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HER BEST-LAID PLANS

Lucy realized from the first that there were a few hurdles to overcome before she could make Lord Thorpe want to make her his bride.

First there was the exquisitely beautiful, scandalously fashionable Lady Cynthia Buxley to whom Lord Thorpe was already engaged.

Then there was the unfortunate fact that even after three London Seasons Lord Thorpe barely knew Lucy existed, and disliked the little he did know.

And now there was a further complication: the rumor that Thorpe's name was linked to a woman who supposedly had borne him a child.

Lucy had thought her plan to win Lord Thorpe's wooing was perfect. But now she had to make it even betterâ€¦.
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PROLOGUE

My dearest Jennie, and Kit too, of course, It seems an age since last we saw each other, and had a long, comfortable coze, which of course it is not, considering that I stood as godmother to your darling Christopher not two months past. I am back in London now as you can see from the postmark, although Papa is not with me (as usual) and Aunt Rachel has been once more set to bear-lead me (again, as usual).

You know, dearest Jennie, that this will be my fourth Season since I first made my curtsy at St. James's. Papa says any chit with a whit of sense would have long since given it up and donned her caps, but he has agreed to finance one more foray, hoping against hope I shall at least catch myself a rich cit; but as I told Papa, what with Lady Cynthia's mama passing away so shortly into the Season last year, and with Lord Thorpe having so inconveniently retired to his estates as soon as was decent after the funeral,
my
latest Hunting Season was rendered unusually short.

Lady C. is at last out of black gloves (so far this marriage of hers has been delayed by no less than three expiring relatives), and she and Lord
Thorpe are once more in town, with the wedding date again set. I know you both believe me to be some sort of Don Quixote, forever tilting at windmills, but I do believe it is Fate, not Lady Cynthia's wilting relatives, that have delayed the nuptials until such time as I can convince Lord Thorpe he would be making a Dreadful Mistake.

I am the better woman for him, I know I am, so youâ€”and especially you, Kitâ€”may draw comfort from the knowledge that my intentions, if not my actions, are only of the purest. Lady Cynthia may bleed undiluted blue when she is pinked, but she is not only rude beyond conceiving, but a dead bore into the bargain. Julianâ€”that is to say, Lord Thorpeâ€”must be Saved from Her at All Costs. Of course, my loves, the fact that I am Absolutely Mad for the man barely enters into this At All.

But now that the couple in question is back in town, with poor Lord Thorpe lugging that sad, bland creature hither and thither, my opportunities shall again present themselves. Oh, Lord Thorpe may have already been situated in the city for a fortnight or so before his fiancÃ©e returned, but he spent his time at his various clubs, barely coming into society. It is strange, is it not, how men seem to enjoy such places, especially since one of my young gentlemen friends (nobody you'd know, Kit, as he didn't serve in the army) told me that the atmosphere in all these clubs is so dreadfully fustyâ€”rather like being in
some duke's residence, with the duke lying dead in his chambers upstairs.

Please forgive me if I ramble onâ€”Aunt Rachel says it is my only forteâ€”but you can see, can't you, how this is my last chance to make Julian aware of me? It is time I took the bull by the horns, as it were, for after all, I cannot continue to rely on Lady C.'s relatives to so obligingly keep cocking up their toes before each scheduled wedding date, now can I?

Kiss little Christopher helloâ€”he is such a darlingâ€”and cross your fingers for me, just for luck you understand, for I am sure that this time I Cannot Fail to make Julian love me.

Your most affectionate cousin,
Lucy


Kit Wilde, Earl of Bourne, put down the missive after reading it aloud to his wife as she cradled their sleeping son. “She cannot fail, she says,” he repeated, shaking his head rather sadly. “I can only wonder at her optimism, kitten, seeing as how the poor girl has made such a sad hash of things so far.”

“Oh, I don't know, Kit,” Jennie replied, absently stroking her son's soft blond curls. “You'd be surprised to know to what lengths a woman might be willing to travel in the name of love. For what it's worth,” she proclaimed, grinning saucily at her doubting husband, “
my
blunt's on Cousin Lucy!”



