but mostly because he never wanted to know who was able to elicit such an emotional response from the woman he was likely falling in love with. 

    When her body finally settled, he lifted her face up to meet his. “Better?” he asked, concern marring his handsome face.

    Ginny gave him a shaky smile. “Better. Thank you.” 

    They were so close and Ginny knew she'd better move before their newfound friendship degraded into something far more animalistic. Clearing her throat, Ginny rose from his lap and sat back down in her own chair. She smiled at him and wiped away the last of the tears. It humbled her to think of how truly unselfish he'd been just then. 

    
      “I can't bring him back, but I'm trying to move forward. I have no right to ask, and I certainly wouldn't expect you to, but if you're willing to wait, maybe...” The words wouldn't come out of her mouth, especially after her weepy display of mourning for Colby.
    

    Knowing exactly what she'd meant, he nodded. “Let us see where things go. If it was meant to be, it shall be.”

    Giving him a big, toothy smile, she replied, “Exactly. In the mean time, we can be friends?”

    
      “I would like that.”
    

    They chatted about everything over the next couple of hours:  politics, religion, foreign policy, the monarchy, etc... Afterwards, Ginny was left with not only a sense of who this man was, but also how he thought. And as it turned out, he was someone she would like to get to know better.

    Checking his watch, Oliver frowned. “I need to get you home, Sarah. Your mother and sister may already be there and I would not want you to have to explain your absence from the house this evening.”

    
      “You're truly my hero, Oliver.” Her eyes sparkled in the candlelight as she smiled at him.
    

    
      “Yes, I am. Now, lock the door after I leave. I shall order my carriage and come back to escort you out. I need not tell you not to let anyone but me in, correct?”
    

    
      “That is a mistake I won't be making,” she said, shivering again over her earlier encounter. 
    

    Putting his mask back on, he left the room and waited for the sound of the lock being turned in the door. By the time he returned with his carriage, Sarah was masked and waiting. They retrieved their coats and were making their way to the front door, when a slightly inebriated Lord Devon spotted his friend. Seeing his friend come at him, Oliver whispered to Sarah to keep her head down and to not speak.

    
      “Jolly good evening, right Con...” Realizing that he shouldn't use his friend's name, Devon clammed up and smiled instead.
    

    
      “Indeed. If you will excuse me, I need to provide this lady with a ride home.”
    

    
      “Are you coming back? You gave me a ride here, after all.”
    

    Completely forgetting that minor detail, Oliver whispered to Devon. “Do you think you could find another way home? I had not planned on returning.” He said the last part in a low voice, indicating that he had every intention of spending more time with the lady on his arm.

    Catching on immediately, Devon slapped Oliver's shoulder. “Of course, of course. You need not worry about my safety. I shall be more than happy to find alternative transportation.”

    Smiling at Devon, Oliver continued out the door with Sarah, handing her up safely into the carriage. After giving instructions to his coachman, Oliver joined her inside. The ride was quiet, but not uncomfortably so. With every turn of the carriage wheels, Oliver had to keep reminding himself not to hold her hand. His need was nearly unquenchable, but she was not ready. And so, he would wait.

    Arriving down the street from her townhouse, Oliver got out first and looked around. He wasn't certain if her family was home for the evening yet, so he walked with her, hand around her arm. If anyone should glance out, they would only see a couple walking along.

    Entering the alley aside her home, they made their way to the side door. Ginny had thought enough to grab the key on her way out, knowing it would be locked upon her return. Handing the key to Oliver, he quietly opened the door and peered inside.

    
      “All's clear, my lady. Shall I call on you tomorrow?” His voice was earnest, since he couldn't contain his desire to see her again.
    

    
      “Please do. I will be looking forward to it. Good night, Oliver and thank you again.” With her cape on, he couldn't see her face, but 
      he imagined the look she gave him. 
    

    
      “Good night, Sarah.” He turned and strode back to the street, careful to make sure no one saw him exit the alley. Once safely inside his carriage and on his way home, Oliver analyzed the evening. He knew Sarah was unconventional, but this went above and beyond that. And although she looked to be nothing but trouble, he couldn't resist the idea of chasing her until she relented. Thinking about her in his bed put a smile on his face and uncomfortable pressure in his breeches.
    

    

Chapter 9

    Early the next morning, Sarah was laying in bed, staring out the window at the budding trees. It was a strange thing, being attracted to a man she'd only just met. But, after spending so much time with Oliver, in an utterly compromising position, Ginny knew he was “the one.” Or, at least, “the one” for this book. After much thought, she knew that what she felt for Colby had been love, just not the all consuming love that heroines always felt in romance novels. Was she sorry to leave? Yes, most definitely. Could she survive the loss? Now she knew she could. Not because she'd met someone else, but because she knew that part of what she liked about Colby, could be found in Oliver. It was as though each man she met, novel after novel, built upon himself. No one was perfect, including herself, but eventually, she knew she would meet a man who was pretty damn close, at least as far as she was concerned.

    And even with this new found knowledge in hand, she still wouldn't push the romance part just yet. Being his friend, learning more about how he thought and what he liked, was just as important as earth shattering orgasms. Ginny liked the idea of being his friend first, and moving forward from there. It seemed like a logical way to build a relationship. 

    Still deep in thought, Ginny nearly jumped at the sound of knocking. It was too early for her mother to come in and nag her, and MaryAnn would knock once and enter herself. Wondering at who it was, she called out for them to come in.

    Charlotte, still dressed in her nightgown, padded in. Ginny threw back the covers and invited her sister to join her. Climbing in, both girls moved to lay their heads on the pillows and face each other.

    
      “Did I wake you?” Charlotte asked.
    

    
      “No. I was just sitting here thinking. What has you up so early? I didn't hear you get home last night.”
    

    
      “No, I would not imagine you would, since you were not in your room.”
    

    Ginny stared at Charlotte, trying to be expressionless and utterly failing. It never occurred to her that her sister would check on her when she got home. And it never occurred to her to find out when they would be getting home. There was nothing to do about it, but try to play it off.

    
      “What time was it? I may have been in the kitchen getting a snack.” Being careful not to commit to anything, Ginny smiled at her sister.
    

    
      “Good try, Sarah, but I know you were not at home. Where did you go?” Judging by the look on her older sister's face, Ginny knew she was in big trouble. She hadn't told their mother yet, but there was no guarantee that she wouldn't.
    

    Casting her eyes downward, looking as guilty as she was, Ginny said, “I went to a party. A party with masks, so no one there knew who I was.”

    A gasp escaped her sister as she sat bolt upright. “Sarah Elizabeth Dunworthy, what could you have possibly been thinking? What kind of party necessitates wearing masks, when I know of no masked balls being held last night?”

    Ginny sat up and propped herself against the pillows. Having her sister disappointed with her was painful, more than it would have been if her parents were. Somehow, her sister, who had never asked for anything from her, meant more to her than anyone else in her family. 

    
      “Not the kind of party that I should have ever considered attending. I made a stupid, arrogant mistake, but by the grace of God, was not caught. No one knew it was me and I have no intention of ever letting anyone know I was there.” Ginny was earnest and it paid off. Her sister relaxed somewhat and leaned against the pillows next to her.
    

    
      “What were you thinking?” she asked, beseechingly. 
    

    Staring at the far end of her room, she answered as honestly as possible. “I doubt I was thinking at all, Lottie. I wanted to do something daring and risky and I never once considered the consequences of my actions. I was being immature and I swear I won't do it again.”

    
      “And no one recognized you? Are you certain?”
    

    
      “Yes, I'm certain. I left long before anything untoward could happen.” Though lying, Ginny was reasonably certain her sister would never find out about Lord Conway. If being caught were bad, knowing that her suitor was attending the same party would not help matters.
    

    
      “Very well. I hope you have learned a lesson. Being discovered at that party, with no proper escort... well... you would have been laughed out of polite society, to be sure.” Charlotte stared at her younger sister with something close to awe. She may have had such thoughts on occasion, even wanted to lash out in 
      independence, but she never did and probably never would.
    

    
      “I promise I won't.” Ginny thought she sounded like a chastised five year old, which in a way, she was.
    

    They fell into silence for a while, both thinking their own thoughts, when Charlotte shocked Ginny to her very core.

    
      “What was it like, Sarah? Did you see people... touching?” All the pain and embarrassment were in her tone, so Ginny knew not to brush it off. It took a lot for her sister to ask that question.
    

    
      “A little. Some kissed, but I wouldn't say anyone was being particularly vulgar.”
    

    
      “Did you have any questions about what happens between a man and woman? I think I shall die telling you, but I would not want you to be completely ignorant on your wedding night.”
    

    Glancing sideways at her sister, she said, “I know some. I guess I was just curious as to what people did at such parties.”

    
      “Where did hear about such a thing in the first place?”
    

    
      “Ladies retiring room.” No sooner were the words out of her mouth then Charlotte was nodding her head. Of course, where else would an innocent, young lady hear about such things.
    

    
      “Ladies should be more careful about what they say in front of... well, they should be more careful, is all.”
    

    
      “In all fairness, they didn't know I was there. I was hiding behind a screen.”
    

    Charlotte shook her head. Before she could say anything else, Ginny covered her face with her hands. She heard her sister's sigh and was happy to not be lectured again. Peeking out through her fingers, she saw her sister smiling at her. It was all it took to get them both laughing.

    When they both calmed down, Charlotte said, “I envy you, Sarah. You have your whole life ahead of you. I do so hope you marry someone for love, and know the happiness I had with Mr. Stevens.” Ginny saw the glassiness of her sister's eyes and wondered what would happen to her if Sarah did marry.

    
      “And your life is over?” she asked, not quite believing her sister's attitude.
    

    
      “I am not a prime catch, Sarah. I have no dowry and have already been in a marriage that produced no children. Unless a man cared not for having children, no one would want me.”
    

    
      “Your not having a child may not have been your fault, Charlotte. Mr. Stevens was sick, maybe he was not able to give you a child.”
    

    
      “Even if that were true, not many men would believe it.”
    

    
      “What about Mr. Richter? You seem to like him a great deal.”
    

    At the mention of the pianist's name, Charlotte blushed. When she wouldn't look Ginny in the eye, she knew something was up. “Did Mr. Richter say something to you?”

    As Charlotte blushed a bright crimson, Ginny was torn between wheedling out the details and giving her sister the room she needed to confess. Despite her curiosity, Ginny remained silent, hoping that her sister would eventually confide in her.

    After what seemed like hours, Charlotte finally spoke up. “He told me he thought I was beautiful last night.”

    
      “And...?” 
    

    The girl laid on the bed, nearly purple with embarrassment. Obviously, something had happened between the two. Again, Ginny waited, until she heard her sister let out a great sigh, as if relieving the tension she'd been feeling.

    
      “He told me that although his family in Germany is well off, he often travels on the kindness of others.”
    

    
      “Alright.” So far, Ginny wasn't impressed. There had to be more to the story.
    

    
      “Many of the women of the ton appreciate him for more than his musical talent.” Her tone was so robotic, that Ginny hardly realized the meaning of her words. When it hit, she nearly choked.
    

    
      “Are you telling me that Mr. Richter confessed to you, last night, that he was often called upon to provide more than just his talent at the piano, but for his talent, in say, the bedroom?” So badly she wanted to laugh, but knew she couldn't. For one thing, besides hurting her sister's feelings, Charlotte would clam up tight.
    

    
      “You should not know of these kinds of things, Sarah. To whom have you been speaking?”
    

    
      “Don't you dare change the subject. What were you talking about that brought about... his confession?” Incredulous, Ginny had to wonder how Mr. Richter could have gotten her sister's 
      personality so wrong. The girl couldn't even discuss her period without nearly dying of mortification.
    

    
      “He said that he wanted to share my bed, Sarah. He said he had not felt in a long time about a woman the way he feels about me.” Tears cropped up and spilled over, running down her cheeks.
    

    
      “Why would that make you cry?” Ginny asked, wondering how repressed one woman could be, even after sharing a marital bed with someone.
    

    
      “Because I almost said yes. Because I want to desperately. Do you think me a wanton?” She choked out every word, as though it gave her great pain to do so.
    

    Ginny's head fell back and she looked at the top of her canopy. From all she'd read, in all the novels she had on her ill-fated vacation, the one thing that came out was that widows were the only women with any true freedom. Naturally, those with money had more freedom than those without, but that stood to reason with most of society. The fact was, once that small piece of flesh had been pushed through, a woman no longer had to worry so much about what society would think if she chose to take a lover. After all, it wasn't as though she had anything more to prove.

    Ginny purposefully chose not to look at her sister when she asked her next question. “Did you enjoy that part of your marriage, Lottie? Did you like sharing a bed with your husband?”

    Expecting a gasp, or at least some kind of shiver, Ginny was surprised when all her sister said was, “Yes, very much so.”

    
      “Do you think you could enjoy it with Mr. Richter? Even without a commitment?”
    

    Silence reined again and Ginny patiently waited it out. When she heard the whispered confession, that Charlotte did think she would enjoy it, she turned and looked at her sister.

    
      “Then what can I do to help? Because Lottie, dammit, you deserve some happiness. You deserve to feel good about yourself, after all you've been through.”
    

    Seeing her tears, Ginny thought that maybe she'd gone too far. Then a smile formed on her sister's face that told her that everything would be okay. Whether or not her sister took a chance with Mr. Richter was immaterial. What mattered was that she was beginning to recognize that her life wasn't over and that she could still be married and have a family of her own. At least that was what Ginny chose to see in that small smile. Because for once, it wasn't about her happiness. Not when she had the power to make it about someone else.

    

Chapter 10

    The three women sat in the parlor, entertaining callers as they came by. After staying up half the night, the boredom of the afternoon made all the women continue to cover up their yawns in between guests. Close to tea time, the butler announced Lord Conway and Mr. Richter. Ginny thought it couldn't have been more fortuitous.

    Lady Weston gave her perfected fake smile to the men and offered them some refreshment. Both declined, and mentioned that it being such a fine day, they had hoped to go for a walk in the park with the sisters. 

    
      “Why Lord Conway, you garner so much attention on my sweet Sarah. Tis very fine of you, indeed.”
    

    Everyone in the room, with the exception of Lady Weston, stiffened at the obvious slight of both her older daughter and Mr. Richter. Although Lady Weston was a great lover of fine music, apparently she gave little thought to who was providing it. And unless the man carried a fine title and more wealth than Croesus, he was too far below her notice.

    Before she could point out her mother's rudeness, Ginny said, “I think that's a fine idea, don't you Charlotte? If you would wait a moment, we will retrieve our things.” Grabbing her sister's arm, the two left the room in a swish of skirts. Conway and Richter were waiting for them in the foyer when they returned.

    Both men had their own curricle, with Richter using a borrowed one from his latest patroness, Lady Melbourne. Everyone was silent until they entered the park, pulling over so they could walk instead of ride. Ginny was tense, with this being the first time seeing Oliver since her ill-fated attempt at independence. 

    After assisting her to the ground, Oliver held out his arm and began to walk toward the lake. There were plenty of people about, but no one close, including her sister, to overhear their conversation. The day was indeed warm for that time of the year, with the sun in full bloom overhead. It felt good just to be outdoors.

    
      “I trust you suffered no ill effects from your foray into depravity last eve?” he asked, trying to sound curious, but only coming off as joking.
    

    Taking on a serious tone, Ginny said, “I should tell you that Charlotte knows.” It took all his willpower to keep his head from whipping around to meet hers. Instead, she felt him stiffen noticeably.

    
      “Then, why would she allow us this time together?”
    

    
      “She doesn't know about you. She went to check on me last night after she returned home. Obviously, I wasn't there. She came to my room this morning to confront me and I guess... I guess I owed her my honesty. I wasn't completely honest with her though, since I left out my father hitting on me and you saving me. She merely thinks I went, looked around and came right home before anyone could discover me.”
    

    Releasing a breath he'd been holding during her explanation, Oliver had to smile. With each turn, she demonstrated what a unique woman she was. If the truth be told, he would have to admit to being a little disappointed, though. If she had confessed his part in her escapade, they would be getting married immediately. Nothing would please him more.

    
      “Are you angry with me?” she asked, glancing around with disinterest, although her voice sounded nervous.
    

    Squeezing the hand that lay gently on his arm, he whispered, “Of course not. I'm happy that you and your sister are so close. I was never close to my sisters growing up.”

    As they continued their stroll, Ginny decided to elicit his help with her sister. “May I ask you a hypothetical question, Oliver?”

    Raising an eyebrow, he nodded.

    
      “If two consenting adults wished to have a private evening together, without it being known by every one and sundry, how would they go about doing that?”
    

    Oliver stopped short. Not only had his feet stopped, but he swore his heart stopped as well. Was she asking what he thought she was asking? Did she want to meet him alone, again?

    
      “Uh...” was the only sound he could muster. Seeing the confused look on his face, Ginny realized that, once again, she led him in a direction that she hadn't meant to. Closing her eyes for a moment, in the hopes of clearing out any additional stupid she had stored in her brain, she went about setting him right.
    

    
      “No, Oliver,” she said, laughing at own idiocy, “I was asking for someone else, not me. I think I've exhausted my allowance of risky behavior for this month.”
    

    Oliver began to move them forward once again, trying to mask his disappointment. He forced out a laugh, that came off more as a bark, and responded, “You torment me once again, Sarah.” He kept his voice light, but inside, his heart was dropping to his feet.

    
      “I'm sorry, Oliver. I was referring to my sister and Mr. Richter.”
    

    Turning his head to glance at the couple several paces behind them, he answered, “As two consenting adults, I should think it their problem to work out, Sarah. I do not presume to know your sister well, but from what I do know about her, I doubt she would approve of your interference.”

    
      “You're right, but I want her to be happy.” Ginny glanced over the lake, watching the ducks as they glided across the water in search of food. 
    

    Feeling badly for his rebuke, Oliver thought about the situation. “There are many coaching inns, right outside the city proper, that would provide a room for the evening, without question. On the main road toward Folkestone, there is an inn called The Wiley Hare. It is both clean and discreet and of an easy distance from the city. If your sister could produce a reason to be away overnight, I am certain it would meet their needs.”

    
      “Folkestone? Why does that sound so familiar?” Ginny had just heard her mother blathering on about the town, but couldn't remember why.
    

    
      “Have you been invited to Lady Hopewell's house party in a few weeks time? Her country home is outside Folkestone.”
    

    
      “Yes, that was it. My mother said something about accepting an invitation. Duh!”
    

    Oliver's mind was turning over. Had he received an invitation? He knew of it from Devon but couldn't remember if he'd been invited. But as soon as he dropped off Sarah, he would rush home and find out. If he hadn't, he knew that Devon could acquire one for him, using his newly made acquaintance with the widow to do so.

    
      “Are you going to the party too?” she asked, looking up in his face with anticipation. At least, that was how Oliver chose to see it.
    

    
      “Yes, I will be attending as well,” he prevaricated, although fairly certain that Lady Hopewell would more than accept another eligible bachelor into her mix. The woman was a notorious matchmaker, having spent the last year in mourning must have been hell on her social agenda.
    

    
      “Great. I know that Penelope Hammersmith will be there as well. If I'm surrounded by friends, I won't have time to be bored, will I?”
    

    Her angelic smile warmed his heart. Could this party be exactly what he needed to sway her toward a real courtship? Suddenly, Oliver wanted to be home, making sure that he was invited to that party. He thought back to when Devon told him about it, but couldn't, for the life of him, remember if he said something about going.

    The two couples continued their walk around the lake, with everyone's mind on something different.

    ********

    Charlotte concentrated on the feel of the pianist's arm. It felt strong and muscular, even under the fine cloth of his coat. He hadn't spoken to her much, other than a few pleasantries. She wondered if it had something to do with their conversation the evening before.

    Hating to be kept in the dark, and not wanting to mistake his silence as censure, Charlotte asked, “Perhaps we should continue our conversation from yesterday, Mr. Richter.” Not able to meet his gaze, Charlotte kept her eyes solidly on the back of her sister, walking several yards ahead of them.

    
      “Then we should start with you calling me Wilhelm, as we agreed to do last night, Charlotte.” His voice was calm, like listening to waves rolling into the shore. It was one of the things that attracted him the most to her. 
    

    Suddenly apprehensive, Charlotte didn't know where to begin. Their conversation centered mostly on their having a liaison. When it came to sex, Charlotte had little experience. She and her husband had consummated their marriage, but once he became ill, that part of their relationship was over. Even when they had shared a bed, it was a darkened room, with no speaking to one another. As far as Charlotte was concerned, it had been more perfunctory, in the hopes that she would become pregnant.

    Which was why she had so much trouble understanding her feelings with regard to Wilhelm. How his just being so close to her made her tingle in secret places. How his few kisses made her pant with desire for something more. How she wanted to see all of him, in his all together, and discover the differences between their bodies. It was enough to send her into a tailspin of despair, thinking badly of her feelings and desires.

    
      “I have not the experience you do, sir. The whole subject is as foreign to me as would be a trip to Africa.” Charlotte prided 
      herself on honesty, even if it meant blushing bright red.
    

    Turning toward her slightly, whispering in her ear, Wilhelm responded, “Then let me teach you all there is to know, Charlotte. Let me show you how wonderful passion can be.”

    Closing her eyes to his words, she let him lead her along the path. In her mind, she pictured what he would do to her. She wondered if it would be quite so amazing as she kept envisioning it.

    Finally opening her eyes, she spoke in a breathy voice, “But how? You could not visit me at my home and I could not visit you at Lady Melbourne's home. I have no idea how we could achieve any privacy.”

    
      “You will be attending Lady Hopewell's house party, no?” 
    

    Taking in his measure with a sideways glance, she saw his smile. It was confident and arrogant. The tingling grew more insistent. “Yes,” she answered.

    Turning to look at her, his beautiful green eyes fairly shone in the sunshine. “I am to attend as well. Lady Hopewell claims a love of the classics and would brook no argument over her need for a great pianist.”

    
      “But my mother...” He never let her finish her sentence, instead placing a finger gingerly on her lips.
    

    
      “You will not share a room with her, Charlotte. I can come, in the dead of night.”
    

    A gasp escaped her lips at the thought. Could Wilhelm come to her room, spend the night and leave unnoticed? As much as discovery terrified her, anticipation made her mouth turn dry. 

    
      “Three weeks seems a long time to wait,” she said as her body thrummed in anticipation. 
    

    Although Wilhelm had never wanted for anything growing up, he felt like a spoiled child being deprived a precious gift. God knew he'd had his share of women, from all over the continent. His patronesses were never only generous in their accommodations. His talent had opened doors for him, both financially and erotically. But until he'd met Charlotte, he never imagined he would fall in love with just one woman.

    Since the first night they met, he was smitten. Charlotte was intelligent, and very well versed in music. She possessed the same passion for music that had driven him all his life. With her golden brown hair and light blue eyes, Wilhelm would have sworn that she came from the same Bavarian valley as his family. Her angelic features and soft spoken voice made her his perfect mate, as far as he was concerned. 

    Even with several offers, Wilhelm had not been to any woman's bed since the night they met. Which made him somewhat desperate and maybe a little needy. He was fortunate that Lady Melbourne was truly a lover of his music, and not his body, as she had never requested him in such a way. The lady's generosity would end when he left for Lady Hopewell's estate. After which, Wilhelm had planned to return home. Now, he didn't know what he would do.

    
      “If I think of another way, I will contact you. Right now, it is all we have, my dear.” His smile was sad, but he didn't want her to be so. “In the meantime, we will have each other's company as 
      often as possible.”
    

    Returning his smile, Charlotte gazed into his eyes. “Yes, I do so enjoy our conversations. There will be time for other things... in a few weeks.”

    Turning his attention to the couple in front of them, Wilhelm asked, “I wonder what has your sister so engrossed. Has Lord Conway made an offer?”

    
      “Not yet, that I know of. I believe he is going to formally court my sister.”
    

    
      “And your sister? Does she return his affections?” he asked, curious if he would be asked to play at a wedding soon.
    

    Scrunching her eyebrows, Charlotte stared at her sister in earnest. “To be honest, I do not know. She seems to like to spend time with him, but she has not mentioned any special feelings for him.”

    
      “If he plans to attend Lady Hopewell's party as well, maybe something will be said then.”
    

    
      “Perhaps.”
    

    

Chapter 11

    Lady Penelope stalked her drawing room like a lion in a cage. Every turn around the small space, she would adjust an object to a slightly different angle, fluffed a pillow to a higher peak. Her nerves were frayed to the breaking point and she was certain that at any moment she would pop. When the door opened, Penelope jumped as she turned and watched her mother enter the room.

    
      “Are you well, child? Tis only a few minutes until Lord Townshend arrives. Can you not calm yourself?”
    

    Penelope smiled. Her mother would never understand. Men like Lord Townshend did not pay calls on girls like Penelope. Although her father had a respected title, he didn't have outstanding wealth as some did. At heart, her father was just a small country boy, given a title after an elderly relative passed without a son. Her parents were older than most, since her mother had much trouble getting pregnant. When she was born a girl, her father proclaimed his joy over having a little princess to spoil. He never begrudged her the fact that he had no heir, since the title shouldn't have been his in the first place.

    Words like willowy, statuesque or beautiful were not used around Penelope. She fit more into the categories of plain, simple, and undistinguished. Growing up, it had never occurred to her to care, as she had a few friends in her village and they never seemed inclined toward beauty either. When she went to finishing school, she mostly kept to herself and avoided all the title hunting débutante wannabes. 

    In her second season, Penelope had yet to make any new friends. Sarah was the only girl to ever approach her with overtures of friendship. It was almost every night that she wondered why the beautiful girl even bothered. After all, she could be friends with anyone.

    What had shocked her more than her new friendship was Lord Townshend's interest in her. His hair was the color Penelope always wanted. The brown was liberally covered by lighter highlights, making it glow in the candlelight. His gray eyes pierced her as though he could read her mind. She rarely saw him smile, but on the few occasions that she did, his face turned boyish. As far as Penelope Hammersmith was concerned, he was heartbreakingly handsome.

    When he approached a few evenings before and asked her to dance, she could hardly believe it. When she realized it was a waltz, she'd thought she died and went to heaven. And when she learned that they shared a love of botany, she knew beyond a doubt that their meeting was destined. It was their shared love of plant life that brought him calling on her that day, as he requested to see her specimens.

    Penelope had learned about plants from her father. Together, they had developed several new species of roses, creating new shades of color and broader leaves. Although most of their work was at their country estate, Penelope and her father had a greenhouse in the back garden of their townhouse.

    At the sound of the heavy door knocker, Penelope felt her heart jump into her throat. Sitting herself next to her mother, she closed her eyes and willed her heart to stop hammering. Begging herself to be sophisticated, Penelope repeated over and over again in her head to stay calm and act cosmopolitan. Finally opening her eyes, she watched as the butler entered the parlor to announce their guest.

    
      “Lord Townshend, my ladies.”
    

    As the man himself entered the parlor, all cool indifference and quiet sophistication, she again wondered why he wanted to be with her. 

    
      “Good day to you, my lord. What a great honor it is to have you in our home again.” Lady Hammersmith, who like her husband had had no aspirations to a title, rather enjoyed London and its activities.
    

    
      “And to you as well, my lady.” Turning his eye to Penelope, who immediately exhibited a blush creeping up her cheeks, he said, “And a good day to you, too, Lady Penelope.”
    

    Her first attempt to speak came out as a squeak. Determined not to make a fool of herself, she discreetly cleared her throat and responded, “I am so glad you were able to come, my lord. My father and I rarely get a chance to show off our collection. It will be an honor to show you some of my favorites.”

    His only response was to raise his eyebrow, which only served to raise her blood pressure. Trying with all her might to remain calm, Penelope smiled sweetly in return.

    
      “Before my daughter shows off her plants, would you care for some refreshment, my lord?” Lady Hammersmith was always the hostess, much to Penelope's dismay.
    

    
      “Thank you, my lady,” Townshend said. He waited for Lady Hammersmith to rise and order the tea before taking a seat across from Penelope.
    

    An uncomfortable silence descended over the room and no one knew what to say. Penelope wanted to discuss her botany projects, but knew her mother had nothing to say on the subject. Lady Hammersmith would have preferred to gossip, but figured Lord Townshend wouldn't have anything to contribute. And Lord Townshend wanted to see how far he could push an intimate conversation with Penelope, but certainly couldn't do any such thing in front of her mother. So it was at that precipitous moment that Lord Hammersmith made his entrance and immediately engaged Townshend in a discussion about government issues.

    Penelope took the time to collect herself. When the tea arrived, Lady Hammersmith poured for everyone. Her father finally took a breath and Penelope took the opportunity.

    
      “Lord Townshend, do you attempt any experiments when you are in Town or do you only keep your specimens in the country?” Penelope was proud that she was able to ask the question without stuttering.
    

    
      “I have a greenhouse in my back garden as well. I doubt it will be as impressive as what you and your father have achieved.” 
    

    Penelope decided that his voice could melt butter.

    Lord Hammersmith, seeing an area of superiority, spoke up. “Yes, my Penelope is excellent when it comes to grafting. She has single-handedly cultivated several new varieties of roses.”

    Smiling, Lord Townshend turned his gaze on the woman in question. “Is that so?”

    
      “Yes, indeed it is. My girl has quite a head for any plant life. In the country, I swear she spends more time with her plantings than with the rest of us.”
    

    Penelope's eyes widened, as she silently begged her father to shut his mouth. Wasn't she considered an oddball enough, without her father reinforcing the impression. Before he could say something worse, Penelope spoke up.

    
      “Perhaps Lord Townshend would like a tour of our greenhouse, father.”
    

    Lifting the edges of his mouth, Lord Townshend's eyes fairly sparkled at her embarrassment. “Indeed I would, Hammersmith.”

    The group ventured outside, with Lady Hammersmith opting to sit on the terrace and work on her embroidery. Lord Hammersmith started talking from the moment they entered the greenhouse, seemingly without taking a breath. He pointed out everything, including some of his own projects. 

    Penelope waited patiently for her father to allow her to speak, but it wasn't until the butler arrived to remind her father of a meeting with his man of business, that she got her chance.

    
      “Damn bad luck. I had completely forgotten that Mr. Talbott was to arrive today. If you would excuse me, Townshend, I won't be but a few minutes, I am sure.”
    

    
      “Take your time, Hammersmith. I am sure your daughter can fill me in on any particulars.”
    

