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CHAPTER ONE

THE SEDUCTION OF LIVIE


February 28, 1816

THE SHEFFIELD BALL

MISS OLIVE TYRON’S AND MISS DAISY WHARTON’S FIRST BALL, IN THEIR FIRST SEASON



“I saw you dancing with the Earl of Winchester,” Miss Olive Tyron said to her cousin as they entered the ladies’ retiring chamber to repair Daisy’s unraveling coiffure. “I can imagine you as a countess!”

“The title wouldn’t be worth it,” Daisy replied, digging a hairpin out of her reticule. “His lordship’s hair is as thick as mine and brushed straight up over his forehead. It waved back and forth like a grove of trees in a high breeze while we danced.”

“The ‘Brutus’ is supposed to look romantic,” Livie observed. “Do you have any more hairpins?” When Daisy shook her head, Livie pulled a few hairpins from her own topknot and started anchoring her cousin’s unruly curls in place.

“The earl’s valet must have spent hours pasting his hair into place,” Daisy told her. “He absolutely reeked of Pomade de Nerole.” She wrinkled her nose. “I would never want to marry a man who wears more hair product than I do.”

“There!” Livie turned her cousin to the large mirror hanging on the wall. “Just look how pretty you are, Daisy, without even a touch of pomade.”

“You are far prettier,” Daisy said loyally. “You should be a countess.”

Livie shook her head. “That’s not true. And as for being a countess, I think the earl looks more like a scallion than a tree, don’t you think? Slim as a green onion with fluff on top.”

Daisy choked with laughter. “A scallion in red heels?”

“Unusual for a vegetable,” Livie agreed.

Daisy flipped open her fan and minced a few steps. “Here I am, a scallion in the field, waving in the breeze.”

“No, you silly thing,” Livie said. “A scallion’s roots are—”

Her voice broke off. Out from behind the dressing screen that presumably concealed a chamber pot strolled a very beautiful lady with a very sour expression. She had golden hair, sky blue eyes, and a perfect nose (Livie was very observant of noses, wishing her own was more regal). She wore diamond bracelets on both of her upper arms and a diamond circlet on her forehead.

She was clearly a person of consequence, though Livie thought that wearing quite so many diamonds was rather vulgar. To be fair, her criticism likely stemmed from jealousy; as debutantes, Livie and Daisy were allowed to wear only pearl necklaces and muslin dresses.

“Good evening,” Livie and Daisy chorused, dropping into deep curtsies.

The lady surveyed them head to foot, then inclined her chin in an approximation of a nod. Daisy gave Livie a delighted pinch. She enjoyed nothing so much as imitating the haughtiest of haughty aristocrats.

“Miss Olive Tyron and Miss Daisy Wharton,” the woman drawled, in the bored tones assumed by elegant ladies. “Your first Season, I believe. Your first ball?”

“Yes, it is,” Livie said, nodding.

The lady turned to the mirror and repositioned the diamond ring she wore on her left hand, over her long glove. “I am Lady Regina Charlotte Haywood.”

Livie swallowed. Daisy’s mother had warned them to stay clear of Lady Regina, labeling the Duke of Lennox’s sister powerful and unpleasant.

“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Livie said, elbowing Daisy.

“A pleasure,” Daisy blurted out, bobbing a curtsy that caused several locks of hair to tumble to her shoulders.

“I can’t say the same,” Lady Regina said, turning away from the mirror, “since I gather that you—two young ladies of no particular distinction or beauty—think my fiancé resembles a vegetable.”

There was a horrible silence.

Livie gulped. “I truly apologize for that unkind description.”

Lady Regina focused on Livie with round eyes as hard as cobblestones. “Your insult was particularly noteworthy, given that you yourself are named after a vegetable.”

“Actually, olives are fruit,” Livie said, before she could stop herself.

“And you,” Lady Regina said, looking at Daisy, “are presumably named after a favorite parlor maid.”

“I was named after my grandmother,” Daisy whispered.

“The earl shan’t dance with either of you again. The real question is whether any eligible gentleman should dance with you.” The menace in Lady Regina’s voice was undisguised.

Livie could feel herself turning pale.

“I doubt anyone will be overcome by rapturous wonder glimpsing either of you across the ballroom. Oh wait, I forgot.” The lady’s lips curled in distaste. “You, Miss Tyron, find your cousin ‘pretty,’ do you not? Perhaps short and fat will be in style someday. Though it might be more accurate to say short, fat, and unkempt.”