CHAPTER ONE

I
T WAS A TRULY LOVELY
early-spring day, unseasonably fair and fine, especially when one considered the depressingly lengthy stretch of damp and drizzle that had so far this month curtailed outings in the park for all but the most dedicated or desperate promenaders, the former intent on exercising their horseflesh and the latter committed to the pursuit of elusive eligible bachelors, bits of juicy gossip, and cards of invitation to the most select social gatherings on offer.

Quite naturally this bright, sunshiny day found anybody and everybody converging on the park with a vengeance; the resultant crush of curricles, high-perch phaetons, ancient landaus, barouches, skittish, prancing saddle horses, and hopeful pedestrians quickly spilling over from the gravel paths to cut deep ruts into the soft turf and carelessly trample down the shrubberies.

Julian Rutherford, Earl of Thorpe, and his fiancÃ©e of long standing, Lady Cynthia Buxley, had been in the park upwards of an hour, having arrived with the notion that a lively canter for the length of the park and back atop their overly fresh mounts would make an enjoyable change from the inactivity the weather had enforced upon them.

To their combined chagrin, however, the only ex
ertion either had thus far expended was by way of a constant tug-of-war with their high-spirited horses, who demonstrated their disappointment at the snail's pace necessarily set by their masters by alternately snorting, prancing, and tossing their heads in their eagerness to be off.

“This is perfectly beastly, Julian,” Lady Cynthia complained in dreadful accents for perhaps the hundredth time. “How I abhor Sundays in the park, what with every upstart cit and ragged peasant given free access just as if they had a right to be here. I tell you, Julian, if we are not careful we will suffer the same dread fate as our fellow aristocrats in France. Stop it, Egyptian Dawn,” she commanded firmly, breaking off her complaining to bring her mount back under control.

“Go easy on her mouth, Cynthia,” Lord Thorpe cautioned as the woman hauled down sharply on the reins. “We'll be nearing a gate shortly, upon which time I suggest we disengage ourselves from this ridiculous parade and I escort you home. If it weren't for the multitude of acquaintances demanding our attention, holding our progress to an infuriating crawl, we should have been gone long since. It is only our popularity you have to blame, my dear, for our virtual imprisonment within this crush of humanity. Your friends have been too long without you, and feel the need of a few moments to renew their friendship.”

“And to reiterate their sympathy concerning my sad loss,” Lady Cynthia added, smoothing down the skirt of her dove-gray riding dress. “I do hope no one
thought me fast to have come out of my blacks so soon after Mama's passing.”

“A year is quite proper, Cynthia,” her fiancÃ© assured her matter-of-factly, neglecting to add that she looked most becoming in her half-mourning, just as he had neglected to show so much as a moment's concern over the possibility of Egyptian Dawn bolting in her agitation, and the resultant threat to life and limb this would present to his beloved.

They progressed along the path slowly but steadily, deigning only to bow or wave to the many who would have them stop beside their conveyances for a chat, and were almost to the gate when Egyptian Dawn, momentarily given her head as Lady Cynthia called a greeting to a turbaned dowager frantically trying to gain her attention, rolled her eyes wildly and reared, nearly unseating her rider.

Thorpe reacted quickly, grabbing for the mare's halter before the horse could gather her legs back under her and break into a dangerous gallop, and while nearby spectators alternately shrieked and swooned, he expertly brought Egyptian Dawn back under control.

“Whatever happened to spook her so?” Lady Cynthia asked, looking around her to see that Egyptian Dawn was not the only horse so disturbed. All around them tigers were running to calm their masters' frightened teams, while pedestrians prudently sprinted from out of the way of slashing hooves.

And then Lord Thorpe caught a movement off to his left and swung around in the saddle to get a better
look at the flash of ruby red that was speeding down a nearby slope, heading directly for them. His light gray eyes narrowed as he sought to identify what looked to be some female person who was, unbelievably, perched precariously between a larger pair of rapidly advancing narrow-spoked wheels. “What the devil?” he was startled into saying, reaching wildly for his quizzing glass.

Attracted by her companion's rare descent into exclamation, Lady Cynthia looked at him askance, and then followed his lead and cast her gaze onto the nearby slope. “Oh, no,” she muttered in an extremely unladylike style. “It is that dratted Gladwin girl again. Whatever can she be about this time?”