    As if seeing his daughter for the first time, Lord Hammersmith realized that this was her only chance to finally catch a husband. “Right, right. Beg your pardon. My wife will be on the terrace should you need anything.” With that, he left the greenhouse and disappeared into the house. Thankfully, Lady Hammersmith continued to work on her embroidery, without disturbing the pair.

    
      “I am terribly sorry about my father, my lord. He is very passionate about his plantings that he tends to forget to take a breath.” He barely caught her shy smile, as she turned away quickly.
    

    After making sure her mother was occupied, Martin stepped closer to Penelope, whispering in her ear. “Tis nothing, Lady Penelope. I know a thing or two about being passionate on a subject.”

    The warm breath against her ear sent a shiver down her spine. She'd met any number of men during the season, but none had shown much interest in her. Truthfully speaking, there were none that she'd had much interest in either. Penelope wasn't so shallow that good looks and money could turn her head so easily, but there was something about Lord Townshend that made her remember that underneath it all, she was still a woman.

    Without turning to look at him, she said, “I would like to show you my latest project, if you're interested.”

    
      “I would be honored.”
    

    Together, the pair walked to the back of the greenhouse, to a serviceable wooden table covered in assorted plantings and soil. Martin noticed that her mother's view was limited from where she sat. 

    
      “As you can see, I have started with a variety of 
      rosa rugosa
      . I have found that they are the heartiest of the many varieties I have used.” 
    

    Reaching over to point out a vibrant yellow rose, Penelope felt Martin's hand on her shoulder. His hand slowly moved down her arm, then his fingers left her skin, to feel the petals of the flower she was pointing out. His voice was deep when he said, “Very soft. And very beautiful.”

    Terrified to look him in the eye, but unable to stop herself, Penelope turned and looked at the viscount. As their eyes locked, Martin reached up and pulled her spectacles off her face, carefully folding them and placing them on the table beside them. His fingers slowly ran along her jawline, ending with his thumb rubbing her bottom lip. 

    Penelope forgot how to breath. At that moment, she knew she would give up anything if he would only kiss her. She had never been kissed and until then, she hadn't cared either way. Now she cared a great deal, but had no idea what to do in return.

    
      “I do not think you know just how beautiful you are, Penelope.”
    

    
      His words shot warmth throughout her body. 
      He thinks I am beautiful?
       she thought as he continued to stare in her eyes. 
    

    
      “Thank you, my lord,” was all her mind would allow her to say, as if her brain were too busy with other more pleasant distractions.
    

    He gave her a roguish half-smile, his hand still caressing her cheek. Although they were alone, he whispered conspiratorially, “I think you may call me Martin. At least when we are alone.”

    She gave him a slow smile in return. “I should like that very much, Martin.”

    He bent slowly down and placed a soft kiss on her lips. Even though chaste and short lived, Penelope thought it the most romantic kiss she would ever receive. Sadly, it was over too soon, and Martin stood back up and stepped back a pace from her. His actions jolted her from her fancy and she quickly turned and retrieved her glasses. When again on her nose, she chanced a look at him before turning around and looking back on her roses.

    Martin leaned against the table, turned toward the door in case someone should appear. “I should very much like to give you a proper kiss sometime, Penelope.”

    Turning her head and looking at him strangely, she asked, “So, that kiss? Was it not proper?”

    He smiled at her confusion. “I beg your pardon. That kiss was extremely proper. What I meant to say was that I would very much like to give you an extraordinarily improper kiss.”

    Her breath caught in her throat at the thought of Martin MacHugh doing something improper with her. She had no idea what it meant, but it was high time she found out.

    
      “I think I would like that as well, Martin.” Surprising herself, Penelope maintained eye contact, although her breath was hitched with anticipation.
    

    A look came across Martin's face. It looked as though he were a wild animal about to pounce on his prey. Realizing her folly, Penelope said, “Perhaps we should return to the house.” Before he could answer, she turned and started toward the door.

    Before she reached it, Martin reached for her shoulders and pulled her back against his body. Once again whispering in her ear, he said, “I will hold you to that, Penelope.”

    Shivering, Penelope opened the door and a very proper Lord Townshend escorted her back to the terrace and her awaiting mother.

    

Chapter 12

    Entering another ballroom, Ginny looked as though her head lay on a block, awaiting the final blow from the executioner. She could hardly fathom why anyone would think this life was so entertaining. At least, why any young girl would enjoy it so much. A girl couldn't dance with just anyone and God forbid they should dance with the same man more than once or twice. The conversations were limited and boring. And getting ripped on wine or champagne was considered in bad taste. Chuckling to herself, she thought about all the silly drinking games she played in college. What would this group do if she pulled out a pair of dice and declared it time to play Three Man?

    After the outing that afternoon, Ginny never got a chance to talk to her sister about certain possibilities regarding her sex life. It was probably just as well, since Charlotte would only want to know how she came by such knowledge in the first place. Being astute, her sister would figure out that Ginny had spoken to Conway about it and then she would never hear the end of it. Knowing that Richter was attending the same house party as her family, the two would just have to wait patiently for their chance.

    As she stood against the wall, allowing her mother to fill up her dance card, Penelope walked over to say hello. It had been a few days since they'd seen each other, with their respective mothers dragging them this way and that. 

    
      “Good evening, Lady Sarah. How are you?” 
    

    
      Ginny noticed right away that the girl looked different. Her complexion was more radiant and her eyes sparkled with genuine happiness. 
      Finally
      , Ginny thought to herself, 
      maybe something worth talking about.
    

    
      “I'm great. You look... well, you look very happy this evening. What's going on?”
    

    Both girls noticed Lady Weston turn and look disapprovingly at her daughter. Not wanting her mother to overhear, or worse yet, become a part of the conversation, Ginny suggested they take a turn around the room before the dancing began. Charlotte was able to distract her mother long enough for the pair to make their escape, finding a secluded alcove a few yards away.

    
      “You are practically glowing, Penny. Did something happen?” Ginny asked, genuinely hoping for the young girl's happiness. Although they had only known each other a short time, there was something so guileless about the girl. She deserved better than she was getting out of life.
    

    
      “It has been so long since we have spoken. Did you see that I danced with Lord Townshend a few nights ago?”
    

    Ginny scrunched her eyebrows together. She was so caught up in her own misadventures, she had to admit that she hadn't noticed. With how predictable the story was, she should have seen it coming, especially after her first night in this body.

    
      “I admit I missed it. I take it, it was a good dance.”
    

    
      “Well, we got to talking and it turns out we have something in common. A hobby, of sorts. Have I told you of my love of botany?”
    

    
      “No, you've never mentioned it.” Ginny knew she was going to have to be a better friend. “I take it that Lord Townshend enjoys it as well.”
    

    
      “He does. I told him about some of my grafting projects, mostly with roses, and he asked to call on me to see my progress.” Judging by the smile on the girl's face, Ginny knew how excited she was by the prospect.
    

    
      “That's great, Penny. When is he coming over?” Ginny found herself getting caught up in Penny's enthusiasm. 
    

    
      “He already did. This afternoon he came by and had tea with my parents and I, then we went to my greenhouse.”
    

    Lifting her eyebrows in a knowing fashion, Ginny asked, “Alone?”

    Smiling, she responded, “Well, not at first. My father escorted us and would not stop talking the whole time he was there. But then, as luck would have it, his man of business came for a meeting, leaving us alone for quite some time.”

    Ginny couldn't hide how shocked she was. “No chaperone?”

    
      “My mother was sitting on the terrace. She could mostly see us...”
    

    
      “And...”
    

    
      “And I showed him some of my specimens.” Ginny knew there was way more to the story, but waited patiently, without prompting.
    

    
      “As we stood there, he ran his hand down my arm.” Penelope demonstrated the action on her own arm, giggling slightly.
    

    
      “Then he took off my spectacles and told me I was beautiful.”
    

    Ginny's grin widened. “That is wonderful. And did he kiss you?”

    The blush on her friend's cheeks was telling enough. “Yes, but...”

    
      “But, what?”
    

    Turning her look to the floor, Penelope answered. “He told me that next time he would give me a proper kiss. And when I asked what the difference was... he said...”

    Lifting Penny's head with her finger, Ginny asked, “He said what?”

    Penny grabbed Ginny's arm and pulled her further into the alcove. Whispering, she said, “He said he had made a mistake. He said he would give me an extremely improper kiss.”

    Ginny wanted to laugh. What did he mean? A kiss with tongue? Whatever. Instead, she asked, “And is this something you would want him to do?”

    Shaking a bit, she responded, “I think I would. I think I really like him. And we share a common interest. I think that most people enter marriage with less than that.”

    Normally, Ginny would wonder why she thought a kiss would lead to marriage, but this was romance novel world. Of course a kiss would lead to marriage. And happiness ever after.

    
      “That's true. You could start off with far less. Do you know if he's attending Lady Hopewell's party as well?”
    

    
      “I know not, but when we dance this evening, I shall ask him.”
    

    
      “Well, then, we had better make ourselves known, so he has the 
      opportunity to ask.”
    

    
      “Yes, indeed.”
    

    ********

    The Fearsome Foursome stood together on the balcony, smoking their cigars and discussing Devon's latest conquest. Since Conway had not been with a woman in what he considered far too long, the conversation was tiresome. His mind drifted to Sarah, who although he hadn't spoken to yet, he was on her dance card for two dances.

    As uninterested as Conway was in Devon's exploits, Townshend was even more so. After spending some time with Penelope, he had to admit that he was genuinely starting to like the chit. She was, by far, not the most beautiful woman of the season, but still, he was intrigued by her.

    The first night he'd met her, there was something in her eyes that captured his lust. Even behind those awful spectacles, there was a depth that most girls could only aspire to. Although his friends would question his sanity, he used the wager with Conway as a way to continue to pursue the girl without being ridiculed.

    When they had danced a few nights earlier, he had discovered a shared passion for botany. Since he was a young boy, he and his grandfather had worked on developing new varieties of vegetables. His kindly grandfather had taught him how to graft and cultivate, giving him an insight of how to behave in life. Unfortunately, the old man died when Martin was still young, leaving him with no proper role models.

    That afternoon, in the greenhouse, Martin could hardly credit his behavior. A large part of him wanted to ravish the girl right there, throwing her body on the table covered with dirt, lifting her skirts and making her his. His civilized half kept him in check, but just barely, as he took a great chance by even kissing her. If he'd been discovered, they would have been married in a matter of days. And that would have displeased his mother, which in turn, would have made his life far worse.

    After so many seasons, with so many matchmaking mamas on his tail, this little conquest seemed just the thing. It would never occur to him that her feelings might be hurt or that she might attach herself too strongly to him. His only consideration was entertaining himself. Would he give her the highly inappropriate kiss that he'd promised? Or would he tire of her long before then? It was the unknown that kept him interested in the game.

    
      “Are you even listening to me, Townshend? Or are you woolgathering like one of the old dowagers sitting in the ballroom?” 
    

    Turning his eye to his friend, Townshend replied acerbically, “Hearing about your love life leaves something to be desired, Devon. After all, it seems the same story over and over again. Just add a new girl.”

    Regardless of his tone, Devon laughed anyway. Knowing his friend could be a stick in the mud, he never took anything too personally. “Seems to me that someone here needs to find a woman, and fast. God, Townshend, I would not think it possible for you to be more morose than usual. Which chit has you done that to you?”

    Doncaster, who still hadn't decided if he wanted to pursue any of the girls, answered for him. “Dear God, Townshend. Still after the Hammersmith chit? Seems a damn waste of time, since you would never marry her.”

    Conway concurred. “Even if you wanted to, your mother would never allow it. I suggest you start looking at some of the more... appropriate young ladies.”

    At this, Townshend felt a flash of anger so deep, his face started to flush. What he couldn't fathom was whether he was angry over the fact that they insulted the girl, or if because they were correct. His controlling mother would harangue him for the rest of his life if he married someone not worthy of his title. Even though they were correct, Townshend couldn't help throwing it back at his friend.

    
      “Yes, Conway. Perhaps I should pursue someone more appropriate. Say, you've not offered for Lady Sarah yet, have you?” Lifting his eyebrow in challenge, Townshend gave a hard stare at Conway.
    

    Now it was Conway's turn to be angry. “You know damn well she is mine. There will come a time when I will offer for her. Just not now.”

    
      “Why is that, Conway?” Devon asked, punching him in the arm and trying to lighten the mood. “Afraid she will refuse you?”
    

    Conway's head fell in obvious shame, letting his friends know that Devon had guessed correctly. Each man looked at the others in turn, surprised by such a confession. They were a group of men who rarely admitted defeat, let alone experienced it.

    
      “You cannot be serious, Conway. What could the chit possibly want?” Doncaster asked, genuinely perplexed that any woman would refuse an offer of marriage from any of them.
    

    Taking a deep breath, Conway confessed. “She loved another, but the poor bastard died. She has asked for some time before I go to her father. I have every hope that she will eventually come around.”

    
      “And if not? You would have wasted a great deal of time on her.” Townshend was relieved to have the focus shift to someone else.
    

    
      “What would I do instead? I could still take a mistress if I wanted.”
    

    Devon, sensing that the whole conversation was getting out of hand, tried to turn it around. “Maybe we should all get into the ballroom and dance with a few girls. No sense fighting each other.” Turning away, the man walked through the terrace doors and went in search of a pretty girl to dance with.

    Doncaster followed soon after, but Conway and Townshend remained. Neither man had any interest in dancing with other women, so instead, they would hide on the terrace for as long as they could. Both men were leaning casually against the side of the house. Silence fell between them, until Townshend finally had to break it.

    
      “I would never try to steal her away from you, Oliver. I can be a cad, but never to my friends.”
    

    Conway sensed that something troubled his friend more deeply than his attempt at stealing Sarah. “How do you feel about Lady Penelope? Would you have won our wager by now?”

    
      “I kissed her in her greenhouse today.” His trenchant statement failed to hide his true feelings.
    

    
      “And that is a bad thing? You clearly would have won the wager, as I have only danced with Sarah.”
    

    
      “It is not as though I could marry her, Oliver. As you well know, my mother would not approve. And since she still controls the purse strings, I am totally at her mercy.”
    

    It was an indecent secret that Townshend shared with few people. The title he held came with little to no wealth. The last few viscounts had wasted the money on petty things, like whores and gambling. With the exception of one entailed estate in Shropshire, his title provided nothing to him.

    On the other hand, his mother's family were as rich as Croesus. His grandfather, his botany tutor, had made ridiculous sums of money in shipping. It was this wealth that had first attracted his father to his mother. And because of her unhappiness in her own marriage, the dowager viscountess was determined that he be just as miserable in his marriage, should he ever choose such a path.

    It was also the reason that he had no money of his own. It was true that he would inherit the vast fortunes and estates that came from his grandfather's hard work, but only upon the death of his mother. Since the old girl was still active and healthy, it could be years before he could control his own destiny.

    
      “Are you so certain? After all, she is the daughter of an earl.” Conway already knew the answer to his question, but one never 
      knew if things had changed.
    

    Townshend balked at the idea. “Certainly not. My mother was not born into aristocracy, so she is the most critical of it. Any wife of mine would need to be of a certain caliber that Penelope could never achieve. She is simply not meant for such a position in society.”

    Knowing that his friend of many years hadn't looked at a woman the same way he looked at Penelope, Conway appreciated how desperate the situation was. Always the most serious of the group, the friends often joked that Martin would marry the most frivolous of women. As it turned out, he didn't want frivolous. He wanted a partner, someone he could hold a conversation and participate through life with. His mother, on the other hand, could never look below the surface to what lay deeper inside.

    
      “There is no reason why you cannot dance with her, my friend. Enjoy what you have for now. Carpe diem.”
    

    Giving his friend a sad, half smile, both men entered the ballroom, looking for their prospective partners among the din. Why worry about tomorrow, when there was today to live for.

    

Chapter 13

    Over the next few weeks, Oliver spent as much time as he could with Sarah, without causing her father to have a “talk” with him. Lord Weston would be approaching him soon enough, expecting him to make an offer. If that time came, he would offer for her, wondering if she would accept him. In all their conversations, they avoided the topic of marriage. To Oliver, it felt like the elephant in the room, while he suspected that Sarah could care less. With the house party quickly approaching, something would happen. He was certain of it.

    Fortunately, Oliver had received an invitation and promptly responded to it. A whole week of being able to get Sarah alone with him, truly alone, was too much to pass up. He thought that he might just finally demonstrate different kisses to her on this trip. If she resisted, he would relent, but damn if he wouldn't give it his all first.

    He consulted with his valet on what to pack, then went in search of his friends at their clubs. He would require their assistance at the party in order to get the alone time he wanted. They had long since resigned themselves to the fact that he was a lost man, well on his way to being shackled. Walking along the street on the way to his destination, Oliver could do nothing but smile over the prospect.

    ********

    Ginny's maid was fussing over her wardrobe as she sat by the window watching the woman. Trying not to laugh, the maid continued her packing, talking to herself over everything that was needed. Although Ginny had traveled quite a bit during her time, she had never went anywhere that if she forgot something, she couldn't replace it. But, in 1830, she guessed it wasn't all that easy to go to the store and pick up another pair of stockings.

    
      “MaryAnn, are you sure I can't help you in any way...” Before finishing her sentence, the maid turned and glared at her. Obviously, she was ruining her concentration.
    

    
      “You can help me by going about your business, my lady. I have much to do here.”
    

    Pressing her lips together to keep from laughing, Ginny got up and left her bedroom. Knowing that Sarah would have been worthless to her, she could hardly explain to the maid that she wasn't the spoiled, little half-wit she used to be. With nothing else to do, Ginny sought out her sister.

    Charlotte was doing her own packing in her small room. Ginny had visited her on many occasions and she never ceased to be angry over Charlotte's accommodations. As his wife's daughter, Charlotte should be treated as one of the family, but often, she was treated more like a servant. Her father would not pay for a lady's maid to attend her, so Ginny took up the slack, along with MaryAnn, in helping the woman to get dressed and do her hair.

    
      “Hey, Lottie. Can I help you pack?” she asked, coming in and sitting on the small bed.
    

    Smiling with her usual cheerfulness, Charlotte responded, “Thank you, but no. As you can see, I am nearly finished.”

    Wilhelm Richter had paid several calls on Charlotte over the past few weeks. During that time, Charlotte had grown more dreamy eyed. 

    
      “Have you and Mr. Richter worked anything out?” Ginny knew it was impertinent, but what else was there to do?
    

    Glancing at her younger and supposedly less experienced sister, Charlotte simply raised an eyebrow. After a moment, she returned to her packing.

    
      “So... that was a yes?” 
    

    Heaving a big sigh, Charlotte stopped what she was doing and sat down beside her sister. Their relationship had definitely deepened since their arrival in London. In a strange turn of events, Sarah seemed less selfish and more intuitive to those around her. Her sister's maturity pleased her greatly.

    
      “He will be attending the house party as you well know. We will have ample opportunity to get to know one another better there. Especially since no one will likely pay us much mind.”
    

    
      “Lucky you. While you are about having a good time with Mr. Richter, mother will make it her sole purpose to drive me crazy.”
    

    Putting an arm around her sister, Charlotte commiserated. “I had my time as well, you know. Before I married Mr. Stevens, mother went about scheming to marry me off. Tis a right of passage.”

    
      “Yippee. I'm sure Oliver will love her scheming too.”
    

    Removing her arm and staring her sister in the eyes, she asked, “Oliver, is it?”

    Turning her head to the side and regarding Charlotte in return, Ginny asked, “What do you expect? Have you seen me spend time with any other man?”

    
      “Will an offer be forthcoming?”
    

    Ginny did her best to look cocky. “Undoubtedly.”

    
      “And would this be welcome?”
    

    Ginny shrugged. “I like him. He talks to me as though we're equals. He was condescending once and let's just say he won't make that mistake again.”

    
      “I should like to hear that you think more of him than that. Do you think you could ever love him, dearest?” 
    

    Ginny smiled at the wistful sound of her sister's voice. Although Ginny had no plans to ever fall in love again, she had to admit that Sarah was quite smitten.

    
      “Yes, I think I could,” she answered.
    

    A beaming smile came across Charlotte's face, just before she half scooped Ginny up into a big, bear hug. “I am so happy. I would not want you to suffer in a loveless marriage.”

    Hugging her sister back, enjoying the feeling of family, Ginny whispered, “You need never worry about that.”

    Charlotte returned to her task and Ginny laid down on her bed. While thinking about whether she was ready to have the story continue, her mother came bounding into the room.

    
      “Sarah, my darling. Lord Conway is in the parlor waiting for you.” The woman was giddy, practically combustible with her glee. If Sarah were to marry Lord Conway, her daughter would be the first to tame one of the Fearsome Foursome. That practically guaranteed Lady Weston passage into every parlor of the ton.
    

    Raising an eyebrow toward her sister, Ginny silently left the room to join Oliver downstairs. When she reached the room, it was empty. Looking around in confusion, the butler came up behind her and announced, “Lord Conway is in the study with your father, Lady Sarah. Lord Weston requests that you await them here.”

    Lady Weston approached at the end of the butler's speech and cried, “Oh, my. How fortuitous that your father was in residence this afternoon. James, ask Cook to prepare a tea tray. We shall be here awaiting their return.”

    During her travels around the world, Ginny often took stock of people. There was something soothing about sitting in a cafe and watching humanity go about its business. She had seen romance blossoming and degrading, good news being passed, contentment and bliss. Once, she even saw tragedy, having witnessed an accident between a pedestrian and a vehicle. But in all her observations, she had never seen a woman such as Sarah's mother, who at any moment would explode in fiery exuberance. She was aglow, which almost had Ginny laughing so hard, she'd be crying.

    Taking a seat on the settee nearest the fireplace, Ginny waited for Oliver to finish with her father. It was certain that her father was grilling the poor man over his intentions. They had discussed how he should handle the situation, should it arise. Oliver was to state that he was courting Sarah, and had every intention of declaring himself soon. Of course, that had been three weeks ago and courtship in London society in the early 1800's should not take so long.

    Remaining calm, wondering if Oliver was being painted into a corner, Ginny watched as Lady Weston flitted around the room like a hummingbird on steroids. First she rearranged every pillow and knickknack. Then she examined her appearance in a small mirror just inside the doorway to the room. When she approached Ginny and tried to fiddle with her hair, Ginny stopped her cold.

    
      “Do not touch me, mother. I look fine. Can't you just sit down and wait?” Ginny asked, exasperation obvious in her voice.
    

    Taking a seat, but only just barely putting her butt on the cushion, Lady Weston looked as though she would break out in hives. “What do you suppose they are talking about, dearest?”

    Eyes widening, Ginny couldn't believe the woman was either that obtuse or that she thought Ginny was. “Father is obviously grilling him about his intentions, mother.”

    
      “Do you think that he means only to toy with you? Surely, as a gentleman, he could not be so cruel.”
    

    Rolling her eyes, Ginny found that she still didn't care either way. Stay, go. It didn't matter to her. Although she liked him, she didn't feel much beyond that. 

    
      “Regardless, mother, we shall find out soon enough. You're making me dizzy with all your moving about. Relax. It's not as though there is anything we can do about it.”
    

    Lady Weston caught movement and turned so quickly toward the door, her hair nearly came undone from its bun. Charlotte walked in and took in the situation immediately. Smiling, she sat down next to Ginny, but remained quiet.

    
      “Charlotte, you must not sit there. Where will Lord Conway sit?” 
      The brightness of Lady Weston's cheeks was testament to her attitude.
    

    
      “There are many chairs in the room, mother, including the one you're sitting on. Charlotte may stay here. If Lord Conway wants to sit with me, we can move.”
    

    Tsking as only a mother can, she replied, “Absolutely not. Charlotte will not ruin our chances. She had her chance and chose poorly. Now it is our turn and nothing shall ruin it.”

    Charlotte gasped and Ginny sat up straighter and stared at the woman across from her. With a hand on her arm, Ginny kept Charlotte from leaving the room. Her next words were icy, spoken with clear intent. “How dare you, mother? The last time I checked, Charlotte was your daughter as well. Her husband's death was not anymore her fault than it was his. And since when is it 'our' chance?”

    Lady Weston looked between both women, but couldn't form any words in reply. Instead, she stood up and left the room. Ginny could hear her pacing the entryway, so she was still intent on finding out the reason for the meeting between her husband and Lord Conway.

    Whispering to her sister, Ginny said, “She's an idiot, Charlotte. Please don't let her get to you.”

    Her smile was sad all the same. “I am more than aware of our mother's shortcomings, Sarah. She takes her direction from her husband. Tis sad, really.”

    
      “You can say that again.” Before they could continue their talk, Lady Weston came bounding back into the room, taking a chair 
      farther from her daughters. Not a moment later, Lord Weston walked in with Lord Conway right behind him. As soon as he entered the room, his eyes were only for Sarah. 
    

    
      “Sarah, as you can see, Lord Conway is here to see you... again. Lady Weston, please join me in my study.”
    

    Turning on his heel, Lord Weston stormed out the room, his ridiculous wife following close behind. Ginny looked at Charlotte, who in turn stared back. Whatever had happened between the two men did not go as her father would have hoped. Both women turned toward Lord Conway, raising their eyebrows in question.

    Taking the seat across from the women, Lord Conway looked somewhat uncomfortable to discuss the situation. It occurred to Ginny that he would reveal their plan, and he didn't know if Charlotte knew anything about it. Turning toward her sister once again, she asked, “Charlotte, would it be too much to ask for a moment alone with Lord Conway? I promise that we will be on our best behavior.”

    
      “I shall go and see what is taking the tea so long. Please excuse me, Lord Conway.”
    

    As she rose, so did he. Once Charlotte had exited the room, closing the door behind her, Oliver looked at her with consternation.

    
      “Your father is expecting me to make an offer, Sarah. I cannot disagree with him. We have been seen together in every possible social situation and people are beginning to talk.”
    

    
      “What do you want to do, Oliver? Do you really care what my 
      father or anyone else thinks? Would you cave to such convention?” Realizing that she was being unfair, it still did not stop Ginny from throwing it in his face. They had made a promise, and although she knew that something had to happen eventually, she hated being pushed in a particular direction because people couldn't handle a little idle talk.
    

    Disappointment marred his face as he regarded her for a moment. “Is that what you think?”

    Taking a deep breath and releasing it, she shook her head. “No. I'm sorry. My father is a manipulative prick and it bothers me that anything we do would be not because we want it, but because we want to shut him up.”

    
      “I have put him off, Sarah. I have asked that we wait until after the house party at Lady Hopewell's home. But I must tell you that after that party I will be asking for your hand. Tis time, I think.”
    

    Searching his face for something, not even sure what, Ginny nodded her understanding. Was he in love with her? If this story was true to the format, then of course he was. Was she in love with him? No, that was asking too much. She did like him and she did consider him a friend. He treated her with equanimity and she could ask for little more.

    
      “Thank you for the time. I will give our relationship a lot of thought.”
    

    
      “Do you feel anything for me, Sarah?” he asked beseechingly.
    

    
      “Of course I do, Oliver. I like you. A lot. I just don't know if I have more to give right now.”
    

    Rising to his feet, Oliver stalked away. It was bad enough that he had to endure a grueling session with Lord Weston, but to come face to face with the fact that he was sharing the woman he loved with a dead man was too much. Walking to the window, he stared out at the street below, trying in vain to get his temper under control. He never heard her approach.

    
      “I'm sorry, Oliver. You shouldn't have to wait for me. I will understand if you want to drop me altogether.” Recognizing it as totally passive-aggressive, it still didn't stop her from saying it. Losing Oliver would not leave a stain on her heart like leaving Colby behind in Wyoming. Her only problem would be being stuck in this time period even longer than was necessary. 
    

    Turning to face her, Oliver spoke in a low, thrumming voice. “I could no more leave you than cut off my arm, Sarah. For while you have enjoyed my friendship, you have come to mean much more to me.”

    Without another word, Oliver walked out of the room. And Ginny was left to feel more self-disgust about herself and her life. 

    

Chapter 14

    Sitting beside one of the most eligible and handsome gentlemen of the season, Penelope couldn't believe her good fortune. Not only had Lord Townshend shown her enormous amounts of attention during the past few weeks, he often hinted at what would happen at Lady Hopewell's house party. All his hints made her tingle in anticipation.

    When he arrived in the late afternoon and asked her to take a drive with him through the park, Lady Hammersmith was quick to agree. A man as rich as Lord Townshend would take good care of her daughter. With her husband growing older and less vibrant, there was nothing more important than seeing to the care of their only offspring.

    Silence coated the ride like a thick blanket, with neither inclined to break it. Penelope just enjoyed his strong presence and the feel of his body so close to hers. Martin spent the time chastising himself over his inability to stay away from the chit. He constantly deluded himself into thinking that she was well aware that he could never offer for her, so both of them could just enjoy the time they had together. 

    Leisurely traveling through the park, Martin finally spoke. “Tis a fine day. The weather in Folkestone will be mild indeed. Lady Hopewell has many outdoor pursuits planned.”

    A little disappointed by the mundaneness of the conversation, Penelope decided that now was the time to be bold. With all the attention he had rained on her over the past few weeks, surely she meant more to him than any of the other débutantes of the season. 

    
      “Martin, will you kiss me again during the party?” Her question was whispered and her inexperience glaringly obvious. There was something unasked in her question, but only because she hadn't the information or experience to ask it. 
    

    Pulling sharply to the side of the road and applying his brake, Martin turned to stare at the young girl beside him. Although in her second season, it only made her nineteen or twenty years old. With her appearance and her spectacles, she looked older, but he had to remind himself that she wasn't. And she certainly wasn't prepared to give up her respectability to become his lover. This should have set off warning bells in his head, but his delusions were too great to affect his behavior.

    
      “What kind of gentleman would I be if I took advantage of a young, innocent girl?”
    

    Her breath seemed to leave her body and for a moment, Penelope was certain that he meant to discontinue their encounters. His face was so serious, but not unkind. There, in his eyes, was an indication of the war going on in his head. What he could be thinking, she had no way of knowing.

    Before she could respond, he whispered, his voice gruff, “I am desperate to kiss you right now, Penelope. If not for your reputation, I would.”

    Her body thrummed with the confession, and her breathing became short and choppy. During her whole life, Penelope had never experienced such feelings. A warmth settled over her body and a blush rose to her cheeks. Seeing the change come over her, Martin's body reacted as well. His erection was strong and uncomfortable. If he didn't find release with Penelope, he would have to find it with someone.