Daisy visibly wilted as a wave of anger ripped through Livie. Daisy may not be as polished as Lady Regina, but then, who was? The lady was as flawless as a China statue, but Daisy had her own kind of beauty. Now Livie’s most darling friend in the world looked stricken, stripped of her joyful sparkle.

“My cousin is beautiful,” Livie declared.

Lady Regina smirked. “Taste is so telling, is it not? I have always found that those of inferior rank are disposed to upstart claims of beauty.”

“Yet everyone finds unkindness ugly,” Livie retorted. She found Daisy’s hand and turned to go. “Goodbye, Lady Regina.”

She had just pushed Daisy through the door when she heard a hiss.

“You dare.”

Reluctantly, Livie turned around.




CHAPTER TWO

MEAN GIRLS … OR TOADS?

Livie made sure the door swung shut behind Daisy before she replied. “Did you speak, Lady Regina?”

The lady shifted her diamond ring again. “I was considering how wearisome it is to see young women fluffing their feathers and shaking their tails at men who would never consider them for marriage. Your father, I believe, makes a living on a boat?”

“My father, Captain Sir Franklin Tyron, is the commander of His Majesty’s Royal Oak,” Livie said proudly.

“As I said, he makes his living on a boat.” Lady Regina walked past Livie, pushing open the door and leaving without another word.

Livie pressed her hands to her burning cheeks. Society dictated that everyone must display fawning obsequiousness to that horrid woman. Her aunt, Lady Wharton, would be mortified by the fact that Livie had made an enemy of Lady Regina—but she would understand once Livie described the exchange.

Made his living on a boat?

Her father was not only a member of the aristocracy—albeit a third son—but he had also received a commendation for service. Under her father’s command, the Royal Oak had become one of His Majesty’s most prized vessels, instrumental in fighting off the French.

Lady Regina was a toad.

Livie absolutely refused to respect such an insolent person. She shook off her embarrassment, straightened her backbone, and returned to the ballroom where she found her aunt waiting.

“Livie, you must stay within my view,” Lady Wharton hissed, as she drew forward a gentleman. “Lord Devin, I am happy to introduce you to my niece, Miss Olive Tyron.”

Livie curtsied, then accepted the gentleman’s hand. He had an open, cheerful face, as dissimilar to Lady Regina’s as could be imagined.

“Are you enjoying the Season so far?” he inquired, as they waited their turn to process through the steps of a quadrille.

“Most of it,” Livie confided.

“I have four sisters,” Lord Devin said. “Did some fellow give you a pinch? I’ll have him thrown out, since your father isn’t here to do it for you. Commander of the Royal Oak, isn’t he? You must be terrifically proud.”

Livie beamed at him. Suddenly the evening didn’t seem so dire. “I am!”

“So, tell me which rakehell made an improper advance,” Lord Devin said. He had the kindest expression in the world, but suddenly Livie glimpsed a steely interior.

“Oh, it wasn’t that,” she said. “It’s just that not everyone is welcoming.”

Lord Devin grinned. “Jealous, are they? Well, you are frightfully pretty, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

Livie felt herself turning pink again.

“They say that yellow hair is the fashion, but I prefer a darker hue.”

“You are very handsome as well,” she said, twinkling at him. “So are your four sisters my age or closer to yours?”

He winced. “That’s put me in my place, hasn’t it?”

“I didn’t mean it that way!” Livie cried. “You … of course, you are most handsome, and age doesn’t matter to a man, does it? Ladies love a cleft chin!”

Lord Devin broke out laughing. “Do you always say just what you’re thinking?”

“Far too often,” she confessed. “My aunt is most displeased by my rashness. I’m afraid that earlier I was snubbed and I … well, I responded with unkindness.” She felt a flash of shame. “I ought not to have been so forthright.”

“So, you were insulted not by a rakehell, but by a lady,” Lord Devin said thoughtfully. He raised one eyebrow. “May I have the details?”

He looked like the older brother that Livie had always longed for, so she told him the truth. “I compared her fiancé to a scallion, so of course she had the right to be angry with me. But she wasn’t meant to overhear, and she was so nasty about it!”

Lord Devin burst into laughter again. “A scallion? As in a green onion?” he said, glancing around them. “Who is wearing green today?”

“It was really the Brutus hairstyle,” Livie confessed.

“Presumably slender,” Lord Devin said. “I must say, surveying the ballroom, I feel that beets are more in evidence. Red coats must be in fashion.”

“The lady was justly angry. Unfortunately, she announced that she will ensure no eligible gentlemen will dance with me.”

“We’ll see about that,” Lord Devin said.
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