By now all in the vicinity had spied out the cause of their animals' unrest and a minor uproar was in progress, with lords and ladies shaken from their usual sangfroid into garbled speech and a few members of the lower orders, in the park on their off day, cheering and yelling and generally encouraging the rider of what looked to be one of “dem newfangled hobbyhorses, like,” to “give 'er all she's got, girlie!”

The rider, so cheered by her encouraging audience, lifted one gloved hand from the wooden cross-balance board to acknowledge them with a wave, a maneuver that nearly brought her to grief when the front wheel struck a small rock and for a short time her vehicle listed dangerously to one side. But that she was no novice to this mode of transportation was soon to be seen, for she made short work of leaning her forearm more heavily on the far side of the cross-balance
board and redirecting the hobbyhorse onto more level ground.

As she dragged her jean-covered toes in the soft grass alongside the path, however, she soon realized that the advertisement lauding the hobbyhorse as being designed to allow her “drapery to flow loosely and elegantly to the ground” to be sadly inaccurate, as she felt the spring breeze ballooning her skirts and cooling her, at the moment, indecently exposed ankles, to the delight of all and sundry.

“It
is
Lucy Gladwin, Julian, just as I said,” Lady Cynthia informed her companion unnecessarily, as anyone with two eyes in his head could not help but recognize that flamboyant young lady who had been setting the
ton
on its collective head for the past three Seasons. And, as if her face and figure were not sufficiently familiar, the young hussar standing nearby had confirmed the fact just moments before by shouting, “It's Old Hale and Hearty's girl, Lucy. What a great gun! Pluck to the backbone!”

“Old Hale and Heart indeed,” the earl spat contemptuously. “Sir Hale Gladwin has much to answer for in his outrageous daughter. You'd think he'd marry her off to some backwater squire who'd keep her from making a fool of herself in town.”

“Indeed yes,” his fiancÃ©e agreed, preening her hair complacently, secure in the knowledge that
she,
the daughter of an earl and cognizant of both the responsibility and privilege of rank, would never allow herself to become such a spectacle. “Sir Hale, who is ramshackle past reclaim himself, probably due to
some sad underbreeding of his ancestors, should be made to contain his daughter's mad starts or else remove her from polite society altogether. Such a vulgar, shameless creature.”

The vulgar, shameless creature, she of the unattending father, had at last dragged her vehicle to a stop just where she had plannedâ€”directly in front of the Earl of Thorpe. “Good day to you, my lord,” she chirped merrily as, unthinking of her windblown appearance, she gave him the full benefit of her dazzling smile.

Lord Thorpe, from his vantage point high above her, looked at her through his quizzing glass, intent on wiping that inane grin from her face. Lucy, small and dark-haired, was in full looks when dressed in red, and her sparkling eyes, ruby lips, and flushed cheeks gave her an all-over look of fresh, untrammeled beauty that caused the earl to shudder. It wasn't decent, nor was it fitting, for a female to look quite soâ€¦so abandoned. It was enough to stir a man's blood in a highly uncomfortable way, as he silently acknowledged by shifting slightly in the saddle.

“Miss Gladwin,” he said now, condescending to favor her with a slight, very slight, bow. “I would deem it a kindness if you were to remove your, er, machine from the immediate vicinity. Its presence has greatly agitated Lady Cynthia's mount, and your continued presence brings the possibility of injury to both of you.”

“What? My hobbyhorse?” Lucy questioned, shaking her head. “What a silly animal to be frightened
by such a thing. Why, in my opinion a hobbyhorse isâ€””

“I do not remember requesting your opinion, Miss Gladwin,” Lord Thorpe cut in sharply, finally succeeding in wiping the smile from that young female's face. “I cannot, in fact, remember ever requiring anything from you other than your absence. Do I make myself clear, Miss Gladwin?”