    In their visual game of chicken, Martin flinched first. Turning away from her, he set about starting the curricle once again and resuming their drive. Taking a deep breath to settle her nerves, Penelope stared out at the scenery. Their conversation was dangerous, or so she'd been taught time and again growing up. Men were the enemy, their only purpose to seduce and abandon. As much as the lessons had been drilled in her head, Penelope couldn't believe that of Martin. With the exception of their one kiss, he'd been a perfect gentleman. 

    Turning the conversation to safer topics, Penelope asked, “How is your latest experiment coming along, Martin? Have you solved the issue with the leaves drying out?” When in doubt, Penelope always reverted to her love of botany.

    Taking her cue, Martin started to talk about his attempts at cross-breeding. As usual, they were able to speak to one another easily. This was how it should be with a woman, Martin thought, while listening to her explain some of the things she'd accomplished with her plants. A person should be able to discuss anything with a wife, not just produce an heir and go about his business as usual. He only wished his mother could understand such a concept.

    

Chapter 15

    The day before they were set to leave, Charlotte wanted to send a brief message to Wilhelm. Over the past few weeks of waiting for the house party, Charlotte became more reticent about their rendezvous. Her husband had been a vicar, after all. What would it look like for her to engage in a brief affair with an unsuitable man?

    Taking a deep breath, she set out to put her feelings onto paper once again. Sitting in her room, at the small desk where she did her correspondence, a cold chill passed over her. Could she live with herself when the affair was over? Could she live with herself if she gave up a chance for a little happiness? The uncertainty was agonizing.

    Sitting back in her chair, Charlotte decided to approach the situation logically. She would consider the pros and cons and then make as unbiased a decision as she could. Feeling more calm, she went about making her list.

    The pros were easy enough. She would get to experience a passion that was missing in her first marriage. Based on what Wilhelm had explained to her, there were ways of making love that her first husband either didn't know about or was uninterested in attempting. Although Wilhelm had not been terribly specific, she got the idea that her just laying there and allowing him to do all the work was not an option.

    Another pro was being able to experience this with someone she'd truly come to care about. Wilhelm was everything she could want in a man. They shared a love of music and he was kind and considerate. He never looked down on her for her lowly position, but often defended her when she put herself down. He was gentle and loving and, moreover, he was a handsome devil.

    The cons were easy to identify as well. Having sex outside of marriage was a sin. When she mentioned this to Wilhelm, he laughed. “Only for innocent women, apparently, since many married and widowed women throw themselves at me often.” She argued that just because people did it, did not diminish the sinfulness of it, but he would have none of it. It would bring some joy to their lives, so he thought nothing of it.

    There was also the fact that she could very well have her heart broken, again. Wilhelm planned to return to Germany after the house party. He had told her that he missed his family and wanted to return to them. He had more than enough money to live the rest of his life with, and considered opening a school in Munich. Never once had he mentioned settling down and having a family of his own. 

    Once again, Charlotte picked up her quill, ready to write a note that would possibly change her life. If she denied him, she realized that her life wouldn't change at all. She would still be the poor relation of Lord Weston, barely tolerated. Knowing that Sarah would probably be marrying Lord Conway and leaving her, what would she have left? As miserable as her life had been, it would be worse so when her sister was gone. 

    Could she risk her heart to have some pleasant memories for herself during the bleak years? Would it be worth risking her immortal soul for a few nights in a man's embrace? Or would she do as she has always done. Nothing. The quill began to move on its own, scrolling her feelings across the page in broad, elegant strokes. Even as she was writing, she hadn't made a decision. Only time would tell if she would allow him in her bed or reject the only man she'd had feelings for since her husband's death.

    

Chapter 16

    Crammed into a carriage, Ginny tried to get comfortable on the bumpy ride to the coast. If they had left early enough, they could have made it after dark, but naturally, her mother had delayed them. Lady Weston had explained that it was inhuman to rise so early, especially to spend the day in a carriage.

    Late in the afternoon, after being forced to listen to her mother drone on and on about driving an offer from Lord Conway, Ginny thought she was on the verge of madness. Glancing at her sister, a level of envy came across her at how Charlotte could be both so still and silent. Knowing that thoughts of the week ahead filled her mind, Ginny wondered if Charlotte would go through with her affair. Even if Ginny did finally accept his offer, she knew that she wasn't likely to get laid this week, so someone might as well. 

    Stopping at an inn outside of Ashford, Ginny jumped from the carriage and walked into the inn. She was in need of a bathroom and some quiet. Lady Weston's voice was so grating that Ginny was certain that it would come to murder if she didn't get some peace soon.

    Arranging for two rooms, with Ginny and Charlotte sharing, Lady Weston requested and received a private parlor as well. The women went to their rooms to clean up before dinner. It was like heaven to Ginny, who was enjoying the silence that her sister afforded her.

    After washing the dust off themselves, both women entered the parlor to find Penelope staring out the window to the courtyard below. Clearing her throat to let her know of their presence, Ginny smiled at her friend.

    
      “Oh my, Lady Sarah, Mrs. Stevens. What a surprise!” Penelope exclaimed, rushing over to give her friends a hug.
    

    
      “Is it?” Ginny asked. “After all, we are all going to the same place and I'm sure your mother loathed the thought of getting up early enough to make the journey in one day.”
    

    
      “Indeed, although I am glad for the reprieve. Riding in a carriage with only my parents can be such a trial.”
    

    Ginny laughed, while Charlotte attempted a reproachful look and failed miserably. All three women ended up giggling since they were all essentially in the same boat.

    
      “What were you looking at out the window?” Ginny asked Penelope, when she noticed her gaze turned back in that direction.
    

    
      “Come see,” she responded, walking back to her spot.
    

    Staring down into the courtyard of the inn, Ginny saw three men standing around speaking to the innkeeper. Without much surprise, she saw it was Lords Conway, Townshend and Devon. The three gentlemen were speaking animatedly to the innkeeper, laughing over some joke or another. As Ginny watched, she saw Devon look up toward their window, then tap Conway in the shoulder and point. Oliver turned and looked up, instantly recognizing Sarah staring back at him. 

    Ginny waved her fingers in greeting, only to see him stiffen and turn his attention back to his friends. It would seem that her beau was still angry at her for what happened at her home the previous day. A knot formed in Ginny's stomach. Was it embarrassment? Or did she feel guilty over once again rejecting him? Walking back to one of the room's comfortable chairs, Ginny sat down and warmed herself by the fire.

    Penelope, who had been watching as well, came to sit next to her. “Is everything well between you and Lord Conway?”

    How to answer, she wondered. Ginny wasn't concerned about Penny's loyalty and knew that anything she said would be kept in the strictest of confidence, but her pride stood in the way. Part of her did feel badly that she wasn't falling in line with the story, giving herself to a man who obviously wanted her in return. Another part of her felt badly that she couldn't have what she really wanted. After so many other lives lived, Ginny wanted to be a little selfish.

    
      “I believe he is a little angry with me, Penny.”
    

    Charlotte walked over and sat down as well. “Whatever for, dearest?” Her eyes scrunched in confusion and concern.

    
      “Yesterday, he once again put off father from forcing him to make an offer because he feels that I may reject his suit.”
    

    Both women gasped, which made Ginny laugh out loud. What kind of woman would reject such a man? Unthinkable!

    
      “But why, Sarah? Is he not amicable? Has he done anything untoward to you?” Charlotte couldn't begin to fathom that her sister would turn down such an offer. The man would have to be a monster indeed.
    

    
      “No. As I told Lord Conway, I just haven't been ready yet. I only asked for a little more time.”
    

    Releasing a breath, Charlotte smiled. “You take as much time as you need. Do not let your father bully you into something you are not ready for. I should know.”

    Before Penny could add her two cents, the door opened and a small chambermaid announced the gentlemen. As the men entered the room, Ginny noticed that Oliver would not even look at her. Instead, he wandered over to the same window she had been looking out and stared at the sunset.

    Turning toward the other men, Ginny said, “Well, this is probably not such a surprise since we are all going to the same party. Will you gentlemen join us for supper tonight?”

    Lord Devon, with his ever present smile, answered for all three. “I was hoping you would invite us since you have the only private parlor in the establishment.”

    
      “Wouldn't want to eat with the masses, Lord Devon,” flirted Ginny.
    

    
      “Not at all. I just prefer the company of beautiful women.” 
    

    Charlotte and Penny started talking to Townshend while Devon sat by the fire to warm his feet. Looking to Ginny he said, “I hope you would not mind, Lady Sarah. My feet got wet during the journey and have been cold ever since.”

    
      “I don't mind, Lord Devon. I would hate for you to catch a cold. Please excuse me.”
    

    Walking over to the window, Ginny stood next to Oliver as he pointedly refused to acknowledge her. With a small smile, she asked, “And how was your journey so far, Lord Conway?”

    Without turning his head, he responded, “Fine.”

    
      “Would you talk to me if I apologized for my behavior the other day?” Ginny kept her voice down, knowing that if she had to make an apology, his friends would want to know why.
    

    Glancing down at her, he said, “I might.”

    Giving him her full, radiant smile, she whispered, “I do apologize, Oliver. I've been an ass and you deserve better than that. I promise that at the end of this party, any question you wish to ask me will be answered in the affirmative.”

    Turning his body, leaning against the window casing, he regarded her for a moment before speaking. To say she was beautiful was an understatement, but that was only a small part of her appeal. Oliver had known women who would rather die than admit that they'd done anything wrong.

    
      “I would call out any man that called you such a vile term. How should I punish you, Sarah?”
    

    Her breath quickened at the implication. Punish, indeed. She realized that there was a part of her that wanted this man to kiss her. Not that that was an option at the moment. Even if they were in her time, public displays of affection were not to her liking.

    
      “Punish me for being honest? What kind of gentleman are you?” Ginny raised an eyebrow in challenge and noticed that Oliver became very uncomfortable.
    

    
      “The kind that would drag you out to that wooded area outside the inn and have my wicked way with you.”
    

    
      “Oh, boy,” she mumbled in response. Feeling her face brighten, she spoke in her regular voice. “I'm so glad you will dine with us tonight, my lord. Just be warned that my mother is likely to join us as well.”
    

    Taking her cue, he responded, “It is but a small inconvenience to have such an honor.”

    Shaking her head and smiling, Ginny grabbed Oliver's arm and walked him over to the settee. Everyone was seated and the conversation hit several different subjects before Lady Weston and Lady Hammersmith entered the room. Oliver excused himself to order dinner for everyone and see to some refreshments. Lady Weston wasted no time sitting next to her daughter and congratulating her on having the men join them.

    Rolling her eyes, Ginny turned and began speaking to Lord Devon about his horse. Not that she cared, it was just better than listening to her mother drone on about nothing. 

    Within an hour, servants had come into the parlor and set up a large table to accommodate their growing group. Lady Weston sat at the head of one side of the table, with Lady Hammersmith at the other end. Ginny sat next to Oliver on one side with Charlotte on the other. Lord Townshend sat next to Penelope, with Lord Devon on her other side. The conversation was light and jovial and the food was warm and delicious. 

    Once dinner was over, the men left to smoke outside while the mothers conspired. Thinking themselves overly clever, Lady Weston spoke loudly to her companion by the fire.

    
      “My, Lady Hammersmith, I do believe that these trips are starting to take a toll on my health. I find myself so tired this evening.”
    

    Lady Hammersmith immediately took up her cue. “Yes, I as well. I just feel badly about leaving the young ladies with no chaperone. But I really should check on Lord Hammersmith.”

    
      “I am certain that my Charlotte would be happy to chaperone the girls while we retire. Tomorrow is another long day in the carriage and my old bones need to rest before then.”
    

    
      “Oh, that would be such a help. Would you mind, Mrs. Stevens? I am ever so tired.”
    

    Penny and Ginny exchanged rolling eyeball glances as their mothers continued on about how tired they were. Trying to outdo each other, by the end, the girls should have thought that each woman was at death's door. Finally leaving the room, Ginny leaned back against the wingback chair and sighed.

    
      “Is anyone else exhausted just listening to those two talk about how exhausted they are?”
    

    The ladies laughed together in shared commiseration. Once settled with a cup of tea each, Charlotte asked, “Sarah, Lord Conway seems to be more attentive toward you again.”

    
      “Yes, I apologized for being such a ninny. He seems to like self-deprecating women.”
    

    Tsking much like her mother, Charlotte smiled to take the sting from her words. “Perhaps he likes mature women, which you have been more and more since the season began.”

    Rolling her eyes for her sister's benefit, Ginny turned to Penny. “How are things between you and Lord Townshend?”

    Penelope dropped her eyes to her lap, but not before both women saw her smile. “Well, I think. He has come to call on me several times a week. He takes me for a drive or simply enjoys tea with me at my home.”

    Giving her sister a knowing look, Ginny said, “Sounds as though he's very interested in you, Penny.”

    Keeping her eyes squarely on her lap, Penelope murmured, “I would not wish to jinx it, but I like him very much.”

    
      “What's to jinx? If he likes you and you like him and you do have a love of plants in common. Sounds like a good match to me. What do you think, Charlotte?”
    

    
      “I would agree. I noticed how he looked at you during our earlier conversation. I believe he might be quite smitten.”
    

    The girls continued to gossip about this and that when the men returned, all smelling of sweet tobacco and the crisp outdoor air. As though by design, Devon engaged Charlotte while Oliver and Martin sat by their respective partners. 

    After an hour of sedate discussion, the group parted ways for the night. Before they could separate, Oliver pulled Ginny aside in the parlor. 

    
      “Are you and Charlotte sharing a room tonight?”
    

    Although asked innocently enough, Ginny felt her heartbeat quicken at the idea of him coming to her room in the middle of the night. Nothing could ruin a girl quicker than that, as Ginny was well aware from her experience with her second husband, Colin.

    
      “Yes,” was all she managed to say in return.
    

    Looking down, but managing a roguish smile, he uttered, “Pity,” before ushering her from the dining room and up a short flight of stairs to her room. At the doorway left open by her sister, Ginny turned toward Oliver and issued a goodnight.

    Before she could disappear into the room, Oliver grabbed her hand and kissed the palm. 

    
      “Sweet dreams, Sarah.” Turning on his heel, he left to go find his own room.
    

    Ginny smiled at his back, wondering if she was ready to give up the past and move on to her future with yet another man. Without a proper answer, she decided it would be easier to just go to sleep.

    ********

    The second part of the carriage ride was much like the first with Lady Weston talking non-stop and asking if Sarah had made any headway with Lord Conway. Ironically, although she asked many questions, Lady Weston required very few answers, mostly sticking to her plans to trap Lord Conway if necessary.

    Their first look at Lady Hopewell's home made Ginny giddy in surprise. Surrounding a typical manor house of the time period stood tall stone walls and towers, reminiscent of a medieval castle. The outer walls stood at least twenty feet from the ground and left plenty of room inside for the house and a large garden. 

    Practically jumping from the carriage, Ginny wanted to explore the space immediately, but her mother would never allow that. Even Ginny could concede that it would be rude to snub their hostess in order to sneak around the structure. Instead of being rude, Ginny sedately followed her mother and sister into the house. 

    Lady Hopewell greeted them personally, while her butler went to see that their luggage was taken care of. Glancing around the foyer, one could see just how rich old man Hopewell had been. The floors were polished marble, with matching columns around the oval space. There were fine paintings on the walls and delicate furniture placed around the room. A large mirror was set just inside the door, in order for the ladies to check their appearance as they left. The faint smell of furniture polish lingered in the air.

    
      “Lady Weston, thank you so much for braving the long journey.” Lady Hopewell was a very young widow, having married a much older man. They never had children together, making many wonder if the old man had been able to consummate his marriage. Ginny thought she'd been rather shrewd. She'd only lived with her husband a few years before he died, and now she was both wealthy and free to do as she pleased. And from what Ginny had heard, she was doing Lord Devon at the moment.
    

    Before Lady Weston could respond, Lord and Lady Hammersmith entered the foyer. Penelope was close behind, spectacles on, admiring the architecture and finishings. While the hostess greeted the others, Penelope took Ginny aside and whispered, “Do you think the men have arrived?”

    Whispering back, Ginny said, “I believe so. They were on horseback, after all, so it wouldn't have taken them as long.” 

    Blushing, Penelope responded, “I am much looking forward to this week.”

    The ladies were called back to be reintroduced to their hostess. After which, all the families were shown to their rooms and left to freshen up before an early supper. 

    
      “I am afraid that we keep country hours here. My late husband never liked to wait for his supper, so I have grown accustomed to eating early. I hope that will not be an inconvenience.”
    

    Lady Weston, trying to appear generous, stated, “Of course not, dear. We are all grateful for your hospitality.”

    Ginny's room was warm and comfortable. The large bed was covered in fabrics of red and yellow. There was a wardrobe and vanity made of dark wood. Large, colorful rugs covered the floor and her window had a view of the garden. As she stared at the view, Ginny wondered how long she could wait before asking to explore. Only being a few years older than herself, Lady Hopewell probably wouldn't mind. And her mother would want to rest after the carriage ride, so what else was there to do?

    Leaving her chamber, Ginny went to the room that she remembered Penelope being assigned. Knocking lightly, the door opened immediately, a pair of brown eyes behind silver glasses peeking out.

    
      “Oh, Sarah, what brings you already?”
    

    
      “I want to explore the castle walls. Want to come?”
    

    Eyes widening in surprise, she answered, “Yes, please.” Returning with her pelisse and gloves, Penelope and Ginny made their way down the steps to find their hostess. The butler directed them to a small parlor in the back of the house. They found their hostess sitting in the sunlight of large window, working on embroidery.

    
      “Sorry to disturb you, Lady Hopewell, but Penelope and I were wondering if we could have a look at your castle walls.”
    

    
      “Oh, they are rather spectacular, are they not? My late husband had them restored to their former glory. When he first bought this house, he had all the stones of the keep taken down to help rebuild the walls. Then he had the manor house built inside. That is how I am able to live here, since the house was not entailed.”
    

    Ginny was sincere when she said, “Your house is beautiful, but those walls are magnificent. I've never seen anything like them before.”

    Taking on a wistful look, Lady Hopewell said, “I believe you and my husband would have been the best of friends, Lady Sarah. He took great pride in this home, more so than those attached to his title.”

    
      “He sounds like he was a good man, my lady.”
    

    
      “He was kindness and generosity itself. I do miss him greatly.” Lady Hopewell glanced out the window at something in the distance. She seemed to be reminding herself of some distant memory, not to be shared with her present company. Coming out of her reminiscing, she stated, “Please feel free to have a look around. My husband made sure that the structure was solid and safe. Just be careful with your footing, as the stones can get slippery at times.”
    

    
      The girls thanked their hostess and made their way outside. As 
      they inspected the structure from every possible angle, Ginny thought how she'd like to have her camera with her. During her many travels during the 20
      th
       and 21
      st
       centuries, one of her favorite things to see were ruins. The thought of standing where a civilization thrived thousands of years before was humbling. 
    

    Standing on the walkway on the top of the wall, Ginny heard Sarah's name being called. Looking over the wall, into the garden, she saw Lord Conway and Lord Devon making their way up the narrow steps to join them.

    With his roguish half smile, Devon asked, “You ladies do not fear this height? With the wind blowing, it seems unsteady to be about as such.”

    Laughing, Ginny asked, “Are you scared, Lord Devon?”

    Raising an eyebrow in challenge, he responded, “Of course not, my lady. I am here to save any damsels in distress, not to be saved by said damsels.”

    
      “Penelope, are you distressed?” Ginny asked her friend.
    

    With a courage she hadn't yet exhibited, Penelope said, “No, I am quite fine. The views are delightful and the breeze is refreshing.”

    Turning her head to regard Devon once again, Ginny said, “There you have it, my lord. No damsels in distress. But if you're willing to wait until later, maybe I can get my mother up here and you can save her.”

    
      “As a gentleman, I would wholeheartedly accept the challenge. However, as a logical sort of man, can we try to keep her from 
      becoming distressed?”
    

    Everyone laughed, except Lord Conway, who had been watching the exchange with a jaundiced eye. When Penelope invited Devon further down the wall to witness a stunning view she'd discovered, Ginny walked to stand beside her soon-to-be fiancé. Sensing his displeasure, she went about to make things right.

    
      “Everything alright, Oliver? You look angry.” She kept her voice light, trying to keep him from getting any madder.
    

    
      “Everything is fine, Sarah. Why do you ask?” Like a toddler who knew that if he didn't look, he couldn't be seen, Oliver refused to look at her. Rolling her eyes, Ginny stepped right in front of him, forcing him to give her his eyes.
    

    
      “I ask because you are acting like a child. Did I do something wrong? Should I apologize because right now I'm clueless.”
    

    
      “Clueless?” he asked, raising his eyebrow and attempting to look superior.
    

    
      “Clueless. As in I haven't a clue as to why you're mad.”
    

    
      “Your vernacular is getting more base by the minute, Sarah. Is this how you conduct yourself in public?”
    

    Without another word, Ginny walked away. If he wanted to be a child, then she would let him stew in his own juices for a while.  After only a few steps, she felt his hand on her shoulder, halting her escape. 

    Leaning his head down, whispering in her ear, he said, “Please stay.”

    Ginny hated to admit that shivers went up and down her body from his closeness. His warm, minty breath against her ear was tantalizing, but she still knew she'd hold something back. Why couldn't she be ready?

    Without turning to face him, she asked, “Will you act like a grown up?”

    His face still close to hers, Ginny could hear the smug smile in his voice. “I can be mature, when the moment calls for it.”

    
      “And the last few moments didn't call for it?” she asked, slowly melting toward his broad chest.
    

    
      “I admit that I am a jealous man, Sarah. If you insist on flirting with Devon, you should know that I will not take it well.”
    

    Ginny chuckled. “Flirting? I thought we were talking.”

    
      “I am a desperate man, Sarah. I have wanted you for too long to be trifled with.”
    

    With a confused look, Ginny turned to face her adversary. “So, if I give in and marry you and allow you into my bed, I can talk to other men without you getting all crazy on me?”

    Oliver looked as if he gave the question great thought. After a minute, he regarded her as he stated matter of factly, “No, not even then.”

    Ginny burst out laughing, with Oliver joining in. Taking a deep breath, Ginny said, “You are impossible, my lord.”

    
      “But can you forgive me my jealous nature?”
    

    Acting as if thinking as hard as he did, she finally said, “No, I don't think so.”

    
      “It shall be a long rest of our lives then, to be sure.”
    

    The pair strolled over to join the others, still exploring the medieval walls. The group joked with one another and for the first time in this life, Ginny experienced a settled feeling. For most of the time, she was floating in water, barely keeping from drowning. Now she'd found her island and was making headway into building a shelter. Knowing that it couldn't last was no longer foremost in her mind. She was just enjoying being herself.

    

Chapter 17

    Charlotte had been pacing her room nervously since their arrival. She hadn't seen Wilhelm on the road, and she couldn't very well ask their hostess if he'd arrived. Considering her options, she decided to take a walk in the garden, in the hopes that she might bump into him.

    Entering the gardens from the back terrace, Charlotte thought that all the beautiful spring flowers would relax her, but her insides twisted even more with each step. Could she do it? Could she have an affair with Wilhelm, without any commitment or declaration? She was torn between two feelings. On the one hand, whenever they were together, Charlotte swore she would die if he didn't touch her, kiss her. On the other hand, after being married to a vicar, the thought of allowing a man to take liberties with her body outside of marriage was sinful and decadent. Mr. Stevens would be so disappointed in her.

    Exasperated at her own churlishness, Charlotte wondered what her sister would do. Strangely enough, although having been married, Charlotte would swear that her younger sister had more experience with men than she. Remembering how the girl went to a party for experienced society only, Charlotte wished she could be that brave. To stand up for herself for once would not only be refreshing, it would go a long way in bolstering her fragile self-esteem. What she needed to do was make a decision and stick with it, no matter the outcome. But which decision would she make?

    Standing by a fountain with an angelic boy holding a water pitcher, Charlotte breathed in the scent of a dozen different kinds of flowers. It being spring, the garden was alive with color. Her senses took in everything from the sound her feet made on the gravel pathway to the tweeting of hundred birds in the tall trees. What she didn't sense or expect was a man to grab her and pull her behind a tall hedge.

    Turning abruptly to put the young buck in his place, she had only a moment to register Wilhelm before his lips descended on her own. His hands rubbed her shoulders and his lips caressed her as they stood hiding among the foliage. When his hand cupped her cheek and gently urged her mouth open, it took no prompting for Wilhelm to slide his tongue into her with carnal promise.

    As Charlotte enjoyed his attentions, she realized that the decision was made. After two years of marriage, she'd never experienced anything like what this man offered. The mechanics had to be the same, but Charlotte doubted that making love to Wilhelm would resemble anything she'd had with her husband. Just as his mouth made love to hers, she instinctively knew that her body would respond differently to his touch.

    When he finally pulled away, smug smile on his face over her bemused look, he whispered against her cheek. “It seems a lifetime since I was able to kiss you.”

    He admired her glassy eyed expression, using his fingers to caress her blushed cheeks. Charlotte, on the other hand, was incapable of coherent thought, let alone the ability to speak. Every fiber of her being longed for the kissing to continue, all the way to its foregone conclusion. 

    Like a wanton, she leaned closer to him, placing her hands on his chest, willing him to take her mouth once again. Laughing huskily, before Wilhelm could capitulate, he said, “Will you welcome me to your room tonight, Lottie?”

    At the use of her nickname, she smiled. They may not be married or engaged, but there was a familiarity between them. It would have to be enough, since Charlotte was unwilling to wait any longer to discover the mysteries of the bedroom that had so far eluded her.

    Boldly placing her soft lips on his, standing on tip toe to do it, she nodded her head and replied, “Yes.”

    She could feel his smile beneath her lips. Pulling away from her mouth, he kissed a line up her jaw to her ear. Whispering in her ear, he felt her shiver under his hands. “I cannot think of another woman who has left me feeling this way. I have never wanted a woman as I want you, Lottie.”

    Feeling his control slipping, he pulled away, still steadying her with his hands. “It would be ungentlemanly of me to take any further liberties here. Can you not wait until tonight, my little vixen?”

    A genuine smile came across her face. Charlotte had been trained in the art of hiding one's true feelings. A talent she would not need when alone in this man's presence. “I will try to wait, but it will be so difficult.”

    Giving her a half smile, he took her hand and tucked it into the crook of his arm. Escorting her back toward the house, he said, “I know it will be a trial, but what can one do?”

    Charlotte realized all at once that she'd made the right decision and she would never regret it. Not as long as her lonely miserable life lasted.

    ********

    Martin MacHugh, the Viscount Townshend, had rarely felt the piercing jealousy as he had when he saw his friend shamelessly flirting with Lady Penelope. Granted, Devon was known as the biggest flirt of all the ton, but how dare he use his gift on the only lady Martin had ever shown interest in. Watching from his bedroom window, he spotted the group walking along the top of the stone wall. He noticed how Devon offered her his arm as they strolled along, pointing out interesting views. 

    Marching out of his bedroom and finding the nearest exit to the outside, Martin approached one of the staircases to the top of the wall. The familiar panic settled across him, like a suffocating blanket in the heat of summer. He strained to breathe while his body started to shake and sweat. 

    Few people knew of his fear of heights. Since he was a child, his often cruel father would play awful tricks on him. When he was still small, no more than five years old, his father took him to the roof of their ancestral home. At that time, his grandfather still held the title, so their presence in the home was that of guests. His father's pride was so often pricked by his own father making him feel as such in the home that he grew up in that he took it out on Martin.

    Standing on the roof, Martin could still remember looking over the edge and backing away, when his father pushed him forward, as if to send him over the side. His father grabbed him at the last second, but that feeling of panic and betrayal never left him. Even without understanding death, Martin knew that what his father had done was so malicious, he had never been able to reconcile himself with it.

    After wasting the fortune he'd received from his mother's dowry, his father died at the hands of another gentleman who had accused him of cheating at cards. Ironically, his mother only seemed happier to have her husband gone, and the pair went to live with her father in Derbyshire. It was there that Martin thrived, learning about plants and botany.

    What he never forgot was his father's cruelty. And now, it kept him from pulling Penelope away from Devon and taking her somewhere alone with him. Gnashing his teeth in frustration, he had never experienced such inadequacy.

    Suddenly, he heard his name being called. It came from the sweetest voice and it was approaching him from above. Looking up, Martin saw that Penelope was climbing down the steps to join him. As if opening his eyes to a new dawn, Martin was elated to see that she had chosen him over the more outgoing and handsome Devon.

    
      “There you are, Lord Townshend. I had begun to wonder if you had arrived with your friends.”
    

    Wiping the sweat from his brow, he graced her with a rare smile. “I was cleaning up before presenting myself to you. I should think you would not have cared for me covered in dust.”

    Smiling in response, Penelope replied, “I would think you handsome even covered in dust, my lord. I was hoping we could wander the garden. I should like to see how many varieties of flora Lady Hopewell keeps.”

    Although said cavalierly, Martin's heart lurched at the mention that she found him handsome. Unlike his friends, he had never considered himself so charming and good looking to attract many females. Mostly he thought that women flirted with him because they thought he was rich. He was not as easy going as his friends. It was always a challenge to meet new people or be among large groups. Martin preferred the comforts of a few friends and quiet evening.

    Taking her hand into the crook of his arm, the pair wandered through the extensive gardens admiring the colors. Never had he been so at ease with a woman, finding it easy to converse on any number of topics. She was not classically beautiful like Lady Sarah, but she had a depth to her personality that was unheard of among the débutantes of the ton. 

    
      “And is your mother well, my lord,” she asked, glancing away at a beautiful peony grouping.
    

    At the mention of his mother, his chest constricted. The woman who virtually owned him, provided him his wealth, would not approve of the girl he walked with. She would cut him off without a second thought, and he would be penniless until her death.

    
      “Well, I think. It has been some time since I have visited her.” His voice mimicked his tension.
    

    Picking up on his tone, Penelope asked, “Are you well, my lord? Have you and your mother had a falling out?”

    Looking into her fathomless brown eyes, made larger by the spectacles she wore, Martin admitted, “My mother and I often do not see eye to eye, Penny. And I thought that when we are alone you were to call me Martin.”

    Blushing at his familiarity, she nodded. He saw her bite her lip, as if to keep herself from saying something else. It disconcerted him to realize that there was nothing more that he wanted to know than what she had been about to say.

    
      “You may as well tell me what is on your mind, Penelope. I shall worm it out of you one way or another.”
    

    Her blush intensified to the point where she was glowing. Seeing her discomfort, he thought he may know what it was she wanted to talk about. The question was whether or not he would discomfit her more by forcing the issue, or to let it be. He decided that he liked to see her blush.

    
      “Could you be wondering if I plan to kiss you again?” he whispered closely to her ear.
    

    Penelope stumbled on nothing and would have fallen flat on her face but for her hand secured on his arm. Never before had she been so embarrassed, being caught with such wanton thoughts running through her head and being so obvious about it. She couldn't even respond, her tongue dried and stuck to the roof of her mouth.

    Martin could hardly pull her into the hedgerow and grant her her wish. Instead, he leaned slightly over and whispered once again in her ear. “Tonight, my dear. After the activities, perhaps we could meet in the garden.”

    She looked up to him and managed a small smile. Knowing he was waiting for an answer, she croaked, “Yes, please.”

    The please was nearly his undoing. Visions of dragging her into the bushes and stripping off her clothing clogged his mind. It was the last thing he would do, but it left him with very little room in his already tight breeches. Instead, he walked her back to the terrace, where they found her mother and Lady Weston partaking of some refreshments on the patio.

    Before he left her, he whispered, “Until tonight,” if only to see her face redden once more before his departure.

    

Chapter 18

    By the late afternoon, all the guests had arrived. Most in attendance were older, married couples that had been friends of the late Lord Hopewell. It made for an interesting mix, with unmarried ladies and gentlemen and older guests who had little interest in anything happening after eight o'clock. 

    After an early dinner, the women were held captive in the parlor, drinking tea and discussing the inane. Ginny had hoped that having so many matrons around would lead to some more interesting topics, but every married women there knew to keep her mouth shut when one of the unmarried girls came around.

    Charlotte had pleaded a headache after dinner and was safely ensconced in her room. Penelope was sitting sedately next to her mother, listening about Lady Spencer's trip abroad. That left Ginny alone until Miss Frances Leavengood approached and took the seat next to her. 

    
      “Lady Sarah, that color becomes you. Who, pray tell, is your modiste?”
    

    Ginny stared for nearly a minute before answering. The truth was, she had no idea who made the dress, nor did she care. “To be honest, Miss Leavengood, I don't know. My mother chose this one for me and I'm not sure where she went. Sorry.” Her voice was wooden with boredom.

    Raising her eyebrows in surprise, she asked, “You are always so impeccably dressed that I assumed you to be interested in fashion.”

    Taking a deep breath and trying to formulate an escape plan, Ginny responded, “No, I have little interest in fashion. Now, politics I enjoy. Would you like to discuss that?”

    There was a glassy eyed look that came over her face that Ginny knew she'd found her way out. Before her companion could respond, Ginny made her excuses. “It is so hot in here tonight. If you would excuse me, Miss Leavengood, I do believe I shall go for a stroll on the terrace.”

    Without a backwards glance, Ginny left the room and made her way to the stone terrace off the back of the house. The cool night air felt good against her skin, with a slight breeze pushing the fragrant scents of the garden to her nose. Ginny found a dark corner to occupy, where no one else could see her. Or bother her for that matter.

    Staring at the sky, marveling over the stars, Ginny kept herself busy by trying to find the few constellations she knew by heart. After finding the Little Dipper, a sense of pride came over her that she could identify anything. It made her think of her own time, going camping with friends and looking with wonder at a universe so vast. 

    So lost in her thoughts was she that Ginny didn't hear the intruder until she was upon her. Turning suddenly, Ginny heard the woman gasp at finding her there. 

    
      “Lady Sarah, is that you?”
    

    Recognizing Lady Hopewell's voice, Ginny responded, “Yes. I'm sorry, should I not be here?”

    With a musical laugh, Lady Hopewell came to stand next to her young guest. “No, of course not. I often come to this spot to think. You are certainly welcome.” Her voice drifted at the last part, as she looked back toward the doors to the terrace.

    Picking up on the unspoken, Ginny asked, “Were you meeting someone here? I can certainly find somewhere else to stand...”

    
      “No, certainly not. I shall find somewhere else. I apologize for disturbing you.”
    

    
      “You didn't disturb me, Lady Hopewell. Are you sure? I should probably be going back into the house before my mother causes a fuss.”
    

    Placing a hand on her arm, Lady Hopewell said, “Do not concern yourself, Lady Sarah. I will make sure that no one disturbs you, most especially your mother.”

    Smiling in the dark, Ginny said, “Thank you. I would really appreciate that.”

    
      “I, too, have a mother. I understand.”
    

    With that, Lady Hopewell retreated and re-entered the house. Ginny went back to her thoughts. The homesickness lessened with every story. It used to be that small things would remind her of her own time, bringing on a sense of melancholy. Now, she found that she had trouble remembering lyrics to songs or the name of the street that her favorite store was on. Was she growing to used to being thrown about from one book to another? 

    
      In an attempt to maintain part of her real self, Ginny started to think of song lyrics. Her mind filled with bits of music as she centered on one song that she'd heard not long before she'd left 
      her real life. While on vacation in Jamaica with her friend Lisa, she remembered hearing an old Jimmy Buffet song. The lyrics to 
      Cheeseburger in Paradise
       filled her head with pleasant images of tailgating at one of his concerts. 
    

    But at night I'd have these wonderful dreams

    Some kind of sensuous treat

    Not zucchini fettuccine or bulgar wheat

    But a big warm bun and a huge chunk of meat

    Cheeseburger in Paradise

    Heaven on Earth is an onion slice

    Not to particular, not too precise

    I'm just a Cheeseburger in Paradise

     

    Ginny listened to the lyrics inside her head, still staring at the sky. When he walked up behind her, she didn't even realize who it was. The first thing she noticed was a pair of strong hands grasp her shoulders and turn her around.

    In a husky voice, she heard him say, “I cannot stand being away from you any longer.”

    Without any other warning, his lips descended on hers. His hands cupped her cheeks, turning her head slightly to the left, lifting her chin to give him better access. His tongue invaded her mouth like a conquering hero, slipping past her already weak defenses.

    At first Ginny stiffened, but only for a moment. All her regret and sadness took flight as she felt the first stirrings of passion since leaving Wyoming. She had no idea who was kissing her, it was too dark to see. All she knew was that he was tall, smelled good and was very, very glad to see her. Even if it wasn't precisely her he was happy to see, since she was fairly certain the man wasn't Oliver. 

    After only a few seconds, Ginny began to succumb to the feelings. No longer was he kissing her. She was now an active participant in the seduction. Why didn't she feel guilty? After so many weeks of just getting by, making bad decisions and making a respectable man wait for her to get over herself, it was the first time she just wanted to enjoy something. At the moment, nothing was more enjoyable than the mystery man's velvet tongue and lips kissing her as though she were the most sensuous person on the planet.

    Her hands came up to grab his arms. Clinging to him, Ginny earnestly kissed the man back, discovering that whoever it was, knew a lot about kissing. It wasn't until she realized the his hands were slowly moving their way down her neck and shoulders, heading for her breasts that she finally pulled away.

    
      “I... I don't think I'm who you think... I mean... Who are you?” she sputtered, trying to put a coherent thought together after the erotic assault.
    

    
      “Oh, God!” was all the man said, pushing her away and throwing her into the balustrade.
    

    Swallowing loudly, Ginny asked, “Is that you, Lord Devon?”

    Gasping, he responded, “Oh, dear Lord. Lady Sarah?”

    Ginny brought her hands up to her mouth, trying to stifle a laugh. Lord Devon sounded appalled, like he'd just accidentally kissed his sister. As comical as the situation was to her, she could tell that her confused companion needed some reassurance that she was not damaged.

    
      “Yes, it's me,” she barely managed without breaking into laughter. “Are you alright?”
    

    Taking a step toward her, reaching out to grab her arm to assure himself that she was uninjured, his hand ended up grabbing her breast instead. Because of the darkness, Ginny hadn't seen it coming and let out a small screech in response. Devon pulled his arm away as if it had been in a fire.

    
      “I... Oh, God. I swear I meant to take your arm.”
    

    This time, Ginny did laugh. She couldn't help herself, knowing that Lord Devon was the unwilling participant in comical circumstances. She moved closer to the doorway, allowing him to see her more closely.

    
      “Don't worry about it, Lord Devon. It was an accident. I'm fine.”
    

    
      “You know I would never had... well, I would never have taken advantage of you. I thought you to be someone else.”
    

    
      “Yes, Lady Hopewell, right? She was out earlier and found me. She mentioned she was waiting for someone. I assumed she would intercept you in the house.”
    

    His face in his hands, the man looked forlorn. “Truly, Lord Devon, I'm fine. Don't beat yourself up over this. When you really think about it, it's kind of funny.”

    Lifting his gaze to hers, she saw his incredulous look, which sent Ginny into another fit of giggles. Covering her mouth again, trying to control herself, a flash of anger came across Devon's face.

    
      “Do you realize that if anyone had found us, we would be halfway down the aisle by now? This is hardly funny.”
    

    Getting a little peeved herself, Ginny retorted, “You need not worry, my lord. I like my men faithful.”

    As a reply came to his mind, Devon quickly squashed it and started laughing. Ginny found his deep laugh a turn on, but decided not to mention it. Instead, she laughed with him.

    
      “I am sorry, my lady. I truly did not mean to take advantage, or to snipe at you. Please accept my humblest apologies.”
    

    
      “Apology accepted. Shall we keep this to ourselves then? As charming as you are, I don't want to marry you either.”
    

    
      “Allow me to escort you back to the parlor. It seems that I need to hunt someone down.”
    

    They both entered the terrace doors and made their way into the house. As Ginny turned to head down the hallway to the parlor, Devon went in search of his actual quarry, Lady Hopewell. He would teach the little minx about playing with him.

    ********

    How many house parties did one man have to attend before it was enough? As Lord Conway sat with the other gentlemen, drinking expensive port while some smoked, he contemplated that very question. All he wanted to do was go and find Sarah and take her for a quiet walk in the garden. Perhaps he could get away with stealing a kiss tonight. 

    Before the rest of the men could finish their drinks, Oliver excused himself to seek out his quarry. Devon had disappeared shortly after dinner and Townshend had left soon after him. With Doncaster not even in attendance, Oliver had no one to talk to who wasn't old and annoying.

    Walking down the hallway, Oliver caught a strange sight. Sarah had entered the terrace door with Devon right behind her. Sarah looked flushed, but she turned and headed toward the parlor before he could get a good look at her. Devon, on the other hand, looked determined, as though he was in need of something. Oliver would be damned if he didn't find out exactly what it was that Devon needed.

    Walking with purposeful strides toward his friend, who had just turned to walk toward him, Oliver called out. “Hello, Devon. Where have you been?”

    At the sound of his name, Devon's head shot up to look at his friend. The look on his face was anything but neutral. Did Oliver see him with Lady Sarah? he wondered. Smiling, he responded, “I am off to find Lady Hopewell. You would not by chance have seen her recently, would you?”

    
      “No, I have not. If you are looking for Lady Hopewell, then why did you enter from the terrace with Sarah?” There was no mistaking the tone of his voice, angry and jealous.
    

    Before he could respond, the other men started to file out into the hallway, on their way to join the ladies. Oliver grabbed his friend's arm and ushered him into the nearest room with a door, a small library. After shutting the door behind him, Oliver turned and stared at his friend, awaiting his explanation.

    Flashing his ever present smile, Devon said, “You may as well just marry her, Conway. This jealousy thing is getting old.”

    
      “What happened?” he asked, obviously not in the mood for Devon's good humor.
    

    
      “Nothing except a bit of mistaken identity. And I thought you said you had not kissed her yet.”
    

    
      “What?” he asked, confusion marring his handsome features. “What do you mean by that?”
    

    Placing his hands up in supplication, Devon said, “Hold on there, old friend. There is no reason to get upset. Nothing happened. I merely mistook her for Lady Hopewell, is all.”

    
      “How could you do that?” he asked, incredulous and still confused over what exactly happened.
    

    
      “I went out to the terrace to meet up with Barbara. It was dark and I assumed the woman standing in the shadows was her. They are about the same size, you know.”
    

    
      “What did you do, Chester?” Oliver rarely used Devon's first name, since he so detested it, but he was beyond caring what Devon felt.
    

    
      “I may have... accidentally, mind you... kissed her.”
    

    Oliver's eyes widened with murderous intent. Devon went about trying to placate him. “I did not seek her out, Oliver. I swear I would never have done such a heinous thing if I had known it was her.”

    Oliver began to rub his face with his hands, trying to dispel some of his anger. He knew that Devon loved women, but also knew he would never steal a woman from him, even if he did want her. With all his faults, Devon was still a very honorable man.

    
      “I know you would never kiss her on purpose.” The words came out of his mouth with some difficulty, like he had a mouth full of peanut butter. 
    

    Smiling in return, realizing that his long time friend wouldn't demand pistols at dawn, he went about trying to lighten the mood. “And you, old friend. Such a liar to say that you had not yet kissed the lady.”

    
      “What do you mean? I have not yet kissed her.”
    

    Devon was not too dim to see the corner he'd just painted himself in. For once in his nearly thirty years of life, the man was speechless. He was both afraid of what to say and what not to say.

    
      “Oh, right then. If you would excuse me, I shall seek out Lady Hopewell.” Devon made a beeline for the door, knowing he would never make it.
    

    
      “What do you mean, Chester?” Oliver asked again, this time putting enough menace in his voice to hopefully elicit an answer.
    

    Releasing a deep breath, Devon turned to look at his friend. “I wish I knew how to tell you this, but the girl has obvious been kissed before.”

    
      “How could you tell?”
    

    
      “She kissed me back, Conway. Now that I think upon it, she did not respond immediately, but eventually, she was more than happy to kiss me back.”
    

    
      “Impossible. She told me herself that...” Oliver cut himself off abruptly. Hadn't Sarah told him that she had loved another. Perhaps that man had kissed her. But if she had wanted the kiss, did Sarah think it was Oliver with her, on the terrace?
    

    
      “Who broke off the kiss? Did you realize who she was and stop, or did she?”
    

    Devon gave the questions some consideration before answering. “I admit that I did not realize it was Sarah until she spoke to me.”

    
      “And what did she say to you?” he asked, desperate to make sure that Sarah still felt something for him.
    

    
      “I believe she said that she wasn't who I thought she was.”
    

    Oliver fell heavily into the nearest chair. It sounded as though Sarah didn't care who was kissing her, just that she was being kissed. Putting his head in his hands, Oliver growled under his breath.

    
      “It may not be what you think, Oliver. It may be that she was thinking of you the whole time.”
    

    Looking up at his friend, he asked, “Do you really believe that?”

    
      “I cannot know what she was thinking, only what I was thinking. Perhaps you should ask her yourself.”
    

    Oliver stared at the wall for a minute and considered his options. A deep anger came over him and he realized that he needed to know exactly what she was thinking, voluntarily kissing another man. Rising from the chair, he said, “Thank you for your honestly, Devon. I believe I shall do just that.”

    Oliver headed straight for the parlor, where he spotted his prey standing alone by the window. Without smiling, he walked beside her and whispered into her ear. “Meet me in the garden in ten minutes.”

    Without another word, Oliver turned on his heel and walked from the room. Ginny was left to wonder where in the garden should they meet and why did he seem angry. Guessing that she would find out soon enough, Ginny went to sit with her mother after the woman practically came apart trying to signal to her daughter. Releasing a heavy sigh, Ginny walked over and plopped down next to the woman who obviously wanted to know what Lord Conway had said to her.

    

Chapter 19

    Right after dinner, Charlotte had excused herself and went upstairs to her room. She summoned MaryAnn to help her with undressing, since Lord Weston did not see fit to provide her with her own maid. Mostly this didn't bother Charlotte, who was used to taking care of her own needs, but at times when she was expected to wear voluminous dresses that buttoned up the back, an extra pair of hands could be helpful.

    Once she'd donned her plain white nightgown, she went about brushing her long hair. As far as she was concerned, it was her best feature, with shiny natural highlights and a thick, curly consistency. After her husband died, she would spend hours just brushing it, to get past the pain of losing him so early in their marriage.

    That night, however, she was nervous, so even brushing her hair could not calm her nerves. She awaited Wilhelm, who at dinner had whispered his promise to meet her in her room shortly after dinner. Their hostess, Lady Hopewell, had not requested him to play the piano for her guests that night, instead asking him to put on a concert during the week. And Wilhelm had patiently waited a month to be with her and decided that he'd waited long enough.

    When the small knock came, Charlotte gasped as if she hadn't been expecting it. Quickly walking to the door, she opened it and grabbed his arm to pull him in. Their rendezvous was forbidden, although most of the ton did the same thing on a daily basis. Being with a man not your husband was fine, but being caught with a man not your husband was not. Discretion was the better part of valor, as far as society was concerned.

    Wilhelm turned and locked the door. He didn't turn around for a few seconds, as if he were having second thoughts. Charlotte's heart dropped at the sight, scared that he would suddenly deny her what she'd been yearning for over the past month.

    Turning slowly, she watched as he perused her from head to toe, memorizing every curve. His breathing became shallow and his expression left her in no doubt of how he felt. Here was a man who had starved himself, just for the chance to partake of her. 

    Stepping forward, his eyes squarely on her own, Wilhelm asked, “If you have changed your mind, I need to know now. For once I touch you, I shall not be able to stop.”

    Charlotte smiled and responded, “I have not changed my mind. Please touch me.”

    Her bold statement was his final undoing. Standing right in front of her, Wilhelm ran his hands up her arms to her shoulders. Moving higher, he cupped her cheeks and began to ravish her mouth with his own. Charlotte, not wanting to be outdone, reached up and began to unbutton his evening jacket, desperate to finally touch his bare skin.

    Seeing her intention, Wilhelm shrugged out of his jacket and waistcoat, leaving the unbuttoning of his shirt to her. He had arrived without his cravat, making it easier to undress him. Charlotte fairly ignored him as she went about removing his shirt. When finally off, she stared at his muscular chest, touched the soft hair that covered it and marveled over how different it was from her own.

    
      “You look beautiful tonight. It took all my energy to keep from 
      stealing you away during dinner.”
    

    Not meeting his eyes, Charlotte began to blush. Her shaking hands continued to wander across his chest, relishing in the different textures. He smelled good as well, clean linen and shaving soap. This man was altogether different from her husband, and she wouldn't have wanted it any other way.

    
      “Do you like what you see, my dear? I am not a disappointment, am I?” His tone was light, so she knew he was joking. 
    

    Chancing a glance into his eyes, she smiled. “I like you very much, Wilhelm. What was under your clothes mattered little to me.”

    
      “Liar,” he said, grabbing her and carrying her to the bed. Laying gently on top of the coverlet, he ran his hands up her legs underneath her nightgown as he climbed on the bed atop her. As the flimsy gown inched its way up, Charlotte's heart began to beat faster. Part fear, but most of her excited.
    

    As he nuzzled her neck, Charlotte asked, “Do you think me so shallow, sir?”

    Lifting his face up, he granted her a fiendish smile. “I only want to please you. And if having a fine body does that, how could that be bad?”

    He kissed her hard as his hands lifted her gown up past her breasts. Scooting up, Charlotte allowed him to remove it altogether. Being naked and on display made her uncomfortable, but Wilhelm never gave her a chance to think about it as he used his hands to explore every inch of her body. 

    In a moment of brazenness, Charlotte reached for Wilhelm's pants to unbutton them. Before he could stop her, her hand gripped him, stroking him up and down. 

    
      “You must stop that, my dear or this evening will be over before it has begun.” His voice was a husky plea.
    

    To try and control himself, Wilhelm turned around and slowly took off his shoes, stockings and pants. Taking his time was helping, but what wasn't helping was his minx of a partner running her hands up and down his back. 

    Without warning, Wilhelm turned around and threw Charlotte back against the covers. Lamenting his lack of preparation for her, he had no choice but to take her swiftly. If he had thought that it would smother some of his passion, he was wrong. Charlotte was ready and writhing beneath him. Her lack of experience was made even more tantalizing by her increase in enthusiasm. It had obviously been a long time for her, as she was digging her nails into his shoulders, encouraging him to accelerate his lovemaking.

    Both partners came together, her with several gasps and him with a deep, guttural groan. Immediately after Wilhelm was depleted, his body sagged against hers, crushing her to the bed. He was no green-faced boy, having sex in the barn with the milkmaid. Although not a Casanova, he had pleasured many women in his time, especially when touring. So, he asked himself, why was it that he couldn't hold out longer for the one woman in a long while that he actually cared about?

    Charlotte, on the other hand, didn't even notice that she could barely breathe with Wilhelm's body so enticingly heavy on top of hers. She was forced to realize that this was very different than it had ever been with her husband. Mr. Stevens had been a loving, caring sort of man, but much of his affections were for everyone in their little village, with Charlotte having to settle for what was left. When it came to sex with her husband, it always seemed perfunctory, a means to an end. This time, with Wilhelm, the sex was for the mutual pleasure of two people who had found a reason to care about one another.

    She could hardly stop the tears from falling down her face, along both sides of her cheeks and onto the coverlet underneath. When Wilhelm had the energy to look up, he saw the tears and immediately lifted himself off her. Lying on his side, staying close to her body, he used his thumb to sweep the wetness away. His brows scrunched in concern that he may have hurt her.

    
      “Tell me what is wrong, my sweet.” 
    

    Taking a deep breath first to give her time to formulate her thoughts, she managed a fragile smile. “That was wonderful. I never thought it could be so... so...”

    
      “Wonderful,” he provided, a devilish smile coming across his face knowing that even though short, she still thought it so good.
    

    Blushing slightly after realizing that she'd never lain so openly naked with a man, she added, “Do not let this go to your head, sir.”

    
      “To be honest, Charlotte, I should have been able to hold out longer. I just got caught up in the moment. The next time will be even better.” The last part was whispered as if he spoke a great conspiracy.
    

    
      “The next time?” she asked, truly perplexed by the thought of 
      having sex more than one time per night.
    

    Shifting her slightly to place her under the covers, he crawled in next to her and placed her head on his chest. “I plan to take you many times tonight, Charlotte. As well as every night we have here.”

    
      “Oh, my,” was all she could manage, imagining what more he could do that he hadn't already done.
    

    As if reading her mind, he said, “There are many other places I plan to touch you, my dear. Get your rest while you can.”

    

Chapter 20

    After waiting nine minutes, Ginny begged to be excused to go to her room and fix her garter. Not that she actually said that, only that she eluded to it so her mother would not think that she was going out to the garden to meet up with Lord Conway. As she was walking stealthily out the terrace doors, she realized that even if she had told her mother that she was going out to the garden to meet an unmarried, unrelated gentleman, she would not have stopped her. Rather, she would have asked where and when to appear to force Conway to the altar. 

    Her light slippers were uncomfortable against the gravel pathway through the garden. Regardless, she continued walking, hoping that Oliver was looking out for her somewhere and would alert her of his presence. She had reached nearly the back of the garden, near the great medieval stone wall, when a hand circled her upper arm and pulled her along. Although dark, she knew it was Oliver, so she allowed herself to be pulled along.

    Finally reaching his destination, Oliver turned Sarah around to look at him. He had been waiting an eternity for her to escape the parlor and join him. Now, all he wanted to do was throttle her.

    Trying to remain calm, he asked, “Did you have any trouble escaping your mother?”

    
      “No. I told her my garter broke. Is there something wrong?”
    

    
      “Why would you ask that, Sarah? Do you think there is something amiss?” His tone could not have been mistaken.
    

    Ginny thought for a moment and began to wonder if Devon was stupid enough to admit what had happened between them. Surely he wouldn't have been that dumb. Could Oliver still be mad about that afternoon? No, they had come to an understanding. What the hell was going on?

    
      “I'm good, so if there is something wrong, it must be with you.”
    

    Clenching his jaw to keep himself from biting off her head, Oliver shook himself to bring his thoughts around to the issue at hand. He had the feeling that she would prevaricate all night, so it was up to him to get to the heart of the matter.

    
      “Did you kiss Devon on the terrace tonight?”
    

    
      “What?” she asked, clearly appalled by the implication.
    

    
      “Do I have to repeat myself?”
    

    
      “No, you don't have to repeat yourself. Who told you I kissed Lord Devon tonight?”
    

    Raising his eyebrow, he said impertinently, “Lord Devon told me himself.”

    Gasping, both over the fact that the man actually confessed and to the fact that he lied about what had happened, she said, “I did not kiss Lord Devon tonight. He... kissed... me.” Drawing out every word to make her point, Ginny knew her face was flush from being caught. Obviously, she didn't want Oliver knowing that she'd enjoyed Devon's  attentions earlier.

    
      “Splitting hairs, are you not, my dearest?” There was no mistaking how angry her would-be fiancé was. The sarcasm was laid on his statement thickly.
    

    
      “It was an accident, Oliver. He thought I was Lady Hopewell. She and I bumped into each other on the terrace earlier, but she said that I should remain there and she would seek out another rendezvous spot.”
    

    
      “So, as soon as Lord Devon began to kiss you, you stopped him immediately?”
    

    
      “Uh...” she stuttered, not realizing that Devon would be such a jerk. Couldn't he have just said the kiss lasted a moment before they both knew he had the wrong girl? Where was the honor in getting her in trouble?
    

    
      “That is what I thought. He seems to think that this wasn't your first kiss, dearest. That you have some experience with kissing men.”
    

    Ginny turned around and walked a couple of steps away. She should know by now that if she does something stupid, she will be caught. In this book alone, she'd already been caught once. The last time she was in England with her second husband, she got caught big time. Rolling her eyes over her stupidity, Ginny figured that eventually she would learn that everything mattered to the story.

    
      “I have never kissed a man before, Oliver.” Treading the truth a bit closely, it was technically not a lie. Sure, Ginny had kissed many a man, but Sarah had not. Before entering Sarah's body, Ginny would have called the girl the worst kind of tease, but she was still very chaste.
    

    Coming up behind her, Oliver said, “That is not what Devon thinks.”

    Ginny turned so suddenly that Oliver had to take a step back. “I don't care what Devon thinks. He's wrong. You can choose to believe him or me. For that matter, I don't care if you don't believe me. This conversation is over.”

    Turning around once again, Ginny started heading back to the house. She made it only a few steps before being grabbed and dragged over to a stone bench set near a small pond. He abruptly sat and dragged her onto his lap, turning her head to look him in the eye. Although dark, there was some little light being cast from a nearby torch. She saw the look he had, and it both scared her and excited her. It would seem that Oliver had gone a little too long without female companionship.

    
      “This conversation is most definitely not over, my dear. Devon may have been the first to kiss you, but I will be the last.” Without another word, without any warning, Oliver crushed her mouth to his. His punishment turned immediately to passion, as he caressed her cheek and moved her arms to circle his neck. As with Devon, Ginny was drawn in to the moment, enjoying the kisses after going for so long without any.
    

    Her hands started twining in his hair, which sat above his high collar. Ginny purposefully moved her bottom to rub up against his growing erection. Oliver rewarded the move by leaning her down onto the bench and climbing on top of her. Planting himself between her legs, he began to rub one hand up her leg, underneath her large skirt. 

    Clothing in the early 1800's was not made for seduction. With her skirt and crinolines, lifting them up made for a large bubble of material. Oliver would not be deterred, and was able to continue his journey without getting too caught up in the mass of fabric. He had already made it to her thigh, while his mouth was kissing the side of her neck. 

    Suddenly, he pulled away and looked toward the house. Ginny, stunned for a moment, looked in the same direction and heard what had alerted him a moment earlier. Whispered voices and giggling were headed their way. Oliver pulled Ginny to her feet and quietly made his way behind a large hedge. He held her back to him and had his arms wrapped around her, waiting for whoever to pass by.

    When the voices began to fade, Oliver whispered in her ear, “Listen to me, Sarah. You will go to the house and tell your mother that you are retiring for the evening. Get your maid to prepare you for bed, then leave your door unlocked.” During his instructions, Oliver's hand was rubbing over the bodice of her gown, making her nipples grow hard in anticipation. “I will come to your room tonight and I will make you mine. Tomorrow, I will go to your mother and discuss our wedding. If necessary, I will leave tomorrow and meet with your father. Do you understand me.”

    Ginny's whole body thrummed with erotic promise. Somehow, it became very important that she listen to this man and allow him into her room that night. She was nearly giddy when she nodded her head against his body. Even in the dark, she could feel him smile.

    
      “I want you to understand that I will be taking your innocence. And I plan to be the only man who ever invades your bed.” His voice grew more husky with every word. Ginny center grew warmer and tingly knowing that she would get to have some “best sex ever.” 
    

    
      “I want you as I have never wanted any other woman. Now, go 
      and do as I say. I will join you shortly.” He pushed her away, but not before patting her bottom. Ginny turned but only saw the outline of his body. Smiling, she began her walk back to the house.
    

    ********

    Every step she took away from Oliver brought a little more measure of reason to her thinking. Her first thoughts were of Colby, the reason why she and Oliver hadn't done anything so far. Even with the twinge of guilt that came over her, she knew that she would not deny Oliver. Regardless of anything else, they had become friends over the past month. It was not the friendship that gave him access to her bed, but the fact that Ginny knew that she had to move on. If this was to be her life now, if she had to live novel after novel, she had to learn a way to move on or her life would be nothing but empty and miserable.

    Silently, she said her goodbye to Colby. Once done, she felt a weight lifted from her heart. Ginny didn't know what happened after she left her previous body, but she was willing to believe that her lovers all went on to live in happiness. She released a deep breath at the thought and quickened her steps. She wanted to be ready for when Oliver did finally sneak into her room.

    
      Approaching the terrace, Ginny heard a noise coming from under the steps. Stopping, she listened harder until she was able to make out the sound of sniffling. 
      Was someone crying?
      , she wondered as she turned from the stairs and headed to the side. There, in the dark shadows, was the form of a girl, head hunched over, hands over her face.
    

    
      “Are you alright?” she asked, seeing the figure's head shoot up and look in her direction.
    

    
      “Sarah, is that you,” the voice whined, then started anew with small, mewling sounds.
    

    
      “Penny?” Ginny asked as she approached the girl. But Penelope couldn't answer, she was too busy sobbing into a handkerchief.
    

    
      “What's the matter, Penny?” Ginny couldn't imagine what could be wrong. The last time she saw the girl, she'd been sitting in the parlor with her mother. Then she remembered that Penelope had left before she did.
    

    
      “Where have you been? Did something happen in the parlor?” The girl still hadn't responded, too busy crying into her hands.
    