As far as set-downs go, this one was definitely first-rate, and Lucy, sadly crushed by his harsh words, was foolish enough to lift her face to Lady Cynthia in mute appeal. If she had hoped for any tenderness from that quarter, however, she had sadly mistaken her woman. Looking down her rather long, aristocratic nose, Lady Cynthia added repressively, “Indeed, Miss Gladwin. Not only have you yet again made a complete fool of yourself, but you have become, at least to us, more than a little boring. For three Seasons now you have been dogging our every step, so it seems, until I vow myself to be quite out of patience with you. It would be a kindness, to us as well as to yourself, if you would simply
go away.
”

For one brief moment Lucy's dimpled chin betrayed a lamentable tendency to quiver, bringing forth an involuntary flutter of sympathy from the earl while prompting the production of a most self-satisfied smirk upon Lady Cynthia's thin face. While Lucy may have briefly entertained the thought of playing on Lord Thorpe's tender feelings (feelings which, there were legions who would willingly swear, did not exist), the sight of her rival's smug expression
kept her from summoning up a tear in favor of taking that infuriating female down a peg or two.

“Why, Lady Cynthia, whatever do you mean?” Lucy asked innocently, assuming an air of genuine anxiety. “Do you often have this feeling of being followed? My Great-Uncle Herbert was just so afflicted, you know.” She turned to look up at Lord Thorpe, who was rapidly adjusting his opinion of Miss Gladwin as being a brainless widgeon in need of rescue. “In Great-Uncle Herbert's case it was much the same; always telling us how people were staring at him, plotting against him.” She shook her head. “They had to put him in Ringmoor, poor man. Nasty business it was, too, what with the chains and all.”

“Oh! You
horrid
creature!” Lady Cynthia exclaimed shrilly, momentarily abandoning her role of earl's daughter for that of a highly indignant female. “Julian! She has insulted me.
Do something!
”

“What do you suggest, my dear?” Lord Thorpe replied in his usual unemotional tone. “Pistols at dawn?”

Lady Cynthia was saved from further indiscretion (and Lord Thorpe from having to remind his betrothed that she was in danger of making a cake of herself in front of half the
ton
) by the arrival of Lucy's Aunt Rachel, the older woman alighting from an open carriage that had just then pulled up alongside them.

“Here you are, Lucy,” that harassed-looking lady said without preamble. “You promised to stay beside
the carriage, dear. It took us forever to work our way around once you took off over that rise. Come away now, Lucy. It's time for tea.”

“You are Miss Gladwin's keepâ€¦umâ€¦that is to say, are you in charge of this young lady?” Lord Thorpe asked, causing Aunt Rachel's thin shoulders to rise up protectively around her ears. If she had hoped, once she was close enough to see that her charge had once again landed in the brambles, that they just might be able to escape the scene with their skins intact, Lord Thorpe's deliberately rude question put a firm period to her hopes. Swallowing down hard on the lump of apprehension that had risen in her throat, the lady could do no more than turn and face her questioner, replying, “I am Rachel Gladwin, my lord, Miss Gladwin's aunt.”

“You have my sympathy, Mrs. Gladwin,” he responded, favoring her with a slight bow as he looked down at her from his lofty height.

“
Miss
Gladwin, my lord,” Aunt Rachel corrected. “I am Sir Hale's younger sister.”

“Then I repeat my condolences twofold, ma'am, and hope you forgive me for requiring you to own up to the blood relationship in public. Therefore, since I feel it incumbent upon us to discuss what I believe to be a common problem, I will call upon you at your residence in the morning. Good day to you, ma'am,” he concluded in a tone that made it clear he had dismissed her.

“And good day to you too, my lord,” Lucy called after the two riders who had already begun edging
their mounts on down the path, just as if she didn't know that they had cut her deliberately.

“Have Walter lift that horrid machine up behind the carriage, Lucy, and join me inside,” her aunt instructed, already turning to be handed up onto the squabs. “We must hurry home so that I might indulge in a fit of the vapors. I do believe I have earned it.”

“Oh, pooh, Aunt Rachelâ€”” Lucy twinkled irrepressibly “â€”you never would be so missish.”

“Knowing that your insufferable Lord Thorpe is coming to Portman Square tomorrow to ring a peal over my head about my delinquent niece may just be the nudge I needed to cultivate a tendency to find solace in nervous spasms. Oh yes,” that lady went on imperturbably as her niece began to protest that Lord Thorpe was not about to do any such thing. “Or did you think he was coming to tell me he has fallen madly in love with you and has jilted Lady Cynthia so that the two of you can live happily ever after?”
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