    
      “Did someone hurt you, Penny?” Ginny was grasping for straws. Until Penelope stopped crying, she would get nothing out of her. Ginny pulled the girl along until she found a bench. Sitting her down, Ginny put her arm around her shaking shoulders and whispered soothing words to her. Finally, after a few more minutes, Penelope seemed to have cried herself out and was able to take a few deep breaths. 
    

    When her head lifted, she looked at Ginny with swollen eyes and nose. “Nothing happened in the parlor,” she said as some sort of explanation. Ginny was dying to ask more, but waited to see if Penelope would reveal more if given time.

    
      “I sneaked out to meet with Lord Townshend.” Her whispered confession brought on new tears, but thankfully, she didn't begin to sob again. “Do you think so little of me now? That I should meet a man, not my husband in the garden at night.”
    

    Ginny's eyes looked away for a moment. “I could hardly blame you when I am returning from meeting a man not my husband in the garden at night.”

    Penelope looked at Ginny's guilty expression and gave a short laugh. “I bet your experience was vastly different from mine.” 

    As new tears began to fall down her cheeks, Ginny finally asked, “What happened, Penny? Did he do something to you that you didn't want? Did he hurt you?”

    Sniffling, she responded, “No, not exactly. At least, not what you think. He did kiss me.” Penelope launched into her explanation of what happened.

    

Chapter 21

    At dinner, Lord Townshend had whispered to her to meet him in the garden at a particular time. Penelope was elated. He'd been the perfect gentleman during all their outings, but every time she saw him, and much of the time she didn't, she thought back to the proper kiss he'd given her in the greenhouse. More than that, she thought about his promise to give her an improper kiss. She'd meant to ask Sarah if she knew what that entailed, but never got the chance.

    After excusing herself from the parlor, she immediately went to the rendezvous location. Earlier that afternoon, when they had been walking through the garden, Martin pointed out a small greenhouse on the side of the garden proper. It was there that he asked her to join him when she could.

    As she approached the greenhouse, her heart began to stammer and her breath hitched. As a girl of twenty, she should be more sophisticated, but truthfully, she wasn't. Her parents rarely attended the London season, having decided that their lives were just fine in the country. Throughout her two seasons, she'd longed to possess the quiet grace and delicate beauty of the other girls. Even when she tried, her intelligence would always manage to shine through.

    She smelled cigar smoke in the air mingled with the scents of different flowers. They had already investigated the greenhouse, so she knew that Lady Hopewell used it only as a hothouse, so she could have fresh flowers in winter. There was no set up for experiments. Of course, its purpose was only for secrecy between Penelope and Martin.

    Her shoes crunched on the gravel as she approached and she saw Martin turn suddenly and face her direction. With little moon, he was but a shadow, except for the glowing end of his cigar. He was quick to put if out and move forward to grab her arm. Without saying a word, he directed her to the other side, where neither would be seen or caught.

    He reached up to caress her face with his knuckles and she would have sworn that his hand shook. When he did finally speak, his voice sounded deeper. 

    
      “I have waited for too long to give you this, darling. It has been nearly a month since promising you an improper kiss.”
    

    Her heart elated at his words, realizing that he remembered the afternoon as well as she did. Closing her eyes and lifting her face, his lips descended upon hers. At first, he was as gentle as before, but it took little time before all that changed, and he was possessing her fully. When his tongue nudged her mouth into opening, Penelope finally saw what it meant to be kissed improperly. 

    Her hands laid flat against his chest and made their way up around his neck. As she combed his hair around his collar, she suddenly wished she'd thought to take off her gloves. She could only imagine the feel of his silky hair against her skin. A magical warmth spread through her body, pooling in between her legs, making her want things that she didn't understand.

    When his lips left hers and made a path down her jaw, Penelope moved closer to his body, rubbing herself up and down the front of his coat, producing a fluttery sensation in her breasts. His hands replaced his chest, coaxing her nipples erect as he nuzzled in her neck. He pulled away suddenly and looked down on her, his expression fierce.

    
      “Tell me you will be mine, Penelope. Tell me I can take you to my bed this very night.”
    

    A dumb expression came over her face, not really believing what he'd just said to her. Did he just propose to her? Would he really take her, unsophisticated, plain Penelope? Her heart was about to burst wide open as she nodded her head in affirmation.

    Unfortunately for Penelope, Martin did make a proposition, just not of marriage. His was far less respectable. And her heart would burst, not from joy, but from pain.

    
      “Should you speak to my father tonight? He is most likely still awake.”
    

    A darkness dropped over his face, part confusion, part dubious. “Penelope, why would I speak to your father?”

    Stunned for a moment, she replied, “To ask my hand, of course.” Even as the words left her mouth, she knew that she had misunderstood and was humiliating herself even more with each word she uttered.

    
      “I cannot marry you, Penelope. I wish to make you my mistress. But know that I will take excellent care of you. I will even put you up in a home with a greenhouse in back.”
    

    
      “Mistress?” she asked, tears pooling in her eyes. Dropping her head so he wouldn't see, she almost laughed at her stupidity. Of course he wouldn't marry her. Why would anyone marry her?
    

    
      “Penelope, my  mother would never allow the union. You are far from the sort of sophisticated lady that she would approve of. Dear God, you wear spectacles and are nearly a blue-stocking. 
      What kind of wife would you be for a viscount?”
    

    Whispering, she asked, “Then why do you want me?”

    Being his ever honest self, he responded, “I do not know. I just do. And I am a man who is used to getting what he wants.”

    Licking her lips, still unable to lift her head from the shame that weighed it down, she released a deep breath. When she knew she was close to sobbing, she turned suddenly on her heel and ran back to the safety of the house. Now her humiliation was complete. If she'd been more sophisticated, more haughty, she could have laughed him off and told him what he could do with his offer. But the pain was too close, too real, for her to make such a stand. Penelope Hammersmith had never been accused of being strong or brave.

    She ended her journey under the stairs of the terrace, where Sarah found her crying over what she had always wanted, and realized that she never deserved.

    ********

    
      “That bastard,” came the reply from Ginny, after hearing the story. “What kind of prick treats a woman as such. Has he no feelings whatsoever?”
    

    Placing a hand on her friend's arm, Penelope said, “He is correct, Sarah. I am not the kind of girl that a man of his status takes home to his mother. She would never approve of me.”

    
      “The man is thirty years old, Penny. If he can't stand up to his mother at his age, you are better off without him.” With her arm around her friend, Penelope heard her utter some very 
      unflattering words. When she heard Sarah call him a pussy, she wondered what a cat had to do with her situation.
    

    
      “I cannot face anyone right now, Sarah. Can you help get me to my room? I have had enough humiliation for one evening, I think.”
    

    
      “Of course, Penny. We'll go up the servants stairs. I'll take care of you, don't worry.” 
    

    Hearing those words, fresh tears began to fall. Wasn't that what she wanted from Martin? Someone to take care of her, offer her the protection of his name, and in return, she would give him children and a good home. Walking shakily in her friend's arms, they made their way past the terrace steps toward the side servant's entrance.

    Before they made it too far, Martin made his way up behind them and stopped them with his command. “Penelope, we need to talk.” 

    Ginny turned first. Through the windows of the house, enough illumination came to reveal that at least she was not too happy to see him. It was her voice that gave him pause. 

    
      “How dare you? Do you really think you can command us around? Go off and break someone's else's heart, jerk.”
    

    His eyes widened at her tone and her words. No one spoke to him that way. Before he could consider the situation, he snapped, “You would do well to consider your standing with the ton before you spoke as such. What Conway sees in you is beyond me.”

    Penelope's gasp made him reconsider his words. This was not the way to handle her and he needed her handled. He could not let her go to her parents with wild accusations of how he'd used her. That would ensure his trip down the aisle with an inappropriate wife.

    Before he could make amends, Ginny walked up and stood in front of him. “What did you say?” she asked, her voice low and mean like a rabid dog.

    
      “I beg your pardon, Lady Sarah, but I must speak to Lady Penelope. It would not do for her to accuse me of misconduct. As I explained to her, I cannot marry her.”
    

    
      “But you could ask her to leave her family behind so you could have someone to screw around with. You would ruin her for your own pleasure. What kind of gentleman are you?”
    

    Feeling the need to defend himself, he answered. “It is likely the only offer she will receive. I am doing her a favor.”

    No sooner were the words out of his mouth, that Ginny lifted her skirt and shoved her knee into the man's balls. With a sound not unlike a pig squealing, Martin went down and fell over. Standing over her victim, she saw his face flush with the pain. It occurred to Ginny that before living romance novel heroine lives, she'd never kicked any man in the goods. Now, she was a professional.

    
      “What in the devil?” came from the garden. Apparently, Lord Conway saw his friend drop at the hand, or rather knee, of his fiancée. 
    

    
      “Sarah, what have you done?” he asked, incredulous. He hadn't 
      heard what was said, only saw that Sarah had practiced a very unladylike maneuver to injure his friend. 
    

    
      “I came very close to making sure that Lord Townshend would only sing soprano. That's what I've done.” Oliver was amazed at how composed she was. If she had felt the need to injure him so grossly, Townshend must have done something appalling indeed. And yet, Sarah didn't look at all injured.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Because he's a despicable human being. He acted very uncivilly toward my friend. It was only right that I teach him a lesson about manners.”
    

    Helping his friend to his feet, he asked, “What could he have done to deserve this?”

    It was Townshend who answered, his voice low and gravelly and with a twinge of murderous tone. “I was trying to explain to Penelope why I could not possibly marry her.”

    Oliver thought that it best if he took control of the situation before the ladies were irretrievably ruined. “Now there, Sarah. Would you not let the man talk? What harm is there in that?”

    Looking between the two men and knowing that her humiliated friend still stood behind her, she said, “Tomorrow, Oliver. I need to bring Penny to her room.”

    
      “No, Sarah, not tomorrow. Now. On this, you will heed me.”
    

    Now it was Ginny's turn to look murderous. “You want to know, Oliver. Your friend asked Penny, the daughter of an earl, to become his mistress because he was too worried about what mommy would think of his choice in companion.”

    
      “Dear God, Sarah, it is not as though he could marry her.”
    

    The words hung in the air for a minute before Ginny fully comprehended them. The man that she was about to have sex with couldn't have said anything worse at that moment. Shaking her head slightly, she looked at both men in turn.

    
      “You two are despicable. How can you think that playing with the feelings of a young girl is acceptable? She didn't ask for your attention, Lord Townshend, but you freely rained it upon her as though you cared. Then you may as well have spit on her. And you, Oliver...” She stopped for a moment and looked down. They had been friends, but now she wasn't sure she wanted even that. “Well, let's just say you disappoint me.”
    

    Ginny turned away and grabbed Penelope's arm. As they began to walk away, Townshend made one more plea. “I know you understand, Penelope. Would you not reconsider my offer?”

    Suddenly, Penelope had the strength she needed to say her piece. Maybe it was from watching Sarah take on men as big as they, or maybe something had finally snapped in place inside of her, but she would not be a doorstop any longer.

    
      “Lord Townshend, how dare you make me such an offer. I am better than that, as you know. I am not so desperate to be your second choice, after you marry and have legitimate children. Go to the devil.”
    

    Holding her head up a little higher, Penelope began to walk away once again. As a last parting shot, Ginny called over her shoulder to Oliver. “Don't bother stopping by later, Oliver. My door will be firmly locked.”

    

Chapter 22

    Ginny was able to get Penelope to her room unnoticed. Pulling the bell for her maid, the two women sat on the edge of the bed and sighed. It had been a night to remember, that was for sure. 

    When Penelope's maid arrived, Ginny excused herself to prepare for bed. “I'll be right back, Penny. Then we can talk.”

    After summoning MaryAnn, Ginny got ready for bed in record time and returned to Penelope's room. She found her already squirreled away in bed, lying on her side, staring blankly at the wall.

    
      “Do you want to be alone?” Ginny asked, knowing that in the same circumstance, she would probably want just that.
    

    
      “No. Can you lie with me for a while?”
    

    
      “Of course.” Ginny climbed into the bed next to her friend and sat back against the pile of pillows. Remaining silent for a few minutes, Ginny watched the flames play in the hearth. Slowly, Penelope rolled over and stared at the canopy.
    

    
      “I am such a fool,” she said, dispassionately. Her eyes never wandered from the chintz of the canopy.
    

    Looking down at her friend, Ginny responded, “I know you won't believe me when I say this, but it isn't you, Penny. If there is a fool in this situation, it's Townshend. Mark my words when I say that he will come to seriously regret his decisions tonight.”

    With a shrewd glance, Penelope asked, “What would make you think that? He could have any woman he wanted.”

    Ginny laughed. “No, he couldn't. If he could, he would have married long ago. No, he will come to regret it when he marries some half-witted bubble head who spends all his money and complains nightly about having to have sex.”

    Penelope gasped, but quickly covered her mouth to hide her giggle. Sarah was the only person who spoke honestly to her, ever. Everyone else seemed to want to protect her from God only knew what. It was refreshing to have someone she could ask questions to.

    
      “I thought that all gentlemen wanted stupid wives.”
    

    
      “That's what you've been told, but it is far from the truth. Why would anyone want to spend the rest of their lives with someone whose interests were so far from their own. Having to go from mistress to mistress who only show interest if you're buying them something. It seems rather lonely to me.”
    

    Penelope pulled herself up to lean against the pillows. “It seems very sad. I cannot think of Martin spending the rest of his life in such misery. It pains me.”

    
      “How could you doubt your worth, Penny? The man trampled on your heart and you still worry about his happiness. Believe me when I say this, that you are a good person, a beautiful person. You have so much to offer the right man and you will be happy someday, I promise.”
    

    
      “We had so much in common. He liked plants as much as I do. Why can he not see past the plain exterior.”
    

    
      “You're not plain, Penny, that's what I'm trying to tell you. Just because you don't fit in some ideal set by someone who 
      probably doesn't fit the mold either, doesn't mean you're plain. And for what it's worth, Townshend liked the look of you. I could see it in his eyes when he spotted you across a room.”
    

    
      “He did ask me to be his mistress. He would never had done that if he found me plain, would he?” Her voice was earnest, as though discovering that she wasn't unattractive after all.
    

    
      “No, Penny, he wouldn't have. If nothing else, he wanted you, even if he was too much of a...” Ginny had a variety of words to use, but figured it was best to be cautious. “...dummy to marry you first.”
    

    Leaning over, placing her head on Ginny's shoulder, Penelope smiled. She only wished she understood why he wouldn't marry her. Without realizing it, she asked the question aloud.

    Ginny automatically answered. “According to him and Oliver, he's afraid of his mother. How sad is that at his age? I think you should be happy to have dodged that bullet. Can you imagine her as a mother-in-law?”

    Both girls laughed and moved on to other topics. After Ginny's last comment to Lord Conway before they left, Penelope had been dying to ask what she'd meant.

    Releasing a sigh, Ginny gave her the story of how she was going to let Oliver share her bed that night. Penelope had turned around and was listening with rapt attention. 

    When she completed her story, Penelope asked, “Because of me you will deny him?”

    Scrunching her eyebrows, Ginny responded, “No, not because of you. Because he's not the man I thought he was. That he thinks so little of women that he would defend his friend tonight.”

    
      “So it is because of me,” she said, sounding forlorn over her friend's happiness.
    

    Taking her friend's hand and patting it lightly, Ginny set out to make her feel better. “Don't blame yourself, Penny. If anything, you did me a favor. Why would I spend a lifetime with someone so shallow. I'm better than that, don't you think?”

    
      “Yes, you are most definitely. You are my best friend.” Penelope felt stupid when tears formed in her eyes.
    

    
      “You, too,” was all Ginny said. The two were silent for a few minutes as they thought about their miserable circumstances. After denying the storyline for so long, what was going without sex a little longer, Ginny thought. Meanwhile, Penelope considered that maybe being alone wasn't the worst thing in the world. The worst thing was being someone's mistress and having your heart broken when they finally tired of you and left. Ginny gave her friend a brief hug and left for the night. All would be better in the light of day.
    

    ********

    Ginny made her way back to her room, a few doors down from Penny's. It wasn't too late and she could hear the sounds of activity downstairs. With a pounding head and disappointed heart, Ginny walked into her room looking forward to going to sleep.

    As soon as she entered, she saw that it wasn't meant to be at that moment. Oliver sat in a chair positioned near the fireplace, staring at her as she made her way into the room. He figured she was with her friend, but a spurt of anger came across him as he saw her wearing only a nightgown and wrapper. With a great sigh of exasperation, Ginny closed the door and stood behind the other chair in her room.

    
      “I thought I made myself pretty clear, Oliver.” Her tone was akin to a schoolmarm disciplining a naughty student.
    

    Ginny spotted the glass in his hand and wondered how drunk he could have gotten in such a short amount of time. The decanter was on the floor next to him, but she couldn't tell how much had been taken. She'd only been in Penny's room for thirty minutes or so.

    
      “As my future wife, you should know that I will not be ordered about.” Ginny recognized his “king of the castle” tone and wanted to clear up any confusion.
    

    
      “Fuck off,” was all she said before turning and heading back to the door. She never made it as he grabbed her and spun her around to face his furious eyes.
    

    
      “You will not speak to me that way, Sarah. Beside it being beneath you, you must learn that you have a place in this relationship.”
    

    Turning her head sideways, she asked, “And what is that place, Oliver? You want me to just cow down to your needs and desires? Perhaps you'd rather I said very little at all. Is that it?”

    
      “You know I love you just the way you are, Sarah.”
    

    Looking perplexed, she wondered if he were too drunk to realize that he'd just contradicted himself. “Get out, Oliver. Go sober up and we'll talk in the morning. Right now, I want to go to bed. Alone,” she stressed, pulling her arm from his grasp.

    Oliver went back to the chair and sat down again. Ginny rolled her eyes. Apparently, the evening was not over. Pulling her wrapper around herself a little tighter, she made her way over and sat on the chair across from him. He watched her every move with a look of hunger on his face. Ginny wondered if this was about his not getting laid that night.

    
      “Why are you so angry?” he asked, putting the glass down beside the decanter on the floor.
    

    
      “Townshend made Penny think he loved her. He came to her house, had tea with her parents. He danced with her at parties and made a special point of coming here because she was coming. Do you really think it was so hard for her to believe that he was courting her?”
    

    Shaking his head, he muttered, “It was bad form, I grant you, but she had to know that someone like Lord Townshend had to make a spectacular choice in wife.”

    
      “Why should she have known that? Why should she have believed herself too far beneath him when he was doing everything in his power to make her believe the opposite?”
    

    
      “It is the way things are, Sarah. I know this is your first season, but surely you know there is a pecking order in society. Although she is the daughter of an earl, he is not powerful or rich enough to gain entrée into the highest circles. But Lord Townshend is.”
    

    
      “So this is about you and your friends being shallow. You think 
      yourself so much better than the rest of us...”
    

    
      “Not you, Sarah. You belong to our group. You are a worthy wife for me.”
    

    Ginny's glance dropped to her lap. Was there a way to make him see? She was beginning to doubt it and with her pounding head, she didn't want to take the time to try to find out. She just wanted him gone.

    
      “I don't know how to get through to you, Oliver. I don't want to be worthy of any group that would treat fellow human beings like you and your friend did tonight. And I also think that if Townshend were more of a man, he would stand up to his harrigan mother and fight for the one woman he would be happy spending the rest of his life with.”
    

    
      “There are things you do not understand, Sarah. Townshend and his mother... well, I cannot speak of it. Just know that his hands are quite tied.”
    

    
      “Blah, blah, blah... Oliver, go to bed. I will see you in the morning.”
    

    This time, when she opened the door, he went willingly. At her threshold, he turned to tell her that he loved her, but the door was summarily closed in his face. As he turned to walk back to his own room to lick his wounds, he spotted a figure at the top of the stairs, staring back at him. It was Lady Weston, and she had the biggest smile on her face. Turning on his heel and walking away, Oliver realized that like it or not, Sarah would have to marry him now.

    

Chapter 23

    Early the next morning, Ginny woke with a strange feeling. Trying to pinpoint what it was, she realized that she had never gone this long in a story without having sex. Sure, she had made her men wait until she was ready, but this was the first time she still wasn't ready for someone's attentions. Partly because of Colby, but mostly because Oliver had ruined it. Ginny was beginning to wonder if she'd have her romance novel heroine card revoked due to lack of romance.

    
      Calling her maid, Ginny hurried to get dressed. There was no clock in her room, so she had no way of knowing what time it was. After MaryAnn left, it occurred to her that she could have asked the maid, but once again, opportunity lost. 
      Who cares
      , she thought as she left her room and made her way downstairs. She was hungry and not in the best of moods. God help the first person to come across her path.
    

    As she carelessly made her way down the front staircase, she heard voices in the entryway. It was just her luck that the two men were Lords Conway and Townshend. Oliver was trying to convince his friend to stay the week anyway. There was the possibility that he could still convince Penelope to reconsider. The minute she heard his words, Ginny's hackles rose up and she flew down the stairs to confront the bounders.

    
      “Good morning, gentlemen. What could have the two of you up so early?” The words were innocent, but the tone was not. Both men regarded her with weary resignation.
    

    When neither responded, she turned to Lord Townshend. “I trust you are no worse for wear this morning, my lord. Nothing broken?” Feigning sympathy, neither man was fooled.

    
      “No. I thank you for your inquiry, Lady Sarah. I was just about to leave the party.” He wouldn't even look at her, but stared slightly off her left shoulder.
    

    
      “Pity,” was her only response. Turning to look at Oliver, she asked, “And you, Lord Conway? Do you plan to turn tail and run away too?” Her eyebrow raised in challenge. A small part of Ginny knew that baiting these men was probably not the best idea she'd ever had. But then, another part of her didn't give a rat's ass. And that part was bigger.
    

    
      “If you would give me a moment, Lady Sarah, I have need to tell you something. I am just wishing my friend a good journey back to the city.” Dismissing her, Conway turned to his friend and spoke again trying to convince him to stay. Ginny decided that she'd rather not stand there being ignored, so she turned and left in search of the breakfast room.
    

    A young footman directed her and she soon found herself in a room filled with food all alone. Taking a plate from the sideboard, she filled it with a few items and made her way to the large table. No sooner had she sat then a footman came and asked her if she would like some tea. 

    
      “Coffee, if it's available,” she responded and the footman retreated through a small doorway.
    

    When he returned, he had a small pot of coffee, along with sugar and cream. He poured her a cup and Ginny thanked him before he could retreat again. Looking at the doorway, she wondered if there was a hole he peered through to see if anyone entered.

    Ginny only got to enjoy her breakfast for a few minutes before Oliver entered. His face said it all. He was not pleased that she had walked away from him. Hiding her smile, she figured he needed to learn that she was not so easy to bully around. Sometimes, although she'd never admit it to anyone, she could be downright bull-headed.

    Oliver filled a plate and took a seat next to hers. The footman reappeared and he was once again sent off to retrieve more coffee. Once settled, Oliver began to eat his breakfast as though nothing untoward had ever happened. Relief washed over Ginny that she'd be able to finish her breakfast in peace.

    As she sipped her coffee, Oliver finally dropped the bomb on her. “Your mother witnessed me leaving your room last night. I have no doubt that we shall be married within a couple of weeks.”

    Ginny stiffened and slowly put her coffee cup back in the saucer. Considering what happened the night before, she had no one to blame but herself. After all, she had thrown him out without first checking the hallway to see if anyone was lingering about. If she resisted the formula, the plot found other ways to trap her in itself.

    
      “She hasn't spoken to me yet this morning, but it sounds as if we will be having a long talk,” Ginny's tone filled with resignation.
    

    
      “Sarah, can we not find some amity. I had not lied when I said I loved you. I want us to be married.”
    

    Looking at his face, she almost felt sorry for him. It was not as if he understood the situation he was in. He was merely a fictional character, set on a path to fall in love with her character. On the other hand, wasn't she supposed to bring in her own experiences? Wasn't she supposed to teach him how to be a better person?

    Looking away, she smiled. It seemed that her hubris had not been the least affected by her experiences. Still superior and arrogant. What a burden this could all be. 

    
      “I don't know what you want me to say, Oliver.” She turned and faced him head on. “Last night, I spent a half hour trying to convince Penny that there was nothing wrong with her, that she was a good person. She spent most of that time pining for a man who had just treated her like trash.”
    

    It was Oliver's turn to look away. “I had a long discussion with Lord Townshend last night after I left your room. I can assure you that he had no choice in rejecting Lady Penelope's hopes of marriage.”

    
      “Doesn't he feel badly about how he treated her?”
    

    Once again looking at her, he responded, “Yes. He does.” When he saw her disbelief, he went about trying to assure her. “I swear he does, Sarah. His situation is not as it appears.”

    
      “But he didn't have to pursue her, Oliver. He was trying to see what he could get away with. He was hoping that he could use her and never take responsibility.”
    

    
      “I hate that this is driving a wedge between us, Sarah.” Looking around to see that no one had entered, he begged, “Come for a ride with me. Let us find a place to talk where we need not worry about being overheard.”
    

    Dropping her lids slightly, Ginny thought that it was probably a bad idea. Once alone with him, anything could happen. On the other hand, something had to happen, didn't it?

    
      “Fine. I'll go and change. I'll meet you at the stables in half an hour.”
    

    
      “Thank you,” he responded as she rose and left the room. After seating himself once again, he slowly finished his meal and thought about how he should approach his reticent love. He knew that ordering her about was a bad way to approach her. Perhaps throwing himself on his sword would work. He continued to consider his options as he left the room and headed to the stables.
    

    ********

    True to her word, Ginny appeared not thirty minutes later. In her time, she could change in minutes, without the aid of another person. But with all the dresses she had that buttoned up the back, she would need contortionist skills to dress and undress alone.

    Sarah was not much of a rider, but Ginny's last character had been and fortunately for her, she seemed to retain those skills. Even in a side saddle, Ginny was confident to keep her seat. As she entered the stable, she saw Oliver standing there, giving a treat to a very tall horse. He looked handsome in his riding outfit of tight brown pants and a nicely tailored blue jacket. She could see that he had a well rounded butt.

    Without smiling, he came to stand in front of her. “I had not known your skill with a horse, so I wanted to wait to saddle an appropriate one for you. Do you ride well?”

    
      “I do, but would prefer a docile animal. I'm not really in the mood 
      to ride hard or jump stuff.”
    

    Raising his eyebrow, he called to the groom to saddle a pretty brown mare. As the groom set about his work, Ginny walked up and pet the animal. Oliver handed her half an apple to feed the beast.

    After feeding the horse, whose name was Buttercup, Oliver assisted her in the side saddle. The two set off outside the walls towards the sea. No conversation passed between them for some time while they both admired the view. It was late spring, so the breeze still carried a kick to it and Ginny wished she'd worn a warmer jacket. Her cheeks were red from the wind, but she managed not to shiver too much.

    They rode down a gentle slope and walked the horses on the rocky beach. At low tide, they had little to worry about with the waves. There was much activity around them, with fisherman about and further up the beach, a small market was still bustling despite it being late morning.

    Still having nothing to say, Ginny turned her horse back toward the house. Before she could set their path, Oliver turned and cantered off toward the fields. Sensing that she would end their ride short if given the chance, Oliver was smart enough to move them in a direction away from their hostess's house.

    After a short time, they came to a stream and followed it a couple of miles to a lake. No one was about, so Oliver dismounted and walked his horse to some tall grass. Ginny watched him as he patted down the horse's neck and spoke soothing words to him. When complete, Oliver came over and stood next to her with his hand up offering to help her dismount as well. Ginny accepted, not wanting to appear petty.

    Once on the ground, Oliver took her horse's reins and led the mare to the same spot as his horse. Then he turned back to the only other person in the vicinity with a look that spoke of something serious. Taking Ginny's arm, he led her to a tree that had been blown over during some storm. Both took a seat and stared out at the lake.

    
      “Tis a beautiful morning, is it not?” he asked, trying to get his reluctant bride to open up to him.
    

    
      “Sure,” was her reply. Ginny may not have wanted to be petty, but that didn't mean she couldn't act like it. Part of her mourned the loss of their friendship, knowing that this man had saved her from an awful situation. But, part of her didn't like him anymore, knowing that he would defend the actions of his friend after Lord Townshend behaved so abominably. 
    

    
      “You must understand, Sarah, that Lord Townshend's situation is not as it might seem.” Oliver had considered taking it slowly, but that thought certainly didn't last.
    

    
      “Must I?” she asked, her statement laced heavily with sarcasm.
    

    
      “Are you so certain of your own righteousness that you will not even consider that there is another point of view.”
    

    At this, Ginny turned toward her companion and pondered him for a moment. “Is that what I am? Righteous? Or maybe I'm just better able to clearly see the difference between right and wrong.”

    
      “So Lord Townshend is wrong because he cannot marry Lady Penelope.”
    

    
      “No, Oliver. He's wrong because he knew he couldn't marry her and used her instead. Do you think it's a flattering offer to become someone's mistress?” Every word, Ginny struggled to keep from screaming at him. It was difficult considering every word he said was ridiculous.
    

    
      “What if it is the best she'll ever receive?”
    

    
      “So, because you don't find her attractive, no man on the face of this earth could ever find her attractive? Geez, I thought I was arrogant.” Ginny turned away and stared at the scenery. Anything was better than looking at the man beside her any longer.
    

    
      “That is not what I meant, Sarah. I am certain that Lady Penelope has her charms, but as far as the ton is concerned, she is not very worthy.”
    

    
      “Townshend wanted to bed her, so I guess she's good for something then, huh?”
    

    Oliver opened his mouth, but nothing came out. There was a part of him that was ashamed by what he'd said, no matter how true it was. Penelope Hammersmith was just as capable of finding love as anyone else, regardless of her parentage or station.

    Ginny looked at him and sensed that she'd made some point. She decided to try to drive it home. “What if she were your sister, Oliver? Or daughter? How would you feel if some 'gentleman' used her in the same way? Would that be wrong?”

    When he opened his mouth to argue, she added, “Imagine you're Penelope's parents, not from the illustrious family that you currently have the pleasure to be a part of.”

    His mouth shut and his head dropped. Of course, she was right. If any man had treated his sister the same way, it would have been pistols at dawn. Penelope was not a ton beauty, but she was still a person and deserved to be treated like the lady she was.

    
      “I see your point, Sarah. And, despite what you might think, I never condoned Townshend's behavior. It was what we spoke of last night after I left your room.”
    

    Raising an eyebrow, thinking he might just be placating her, she asked, “And what did you say to him?”

    
      “That is between him and I, Sarah. Needless to say, I was not too happy with how he handled the situation.”
    

    
      “Were you angry because of how he behaved, or how it impacted you and me?”
    

    Her perception was uncanny. Oliver stared into Sarah's eyes knowing that she might as well have been in the room. Most of his railing against his friend had more to do with the fact that it cost him a night of passion with the woman he loved than with any hurt feelings with Penelope. Heaving a large sigh, he nodded.

    
      “You could be right,” he responded. “But I can see your point. Penelope deserved better. And if it is of any consequence, Townshend feels terrible about his actions. If I had my guess, I would say he would marry her if given the chance.”
    

    
      “Well, that ship has sailed, don't you think? Since he can't 
      possibly displease mommy, we shall never know.”
    

    A look of anger crossed his face. “There are some things that you are unaware of, Sarah. You do not know the whole of the story.”

    The sarcasm was back. “Oh, please Oliver, enlighten me then.”

    His lips pursed into a straight line. “I cannot reveal a confidence like that, Sarah. Is it possible for you to just take me at my word?”

    
      “No,” was all she said, as she rose and began walking toward the horses. Turning suddenly, she looked back at him, hand on hips. “Does it matter if I did believe you, Oliver? Is it so important that I like the man?”
    

    Coming to her side, he hissed, “Of course it is, Sarah. As my wife, I expect you to be a hostess to my friends. I cannot have you using that tone with them.”

    Arching an eyebrow and half smiling, Ginny asked, “I will have to be deaf and stupid then, Oliver? Serve refreshments with a stupid smile on my face and keep my opinions to myself?”

    Swallowing hard, he answered, “Yes.”

    Ginny laughed and started to walk away. She approached her horse and realized that she would need his help to regain her saddle. Without a word, she turned and looked at him with expectation. When he made no move, she asked sweetly, “Can you help me up, Oliver?”

    
      “Why did you laugh?” he asked, as he felt his heart constrict with 
      a painful jerk.
    

    
      “You don't like me because I'm like that, Oliver. So why, if I were to become your wife, would you all of sudden want such a simpleton in your house?”
    

    
      “I... uh...” he stammered, searching his brain for a logical answer. The truth was, he had no answer. He didn't want a wife who lived for society parties and hostessing events. He liked Sarah for having opinions and speaking her mind. Townshend had said something similar to him the night before about wanting a woman with a brain and a willingness to use it for something other than remembering titles and people of consequence.
    

    Instead, Oliver shook his head and asked, “Please do not go yet. Can we not talk about this more?”

    Ginny looked away. She knew she was being too hard on him. After all, this was what the world was at the time. The class system was strictly in place and one did not aspire to anything outside one's sphere. It simply wasn't done.  

    Taking pity on him, she said, “We don't have to go yet. We can walk around the lake if you want.”

    A vulnerable smile crossed his face before he covered it with a look of smug confidence. “I would be pleased to escort you, my lady.”

    Ginny took his arm and the two walked slowly around the reedy shores of the small lake. After only a few yards, he stopped and turned to her. Without a word, his hands cupped her face and he kissed her, sweetly. When he pulled away, Ginny looked up to his eyes and saw yearning. She swallowed hard, knowing that they would soon come together.

    Oliver still caressed her cheek when he said, “When we return, we are going to have to have a discussion with your mother. Are you going to reject my suit?”

    Would she? Ginny spent the next ten seconds trying to formulate a plan. Her mother would insist on a speedy engagement, especially considering she caught Oliver leaving her room late the night before. The circumstances were getting too complicated for her. If she married him and slept with him, maybe she could move on to a simpler story where she could have more fun. 

    
      “I would not reject you, Oliver. But know this... I won't be able to forgive your friend so easily. I won't begrudge you the right to have him as a friend, but I certainly don't have to like him as well.”
    

    He searched her face for a moment before smiling. “I can live with that, Sarah dear.”

    Before she could turn and walk back to the horses, Oliver kissed her once again. When he deepened the kiss, using his arms to envelope her body into his own, Ginny knew she would not only allow him into her bed, she would be glad to have him. It must have taken a lot for him to admit he was wrong and she appreciated his effort.

    Pulling away, Oliver was flushed and out of breath. “I think it best if I take you home, Sarah. With as much as I want you right now, this would not be the best place to consummate our relationship.”

    
       So Oliver led Sarah back to the horses and helped her climb onto the saddle. The two returned to the house, to await their private chat with Lady Weston and plan for their eventual marriage.
    

    

Chapter 24

    Charlotte awoke the next morning much later than she was used to. Wilhelm had departed before dawn, but not before he took her one more time. Curled up with the bed clothes snuggly around her, Charlotte was reminded of how it felt to be touched again after so long. Her imagination could not have prepared her for the sensations he'd stirred. Their coupling was so unlike what she'd experienced with her husband, Charlotte wondered if her husband even knew what he was doing.

    The sudden thought shocked her and made her feel disloyal. Before his death, Mr. Stevens had been adamant that she remarry someday. He told her that she need not be lonely just because his body was too weak to weather his illness. Right to the end, he'd been selfless and now she couldn't even repay the favor.

    Guilt washed over her like a tidal wave. Here she was, unmarried and still giving into passionate cravings from a man who didn't even live in England. Soon he would be gone and she would alone again, left to wonder if she would ever find happiness.

    But she did find happiness the night before, in Wilhelm's arms. He obviously had many skills as a lover, having slept with many a patroness to his music. Now Charlotte was angry, knowing that she was just another notch in his bedpost, along with dozens of other women. Of course he was skilled, he'd had enough practice.

    Her shifting emotions were too much for even her. Charlotte was the steady one, never succumbing to anger or despair. She was the rock that her mother and sister depended on. When something needed done, she was the one to volunteer to do it. It struck her as ironic that as her sister became more mature and intelligent, she seemed to be slipping slowly into a phase of childish tantrums. 

    Getting herself out of bed, Charlotte cleaned her self up and got dressed. A good breakfast was all she needed to set herself to rights. Perhaps a long walk about the garden, with lots of fresh air, would help as well. She would find her sister and convince her to take a ride to the village for some shopping. There had to be something that would take her mind from this situation she'd put herself into. At least, she hoped there was.

    ********

    Penelope had considered staying in bed the rest of the day, but knew her mother would ask too many questions if she did. Feigning sick wouldn't work either, since both her parents would call in the nearest physician and then Penelope would have to lie to three people instead of just two. The thought of seeing Martin made her stomach lurch so violently that maybe saying she was sick wouldn't be a lie after all.

    Summoning her maid, Penelope sat in front of her vanity mirror and slowly began to brush out her hair. In the morning sunlight, it sparkled with highlights. Why had she never noticed that before? She'd always considered her hair a dull brown, hardly worth anyone's notice. 

    Leaning closer to the mirror, she saw that her eyes were not the same dull brown as her hair. In reality, they had golden flecks throughout that made them shine as well. It was probably too difficult to see that beneath her spectacles. Perhaps she could forgo her glasses at times, when she wanted people to see her eyes better. Granted, she would not be able to see them as well, but that was a small price to pay when one was searching for a home and security.

    When her maid entered, Penelope dressed quickly and went in search of Sarah. After their discussion the night before, Penelope knew she had to develop some self-confidence. Even with the pain still fresh from Martin's indecent proposal, she would not cow down to anyone ever again. If she wanted happiness, as Sarah had stated, she would have to find it herself. No more being the wallflower at balls. She would have to engage others in conversation and not hide behind her parents.

    Entering the breakfast room, the only other person in attendance was Sarah's sister, Charlotte. Filling her plate from the chafing dishes, Penelope sat beside Charlotte and requested some tea from the footman. 

    When he disappeared to fulfill her request, Penelope said, “Good morning, Mrs. Stevens. Have you seen Sarah this morning?”

    As if noticing her for the first time, Charlotte looked up from her plate and gave her a weak smile. “Good morning to you, Lady Penelope. No, I have not seen my sister yet this morning. I have begun to wonder if she is still abed.”

    Penelope knew that she'd ruined her friend's chances of staying up late with Lord Conway. A pang of guilt struck her and she turned to look at her plate. It was bad enough that she had a miserable love life, but that didn't mean she should ruin it for everyone else.

    
      “Are you well, Lady Penelope?” Charlotte asked tenderly.
    

    Looking at the woman, Penelope was able to give her a smile. “Yes, I am. I had hoped to talk to your sister. She assisted me last eve and I wanted to thank her.” Rallying her spirit again, she sat a little straighter and said, “But, I shall see her later, I am sure. I wonder what Lady Hopewell has planned for us today.”

    The footman returned with Penelope's tea and left the girls alone once again. Charlotte began the conversation anew. 

    
      “Lady Hopewell was just here a few minutes before you arrived. I believe she mentioned something about a trip to the village for some shopping. I daresay I look forward to the distraction and had hoped to engage my sister to join us.”
    

    
      “Oh, well then...”
    

    
      “I would be most pleased if you joined us as well, Lady Penelope. I would not dare to keep Sarah all to myself. Especially with you two being such good friends.”
    

    Charlotte's smile made Penelope smile in return. She didn't say how Sarah was her only friend, and therefore, more precious to her. Penelope did know that Sarah would help her now, in her newly found confidence. 

    
      “I would love to join you on a shopping excursion. I should like to get away from the house for a time.”
    

    
      “Lady Hopewell also mentioned that Lord Townshend took his leave this morning, claiming a prior engagement that could not be avoided.”
    

    Penelope's smile turned shaky and fragile. As much as the thought of seeing him again after their disastrous evening made her shake with fear, she hated the thought that her actions made him so uncomfortable that he was forced to leave early. Hearing the hypocrisy of her words in her head, Penelope realized that it would take some time to get over what she'd felt for the man. 

    
      “Pity, that,” she replied, digging into the food on her plate to avoid having to say more. Thankfully, Charlotte took the hint and left it be. When they'd both finished their meals, Charlotte asked Penelope to take a turn about the gardens with her. Perhaps they would run into Sarah on their travels, as they couldn't seem to avoid their own errant thoughts about men who didn't deserve the time of day.
    

    

Chapter 25

    Oliver and Sarah entered the house together, figuring that they could present a united front to her mother. Not that Lady Weston would be angry, just that she would be wanting to expedite the marriage with all due speed. They found Lady Weston sitting in the sun room alone. 

    
      “Ah, there you are, Sarah. And Lord Conway, tis good to see you as well.” Her voice was frosty, but not believably so. It was as though she needed to feign anger to accomplish her goal.
    

    
      “Lady Weston, tis a pleasure to see you as well. You can be in no wonder over what brings me to you this morning.”
    

    Raising an eyebrow to him, she asked, “Whatever do you mean, Lord Conway?” 

    Ginny rolled her eyes in response. This was what the woman had wanted from the beginning and now she was playing coy. “Mother, we all know that you saw Oliver leaving my room last night. Surely you can't think that we don't know what that means.”

    Gripping her hands together in her lap, Lady Weston looked over their shoulders at the open door behind them. Understanding her consternation immediately, Oliver turned and closed the double doors to provide them with more privacy. Ginny sat on the settee across from her mother, with Oliver joining her soon afterwards. 

    
      “You are very blunt, Sarah, but yes, I did spy 
      Lord Conway
       leaving your room last eve.” Her emphasis on Oliver's title was supposed to remind her daughter of her manners, but all she received from Ginny was a martyred sigh.
    

    
      “I must say that I am a little disappointed in you, my lord. I thought you more a gentleman than that.”
    

    Oliver scrunched his eyes in disbelief. Did this woman expect him to beg for her daughter's hand? If there was one thing Oliver knew about, it was matchmaking mothers and their sick tactics to get their daughters noticed.

    
      “I assure you, my lady, that nothing... ungentlemanly occurred between your daughter and I. We were simply discussing...” Oliver turned and looked at Sarah for help.
    

    Ginny raised her eyebrows and stared back. When he still didn't complete his sentence, she asked, “What?”

    Oliver turned his head and covered his eyes in dismay. If they were to be partners, Sarah definitely needed to learn to help him out.

    
      “What were the two of you discussing?” Lady Weston asked, a touch of impatience in her voice.
    

    Oliver continued to look at her imploringly. Finally, after she felt he'd been tortured enough, she said, “Honestly, mother, we were discussing our marriage. As in, where we should get married. Oliver here wants some huge affair, where we invite half of London. I, on the other hand, wished for something smaller, more intimate.” At the last part, she looked at her fiancé, smiling the whole time.

    His murderous look was worth every word. Clearing his throat, he said, “But, in light of the situation, I am afraid that a huge affair would be out of the question. I shall obtain a special license this week and we can be married as soon as we return to London.”

    Lady Weston, who had perked up at the mention of a huge wedding, suddenly looked down-trodden. “But, my lord, is that really necessary? After all, it was only I who witnessed you leaving Sarah's room. We can keep it all hushed up until the Banns are read and a proper wedding is planned.”

    Looking appropriately contrite, Oliver said, “I am ever so sorry, my lady, but I have already informed Lord Townshend of the circumstances. He will be speaking to his dear mother about it soon enough, as he has already left for London. And even if he does not give her the details, I am sure she will surmise something about it. You know how Lady Townshend loves a juicy bit of gossip.”

    
      “But... but...” was all Lady Weston could manage. Her dreams of a large society wedding were slipping through her fingertips. “You must formally ask Sarah's father before any wedding can take place. You need to decide on the settlement.”
    

    
      “Indeed I do. I was going to return to London a couple of days early and discuss the particulars with your husband.” Leaning forward conspiratorially, Oliver added, “A woman of your grace could easily put together a beautiful wedding in no time at all, my lady. I have all the faith in the world that you will make our wedding the special day it deserves to be.”
    

    A snort sprang from Ginny's mouth that she easily covered into a cough. The truth was she could care less, even more than at any other time in this storyline. Grand wedding or small chapel, it made no difference. Either way, she was going to have to sleep with the man sitting next to her. And after the garden the night before and their moment at the lake, she knew it wouldn't be too difficult.

    
      “I am sure that your friend would not reveal such a confidence to his gossiping mother, my lord. I would wager that Lady Townshend will not even be surprised by the announcement of your wedding.” 
    

    
      “You are most likely correct, my lady, but what if someone else had spied us in the hallway? If we are not married immediately, it could spell certain doom for your daughter's reputation.”
    

    
      “But... but...” Sarah's mother was back to sputtering, so Ginny took that as her cue to leave. 
    

    
      “Well, mother, if you don't mind, I'm going to find Charlotte and Penelope and deliver the news. Good day, 
      Lord Conway
      .” Her returned emphasis brought a small giggle to her lips. There was just something so fun about baiting someone else's mother. Standing to leave, Oliver stood as well and followed her out of the room. 
    

    When they were a safe distance away, he whispered, “I desire a large wedding, do I?”

    Laughing, Ginny replied, “Yeah, that was pretty great, huh? I imagine that next time you'll not try to put me on the spot, will you?”

    Pulling his fiancée into a dark corner where no one would see them, he promptly covered her mouth with his own. It didn't take much coaxing before Ginny was running her hands up his soft, blue coat and  around his neck. When her tongue participated with the same vehemence as his own, he knew he was in serious trouble. His denied passion was coming back to life. As much as he wanted to, Oliver knew he would not take her in the open hallway.

    Before he could lose all sense and control, he pulled away, shaking a finger before her face. Tsking his beautiful bride, he said, “Shame on you, my sweet. Tempting me could get you in a great deal of trouble.”

    
      “Oooh, my lord. Do you mean that we might have to get married?” she asked, with a sweet voice she would normally reserve for babies and animals.
    

    Brushing her cheek with his hand, he asked desperately, “Do you think I may come to your room again tonight?”

    Feeling particularly naughty, Ginny brushed his obvious erection with her hand as she sidled past him. Over her shoulder, she whispered, “Perhaps,” before continuing down the hallway in search of her friend and sister.

    In response, Oliver banged his head against the wall, nearly unsettling a painting hanging there. Whispering to himself, he said, “That girl will be my death, I swear.” When she was out of sight, he walked back to his room to try and control his baser self. Not to mention, avoid any contact with anyone who would witness his obvious shame.

    ********

    Ginny found Charlotte and Penelope among the rose vines. Although they walked together, they seemed separate. Neither spoke to the other, as if they only tolerated each other until Sarah arrived. And when she did, both seemed to come to life.

    
      “Sarah, wherever have you been?” came from Charlotte.
    

    
      “We have combed the gardens and house looking for you,” said Penelope, her words tripping over Charlotte's.
    

    Looking from one to the other, Ginny said, “I went riding with Lord Conway this morning. We only got back a few minutes ago. We had to talk to mother and now here I am.”

    
      “Talk to mother? About what?” Charlotte asked, her eyes brightened by the possibility that her little sister might finally be getting married. 
    

    Rolling her eyes again, demonstrating that part of Sarah's eighteen year old personality still existed, Ginny said, “As if you couldn't guess.”

    A bright smile beamed across Charlotte's face for the first time that day. Her own petty problems were so insignificant when compared to her sister's happiness. “I am overjoyed to hear it, dearest.”

    Penelope, who was also happy for her friend, said, “That is joyous news, Sarah. Will you have a grand affair, do you think?”

    Spotting some of the other guests close by, Ginny directed both girls along the path to talk in private. “It will be a quick wedding, since mother caught Oliver leaving my room last night.”

    Both girls stopped and stared at her in utter amazement. It was one thing to be caught in a scandalous position, but to be so open about it was unheard of. Sarah didn't even sound contrite, as though that kind of thing happened all the time. Which it did, but the victims of the scandal would rarely talk so much about it.

    
      “Are you... Did he... Are you...” Charlotte kept beginning questions, but wasn't able to finish them. Penelope, who knew of Sarah's original plans, merely stood and remained silent. She still felt guilty for having ruined the evening for her friend, but now it appeared that she hadn't ruined it.
    

    
      “No, Charlotte, we didn't share a bed. We were merely talking. When he left, neither of us was smart enough to check the hallway for other guests.” Ginny shrugged her shoulders as if it were no big deal and began walking again.
    

    Penelope cast a glance to the ground and asked, “So, I did ruin your evening, didn't I?”

    Putting an arm around her friend's shoulders, Ginny set out to ease her dismay. “Don't worry, Penelope. I was still pretty mad last night, but we talked it out today and everything is settled. We agreed to disagree over some things and he acknowledged my feelings on others. And he said that he wants to come back tonight.”

    Gasping, Charlotte said, “You shall be married shortly, surely you can wait.”

    
      “Relax, Charlotte. Don't have a cow or anything over it.”
    

    
      “What?” she asked at Ginny's vernacular.
    

    
      “Don't let my impetuous behavior upset you. We will be married soon so no one will be the wiser.”
    

    Before Charlotte could respond, Penelope's father walked over and retrieved Penelope for her mother. Ginny called out that they would talk later. Penelope was barely able to acknowledge her reply as her father dragged her back toward the house. Alone with her sister, Ginny was finally able to question her about what happened with her and Mr. Richter.

    Blushing, Charlotte responded, “I will not discuss anything specifically, but...” The flush to her cheeks deepened and she looked away from her sister before saying, “It was truly magical.”

    Ginny held her tongue. There was no doubt that the sex was good, but magical? One of the best things about romance novels was their ability to make everything magical.

    
      “So, you and Mr. Richter are planning another night,” Ginny asked, wrapping her arm around her sister's and continuing their journey through the garden.
    

    
      “I have yet to see him this morning, so I cannot say.” 
    

    Ginny heard a vulnerable tone to her sister's voice. Could it be that she feared that he didn't enjoy it as much as she did?

    
      “I have no doubt that Mr. Richter has overslept this morning after such an evening. I'm sure you'll see him soon. Maybe he's in the music room practicing for his performance this week.”
    

    
      “Perhaps,” she said, while avoiding looking at her sister.
    

    
      “What's really bothering you, Lottie?”
    

    Charlotte dragged her sister to a small bench in the garden. Considering her thoughts carefully, she said, “Do you think less of me for this, Sarah?”

    Scrunching her face, Ginny answered, “Do I think less of you for taking a small piece of joy for yourself? For taking advantage of the attentions of a nice looking gentleman, who you also have something in common with? No, of course I don't, Lottie.”

    Looking at her sister, Charlotte knew that Sarah was sincere, but she still couldn't shake her feeling of shame. She and Mr. Richter were not married, but had engaged in acts that were very specifically reserved for married couples. 

    
      “Do you think mother would be ashamed of me?” she asked, her voice meek.
    

    Ginny, her ever honest self, replied, “Who cares?”

    Looking shocked, Charlotte asked, “How can you say that?”

    Ginny looked away for a moment, considering the best way to not only make her sister understand, but to get her to believe her as well. “Lottie, our mother has made a certain kind of life for herself. I don't know how she felt about your father, but I know how she feels about mine. Who would want to live like that? It must be unbearable at times, and yet, there she is, all smiles and charm. She's an actress, stuck in a crappy marriage where her only joy comes from trying to set me up in a marriage that she considers worthy. Why would I care what she thinks about how I live my life when I have absolutely no respect for how she lives hers?”

    Glancing at her hands, Charlotte said, “She never forgave me for marrying Mr. Stevens. She had always wanted more for me.”

    
      “And yet you were happy in the time you had together, right? You never regretted marrying him, did you?”
    

    
      “No. I did love him. But he is so different from Wilhelm. Last 
      night was like nothing I had ever had with my husband.” The honesty in her voice betrayed her. Ginny could clearly hear the pain there as well.
    

    
      “So what, Lottie? They were different men. Of course they were going to be different in bed. That doesn't mean you didn't love your husband, just because you may have enjoyed how Wilhelm handles himself in bed.”
    

    A bitterness crept into her voice when Charlotte responded. “It must have been from all the practice.”

    Ginny laughed and Charlotte shot her a look of pure contempt. Enough so that Ginny immediately stopped. “Charlotte, he's a man. All they think about is sex. It's hormonal. They can't help it. So if some woman, and really, just about any woman, says she's willing, they will take advantage of it.”

    
      “That's preposterous. What of love and tender feelings?”
    

    If Ginny hadn't been so shocked, she would have laughed out loud again. Instead, she stared wide eyed at her older sister over her incredible naiveté. Biting her lip to prevent the giggle, Ginny set out to make her understand. “I have no doubt that there is something more than a biological need between you and Wilhelm, Lottie. But if you think that every man needs to have some sort of... connection to have sex with a woman... well... why would there be prostitutes?”

    
      “What do you think he feels for me, Sarah?” Charlotte's eyes were searching hers, her voice was desperate.
    

    
      “I don't know for sure, but I've seen the way he looks at you. And with so many willing rich women literally throwing themselves at 
      him, he still took the time to seek you out. You weren't easy, Lottie, but he still wanted you.”
    

    A small smile came upon her face slowly. Sarah was right. Wilhelm could have taken a easier path if all he wanted was sex. But he didn't. He took the time to woo her and spend time with her. As much as she enjoyed his touch, maybe there was something more between them. 

    Taking her sister's hand and giving it a tight squeeze, Charlotte said, “Thank you, Sarah. That does make me feel better.”

    Returning her sister's smile, Ginny caught movement from the corner of her eye and turned her head to see the man himself approaching them. His face was pinched in what looked like worry and his steps were quick and sure. Ginny knew immediately that something was wrong.

    Bowing before the two women, Wilhelm asked, “Pardon me, ladies, but may I have a private word with you, Charlotte?”

    Before her sister could answer, Ginny jumped to her feet and said, “Yes, of course. I'll just pop back into the house and search out Penelope. I'll see you later, Charlotte. Good day to you, Mr. Richter.”

    He bowed his head once more as Ginny walked back toward the house. Taking her seat, Wilhelm held a tattered letter in his hand. He was trying to smooth the missive out, with little success. Finally, when Charlotte thought she'd burst with curiosity, she asked, “What is it, Wilhelm? Not bad news, I hope.”

    
      “Unfortunately, it is very bad news, Charlotte. My mother has 
      written to say that my father is very ill. He could already be gone for all I know. I have arranged for passage out of Dover and will be leaving on high tide this evening.”
    

    
      “Tonight?” she asked, her tone dire.
    

    
      “Yes, Charlotte. You must see that I cannot stay. He is my father.” Wilhelm's voice was quiet, but desperate. 
    

    Suddenly, Charlotte realized how selfish she was being. “Of course you need to go, Wilhelm. If my father were still alive, I would feel the same way.”

    It looked as though he wanted to ask her something, but before the words could leave his mouth, he turned away. Instead, he asked, “Did you enjoy last night, Charlotte?”

    Nearly laughing, if only to keep from crying, she said, “I shall cherish the memory for the rest of my life.”

    
      “As will I, Darling.”
    

    Silence fell between them, both wanting to touch and be touched, but it wasn't possible with so many witnesses nearby. Putting on a brave face, Charlotte asked, “Will you not return someday? With your talent, many still clamor for your attention.”

    Looking away, he answered, “It is uncertain. As I told you before, I hope to open a school. If my father dies, I will need to care for my mother.”

    At that moment, Charlotte was certain she heard her heart breaking. Though she would not admit it, she had fallen in love with the man before her. And now, she would never see him again.

    Standing up, she looked down at him as he slowly rose to his feet as well. “Goodbye, Wilhelm. I wish you safe travels.”

    
      “Thank you, Charlotte.” Before walking away, he handed her a piece of paper. “This is my parent's address. It would mean much to me if you wrote. I shall like to know how you are doing?”
    

    
      “I shall. I promise,” she said, praying that he would walk away before he saw her break down. As it was, she was trying to plan her escape to a quiet corner of the garden, so she could cry in peace.
    

    As if he'd read her mind, he turned on his heels and walked back toward the house. With each step he took, Wilhelm felt he'd missed a great opportunity. He would have asked her to join him, but she was a proper lady and he wouldn't ruin her reputation by allowing her to travel with him alone. She deserved more than Wilhelm had to offer.

    Charlotte simply watched him disappear into the house. Turning around herself, she found a small shed in the corner of the garden, where she disappeared behind it and cried until she had no tears left.

    ********

    Ginny found Penelope in the middle of a group of old ladies, looking miserable and bored. It was a classic scene of desperate dowagers discussing how to get their daughters married off. Why Penelope was being made to suffer through it was beyond Ginny's understanding.

    Before she could get sucked in as well, Ginny announced, “Lady Hammersmith, if you wouldn't mind, I need your daughter's help.”

    Before the old woman could utter a sound, Penelope jumped from her seat and followed Ginny from the room. The two women walked and found a small library that was cozy and unoccupied. Before entering, Ginny asked a footman for some tea to be delivered.

    
      “I cannot thank you enough for saving me, Sarah,” Penelope announced as she sat in one of the high backed, cushioned chairs. “All those women talk about is marriage. And not even the interesting parts.”
    

    
      “Now that you're gone, they're probably talking about the interesting parts. Can't corrupt your innocent ears, you know.”
    

    Penelope rolled her eyes in a manner more fitting her age. To Ginny, Penelope had always seemed more mature than most of the other débutantes she'd met. Perhaps Ginny was a bad influence on her. 

    
      “I am so glad we have this chance to speak, Sarah. I have made some decisions and would like to have your opinion.” 
    

    Waving her hand, Ginny said, “Shoot.”

    
      “I shall like to become more... social.” Penelope just stared at Ginny as though she should already realize her meaning.
    

    A look of confusion came over Ginny's face. “Okay, that sounds like a good idea.”

    Penelope nodded her head and sat back with a satisfied smile on her face. “Yes, I shall flirt shamelessly with many men and see if there isn't someone else out there better for me.”

    The plan finally dawned on Ginny. “I see. So you will give up your wallflower ways and begin to actually talk to eligible men. And if a certain Viscount happens to see you having a good time... more the better.”

    A devious smile crossed Penelope's face as she responded, “It would be nice for him to know that I am not irreparably damaged by his callous behavior. It would also do him good to know that I am just as marriageable as any other girl this season. I need not take his scraps.”

    
      “Amen! And I assume that you wish my assistance, although I'm about to be one of those old married ladies.”
    

    
      “I should like that very much, Sarah.” Penelope's voice took on a vulnerable, desperate quality.
    

    
      “Don't you worry, Penny. There is nothing I'd like more than sticking it to Lord Townshend. He had no excuse for treating you like he did.”
    

    At that moment, the tea was delivered and both girls enjoyed their refreshments. It was only a matter of time before they were whisked back to London, with Ginny planning a wedding and Penelope beginning her life.

    

Chapter 26

    After a tedious evening spent in the company of boring old fuddi-duddies, Ginny returned to her room grateful for the respite. MaryAnn prepared her for bed in record time and left to assist Charlotte. 

    Ginny sat on the edge of her bed thinking of her sister. It came as a shock to learn that Mr. Richter had left that evening back to Munich. It was not as though Ginny didn't understand his expediency, but how could he leave Charlotte behind? It was a romance novel, dammit. He should have swept her sister off her feet and returned with her.

    Although Charlotte kept up a brave face during dinner, it was obvious she was heartbroken. She barely had any conversation and ate practically nothing. Ginny wished she could do something for her, but there was nothing she could do. Ginny was left to wonder why the storyline would even give her one night then take it all away. 

    Penelope was a source of consolation though. The girl had already put her plans in motion, being very vivacious at dinner, and afterwards while the group played cards. Her new sense of being social extended to everyone, as she spoke a blue streak through the house party guests. It was great to see and left Ginny feeling better for her chances.

    So lost in her thoughts, leaning against the poster of her bed, she didn't hear the door open and close again. It wasn't until she heard the click of the lock that she turned to see Oliver standing by the door. He was still dressed from dinner, all black dinner jacket and starched white cravat. As Ginny stared, she started to feel that familiar warmth spread through her body. Although there was still a small pang of guilt over Colby, she knew it was time to move on. And what better way was there than consummating a new relationship.

    
      “I was not sure if I was welcome this evening. It seemed as though you were avoiding me after dinner.”
    

    Ginny continued to stare without saying a word. She had avoided him, but not because she was still mad. Mostly, she wanted her friend to shine and wanted to minimize the gossip about their possible marriage. Her mother had vowed to her before dinner to keep things hushed until she could convince Oliver that they could wait and have the big society wedding after all.

    Standing up, Ginny walked over to Oliver, never taking her eyes from his. She saw his breath hitch, making her smile. When she came to stand before him, he seemed to be struggling to keep his hands at his sides. She could see the question in his eyes. Instead of speaking, she ran her hand up the back of his neck and pulled his head down to hers.

    Ginny wasn't subtle or gentle with her kiss. Her tongue searched his lips until he opened his mouth to her. Oliver no longer restrained himself, putting his arms around her waist and pulling her up against him. They continued to kiss until Oliver pulled away, out of breath.

    
      “Are you certain, Sarah? There will be no going back,” he managed to ask as he kissed the side of her neck, his hands reaching up to caress her breasts.
    

    
      “Have you changed your mind about marrying me, Oliver?”
    

    Pulling away, he vehemently said, “No, of course not. I have wanted to marry you for ages now.”

    Laughing, Ginny asked, “Really?”

    Lowering his head, but not before Ginny saw the smile on his lips, he responded, “No, but I really want to now. And I really want you to join me in your bed tonight and every night from now on.”

    Ginny reached up and untied his cravat, removing the offending material. “I should make you wait until we're married, but I don't want to.”

    Ginny flung the cravat across the room and grabbed the lapels of his jacket to pull him further into the room. Oliver joyfully obeyed her commands, allowing her to unbutton his jacket and waistcoat. With each piece she removed, Ginny tossed them to a nearby chair. 

    Before long, Oliver was shirtless, shoe-less and standing in only his breeches. Before Ginny could work on removing those as well, he stopped her to pull the tie at the top of her nightgown. Using both hands, he slipped the flimsy material from her shoulders, where his bold fiancé allowed it to drop to the floor. 

    Oliver stopped breathing for a moment as he stared at her porcelain skin in the firelight. He admired her large breasts and her curvy hips. Almost afraid to touch her, as if she were an illusion that he never wanted revealed, his hands slowly came up her sides. Running his thumbs up her ribcage, he finally cupped her breasts, rubbing the nipples until erect. Oliver glanced up to see if he was frightening her, but Sarah's eyes were closed and head slightly back.  

    He bent down to kiss her neck, his voice breathless when he asked, “Do you like this, Sarah?”

    Ginny grinned. “I think you can tell that I do, Oliver.”

    Chuckling over her forwardness, he said, “Then you are simply going to love what comes next.” Without warning, he reached down and picked her up in his arms, gently placing her on top of the covers. 

    Before he could climb up with her, she asked, “Aren't you a little over dressed to be in this bed with me?” Her eyebrow raised in challenge.

    Barely able to take a breath, Oliver slowly unbuttoned the front panel of his breeches. Dropping them to the floor, he kicked them off with his legs before climbing up on the bed. Sarah wasn't looking in his eyes, but examining another part of his body. She still didn't look frightened, so he laid himself next to her so he could take his time exploring her body as well.

    When he bent his head to kiss her neck, she shocked him by grabbing his erection. Her fingers tightened around his appendage to the point where he had to stop her. Looking at her as if for the first time, he asked, “This is your first time, is it not?”

    
      Ginny stared back for a moment before she finally realized that she was supposed to be a virgin. What did she know of men's penises or anything else involving sex? She was supposed to be frightened and shocked. 
      Oops
      , she thought as she laid herself back down on the pillow.
    

    Taking her silence as a bad sign, Oliver sat up and stared into the fire. “It was that other man, wasn't it? The two of you... were...” Oliver had to choke out the last word, “intimate.”

    Sitting up next to her fiancé, Ginny said, “No, Oliver. I'm a virgin as you will soon find out. I just...” She stopped herself. She just what? What could possibly seem plausible? Just then, a stupid idea came to her and she rolled with it. “I just know that you have a lot of experience. I didn't think you'd want a docile bed partner. I was trying to be bold to please you.” And in brilliant fit of passive-aggressiveness, she added, “But obviously I was wrong and now you hate me.”

    Ginny should have felt badly about the last part, but she needed Oliver back in the swing of things. What made a man hotter than saving his damsel from hurt feelings. Truly a classic romance novel move, that Ginny was pleased she'd used.

    
      “No, my dear. I... I was just surprised. It is childish, but I want to know that I am your first and God willing, the only man you ever have in your bed.”
    

    Turning her head to hide the satisfied smile, Ginny answered, “Then what are you waiting for?”

    In his desire to show her just how much he wanted to have her, Oliver practically flipped her over to face him. Ginny didn't hide her smile of surprise, barely registering his head lowering to her breasts. Relishing one, then the other, his fingers slowly made their way down her belly, to her hidden femininity.

    Oliver kept up his steady stream of passionate feelings as he explored her body with his hands and mouth. Ginny forced her hands to stay on his shoulders, not wanting to cause any more misunderstandings before she got her orgasm. When his head dipped lower to lave her clit, all thoughts left her completely. 

    She could hear him murmur endearments, with an occasional compliment over how sweet she tasted. All that occurred to Ginny was the fact that she had nothing to grab hold of when the orgasm finally hit her with the force of a tsunami. His fingers dug into her hips, trying to keep her in place as she writhed on the bed, gasping her pleasure.

    When the waves ceased, he looked up at her from between her legs. The smile on his face was brighter than the sun and he was obviously well pleased with himself. 

    
      “It seems that you enjoyed that, Sarah.” His face all smug pride, he slowly crawled his way up her body. 
    

    Ginny wanted nothing more than to throw him to the side and show him what she knew about male anatomy, but it would have to wait for another time. Oliver was insecure enough about their relationship and Ginny didn't want to ruin what they currently had going. Perhaps later, when she was too sore for anything else, she would demonstrate that she was no wilting flower.

    As he made his way up, like a stalking panther, Ginny smiled. “I did enjoy that, my lord. I don't believe I've felt its equal.”

    Growling, he said, “You had better not have.” As he kissed the sensitive spot at the juncture of her neck and shoulder, he added, “Or it will be pistols at dawn for the unfortunate fellow.”

    A spurt of laughter erupted from her chest and Oliver looked up in surprise. “Did it occur to you that my father may feel the same way about this,” she asked, waving her hand around the bed and their love play.

    With a mock frown, he said, “We will be married soon enough my lady, that it will not matter. Now, if you do not mind, I have more work to do before this night is over.”

    Widening her eyes, Ginny played the abashed virgin. “I would not want to keep you from your ultimate goal, my lord. There is more?”

    Oliver took her mouth in a carnal kiss. “A lot more, dearest. Before this night is over, I shall make you mine forever.”

    His erection pushed into her hip as the two lovers continued to kiss and explore each other. When Oliver reached down and inserted his finger inside her, he knew she was ready for him. Spreading her legs farther apart, Oliver entered her, trying to be slow and deliberate. When he met with resistance, his relief over her virginity was palpable. He gladly pushed past it, regardless of her pain, just to know that he was her first and her only. 

    Ginny, on the other hand, gasped at the pain that was becoming somewhat familiar to her. In two of her adventures, she'd been a virgin going to her wedding night. And although with Colby she hadn't been, she would have exchanged the terrible memories of her character's rape for being untouched. Her only consolation was that the pain would disappear quickly and she would get to finish on a high note.

    Looking up at Oliver, she saw the conflict on his face. He was equally proud she was a virgin and horrified to have caused her pain. Putting on a brave smile, she reached up and rubbed his cheek with her hand. “I'm fine, Oliver. It's my gift to you, right?”

    Turning his head to kiss her hand, he said, “A gift I shall always cherish, my love.”

    Without any other words between them, Oliver began the age old rhythm of lovemaking. Slowly at first, Oliver was careful not to hurt her further. When Ginny looked up and gave him a impertinent look, he increased his tempo. And when the walls spasmed against him, he was lost to the power of his own release. Grunting as he spilled his seed, Oliver didn't think he'd ever orgasmed with such force. It was as if not only his seed was spilled, but a small piece of his soul as well. Barely able to hold himself up, Oliver dropped down on top of her, panting his exhaustion into her neck.

    After a minute, Ginny tapped his shoulder and asked him to move. Lifting his head up and looking into her beautiful eyes, he smiled. 

    
      “I'm sorry, Oliver, but I can't breath.”
    

    Lifting himself off her, he rolled to the side and took her with him. That was all he could manage, as his body was still boneless. With his eyes closed, he felt Sarah reach over and play with the hair on his chest. 

    
      “Did you know that you have gray hairs on your chest?”
    

    With the last bit of energy he could muster, Oliver laughed. “Do I?” he asked, cracking open one eye to see her face.

    
      “Quite a few, actually. I wonder why you don't have any on your head.”
    

    His smile disappeared as he regarded her face. When a look of pique came over him, Ginny asked, “What's the matter?”

    Lifting an eyebrow, he responded, “I must not have done my job well if you are able to hold such a conversation afterwards.”

    Giving him a half-smile, she said, “Oh, don't you worry, Oliver. I was thoroughly impressed by your expertise. I guess I'm just one of those people who gets invigorated by sex, rather than falls asleep.”

    
      “I accept your challenge, madam.”
    

    Quirking her head to the side, she asked, “What challenge?”

    
      “The one where I make love to you until you can do nothing but fall asleep.”
    

    And he went about doing just that.

    

Chapter 27

    Oliver visited her room every night until he left to discuss marriage with Sarah's father. When her mother broached the topic of waiting once again with Lord Conway, he merely smiled and said that it was no longer a possibility. Lady Weston was left to wonder on that, as Oliver made a quick escape, leaving at the crack of dawn the following morning to head back to London.

    Ginny and Penelope made the most of the their time at the house party, but neither was all that interested in socializing with the elderly. Charlotte spent most of her time alone and Lord Devon, who would come out to flirt outrageously, usually abandoned himself to solitary pursuits as well.

    By the time Ginny, Charlotte and Lady Weston returned to London, Oliver had procured a special license and solicited his mother to help make arrangements for the ceremony. Two days after their return, Ginny and her mother were sent to meet the formidable Dowager Baroness Conway.

    Sitting at tea, with Oliver conspicuously absent, the dowager was older than Ginny had expected. Her hair was silver white and her frame was small and closing in on itself. To Ginny, it appeared the woman suffered awfully from osteoporosis,  but perhaps she had other ailments as well that couldn't be treated at the time. There was one thing that was not lacking on the old woman and that was a bad attitude.

    
      “Sit down, child and let me get a look at you,” she bellowed as her mother and Ginny entered the room.
    

    Raising an eyebrow, Ginny did as she was told. It would do her no good to cause any trouble at this point.

    A spotted, arthritic hand raised a pair of glasses to her rheumy, red lined eyes. Giving a sniff of disapproval, she asked, “You are pretty, to be sure, but can you handle society? From what my son tells me, you have a backbone.”

    Glancing at her mother before answering, Ginny said, “I consider that quite a compliment, Lady Conway. I'm no one's doormat.”

    Sniffing again, she looked toward Lady Weston. “And you, Lady Weston. What have you to say? Hmmm?”

    Drawing back in surprise, Lady Weston sputtered, “Well... I... I am quite pleased by the match, my lady. Lord Conway is a fine young man for my girl.”

    
      “He is rich as well, you know. Is that not what all you matchmaking mothers are about these days?” Her raspy voice spoke of a lot of cigarette smoking, but Ginny wasn't sure if that was vogue for a woman.
    

    
      “You should know, my lady. Didn't you have a couple of daughters to marry off at one time too?” Ginny asked, smile firmly on her face. She could feel her mother stiffen beside her, but didn't care. If she had to sit through a painful interview, she might as well have fun with it.
    

    A small smile came over the old woman's face. In response, she said, “Very good, child. It seems that you can be quick. I like that in a person.” Looking directly at Lady Weston, she added, “People who sputter bore me.”

    Ginny bowed her head to hide her smile. The rest of the tea went amicably enough, with Lady Weston providing gossip to Lady Conway, who wasn't able to go out in society much anymore. The old woman did admit that she wanted to see her eldest son married before she died.

    
      “I believe my son has arranged this marriage in all due haste in deference to my health. He is such a considerate boy.”
    

    Ginny felt it better to let her believe what she wanted, but when the old woman turned a gimlet eye to her, Ginny knew that she didn't believe it herself. Lady Conway was not so old to forget what it was like between men and women. Her face looked as though she had challenged Ginny to contradict her, which Ginny knew better than to do. It was bad enough her mother suspected, but she didn't need her fiancé's elderly mother knowing as well.

    Two days later, Ginny and Lord Conway were married in the family chapel at his country estate. It was a small affair, but everyone who was important to Ginny was there, meaning Penelope and Charlotte. Both girls stood up for her as bridesmaids. 

    Ginny worried about the fact that Lord Townshend was one of the men to stand up for Oliver. When she asked Penelope if she would be okay with him at the wedding, she shrugged her shoulders, gave a little evil smile and said, “Why should I mind?” At that moment, Ginny couldn't have been more proud of her.

    During the drawn out ceremony, performed by a vicar who had been around when William the Conquerer had his fun, Ginny had time to let her eyes wander over to Oliver's groomsman. Lord Townshend kept his gaze on Penelope most of the time. When Ginny chanced a glance over her shoulder, she saw that Penelope was watching the vicar, obviously not giving him the time of day. Lord Devon looked bored, but when he caught her looking at him, he would grace Ginny with his dazzling, roguish smile. Lord Doncaster stood on the end of the men, looking as disinterested as everyone else.

    When the tedium was complete, Oliver escorted his bride out of the chapel and walked her up to the house. There was to be a wedding breakfast, and then, God willing, he could have some alone time with his bride. They had not been together since his return to London and Oliver was definitely feeling the affects from the lack of sex.

    During their slow walk back to the house, Ginny asked, “Oliver, I was wondering if I could ask a small favor of you.” She had meant to ask before the ceremony, but there never seemed to be time. Not to mention, neither her mother or his would allow the couple to be alone again. Ginny thought it was like closing the barn door after the cow got out, but who was she to argue.

    Looking at his young bride, he said, “You know that you can ask me anything, dearest. I want your happiness above my own.”

    Ginny stared at Oliver for a moment before she was able to push aside his statement to ask her question. Her happiness above his own? Seemed a bit much to her. “I wanted to ask if maybe Charlotte could stay with us over the summer. She will be miserable if she has to stay with my parents. My father is completely oblivious to her and my mother will now be making it her life's work to get my brother married. And she would be good company for me.”

    Oliver smile wavered slightly before he said, “But I had hoped to travel to the continent this summer, my love. I had hoped to take an extended honeymoon, just the two of us.” He accentuated the last part of his statement, leaving no doubt that Charlotte would be a third wheel.

    
      “We won't be gone the whole summer, will we?” Ginny asked. It was only late April, so if they were to leave now, they would be back by the end of the season and Charlotte could join them in the country. 
    

    Arriving at the house, Oliver thought it best to curtail their conversation until after they were alone and well sated. He'd just given up his freedom to marry, the least he could get out of it was sex before they had their first argument. “Can we not discuss this tonight, my love?” He implored her with his eyes, making her smile in return.

    
      “Of course. There is plenty of time. I've just been wanting to ask.”
    

    The wedding breakfast was a blur, which was fine with Ginny. As she was greeted by every relative in attendance, she wondered how long she'd be sticking around. Each story ending was so different and this was no exception. One thing kept nagging at Ginny, like something wasn't quite finished yet.

    
      Ginny hid behind a potted plant to escape all the well wishers. As she scanned the crowd, she saw Penelope flirting with a small group of men. She was so animated in her conversation that Ginny wondered what she could be talking about. In her group was Lords Devon and Doncaster, as well as a cousin of Oliver's and one of his brothers-in-law. Off to the side, hidden from Penelope's view, stood Lord Townshend. As he watched Penelope, his face was a mask. But as Ginny watched him clandestinely, she thought she saw real regret. 
      Good
      , she thought, 
      suck on that.
    

    Her husband found her hiding spot and instead of exposing her, decided to join her. Wrapping his arms around her shoulders, he whispered, “What is the proper length of time before we can disappear upstairs?” His mouth was right outside her ear, causing a shiver to pass through her from his warm breath.

    
      “I have no idea, but I hope it's almost over.”
    

    Chuckling, he added, “My mother would have my hide if we were to leave too soon.”

    
      “Better you than me. I'll just meet you upstairs.”
    

    His hold tightened, not allowing her to escape. “If I must endure this, then so must you, my dear.”

    
      “Such a cruel husband you're turning out to be.” She punctuated her displeasure by kissing his arm. 
    

    
      “I see that Lady Penelope is having a good time,” he said, kissing her head in return.
    

    
      “Yes. She decided that it was time to come out of her shell. Her chances of making a good match are not so grim anymore.”
    

    Oliver was silent for a moment. “I wish I could say that Townshend was having an equally good time. Perhaps we should go and try to draw him out.”

    Craning her neck to look at her husband, she said, “Maybe you should go. We don't exactly like each other too much right now.”

    
      “Nonsense. You are my wife and should always be by my side.”
    

    Ginny laughed, giving away their position. In order to avoid a conversation with her mother, the two made their way across the room. Oliver purposefully directed them to Lord Townshend.

    
      “Townshend, you look as if you are not having a good time. Shall we get you a drink?”
    

    Ginny noticed that Lord Townshend paid no attention to them. When she turned to see what had caught his eye, she saw Lord Devon escorting Penelope to the terrace. She was laughing and hitting his arm with her fan. Devon, meanwhile, looked as if he were in full prowl mode. 

    Turning back to Lord Townshend, he gave her a bitter eye. Although he addressed his words to Oliver, his eyes never left Ginny's face. “No, thank you, Conway. I believe I have had quite enough of the festivities. If you would excuse me.”

    Without another look, Lord Townshend strode out of the room. Oliver gave his apologies and followed behind him. Ginny was once again alone. She made her way to the terrace and looked out at the laughing couple. Walking up to them, she heard their conversation. 

    
      “You are a terrible friend, Chester.”
    

    Looking shocked, grabbing his jacket front, he muttered, “How could you say such a thing when I am helping you.”

    Ginny interrupted the pair. “Whatever you're trying to accomplish, I should tell you that Lord Townshend left in quite the bad mood. But not before giving me the hairy eyeball.”

    Devon burst out laughing. “Hairy eyeball? Really, Lady Conway, sometimes the things you say.”

    Penelope was more pensive. “I would hate to cause an issue between the two of you, Sarah.”

    It was Ginny's turn to laugh. “What could you have done, Penny, that I didn't do myself? I imagine he hates me because I kneed him in the... umm...” Realizing what she'd been about to say, Ginny instead turned to admire the late spring scenery. 

    Devon's eyes grew to the size of saucers. “You did what to Townshend? Exactly?”

    Penelope went about explaining the situation. “After Lord Townshend made me his offer, I ran into Sarah. She was understandably upset on my behalf. She may have acted a little rashly and physically injured Martin.”

    Laughing uncontrollably, Devon responded, “Brilliant. It was exactly what that pompous ass needed. And I say that as a friend.” 

    Looking at her friend, Ginny wondered at something Devon had said. “Penny, do you still have feelings for Lord Townshend?”

    Turning her face away, Penelope muttered, “Of course not.”

    Devon gave a look to Ginny that indicated otherwise. “If you two ladies will excuse me, I believe I shall go and get a drink.” Bowing to both ladies, Devon made a beeline to the nearest door back into the house.

    
      “After what he's done, I would think you'd want to wash your hands of the man.” Ginny kept her voice low, trying not to sound accusatory.
    

    Clearing her throat, Penny turned to look at her friend. “I guess all the feelings I had for him are not willing to go away so quickly. The past week, I have flirted with every available man in London and have managed to have not a single conversation that would compare to those I had with Martin. Tis sad, really.”

    
      “It is sad, Penny. Are you staying overnight? Or are you leaving back to London this afternoon?”
    

    The change in topics took Penelope by surprise. Recovering, she answered, “My parents and I are staying the night. We had thought to leave tomorrow afternoon.”

    
      “Good, because I have a feeling that Oliver will be collecting me soon and I would hate not to say goodbye.”
    

    
      “Are you taking a honeymoon?”
    

    
      “I don't know yet. Oliver and I still have to discuss it. I know we are spending the week here, after everyone else leaves.”
    

    Penelope's eyes grew larger when she asked in a whispered voice, “And his mother?”

    
      “Oh, she'll be here too. Romantic, huh?” Ginny laughed, knowing that the old woman would be a source of contention for her husband and hilarity for her.
    

    As the two girls re-entered the house, Oliver came over and grabbed his wife's arm. “If you would excuse us, Lady Penelope, I need to borrow my wife for a moment.”

    
      “Of course, my lord.” Penelope turned and began a conversation with  Oliver's other brother-in-law.
    

    Directing his wife out of the room and into his private study, Ginny asked, “Oliver, I don't think your mother would be too pleased to know that we were fooling around in your study during the celebration.”

    Before she could kiss him, a throat cleared inside the room and Ginny became aware that they were not alone. Turning to the source of the sound, Ginny was surprised to see Lord Townshend standing by a window.

    
      “Oh, I didn't realize you were here, Lord Townshend.” Ginny's voice was anything but apologetic. It was more strained and disappointed.
    

    
      “I beg your pardon, Lady Conway.” It appeared that Lord Townshend was no more happy to see her either.
    

    Before the two could say something awful, Oliver broke in. “Sarah, Lord Townshend needs to speak to you about something important. I shall just leave you two alone.” Oliver whispered in her ear before he left, “Give him a chance.”

    Even Ginny's imploring eyes could not keep Oliver from leaving the room. Staring at the door, even after it closed, Ginny didn't want to turn around. She didn't like the fellow and was afraid of what it might degrade into. Not being a coward, Ginny turned slowly anyway and gave him her attention.

    
      “Would you care for a drink, Lady Conway?” he asked, indicating the selection on the sideboard next to him.
    

    
      “Sure. Whiskey if it's available. And stop calling me Lady Conway. My name is Sarah.”
    

    Raising an eyebrow at her, he poured her a measure of whiskey into a tumbler and handed it over. He indicated with his hand to one of the two high-backed chairs in the room. Ginny took her time settling into it and then gave him her attention once again.

    Taking the opposite chair, Townshend began. “I know that you are probably the last person to help me, but...” He stopped and stared at his drink.

    
      “But what?” Ginny asked, impatiently.
    

    
      “But I love her,” he answered as if that made all the difference in the world.
    

    
      “So, marry her.” Ginny watched him give her a look as though she were the most naïve of children.
    

    
      “If only I could.” 
    

    Raising her eyebrows, she asked, “And why is that? Because your mother won't approve? Plenty of people marry without their parents approval.”

    
      “But how many cannot afford it? How many have to give up their lives to do so?” he asked, desperation in his gaze, begging her to understand. But, Ginny still didn't understand.
    

    
      “What, if you marry Penelope, you'll be poor?”
    

    
      “Yes. My mother controls all the money. I am given a generous allowance, which allows me to maintain a certain lifestyle. Few people realize that I have little money of my own.”
    

    
      “But the title...”
    

    
      “Is practically useless. I have one entailed estate in Shropshire. It is small, but it is self-sufficient. I can draw very little from it.”
    

    
      “So why can't you live there?”
    

    Again, the naïve look reappeared. “I would not have a residence in London. I would not be able to buy new wardrobes or horses. I would be virtually penniless.”

    
      “But you'd have the woman you loved. Do you mean to tell me that you'd rather have a new coat and a London townhouse, but spend the rest of your life watching Penelope with another man? Perhaps you need to examine your priorities.”
    

    
      “I told Conway you would not understand. You, who have had everything handed to you all your life. What do you know of working for something?”
    

    
      “About as much as you do, Martin. Don't preach to me about something you have no experience with yourself. And what I know might surprise you.”
    

    Ginny stood up and went to leave the room. His words stopped her. “You are right.”

    With her hand on the doorknob, she turned and looked at the man still seated. His head was down and by all appearances, he seemed put out. Ginny, cursing herself under her breath, walked back and sat across from him.

    
      “What is it you need me to do?” she asked, knowing that for some reason, this man would make her friend happy. How someone so kind and now vivacious could attract such a dud, she'd never know.
    

    Looking at her, he said, “I do not know what can be done.”

    Ginny took a sip of her drink and thought about the situation. Martin loved Penelope, but wouldn't marry her and become poor. Penelope loved Martin, and Ginny was certain that she didn't give a rat's ass about being wealthy. So, it would seem that if Martin had more money, he could break away from his mother and marry Penelope without remorse. But where would he get more money?

    Looking at Townshend again, Ginny asked, “How much does your mother give you?”

    A sharp look came across his face. “I beg your pardon, Lady Conway, but I fail to see why that would interest you.”

    
      “Do you want my help or not, Martin?” she asked, stressing the use of his first name.
    

    With the wind sufficiently released from his sails, he answered, “I do want your help, Sarah.”

    
      “Good. Because what I am about to suggest may seem a bit unorthodox. All I ask is that you keep an open mind.”
    

    He looked upon her doubtfully, but nodded his head.

    
      “Steel,” was all she said, as if that would answer all his problems.
    

    
      “Steel?” he asked, seeking some explanation he was sure she would deliver.
    

    
      “You know of the railway in Leeds?” When he nodded, she continued, “There will be a great boom of railways in England, 
      Martin. Not only England, but on the Continent and America as well. You are staring at the new age of travel.”
    

    
      “But what does that have to do with...”
    

    Before he could finish, she finished for him. “Steel? What will the rail lines be made of? What will the rail cars be made of? Steel is the strongest metal there is and it will be worth its weight in gold when everyone and their brother starts building rail lines.”

    
      “I do not own a steel mill, Sarah.”
    

    
      “Of course you don't. You haven't worked a day in your life. But you could take your allowance and invest in one. Or several. The payoff would not be immediate, but it will grow and be steady. It would supplement your income from your estate. You will be able to live very comfortably, if not as extravagantly as before. Mostly, it will allow you to marry the woman you love.”
    

    
      “But my mother...”
    

    
      “You've already said that she would not look upon the match favorably. But if you want to be a man, and take care of yourself and Penelope and any children you might have, then you have to produce income.”
    

    Looking away, he muttered, “It would be unseemly.”

    Ginny shook her head and stood up. “Decide what you want, Martin and stop wasting my time. I gave you the perfect solution to your problems, but you're too close minded to see it. Goodbye, Martin.”

    Ginny walked from the room, leaving the man to his own thoughts. It goaded her even helping him a little, but she didn't do it for him. She did it for her friend. She didn't have to like Townshend, but for her friend's sake, she would help and put up with him. It would all be worth it in the end.

    Re-entering the ballroom where the breakfast was being held, Ginny found Oliver talking with Devon and Doncaster. When he saw her, he asked, “How did your discussion go?”

    
      “About as well as you would expect when someone doesn't really want help,” she answered.
    

    When Devon and Doncaster gave her a concerned look, she turned to Oliver. Ginny had no idea if they knew what was going on or not, so she thought it best to leave it her husband. 

    Answering the question on her mind, he said, “They are aware of the situation, Sarah. They would like to help as well.”

    
      “I gave him a plan that could help him marry Penelope and he said it was 'unseemly'.”
    

    All three men gave her a strange look. “What did you suggest?” asked Lord Devon, looking intrigued.

    
      “I told him to invest his allowance in steel. With the railways being built, steel will be very important.”
    

    Now all three men looked surprised. “What do you know of steel, Lady Conway?” This came from Lord Doncaster.

    
      “Why not invest in the railways instead?” came from her husband.
    

    Answering Doncaster first, she said, “What's to know, Doncaster? It's a strong metal used in making stuff.”

    Turning to her husband, she answered, “The return on investment on the railways will be longer term. If they are building the rails now, they need steel now. Therefore, he should see returns more immediately.”

    When all three men looked astounded, Ginny rolled her eyes. “I'm not just an ornament, gentlemen. I do have a mind, you know.”

    
      “Of course you do,” Oliver said, still clearly unaccustomed to hearing any woman speak on investing and capital. Smiling to his friends, Oliver wore a look of pride on his face.
    

    
      “How would that be unseemly, I wonder,” Devon asked, as he was now considering following Sarah's advice as well.
    

    
      “Townshend comes from an old title, Devon,” Oliver began to explain. “Any sort of work would be considered... bad ton.”
    

    
      “How strange. Your wife makes a compelling argument. I might look into it myself.” Devon gave a flirty smile to Sarah, who returned it in kind.
    

    
      “Devon, do you mind not flirting with my wife of less than twelve hours.”
    

    Before Devon could issue a response, Lord Townshend walked up to the group. His gaze never left Ginny's as he approached. His demeanor was so serious, Ginny was a bit frightened. He had the look of a man who had been pushed too far and would exact his revenge.

    
      “Lady Conway, I have had time to consider your proposal. I will do whatever it takes to marry Miss Hammersmith.”
    

    Ginny smiled. “Good. What can I do?”

    
      “I would like to speak to Penelope alone. Can you arrange that?”
    

    
      “Sure. Meet us in the study in twenty minutes. I will need to speak to her first and make sure that she is willing to hear you out.”
    

    Bowing his head, Townshend turned on his heel and once again left the room. His three friends followed closely behind him and Ginny was left to find her friend and see what she could do to smooth over any bad feelings.

    

Chapter 28

    After locating Penelope in an earnest discussion with one of Oliver's sisters, Ginny was able to extract her and lead her to the study without anyone noticing. The musicians were playing jolly music and many members of the party were dancing. No one seemed to think it strange that the bride and groom were no where to be found.

    After closing the door, Ginny asked Penelope to sit down. After taking the other seat, she regarded her friend carefully. Having no idea of her reaction, Ginny decided that blurting it out quickly would be her best bet.

    
      “I have just spoken to Lord Townshend. He has come to realize what an ass he was and wants to marry you after all.”
    

    Penelope continued to stare at Ginny with no emotion. When she remained silent, Ginny continued.

    
      “It seems that his mother controls his money and if he were to marry you, she would have cut him off.”
    

    
      “Why did he not tell me this himself?” Still no emotion, not a good sign.
    

    
      “I don't know. Maybe he was embarrassed to have you know that he is not as rich as people think he is.”
    

    Penelope sat back in the chair and stared at the wall. After a minute of quiet contemplation, she said, “How pitiful.”

    
      “I couldn't agree more, but men can be quite pitiful sometimes.”
    

    Penelope laughed and rose from her chair. “He sent you to me because...”

    
      “Because he wants to talk to you himself, but didn't know if you would agree to be alone with him. If you don't wish it, I'll tell him so. If you want to talk to him, but not be alone with him, I will stay. The ball is in your court.”
    

    Quirking an eyebrow at her friend, Penelope felt as if she, for once in her twenty years of life, held the power. Instead of her fawning over a man, he would fawn over her. And judging by the dismal looks on Townshend's face over the past week, he would be more than willing to fawn over her.

    Taking her seat once again, Penelope looked like a queen upon a throne. “Send him in. I will see him... alone.”

    
      “Okay. Promise to tell me everything afterwards?”
    

    Smiling at her friend, Penelope nodded.

    Ginny stood to leave the room when her friend's voice halted her. “What do you think I should do?” The confidence waned slightly, but she still looked regal.

    
      “Considering what you said to me about how you feel about the man? I think you should give him another chance. This is definitely something you can lord over him for the rest of your lives.”
    

    Ginny left the room to the boisterous sound of Penny's laughter.

    ********

    Penelope waited patiently for Martin to come in and beg her forgiveness. It was because of her patient waiting that she was completely shocked when the man entered the room looking smug and self-important. That would have to be taken care of.

    Walking straight to the sideboard, Martin poured himself a measure of brandy. He kept his back to Penelope, so she wouldn't see how his hand shook. Nothing had ever scared him as what he was about to do. If she rejected his suit, Martin was certain he would never recover.

    In order to hide his fear, he reverted to his usual indifference. Little did he know how it would affect her. He was about to find out.

    
      “Penelope, I thank you for seeing me.” His voice was even, showing no emotion at all. “Would you care for a drink?”
    

    
      “No, thank you, Martin. What can I do for you?” Her voice was stern, like a governess with a brood of naughty children.
    

    Taking the seat across from her, Martin took a gulp of the brandy. The burning down his throat helped bolster him for the upcoming conversation. Taking a deep breath, he said the words he'd been practicing in his head since talking to Lady Conway.

    
      “I want you to be my wife. I am certain that Lady Conway made you aware of my particular situation, so I have little to offer you right now, but I hope to have more funds in the near future.”
    

    When he saw the funny look come across Penelope's face, a disconcerting feeling came over him. He thought she'd be so overjoyed that she would jump to hug him or something like that. When she continued to stare at him in that strange way, he began to worry. When she finally spoke, Martin was relieved, until he heard what she had to say. 

    
      “When did I give you the impression that I enjoyed your company because I thought you were wealthy?”
    

    The question took Martin back. He stared for a full minute, then was only able to take another healthy swig from his glass. Finally, he said, “You never indicated that you were interested in my money. I just assumed...”

    Interrupting him, she said, “You assumed that because every other débutante was after a titled man with money, that surely I must be as well.”

    Answering honestly, he said, “Yes.”

    Penelope looked away from his face and stared at the carpet. So many things were going through her head that she had trouble focusing on the real issue. What did she want? Why did she love this uncaring man who didn't even know the real her? And what was she going to do about it?

    The sad truth was that Penelope Hammersmith, former commoner made lady by a twist of fate, was in love with the man across from her. It wasn't just their shared interests or his handsome face, but she had seen the real person inside and that was what she loved. But, her pride could only take so much. After what he'd put her through, she'd be damned if he didn't get a taste of it himself.

    
      “You broke my heart, Martin,” she whispered, mostly to the carpet.
    

    Hearing the words spoken out loud was nearly Townshend's undoing. She wouldn't look at him. He couldn't see her expression, but didn't really need to. The tone of her voice said it all. Itching to touch her, he kept his seat and waited for her decision.

    When Martin didn't say anything to her assertion, Penelope became incensed. How dare he not grovel? Was it too much to ask for an apology for his behavior a fortnight ago? Whipping her head up to meet his gaze, all she saw was his continued arrogance.

    
      “How dare you, Martin MacHugh? Have you nothing to say for yourself? I gave you my heart, freely. I found the man inside and you used me for your own pleasure. And now, when you are feeling left out, you come in here expecting me to take you back. Go to the devil!”
    

    Penelope rose to leave the room when Martin's hand reached out to grab her. He stood before her, towering over her, finally showing some emotion. Unfortunately for Penelope, he looked just as angry as she was.

    
      “Feeling left out? Is that what you think, my lady? I will have you know that since that night in Folkestone, I have not slept or ate a proper meal. The thought of losing you to some other buck has nearly destroyed me. I am willing to give up my family connections and a fortune to be with you. Does that mean nothing to you?”
    

    Penelope continued to stare at his face in surprise. It was the most emotional thing he'd ever done in her presence. But, she wanted just one thing more. “Do you love me, Martin?” she asked, whispering the question while her body shivered slightly.

    Taking his hands and cupping her cheeks, he sighed. “Of course I do, Penelope. I have loved you from the moment I first laid eyes on you. I have been a fool and I am sorry for it. But I cannot change the past. Please say you will be my wife. I will do anything to make you happy.”

    Penelope felt the bubble of laughter erupt from her. He loved her. What could be more perfect? She could think of only one thing.

    
      “We need not worry too much about money, you know. My father has saved enough for a dowry.”
    

    Leaning his forehead down to touch hers, Martin said, “It does not matter, my love. We will get by. It is not as though it could be that much.”

    Reaching her hands up to grab his arms, relishing in the feel of him, she said, “Twenty thousand pounds.”

    Martin jerked back and stared down at her. “What?” he asked, completely perplexed, knowing he must have misheard her.

    
      “My father has been saving since he received the title. He realized that if I never married, I would need something to live out my life on.”
    

    
      “Why did you not tell me? Why was that not known?”
    

    
      “Because my father wanted someone to marry me for a better reason than a large dowry. Does it make a difference to you?”
    

    Bending down once again, he placed his lips on hers. “Of course not, my love. I was willing to marry you without it. But now, I know I will be able to take care of you the way you should be cared for.”

    
      “All I have wanted is you, Martin. But I appreciate the sentiment.”
    

    He smiled one of his rare smiles. The kind of smile that makes one look ten years younger. And with the weight lifted from his heart, he felt ten years younger. Finally taking her mouth with his, he kissed her with all the passion he'd been saving since meeting her. Soon, this lovely creature would be his. And he had many things planned for their wedding night.

    
      “I should like to talk to your father today. I will procure a special license and we will be married immediately. I do not think I can wait for you.”
    

    
      “Whatever you wish. Shall I go and fetch my father and bring him in here?”
    

    
      “Yes, but first, I need to do this.”
    

    Martin gifted her with another long, improper kiss. One where his hands were not kept to himself and left his betrothed breathless in anticipation. When she was good and senseless, he scooted her out the door to retrieve her father.

    As he stood waiting for Lord Hammersmith, a feeling of peace and happiness came over him. It was the first time in his life he'd ever felt it. And he'd be damned if he would ever give it up.

    

Chapter 29

    Ginny sat at her vanity, brushing her hair and staring at nothing in particular. Oliver had finally executed their escape from the wedding guests. His mother was insisting that they stay longer, but Oliver would hear none of it. In the end, after an obligatory first dance between the couple, they were allowed to escape upstairs. It was only late afternoon, but no one would begrudge them their alone time.

    MaryAnn had come and gone. Ginny felt a little silly wearing her new silky nightgown when the sun was still up. Usually, weddings were all day events, leaving the night for the new couple. But their wedding was before noon, and they insisted that a ball be thrown at another time so that they had the rest of the day for themselves.

    Her new suite of rooms were well appointed and luxurious. Ginny was getting too used to such luxury that she worried that in her next adventure, she might be back to roughing it. Nothing compared to her time in Scotland, where despite the horrible conditions, her life wasn't too bad. Still, a chance at a flushing toilet would be nice.

    Oliver entered the room from a side door to her dressing room. He was wearing only his shirt and pants, his feet bare. Since they'd already been intimate, several times, there was no awkwardness between them. Oliver had no worries about hurting his new bride. 

    She glanced at him and he smiled and said, “You look like the proverbial cat, my dear. Congratulating yourself on a match well made?”

    Standing up and walking to his side, she answered, “You should be happy, Oliver. I like Lord Townshend a lot more now than I did this morning.”

    Wrapping her in his arms, he uttered, “Well, there is that, I suppose.”

    Ginny breathed in his scent. He smelled clean, like starch and soap. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she nuzzled her face into his chest and neck. “They will be happy together. Especially since Penelope is able to bring such a large dowry.” Giggling a bit, she added, “She told me that the look on his face was quite humorous when she told him about it.”

    
      “I am sure it was.” Bending his head down, Oliver began to nibble on her neck. In between nips, he stated, “But I have little desire to discuss our friends.”
    

    
      “And what you would prefer to discuss, husband?”
    

    He pulled away and looked at her in earnest. “I love you, Sarah Dunworthy Conway.” His eyes were vulnerable and Ginny knew what he was waiting for. Although she knew it to be untrue, she wouldn't begrudge him his happily ever after.

    
      “I love you too, Oliver.”
    

    Now it was her husband's turn to look smug. “Shall I prove it to you then?”

    Lifting her eyebrows, she asked, “And how do you plan to do that?”

    Growling his response, he said, “Just wait and see.”

    A few hours later, the two lay naked in each others arms. Ginny had stopped counting after her fourth orgasm. Although she couldn't sleep, her body lay motionless, boneless. Oliver seemed to suffer from the same ailment... a well sated body. If one had to die, it was a good way to go.

    Ginny's mind wandered to when she would move on. This seemed like the perfect time, with her life all wrapped up in a pretty little bow. After all the sex they'd been having, it was only a matter of time before she produced an heir to the baroncy. So what was left?

    Before she could give it any more thought, her husband reached over and stroked her breast. Laughing, Ginny asked, “Again? You're an insatiable wench, aren't you?”

    
      “I beg your pardon, madam, but I cannot be a wench. You, on the other hand, can handily take on that role.”
    

    Turning over and straddling her husband, staring down in his surprised face, she said, “Fine, I believe I will accept that role.”

    Ginny lowered herself onto her husband's prominent erection, sitting up to allow him to sink deeper inside her. His hands automatically came up to rub her nipples and Ginny rocked back and forth, hitting just the right spot. In a matter of minutes, she was screaming her orgasm out again. 

    When they were both replete, Ginny fell across his chest, begging, “I must get some sleep, Oliver. You may just kill me before the night is over.”

    Laughing huskily, he responded, “I believe it may be the other way around, my dear.” Pulling her off his chest, he fit his new wife along his body and spooned her. Pulling the covers over them both, he wished her sweet dreams. 

    Ginny lay awake for a couple of minutes until she heard her husband's rhythmic breathing next to her. When the dizziness still didn't come, she fell fast asleep, cradled in Oliver's arms.

    ********

    When Ginny awoke the next morning, still in England, still in 1830, she began to wonder what more she had to do. As the couple ate a simple breakfast, delivered to their room, it suddenly occurred to her why she was still there. 

    
      “Charlotte,” she whispered to herself, but her husband clearly heard her.
    

    
      “What was that, my dear?” he asked, putting down his coffee cup after taking a sip.
    

    Ginny looked at him over her plate of eggs. “I was thinking of my sister. I should like to see her settled.”

    
      “She is a grown woman, Sarah. She can take care of herself.” His voice was somewhat stern, which Ginny didn't like one bit.
    

    
      “I know she is a grown-up, Oliver, but that doesn't mean she couldn't use some help.”
    

    
      “As I told you yesterday, I had planned to leave this summer for our honeymoon. Speaking of which, where would you like to go?” Ginny didn't think Oliver was too clever in his change of subjects.
    

    
      “Why must we wait? Can't we go now?” Ginny really wanted to travel around the continent if she could. Seeing Europe at this time would be a gift. 
    

    
      “I have things I have to arrange before we go, Sarah. A month is all it will take. Surely you can wait that long.”
    

    
      “It's not about my waiting, Oliver. I had just hoped that we could spend the summer here with Charlotte and your mother. The way we're having sex I will be pregnant before too long.”
    

    A glimmer entered her husband's eyes at the mention of her carrying his child. It was quickly squashed by reason. “Be that as it may, Sarah, I have many things to arrange before we leave. I had thought you would want to finish out the season.”

    Ginny rolled her eyes. She could care less about finishing out the season. She had been reminded a number of times before the wedding by her mother that the season would be very different for her as Lady Conway. Being the first to capture one of the Fearsome Foursome would be a boon to her socially.

    Forced to admit that Oliver probably did need some time to arrange their travel, Ginny acquiesced. “If we're in London, I will be able to see my sister often. And we can escort her to different affairs. Do you have a box at the opera, Oliver? My sister loves opera.”

    Ginny saw him bite his cheek. After being so accommodating, she wondered what his problem was. Never one to shy away from a fight, she asked him just that.

    
      “I suppose I should have realized that when I married you, I was going to be stuck with all your poor relations.” The words had 
      only left his mouth when he fervently wished he could pull them back. He didn't even need to hear his wife's gasp to know he'd messed up.
    

    Ginny was seething. Hadn't they been over this? Hadn't she explained to him that he was not the only person on the face of this planet? Before she could let fly a retort, Oliver jumped in.

    
      “I did not mean that, Sarah. I am sorry. I truly do not believe that, anymore.” His eyes were begging her to forgive him and Ginny let her anger melt away.
    

    
      “She means the world to me, Oliver. If she's that important to me and you love me so much, she should be important to you too.”
    

    Kneeling in front of her chair, Oliver took his wife's hands in his. “She does, Sarah. I am being selfish, because now that I have you, I cannot bring myself to share you. I will do anything to see to your sister's happiness, if only because it will make you happy as well.”

    Ginny took one hand and placed it on her husband's cheek. “I forgive you. It's not as though I'm not willing to put up with your mother, you know. She's a lot worse than Charlotte.”

    Smiling up at his wife, he responded, “Too true.” 

    Oliver returned to his seat and said, “I know a lot of single men. Perhaps, I can find someone for your sister.”

    
      “She's already found someone, but the ass went back to Germany.”
    

    Raising an eyebrow over her language, Oliver decided to let it pass. He had finally come to accept that his wife was who she was and he was not one to change her. “Why did he return so abruptly?”

    
      “His father was ill.”
    

    
      “Oh, well, then he may return again.”
    

    
      “I got the impression from Charlotte that he had no intention of coming back. Something about opening a school.”
    

    
      “ Fine. When we return to London, I shall invite some nice men to join us at the opera and see if we can sway her to someone more appropriate.”
    

    
      “Yes, perhaps,” Ginny said, almost certain that she was still in this story to help her sister find true love.
    

    

Chapter 30

    
       During the month before their honeymoon, Oliver and Ginny escorted Charlotte to every possible venue imaginable. There were balls, soirées, Venetian breakfasts, the theater, the opera, and any number of smaller affairs. Charlotte was always polite, but rarely engaged with anyone other than her sister. Ginny was now at a loss at what to do.
    

    One afternoon, while having tea at the Conway townhouse, Charlotte looked lost. Not being able to stand it, Ginny asked, “What is it, Lottie? What has you so preoccupied these days?”

    Turning a desperate look on her sister, Charlotte asked, “I must tell you something, Sarah, but you must promise not to tell anyone. Even your husband.”

    The vehemence in her voice scared her. Charlotte was solid and logical, but at that moment, she sounded scared and despondent. “Of course. You know you can tell me anything.”

    Looking down to her hands, she finally uttered, “I believe I am increasing.”

    
      “Increasing in what?” Ginny asked before gasping. 
      Duh
      , she thought.
    

    Instead, Ginny asked, “Are you sure?”

    
      “I have yet to see a doctor, but I am fairly certain. I have not had my monthly yet and I am usually so regular. There are other symptoms as well.”
    

    
      “Such as?” Ginny asked, admitting to herself that she never saw 
      this one coming.
    

    
      “I have been very sick to my stomach. And my... my...” Charlotte waved a hand over her chest in explanation.
    

    
      “Your breasts are getting larger?” Ginny asked, knowing it would embarrass her sister, but needing to know.
    

    
      “Yes,” was all she responded.
    

    Letting out a big breath, Ginny confirmed, “Yes, it does sound like you're pregnant, Lottie.”

    
      “This comes as a big surprise to me. Mr. Richter and I were only together the one night.”
    

    
      “It only takes once, Charlotte.” 
    

    
      “But in all my marriage to Mr. Stevens I never once conceived. I simply did not think it was possible.”
    

    
      “It may have been that Mr. Stevens was unable to give you a child, Lottie. Or, the timing was never right. It doesn't really matter now. We have to figure out what we're going to do about this.”
    

    Her grounded sister, the one who always had a plan to get Sarah and her brother out of trouble, now looked like a desperate criminal. Tears fell from her eyes as she said, “I am being punished, you know. I should have never spent that night with Wilhelm. God is punishing me.”

    
      “No, Lottie, he's not. If anything, he's giving you the one thing you always wanted, but were never able to have.”
    

    
      “I won't be allowed in polite society again. I would not be surprised if your father banished me from his household the moment he discovers my secret.”
    

    
      “Don't worry about my father. Oliver and I would always take care of you. But that's not what you need. You need to contact Wilhelm and let him know.”
    

    
      “I do not know if I can do that. What if... what if I mean nothing to him.”
    

    Turning her head to the side, Ginny regarded her sister. “You know he does, Charlotte. He would still be here if not for his father.”

    
      “But would he marry me?” Charlotte asked, handkerchief dabbing the tears on her face.
    

    
      “I don't know, but there's only one way to find out.”
    

    
      “I will have to think on it, Sarah. I will have lots to think on in the next few months.”
    

    After her sister left, Oliver found Sarah in the parlor, cleaning up after her tea with Charlotte.

    
      “Good news, my dear. I have arranged passage on a vessel next week. You have only to tell me where you wish to visit.”
    

    Ginny heaved a great sigh and sat down on the settee. Seeing his wife's distress, Oliver came and sat next to her. His look of concern made Ginny's heart feel lighter, but it did nothing to help Charlotte.

    
      “Whatever is the matter, my dear? You seemed very excited 
      about going to the Continent. Have you changed your mind?”
    

    
      “No, I'm really looking forward to it, but...” Ginny stopped. Her sister had specifically requested that she tell no one of the pregnancy. But still, she and Oliver were going to Europe. Would it be so hard to take Charlotte with them, and drop her off in Germany. It was a romance novel, after all, so Wilhelm would want to marry her, right?
    

    Taking her husband's hand, Ginny set out to try to make everyone happy. Unfortunately, she would have to royally piss off her husband to do it.

    
      “I have a request, Oliver. I won't sugarcoat it. You're not going to like it. But, all I ask is that you trust me enough to understand why I can't explain everything to you.”
    

    Oliver's eyes opened wide at her statement. “What is it you need to tell me?”

    
      “I want Charlotte to come with us on the honeymoon.”
    

    Automatically, Oliver's head began shaking back and forth. Ginny interrupted his fit and said, “Please hear me out before you say anything, Oliver. Please.”

    Focusing his attention back on his wife, he asked, “Is it too much to ask that we have this time alone? I will have to share you too much not to want to covet this time together.”

    
      “We can travel straight through to Munich. Once we drop Charlotte off with Mr. Richter, we can have the rest of the trip to ourselves.”
    

    A flash of confusion came over her husband's face. “So, Charlotte still prefers Mr. Richter to any of the men I have introduced her to?”

    
      “Yes, but it's more than that.” Before he could ask the obvious question, Ginny said, “Don't ask me to explain, I have given my sister my promise not to say anything.”
    

    
      “She is with child, correct?”
    

    Ginny's face gave it away immediately. His matter-of-fact tone and correct guess threw her off guard. Damn intuitive men.

    
      “How did you know?” she asked, when she hadn't even been able to guess.
    

    
      “It was a logical assumption. Your sister has not been acting herself lately and her sudden desire to take a trip to Germany to see a man who left nearly two months ago. Most women would have washed their hands of such a gentleman.”
    

    
      “She doesn't exactly know that I'm asking this of you, Oliver. She will probably fight me on it as well, but you can see that she needs to tell him. I think Mr. Richter will do the right thing when he knows the circumstances.”
    

    Gently rubbing his thumb across his wife's cheek, Oliver said, “You are one of the sweetest people I have ever met, Sarah. If you can get your sister to agree, I will go and book passage for her as well.”

    For some silly reason, tears came into Ginny's eyes. She may not be in love with him, but she knew he was a good man. Above all, he was a good friend.

    
      “Thank you, Oliver.” 
    

    He kissed her gently and rose from the seat. Before leaving the room, he turned back and said, “I will expect recompense for this, my dear wife. Tonight. Expect to be awake quite late.”

    It was part of their little game to see if they could discomfit each other, so Ginny replied, “Shall I take you in my mouth again, Oliver?”

    Before he could leave the room, she saw him adjust the front of his pants. Smiling, Ginny called for the carriage. She would go to her parents' house and convince Charlotte that the only answer to her problem was to face it head on. And that meant a trip to Germany.

    ********

    It took nearly two weeks to reach Munich. After a few bouts of bad weather and a broken wheel on their carriage, arriving in the German city was both a relief and nerve racking. To Oliver and Ginny, it was a relief but for different reasons. Ginny wanted to see her sister settled and Oliver wanted his wife to himself.

    To Charlotte, it was nerve racking. During the whole of the trip, she could only think about what could go wrong. Not to mention, she hated being a third wheel on her sister's honeymoon. Though neither ever expressed it, Charlotte knew that Oliver wanted time alone with his wife. It was just one more thing to feel guilty over.

    After spending the night in a charming inn, the three set out to find the address that Wilhelm had given her. Charlotte was like a stone statue, not speaking or moving the entire time. Her sister's attempts to coax her into conversation went unheeded. Along with her usual morning sickness, her guts were twisted in worry over what Wilhelm would say.

    When the carriage stopped, Charlotte thought she would be sick. Seeing the green pallor on her sister's face, Ginny set out to reassure her. 

    
      “Charlotte, relax. Don't borrow trouble. If it was meant to be, it will be.” Ginny wondered how many cliches she could state and if it would make a damn bit of difference. Her sister looked about to pop.
    

    Charlotte whispered, “I cannot do this, Sarah. What if...” Leaving her sentence unfinished, Ginny looked at her husband for help. He merely shrugged his shoulders. 

    Taking a deep breath, Ginny said, “Fine. I'll go in. If you would excuse me.” 

    Before her sister could stop her, Ginny had alighted from the carriage and knocked on the big brass knocker. The house was a charming townhome, three stories high. It had a solid brick front and flower boxes under each window, brimming with colorful annuals. 

    When the door opened, she saw a little girl peek out. She was probably only five or six years old, with long braids on either side of her head. Ginny hoped she spoke English.

    
      “Guten tag. May I speak to Mr. Richter, bitte.” There, she'd used her limited German.
    

    The little girl promptly closed the door in her face. Turning to look back at the carriage, Ginny saw that both her husband and Charlotte were watching intently. When the door closed, Oliver once again shrugged.

    Before she could knock again, the door opened. This time, there was an older woman standing before her. She wore her brown, graying hair in a bun and a white apron over her dress. She stared at Ginny for a moment before saying, “Kann ich Ihnen helfen?”

    Ginny stared for a moment, then asked, “Do you speak English?”

    Smiling, the woman said, “Of course. How may I help you?”

    Relieved, Ginny asked, “May I speak to Wilhelm Richter?”

    The woman looked surprised, but somehow resigned. “My son has many admirers, young lady. He is not available for private performances. I would be happy to tell you about his next public performance, though.”

    Ginny stood for a moment wondering if Richter's mother thought she was trying to get into her son's bed. Shivering at the thought, Ginny said, “No, madam. I'm a friend of his. If you would let him know that Lord and Lady Conway and Mrs. Charlotte Stevens are here to see him.”

    Just then, a familiar voice echoed out of the house. A second later, Wilhelm was standing next to his mother speaking in rapid fire German. When he saw who was at the door, he stopped. 

    
      “Lady Sarah. What brings you to Germany?” 
    

    Ginny knew he was shocked right down to his toes. Obviously, she was the last person he expected to see on his doorstep. 

    
      “Mr. Richter, it's great to see you. I'm actually Lady Conway now.” Turning to point at the carriage, still sitting in front of his home, Ginny pointed and said, “I've brought my husband, and Charlotte as well.”
    

    If he looked shocked before, Wilhelm looked close to passing out when caught sight of Charlotte. The feeling was mutual, as Charlotte turned as pale as a ghost. two stared at each other until Wilhelm's mother cleared her throat.

    Wilhelm turned toward the woman and spoke again in German. When the older lady's eyes grew wide and she muttered, “Oh,” Ginny assumed that Wilhelm had told the woman about her sister. That had to be a good sign. The mother spoke back in German and Wilhelm turned once again to the group on his doorstep.

    
      “Excuse my surprise, Lady Conway. Would you all please come in?”
    

    At the invitation, Oliver exited the carriage and turned to assist his sister-in-law. Ginny entered the house and was immediately shepherded into a cozy parlor. A sense of giddiness came over Ginny, knowing that Charlotte would get her happy ending.

    
      “What a beautiful home you have, Mrs. Richter,” Ginny stated, looking around the cozy parlor. The biggest piece of furniture was a piano, set nicely in the corner by the front window.
    

    
      “Dankeschön,” Mrs. Richter replied as she gestured for everyone to take a seat. “Allow me to get some refreshments.” The woman 
      bolted from the room.
    

    Oliver took his wife's arm and directed her to a small couch. Charlotte sat on another couch, next to Wilhelm. She hadn't looked at him since entering the house. Ginny looked at Oliver, who once again shrugged. gave him an annoyed look. man was no help at all.

    When the silence continued, Ginny knew she would, once again, be the one to break it. Spotting some paintings across the hall in what looked like a dining room, Ginny said, “Why Oliver, look, paintings. Shall we go and look at them?”

    Without waiting for his consent, Ginny walked from the room. Oliver, who gave Wilhelm a “what are you gonna do” look, stood up and followed his wife from the room. When they were far enough away, Wilhelm finally spoke.

    
      “I have thought of you every day since I left.”
    

    Charlotte looked up for the first time. “How is your father?”

    
      “He is still ill and keeps to his bed. I suspect he will not be with us much longer.”
    

    Without thinking about it, Charlotte took his hand and said, “I am so sorry, Wilhelm. Is there anything I can do?”

    Smiling, he shook his head. “No, but I thank you for asking. And I thank you for coming. I wanted to return, but, as you can see, I could not.”

    
      “I have thought about you too, but that is not the reason for my coming. I have some news that may come as a shock to you. 
      God knows it came as a shock to me.”
    

    Squeezing her hands in return, Wilhelm asked, “What is it?”

    Looking him in the eye, wanting him to sense her sincerity, she finally made her confession. “I am with child, Wilhelm. I am with your child.”

    Wilhelm sat still, saying nothing. Charlotte's mind raced with possibilities. Was he mad at her? Was he disappointed? Did he think she was lying about the babe being his? She watched him desperately, waiting for him to say something, anything.

    When he did finally say something, it wasn't what she'd expected. “Mutter!” When his mother didn't appear right away, he called even louder. The sound brought Ginny and Oliver back into the room. Wilhelm's mother followed soon after.

    
      “Worum handelt es sich?” the woman asked. 
    

    
      “Charlotte... werdende Mutter... baby... my baby...” His frustration was rising as he couldn't get the words out. His mother seemed to comprehend and turned and stared Charlotte.
    

    Charlotte, who finally understood that Wilhelm was telling his mother that they had slept together despite not being married, turned an alarming shade of red. She dropped back down on the couch and covered her face in her hands.

    Oblivious to her suffering, Wilhelm kept sputtering words, “Heiraten... now, we must...”

    With everyone flustered, Ginny thought it was time to calm things down. “Wilhelm!” she screamed. The man finally turned and looked at her. “Sit down.” Without thinking, he did as he was told.

    
      “Mrs. Richter, if you would please have a seat,” Ginny directed her to the other couch. Everyone was looking at her, except Charlotte, who was still covering her face with her hands.
    

    
      “Wilhelm, do you accept that the child is yours?” Ginny spoke as if he were a five year old, hoping that nothing was misunderstood.
    

    
      “Ja, of course. I...”
    

    Before he could go off sputtering again, Ginny put her hand up. He stopped speaking and again looked at her.

    
      “Will you give my sister your name? Will you marry her?”
    

    
      “Ja, ja. That is what I have been trying to say.” Wilhelm finally turned to Charlotte on the couch and asked, “Will you marry me?”
    

    It took a moment before Charlotte looked up and saw Wilhelm was addressing her. She was utterly speechless. Of all the scenarios she'd played in her head during the two weeks of travel, this was the last she thought he'd say, but the only thing she'dwished for. Could be that her dreams were coming true? Could it be that she was going to marry the man she loved? Because she was beyond speech, she simply nodded.

    Wilhelm took her in his arms and hugged her tightly, before releasing her and looking worried. “The baby, I did not hurt him, did I?”

    Charlotte, with tears streaming down her face, shook her head. Mrs. Richter was screeching with joy. In a strange combination of German and English, she went on about her son getting married and her being a grandmother. 

    From all the commotion, the rest of the family filed into the room to hear the joyous news. Everyone was invited to dinner, where they could discuss the upcoming wedding. Ginny and Oliver were introduced to sisters, brothers, aunts and uncles. Not sure if everyone lived in the house, or if someone was sent to round up the hordes, Ginny was fairly overwhelmed. 

    Over dinner, it was decided that Charlotte would stay with the Richter's until the wedding, which would take place as soon as possible. There was no need to read the Banns in Germany, so as soon as the minister was available, they would wed. 

    Before leaving that evening to go back to their inn, Ginny overheard Wilhelm tell Charlotte how much he loved her and how happy he was that she would marry him while his father was still alive. Giving the couple their privacy, Ginny and Oliver left and promised to return the next day with Charlotte's things.

    In the carriage on the ride to the inn, Oliver took his wife's hand and kissed the palm gently. Looking in her eyes, his fairly sparkled with mirth.

    
      “Once again, you made a splendid match. Perhaps you have a calling.”
    

    
      “No, they made their own matches. I just ensured that they followed through.”
    

    
      “And what of our match?”
    

    Smiling, she said, “That was all you, my dear. I had little to do with that.”

    
      “You did make me work for it. Even made me your friend first.”
    

    
      “I think the best relationships start off as friendships. Don't you?”
    

    
      “I do now,” he said, cradling her against his body. 
    

    Ginny knew she was ready, but she would always be a little sad to leave. It was getting harder to make friends and have relationships without missing the people when she was gone. But, for whatever reason, this was her life at the moment. Still, a part of her knew she would eventually return to her own life. And she would take little pieces of her adventures with her. 

    Squeezing her husband soundly, Ginny allowed the wave to take her away... again.
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